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Introduction n 

Incarnation:: the embodiment of God and the divine. It is a notion, an idea which speaks to the 

imagination;; at least it has spoken to my imagination. It holds a presumption and a promise, 

ass well as a program and horizon: the presumption and promise that God and the divine (can) 

becomee manifest, revealed, embodied among human beings and a program and horizon for 

humann becoming: making manifest, embodying the divine in word and deed. 

Inn my interpretation of this notion, incarnation is envisaged as an ongoing process of 

unificationn of God and wo/man. It emphasizes the openness of the concept: open to change, to 

thee future, suggesting different manifestations of a material presence of God and the divine 

amongg human beings, women and men; different shapes in which the divine is embodied. 

Thiss understanding of incarnation stands in contrast to the dominant interpretation of 

incarnationn in the christian tradition. For this tradition professes only one incarnation of God: 

Jesus,, the Christ. He is professed as the incarnation of God: truly God, truly hu/man - in mind 

andd body. He is seen (retrospectively) as Immanuel prophesied in the Hebrew Bible: the 

messianicc figure who represents God with us; hee is the Word that has become flesh, embodying 

Godd in word and deed; and his parousia, his return will signify the unification of the divine and 

thee human, of heaven and earth. This means that the tradition sees what I call the promise of 

thee notion incarnation - God dwelling embodied among us - as either fulfilled in the past or to 

bee realized in the ultimate future, in the return of Jesus Christ. It moreover interprets what I 

describee as a program and horizon for human becoming - embodying God in word and deed -

ass imitatio Christi, as imitating Christ. This brings me to the conclusion that the profession that 

Jesuss Christ is the incarnation of God has turned the notion incarnation from an open concept 

intoo a closed one. 

Fromm a feminist theological perspective this proclamation is problematic for two reasons: 

first,, because it entails the solidification of the idea of incarnation to this one incarnation. 

Secondlyy because it proclaims a man as the model for true humanity as well as for God. Mary 

Dalyy has coined the expression christolatry to describe the solidifying and reductive effects of 

thiss proclamation.1 For it has meant that the understanding of true or authentic humanity as 

welll  as the conception of God have been narrowed to what can be understood in and through 

thiss masculine model. The effect upon the conception of God has been that the masculine 

metaphorss of God have been privileged in the christian tradition to the detriment of feminine 

images.. It has moreover resulted in a privileging of the qualities and attributes of God which 

affirmm and reinforce the masculine imagery, so that God has come to be understood as a 

11 Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father. Toward a Philosophy of Women's Liberation, Boston: Beacon 
Presss 1973, esp. the third chapter 'Beyond Christolatry: A World without Models', 69-97. 
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masculine,, paternal God in the collective religious imaginary. In the theological anthropology, 

thee effect of this idea has been that Genesis 1: 27, in which it is said that the human species 

iss created in the image of God, has been interpreted in such a way that the male subject has 

becomee the normative or generic subject for human subjectivity. The corollary of this 

interpretationn is that the female subject is seen as derivative of and secondary to this normative 

sex. . 

Thee theological message to women of the proclamation of Jesus Christ as truly God and 

trulyy human has been, that they are not fully human in the theological sense: that a definition 

andd interpretation of themselves and other women as made fully in the image of God, in mind 

ass well as in body, has been denied them. To formulate this view as sharp as possible: they are 

nott fully human, because they are not fully man. This implies that (a) woman has to become 

(a)) man in order to become human. In other words, that she has to efface her difference to 

becomee fully hu/man. 

Ass the christian tradition has located this difference of woman in her different 

corporeality,, the conclusion must be that women's different corporeality forms a barrier to think 

herr as made in the image of God. Although this conclusion can also be attributed to and 

explainedd by the doctrine of divine incorporeality, it has important implications for a theology 

whichh aims at presenting incarnation as an ongoing process. For it implies that the privileging 

off  the masculine and the male in theology and theological anthropology forms an obstacle to 

envisagee God as being incarnated in female embodied subjectivity, especially so when female 

embodiedd subjectivity is conceived as different from male embodied subjectivity. 

Thiss difficulty to conceive female embodied subjectivity in its difference from male 

embodiedd subjectivity as being in the image of God and the consequences of this difficulty for 

thee interpretation of incarnation as an ongoing process of God becoming manifest among us, 

liess at the basis of my exploration of Luce Irigaray's work of which this book is the result. 

Lucee Irigaray's work is devoted to the project of thinking through, imaging, valuing and 

elaboratingg the difference between the sexes - or sexual difference as an irreducible difference. 

Inn An Ethics of Sexual Difference she describes sexual differences as 

onee of the major philosophical issues, if not the issue, of our age. According to 

Heidegger,, each age has one issue to think through, and one only. Sexual difference is 

probablyy the issue in our time. The issue which, if it would be thought through, might 

bringg us "salvation"? (EF:13;EE:5, transl. mod.) 

Thiss project of thinking through sexual difference as an irreducible difference is a philosophical 

projectt as it departs from and affirms a view of philosophy as the discourse which underlies 
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alll  other discourses. This means that Luce Irigaray sees philosophy as a discourse which offers 

otherr discourses and disciplines the terms, concepts and die paradigms to think through and 

imagee human subjectivity, the world, the other and God as well as the (epistemological and 

ethical)) relation between the human subject and the other, be it the other human being, the 

(material)) world around this subject, or God. But Luce Irigaray's project is also, or perhaps first 

andd foremost, a political project, because it aims at changing the current symbolic order or 

dominantt worldview. This political goal of Luce Irigaray's project of thinking through sexual 

differencee is closely bound up with her training and (former) practice as a psycho-linguist and 

psychoanalytic.. Luce Irigaray's analysis of the malignant effects of the dominant worldview, 

condensedd in the order of philosophical discourse, upon the lives and loves of women has been 

informedd by what she has heard in her analytical practice of the corporeal and psychic suffering 

off  women. When she therefore describes her work as a project 'which might bring us 

"salvation"',, I interpret this suggestion as an allusion towards the necessity to remove the 

sufferingg of women by the act of thinking through, imaging, valuing and elaborating sexual 

differencee as an irreducible difference between the sexes. 

Inn her critique, Luce Irigaray shows that the order of (philosophical) discourse presents the male 

subjectt as generic, as representative for human subjectivity. In other words, she contends that 

thee male subject conceives of itself as "everything", and that it defines, circumvenes, 

circumscribes,, all by itself, the properties of any thing and everything.(CS:77;TS:80) She argues 

thatt this conception of human subjectivity reduces female subjectivity to male subjectivity, so 

thatt female subjectivity becomes identical to male subjectivity or that it pictures female subjects 

ass other-than-man, thereby reducing her difference to a difference from the normative 

subjectivity.. In other words, the order of (philosophical) discourse reduces and/or effaces the 

difference,, the alterity of female subjectivity to mirror this One subjectivity, this One subject 

andd his values, desire, pleasure. 

Underlyingg this critique is the conviction that female subjectivity would be different from 

malee subjectivity if it could express itself in words, images, art, gestures and rituals. This 

convictionn follows from Luce Irigaray's interpretation that women's madness and hysteria, 

particularlyy the mute, corporeal suffering of female hysterics and madwomen, is the effect of 

women'ss subjection to a symbolic order which is alien to the female flesh. These women suffer 

inn their bodies, because they lack the symbolic means to express and channel their desire. This 

interpretationn implies, however, that Luce Irigaray sees this suffering as indication of a desire 

whichh cannot be expressed in the dominant symbolic order, (CAC:82;IR:47) thus toward a 

libidinall  difference between female and male subjects, which affects the mode of relating to the 

world,, the other - woman or man - and God as well as the view of the world and the other. 
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Thiss description of Luce Irigaray's critique upon the dominant symbolic order highlights 

thatt Luce Irigaray's project is directed at the generation, the construction of a symbolic - of 

words,, images, art, gestures, rituals, institutions, of images of God and the divine - which is 

'continuous'' with women's desire, so that this desire can become mediated and does not need 

too go underground. It sheds moreover light upon the stakes of thinking through sexual 

differencee as an irreducible difference, for it illuminates that it is devoted to think and give 

discursivee shape to the alterity of woman, of female embodied subjectivity, without defining 

thiss alterity in terms that picture it as equal or complementary to or as negative from male 

subjectivityy and from man. It furthermore elucidates an important distinction between her 

projectt of thinking sexual difference and those projects who use the terms wherewith the 

traditionn has described this difference, such as 'the caring or mothering nature of women', to 

valorizee women's difference. Although both projects depart from the corporeal difference 

betweenn women and men, the latter theorists of the difference of woman not only reproduce 

andd thereby affirm traditional notions of feminity, but they also remain caught in the logic of 

thee One/the Same underlying these traditional notions, which present them at best as equal 

and/orr complementary to each other. Luce Irigaray, on the other hand, wants to escape this 

logicc of the One/the Same by elaborating the idea that human being is not one but two, male 

andd female, and that thinking this dual being means imaging, signifying, telling, valuing and 

elaboratingg this irrevocable, corporeal difference between the two as an irreducible difference 

inn the symbolic, thus on the level of imagination and signification. 

Thiss conclusion illuminates in turn the philosophical implications of this project. For as 

thee order of discourse is constructed by means of the logic of the One/the Same, the act of 

replacingg this order of the one by the two of sexual difference necessitates the re-imagination 

off  all the figures of philosophical discourse. Or as Luce Irigaray's describes it: 

Replacingg the one by the two in sexual difference thus constitutes a decisive philosophical 

andd political gesture, one which gives up a singular or plural being (l'être un ou pluriel) 

inn order to become a dual being (l'être deux). This is the necessary foundation for a new 

ontology,, a new ethics, and a new politics, in which the oüier is recognized as other and 

nott as the same: bigger or smaller than I, or at best my equal.2 

Thee philosophical implications of thinking, elaborating and valuing sexual difference as an 

irreduciblee difference can also be explained in different terms. For my description of Luce 

22 Luce Irigaray, 'The Question of the Other', in: Lynne Huffier (ed), Another Look, Another Woman. 
RetranslationsRetranslations of French Feminism. Yale French Studies 87, New Haven & London: Yale 
Universityy Press, 1995, 19. 
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Irigaray'ss critique upon the philosophical discourse points out, that the articulation and 

significationn of the libidinal difference of women will not only affect the relation to the other 

onn the experiential level, but foremost the conception of the notions which underlie, image, 

valuee and theorize the self, the constitution of the human subject and of human subjectivity, as 

welll  as the notions which theorize the relation of this subject to the other (in its different 

philosophicall  shapes), such as the idea of relation itself, the question of the knowledge of the 

other,, the issue of values. 

Becausee this philosophical discourse sets forth the law for all other discourses, the effect of 

thinkingg through sexual difference extends to other discourses as well. It includes the discourse 

off  theology and especially the discourse of systematic theology or the so-called philosophical 

theology,, which has been developed through the ages in close dialogue with philosophy. This 

impliess that imaging and elaborating sexual difference as an irreducible difference leads to the 

necessityy to rethink the key-notions of theological discourse, such as God, wo/man, 

transcendence,, immanence, to name but a few, as well as those concepts in and through which 

thee relation between these key notions is thought. 

'Incarnation'' is such a relational concept. As I indicated in the above, it is primarily used in 

theologicall  discourse to think about the (salvific) meaning of the lif e and death of Jesus of 

Nazareth,, the Christ, and only secondarily in the discourse of theological anthropology. Within 

thesee discourses 'incarnation' images and conceptualizes the relation of God and wo/man, 

transcendencee and immanence in this human being and in human beings. 

'Incarnation',, however, is also a concept which is used in the discourse of cultural 

studies.. It is used in that discourse to image the constitution of human identity and subjectivity 

ass a process of disciplination of the body by or subjection of the body to the discursive order 

off  society. 'Incarnation' and 'to incarnate' indicate therefore that the human subject, that 

wo/man,, is an embodied subject, and that identity is constituted at the intersection, as an 

intersection,, of bodily matter and this discursive order of society. Especially those theories 

whichh describe the constitution of identity and subjectivity as a process of subjection to or 

introjectionn of the symbolic, evoke associations with the biblical expression 'and the Word 

becamee flesh', which has become the expression to designate the event of the incarnation of 

Godd in Jesus of Nazareth. 

Thiss double connotation of the notion 'incarnation' illuminates that the theological 

conceptionn of incarnation images and conceptualizes not only the relation between God and 

wo/mann and between transcendence and immanence, but also between mind and body, because 

thee conceptualization of human subjectivity entails always also the configuration of this last 

relation.. Thus to think and image the relation between God and wo/man implies thinking and 
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imagingg the relation between mind and body, between Word and flesh. To say this in different 

words:: a theological conceptualization of 'incarnation' presupposes and is built upon a certain 

relationn between mind and body, between Word and flesh. This implies that the configuration 

off  the relation between mind and body figures as a hinge for the configuration of the other two 

pairs,, which are entwined in the concept of incarnation: God-wo/man, transcendence-

immanence. . 

Inn accordance with the logic of the One/the Same which has underlied (and often still 

underlies)) philosophy, the dominant theological tradition has conceived these three conceptual 

pairss as hierarchical oppositions. It has moreover intertwined these oppositions in such a way 

thatt each opposition reinforces the configuration of the other two. This implies that a change 

inn the configuration of one duality wil l effect the configurations of the other two as well, or, 

thatt a change in the configuration of one binary opposition asks for a re-examination and 

evaluationn of the concept 'incarnation'. 

Itt is the thesis of this book that thinking through, imaging and elaborating sexual difference as 

ann irreducible difference brings about such a change in the conceptualization of incarnation, 

bothh in its 'secular' and theological meaning, because it introduces a different concept of the 

relationn between body and mind, between matter and thought, between flesh and Word. I 

elaboratee this thesis in and through a reading of Luce Irigaray's work. I use 'incarnation' as 

aa hermeneutical key to approach it, because this notion lends itself admirably to elucidate the 

connectionn between her thoughts on the process of becoming a female subject and her thoughts 

onn the process of becoming divine. For Luce Irigaray's thesis in 'Divine Women' that women 

needd a God (or a divinity) of and for their gender to become free, autonomous and sovereign 

subjectss (SP:74;SG:62), must be seen as emblematic for her argument that women need a 

house-of-languagee of and for themselves in order to be able to speak her desire, her relational 

differencee and to become woman-for-herself instead of being subjected to an order of discourse 

whichh reduces her subjectivity to that of woman-for-man. In my view, Luce Irigaray's thoughts 

onn God illuminate what is at stake in her thoughts on the necessity of a house-of-language of 

andd for women. It highlights that this house-of-language would signify, present, uphold those 

values,, qualities and attributes which speak the mode of relation of the female subject to the 

worldd around her. In order to express this interpretation, I interpret 'God' as emblem of the 

functionn of a house-of-language, notably that it presents and images a (discursive) worldview 

andd the corresponding sociality of female subjects and of female and male subjects. I use the 

termm the Word as an equivalent of God. This usage of 'the Word' as symbol of God has a long 

theologicall  tradition, because tradition underlines that God is known in and through His Word, 

inn and through the Bible, the Commandments, and through the life, death and resurrection of 

Jesuss of Nazareth. By taking up this symbol in the context of my discussion of the necessity 
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off  a 'God' and a house-of-language of and for women, I try to open up these traditional 

connotationss of this dominant symbol of the chistian theological tradition, while affirming the 

discursivee character of human knowledge of the self, the world, and of God as well. In other 

words,, I use this symbol to illuminate that, when Luce Irigaray writes that women need a God 

off  and for their gender, she points out that they need discursive images of 'God,' stories about 

'God',, of a 'God' in the feminine in order to define themselves as made in the image of 

'God'.. In summary, this means that I offer in this book an interpretation of Luce Irigaray's 

thoughtss on God in which I argue that they must be interpreted and valued as part of her 

politicalpolitical project to change the symbolic order and to remove the corporeal suffering of (mad 

andd hysterical) women. 

AA political interpretation of the discourse of God is not new within the discourse of feminist 

theology.. Many feminist theologians have argued that change in the imagery and discourse 

aboutt God is crucial in the process of redefining female identity and subjectivity and also in 

changingg the dominant order of discourse and its concomitant order of society. Such an 

interpretationn of Luce Irigaray's thoughts on the function of (a discourse about) God and 

religionn may be more innovative for feminist theoreticians and philosophers. For although some 

philosopherss give an indication of the fertility of Luce Irigaray's thoughts on God and the 

divinee for the transformation of culture, few develop her thoughts in their work.3 Margaret 

Whitfordd for instance writes mat 'to entertain the idea (of a woman divinity,acm) and to 

considerr its implications can reveal how far-reaching symbolic changes would have to be to 

accommodatee women'.4 Luisa Muraro argues along the same lines and explicitly mentions that 

33 In her introduction to the special issue devoted to philosophy of religion of Hypatia, Nancy 
Frankenberryy notes that she and her co-editor Marilyn Thie were surprised by the 'frequency w 
ithh which the work of the French feminist, linguist, and psycho-analyst Luce Irigaray was invok 
edd in papers by Anglophone feminists' in the papers they received for this issue. Nancy 
Frankenberry,, 'Introduction: Prolegomenon to Future Feminist Philosophies of Religions', in: 
Hypatia,Hypatia, vol. 9, (1994), 5.1 have come across texts by feminist philosophers which mention Luce 
Irigaray'ss thoughts on the divine by Margaret Whitford, Rosi Braidotti, Elizabeth Grosz, Philippa 
Berry.. See Rosi Braidotti, 'Of Bugs and Women', in: Carolyn Burke, Naomi Schor and Margaret 
Whitfordd (eds.), Engaging with Luce Irigaray. Feminist Philosophy and Modern European Thought, 
Neww York: Columbia University Press, 1994, 124; Liz Grosz, Irigaray and the divine; Margaret 
Whitford,, Luce Irigaray. A Philosophy in the Feminine, London: Routledge, 1991; and Margaret 
Whitford,, 'Irigaray, Utopia and the Death Drive', in: Carolyn Burke et al. (eds), Engaging, 379-
400;; Philippa Berry, 'The Burning Glass. Paradoxes of Feminist Revelation in Speculum', in: 
Carolynn Burke et al. (eds), Engaging, 229-249. 

44 Margaret Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 141. 
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shee owes this insight to Luce Irigaray's work.5 A (systematic) reflection upon God and 

religionn - upon its (potential) power to transform society - has hardly begun within feminist 

theoryy and cultural studies, however. On the contrary, most studies of contemporary culture 

oftenn tacitly omit religion - and more specifically christian religion -.6 This phenomenon can 

bee and has been explained in different ways.7 I put it down to a combination of three factors. 

First,, die secularisation or secularism of West-European society, so that religion is no longer 

experiencedd or seen as entwined and interwoven in the fabric of West-European (popular) 

culture.88 Secondly, the privatisation of religion, whereby religion is seen as belonging to the 

privatee sphere or the sphere of the home and as belonging to the realm of the psyche and the 

Seee 'Avant et après dans la vie d'une femme, dans 1'histoire des femmes', in: Luce Irigaray (ed), 
LeLe Souffle des Femmes, 63-75, published previously in Italian under die title 'Prima/dopo nella vita 
dii  una donna, nella storia delle donne', in Inchiesta, 69-72; 

Thee absence of a feminist theological reflection upon Alice Walker's novel The Color Purple -
whichh provides the red thread - in the influential introduction to women's studies in the arts edited 
byy Rosemarie Buikema and Anneke Smelik, Vrouwenstudies in de Cultuurwetenschappen, 
Muiderberg:: Coutinho, 1993, translated as Women's Studies and Culture: A Feminist Introduction, 
London,, New Jersey: ZED Books, 1995, can be seen as such an omission. It has provoked many 
commentss from Dutch feminist theologians, both in personal exchanges and in print, not only 
becausee The Color Purple has influenced many feminist theo- and thealogians, but also because 
Dutchh feminist theology has defmed itself as part of cultural studies, situated between academic 
theologyy and womens' studies. See Inez van der Spek, A Momentary Taste of Being. Female 
Subjectivity,Subjectivity, The Divine and The Science Fiction of James Tiptree, Jr, Utrecht: Inez van der Spek, 
1996.. 40, 40 n6, & 48 nl5. This definition of feminist theology as cultural study is clearly not 
affirmedd by Dutch Women's Studies in the Humanities. 

Nancyy Frankenberry limits her explanations to die reluctance to develop a feminist philosophy o 
ff  religion and mentions four factors: the historical antecedents of die discipline; contemporary 
gerrymandering,, feminist suspicion of religion and mainstream resistance to religion. Nancy 
Frankenberry,, Introduction, in Hypatia vol 9 (1994) 4, 2-4, esp. 2 Amy Newman develops and 
criticizess Nancy Frankenberry's Üiird point, the feminist suspicion of religion, in her text 'Femi 
nistt Social Criticism and Marx's Theory of Religion', in: Hypatia vol 9 (1994) 4, 15-37. 

Thiss phenomenon is described by the secularisation thesis. According to tiiat thesis modern society 
hass formed itself by breaking away from Christianity, bom from its institutions and its worldview. 
Thiss secularisation-diesis is rooted in the critique of religion which accompanied die formation of 
modernn society. Amy Newman argues that the radical form of this critique of religion has an 
antireligiouss attitude and that it has influenced feminist social criticism deeply. See Amy Newman, 
'Feministt Social Criticism'. For a critique on the secularisation-diesis see: Anton van Harskamp, 
'Revisiee van de Secularisatiemese', in A. van Harskamp (ed). Verborgen God of Lege Kerk? 
TheologenTheologen en Sociologen over Secularisatie., Kampen: Kok, 1991 
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psychological.99 And thirdly, the identification of religion and the discourse about God with the 

epistemologicall  foundations of modernity, notably with the tradition of philosophical 

metaphysicss to found knowledge in a ultimate reality or in a final (transcendent) truth.10 These 

threee reasons - secularisation or secularism, privatisation of religion and identification of 

religionn and discourse about God with the epistemological foundations of modernity - might 

explainn why feminist theoreticians or feminist scholars within cultural studies do not reflect 

uponn the function of the discourse of God and of religion as a force which might affect one's 

politicall  practice of transforming society, nor as a force which might build community. This 

lackk of reflection on the role of religion, and especially the identification of 'God' with 

metaphysicss and philosophical theism, has influenced the interpretation of Luce Irigaray's 

discoursee on God negatively. Her thesis that women need a God has been interpreted as a return 

too this metaphysical tradition and as a sign of her covert essentialism, " and not as part of her 

philosophicall  project to rethink the foundations of western philosophy, or as part of her political 

projectt to change the symbolic, nor as a lever to effect this change by claiming one of the most 

99 Rosemary Radford Ruether and Grace Jantzen comment upon these two appearances of privatisation 
off  religion. Rosemary Radford Ruether explains this privatisation of religion as an effect of the 
industrialisationn in the nineteenth century, which resulted in a sharp distinction between the public 
sphere-- devoid of sentiment and morality, and the private sphere which became the realm where 
alll  moral, spiritual and interpersonal values were located. Rosemary Radford Ruether, New Woman, 
NewNew Earth. Sexist Ideologies and Human Liberation, The Seabury Press, New York, 1975, 22 & 
23.. Grace Jantzen draws attention to the fact that contemporary scholarly texts on mysticism and 
popularr texts about spirituality represent these as concerned with personal psychological well-being, 
providingg a private religious way of coping with life. This means that in these texts spirituality 
and/orr mysticism become divorced from questions of social justice and from political struggle for 
transformationn of society. She explains this tendency as an answer to Kantian epistemology, which 
foreclosedd any knowledge of transcendent reality. Grace M. Jantzen, Power, Gender and Christian 
Mysticism,Mysticism, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995, ch. 1. 

Thiss tendency to reduce spirituality to something personal or psychological is also 
documentedd by Anne van Voorthuizen's tour through the Dutch world of New Age. See Anne v 
ann Voorthuizen, 'Ruimte tussen de werelden. Spirifeminisme in de jaren negentig', Lover. 
LiteratuuroverzichtLiteratuuroverzicht over feminisme, cultuur en wetenschap, vol 23, (1996) 1, 4-13 

100 Thus Rosi Braidotti writes: Are feminists closet humanists, wanting to rescue what is left of 
rationality,, needing some realist theory of discourse, or an alternative religion? Or can they adopt 
aa radical form of epistemology that denies access to a real world and to a final truth? (my italics). 
Rosii  Braidotti, Nomadic Subjects. Embodiment and Sexual Difference in Contemporary Feminist 
Theory,Theory, New York: Columbia University Press, 1994, 108. 

111 I will discuss this critique of die supposed essentialism of Luce Irigaray's thought in chapters 5 and 
7. . 
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powerfull  notions of western discourse for the female gender and rethinking, reimagining and 

reinvestingg it with meaning 'of her own'. 

Ass I said, a political interpretation of the discourse of God is not new within the discourse of 

feministt theology, nor is the thought that God must be reclaimed and renamed in order to 

changee the order of society a strange one to feminist theologocal discourse. From the very 

beginningg the correspondence between structures of society and the representations of God and 

thee divine have been analyzed and criticized, most powerfully by Mary Daly. This analysis and 

critiquee charted the negative effects of this representation upon the position of women in society 

andd upon the identity of women. Different feminist theologians and thealogians have moreover 

describedd the affirmative and empowering effect on their sense of self of female images of God 

andd the divine.12 What my study adds to the development of feminist theological discourses 

iss the exploration of the effects of Luce Irigaray's thoughts on sexual difference on the 

discoursee of theology, especially on the discourse of theological anthropology and on the 

theologicall  discourse of God. This exploration has taken the form of a tryptich, a book in three 

parts,, in which I give three different pictures of incarnation. Each part of the book consists 

againn of three chapters, except for the second part, which has four chapters. As each part is 

precededd by an introduction and a brief description of the different chapters of that part, I wil l 

confinee myself here to a general description of the different parts. 

Thee central part of this book, called The Flesh becomes Word, is devoted to the elaboration of 

thee idea that thought and subjectivity are not disembodied and gender-neutral. I show on the 

contraryy that they are rooted in and generated by the flesh, by sensible, libidinal matter, thus 

thatt traces of the sexed, libidinal corporeality wil l be found in the body of thought of the female 

subject.. Through a careful reading of the notions 'the flesh' and 'morphology' in Luce 

Irigaray'ss work, I offer an interpretation of her conception of the relation between 'our material 

being-in-the-world'' and the body of thoughts and images wherewith the (female) subject images 

'thiss being-in-the-world'. I picture Üiis relation as a process in which the sensible perceptions 

off  the flesh become transformed in discursive images, in a body of thought that speaks (of) the 

relationn of the self to the world and to others through a chain of transfigurations. I have called 

thiss body of thought Word to indicate the collective and transgenerational character of this 

122 See for instance Carol Christ, 'Why Women Need the Goddess: Phenomenological, Psychological, 
andd Political Reflections', in: Carol Christ & Judith Plaskow (eds) Womanspirit Rising. A feminist 
ReaderReader in Religion, San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1979, 273-287; Rita Gross, 'Female God 
Languagee in a Jewish Context', in: idem, 167-173. Nelle Morton, The Journey is Home, Boston, 
Beaconn Press, 1985; Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father, to name but a few texts of feminist 
theo/alogianss who describe this affirmative and empowering effect. 
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body-of-thoughtt and of these discursive images. And also to indicate that these discursive 

images,, this body-of-thought form a 'house-of-language' for the female subject. 

Ass it is my thesis that a different configuration of the mind-body duality will bring about 

aa change in the configuration of the God-wo/man duality, my reading of Luce Irigaray's 

thoughtss on the notions 'flesh' and 'morphology' is followed by a discussion of the notion 

'God'.. I present (the discourse on) 'God' as part of the house-of-language, which women need 

inn order to become free and autonomous female subjects. I give two closely connected 

interpretationss of Luce Irigaray's thesis that women need a God of and for meir gender. First, 

II  give a reading of Luce Irigaray's interpretation of 'God' as 'horizon', 'ideal', 'objective' 

andd 'object'. Taken together these notions illuminate that 'God' represents a discourse, a set 

off  values, a body-of-narratives, that offer meaning, value and orientation to the disparate 

experiencess of women. It thereby provides an objective, a goal for the becoming woman of 

women,, as well as an object of communication. I wil l argue that in order to fulfil l these 

functions,, 'God' has to be signified as God-She, because only when 'God' is marked 

linguisticallyy by the feminine, She wil l enable women to take their place in the linguistic 

communicationn as speaking subjects. Whereas my first interpretation of a God of and for the 

femalee gender addresses its function in constitution of woman as a speaking subject, my second 

interpretationn addresses the function of a God in the feminine upon the formation of the identity 

off  women. I argue that women need images of God, which picture and affirm the values which 

theyy see as essential to the female gender. For these (many) images, these different ideals of 

femalee subjectivity offer meaning and orientation to the becoming woman of women. By 

incarnatingg these images they embody, realize, give embodied shape to (one of) these forms of 

femalee subjectivity. 

Too appreciate the 'salvific' significance of this rethinking and reimagining of the notion 'God', 

itit  is necessary to have a conception of the alienation and suffering which women are subjected 

too in and by the process of becoming a speaking subject in an order of discourse that effaces 

theirr difference. In Luce Irigaray's view this order of discourse leaves women no option but to 

becomee a hysterical speaking subject. The elaboration of this thesis is the subject-matter of the 

firstt panel of my tryptich, called The Word Becomes Flesh. In this part of the book, I elaborate 

Lucee Irigaray's analysis that matricide is the originary event from which the dominant order 

off  discourse has emerged, and which it reenacts and reinscribes repeatedly. This elaboration 

followss from my interpretation of her critical reading of the Oresteia and of Sigmund Freud's 

TotemTotem and Taboo as well as of his interpretation of the fort-da game of his grandson Ernst. I 

usee Luce Irigaray's interpretation of the dominant order of discourse to analyze three formative 

textss of the christian tradition, notably the Prologue to the Gospel of John, the Creed, and the 

Eucharistiee formula. I argue that all three Words reenact and reinscribe this matricide in 
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christiann discourse and ritual, thereby reinforcing the patriarchal order of society and 

contributingg to die suffering of women due to die structural impossibility to express their desire. 

Thiss analysis of die order of (christian) discourse and its effects upon die constitution of female 

subjectivityy and identity explains her diesis mat women need a house of language, need images 

off  God-She to become autonomous, free and sovereign subjects. 

InIn the third part of die book, 'incarnation' is interpreted as the fruit of the encounter witi i the 

other.. This interpretation is also reflected in the title of tiiis third part which is called 

Incarnation:Incarnation: the fruit of the fertile encounter with the other. The subject-matter of that part is 

thee conception of incarnation as an ongoing process of becoming woman, divine. It tiierefore 

addressess the issue of change, of change in identity and self-understanding as well as change 

inn the symbolic. It builds upon die second, the central part of the book, in which I painted the 

productivityy of the flesh as responding to sensible, tangible perceptions by generating images 

off  the self and of die self in relation, which in turn are transfigured into discursive images, in 

workss of art or bodies of tiiought, in images of God. As identity is constituted in and tiirough 

tiiesetiiese images, a change in and of tiiese images will bring about change in identity and also in 

diee symbolic. 

II  distinguish three shapes of die other: die horizon or 'God', the otiier person of die otiier 

sex,, and die otiier person of die same sex. As tiiese figurations of otherness are also 

distinguishedd by Luce Irigaray, my discussion of die fertility of the encounter with these figures 

off  alterity is developed in and through my reading of Luce Irigaray's thoughts. Although tiiese 

figurationss of otherness differ considerably, dieir common characteristic is their transcendence 

too the female subject. This transcendence, which is a radical immanent transcendence, is 

characterizedd by the fact that these others are unsurmountably different. The encounter then 

withh an irreducible and unsurmountable alterity touches die (female) subject and moves her in 

thee flesh. It unsettles established patterns of responding to sensations of the flesh and generates 

differentt images of the self and the relation to the other. This picture of the process of change 

off  identity and subjectivity reveals a dialectical understanding of the relation between flesh and 

Word,, between the flesh and die symbolic. For die symbolic is changed in and through the 

movementss of die flesh, which in turn is touched, moved, affected by (the word of) die otiier. 

Thiss dialectical movement between flesh and Word is in turn set in motion by the encounter 

withh the other, which Luce Irigaray describes as a dialectics of the T and the radical non-me, 

wherebyy the subject is limited in its expansion to say all and be all. She presents the recognition 

off  the alterity of the other, of the limitation of the self by the otiier as the fertile moment of the 

encounterr which brings about change, both in the identity of the subject(s) as in the symbolic. 

Inn and through my reading of Luce Irigaray's work, I present it moreover as a moment of 
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manifestationn of the divine, which then is incarnated in a change of identity, in works of art, 

bodiess of thought of the subject(s) of the encounter. 

InIn the final chapter of the book, I return to the philosophical and political stakes of Luce 

Irigaray'ss project of thinking sexual difference. In that chapter I give a picture of (some of) the 

implicationss of this project for feminist theological thinking, both for its conceptions of the 

bodyy and the flesh as for its conception of God and the divine. I show that the difficulty, which 

manyy feminist theologians have with thinking through the body as sexuated through and 

through,, lies in a combination of a theistic conception of God and an adherence to the 

theologicall  idea that God is One. I will argue, however, that thinking through sexual difference 

ass an irreducible difference leads not only to two sexuated modes of speaking and thinking 

God,, but also to a post-theistic conception of God; a conception in which 'God' is presented 

ass a figure of discourse, which images the essential values of a gender, the values they want 

too live by and which in their view lead to the good life for all. 

Ass this discourse is fed by experiences of the flesh, I address the issue whether the 

discursivee images of God are only rooted in positive experiences of the flesh or whether these 

experiencess can be ambiguous as well. I close this chapter and the book with the conclusion 

thatt although the experience of the flesh might be ambiguous, this experience must be 

disambiguatedd in a positive direction so that the images of God can give meaning to die process 

off  becoming woman, divine. 
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I.. Incarnation: the word becomes flesh. 

Inn the following chapters I use the expression The Word becomes flesh - the epitome of 

christiann incarnation theology - to give a secular interpretation of incarnation, namely as the 

constitutionn of embodied subjectivity. I will use it more specifically to describe the process of 

thee constitution of individual female subjects within a patriarchal order. This process wil l be 

describedd as the imprint or inscription of a patriarchal Logos upon the sensible, libidinal female 

flesh.. In other words, I wil l describe the constitution of female subjectivity as the subjection 

off  the female libidinal flesh to the psychic and social significance of Woman and the female 

bodyy within a patriarchal order, so that these meanings and ideas become embodied in the 

femalee ego and in her subjectivity. 

Thiss interpretation of the constitution of female subjects within a patriarchal society is informed 

byy Luce Irigaray's critical analysis of this order and is also an exegesis of this analysis. Luce 

Irigarayy argues that the incarnation of a patriarchal Word leaves women no other option but to 

becomee a hysterical (speaking) subject: a subject who suffers corporeally of her inability - due 

too the structural impossibility - to express her desire; and also, a speaking subject whose 

utterancess which express her mode of relating to the other, are structured according to the 

mannerr of the hysteric. I wil l explain that, according to Luce Irigaray, this becoming hysteric 

off  the female subject is due to the fact that the patriarchal symbolic order is founded upon a 

matricidee which precedes the parricide which founds our culture according to Sigmund Freud. 

Thiss murder of the mother - which is reported in the founding myths of western society, trans-

latedd philosophically in the effacement of the maternal origin in the constitution of (masculine) 

subjectivityy and psycho-analytically in the negation by the son of the mother as desiring woman 

-- is a murder of the mother-lover, 'of the woman as a lover and as creator who has a specific 

desiree and who fights for this desire.'1 

Inn the first chapter I wil l unfold Luce Irigaray's analysis that the order of this society is 

foundedd upon a matricide. I wil l start with the proposition which Sigmund Freud unfolds in his 

11 Elaine Hoffman Baruch, and Lucienne J.Serrano, 'Luce Irigaray', in: Elaine Hoffman Baruch, and 
Luciennee J.Serrano (ed.), Women Analyze Women in France, England and the United States, New 
York:: Harvester/Wheatsheaf, 1988, 156. 
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bookk Totem and Taboo,2 namely that the order of any society is based upon the murder of the 

father.. My next step is a discussion of Luce Irigaray's contention that Sigmund Freud has 

forgottenn 'an even more ancient murder, namely the murder of the woman-mother, which is 

necessaryy to the foundation of a specific order in the city.'(SP:23;SG:ll)3 I wil l follow and 

analyzee her critical reading of the Oresteia, one of the sources wherewith she underpins this 

contention.. In wil l then continue with an exegesis of Luce Irigaray's analysis of the fort-da 

gamee played by Ernst, Sigmund Freud's grandson. This exegesis forms the main body of the 

secondd part of chapter one. I wil l show that she analyses Sigmund Freud's story as hiding the 

desiree to master the mother and to negate her as a woman with a desire of her own. This drive 

too master the mother is exposed as a desire to master the site of origin, which is then trans-

ferredd to or projected upon the heavenly Father-God. 

Thee second chapter builds upon the idea that the murder of the mother can be seen as an 

originaryoriginary event. Joanna Hodge elucidates the word originary which is borrowed from Martin 

Heideggerr as follows: 'The originary from which a particular discursive formation emerges has 

too be repeatedly reenacted and reinscribed if the formation is to stay in place.*4 In this part I 

wil ll  offer a reading of three key (textual) elements of the christian tradition. First of the 

Prologuee to the Gospel of John, from which stems the expression 'The Word became flesh'. 

Secondly,, I wil l read that part of the Creed, which deals with the significance of Jesus Christ, 

becausee this text reflects the christological dogma, formulated in Chalcedon. I wil l close this 

chapterr with an interpretation of the ritual of the Eucharist; a ritual in which the redemption 

broughtt about by the Christ is remembered by the congregation. I wil l present these three 

elementss as reenactments and reinscriptions of the originary matricide, exposing this hidden 

murderr in an exegesis of the two texts and the ritual. I wil l argue that these central elements 

off  the Christian tradition perpetuate the 'omnipresent and recurrently set of parameters that 

22 Sigmund Freud, Totem and Taboo. Some Points of Agreement between the Mental Lives of Savages 
andand Neurotics, in: James Strachey (transl.), The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological 
WorksWorks of Sigmund Freud vol XIII , London: The Hogarth Press, 1940, xiii-164. 

33 Luce Irigaray develops this idea in her text 'Body Against Body: In Relation to the Mother'. This 
textt was first published in 1981 in the book Le Corps a Corps avec la Mere. Conférences et 
Entretiens,Entretiens, Ottawa: Les Editions de la Pleine Lune, 1981, 11-33. She has published a rewritten 
versionn in Sexes et Parentis/ Sexes and Genealogies.(SP:21-33:SG:9-21) 

44 Joanna Hodge, 'Irigaray Reading Heidegger', in: Carolyn Burke, Naomi Schor and Margaret 
Whitfordd (eds.), Engaging with Luce Irigaray. Feminist Philosophy and Modern European Thought, 
Neww York: Columbia University Press, 1994, 191-192. 
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openss up certain lines of possibility while closing of others'5. In this case, they are opening the 

possibilityy of a patriarchal and patrilinear society, while closing off the possibility of an 

autonomouss and sovereign female subjectivity. 

Inn the third chapter I wil l answer the question what it means for women to incarnate this 

Word,, this phallologocentric word, in the process of becoming a female speaking subject. In 

myy answer I follow Luce Irigaray's analysis of the operation of becoming woman for women 

withinn this symbolic order. She has unfolded this process in her linguistic studies and in her 

criticall  studies of Sigmund Freud's texts. As I already wrote in the above, I wil l pay particular 

attentionn to her analysis that 'hysteria is all woman is left' in the process of becoming woman, 

byy outlining the different readings Luce Irigaray offers of hysteria. I show that Luce Irigaray 

interpretss it as a mode of utterance, in which the subject is not the subject of the 

communicationn but in which she leaves it to the addressee to assume the enunication. I also pay 

attentionn to Luce Irigaray's description of hysteria as a pathology, a corporeal suffering because 

off  the 'madness' of becoming a woman-for-man in this symbolic order. I interpret this 

sufferingg as an indication of the price women have to pay to become (a) subject in this order. 

Butt I also point out that Luce Irigaray reads hysteria as 'a sign of resistance, of a desire for 

thee living mother, a living, loving woman'(CAC:82;IR:47-48), eludidating that when it would 

bee possible to read and interpret the gestures of the hysteric, they could form the basis of a 

Wordd that would be rooted in and corresponding with the female flesh. 

idem m 
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1.. The order of discourse is built upon matricide 

Inn her critical reading of Sigmund Freud's Totem and Taboo, Luce Irigaray argues that Sigmund 

Freudd has forgotten 'an even more ancient murder, namely the murder of the woman-mother, 

whichh is necessary to the foundation of a specific order in the city.'(SP:23;SG: 11) In other texts, 

forr instance in her analysis of Plato's myth of the Cave(SF:301-457;SE:243-364) she shows that 

matricidee not only subtends the order of the city, but a certain order of philosophical discourse 

ass well. Her critical work reveals therefore this matricide as an originary event, and uncovers 

thatt this murder lies at the source of human self-conception. 

Thee term 'originary, needs some elaboration. I have borrowed the term 'originary event' 

fromm Joanna Hodge, who in turn borrows it from Martin Heidegger. Joanna Hodge elucidates 

thatt 'for Heidegger an originary event does not take place at the beginning of some sequence 

off  events, as a founding myth or source, from which all human history then proceeds.'1 This 

meanss that an originary event must not be understood as an event, as a moment in history, 

whichh divides the time in before and after. It does not function as beginning or the origin of 

aa certain order. It is rather the concealed, the (unconscious?) substrate of all texts, intricately 

interwovenn with these texts, with the order of the polis. Because it is so interwoven with the 

structuree of discourse, it is also omnipresent or all-pervasive, namely as the (self)evident and 

thereforee 'recurrently affirmed set of parameters that opens up certain Unes of possibility while 

closingg off others' of human self-interpretation.2 

Thiss short elaboration of the term 'originary' elucidates mat from 'an originary event' 

emergess not only a particular order of the polis and discursive formation, but also a certain 

structuree of subjectivity. This parallel between the structure of culture and of subjectivity has 

alsoo been signalled by Sigmund Freud, who sees correspondences between totemic religions and 

hiss description of the constitution of subjectivity in and through the Oedipus-complex, because 

bothh deal with the/ a murder of the father. Luce Irigaray affirms Sigmund Freud's view that the 

structuree of society and the structure of subjectivity show many correspondences and reveals 

andd uncovers the concealed substratum of this order. In the following pages I wil l first give a 

readingg of her critical analysis of Sigmund Freud's Totem and Taboo, elucidating her contention 

thatt a matricide underlies the order of the polis. In the second part of this chapter I wil l offer 

ann interpretation of Luce Irigaray's picture of the constitution of masculine subjectivity, which 

shee elaborates in and through a reading of Sigmund Freud's depiction of the fort-da game of 

11 Joanna Hodge, 'Irigaray Reading Heidegger', in: Burke et al. (eds), Engaging with Irigaray, 192. 

22 Joanna Hodge, 'Irigaray Reading Heidegger', in: Burke et al. (eds), Engaging with Irigaray, 192. 
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hiss grandson Ernst. I wil l close this chapter with an analysis of the manner in which the figure 

off  God the Father is implicated in this constitution of subjectivity and in die structure of 

society. . 

AA SPECIFIC ORDER OF THE CITY IS ESTABLISHED THROUGH MATRICID E 

Thee murder  of the father 

Inn his book Totem and Taboo Sigmund Freud advances the thesis that human community is 

basedd upon a murder of the father. He unfolds this idea in a discussion of studies by cultural 

anthropologistss and historians of religion who interpret totemism as a religious and social 

system.. Totemism was a phenomenon which was widely reported and studied in his time. The 

studiess Sigmund Freud used, describe the organisation of so-called 'primitive groups' in 

totemicc clans. These clans believe that they originate from a particular animal, dieir totem-

animal.. This animal is therefore taboo. It is not hunted, killed or eaten, except at especially 

organizedd sacrificial festivals, where the totemic animal is sacrificed and eaten by the clan. As 

aa social system totemism turns every member of the clan into a brother and/or sister of the 

others,, obliged to help and sustain each other as well as to revenge any transgressions of die 

religiouss and social taboos. One of die characteristics of totemism is the demand of exogamy, 

whichh corresponds witi i the most important taboo in the social organization of die totem-clans 

namelyy incest with whatever relative.3 

Thee andiropological studies of Sigmund Freud's time interpreted totemism as 'a transitional 

stagee between the age of primitive men and the era of heroes and gods.*4 They also suspected 

matt a 'large number of customs and usages current in various societies ancient and modern 

weree to be explained as remnants of a totemic age.'5 Sigmund Freud agrees with these ideas, 

butt he is not satisfied with the interpretations of diis phenomenon in these studies. In his view, 

theyy do not explain the religious and the social side of uie system and the relations between 

thesee two aspects of totemism. He tiierefore looks for a satisfactory explanation that is bom a 

33 Freud, S.E. XIII, 105-106 and chapter 1. 

44 Freud, SEXIII, 101.310 

55 Freud, S.E. XIII, 100. 
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historicall  and a psychological one. He argues that psycho-analysis might offer such an 

explanationn and proceeds to explain totemism - and the religious phenomena which had been 

interpretedd as remnants of totemism, such as sacrificial meals - as conceptually linked to the 

Oedipus-complex. . 

Hee starts his explanation with a discussion of those cases (the case of littl e Hans from his 

ownn practice and other cases reported by fellow psycho-analysists) in which a boy had devel-

opedd a phobia for an certain animal. He writes that in every case 'their fear related at bottom 

too their father and had merely been displaced on to the animal.'6 

II  wil l only emphasize two features (...) which offer valuable agreement with totemism: 

thee boy's complete identification with his totem animal and his ambivalent emotional 

attitudee to it. These observations justify us, in my opinion, in substituting the father for 

thee totem animal in the formula for totemism (in the case of males).7 

Too explain this he comes up with the story of a primordial murder of the forefather by all his 

sons.. Weaving data from cultural anthropologists and historians of religion with a hypothesis 

off  Darwin concerning the origin of human community into one story, he creates a myth about 

thee founding of the primal horde. He suggests that once upon a time there was one man, the 

father,, who was 'king'. This 'king' owned all the women of the group and expelled all his 

sonss from the group into the wilderness, far from the women. One day those sons, brothers of 

eachh other, came together, killed and ate the father, because he frustrated them in their (hetero-

sexuall  desires. In eating him they identified themselves with him, with his strength and with 

hiss power. But after the father had been removed, the sons felt their love for the father and thus 

experiencedd feelings of guilt, remorse and mourning after their deed. To bring about a kind of 

reconciliationn with the father, they surrounded the totem-animal, the substitute for their father, 

withh taboos against being hunted, killed or eaten. Out of remorse they also resigned their claim 

too the women.8 

Thiss murder of the forefather by the primal horde and the ensuing feelings of guilt brought 

aboutt the social organization of the totemic-clan, with its practice of exogamy and the strong 

tabooo on incest with a relative. Sigmund Freud offers also another explanation of this last taboo, 

suggestingg that this taboo might also originate in the idea that sexual desire does not unite men 

66 Freud, S.E. XIII, 129/130. 

77 Freud, S.E. XIII, 1 

88 Freud, S.E. XIII, 140-146. 
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butt divides them. The brothers therefore renounced the fulfilment of the desire to 'own' all the 

women,, in order to live together as a fraternal clan. 

Thiss murder also grounded the first attempt at religion, namely totemism. Through 

totemismm the ambivalent feelings of love and hate towards the father, which are so essential to 

thee Oedipus-complex, are expressed and given form to. The totem-animal, the substitute of the 

father,, is regularly sacrificed in totemic-religions, thus reenacting the primordial murder of the 

father.. But this animal is also surrounded by taboos, which can be seen as an expression of love 

towardss the father. According to Sigmund Freud, the ambivalent feelings of love and hate 

towardss the father as well as the totemic sacrifice can be traced in the further development of 

religion.. With respect to this father-complex, he suggests that God - who is mostly thought of 

ass God the father - developed out of the totem-animal, as a later stage father-surrogate for (the) 

man.. He moreover hypothesizes that this development of father deities corresponded with or 

wass grounded in a change of the social organization of the clan from a fatherless society 

towardss a society with a patriarchal basis. It is interesting to note that he writes at this point 

inn his book that he 'cannot suggest at what point in this process of development a place is to 

bee found for the great mother-goddesses, who may perhaps in general have preceded the father-

gods.'99 About the totemic sacrifice, he suggests that the totemic sacrifice was transformed in 

ritualritual celebrations, instituted by the God himself, in which the animal, which was sacred to the 

godd and in fact god himself, was sacrificed to the God. He interprets such a sacrifice as a 

remembrancee or reenactment of the primordial killin g of the father dnd as an expiation of tiiis 

killing ,, because the deity has asked for it or performs it himself. According to him, Christianity 

mustt be seen as the latest transformation of totemism, with the communion as substitution of 

thee totemic meal, creating or keeping alive a living bond of union between the worshippers and 

theirr forefather, their totem-animal, their god,10 thus constituting a fraternal clan or a human 

community. . 

Matricid ee underlies the murder  of the father 

Lucee Irigaray intervenes in Sigmund Freud's interpretation of human society, when she writes 
inn 'Body against body: in relation to the mother' 

99 Freud, S.E. XIII, 149. 

100 Freud S.E. XIII, 137. Sigmund Freud follows the ideas of William Robertson Smith, who in his 
bookk Religion of the Semites, advanced the hypothesis that the totem meal had formed a part of the 
totemicc system. 
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Whenn Freud, notably in Totem and Taboo, describes and theorizes about the murder of 

thee father as the founding act for the primal horde, he forgets a more ancient murder, that 

off  the woman-mother, which was necessary to the foundation of a specific order in the 

city.. (SP:23;SG:11) 

Inn her analysis of the fort-da game, she also comes to the conclusion that the constitution of 

(male)) subjectivity is built upon a 'murder' of the mother. This analysis of Sigmund Freud's 

interpretationn of his grandson's first playful use of sounds brings her to the conclusion that also 

inn this game some kind of matricide is performed. Thus Luce Irigaray argues that both the 

sociall  order and the development of subjectivity are built on a 'murder' of the mother.11 This 

assertionn is similar to Sigmund Freud's own thesis in Totem and Taboo, that the phenomenon 

off  totemic organisations are conceptually linked to the Oedipus-complex, because they both 

displayy an ambivalent attitude towards the father. Both Sigmund Freud and Luce Irigaray thus 

comee to the conclusion that the social and the psycho-sexual structure - or the social and the 

symbolicc order, which is structuring the constitution of subjectivity - are intimately linked, 

inseparablee or even isomorphic to each other.12 

Lucee Irigaray uses the Oresteia, a trilogy of plays by the Greek playwright Aeschylos, to 

explainn the matricide that lies at the basis the establishment of the patriarchal order of the 

city.(SP:23;SG:ll)) This trilogy stages the murder of Agamemnon by his wife Clytaimnestra, 

thee murder of Clytaimnestra by her son Orestes as revenge for her murder of his father, and 

thee appeasement of the Erinnyes or Furies, who pursued Orestes in revenge for his deed, in a 

courtt of justice in Athens. In these three plays Aeschylos uses old mythological material and 

rewritess it in such a way that it reinscribes and reenacts the establishment of a patriarchal order 

inn the city. In my exegesis of Luce Irigaray's reading of this mythological material, I wil l use 

111 The idea that the (present) symbolic order is erected upon a matricide is not only advanced by Luce 
Irigaray,, but also by the psycho-analysist Monique Schneider and by Jeanne Hyvrard. See 'Monique 
Schneider'' in: Elaine Hoffman Baruch & Lucienne J.Serrano, Women Analyze Women, 167-203 esp. 
193;; Jeanne Hyvrard, Mere, la mort, Ed. de Minuit, Paris 1976. Elizabeth Grosz also suggests that 
aa matricide precedes the parricide of the primal horde. She writes: 

Itt is significant that this myth does not in fact explain patriarchy, for it already presupposes 
it.. For the father to have control of all the women, for the sons to be dominated by him, 
patriarchyy must already exist. One must postulate an earlier 'event' at the origin of patriarchy 
whichh explains the father's pre-eminent position. This is less likely to be a parricide that a 
matricide. . 

Elizabethh Grosz, Jacques Lacan. A Feminist Introduction, London/New York: Routledge, 1990,69. 

122 Margaret Whitford, Luce Irigaray. Philosophy in the Feminine, London: Rouüedge, 1991, 173 & 
175 5 

21 1 



thee study of the Greek myths by Robert Graves as additional information.13 He calls it 'a 

cruciall  myth with numerous variants', describing Aeschylos' version as reflecting both a 

deliberatee attempt of the priesthood of Apollo and Athena to suppress the pre-Hellenic 

matrilinearr religions a îd 'the religious axiom that motherhood is more divine than 

fatherhood'.1411 wil l also use other mythological narratives to highlight the role of the divinities 

inn Aeschylos' plays - especially the role of Apollo and Athena - and the manner in which 

Orestess relation to his mother mirrors the relation of the Gods towards the mother and the 

maternal. . 

Orestes Orestes 

Lucee Irigaray starts her reflection upon the murder of Clytaimnestra by drawing a small portrait 

off  this woman. She pictures her as a passionate lover. She has taken a lover, because she was 

frustrated,, dissatisfied, and because she thought her husband dead. Clytaimnestra commits a 

crimecrime passionnel by killin g her husband. Luce Irigaray reads her (part) as a woman with mixed 

motivess for this murder: jealousy, fear, frustration, revenge for the sacrifice of her daughter 

Iphigineia. . 

Afterr Clytaimnestra has killed Agamemnon his son Orestes - with his sister Electra as 

accomplicee - kill s her, his mother, out of allegiance to his father, Agamemnon and after an 

admonishmentt of Apollo who counsels him in a dream to murder his mother. Orestes' allegiance 

too his father - or obedience to the god - brings him to a transgression of the taboo on matricide, 

whichh was in ancient Greece 'the most repugnant of crimes, worse than homicide or incest'15, 

possiblyy because it was deemed taboo to kill the mother who had carried and birthed oneself. 

Writingg about the matricide of Orestes, Robert Graves remarks in his book The Greek Myths 

thatt by murdering his mother, Orestes not only transgressed the taboo on matricide, but also the 

(existing)) matrilinear social order. In this order, the king ruled by virtue of his marriage to an 

heiress,, which meant that the (queen)mother was seen as the main support of the kingdom. He 

writess that this order was underpinned by myths from the earlier religion, according to which 

thee sacred king had always been betrayed by his goddess-wife, killed by his tanist, and avenged 

byy his son. He argues that Orestes like any other prince 'knew that the son never punished his 

133 Robert Graves, The Greek Myths, vol 1 & 2, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1955. 

144 Graves, The Greek Myths vol. 2, 62-64. 

155 Barbara Smith, 'Greece', in: Carolyne Larrington (ed), 77K? Feminist Companion to Mythology, 
London:: Pandora, 1992, 76. 
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adulterouss mother, who had acted with the full authority of the goddess whom she served.1'6 

Hee also points out that not in all variants of the myth did Orestes kil l his mother. In Homer for 

examplee Orestes only kill s Aegisthos and hands his mother over to be tried for her inequities, 

withoutt supporting her, though.17 Seen from this perspective, Clytaimnestra's acts are founded 

inn a different social order, which allows for the queen - for women? - to be a woman-lover and 

nott only a woman-mother, a virgin-mother. 

Afterr his deed Orestes is driven mad, as is his sister Electra. He is pursued, persecuted 

byy a troop of enraged women, the Furies, who are mad with fury because of his matricide.18 

Lucee Irigaray describes them like this: 'These women howl for revenge. They are women in 

revolt,, types of hysterical revolutionaries who rise up against the patriarchal power mat is being 

established.'(SP:24;SG:: 12) 

Orestess is saved from his madness by an intervention of the gods Apollo and Athena, 

whereass Electra remains mad. Apollo purifies him of the pollution he incurred by his deed at 

thee oracle at Delphi. He also speaks at Orestes' trial in Athens. When the votes of judges are 

equal,, Athena casts her vote in his favour thereby acquitting him of the matricide. She saves 

himm too of the Furies. Flattered by her for their wisdom and promised rich offerings, they are 

ledd towards a grotto under the sanctuary of Athena and enclosed in 'this primal crypt of the 

earth'.199 These acts set Orestes free. He is free to become king of Mycenae, to succeed his 

fatherr and to institute an order in the city in which power is transmitted from father to son, by 

paternall  genealogy, for his son Tisamenus succeeds him as king of Mycenae in his turn.20 

thethe Gods and Goddesses 

Lucee Irigaray's interprets the murder of Clytaimnestra and the subseqent establishment of the 

patriarchall  order as a matricide demanded by the new order of the God-Father, Zeus, 'who has 

seizedd and taken for his own the ancient powers (puissances) of the earth-mother.'(SP:24;SG: 12) 

Thiss last remark recalls Sigmund Freud's 'historiography' of the transition of a 'fatherless 

166 Graves, The Greek Myths vol.2, 62. 

177 Graves, The Greek Myths vol.2, 62-64 

188 'TTie Furies were goddesses of retributive justice, who specifically avenged the murders of 
mothers',, Larrington, The Feminist Companion to Mythology, 76 & 84 

199 Aeschylos, The Eumenides, (=third part of the Oresteia) quoted in AM: 103;ML:96/97. See also 
Graves,, The Greek Myths vol 2, 71. 

200 Graves, The Greek Myths vol. 2, 80 
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society'' to a society governed by the God-Father and the father king. It recalls more specifically 

hiss remark that he 'cannot suggest at what point in this process of development a place is to 

bee found for the great mother-goddesses, who may perhaps in general have preceded the father-

gods.'211 Where Sigmund Freud cannot find a place for the mother-goddesses in his 

'historiography'' of the institution of patriarchal religion, Luce Irigaray offers two suggestions 

forr the place of the mother-goddesses in The Marine Lover of Friedrich Nietzsche. 

Firstly,, she suggests that Gaia might have introduced Zeus to her secrets - her divinatory 

powers,, her knowledge of the future of destinies - to stop the war between fathers and sons 

whichh reigned before. (AM:160;ML:149) She thereby refers to the murder of Ouranos by his 

sonn Cronos, who in turn was banished by his sons under the leadership of Zeus. And although 

thiss 'murder' of the father first established a fraternal, democratic rule, it ended in a war 

betweenn the Olympian Gods and the Titans; a war which ended in a victory for the Olympians 

andd in the establishment of the reign of Zeus. 

Secondly,, Luce Irigaray submits the idea that the father-God, Zeus, 'murders' these 

mother-goddessess by appropriating their powers and subsequently subordinating them to him. 

Shee suggests that he establishes his reign by seducing or loving all women: ancestress, mother, 

wives,, sisters, daughters, making them fertile or barren.(AM:160;ML:150) Taking them as his 

own,, voluntarily or involuntarily - there are many narratives in which Zeus ravishes the woman 

hee fancies - he comes to 'own' them and their powers as well. The fates of the Titaness Metis 

andd of me mortal woman Leto can be seen as exemplary for this sequence of events. Their fate 

alsoo sheds light upon the place assigned to women in this new order: either their power is 

appropriatedd by the father-God, or they are represented as vehicle for the divine child. Thus 

Letoo is known only as the woman who gave birth to Artemis and Apollo after she had been 

Zeus'' mistress of one night. And Metis becomes known as the Titaness who was swallowed by 

Zeus,, while she was pregnant of Athena. By this act, Zeus appropriates Metis' powers - her 

namee means 'Counsel' - and transfers them to his daughter Athena. For having swallowed 

Metis,, he gives birth to Athena who springs from his head, after he has had literally a splitting 

headache.. Luce Irigaray interprets this birth of Athena moreover as an illustration of the 

appropriationn of the site of origin. For Athena 'is born of him alone. Forgetting the passage into 

himm and into her of all he assimilated of the mother.'(AM:lóOjML^SO)22 

Thee stability of Zeus' reign is furthermore affirmed by the fact that his son Apollo does 

nott threaten him, but acts as a loyal son to his father. Apollo is even complicit in the 

appropriationn of Gaia's powers, because he seizes her most important oracle - that of Delphi -

211 Freud, SE XIII, 149. 

222 Graves, The Greek Myths vol.2, 45/46 
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andd turns it into a vehicle for the word of the Father.23 He speaks his father's word and 

spreadss the wished-for social order through oracles and dreams, thereby helping to change a 

'fatherlesss society' into a society of Fathers and sons. The same can be said of his daughter 

Athena,, whose only passion is to be her fathers thought,(AM:160;ML:150) and to help him 

regulatee the order of the polis. 

Apolloo and Athena are represented as true son and daughter of the father - not only 

becausee they are loyal to their father, but also because Zeus is presented - or acknowledged -

ass their true parent, the only parent that truly matters, the parent that gives them their 

genealogy.. Apollo owes his divinity to his father and to the dominance of the paternal 

genealogyy over the maternal genealogy. Through this paternal genealogy his mortal mother 

becomess reduced to 'a nurse of the seed, who hoards the germ of life.' Athena is represented 

ass birthed from her father without a mother. Of her it is said that she was 'never within the 

darknesss of the womb fostered nor fashioned.'24 

Bothh Apollo and Athena have a relation to their father which corresponds with Orestes' 

relationn to his father. Their loyalty to their father mirrors Orestes allegiance to Agamemnon, 

andd they defend the paternal genealogy as more important then the maternal genealogy, which 

mightt be seen as the basis of Orestes' claim to the throne of Mycenae. It is therefore not 

surprisingg that they take Orestes' - and their father's - side in the conflict between Orestes and 

thee Furies after Orestes' matricide. Their words and their acts set Orestes free, while the women 

whoo cry madly for revenge are buried in a crypt under the sanctuary of Athena. Thus the 

acquittall  of the murder of the mother has as a consequence that the madness (and hysteria) of 

womenn is buried, suppressed, muted...enclosed in women's bodies. 

Thiss may seem a rather radical leap from past to present, from myth to actuality. But Luce 

Irigarayy interprets this whole story as 'extremely topical. The mythology that underlies 

patriarchyy has not changed. Everything described in the Oresteia is still taking 

place.'(SP:24;SG:12). . 

II  find at least two arguments in Luce Irigaray's work, which explain this leap. The first 

argumentt addresses the 'nature' of myths and religious narratives. According to Luce Irigaray, 

mythologicall  and religious narratives are not secondary or merely incidental realities but 'one 

233 SP:24;SG:12 and AM:160;ML: 149. See also R. Graves, The Greek Myths vol. 1, 39-42,46, and 76. 

244 Aeschylos, The Ewnenides lines 658-666, quoted in Luisa Muraro, 'Female genealogies', in: Burke 
ett al., Engaging with Irigaray, 320 & 332, note 5. 
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off  the principal expressions of what orders society at any given time.'(JTNF:28;JTNE:23/24)25 

Whenn the Oresteia is re-viewed from this perspective, it becomes clear that this mythological 

narrativee expresses the origin of patriarchal society through the idea that the male is the true 

parentt and that the mother does nothing but 'nurse the seed'. This idea establishes the 

patriarchall  order of society through the displacement of the wo/man's origin from the mother 

too the father which brings with it the precedence of the paternal genealogy over the maternal 

one.. Orestes' matricide therefore expresses and underlines this view upon the origin of wo/man, 

andd the precedence of the paternal genealogy. 

Thee second argument addresses the actuality of this mythology, or the continuity between 

thee past and the present, which makes this myth still an actual one. The actuality of this 

mythologicall  narrative can be explained by Luce Irigaray's remark that 

wee are all imbued at least with the many Greek, Latin, Oriental, Jewish and Christian 

traditionss (I write the s on purpose), notably through the art, philosophy and myths we 

livee by, exchange and perpetuate, often without our realizing.(JTNF:27;JTNE:23,transL-

adapt.) ) 

Thiss observation explains that, although the Oresteia is no longer part of a religious tradition, 

itt still continues to influence the present world-view. Aeschylos wrote his trilogy in a period 

whichh marks the beginning of the history of European literature. It is also the period which is 

seenn as the beginning of the history of European philosophy. It is therefore noteworthy and 

remarkablee that Plato reiterates Aeschylos' view tiiat 'the male is the true parent' in this same 

period,, in his mythological narrative of the cave.26 These texts express what is 'the originary 

event,, from which a particular discursive formation emerges.'27 They express 'what orders 

society',, namely a matricide. As these '"documents of civilization" are preserved as authoritive 

inn their respective canons,'28 they guarantee the actuality of this mythological narrative, or, the 

continuityy between past and present. The canonicity, the recognition of these texts as 

'documentss of civilization', make them part of the symbolic universe, the horizon or the 

255 See also Margaret Whitford's illuminative text 'Irigaray: Utopia and the Death Drive' in: Burke et 
al.,, Engaging with Irigaray, 379-400 esp. 388 & 389. 

266 Luce Irigaray analyses the matricide in Plato's philosophy in the third part of Speculum of the Other 
Woman,Woman, called 'Plato's Hystera'. SF;299-457;SE:243-362. 

277 Joanna Hodge, 'Irigaray reading Heidegger', in: Burke et al., Engaging with Irigaray, 192. 

288 Joanna Hodge, 'Irigaray reading Heidegger', in: Burke et al., Engaging with Irigaray, 191. 
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'Speculumm Mundi'29 that gives meaning, value and orientation to human experience; they give 

formm to human self-interpretation and interpretation of the world. This does not mean, though, 

thatt these mythological narratives are univocal or timeless, but that this myth need to be 

analyzed,, because otherwise any new discursive formation wil l 'remain bound to a patriarchal 

mythologyy which hardly ever questions itself as such.' (JTNF:27;JTNE:23) 

InIn the following paragraph I wil l show that, according to Luce Irigaray, Sigmund Freud 

reinscribess and reenacts die originary event that orders society, the matricide, in his 

interpretationn of his grandson's first playful use of sounds. 

THEE CONSTITUTION OF THE MASCULINE SUBJECT IS FOUNDED UPON MATRICIDE 

InIn the above, I wrote that Luce Irigaray agrees with Sigmund Freud that the social or the 

symbolicc order and the psycho-sexual structure of the subject are intimately linked or even 

isomorphicc to each other. I also claimed that Luce Irigaray argues that both are founded upon 

aa matricide. As I have exegeted and elaborated upon Luce Irigaray's arguments for this claim 

withh respect to the order of the city in the former pages, I wil l now proceed with my exegesis 

off  her thesis that the psycho-sexual structure of the subject is also founded upon a matricide. 

II  wil l do this by giving a close-reading of Luce Irigaray's text 'Belief Itself, the third chapter 

off  Sexes and Genealogies.30 As this text starts as a commentary upon Sigmund Freuds 

descriptionn of his grandson's fort-da game, I wil l describe this game first before I wil l turn to 

Lucee Irigaray's analysis of this game. 

299 This term 'Speculum Mundi' refers to works produced in the Middle Ages, which were meant as 
meanss of knowledge, conveying eimer instructive and informative teaching, - almost of 
encyclopedicc nature -, or normative and exemplary teachings, addressing particular (christian) issues. 
Theirr title, 'Speculum', harked back to a derivative meaning of the Latin word 'speculum' which 
designatedd at first 'all painting or representation' and later 'means of knowledge'. See Margot 
Schmidt,, 'Miroir', in Dictionaire de Spiritualité Tome X, Paris, 1980, 1290-1303, esp. 1291-1293. 
II  owe thanks to Katrin Meinhart, who drew my attention to this entry. 

Inn I Love To You, Luce Irigaray writes that she thought of those works from the Middle Ages, 
whenn she chose the title Speculum d'autre femme. (JAT:101/102;ILTY:59/60) 

300 This text, which is titled in French La croyance même was published as a small book by Editions 
Galileee in 1983. But this publication was already the second version. The first version has been 
publishedd in Les Fins de I'Homme. A Partir de Travail de Jacques Derrida. Colloque de Cérisy, 
Paris,, 1981, 367-393 - the text was originally delivered as a paper at this colloque. The third version 
iss the one that has been published in Sexes et Parentésl Sexes and Genealogies. It has been edited 
andd differs at some points from the former two. 
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Sigmundd Freuds description of the fort-da game 

Inn his book Beyond the Pleasure-principle Sigmund Freud writes about this first self-created 

gamee of his grandson, who is one and a half years old at the time of the game.31 This game 

iss played in two forms which are developed one after another. In the first form Ernst throws 

hiss toys and other small objects into all the corners of the room, while he cries o-o-o-o. 

Accordingg to Ernsts mother and the observer, Sigmund Freud, these sounds are not an interjec-

tion,, but mean 'fort'/ 'gone'. In the second form of the game an other element is added. In 

thiss form Ernst plays with a wooden cotton-reel, which has a piece of string wound around it. 

Again,, he throws the cotton-reel away while crying o-o-o-o, but this time he holds on to the 

piecee of string. When he pulls the cotton reel back to him he says merrily da. Sigmund Freud 

addss that the last element, pulling it back again/ saying 'da', constitutes 'the greater pleasure'. 

Ann important detail to this stage of the game - and to Luce Irigaray's interpretation of the game 

-- is the fact that Ernst throws the cotton-reel into a curtained cot (in einem verhangten Bett-

chen),, the sides whereof are covered with (textile) fabric. When Ernst throws his cotton-reel 

away,, over the side of the cot, it is indeed 'fort': 'out of sight'. 

Soonn after Freud has seen the game in it's complete form its meaning dawns on him: it 

iss a way of coping with the absence of the mother. Having said that, Sigmund Freud suggests 

threee interpretations of the game. The game can be seen as an enactment, in anticipation, of the 

pleasuree which the return of the mother will give. This interpretation, however, is rejected as 

itit  does not explain the pleasure involved in the primary form of the game, in which Ernst threw 

alll  his toys away. In Sigmund Freud's second interpretation Ernst becomes the stage-manager 

off  the absence and return of the mother, actively re-creating what he is passively subjected to. 

Relatedd to thiss interpretation is the third one, in which the game is seen as satisfying an impulse 

too revenge himself on the mother, because of her absence. 

Sigmundd Freud interprets Ernst's game of throwing the cotton-reel and pulling it back 

againn as motivated by the 'Bemachtigungstrieb', die instinct or drive to master: the drive to 

masterr a situation; in this case the drive to master (the presence and absence of) his mother. 

Thiss game is prototypical for  the scene of representation 

Thee fort-da game, or Sigmund Freud's narrative about this game, has been commented upon 

moree than once, because it can be seen as 'prototypical' or even a 'legendary argument', for 

'diee scene of representation' and its 'problematics' as it tells about die transition from 

311 Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, in: SEXV1II. The fort-da game is described on pages 14-17. 
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immediacyy to symbolic mediation.32 For Ernst becomes master of his 'puppet-theatre' through 

thee mechanism of representation. Though the mother is absent, she is present again through her 

re-presentation:: the cotton-reel. And because Ernst holds the string of the cotton-reel/the mother, 

shee disappears and appears according to his whim. In its turn the cotton-reel is re-presented by 

sounds/words.. In order to distance himself from, or to master the un-mediated feelings caused 

byy reality - the absence and return of his mother - he uses a cotton-reel and sounds/ words/ 

languagee to mediate symbolically his feelings and experiences.33 Accordingly, the 

words/languagee re-present the objects, which appear and disappear according to the whim of 

thee speaker. 

Ernstt therefore figures in this legend as an exemplary 'child', elucidating the constitution 

off  the speaking subject and exemplifying the 'language-builder'.34 From the moment that the 

childd starts to use sounds/words/re-presentations, symbolic mediations wil l slip between the 

subjectt and (its experiences, feelings about, sensible perceptions of) an other (object). This other 

(object)) wil l be represented by, compared to, appropriated and mastered by, even experienced 

throughh a system of symbolic mediations. But having once entered the world of symbolic 

mediationss it wil l be impossible to returning to the im-mediate reality. That world is irrevocably 

lost;; a loss which is the price one has to pay for symbolisation. Jacques Lacan even calls this 

thee 'murder' of the object by the symbol.35 

322 Rina van der Haegen mentions the fact that it has been commented upon frequently. She writes that 
shee has found six other commentaries apart form those of Luce Irigaray and Jacques Derrida, 
includingg one by Jacques Lacan. Rina van der Haegen, In het Spoor van Seksuele Differentie, 
Nijmegen:: SUN, 1988, 169. The following analysis is inspired by Rina van der Haegen's reading 
off  both Freud's text and Luce Irigaray commentary upon it. See Rina Van der Haegen, 'Vereerd 
enn vergeten, geliefd en gedood: de moeder van kleine Ernst', in: In het Spoor, 165-181, first 
publishedd as 'Psychoanalyse EN seksuele differentie, een feministische herlezing van het fort/da spel 
vann kleine Ernst bij Freud', in: Tijdschrift voor Vrouwenstudies 17, vol 5 (1984) 1, 41-56. 

333 A. Mooij, Taal en Verlangen. Lacans Theorie van de Psychoanalyse, Meppel: Boom, 1975, 112-
113.. He characterizes this 'reality' as irrevocably lost as soon as the subject enters the symbolic 
order.. I get die impression that what Antoine Mooij describes as 'the immediate experienced reality' 
iss designated by others as 'the real'. See Grosz, Jacques Lacan, 34/35. Ellen Ragland-Sullivan, 'The 
Real',, in: E. Wright (ed.), Feminism and Psychoanalysis. A Critical Dictionary, Oxford: Blackwell, 
1992,, 374-377. 

344 Friedrich Nietzsche, 'Uber Wahrheit und Lüge im AuBermoralischen Sinne', In: K. Schlechta (ed.), 
FriedrichFriedrich Nietzsche, Werke III,  Frankfurt: Ullstein Verlag, 1969, 1020 

355 Jacqeus Lacan writes about this loss: "Ainsi Ie symbole se manifeste d'abord comme meutre de la 
chose.""  in Jacques Lacan, Ecrits, Paris 1966, 319, quoted in Mooij, Taal en Verlangen, 113. 
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Lucee Irigara y interpret s the fort-d a game: the murder  of the mother  as sovereign subject 

Lucee Irigaray concurs with this reading of the fort-da game. She describes it, however, as 

'prototypical'' for 'the constitution of the male, cultural subject in its philosophical and 

religiouss dimensions.'(SP:42,n5;SG:30n5). This interpretation of Luce Irigaray is not only 

apparentt in her analysis, which I wil l explain in the next pages, but also in her use of the 

pronounn 'he' in the text. The referent of this pronoun can be Ernst, Sigmund Freud or the male 

subjectt and/or all three at the same time. 

Lucee Irigaray shows how Sigmund Freud's theory turns the game of the littl e boy into the 

prototypicall  game it has become: prototypical for the constitution of the male, cultural subject; 

prototypicall  for the theory of the death-drives; prototypical for the scene of representation. Thus 

thee experience of the absence of the mother, the first experience of separation, is part of the 

processs of the constitution of subjectivity. It is the first step out of the blissful dual relationship 

withh the mother, in which Ernst is still locked at the time of the game.36 As this experience 

iss full of unpleasure and fear, it elicits a gesture from Ernst/ Freud/ the male subject to master 

thiss unpleasure or to revenge himself upon her; thus it is countered by one of me death-drives. 

Thiss drive to master is expressed by turning the mother into an inanimate object, which can be 

handledd at will . This 'act' can be interpreted as a murder of the mother, because it means a 

negationn of the modier as a living subject with her own sovereignty and autonomy. As this 

drivee to master the mother by turning her into an inanimate object is expressed through an act 

off  representation, the conclusion can be drawn that (linguistic) representation is based upon a 

murderr of the mother. This means that the relationship between word or symbol and referent 

whereoff  Jacques Lacans writes mat 'the symbol manifests itself above all as murder of the 

object'37,, must be seen as a negation or 'murder' of the mother as living subject, as woman-

lover. . 

However,, Luce Irigaray's interpretation does not stop at the revelation that the scene of 

representationn is founded upon the murder of the mother as woman-lover. She shows that 

althoughh the mother might be negated as woman-lover, she is not murdered as mother, thus as 

resourcee for the scene of representation. Luce Irigaray comes to this interpretation by paying 

366 Sigmund Freud remarks also that he sees his grandson play hide and seek witfi die mirror at a later 
stage. . 

377 It also corresponds with Friedrich Nietzsches view upon the constitution of a concept. He writes 
thatt the latter is constituted by equalizing or levelling the unequal, by forgetting about the 
distinctionss and differences between the individual referents; a forgetting which might also be 
interpretedd as murder. See Nietzsche, Werke III,  1021. 
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attentionn to an aspect of the scenery which is overlooked by Sigmund Freud. She meditates on 

thee veil or the curtain of the cot in this scene, its function and qualities in Ernst's game. She 

assumess that the veil has been transparent, because she does not think that the cot would be 

hangedd with a black or red curtain. This transparency suggest to her, that when Ernst throws 

thee cotton-reel in his cot, he can still keep sight of it; he can still see its contours. It has not 

gonee definitively. By throwing the cotton-reel he does not risk anything irrevocable. 'At least, 

thatt is what he beliefs. Neither he nor she really goes away, disappears for good.'(SP:42;SG:30) 

Thee veil enables him to believe that he and she wil l continue to be in this situation: 'to confuse 

thee other in himself, the other in the same.'"(SP:43;SG:30) 

Lucee Irigaray suggests that Sigmund Freud's omission to interpret the element of the 

curtainedd cot can be interpreted as a 'freudian slip'. Ignoring this 'veil', he reveals his 

unconsciouss desire, namely that mother and son are not really separated. She points out that the 

veill  allows Ernst - or Sigmund Freud - to believe, or fantasize, that the mother is not really 

gone,, although he - or Sigmund Freud - puts her at a distance; he can believe, that he only has 

too pull the string 'so that she can come back to him, in him, so that he can take her back, over 

andd over again, reassimilate her, and feel no sorrow.'(SP:43;SG:31). This unconscious desire 

off  Sigmund Freud is transferred unto his grandson and translated into Sigmund Freud's 

interpretationn of the game and into his theory. Sigmund Freud, however, is not playing games 

ass is his grand-son, he is constructing a theory. 'He interprets this game in his own way, 

normalizingg and prescribing the desire of his descendent, indeed retroactively his own, and that 

off  his ancestors.'(SP:43;SG:31) This desire reveals itself first as a destructive desire, notably 

ass the desire to master absence and presence of the mother, but underlying this desire is the 

desiree to negate the separation of the mother, thus a nostalgia for the lost womb. 

Forr Luce Irigaray's interpretation not only points to the destructive side of the death-drives but 

alsoo to the other side of the death-drive, namely to 

thee desire for pleasure which is expressed in fantasies of wholeness and security gained 

byy the appropriation of the beloved modelled along the mother-infant dyad.(...) This sense 

off  integral being is also reminiscent of a pre-natal stasis of inanimation.38 

Accordingg to me, Luce Irigaray refers to this fantasy of wholeness and security when she 

describess Sigmund Freud's desire as the belief that 'he can once again and always take her 

backk and reassimilate her' (SP:43;SG:31). Luce Irigaray attributes this fantasy to the fact that 

thee curtain or the veil is not interpreted by Sigmund Freud. She suggests that when Sigmund 

388 Elisabeth Bronfen, 'Death-drive (Freud)', in: Wright, Feminism and Psychoanalysis, 52-53. 
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Freudd would have interpreted the curtain and the curtained cot, he would have understood that 

Ernstt does not risk the irrevocable when he throws the cotton-reel away. Ernst can still see his 

motherr and he can still believe that they are (one as) in the pre-natal phase. 

Shee comes to this analysis because she interpretes the material elements of the game 

differently.. As I said before, Sigmund Freud only sees the cotton-reel and the string, and builds 

hiss theory upon the idea that the cotton-reel is a material substitute for the mother. Luce 

Irigaray,, however, suggests another set of substitutes: the cotton-reel = Ernst; the string = the 

umbilicall  cord; the curtain or veil of the cot = the placenta; the cot = the womb. In her 

interpretationn Ernst fantasizes in his game that the umbilical cord has not been cut. He imagines 

themm - he and she, he who takes a dwelling place in her, and she who gives him a dwelling 

placee - as incorporating each other, as being fused. He also beliefs that as she was then, - when 

'hee received all of lif e from her and via her'(SP:44;SG:32, transl.adapt.), 'air, warmth, 

nourishment,, blood, lif e and eventually the risk of death'(SP:45;SG:33) - she will be always. 

Att his beck and call, held by a string. In his game he is driven by his desire to return to this 

pre-natall  phase, denying the reality of his birth, forgetting the reality that the umbilical cord has 

beenn cut, by seeking, constructing, creating all kinds of substitutes, replacements, dwelling-

places,, houses, to wrap himself in, to fold them around himself; envelopes which wil l belong 

too him. 

Lucee Irigaray suggests that this imaginary fusion of Ernst and his mother represents Sigmund 

Freudss unconscious desire or his belief: a belief that seems to be justified in a reality, namely 

inn the - assumed - reality that mother and child are 'one' in the pre-natal phase. Luce Irigaray 

argues,, however, that Sigmund Freuds reality is an imaginary one, as the mother and her child 

aree separated by the placenta, which functions as a veil between mother and child. She is 

affirmedd in her view by the biologist Helene Rouch who remarks in an interview with Luce 

Irigaray: : 

Thee relative autonomy of the placenta (...) cannot be reduced either to a mechanism of 

fusionn (an ineffable mixture of the bodies or blood of mother and fetus) or, conversely, 

too one of aggression (the fetus as foreign body devouring from the inside, a vampire in 

thee maternal body). These descriptions are of imaginary reality and appear quite poor 

indeed,, - and obviously extremely culturally determined, in comparison to the complexity 

off  biological reality.(rTNF:49*JTNE;39) 

However,, Luce Irigaray not only elucidates that Ernsts game is rooted in the desire for 

wholenesss and security, she also shows that one can hardly speak of stasis or death in this pre-

natall  phase, because mother and child maintain an intimate exchange, or communication and 
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communionn in this phase. In my opinion, this amounts to an intervention in the theory or the 

interpretationn of the death-drives, as far as they interpret the desire for the pleasure of 

wholenesss and security as reminiscent of the pre-natal phase. As an elaboration of the conse-

quencess of this intervention transgresses the scope of this book, I wil l leave this for later. 

Thee fort-da game: playing a self-caused birt h 

Lucee Irigaray's different interpretation of the material elements of the game brings her to a still 

otherr explanation of the fort-da game, namely that Ernst (or the male cultural subject) desires 

too master the site of origin. This interpretation adds yet another layer to her interpretation of 

thiss game as prototypical for the constitution of the male cultural subject. 

Itt is built upon an other line of reasoning about the meaning of the game - and especially 

aboutt the 'object' of the 'instinct to master'. For although Luce Irigaray disagrees with 

Sigmundd Freuds interpretation of the fort-da game, she apparently concurs with his idea that 

thiss game is motivated by the instinct to master, as she also uses the word maitriser when she 

describess Ernsts desire. 

Lucee Irigaray puts forward the thought that Ernst - or Sigmund Freud - re-plays his birth; 

thuss that Ernst plays again at being in the womb and coming out of it. She suggests also that 

hee plays with the distinctions between appearing-disappearing, between being born and dying. 

Accordingg to her, Ernst desires to master life and death - or at least beliefs that coming into the 

worldd or leaving the world can be mastered. The first effort to assert his subjectivity might then 

bee the instinct to master his own beginning and ending. 

II  associate Luce Irigaray's interpretation of Ernsts beliefs or fantasies with the notion 

causacausa sui?9 For her interpretation suggests that Ernst might cherish the illusion that his 

birth/hiss life and his death is not caused by another: that they are uncaused or mat he is self-

caused,, causa sui, that his body and blood are his body and blood. In other words, it seems as 

iff  Ernst might think that he as a littl e god does not need another to enter the world. 

Thiss association is affirmed by a passage in Luce Irigaray's An Ethics which also 

elucidatess that this belief presupposes a certain image of the mother and of the relation to the 

399 This notion has been used in the philosophical tradition to express the relation between essence and 
existence.. Plotinus introduced it to express the idea that the first cause, from which all existence 
proceededd could not depend upon another cause, wherefore it must be the cause of itself and free. 
Thee notion causa sui was used by René Descartes and Baruch Spinoza to define the relation 
betweenn God and creation. Thomas Aquinas on the other hand opposed the use of this word on 
logicall  grounds as he was of the opinion that cause and caused are always distinct and to be 
distinguished.. See 'Causa Sui' in Historisches Wörterbuch der Philosophic 
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mother.. Luce Irigaray writes: 'If men are to be permitted to believe or imagine themselves as 

self-caused,, they need to think that the envelope "belongs" to them.'(EF:86;EE:84).40 

Att this point Luce Irigaray's two interpretations of the death-drive which underlie the game, 

comee together again. For the nostalgia for the pre-natal abode calls forth this desire to return 

too the first abode by seeking substitutes for the first envelope: substitutes which envelope him, 

andd which belong to him. But this nostalgia also translates itself in the drive to master this site 

off  origin, to own it. Or to be more accurate, this nostalgia brings him to fantasy that he is self-

caused,, that his mother, his envelope, belongs to him. In other words he imagines that he is 

masterr of the houses which are his new wrappings or dwelling-places: master in the 'house-of-

language',, the social order, the family. 

God::  the most formidabl e substitute for  the mother 

Thee next step of Luce Irigaray's analysis of the fort-da game is the unmasking of God as a 

substitutee for the mother. She writes: 

Thee most formidable fort-da projects - as you know, even, or especially when you refuse 

too believe it - the presence of the mother, in the mother, beyond the veil/ the curtain, onto 

God,, beyond the sky, beyond the visible horizon.(SP:44,SG:32.transl.adapt.) 

II  read this statement as referring to the - unconscious - desires of Sigmund Freud and his 

ancestry:: the male subjects of a patriarchal culture, the ancestors whom Sigmund Freud 

describedd in Totem and Taboo. 

Lucee Irigaray calls it the 'most formidable projection' as this expression points to the 

dreadd which surrounds this movement or which inspires it. This expression indicates, moreover, 

thatt this projection wil l be hard to overcome, or to resist.41 She elucidates that what is at 

stakee in this projection is the issue where man(!) comes from, the question of origin. 

400 My association and subsequent interpretation of Ernst's fantasy has been inspired by Margaret 
Whitfordss (as yet) unpublished paper called: Luce Irigaray, Feminine Identity and the Divine. She 
deliveredd this paper at a mini-conference on Luce Irigaray's work in Amsterdam on May 17, 1991. 

411 This explanation proceeds from the meanings of the word 'formidable', see H.W. Fowler, F.G. 
Fowler,, and E. Mcintosh (eds.) The Concise Oxford Dictionary, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 19645. 
Thiss corresponds with the meaning of the French word 'formidable', see A. Rey & J. Rey Debove 
(eds.)) Petit Robert. Dictionaire de la Langue Frangaise, Paris: Dictioniares Le Robert, 19772. 
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Thiss projection enables the male subject to think that he comes from God the Father and 

nott from the living mother. This is expressed in the narratives and theological constructions that 

mann comes from heaven and wil l return to heaven; that God gave life to man, tfiat he is a son 

off  God, a son of his heavenly Father. By displacing notions as 'first dwelling' or the gift of 

lif ee from the mother, who provided the first dwelling and gave (all of) life to the child, and 

projectingg them onto God, God becomes represented as the origin of life. Attributes as 

'omnipresent'' and 'omnipotent' can then be understood as metaphors for the experience of her 

presencee in the first dwelling or for the 'memory' of the gift of lif e that she has given him. 

Thee idea that God is a projection of man is not new. Ludwig Feuerbach was the first to analyze 

Godd as the projection of man in his book The Essence of Christianity*2 Sigmund Freud 

himselff  affirms this idea of Ludwig Feuerbach in his own theories and case-studies.43 And 

moree recently feminist theologians have stressed that the male images of God are projections 

off  men and reinforce male superiority and a patriarchal order of religion and society. The best 

knownn formulation of this insight comes from Mary Daly who wrote: 'if God is male, the male 

iss God' and 'If God in "his" heaven is a father ruling "his" people, then it is in the "nature" 

off  things and according to divine plan and the order of the universe mat society be male-

dominated.. *** 

Thesee writers affirm that God must be seen as a projection of the ultimate essence of man 

orr the male subject, or of everything which the male subject holds perfect or a perfection. As 

Ludwigg Feuerbach writes 'God is the mirror of man.'45 He is the ultimate, the infinite of 

'man's'' being - or of what man imagines/beliefs himself to be. 

Thiss idea can be illustrated by the representation of the male subject as self-caused. I 

suggestedd - following Luce Irigaray's analysis - that Ernst's play with cotton-reel and string, 

inn and out of the cot/womb, points towards his belief to be self-caused, which entails both the 

desiree to be un-caused, thus indepent of an other, as well as the desire to be the first and final 

causee of his (moving through) life, therefore with a totally free will . However, in philosophy 

andd theology it is God who is represented as causa sui, not man. This implies either that Ernst -

orr the male subject - presents himself as a littl e god, created in the image of God, or that 

422 Ludwig Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity, transl. George Eliot, Buffalo, New York: 
Prometheuss Books, 1989. 

433 Freud, 'Totem and Taboo', in: SE XIII 

444 Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father., 19 & 13. 

455 Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity, 63. 
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God'ss representation as causa sui mirrors man's desire to be self-caused - or both. Thus God 

andd the male subject are caught in an infinite circular process: 'man defines God who in turns 

determiness man.'(EF:89;EE:88) 

However,, both Ludwig Feuerbach as Sigmund Freud wil l point out that God is not theorized 

orr experienced as man's self-representation. For this self-representation of man is externalised, 

'objectified',, made independent and autonomous of man. God becomes transcendent to the 

malee subject, represented as residing in heaven, beyond the horizon. A Father. He is the one 

whomm the sons revere and worship, whom they see as their ancestor, as their origin, they are 

hiss body and blood. He becomes an authority in man's lif e to whom man subjects himself. He 

iss the one who formulates the law, who establishes order. 

Conclusion n 

Thiss brings me back to Sigmund Freud's book Totem and Taboo, in which he offers a psycho-

analyticc explanation for the patriarchal religions. As I described in the above, Sigmund Freud 

arguess that these religions have proceeded from totemic religions, which find their origin in an 

archaicc parricide of the primal horde, and as conceptually linked to the Oedipus-complex. Both 

thee constitution of male subjectivity and the constitution of social life are based upon the 

ambivalentt feelings of the sons for the father. They hate him, because he claims the mother as 

hiss property. But they also love him. In the Oedipus-complex this ambivalence is solved when 

thee son acknowledges the right of the father, subjects himself to his command or law, and 

renouncess his desire for the mother, knowing that he wil l one day be as his father and 'own' 

aa woman-mother. The sons of the primal horde act upon their feelings of hate. They murder 

thee father, but afterwards , out of remorse, they subject themselves to his law by abandoning 

theirr claim upon the women-mothers. 

Itt follows, however, from Luce Irigaray's analysis of the fort-da game, that the father does 

nott pose the first threat to the desire of the son for the mother or to their symbiotic relation. 

Forr die mother's independency, her disappearing and appearing at her wil l represents this threat. 

Thee son counters this threat by attempting to become master of his fate. In order to do this, he 

triess to master her. He reduces her from a mother-woman to a mother-matrix, to a womb or 

envelope,, which belongs to him by a game of substitutions. This game is so pleasurable that 

hee wil l continue to play it all his life, substituting his mother by all kind of other envelopes, 

language,, houses, wombs-vagina's of other women, seeking the mother in other women, 

(con)fusingg other women with die motiier. 
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Whenn Luce Irigaray describes the fantasy that the mother belongs to the son as the desire or 

fantasyy of Sigmund Freud's ancestors - or as Sigmund Freud's unconscious at work - I interpret 

thiss sentence as a reference to the archaic forefather of the primal horde, the man who owns 

alll  the women. It calls forth the association that these women act as substitutes for the murdered 

mother;; the idea that this forefather has appropriated the site of origin through his claim upon 

thee women, securing the paternity of the children; or the idea that when the sons murder the 

forefather,, they also perform a matricide, as the forefather incorporates the maternal origin. 

Fromm these associations follows the logical conclusion that when this father is deified as 

thee forefather or the divine ancestor of the clan, this God-father must be understood as both 

surrogatee for the murdered father and as the projection or substitution of the mother or the 

maternal,, because as forefather he has appropriated the maternal. This thought engenders in its 

turnn two other thoughts: namely that when the murder of the father is ritually celebrated through 

thee sacrifice of his totemic animal, the more ancient murder of the mother is reenacted again. 

Andd secondly that when the ritual sacrifice of the father is somehow continued in the 

celebrationn of the Eucharist, as is argued by Sigmund Freud - and other historians of religion -

thiss murder of the mother is reenacted time and again until the present day. 

Thiss exegesis of Luce Irigaray's trajectory in 'Body Against Body: In Relation to the Mother' 

andd in 'Belief Iself brings me again to Luce Irigaray's argument that the specific order of the 

city,, which was founded upon a matricide, is still extremely contemporary or actual. It is 

presentt in the order of representation, in the European philosophical and literary tradition and 

inn the religious traditions of Europe, both in the Greek - mythological - and the Christian 

traditionss to which philosophers, writers and the father of psycho-analysis always return. In the 

wordss of Joanna Hodge this matricide is the originary event from which a particular discursive 

formationn emerges, namely a patriarchal one, which is repeatedly reenacted and reinscribed so 

thatt it stays in its place. In the next chapter I wil l show that this matricide is also reinscribed 

andd reenacted in texts and rituals of the Christian tradition. 
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2.. 'And the Word became flesh': salvation or matricide? 

Inn the previous chapter, I showed that in Luce Irigaray's view the present symbolic order is 

foundedd upon a murder of the mother as creative power and as woman-lover. I used the word 

'originaryy event' to describe it's status and continuing effects in the present discursive 

formation.. Joanna Hodges writes that an originary event has to be reenacted and reinscribed 

repeatedlyy if this particular formation is to stay in place - for instance in the canonic texts of 

aa discourse or in the ritual of an institution. 

InIn this chapter I wil l argue that in the christology of the Christian tradition this originary 

eventt is reenacted and reinscribed. I use the word 'christology' to refer to the confession of the 

Churchh that Jesus Christ is the divine Word incarnate, and to the profession that the incarnation 

off  God the Father in his Son Jesus Christ is salvific for (hu)mankind as it redeems God with 

hiss creation. 

Inn my view, the christological formulation that Christ as the Divine Word incarnate is both 

fullyy God and fully human is not salvific for women, because it posits an ontological unity of 

thee Father and the Son. This implies an erasure of the maternal-feminine from the genealogical 

scene.. I interpret this last gesture in the line of Luce Irigaray's thoughts as 'a matricide'. I wil l 

substantiatee this argument with an interpretation of two of the primary texts of the Christian 

tradition,, namely the Prologue to the Gospel of John and the text of the Niceno-

Constantinopolitann Creed. These two texts generate and express the idea that God the Father 

andd the Son Jesus Christ are identical: they suggest or proclaim that Father and Son are One 

andd the Same, thereby effacing the maternal-feminine origin of the Son. I wil l show moreover 

thatt this idea is reaffirmed in one of the most important rituals of the Christian tradition, the 

Eucharist,, through the words 'This is my body, this is my blood'. The fact that the most 

importantt ritual of the christian tradition can be analysed as a repetition of the originary 

matricidee underlines the idea that the Christian tradition as such legitimizes the particular 

discursivee formation this orginary event gave rise to religiously, and reinforces it. 

Starting-pointt for my argumentation is the analysis of the Prologue of the Gospel of John, 

wheree the expression 'And the Word became flesh' comes from. According to Rochus 

Zuurmond,, this Gospel has strongly determined the traditional view of Jesus as sovereign and 

clothedd in divine authority. He writes that: 

John,, the most mature theologian of the 'New testament' says two things at the same 

time:: Jesus is God and Jesus is (hu)man. (...) One could even say that John does precisely 

38 8 



whatt the Council of Chalcedon (451 CE) formulates as follows: the same perfect in 

Godhead,, the same perfect in manhood, fully God and fully (Hu)man.1 

Thiss remark of Rochus Zuurmond shows that an analysis of the Niceno-Constantinipolitan 

Creedd is a logical next step. The full text of this Creed was first read out and approved as in 

accordancee with die trinitarian and christological dogmas of the Church by the fathers of the 

Churchh who were gathered in Chalcedon. They settled two centuries of strive over christological 

questionss by formulating the dogma that Christ is fully God and fully human. This profession 

off  (the content of) faith was not only meant to be used for catechumenical purposes and in 

liturgicall  practices, but also as tests of orthodoxy of Christians in general.2 

Onee of the liturgical practices in which this Creed is used is the liturgy of the Eucharist. 

Inn this ritual, bread and wine are shared by the faithful in remembrance of Jesus Christs' 

salvatoryy work. This ritual represented at first an act of remembrance, an anamnesis of Jesus 

life,, visions and death. It was oriented towards the future, towards a salvation in the future 

whenn the kingdom of God would be realised.3 But it changed gradually into a ritual or 

liturgicall  reenactment of this salvation. The Eucharist became a ritual in which a 'mystery' was 

performed,, whereby bread and wine were interpreted as outward and visible signs of an inner 

andd invisible matter, namely of the presence of Christ, the suffering and risen Lord. 

Ass I wil l explain in the paragraphs devoted to the ritual of the Eucharist, the meaning of 

tfiistfiis  ritual is firmly anchored in the christological reflections of the Church, which provides one 

off  the reasons to reflect upon the meaning of this ritual. But the most important reason has to 

doo with the fact, that it is a ritual. I wil l argue that, because a ritual is an act that lives by 

meanss of repetition, the dominance and the power of the present order of discourse is affirmed 

andd reinforced each time this ritual is repeated, or, that the orginary event that has been 

formativee for our culture is reenacted. This ritual is therefore instrumental in driving the 

11 Rochus Zuurmond, 'De lof van Chalcedon. Over nut en noodzaak van de bijbelse theologie', in: 
OmOm het levende woord, Amsterdam: Delenus Instituut, 2 (1993) 31. 

22 John N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds, London: Longman, 19723, 205. 

33 This description of the meaning of the Eucharist in the Early Church is based upon the following 
sources:: Abendmahl, in: Krause and Muller (eds), Theologischer Real Enzyklopedie, Berlin/New 
York:: Walter de Gruyter, 1977; Ton Veerkamp, 'Der mystifizierte Messias, das mystifizierte 
Abendmahl.. Abendmahl Texte der Messianischen Schriften', in: Texte & Kontexte 25, Exegetischer 
Zeitschrift,Zeitschrift, april 1985, Berlin: Alektor Verlag, 1985, 16-42; Herman Wegman, 'De "komaf' van 
hett liturgisch gedenken. Anamnese gespiegeld aan menselijk ervaren', in: Tijdschrift voor Theologie 
255 (1985) 2, 163-177; 
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messagee home that the paternal and the masculine are dominant, effecting that 'the Word 

becomess flesh' again in the individual and collective body of the communicants. 

THEE PROLOGUE TO THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 

Ass I wrote in the above, the Prologue to the Gospel of John has been a key text in the Christian 

tradition.. It is a poetical text as well as a theological one, formulating that Jesus (the Christ) 

iss the only begotten Son of God, the Word become flesh. 

Ass a key text of the Christian tradition it has been an constant source of exegesis and 

commentary,, and has provoked an ocean of secondary literature. These exegetical studies 

encompasss studies of the possible sources of this text, its unity and relation to the rest of the 

Gospell  of John, studies in the Sitz im Leben of the text and studies concerning its meaning. 

Readingg a number of short essays on the Prologue of John, I was confronted with many 

differentt views.4 Some exegetes suggest that the Prologue existed as a hymn in written form 

priorr to the Gospel itself and was incorporated by the 'writer' in the text of the Gospel.5 

Otherss stress the literary unity of the Prologue itself, and the continuity between Prologue and 

Gospel.66 Studies of the Sitz im Leben of the Gospel have inquired into the nature of the 

communityy out of which this Gospel arose, its christology, its relationships to the Jewish 

communityy and the position of women. Some of these studies point to the continuity with the 

Jewishh tradition.7 Others point to the anti-Judaistic intent of the Prologue.8 In the studies I read 

44 I have read the following studies and short essays: 
Rudolff  Bultmann, 'The History of Religions Background of the Prologue to the Gospel of John', 
in:: John Ashton (ed), The Interpretation of John. Issues of Religion and Theology Series no.9, 
Fortresss Press. Philadelphia/ SPCK London 1986, 18-35; P. Lamarche, 'The Prologue of John', in: 
Johnn Ashton (ed), The Interpretation of John, 36-53; Frank Kermode, 'St John as Poet', in: Journal 
forfor the study of the New Testament 28 (1986), 3-16; Warren Carter, 'The Prologue and John's 
Gospel.. Function, symbol and definitive word' in: Journal for the Study of the New Testament 39, 
(1990),, 35-58; Maria de Groot, Messiaanse Ikonen. Een Vrouwenstudie van het Evangelie naar 
Johannes,Johannes, Kampen: Kok, 1988, and Elisabeth Schüssler-Fiorenza, In Memory of Her. A Feminist 
TheologicalTheological Reconstruction of Christian Origins, London: SCM Press, 1983. 

55 R. Bultmann, 'The History of Religions', 18-35 and Schüssler-Fiorenza, In Memory of Her. 189. 

66 Kermode, 'St John as Poet', 3-16; Carter, 'the Prologue and John's Gospel', 35-58 and De Groot, 
MessiaanseMessiaanse Ikonen, 50-51. 

77 De Groot, Messiaanse Ikonen, 22 & 75-82. 
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thee authors also presented different views on the central issue or theological theme of the 

Prologue.. Three studies render as many different interpretations. The first presents as the central 

issuee of the prologue and indeed of the entire Gospel, the idea that God is revealed and known 

onlyy in/ through Jesus Christ.9 The second reads the Prologue as 'a direshold poem. It is 

concernedd with what was (...) and how that what was crossed over into becoming'10 The third 

explainss the Prologue from the central verses 10-13, and maintains that the controlling idea of 

thee Prologue is that 

Godd through his Logos, conceived, prepared and effected the salvation both of the Gentile 

Worldd (John 1:1-9) and of Israel(l:10-ll). Right from the beginning, despite certain 

rebuffs(l:10-ll),, he planned to unite them in the single community of the children of 

God.(l:: 12-13)" 

Althoughh these studies have informed my reading and interpretation of the Prologue, they do 

nott address the issue that I think of prime importance, namely the relation to the mother and 

thee maternal-feminine in the (process of) becoming flesh of the Word. Therefore I have (re)read 

thee text from the perspective of this question. 

InIn my interpretation, the text of the Prologue establishes the identification of Jesus the Christ 

ass the only-begotten Son with the divine Father through an erasure of the maternal-feminine 

originn of the Word incarnate. I wil l argue that this erasure is effected at different levels. First, 

thee text itself erases the maternal-feminine origin through the absence of any reference to a 

motherr or to a physical birth, as well as through the different shades of meaning of the word 

'gmomai'' (to become) which can be discerned in the text. They point to a meaning of 'to 

becomee as 'to create' or 'to engender'. Secondly, I wil l argue that the maternal-feminine origin 

88 E. Schiissler-Fiorenza in a verbal response to my paper at a master-class for feminist theologians 
inn biblical studies organized by the Interuniversitaire Werkgroep Feministische Theologie in 
collaborationn with the Dominicaans Studiecentrum voor Theologie en Samenleving, on May 9, 
1994.. At this workshop I presented my reading of the Prologue, later published as: Anne-Claire 
Mulder,, 'Eine wundersame Geburt? Anmerkungen zum Prolog des Johannesevangeliums (Joh 1:1-
18)'' in: Schlangenbrut 53. streitschrift fur feministisch und religiös interessierte frauen. vol 14 
(1996),, 19-23. 

99 Carter, 'The Prologue and John's Gospel', 39 + 45. 

100 Kermode, 'St. John as Poet', 8. 

111 Lamarche, 'The Prologue of John', 39. 
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off  the Son is erased by the appropriation of Sophia-imagery by the image of the Logos, which 

hass not missed its effect on the development of christology. And finally I wil l show that in the 

Gospell  of John the mother of Jesus, identified in the Prologue as tile incarnate Word, is 

representedd in such a way mat it slights natural bonds in favour of spiritual ones. 

Andd the word became flesh 

Whenn I hear the expression 'And the Word became flesh', I am instantly reminded of the other 

versess of the Prologue, especially the first two verses. These read: 

1:11 In the beginning was the Word 

andd the Word was with God 

andd the Word was God 

1:22 this was in the beginning with God 

Whenn these two expressions are taken together with verse 14 a+b 

1:14aa And the Word became flesh 

1:14bb and it dwelt among us 

theyy constitute the shortest possible formulation of incarnation-theology: the divine Word, God's 

Logos,, became flesh and lived among human beings in the created world. They describe a 

passagee from God to the flesh, the created world and the world of history. This passage is 

describedd by Frank Kermode as the crossing of a threshold of what was - in the beginning and 

eternallyy - into becoming. He sees the words was and became accordingly as the key-words of 

thee poem.12 He also argues that in the first two verses the divine origin of the Word, the 

Logos,, is established through the repetition of the word was. This verb is used in three different 

aspectss in verse one. It denotes 'existence' (in the beginning was), relationship (with God), and 

itt is used for predication: the Word was God. This predication is conclusive for the establish-

mentt of the identification of God and the Word.13 The second verse of the Prologue 'This 

wass in the beginning with God' repeats the first verse and closes this passage. 

122 Kermode, 'St. John as Poet', 8. 

133 Kermode, 'St. John as Poet', 8. 
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Twoo aspects of this divine Word become clear in the first verses. It is an creative word and it 

iss pre-existent to creation. The creative power of this divine Word is made explicit in verse 

three. . 

1:33 Through him all things became (came into being) 

apartt from him nothing became (came into being) 

Butt it is also evoked by its intertextual reference to Genesis 1. For the words 'in the beginning' 

inn the first line of the Prologue recall Genesis 1. They are the first words of the Hebrew bible, 

andd the first words of the poem which describe the creation of the world by God. They remind 

thee reader of the creative speech-acts of God: God said and it was. 

Thee pre-existence of the Word is also suggested in these first verses, especially in the 

combinationn of verse two and three. It is moreover underlined by the intertextual reference to 

thee figure of Wisdom/ Sophia of whom it is said that she is pre-existent to everything that came 

too pass. The most obvious intertexts of 1:1-3 are Proverbs 8, Sirach 24 and the Wisdom of 

Solomon.144 In these texts Sophia is presented as the personified Wisdom of God. In Proverbs 

88 Sophia says of herself that she was present when God created all things. Sirach 24 presents 

herr as the word spoken by God, the divine Dabar. In Wisdom of Solomon, Sophia is described 

ass the initiate of God's knowledge, an associate in God's work, and as the one who lives with 

God.. All these intertextual references establish the pre-existence of the Word to creation as well 

ass its activity as creative power. 

Becomingg flesh 

Off  this pre-existent and creative Word, the Prologue says 'And the Word became flesh and 

itt dwelt among us.'(l:14a+b) This is the point in the text at which the threshold is crossed by 

thee Word: the threshold between being (with) God and being in the cosmos, being of the same 

substancee as the cosmos and as fellow human beings, namely being flesh. 

Thiss crossing of the threshold is expressed by the verb 'to become'. This verb has a 

numberr of meanings, many of which can be found in the text. It can mean: to be bom or 

144 Proverbs is part of the Tenach, the other two are not. They are part of the collection of Jewish 
bookss which forms the Septuagint. The Septuagint consists of books translated from Hebrew in 
Greekk and of books directly written in Greek. (Thé latter two were later excluded from the canon 
off  the Hebrew bible, Tenach). Sirach and The Wisdom of Solomon belong to the books which were 
excluded,, but as they were part of the Septuagint, they were known and read in the Hellenistic 
Jewishh and Christian communities and thus they were known to the poet of the Prologue. 
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begotten;; arise or come about. It can be translated as 'be made', 'be created' or as 'to 

happen',, 'to take place' and it can describe the entering of a new condition. The Greek-English 

TranslationTranslation of Walter  Bauers German Wörterbuch zum Neuen Testament describes the last 
meaningg as 'of persons or things which change their nature to indicate the entering of a new 

condition.'155 In order to 'dwell among us (1:14b)', a change of properties, a metamorphosis 

iss required, whereby 'us refers to 'us, human beings and the cosmos'; 'us, readers of the 

Gospel';; 'us, of the Johannine community'; 'us, who believe in his name'(l:12). 

Thee interpretation of the verb 'to become' as a changing of nature or of properties is a 

veryy likely one. It explains the new adornment of the Word now that it has crossed the 

thresholdd from what was in to becoming. But this is not the only possible interpretation or 

meaningg of the verb 'to become' in this verse. In my view the other aspects of the meaning 

off  this verb, - 'to be born or begotten', 'to come to be', 'to be made', or 'to be created' - all 

resonatee in this verse. Apart from the meaning of 'to be born', these meanings appear in the 

precedingg verses of the Prologue, especially in verse 3 and in the verses 12 and 13. This does 

nott mean, however, that the sentence 'And the Word became flesh' could not be interpreted 

ass describing the birth of the Word. It only clarifies that this particular aspect of 'to become' 

iss not used in the Prologue, whereas the others are. 

InIn 1:3, it is said that 'Al l things came to be (came into being) through the Word', although this 

versee can also be translated as 'All things were created by the Word'. The latter translation 

picturess the Word as the subject of creation and evokes the creative acts of God, whereas the 

firstt translation suggests that the Word mediates the creation of all things. It recalls the role of 

Sophiaa in the creation of the universe, and it presents the Word more as the midwife of the 

birthh process then as the generator of creation. 

However,, when the process of the Word becoming flesh is seen as similar to the 

becomingg of things through the Word, the question can be raised through whom the Word has 

becomee flesh or who has mediated this becoming, this metamorphosis? This question is not 

answeredd in the text. When the text writes about 'becoming' in relation 'to being born' it 

suggestss that 'to come into being' is similar to 'being begotten' or to 'being fathered'. 

Inn verse 12 and 13 the text describes mat all those who believe in his name - in 1:17 

revealedd as (the name of) Jesus Christ - have received 'the power to become children of God, 

155 A Greek-English lexicon of the New Testament and other early Christian literature : a translation 
andand adaptation of the fourth revised and augmented edition of Walter Bauer's Griechisch-Deutsches 
WörterbuchWörterbuch zu den Schriften des Neuen Testaments und der iibrigen urchristlichen Literatur / by 
WalterWalter Bauer, William F. Arndt and F. Wilbur Gingrich (eds), Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press,, 1979; second revised and augmented edition, F.Wilbur Gingrich & Frederick W. Danker 
(eds). . 
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nott by blood or the wil l of the flesh, of the wil l of the man, but engendered by God'. This God 

iss identified as a father or as the father in verse 14 c+d and also as in verse 18. Verse 14c,d,e 

reads: : 

1:14cc And we have seen his glory 

dd the glory of an only-begotten Son of the Father 

ee full of grace and truth 

andd the text of verse 18 is: 

1:188 No one has ever seen God 

thee only begotten (Son of) God, 

whoo is in the bosom/womb of the Father 

hee has revealed God. 

Thiss means with respect to the verses 12 and 13 that 'to become a child of God' means 'to 

bee fathered by God'. 

However,, the verb 'to become' in the expression 'to become a child of God' (1:12b) 

needss some further reflection as well. It has the same meaning as 'to become' used in 1:14a -

thee Word became flesh -: it suggests a metamorphosis too. In both cases 'a person or thing 

iss changed in nature because a new condition is entered'. But whereas in 1:14 it is not clear 

whoo brings this metamorphosis about, at least not directly, 1:13 is very clear about the 

originatorr of the metamorphosis as child of God: they are fathered by God. This also means that 

thee metamorphosis implied by 'becoming a child of God', or by 'becoming flesh' is not so 

muchh a process as well as a moment, the moment of begetting the child. Metamorphosis and 

rebirthh are thereby reduced to the begetting of the child, erasing the maternal element in the 

meaningg of 'becoming'. The text of John 3:4-5 emphasizes this, as it says of the re-birth as 

childd of God: 'not by returning to the mothers womb, but born out of water and spirit.'16 

166 This text refers most probably to the ritual of baptism. One may argue that the original form of the 
rituall  in which the person who was to be baptised walked into the water and was immersed in it, 
mightt be seen as a reenactment of the birth-process, enacting also that the person who was baptised 
startedd a new life. In the christian missionary movement of the early christian churches, it were 
mostlyy adults who were baptised, after having professed their faith in Jesus Christ, the Risen Lord. 
Inn later ages the baptism of adults was changed in most churches by the baptism of newly born 
babies.. In the context of the christening of a new born child the notion of 're-birth' gets 
misogynisticc overtones. It expresses a depreciation of 'natural birth'. This is reinforced by the fact 
thatt a child is baptised 'in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit', which can be interpreted 
ass a 're-birth' in a male and patriarchal order. See for a feminist analysis of this relation between 
'naturall  birth' and 'spiritual re-birth' also: Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father, 195; Nelle Morton, 
TheThe Journey is Home, Boston: Beacon Press, 1985, 35; Catharina Halkes, Zoekend naar wat 
verlorenverloren ging. Enkele aanzetten voor een feministische theologie, Baarn, Ten Have, 1984, 42. 
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Whenn I bring the above to bear upon the interpretation of the verb 'to become' in the sentence 

'Andd the Word became flesh', it appears that this becoming cannot be understood as a birth, 

forr the evangelist John excludes pregnancy and birth from his understanding of the verb to 

becomee - at least in the Prologue. The becoming flesh of the Word - this metamorphosis - must 

thereforee be interpreted either as causa sui - the Word crosses the threshold on its own accord -

orr as being engendered and generated or carried by God the Father. The latter interpretation 

iss supported by verse 14 as well as by verse 18. In verse 14 the incarnate Word is described 

ass the only begotten Son of the Father or more literally as the only one who 'became' by the 

father. . 

Inn verse 18 the expression 'the only-begotten Son of the Father' is repeated. This time 

itt is used to explain the closeness of Father and Son, which enables the Son to reveal the 

Father,, who has not be seen by any one before. This closeness of Father and Son is underlined 

byy the words 'who is near the bosom of the Father' or 'who is in the womb of the Father'.17 

Thee latter translation of the Greek word 'kolpon' is not often used in the literature of the 

Christiann New Testament, but Bauer's Dictionary for the New Testament gives a few extra-

testamentaryy sources to support this meaning. I read this expression as illuminating that God 

thee Father not only begot his Son but also carried him: that God is father and mother to the son. 

Thiss means that the maternal-feminine as creative power has become part of the paternal, or 

thatt this female creative power has been appropriated by the Father. 

Thiss origin of the Son, begotten and born by the Father affects the interpretation of the 

relationshipp between the Son and the Father. Bauer's Dictionary writes that the expression 

'nearr the bosom' indicates the closest relationship between two people. Therefore the Son is 

ablee to make the Father known to us. The theme of closeness of Father and Son is a recurrent 

themee in the Gospel of John itself. This is especially clear in the sayings of Jesus in which he 

claimss an exclusive knowledge of God whom he calls 'his Father'. According to me, the 

expressionn 'in the womb' intensifies this closeness of Father and Son. It suggests a near-

identificationn of Father and Son, because the Father is the sole generator of the Son, and the 

Sonn die only begotten Son of the Father.18 

177 The Statenbijbel, the first translation of the Hebrew and Christian bible in Dutch, translates 'eis 
tonn kolpon' as 'in de schoot= in the womb'. 

188 In the 25th edition of Nestle-Aland's the Greek New Testament, the text does not read 'the only 
begottenn Son of God' but: 'the only begotten God'. In his inaugural address Zuurmond calls this 
versionn 'a well-supported text-variant, well-supported by the manuscripts'. Why the 25th edition 
off  Nestle-Aland chooses what Zuurmond calls a variant to establish it as the text of the Gospel is 
nott clear. In any case the translators do not follow him/ them (as yet). Would they do it, this would 
turnn the scale from near-identification to mutual identification of Father and Son. For Zuurmond 
thee text 'only begotten God' is another indication of the fact that the concept of God is theolo-
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Thiss near-identification can be seen as effected or constructed by the appropriation or 

exclusionn of the mother and the maternal-feminine as creative power. But it is also an effect 

off  the appropriation of the figure of Sophia by the figure of the Word. In the following pages 

II  wil l first pay attention to the relation between Sophia and the Logos before I return to the idea 

thatt the near-identification of Father and Son is effected by the exclusion of the mother and the 

maternal. . 

Sophiaa and Logos 

Inn the fifth chapter of her book Jesus. Miriam's Child, Sophia's Prophet, Elisabeth Schiissler 

Fiorenzaa tries to trace the traditions of Divine Wisdom, Sophia, in the texts of the Christian 

Neww Testament and to reconstruct their significance in the debates and struggles with the early 

christiann communities concerning the meaning of Jesus.19 These traditions are almost entirely 

lostt or submerged in the writings of the Christian New Testament, whereas the figure of Divine 

Wisdomm appears openly in Jewish discourse, albeit in a 'body of literature articulated either 

inn the forms of instructions of a father for his son or as a Active address to a young king.'20 

Elisabethh Schiissler Fiorenza quotes feminist theologians who argue that this Jewish 

traditionn emerged in the post-exilic period and spread throughout the Jewish communities of 

thee Hellenistic world. These feminist scholars suggests that in these communities women 

appearedd as religious subjects: they are represented as part of the religious assembly and as 

transmittingg religious traditions. In the course of time, as this tradition became in many places 

lesss open to women as religious subjects, its literature came to reflect the interests of a male 

elite. . 

Inn this tradition, Divine Wisdom is presented as God's presence in Israel, who 'offers 

life,, knowledge, rest, and salvation to all who will accept her'21. Especially in the 'Wisdom 

gicallyy empty until filled by Jesus. According to him both Paul and John testify that God is 
unknownn and unknowable unless through Jesus. Zuurmond 'De Lof van Chalcedon', 34. 

199 Elisabeth Schiissler-Fiorenza, Jesus. Miriam's Child, Sophia's Prophet. Critical Issues in Feminist 
Christology,Christology, London: SCM Press, 1995, esp. chapter 5. 

200 Schiissler-Fiorenza, Jesus, 132. 

211 Schiissler-Fiorenza, Jesus, 135. 
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off  Solomon', Divine Wisdom is presented as 'all powerful', 'a figure who lives symbiotically 

withh G*d\22 Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza summarizes the theology of the Wisdom literature: 

Wisdomm theology with its inclusive language about the Divine seems intent on using 

femalee G*d-language for its own theological purposes. The theological discourses on 

Sophiaa speak positively about Israel's G*d in the language of their own Egyptian-

Hellenisticc culture. They use mythological elements from the international G*ddes cults, 

especiallyy the Isis cult, and integrate them into Jewish monotheistic theology.23 

Althoughh this Jewish tradition of Divine Wisdom seems absent in the Christian New Testament, 

inn Jesus. Miriam's Child, Sophia's Prophet, Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza elaborates her thesis 

off  In Memory of Her, that Sophia has been important for the early christian theological 

discourse.. She distinguishes two levels of reflections in these discourses. At the first level Jesus 

iss understood as the latest in a long line of messengers or prophets of the Sophia of God. 

Tracess of this understanding of Jesus can be found in the sayings of Jesus which are found in 

thee different Gospels. These sayings might reflect a Sayings tradition or source which can be 

reconstructedd as rooted in some of the earliest traditions of the Jesus-movement, which 

consistedd of Jesus' followers. 

Att the second level, the relation between Jesus and Sophia has shifted. He is no longer 

representedd as the messenger or prophet of Sophia, but identified as Sophia himself. He is 

praisedd - in language and with imagery which recalls the Divine Wisdom traditions - as the 

Sophiaa of God who appeared on earth and is now exalted as the resurrected Lord of the Whole 

Cosmos.. This interpretation of Jesus as the Sophia of God, which originates in the early 

christiann missionary movement, is expressed in hymns and prayers, of which traces can be 

foundd in the Letters of Paul as well as in the Gospel of John.24 The Prologue, then, belongs 

too this tradition of the early christian missionary movement in which Jesus is identified as 

Sophia. . 

However,, the Prologue does not speak about the Sophia of God but about the Logos of God. 

Att first sight this identification is not so strange, because these two figures can be seen as in 

linee with each other, especially in their reminiscence of Torah, God's direction for a just and 

222 Schiissler-Fiorenza, Jesus, 135 & 136. 

233 Schiissler-Fiorenza, Jesus, 137. 

244 Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 130-140 + 188-192; Schüssler Fiorenza, Jesus, 139-154. 
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God-pleasingg life. The writer of the Prologue is moreover not the first to identify these two 

figures,, for Philo of Alexandria also identified these two, presenting the Logos at first as the 

sonn of Sophia and on a second level of reflection as identical to Sophia.25 But the 

identificationidentification of the figure of Sophia with the figure of the Logos in the Prologue is an 

importantt step in the gradual transformation of the Sophia image in the figure of the divine 

Logos.. This history of transformation is convoluted and complex.26 In the Prologue, this 

transformationn is effected by a shift of language, themes and images used for Sophia in the 

Wisdomm literature to the figure of the Logos of God. This shift brings about a shift in the 

understandingg of Jesus the Christ, who is no longer praised and identified as the Sophia of God, 

butt who is seen as identical to the Logos of God. 

Onee may ask why the community of John - and the church - preferred 'Logos' instead 

off  'Sophia'? I would like to hypothesize that the proclamation of Jesus Christ as being the 

Sophiaa of God proved too much of a discontinuity between image and embodiment. I think it 

possiblee that the identification of the man Jesus of Nazareth with Sophia - who is lyrically and 

explicitlyy portrayed as a female personification of God - was experienced as so jarring, 

provokingg or disturbing, that one chose to use the tradition about the 'Logos' of God to think 

aboutt the meaning of Jesus. As the gender of the image or personification of God corresponds 

withh the gender of his incarnation, it dissolves the tension between the gender of the image (of 

God)) and its incarnation in the man Jesus. It moreover makes the Father-Son metaphor, which 

iss the dominant metaphor to image the relation between God and Jesus in the Gospel of John, 

moree viable.27 

Whateverr the reasons, the effect of this (transsexual) transformation has been that the 

Logos-traditionn has superseded the Sophia tradition. This transformation can be interpreted as 

correspondingg with the Greek mythological traditions around the emergence of Zeus as father 

deity.. In my view, Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza's argument that it is possible to interpret the 

Fourthh Gospel as presenting Jesus as the logos-son of Sophia, (unwittingly) underlines this 

255 Schiissler Fiorenza, Jesus, 138. 

266 A collection of studies in which the significance of Wisdom in late antiquity is explored, including 
thee history of this transformation is Robert L. Wilken (ed), Aspects of Wisdom in Judaism and Early 
Christianity,Christianity, Notre Dame/ London: University of Notre Dame Press, 1975. 

277 See Schiissler Fiorenza, Jesus, 153 for a discussion of the father-son metaphor in the Fourth Gospel. 
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parallel.. She invokes a tradition in which the Logos was represented as the son of Sophia28, 

butt she remarks also that 

thiss Wisdom matrix of the Fourth Gospel remains almost completely hidden in a cursory 

readingg of the text because the narrative does not introduce Jesus as the Son of the Divine 

Sophiaa but as the only begotten Son of the Father.(...) The 'son' does not reveal G*d as 

Sophiaa but as Father.29 

Thiss means that in the Prologue, Sophia has been superseded by the Logos, or that Logos has 

appropriatedd the powers of Spohia. According to the mythological traditions, Zeus founded his 

supremacyy upon an appropriation of the maternal divine powers. Through this gesture he 

becamee the divine Father God. The ousting of the Sophia tradition by the Logos tradition can 

bee seen as a similar displacement of the qualities and attributes of the female (personification 

of)) God unto her 'son', the divine Logos, who subsequently came to be the dominant 

personificationn of God in the christian tradition. The effect of this displacement of the maternal-

femininee divine powers upon the Logos can be interpreted as a matricide, namely as an erasure 

off  the Sophia tradition from the christian theological reflection and discourse. 

Thee mother  of Jesus in the Gospel of John 

Thee idea of an erasure of the maternal-feminine as creative power in the Gospel of John is also 

affirmedd when I pay attention to (the role of) the mother of Jesus in the Gospel of John. The 

Prologuee can be read as the story of a birth, more particularly as the story of a supra-natural 

birth:: as supra-natural as the birth in the nativity stories of Luke and Matthew. All these 

nativity-storiess have the intention to reinforce the uniqueness of Jesus of Nazareth, but the 

nativityy stories of Luke and Matthew tell of the pregnancy of a virgin-woman, who became 

withh child through the Spirit. Although Maria's relation with the father of the son remains in 

288 Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza first mentions the representation of the divine Logos as the son of 
Sophiaa in the context of her discussion of the philosophy of Philo of Alexandria. In her discussion 
off  the Fourth Gospel (the Gospel according to John) she reiterates this idea, while elaborating a 
readingg of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel as 'Wisdom Incarnate', the 'logos-son of Sophia (who) 
couldd be seen as her following the way of Sophia.' Schiissler Fiorenza, Jesus, 138. 

299 Schiissler Fiorenza, Jesus, 152 & 153. As I argued in the above, I read the Prologue as a hymn to 
thee incarnation of the divine Logos, who is revealed by the 'son' as the Father-Logos. 
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thee shadow, she has a strong presence in the beginning of these Gospels as the mother of this 

Son. . 

Butt in the Gospel of John the mother of Jesus figures hardly at all. She is mentioned 

twice:: in John 2 and in John 19. In these chapters she is described in such a manner that 

Elisabethh Schiissler Fiorenza, Maria de Groot and R. Alan Culpepper conclude more or less 

unanimously,, that John presents her as an exemplary disciple of Jesus.30 She accepts Jesus as 

thee one who reveals the Father. She has no other relation with the father than through her Son, 

whichh puts her on the same line as the other disciples: believing in his name she receives the 

powerr to become a child of the Father. The mother of Jesus: a disciple/child of the Son/Father. 

Thiss representation of the mother - this putting aside of any genealogical or familial ties -

iss in keeping with John's theology in which all natural ties are superseded in favour of the new 

tiess of the community of equals.31 Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza shows that this ideal of the 

communityy of equals intruded in the ethos of the patriarchal family and brought strive in the 

family,, especially because women felt empowered to break away from this type of family to 

followw Jesus as his disciple and later to enter the missionary communities.32 

Mariaa de Groot and Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza value this representation of the mother 

positively,, because the figure of die mother can be interpreted as a female subject. She is not 

caughtt up and paralysed in her maternal role, but figures as a subject of vision and knowledge, 

aa woman who decides for herself in religious matters. Although I find their suggestion inspiring, 

II  disagree with tfieir positive valuation of the representation of the mother of Jesus in the 

Gospell  of John as an exemplary disciple. The metaphor used in the Prologue for the disciples -

childd of God - brings about a very ambiguous genealogical relation between the mother and 

thee Son. It suggests that the Son/fatfier generates his mother as his own child. This underlines 

andd affirms the cultural representation of women, in which a son gives meaning and value to 

thee existence of the mother. Moreover, this slight of natural bonds and of genealogical ties in 

favourr of the identification of the Son with die Father throughout the Gospel - an identification 

300 Schiissler Fiorenza, In memory of her, 327, De Groot, Messiaanse Ikonen, 197, R.A. Culpepper, 
AnatomyAnatomy of the Fourth Gospel. A Study in Literary Design, with a Foreword by Fr. Kermode, 
Philadelphia:: Fortress Press, 1983,134. De Groot gives another more symbolic interpretation of the 
figuree of the mother, when she writes that the mother of Jesus can be seen as representing the 
Sjechina.. She notes a parallel between the word Sjechina and the greek word 'skenoo', 'to dwell', 
andd thereby suggests that the text evokes an interpretation of the mother as the one who gave Jesus 
aa dwelling, and remained with him till the end, and provided then a dwelling to the beloved disciple 
off  Jesus. De Groot, Messiaanse Ikonen, 63. 

311 Schiissler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 331. 

322 Schiissler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 140-151 
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whichh is strengthened and affirmed by the imagery of the Prologue - paved the way on the 

symbolicc level for the thought of an ontological unity of these two, which was built upon an 

exclusionn of the maternal element in the procreation. 

THEE NICENO-CONSTANTINOPOUTAN CREED 

Thee idea that God and man were intimately connected in Jesus Christ, was shared by Christian 

theologianss from the very beginning. However, it was not until the third century AD that the 

intellectuall  problems inherent in this idea became so pressing that they had to be resolved. 

Thesee problems had risen because theological reflection used (philosophical) metaphysical 

conceptss and language to clarify the meaning of (the life and work of) Jesus Christ. The debate 

concerningg the unification of the divine nature or essence and the human nature or essence in 

Jesuss Christ lasted two centuries and was finally given authoritative expression at the Council 

off  Chalcedon in 451 AD. The Decree upon which the council agreed proclaimed Jesus Christ 

ass 'one person in two natures' and laid down that those natures were 'without confusion, 

withoutt change, without division and without separation.' 

Thee Decree was also expressed in a Creed, a profession of (the content of) faith, meant 

ass a Creed for the Church at large, to be used for catechumenical purposes and in liturgical 

practices. . 

Johnn Kelly explains that from the beginning of the fourth century onwards it became a 

customm that ecclesiastics who met in conclave at a council framed formularies which gave 

utterancee to their agreement on matters of faith. These new Creeds were intended to have a far 

moree than local authority; they were put forth as tests of orthodoxy of Christians in general.33 

Att the Council of Chalcedon the full text of the so called Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed 

wass first read out and finally approved as in accordance with the trinitarian and christological 

dogmass of the Church. It became the only fully ecumenical Creed of Christianity, endorsed by 

thee Church of the East, as well as by the Roman-Catholic and the protestant Churches of the 

West.34 4 

Thee text of this Creed continues the tendency to exclude and appropriate the maternal-feminine 

ass creative power in the formation of the incarnation. The part of the Creed which deals with 

thee incarnation of God in Jesus Christ reads: 

333 Kelly, Early Christian Creeds, 205. 

344 Kelly, Early Christian Creeds, 297-332. 
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(wee believe) in one Lord Jesus Christ, 

thee only begotten Son of the Father, 

begottenn from the Father before all ages, 

Godd from God, 

Lightt from light, 

truee God from true God, 

begottenn not made, 

off  one substance with the Father, 

throughh whom all things came into their existence, 

whoo because of us wo/men 

andd because of our salvation came down from heaven 

andd was made flesh from the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary, 

andd became man. 

Thee text has several textual parallels with the Prologue: the formulations 'only begotten Son 

off  the Father' and 'through whom all things came into existence/ were made' are direct 

parallelss of the Prologue. There are also echoes of the text of the Prologue in the text of the 

Creed.. The expressions 'begotten before all ages' reflects 'in the beginning was the Word and 

thee word was with God'. 'Of one substance with the father' can be seen as an elaboration of 

Johnn 1: lc 'the Word was God'. And the expression 'Came down from heaven for us and our 

salvation'' can likewise be interpreted as an echo of John 1:9-14. These parallels explain Rochus 

Zuurmond'ss remark that the Fathers of Chalcedon thought (further) along the lines offered by 

thee Gospel of John, when they considered Jesus divine nature.35 

II  have iltalicized this last remark because the parallels between the text of the Creed and 

thee text of the Prologue only concern the divine nature of Jesus Christ. The text of the Creed 

resortss to the nativity story of the Gospel of Luke to address the human nature of Jesus Christ. 

Att both levels, however, the maternal-feminine as creative power is appropriated and/or 

excluded. . 

Thee text of the Creed establishes the exclusion and appropriation of the maternal-feminine as 

creativee power by underlining that the Father and the Son are of the same substance. This 

meanss not only that they share one divine nature but also that God the father unifies the 

paternall  and the maternal is his person: he begets and 'carries' the divine son. 

Thee insertion of the word filioque in the third article of the Creed fastens this exclusion 

andd appropriation of the maternal-feminine even further. With this word the Western churches 

355 Zuurmond, 'De Lof van Chalcedon', in: Om het levende Woord, 6. 
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expressedd their belief and conviction that the Holy Spirit, die tiiird person of the Trinity, 

proceedss from the Father and the Son (filioque) and not only from the Father as the Creed's 

originall  formula reads.36 It threatens the identity of the Holy Spirit as an independent person 

off  the Trinity, as it tends to subordinate the Spirit to the Father and the Son. It moreover paves 

thee way to designate traditions in which the Spirit is imaged as a female personification of God 

inn the line of the traditions of Divine Wisdom, as unorthodox or heretical. And it makes it 

impossiblee to image the Holy Spirit as representing the maternal-feminine element in the 

genealogicall  triangle. 

Thee text of the Creed only retains the word 'flesh' from the Prologue, when it addresses the 

humanityy of Jesus Christ. The process of the 'becoming flesh' of the Son, the second person 

off  the Triune God, is told with reference to the nativity story from the Gospel of Luke. This 

iss apparent in the expression that the Son 'was made flesh from the Holy Spirit and the Virgin 

Mary,, and became man.' 

Ass the Holy Spirit is professed as the third person of the Triune God in the third article 

off  the Creed, it is clear that Mary represents the 'flesh' in this 'coupling' of the two natures. 

Thiss means that she represents the transcience and mutability of the material cosmos and of 

humanityy as well as its sinful, sexual nature. The predicate 'Virgin' for Mary is a reference to 

thee text of the Gospel of Luke, in which she wonders, upon hearing the announcement mat she 

wil ll  become pregnant, how this wil l come about as she is a virgin. But this predicate also 

underliness the miraculous nature of the 'becoming man' of the Son, because it represents the 

'coupling'' of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary as a spiritual coupling. It furthermore 

representss her as untainted by sexuality, by sexual desire and sexual acts, activating and 

reinscribingg the widespread and culturally influential traditions in which Mary had remained a 

virginn after she had delivered: not only did she not have any sexual intercourse with her 

husband,, also her hymen had remained intact during delivery. This made the birth even more 

miraculouss and sustained the belief that she was virginal and chaste before and after Jesus 

birth.37 7 

Althoughh the mother of Jesus Christ is mentioned by name in the formulation of the Creed 

inn which Jesus Christs humanity is professed, this does not mean that she is represented as a 

creativee power. Rather the text represents her as body or as the material means of the 

366 The Eastern Churches still hold on to this formula. The debate over die filioque led to the first 
schismm between the Churches of the East and the West. 

377 Marina Warner, Alone Of All Her Sex. The Myth And Culture Of The Virgin Mary, New York: 
Randomm House, Inc., 1983, First published in London by George Weidenfeld & Nicholson Ltd, 
1976,, 25-50. 
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incarnation.. This is made explicit in the Latin translation of the Creed, which reads as follows: 

'ett incarnatus est de Spiritu Sancto, ex Maria Virgine'. These two different translations of the 

Greekk preposition 'ek' bring about a different, more hierarchical reading of the text, or it 

makess the implicit hierarchy of the Greek text explicit. It suggests that the Holy Spirit is the 

generatorr of the Son, whereas Mary is the body, or the stuff from which the Son is fashioned. 

Thiss interpretation of Mary as representing the flesh or corporeal materiality is contextualised 

byy a text of Rosemary Radford Ruether, in which she argues that 

thee depersonalization of woman must be seen as a necessary consequence of the 

assimilationn of the male-female relationship into the soul-body relationship, which implies 

aa subject-object relationship between man and woman. The soul-body or subject-object 

relationshipp between the self and the 'other' as visually perceived object essentially 

abolishess the 'other' as a 'thou' or a person to be related to with a mutuality due to the 

meetingg of person with person in and through the body.38 

InIn my view, the relation between the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary can be interpreted in this 

lightt as representing a subject-object relationship between man and woman, soul and body. In 

thee words of Rosemary Radford Ruether this means a depersonalization of woman; in the words 

off  Luce Irigaray this amounts to a murder of the mother as woman-lover. 

THEE EUCHARIST: THIS IS MY BODY, THIS IS MY BLOOD 

Inn my analysis of the text of the Prologue to the Gospel of John and of part of the text of the 

Creed,, I used the concept 'incarnation' primarily in the sense of 'becoming flesh', 'generation' 

andd 'birth'. Because of this interpretation of the concept of incarnation I was able to elucidate 

thatt these texts produce a unity between between God the Father and the Son - the incarnation 

off  the Father - by excluding the mother and/ or the maternal as creative power. In this analysis 

II  did not pay attention, however, to the question why God became hu/man, although the answer 

too this question is part of the theological understanding of the concept of incarnation. For in the 

theologicall  tradition incarnation is understood as salvific. This is already apparent in the text 

off  the Creed, wherein it says that 'he (the Son) came down for us and for our salvation.' 

388 Rosemary Radford Ruether, 'Misogynism and Virginal Feminism in the Fathers of the Church', 
in::  Rosemary Radford Ruether  (ed), Religion and Sexism. Images of Woman in the Jewish and 
ChristianChristian Traditions, New York: Simon and Schuster, 1981, 163. 
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Thiss understanding of the incarnation as 'salvific for us' has determined the understanding 

off  the ritual of the Eucharist, which is presented as an 'anamnesis' of the salvation brought 

aboutt by Jesus Christ. I wil l therefore give a brief sketch of the theological interpretation of the 

incarnationn as 'salvation for us' as it is developed in the Church of the West, before I move 

onn to show that Luce Irigaray understands the Eucharist as a ritual in which the originary 

matricidee is reinscribed and reenacted. 

Incarnationn as salvation 

Ass I already indicated in the above, the text of the Creed explains that the incarnation of God 

inn Jesus Christ is a salvific event. The text formulates it like this: 'He (the Son) came down 

forr us and for our salvation.' The words for us are repeated in the text of the Creed, namely in 

thee sentence 'and he was crucified for us under Pontius Pilatus'. 

Thiss repetition evokes that incarnation and crucifxion are both part of 'the history of 

salvation'' or, to say it in other words, that the incarnation cannot be dissociated from the 

crucifixionn and the resurrection. The idea that incarnation and crucifixion belong together is 

alreadyy present in the Christian New Testament and belongs to the effort to create meaning out 

off  the death of Jesus the Christ.39 

Onee of the main interpretations to explain this crucifixion has been the notion of sacrifice. In 

thiss interpretation Jesus sacrificed his lif e willingl y 'for our sins'. This interpretation is already 

presentt in the Christian New Testament, notably in the Letters of Paul and in A Letter to 

Hebrews.. The interpretation of Jesus death as a sacrifice is advanced through a certain reading 

off  Tenach. Thus one theological tradition relates this notion of sacrifice to the institution of sin 

andd guilt offerings, sacrificial offerings which were meant to expiate the sins of the sinners. 

Anotherr relates Jesus death on the cross to the prophesies in Tenach which speak about a new 

covenantt between God and wo/man. 

Thee interpretation of Jesus' death at the cross as an expiation of sins has profoundly 

influencedd the theological reflections of the Fathers in the West upon the salvation brought 

aboutt by Jesus Christ.40 In this tradition the salvific significance of the crucifixion is mostly 

interpretedd through the notions of atonement and/or reconciliation. I wil l summarize this 

theologyy of atonement very briefly, thereby reducing it to its rough contours. This theology has 

399 See Schussler Fiorenza, Jesus, 109-119 for a review of the different forms and expressions of this 
effortt in meaning making, which one can discern when one uses a form-critical method of reading 
thee Christian New Testament. 

400 Hans Keller, Erlösung als Befreiung, DUsseldorf: Patmos Verlag, 1972. 
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ann ethical starting-point. It represents the relation between God and wo/man as an ordered 

juridicall  relation. God is die Creator, die Lord and the Lawgiver. Wo/man is created by him 

andd is subject to this Lord, whose laws s/he has to obey. But through die destructive force of 

evill  and sin, wo/men run up debts and guilt they cannot themselves repay or redeem Üirough 

punishmentt or atonement. Instead of unleashing his justified wrath upon humanity and the 

world,, God sends his only-begotten Son, a God-man, who sacrifices himself willingl y as a 

ransomm for the sins of humanity. His death on me cross thus redeems humanity of its sins and 

reconciless it witii God. This understanding of salvation tiirough crucifixion presupposes the 

incarnation,, Üiough. For it is precisely because Jesus Christ is bom human and divine mat me 

sacrificee of his lif e can atone for the sins of humanity. 

Thee Eucharist as anamnesis of salvation 

Thiss theology of the Cross has had an important influence upon the theology of die Eucharist, 

inn the sense mat Üüs ritual has become understood as an reenactment of this salvific sacrifice. 

Accordingg to me text of me Christian New Testament diis ritual was instituted by Jesus himself. 

Thee apostle Paul writes for instance in his letter to the Corinthians: 

Forr the tradition which I handed on to you came to me from the Lord himself: mat die 

Lordd Jesus on die night of his arrest too bread and after giving thanks to God, broke it 

andd said: 'This is my body, which is for you. Do titis as a memorial to me.' In the same 

wayy he took the cup after supper, and said: 'This cup is the new covenant sealed by my 

blood.. Whenever you drink it, do titis as a memorial of me'. For every time you eat this 

breadd and drinks this cup, you proclaim the deatii of the Lord, until he comes. (1 Cor 

11:23-26) ) 

Neww Testament scholarship has made clear, however, tiiat it is impossible to determine whether 

theree is a tradition which goes back to Jesus. It clarifies tiiat the gestures and words attributed 

too Jesus, when he shared bread and wine with his disciples, already reflect the Eucharistie 

practicess of the Early Church as well as their theological interpretation of Jesus deatii and 

resurrection.. Although the Eucharistie practices of the different churches were rather diverse, 

itit  is commonly understood tiiat the liturgical practice of sharing bread and wine was firmly 

rootedd in Jewish practices of blessing bread and wine before the meal. The Eucharistie ritual 

represented,, moreover, an act of remembrance, an anamnesis of Jesus life, visions and death. 

Itt was oriented towards the future, towards a salvation in the future when the kingdom of God 

wouldd be realised. 
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However,, in the following centuries the Eucharist changed into an act in which the 

salvation,, which had already been realized, was remembered through a ritual or liturgical 

reenactmentt of this salvation. This brought with it that die anamnesis or remembrance became 

aa mimesis or repetition, especially a repetition of the crucifixion, because die crucifixion was 

consideredd to have brought the salvation.41 The Eucharist became a ritual in which a 

'mystery'' was performed: bread and wine become outward and visible signs of an inner and 

invisiblee matter, namely the presence of Christ, the suffering and risen Lord in these signs. 

Inn the Roman Catiiolic ritual of the Eucharist two moments can be distinguished: 

'consecration'' and 'communion'.42 During consecration the gestures and words of Jesus 

Christt are recalled and repeated. Bread and wine become the body and blood of Christ through 

consecration:: tiirough the words of Jesus Christ which are repeated by the Priest acting as 

representativee of Christ himself.43 After the consecration bread and wine are broken by the 

Priest,, commemorating and reenacting die sacrifice of the Jesus Christ. 

Theologicall  speculation on the nature of this presence of Christ in the signs of bread and 

winee led in the 13th century to the doctrine of transubstantiation. This doctrine teaches mat 

whenn the priest speaks 'this is my blood, this is my body', bread and wine change their 

substance,, while keeping their 'accidentia', tiieir outward appearance. This doctrine - which has 

beenn affirmed twice, first at the council of Trent against the rejection of it by the protestant 

churches,, and relatively recently by Pope Paul VI in his encyclic Mysterium Fidei - has led to 

diee idea tiiat die Eucharist was not so much a remembering of Christ's sacrifice on Calvary as 

welll  as an actual repetition of the crucifixion, a re-presentation of Jesus' sacrificial death. 

411 Herman Wegman writes about this change: 
(This)) form of anamnesis, which is rearward looking to the past, because salvation has been 
broughtt about then and now gives the necessary security/guarantee of salvation, is in shrill 
contrastt with the memorial/ remembrance which the earliest christian communities 
experiencedd together with the jews of whom they received this. To remember was 'looking 
towardss the future', towards the time of the Messiah and towards the time of the kingdom of 
God. . 

Wegman,, 'De "komaf' van het liturgisch gedenken', 171. 

422 The protestant Churches do not use the notion of the consecration of bread and wine, as they do 
nott subscribe to the idea that through these words bread and wine become the body and blood of 
Christ.. However, in most protestant liturgies the narrative of the 'institution' is part of the ritual 
off  the Eucharist. See also G.J. Hoenderdaal, Riskant Spel. Liturgie in een geseculariseerde wereld. 
Boekencentrum,, 's Gravenhage 1977. 

433 See Ton Veerkamp, 'Der mystifizierte Messias', 16 
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Consecrationn is followed by Communion, the part of the service in which the participants - the 

celebrantss and the congregation - receive the sacramental bread and wine. They receive Christ's 

(spiritual)) body (and blood) as spiritual food to sustain their spirit and their faith.44 

Thee significance of Communion reaches beyond the visible act of handing out and 

partakingg of bread and wine. For by taking part in the communion-service the participants 

becomee communicants of God's salvation. They are drawn into the new covenant of God and 

wo/mann that was wrought by the sacrifice of Jesus Christ. They become part of the body of 

Christ,, because the partaking of bread and wine binds them into a community of communicants. 

Thiss mystical interpretation of the communion points to an understanding of this ritual as 

aa mystical 'incorporation' of the divinity to become 'one body' with the divinity, or, to 

incorporatee the qualities of the divinity for one's own. This understanding is underpinned by 

thee Roman-Catholic doctrine of the transsubstantiation, because bread and wine are no longer 

symbolicallyy the body and blood of Christ, but literally too.45 But also in the churches which 

doo not subscribe to the doctrine of the transsubstantiation, traces of the idea can be discerned, 

thatt through the partaking of bread and wine a (mystical) union with Christ is wrought. For 

theologicall  reflections on the effect of the communion stress the fact that partaking of bread and 

winee is not only sustaining the faith, but also 'moving the communicants to an ardent love of 

Godd and neighbour'.46 This last description can be seen as shorthand for the Great 

Commandmentss (Mt 22:37+38) and as a condensation of Jesus' being and activities. This means 

thatt by partaking of bread and wine the communicants are moved towards an Imitatio Christi 

inn their own life.47 

444 The communion as type of religious meal, in which the participants partake of the sacrifice/ their 
Godd can be distinguished from a convivium, in which the participants dedicate one part of the 
sacrificee to the God and eat everything else, see Ake Strom, 'Abendmahl 1/1', in: Theologische 
RealencyclopedieRealencyclopedie I, Berlin/New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1977, 44. 

455 An example of the literal interpretation of bread and wine as body and blood of Christ can bee found 
inn the declaration that Berengarius of Tours had to subscribe to in the eleventh century C.E.: "The 
truee body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ (...) are meaningfully, not only in the sacrament but 
trulyy taken by the hands of the Priest and broken and chewed by the teeth of the faithful.' 
TheologischeTheologische Realencyklopedie I, 91/92. 

466 article 35 of De Belijdenisgeschriften van de Nederlands Hervormde Kerk. (Declaration of Faith 
ofof the Dutch Reformed Churches). 

477 Ton Veerkamp argues that the Eucharist as communion of Christ has been a hellenistic religious 
ideal,, which ultimately has not been criticized by the Reformation. Veerkamp, 'Der mystifizierte 
Messias',, 39. 
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Thi ss is my body, this is my blood 

Feministt theologians have criticized this theology of the Cross which has been such an 

importantt influence on the understanding of the Eucharist.48 They point out that the image of 

Godd who sacrifices his son out of love for the world and wo/men represents a sadistic God, or 

ann abusive God, legitimizing (child) abuse.49 Feminist theologians also argue that to present 

thiss sacrifice as the centre of christian soteriology amounts to necrophilia and has moreover had 

thee negative effect that the Church neglected or excused the actual suffering of wo/men. Mary 

Dalyy illuminate the consequences of this theology for the lifes of women. She wrote in 1973: 

Thee qualities that Christianity idealizes, especially for women, are also those of the 

victim:: sacrificial love, passive acceptance of suffering, humility, meekness etc. Since 

thesee are the qualities idealized in Jesus, 'who died for our sins' his functioning as a 

modell  reinforces the scapegoat syndrome for women.50 

Thiss critique of the theology of the Cross and the illumination of the effects of this theology 

uponn the lifes of powerless wo/men and children brings with it a critique of the religious 

488 The Swiss feminist theologian Regula Strobel discusses feminist theological critics of theologies 
off  the Cross and their attempts to formulate different interpretations of the Cross. Regula Strobel, 
'Feministischee Kritik an traditionellen Kreuzestheologien', in: D. Strahm & R. Strobel (eds.) Vom 
VerlangenVerlangen nach Heilwerden. Christologie in feministisch-theologiscehr Sicht, Fribourg/Luzern: 
Editionn Exodus, 1991, 52-65 and Regula Strobel, 'Das Kreuz im Kontext feministischer Theologie. 
Versuchh einer Standortbestimmung', in: Strahm and Strobel, Vom Verlangen nach Heilwerden, 182-
194;; See Manuela Kalsky, 'Achterhoedegevechten en hedendaags verlangen naar het goddelijke. 
Voorbijj  de transcendentie van de verzoeningsleer', in: Marianne Merkx, Anne-Claire Mulder & Leo 
Oosterveen,, Bedacht zijn op het onbedachte. Over het alledaagse en het goddelijke in theologisch 
perspectief,perspectief, DSTS-cahier 8, Nijmegen/ Zoetermeer: DSTS/Meinema, 1998, 83-99 for an analysis 
off  the conception of transcendence behind the doctrine of atonement; See also Mary Grey, 
RedeemingRedeeming the Dream. Feminism, Redemption and Christian Tradition, London: SPCK, 1989, for 
aa feminist critique of the traditional theology of redemption through atonement; and Schüssler 
Fiorenza,, Jesus, 98-107 for another overview of the feminist perspectives of the theology of the 
Cross. . 

499 J. Carlson Brown, R. Parker and C. R. Bohn (eds), Christianity, Patriarchy and Abuse: A Feminist 
Critique,Critique, New York: Pilgrim Press, 1989, quoted by Strobel, Teministische kritik', in: Strahm and 
Strobel,, Vom Verlangen nach Heilwerden, 58 + 64 n26, by Schüssler Fiorenza, Jesus, 98/99 & 216 
n66 and by Kalsky, 'Achterhoedgevechten en hedendaags verlangen', in: Merkx et al(eds), Bedacht 
zijnzijn op het Onbedachte, 87. 

500 Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father, 77. 
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communityy as a community of brothers and sisters, one in 'the body of Christ'. Feminist 

theologianss criticize this idea of the One Body of Christ, because many of the communicants 

aree victimized by members of the same religious community, and also because according to 

theirr analyses the self-sacrificial love of women upholds the (idea of) community. But the 

critiquee of the theology of the cross not only necessitates a reconsideration of the religious 

community,, but also of the sacrament through which this community is established as 'body 

off  Christ', the Eucharist. Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza formulates this trenchantly in her book 

InIn Memory of Her. 

Howw can we point to the eucharistie bread and say 'this is my body' as long as women's 

bodiess are battered, raped, sterilized, mutilated, prostituted, and used to male ends? How 

cann we proclaim 'mutuality with men' in the body of Christ as long as men curtail and 

denyy reproductive freedom and moral agency to us? As in the past so still today men fight 

theirr wars on the battlefields of our bodies, making us the targets of their physical or 

spirituall  violence.51 

Lucee Irigaray adds another layer to this critique of feminist theologians. She shares much of 

thee critique of Mary Daly on the effects of the ideal of self-sacrificial love upon women and 

alsoo affirms the critique of Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza upon the relations between men and 

womenn in the (religious) community, but in her critique she brings out that the ritual of the 

Eucharistt reenacts the originary matricide of our culture. In the following paragraph I will 

presentt my interpretation of her reading of the ritual of the Eucharist. 

Lucee Irigaray devotes two passages to the ritual of the Eucharist in her book Sexes and 

Genealogies:Genealogies: the first in 'Body Against Body: In Relation to the Mother' and the second in 

'Belieff  Itself. In 'Belief Itself Luce Irigaray starts her analysis of the ritual of the Eucharist -

andd more importantly what is hidden in theology and ritual of the constitution of the 

monocraticc patriarchal truth(SP:39;SG:27) - in response to 'a message' of a woman-analysant. 

II  wil l first give the text of this message of the woman-analysant from 'Belief Itself and then 

thee passage from 'Body against Body'. Taken together these passages contain her critical 

readingg of this ritual. In 'Belief Itself Luce Irigaray writes: 

511 Schiissler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, 350. 
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Heree is the message: 'At the point in the mass when they, the (spiritual) father and son, 

aree reciting together the ritual words of the consecration, saying "This is my body, this 

iss my blood", I bleed\(SP:38;SG:26)52 

InIn 'Body Against Body: In Relation to the Mother', she writes: 

(W)henn the minister of that one and only God, that God-Father, pronounces the words of 

thee Eucharist: 'This is my body, this is my blood', according to the rite that celebrates 

thee sharing of food and that has been ours for centuries, perhaps we might remind him 

thatt he would not be here if our body and our blood had not given him life, love, spirit. 

Andd that he is also serving us up, we women-mothers, on his communion plate. But this 

iss something that must not be known. That is why women cannot celebrate the 

Eucharist..... If they were to do so, something of the truth that is hidden in the communion 

ritee would be brutally unmasked.(SP:33;SG:21) 

II  interpret the message of the woman-analysant first from a christological perspective. The 

referencee to a (spiritual) father and son calls forth the text of the Creed - which forms a part 

off  the service of the Eucharist - and it also evokes the text of the Prologue. In these texts the 

Fatherr and the Son are represented as one, as identical to each other. The Creed, moreover, 

professess explicitly that Christ is both God and man. From this christological perspective 

followss the interpretation that Jesus Christ speaks the words 'this is my body, this is my blood' 

ass both GodFather & Son53 and as man. 

Inn my analysis of the Prologue and the Creed, I have explained that this profession, that 

thee Father and the Son are the One and the Same God, excludes the woman-mother and the 

maternal-femininee from the scene. The message of the woman-analysant therefore reveals that 

522 In the version of 'Belief Itself which has been published in Sexes and Genealogies Luce Irigaray 
addss two remarks with respect to the message of the woman-analysant. First she adds a footnote 
too the message of the woman which reads: 'It seems difficult, I think, to establish that these two 
eventss happen at exactly the same time. On the other hand, there is no question that the onset of 
thee bleeding coincides with the hour of the eucharistie celebration and the approximate moment 
whenn the host is consecrated.'(SP:38n2;SG:26n2) The second addition informs the reader that the 
woman-analysantt is not present when ritual of the Eucharist is celebrated. 

533 I borrow this expression from the German translation of Mary Daly's book, Beyond God the Father, 
whichh is called in German Jenseits Gottvater, Sohn & Co. Aufbruch zu einer Philosophic der 
Frauen,Frauen, München: Frauenoffensive, 1980.1 do not use the word 'Co' yet, because this 'Co' refers 
too the male clergy and to the male dominance of society in general. The 'Co', tiiis company of 
malee clergy plays an important role though as officiates of/in the ritual. 
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thee christological dogmata are deceptive and destructive (SP:38;SG:26), because they deny the 

partt of women-mothers in the procreation and erases the gift of lif e given by women-mothers 

too their sons and daughters. They deceive the faithful with their projection of the primacy of 

thee paternal genealogy upon the deity and its representation of the different aspects and 

manifestationss of God as exclusively male. The suffering of the woman-analysant, her 

haemorrhage,, may be interpreted as testimony to and representation of the destructive force of 

thesee beliefs; something which is also demonstrated by the critique of feminist theologians of 

thee theology of the Cross. 

Thee message of the woman-analysant takes on a secondary meaning when I interpret it in the 

lightt of Luce Irigaray's remark about the Eucharist in 'Body Against Body'. Especially the 

referencee to the 'spiritual father and son' gets a different weight. I have read these words as 

referringg to GodFather & Son, but the text of 'Body Against Body' suggests that they can also 

referr to the relation between GodFather, Son and Co, thus to the relation between God and the 

priestt or between God and male faithful. The Prologue, but also the Pauline letters give a firm 

basiss to an interpretation in which the Company, the community, figures as God's spiritual sons. 

Especiallyy the Pauline Letters describe the faithful as 'sons' of God. And when Paul uses the 

gender-neutrall  word 'child' or 'children', he uses masculine pronouns so that these 'children' 

aree perceived as 'sons'. The priest as emblematic of die faithful believer in Christ can therefore 

bee described as spiritual son of God die Father and as representative of die Son of God the 

Fatherr on earth. 

However,, when Luce Irigaray writes that 'we might remind him (the priest) mat he would not 

bee here if our body and our blood had not given him life, love, spirit', she suggests that the 

priestt establishes an imaginary unity with die Father which is similar to me unity of Jesus 

Christt tiie Son witfi God the Fatiier. Thus she suggests that he identifies himself witi i Christ. 

Butt in and through tiiis identification - established in the words 'This is my body, this is my 

blood'' - he repeats, reenacts and reinscribes the displacement of tiie s/Son's origin from the 

maternall  body to tiie divine Father. 

Thee implications of this displacement of the maternal origin of the sons, Ütis murder of 

diee mother, is illuminated in the text fragment where Luce Irigaray writes that 'he (the priest) 

iss also serving us up, we women-mothers, on his communion-plate'. In the first version of this 

textt she even calls it a 'cannibalistic rite', referring to Sigmund Freud's Totem and Taboo and 

hiss interpretation of the totemic sacrifices.(CAC:33) She evokes the idea that die community 

iss not partaking of tiie body of Christ, but of the body of the mother. This implies moreover 

thatt the cohesion of the community is wrought through a communion of the body of the mother, 

aa body which is absent in the words and gestures and present as the real which we have to 
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forgett to believe in the unity of Father and Son,(SP:38;SG:26) which underlies the salvific act 

thatt is remembered in the Eucharist. 

Thee Eucharist is a ritua l 

Inn the introduction of this chapter I mentioned the importance of the fact that the Eucharist is 

aa ritual, because its ritual character ensures its power to reinforce the present symbolic order. 

InIn this last paragraph I wil l elaborate this ritual character of the Eucharist a bit more, as in my 

vieww the nature of the ritual - its repetitive character, the importance of the body and of bodily 

sensationss in the performance and experience of it - bring about the subjection of the individual 

selff  to the larger worldly and cosmic order. 

InIn his article for the Encyclopedia of Religion, Evan Zuesse understands 'ritual' as 'those 

consciouss and voluntary, repetitious and stylized symbolic bodily actions that are centered on 

cosmicc structures and/or sacred presences.'54 His description suggests that a ritual might be 

comparedd with serious play-acting, in which the participants 'must will their own bodies into 

identitiess and movements that stem from the ancestral past, into rituals that come from the 

ancientss and are a gift from the divine.'55 The effect of this play-acting is a submission of the 

selff  to the cosmic and worldly ordenings. This submission reaches beyond the actual 

performancee of the ritual, because the ritual turns ordinary forms of bodily awareness as eating, 

sexualityy and pain, into symbolic experiences of the divine. In this respect, the ritual can bring 

aboutt a bodily experience of the divine, and it can also be seen as an acute form of a 'Word 

thatt becomes flesh', in the sense that it inscribes the self in a pre-existent order. 

Thiss summary of the nature of 'ritual' illuminates that the participants in the ritual of the 

Eucharistt play-act a certain role. Thus in the Roman-Catholic Church the priest is representing 

Christ.. In correspondence with Christian New Testament interpretations of Jesus Christ as both 

thee High Priest and the sacrificial Lamb when he was crucified, the priestt represents at the same 

timee the sacrificing priest and the sacrifice when he says 'this is my body, this is my blood.' 

Thiss understanding of the role of the priest elucidates Irigaray's interpretation of the priest as 

thee spiritual son of God the Father. In this scene, the laity represents the disciples who were 

544 E. Zuesse, 'Ritual', in: M. Eliade (ed), Encyclopedia of Religion XII, New York: Macmillan, 1987, 
405. . 

555 E. Zuesse, 'Ritual', in Encyclopedia of Religion. 407 
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presentt at the last meal Jesus took, or the community at large for whose inequities Jesus died 

att the Cross. 

Thiss cast of players is also repeating, reinscribing and reaffirming certain hierarchical 

relations,, however: first the hierarchical relation between priests and laity, and secondly the 

asymmetricall  power-relations between men and women, which underly this hierachy. For the 

logicc goes that as Jesus Christ was a man, only men can be priests. Only men can be the 

(spiritual)) Son of the Father-God, or, as Luce Irigaray shows, only phallus bearers can represent 

thee god-Phallus, this standard of value and meaning.56 Thus the ritual makes visible that 

womenn are excluded from the altar and from the divine. It recalls Mary Daly's scalding remark 

thatt 'the medium is the message',57 because it mediates the message that women's bodies are 

nott able to represent the divine, nor salvation. It moreover reaffirms through the cast of players 

thatt 'if God in 'his' heaven is a father ruling "his" people, then it is in the "nature" of things 

andd according to divine plan and the order of the universe that society be male-dominated.'58 

Inn this respect the ritual underlines the male dominance of the Church, illuminating that the 

churchh can be described as the firm GodFatherSon & Co. 

Thiss interpretation of the ritual runs the danger, however, of overlooking that participating in 

thee communion does not only mean 'partaking of the body of Christ', but also taking part in 

aa ritual which creates the community as 'a body of Christ'. For the sharing of bread and wine 

bindss individual men and women in a larger community. As this is the more visible significance 

off  the ritual, the communion creates a double bind for women. On the one hand they arc 

included,, on the other hand excluded. They are present at the scene, while the scene reenacts 

theirr exclusion from the scene. 

Ass Evan Zuesse explains, taking part in the ritual is not only an intellectual exercise, but 

aa bodily experience as well. This means that the bodily sensation of eating becomes inscribed 

ass a symbolic action which brings the individual in close contact with the divine and with the 

community.. This means, however, that the body of women is subjected to an ambiguous 

566 See Luce Irigaray's books Speculum of the Other Woman and This Sex Which Is Not One. And also 
herr remark on the divine status of the phallus in 'Body Against Body', where she writes: 

Wee have a great deal to do. (...) Let us not wait for the god Phallus to give us his grace. The 
godd Phallus, indeed, because even though many people go around saying God is dead, few 
wouldd question the fact that the Phallus is alive and well. And don't many of the bearers of 
thee said phallus walk around today claiming to be gods no less? They are 
everywhere...(SP:33;SG:21) ) 

577 Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father, 72. 

588 Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father, 13. 
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message.. For taking part in this ritual means on the one hand an affirmation of her belonging 

too the community, while it entails on the other hand a subjection or an inscription of the 

corporeall  self to the existing hierarchical relations within the community. This subjection is 

moreoverr enacted by the basic bodily sensation of eating, which becomes a symbolic action, 

thee action of partaking of the salvation wrought by Christ. 

Thiss inscription of symbolic meaning on the body and the corporeal sensations has a long-

lastingg effect, because of the repetitive nature of the ritual.59 The suffering of the woman-

analysantt is testimony of this effect. She bleeds every time the spiritual father and son recite 

togetherr the ritual words of the consecration 'this is my body, this is my blood', even when 

shee is not attending the service. It calls forth the suggestion that her body 'remembers', even 

whenn she does not participate in this anamnesis of Christs sacrifice? Her body does not 

rememberr salvation, though, it haemorrhages; a haemorrhage which can be interpreted as 

testimonyy to the wound inflicted upon women by the erasure of the maternal-feminine as 

creativee power and of the mother as women-lover. The bleeding of this woman can be seen as 

thee bleeding of one woman-hysteric, but it can also be interpreted as a testimony to the 

sufferingg of women caused by the subjection of their flesh to a Word which is founded upon 

aa matricide. I interpret the suffering of this woman-analysant in the latter vein. 

Thiss interpretation implies, however, a widening of the meaning of the word 'Word'. It 

noo longer refers strictly to the divine Logos of the Prologue of the Gospel of John, but first to 

thee logocentric philosophies which have established a unity between God the Father and his 

Divinee Word; or to a christo-logo-centric theology which has determined the significance of the 

rituall  of the Eucharist. Secondly, the notion 'Word' refers to the logocentric scene of 

representation,, whereof I showed in the previous chapter that it presupposes the unchanging 

availibilityy and nurturing presence of the mother in all the games of representation. And last 

butt not least, the expression 'the Word' refers to the Law of the Father, expressed in the incest-

tabooo which founds the order of the city. This means that I use the word 'Word' as a pars pro 

totototo for a certain cosmological or symbolic order. This order then becomes flesh in the flesh 

off  women, in their corporeal identity and subjectivity, subjecting their sense of self and their 

self-expressionn to the modes open to women. In the next chapter I wil l elaborate upon Luce 

Irigaray'ss analysis of the process of becoming woman of women within this specific order, 

explainingg that the suffering of the woman-analysant, who bleeds when bread and wine are 

consecrated,, is indeed indicative of the suffering of women, caused by the subjection of their 

fleshh to the Word. 

599 This regularity varies. In most Roman Catholic churches, the Eucharist is celebrated weekly, but 
itt has been - and at some places it still is - celebrated daily. In many Protestant churches the 
Eucharistt is celebrated at least four times a year. 
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3.. Becoming woman, becoming 'hysteric': the genesis of female 
embodiedd subjectivity. 

Lucee Irigaray analyses the present order of society and subjectivity as founded upon a 

matricide:: upon the erasure of the maternal as creative power and upon the negation of the 

motherr as woman-lover by the masculine subject. In this chapter I wil l describe Luce Irigaray's 

analysiss of the effects that this foundation of the symbolic order has upon the 'becoming 

woman'' of women. I already wrote that I interpret this process as a 'Word which becomes 

flesh'' in the sensible, libidinal flesh of women. With this interpretation I want to illuminate that 

thee process of becoming woman is primarily played out upon the female flesh. This flesh is 

subjectedd to the power of a discourse which is self-representative of the masculine subject, to 

quotee Luce Irigaray.(CS:72;TS:74) This position of Luce Irigaray is explained by paying 

attentionn to the principles by which the logic of this order is governed as well as to her analysis 

off  the linguistic code, which governs the generation of speech. I wil l show that at all these 

levelss of the order of discourse the female sex and gender is not valorized but rather 

representedd as lacking the phallus, which acts as the standard of valuation and emblematizes 

power. . 

Lucee Irigaray argues that this representation of the female subject as lacking the phallus 

hass a devastating effect upon the littl e girl in the process of 'becoming woman'. It is a process 

whereinn the littl e girl becomes a speaking subject by subjecting herself to the linguistic code 

off  the order of discourse and by learning to identify herself with the representations of woman 

off  the order of representations. I wil l picture Luce Irigaray's analysis of both these processes, 

first,, by paying attention to her studies of the enunciations of littl e girls in their relation to the 

mother.. I wil l then continue by highlighting certain points of Luce Irigaray's analysis of 

Sigmundd Freud's text Femininity. In her analysis of Sigmund Freud's picture of this process, 

Lucee Irigaray concludes that woman is 'left nothing but hysteria'. I wil l explain this diagnosis 

off  Luce Irigaray by illuminating that Luce Irigaray understands hysteria as a pathology and as 

aa mode of enunciation, a mode of relating to the other expressed in the enunciation. I wil l close 

thiss chapter with the conclusion that this process of 'becoming woman' makes it very difficult 

forr women to articulate her difference as she is enclosed in the madness of embodying this 

positionn as-if-she-were-a-woman-for-man. I will , however, point to the possibility to interpret 

thiss madness as a sign of resistance and as an indication of a desire which cannot speak itself. 

Thiss possibility evokes the idea that woman is also elsewhere, that she is not entirely inscribed 

inn and by this order of discourse. It invokes the possibility of a 'rest', or a flesh which might 

becomee Word, when the images and the words could be found. 
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THEE ORDER OF DISCOURSE ERADICATES DIFFERENCE 

Thee woman-mother becomes 'the silent substratum' of discourse 

Inn the previous chapters I demonstrated Luce Irigaray 's thesis that the present order of discourse 

iss founded upon a matricide in my reading of several Greek mythological and two foundational 

christiann texts. These texts represent and express this matricide in their narratives of the 

appropriationn of the maternal, creative power by the Father-God, who is then represented as the 

solee parent of the son. They testify to the institution of the paternal genealogy by exclusion of 

thee mother, and they represent the reduction of the mother to the role of foster-mother, imaged 

ass fertile soil, which carries and nurtures the seed, sown by the father. 

Ass I explained in chapter One, these representations can be seen as expressions of a son's 

desiree to master the mother and especially the site of origin. Following Luce Irigaray's analysis 

off  the fort-da game, these representations can be interpreted as showing that the son - the 

masculinee subject - denies that he received the gift of life from the mother: his gestures can be 

interpretedd as drawing this gift first towards himself in a fantasma that he is master of his own 

lif ee and death, and then, in a secondary gesture, casting the father, in particular God the Father, 

ass the generator of lif e or as the one who gives life. 

Myy analysis of Luce Irigaray's reading of the fort-da game illuminated, that the drive to 

masterr the mother is expressed by substituting her by a cotton-reel, words, a symbolic system. 

Thesee substitutes function in the imaginary of the masculine subject as 'houses' or 'envelopes', 

inn which he can wrap himself. Being the creator of these houses, the masculine subject imagines 

himselff  the master of and in these houses. 

InIn her interpretation of Ernst's fort-da game, Luce Irigaray argues that the mother remains 

implicatedd in the creation of these houses. For in his fantasma, the woman who gave him life 

andd shared the space of her body for the months she carried him, remains always 'there', even 

whenn he is bom and the umbilical cord has been cut. She becomes fantasmatically an envelope 

whichh belongs to him, which is part of him, even when he substitutes her by inanimate objects, 

words,, symbolic systems. 

Lucee Irigaray calls the mother - and all the metaphorical stand-ins for the mother - 'the 

silentt substratum' of the order of discourse(CAC:81;IR:47). She uses the word 'substratum,' 

becausee the mothers presence is presumed and implicated in all the substitutions he creates, 

whilee she is also outside these representations. She functions as the envelope which animates 

thee inanimate. As she is totally devoted to nurture him in his imaginary, he can consume this 

substratum:: he can say 'this is my body, this is my blood' without 'memory of her'. At least 

thatt is his phantasmatic desire. 
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Thee word 'silent' refers to the fact that the mother is silenced, (rendered speechless?) in 

thee reduction of woman-mother to mother-womb. The woman-mother becomes 'frozen' or 

'paralysed'' into 'mother', into woman-for-son or woman-for-man, when she is imagined as 

alwayss at his beck and call. As an envelope she has no right to a lif e of her own. This means 

thatt in his imaginary she cannot have nor speak of a desire that is other than his desire. Her 

desiree mirrors his desire; she desires to feed, support and nurture him and to sacrifice having 

aa lif e of her own, at least that is what he desires; it is his unconscious desire which underlies 

thesee representations of her and of their relations. 

Thee systems of self-representation of the masculine subject are thus erected at the price 

off  her difference. She is not represented in these systems as different from him, or to be more 

precise,, she is not represented as irreducibly different from him. On the contrary, these systems 

whichh are self-representative for the masculine subject eradicate sexual difference, writes Luce 

Irigarayy in This Sex Which Is Not On«?.(CS:72;TS:74) 

Thee order  of discourse eradicates sexual difference 

Lucee Irigaray argues and shows that this erasure of the irreducible difference between the sexes 

takess place at all levels of discourse from die most theoretical or philosophical to die linguistic. 

Shee charts the logic which structures the philosophical discourse of trutii in an analysis which 

echoess die analyses of Jacques Derrida and Gilles Deleuze of diis tradition. She illuminates that 

diee difference between tiie sexes is erased by a logic of the same.' When in Üiis logic B is 

broughtt in relation to A, their relation is most often described as B=A or as B=-A. In this 

equivalencee A is set up as die standard wherewim B is compared. This means, however, that 

onlyy diose aspects of B which can be compared with A can be part of the equivalence. It 

reducess die knowledge of B to those aspects which are the same or die negative of A. Al l the 

attributess of B which have no equivalent in A are 'lost'. It moreover creates a hierarchy 

betweenn A and B, as A is not only die starting-point of the equivalence, but also the standard 

off  die valuation. For when B is described as the negation or die negative of A, it saddles B witii 

mee (negative) consequences of being die negative. This logic reduces therefore B to A and 

erasess die difference between diem. 

II  want to illustrate Luce Irigaray's argument tiiat this logic reduces sexual difference by her 

analysiss of Sigmund Freud's description of infant sexuality. In her texts 'This Sex Which Is 

11 See for an elaboration and contextualisation of this logic, Rina Van der Haegen, In het Spoor van 
SeksueleSeksuele Differentie, Nijmegen: Sun, 1989, 25-57. 
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Nott One'(CS:21-32;TS:23-33) and in 'Psychoanalytic Theory: Another Look'(CS:33-64;TS:34-

67),, she argues that '(female sexuality has always been conceptualized on the basis of 

masculinee parameters.'(CS:23;TS:23) She analyses Sigmund Freud's passages on infant 

sexuality,, in the phase before the vagina is discovered She demonstrates how the littl e girl's 

sexualityy as well as her erotic pleasure is seen as (a derivative of) male sexuality and erotic 

pleasure.. Her clitoris is described as an equivalent of the littl e boy's penis. And her pleasure 

iss equated with the pleasure of die boy as well. Although her clitoris is smaller than the penis, 

shee derives equal pleasure from this organ as the boy from his penis, according to Sigmund 

Freud.. This logic of the same operates also in Sigmund Freud's account of the vagina. He 

valuess this organ as lodging the penis in intercourse. Luce Irigaray illuminates that the vagina 

appearss in his discourse as 'a hole-envelope, that serves to sheathe and massage the penis in 

intercourse'(CS:23;TS:23)) or as an inverted penis. This analysis of Sigmund Freud's theory 

bringss Luce Irigaray to the conclusion that Sigmund Freud remained 

aa prisoner of a certain economy of the logos, as he defines sexual difference by giving 

aa priori  value to Sameness, by falling back upon time-honored devices such as analogy, 

comparison,, symmetry, dichotomous oppositions, and so on.(CS:70;TS:72) 

Thee dominance of the masculine gender  in language 

Thee order of language (langue) - or the linguistic code - also contributes to establish the 

dominantt order of discourse as a system which is self-representative of the masculine subject, 

aa discourse of the One and the Same. In one of the texts of Je, Tu, Nous. Toward a Culture of 

Difference.Difference. Luce Irigaray writes: 

Mann seems to have wanted, directly or indirectly, to give the universe his own gender as 

hee has wanted to give his own name to his children, his wife, his possessions. (...) Apart 

fromm possessions in the strict sense that man attributes to himself, he gives his own 

genderr to God, to the sun and also, in the guise of the neuter, to the laws of die cosmos 

andd of the social or individual order. (JTNF:37/38;JTNE:31/32) 

Shee underpins this statement witi i examples of die dominance of the masculine in syntax. She 

showss for example that the plural is dominated by the masculine gender. When one refers to 

aa group of girls and one boy, one is obliged to say in French 7/s, which erases die presence of 

diee girls and turns diem into boys/ men instead. In die text 'Three Genders'(SP:183-

196;SG:169-181)) she writes moreover about the neuter: 
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(...)) the neuter is expressed by the same pronoun as the masculine: // tonne, (it is 

thundering)) and il  faut (it is necessary), not elle tonne or elle faut. These laws of the 

syntaxx in French reveal the power wielded by one sex over another.(SP:187;SG:173) 

Thiss dominance of the masculine sex over the universal, the neutral and in the syntax contribute 

too the analysis that the systems of representations reflect the value of the masculine gender and 

presentt the masculine gender as standard of humanity. It reigns moreover also in the lexicon 

where,, according to Luce Irigaray, the masculine word-gender is used to valorize, whereas the 

femininee word-gender is used to devalorize.(JTNF:84-85'JTNE:68-69) Although Luce Irigaray 

illustratess her analysis of the linguistic code with examples derived from the French, she 

supposess that the different languages have different ways of constraining sexual difference or 

cancellingg it out. The points to examine and modify can therefore differ from one language to 

another.2 2 

Thee relevance of this analysis of the dominance of the masculine word-gender in their systems 

off  representations becomes apparent when Luce Irigaray's linguistic work is studied.3 In her 

earlyy linguistic studies, she theorizes about linguistic communication, and about the relevance 

off  linguistic analysis of enunciations (l'énonciation) for the analytic situation. She proposes to 

shiftt attention in analysis from the interpretation of the énoncé (l'énoncé) - the content of the 

messagee - to the interpretation of the enunciation, as in the generation of the enunciation the 

22 This is one of the issues studied by an international collective of researchers, who are engaged in 
aa project called Difference Sexuelle et Communications). This project is chaired by Luce Irigaray. 
Thee results of this international project are published in: Luce Irigaray (ed), Sexes et Genres a 
TraversTravers les Langues, Paris: Grasset, 1990; and in: Genres Culturels et Interculturels. Langages 111, 
septembree 1993. 

33 Luce Irigaray's linguistic studies are published in Parler N'est Jamais Neutre, Paris: Editions 
Minuit,, 1985; in two special issues of the journal Langages, notably Langages 87, mars 1987 and 
inn Langages 111, septembre 1993; in J'Aime a Toi. Esquisse d'une Félicité dans L'Histoire, Paris: 
Grasset,, 1992, translated by Alison Martin as / Love to You. Sketch of a Possible Felicity in 
History,History, London/New York: Routledge, 1996; end in a collection of essays she has edited, called 
SexesSexes et Genres a travers les Langues. The dates of publication of these studies suggest that Luce 
Irigarayy started these linguistic studies relatively recent However, in her book Parler n'est Jamais 
NeutreNeutre she collects a number of previously published texts, of which the oldest text dates from 
1966.. In my view, these early psycho-linguistic texts offer the theoretical background of the 
linguisticc research, which she has published from 1987 onwards. Traces of these studies can be 
foundd in Speculum as well as in other texts and interviews which were published before 1985. 
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subjectt reveals his or her phantasmatic relation to others and to the world.4 She writes about 

thiss analysis 

Iff  we take no notice of the message which the neurotic seems to want to transmit 

explicitlyy and in an immediate manner, we can - by the analysis of the linguistic forms 

off  his/ her enunciation - decipher an other one in this message, which unveils therein 

neverthelesss the true scope (or range) of her/his discourse, even when ignored by the one 

whichh acts as a carrier of this message. Such a study permits the discovery (or location) -

beyondd the impressions of a first listening or reading - of the true identity of the subject 

whoo takes on the énoncé, (the identity of) the addressee of the énoncé, as well as the 

naturee of the object which is proposed for the communication. Who speaks? To whom? 

Andd what about?(PN:55)5 

Shee calls this 'about what' also the object of exchange, the world, the referent or the 'he'. The 

genderr of this pronoun is not problematized in these early texts, which suggests that it is used 

ass 'neutral'. However, her later understanding of (the discourse on) the universe as dominated 

byy the masculine gender illuminates that the speaking subject and his/ her addressee speak about 

'ann object' which is not neutral, but marked by the masculine gender. 

Lucee Irigaray's analysis clarifies moreover that they not only speak about an 'object or 

worldd in the masculine', but that their position of speaking subject is also thoroughly marked 

byy the third person singular 'he'. In the text 'Communications Linguistique et 

Spéculaire'(PN:: 15-34), she argues that the third person singular functions as the position which 

makess it possible to distinguish between T and 'You'. It offers, moreover, the possibility of 

identificationn and permutation of 'I' and 'You', the possibility of identification and 

44 Jean Jacques Lecercle situates these early texts of Luce Irigaray in the context of a growing interest 
inn the early sixties of both linguists and psycho-analysts in the language of schizophrenics. 

Linguistss decided that it was relevant for the study of language to study its margins, the 
dubiouss margins of no man's land where it begins to dissolve. And certain psychoanalysts 
foundd (...) new reasons (...) to pay renewed and more informed attention to the workings of 
language. . 

Hee presents Luce Irigaray's work as an example of this renewed interest and proceeds to describe 
thee theoretical framework of two of these texts by Luce Irigaray. One of the texts discussed is 
'Communicationss linguistique et spéculaire' first published in 1966 and republished in Parler. 
Jeann Jacques Lecercle, Philosophy through the Looldng-Glass. Language, Nonsense, Desire, 
London:: Hutchinson, 1985, 55. 

55 This passage comes from the text 'Approche d'une grammaire de 1'enonciation de 1'hystérique et 
dee l'obsessionel'. This text has first been published in Langages 5, mars 1967 and republished in 
Parler. Parler. 
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permutationn of 'who emits' (a message) and 'who receives' (a message). This third instance 

iss designated by the third person singular 'He', clarifying that this third instance is suffused 

withh masculinity. 

Too explain this role of the third instance as possibility of identification and of permutation 

betweenn T and 'You', I wil l turn to Rita Gross' argument for personal language for God. This 

argumentt is relevant as the function of the notion 'God' in philosophical discourse shows many 

correspondencess of the function of the notion of the 'third', namely that of transcendence. The 

thirdd transcends the personal and individual by representing the generic. As such it also guards 

thee subjectivity of the subject. 

Ritaa Gross argues that the Jewish, religious community needs personal God-language, 

ratherr than choosing to represent God by the neutral pronoun 'It', because much of the Jewish 

religiouss activities involves talking to God.6 This means that in these activities God is 

addressedd as 'You'. In Hebrew - die language used for prayers and addresses to God - the 

secondd person singular and plural is marked by gender. This implies that when God is presented 

ass 'He' the speaking subject has to choose die masculine form of the pronoun 'You' to address 

God,, whereas when God would be represented as 'She' he or she would have to address God 

ass YoUf. This means by implication that when God is represented as 'He', God's enunciations 

aree interpreted as uttered by a masculine subject. This explanation elucidates that in order 

too become identified and distinguished from others as a speaking subject, the T has to relate 

him-- or herself to this third instance, in this case to a 'He' who thereby marks the T as well 

ass the 'You' as masculine. This implies that what is presented in linguistic theory as an empty 

sitee is not so empty after all. By marking this site with die pronoun 'He' it is fastened down 

thatt the speaking subject is a masculine one. In order to become a speaking subject one has to 

inscribee oneself in the endless collection of speaking subjects, which means to become inserted 

inn the collection of subjects marked as 'he'. 

Thiss picture shows that sexual difference is erased on all levels of these systems. This means 

thatt these 'houses-of-language' leave woman - and women as embodying the notion woman -

homeless;; displaced in the social as well as in the symbolic order, which are interconnected 

andd interwoven with each other. Luce Irigaray calls tiiis situation of homelessness of woman 

andd women 'la dereliction', which evokes an aimless and hopeless wandering, rambling through 

66 Rita Gross, 'Female God language in a Jewish Context', in: Carol P. Christ & Judith Plaskow 
(eds),, Womanspirit Rising. A Feminist Reader in Religion, San Francisco: Harper & Row Publishers, 
1979,, 172. She argues that impersonal language used to address God 'breaks down; it also covertly 
reintroducess all the problems of exclusively male God language by slipping into the masculine 
formss of the pronouns of address.'(idem) This argument is similar to Luce Irigaray's analysis of the 
impossibilityy of the universal and the neuter as sketched in the above. 
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thiss God-forsaken land, without a God to guide her, nor a promised land to go to.7 She 

describess the effects of the homelessness of woman in the symbolic and social order in many 

ways:: as 'a fragmentation, dispersion or crumbling away of women's existence'(SP:79;SG:67); 

ass a 'state of fusion - le fusionnel -, the psycho-analytic term for "merging" or failure to 

differentiatee and separate, which fails to emerge as subject'(EF:72;EE:70) This latter state of 

fusionn expresses itself as a 'not recognizing or knowing nor loving oneself or each 

other'(EF:70;EE:67).. They cannot recognize nor come to know or love themselves in this 

patriarchall  order, because this is a self-representative system of a masculine subject, precluding 

anyy possible articulation of female subjectivity, of an T, woman'. In 'Questions' Luce Irigaray 

formulatess this impossibility as follows: 

II  am a woman, I a being sexualized as feminine, I am a sexualized female. The 

motivationn of my work hes in the impossibility of articulating such a statement; in the fact 

thatt its utterance is in some way senseless, inappropriate, indecent. Either because woman 

iss never the attribute of the verb to be, nor sexualized female a quality of being, or 

becausee I am sexualized excludes the feminine gender. (...) I can thus speak intelligently 

ass sexualized male (whether I recognize this or not) or as asexualized. Otherwise, I shall 

succumbb to the illogicality that is proverbially attributed to women.(CS:145; TS: 148/149) 

Thiss quote shows that when a woman says: 'I am a woman', she does it as a masculine 

sexualizedd being, as an a-sexual being. Her 'I' refers to woman-for-man, embodying 

'femininity'' as defined by a patriarchal order; or to a person who (tries to) transcend her body, 

herr sex, her sexuality in order to become a neutral human being (an effort doomed to fail). In 

bothh cases she has learned to recognize, to know herself, to love herself? through the self-

representationn systems of the masculine subject. 

Learningg to recognize herself in these systems of masculine self-representation, or learning 

too subject herself to the law that the speaking subject is masculine, is hard work. It denies the 

littl ee girl or the female subject as the subject who takes on the énoncé and it means that she has 

too 'accept' her status as 'lacking' the phallus. 

77 Margaret Whitford writes about the meaning of 'dereliction' the following: 
Accordingg to Derrida 'dereliction' is sometimes used in French to translate Heidegger's 
'Geworfenheit'' (Jaques Derrida, 'Geschlecht: difference sexuelle, difference ontologique' 
in:: Cahiers de l'Herne 45, 427). Irigaray also defines it as the original state of loss and 
separationn constituted by being born (E.122-3), losing one's original home. But her main 
pointt is that the symbolic provides alternative homes for men, while women lack an adequate 
symbolizationn to house them. 

Margarett Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 205 n 2. 
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Speakingg with the mother 

InIn I Love to You' and in the text 'Importance du genre dans la constitution de la subjectivité 

ett de rintersubjectivité' in Langages 111,- texts which form the basis of this paragraph - Luce 

Irigarayy describes and analyses a number of énoncés of littl e girls. The material she has used 

forr this analysis consists of énoncés uttered by littl e girls as well as by responses given to the 

consignmentt to imagine the words or sentences of a littl e girl to her mother. The answers to 

thiss question, for example 'Mommy do you want to play with me?' or 'Mommy, can I do 

yourr hair' show a pattern in which the littl e girl invites the mother to do something together or 

too be with the mother. They invoke the mother as partner in a analogical situation. Luce Irigaray 

showss that on the level of the énoncés the T and the 'You' are both female. She argues, 

moreover,, that also in the level of the enunciation the littl e girl addresses herself as a female 

subject,, an I-she, to a female addressee, a You-she.(JAT:124/125;ILTY:74/75) In her analysis 

off  this I-she and You-she of the littl e girl, Luce Irigaray illuminates that this littl e girl is still 

livingg in a world of two, in a close I-Thou relation with the mother. She has not had to identify 

herselff  as a female subject yet. This means that the 'she' of her enunciation does not refer to 

thee generic yet; or in other words, to the instance of the third which enables the identification 

andd permutation of the 'who emits' and the 'who receives' in the communication.8 

Thee mother does not respond, however, to the invitation of the littl e girl to do something 

togetherr or to be together. According to the research of Luce Irigaray, the mother addresses the 

littl ee girl with commands as 'Bring me some milk on your way home from school' or 'Tidy 

yourr things before watching the T.V.' This means that whereas the mother as I-she, addresses 

thee littl e girl as a You-she on the level of the énoncé, she does not address the girl as a partner 

inn dialogue, thus as a you-she on the level of the enunciation, because she orders her around. 

Accordingg to Luce Irigaray, this response of the mother wil l undermine her sense of self as 

femalee speaking subject or erase the littl e girl as a real partner of enunciation, an I-she on the 

levell  of the enunciation.(JAT: 124/125;ILTY:74/75) When the littl e girl has a brother, this denial 

off  her as a partner in a dialogue wil l be more 'visible', as Luce Irigaray's linguistic research 

showss that women respond differently to boys, using more frequently the interrogative, 

respectingg them more as a 'you' in a dialogical situation. Luce Irigaray writes about this 

relationn of the mother to the littl e girl: 'The woman-mother orders her daughter around and 

subjugatess her just as she is ordered around by and subjugated in the cultural 

universe.'(JAT:: 126;ILTY:76) 

88 Luce Irigaray, 'Importance du Genre dans la constitution de la subjectivité et de rintersubjectivité', 
in:: Langages 111, 15. 
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Thiss message is not only transmitted by verbal enunciations but also by non-verbal 

exchanges.. In 'And the One Doesn't Stir witiiout the Other', there is a passage in which the 

girll  observes the mothers preoccupation with and subjugation to a someone, a somebody or an 

orderingg outside the mother. 

II  look like you, you look like me. I look at myself in you, you look at yourself in me. 

You'ree already big, I'm still little. But I came out of you, and here, in front of your very 

eyes,, I am another living you. 

But,, always distracted, you turn away. Furtively, you verify your own continued 

existencee in the mirror, and you return to your cooking. You change yourself according 

too the clock. You adorn yourself depending upon the time. What time? Time for what? 

Timee for whom? I would like to break this watch and let me watch you. And look at me. 

II  would like us to play together...9 

Thiss denial of the littl e girl as a subject and an addressee of the enunciation by the mother is 

thee first of a series of denials. These denials are in particular denials of her as a female 

speakingg subject, as an I-she. For society, die family, the school, culture at large does not 

valorizee her gender. It does not know 

aa generic she, nor a transcendence in the feminine, a subjective and objective culture, 

sexuatedd in the feminine, a culture of women amongst diemselves, particularly of the 

relationss between mothers and daughters, etc.10 

Itt only knows of a He with capital H as the guarantee of the order of discourse and of 

masculinee subjectivity.11 This means mat the other(s) she wil l address will be marked by the 

masculinee gender. They wil l be You-he, even when they are women. This brings Luce Irigaray 

99 Luce Irigaray, 'And the One Doesn't Stir without the Other', transl. by Helene Vivienne Wenzel, 
in:: Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, vol 7. (1981) 1, 61. Translation of Et L'Une 
NeNe Bouge Sans L'Autre, Paris: Editions Minuit, 1989, 10. 

100 Luce Irigaray, 'Importance du genre', in: Langages 111, 15. 

111 In An Ethics Luce Irigaray identifies this He with capital H as God, writing: 'And the gender of 
God,, the guardian of every subject and very discourse, is always masculine and paternal, in the 
West.'' (EF:14;EE:6) 
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too the conclusion that: 'The littl e she looses therefore a good part of her identity in this culture 

off  the he: she cannot interiorize her gender.'12 

BECOMINGG WOMAN, BECOMING HYSTERIC 

Thee constitution of the bodily Ego 

Thiss loss of a good part of her identity affects the littl e girl in her flesh, in the sensual and 

libidinall  matter of her body. This effect of the denial of the littl e girl as a partner in dialogue 

cann be explained by the fact that the formation of the self or of die Ego is a process in which 

'diee meaning the body has for the subject, for otiiers, in its social world and for its culture as 

aa whole becomes internalized'.13 Elisabetii Grosz makes clear that the Ego is 

aa result of two distinct but complementary processes. First a series of identifications and 

introjectionss of the images of others, as part of the ego-ideal, and second by die re-

channellingg of libidinal impulses in the subjects own body.14 

Thiss description is an interpretation and elaboration of Sigmund Freud's idea that 'the Ego is 

firstt and foremost a bodily ego.'15 He annotates tiiis remark when he writes mat Üiis bodily 

Egoo might be derived from bodily sensations, which spring both from die surface of die body, 

forr instance from external perceptions as looking (down) at or touching oneself, as from internal 

sensationss such as die pleasure or unpleasure which can be brought about by being touched.16 

Itt might seem from tiiis annotation mat die bodily Ego has its origin in the subject him/herself. 

Thesee sensations are, however, (most often) mediated by an other or by others. The external 

perceptionss are interpreted by die introjection of die vision of die otiier upon die body. And die 

feelingss of pleasure and unpleasure are also induced by the touch - or other activities of die 

122 Luce Irigaray, 'Importance du genre', in: Langages 111, 15. 

133 Elisabeth Grosz, 'The Body', in: Wright, Feminism and Psychoanalysis, 37. 

144 Elisabeth Grosz, the Body, in: Wright, Feminism and Psycho-Analysis, 36. 

155 Sigmund Freud, The Ego and the Id, SE XIX, 26. 

166 Sigmund Freud, SE XIX, 26, nt 1. 
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other,, which touch (upon) the body of the child, like feeding for instance. This clarifies the idea 

thatt the bodily ego - is 'not a veridical map, a photograph, but a representation of its degrees 

off  erotogenicity, of the varying degrees of libidinal investments in different body-parts.'17 The 

constitutionn of the bodily self can be interpreted as generated by words and gestures of persons 

-- parental figures and others - who speak (in) the dominant discourse or whose acts and 

gesturess are influenced, not to say determined, by this discourse. 

InIn the case of the constitution of the identity of the littl e girl, her bodily ego - therefore 

thee knowledge of her self and the love of self - is generated through the response of the mother 

uponn her invitations to be together, to do something together. (This response of the mother in 

turnn reflects and mediates a cultural view upon daughters.) The mother's denial of her as a 

partnerr of dialogue affects her sense of self, as it gives her an image of herself as not being 

worthyy of the position of analogical partner. As I already wrote in the above, this is especially 

grazingg when the littl e girl experiences that the (m)other relates differently to a boy. This vision 

off  the other is introjected by her and is thereby reflected in her body-image. 

Ass Elisabeth Grosz explains, the introjection of the images of others induces the re-

channellingg of the libidinal impulses of the subject's body, thus a change in the bodily Ego. 

Lucee Irigaray refers to such a change in the littl e girl brought about by her erasure as a partner 

off  enunciation. One of the examples of this re-channelling is the transference of the desire for 

thee mother to a desire for the father, or of the change in the erotogenuous organ from the 

clitoriss to the vagina. These examples are both from Sigmund Freud's text Femininity.1*  This 

textt can be seen as a perfect example of the process of the formation of the bodily ego. It 

describess the process of becoming woman of women as a process of introjection of the image 

off  others and of re-channelling the libidinal impulses. As this text exemplifies and reinforces 

thee vision of this order of discourse upon woman, it represents a psycho-analytical narrative of 

'thee Word becoming flesh' in the flesh of women. In the following paragraphs I wil l explain 

thiss interpretation in my reading of Luce Irigaray's analysis of this text. 

Becomingg a 'normal '  woman: Sigmund Freud's Femininity 

InIn the text Femininity, which Sigmund Freud wrote relatively late in his life, he returns to the 

'riddlee of femininity' and re-articulates his thoughts of the 'becoming woman' of women. This 

narrativee which aims to describe the psychosexual development of a woman, can be read on 

177 Elisabeth Grosz, The Body, in: Wright, Feminism and Psycho-analysis, 37. 

188 Sigmund Freud, Femininity, SE XXII, 112-135. 
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twoo levels. It can be read as a description based upon the stories which Sigmund Freud heard 

andd interpreted in his psychoanalytic practice. Luce Irigaray describes this level of his theory 

likee this: 

Freudd is describing an actual state of affairs. He does not invent female sexuality nor male 

sexualityy either for that matter. As 'a man of science' he merely accounts for them. The 

problemm is that he fails to investigate the historical factors governing the data with which 

hee is dealing.(CS:68;TS:70) 

Thiss last sentence points towards the other level on which this text can be read. At this second 

levell  the text is interpreted as an ideological text, in which the worldview of Sigmund Freud's 

timee is reproduced. Luce Irigaray reads the text at this second level. In her reading it becomes 

aa text which reveals a theory and hermeneutics which is structured by the logic of the Same. 

Shee elucidates the operations of this logic in Sigmund Freuds discourse and the order of 

discoursee in general. She draws out the implications of Sigmund Freud's account of the process 

off  becoming a 'normal' woman, and she illuminates the effects of the interaction between the 

sociall  and cultural significance of the female body and the bodily Ego of the littl e girl. She 

therebyy elucidates the price women pay in their bodies for their inscription in the prevailing 

culturall  order. 

II  already described Sigmund Freud's account of infant sexuality, in which he pictures the littl e 

girl'ss clitoris as identical to the penis of the littl e boy. He moreover attributes to this clitoris 

thee same pleasure sensations as the boy derives from his littl e phallus. This theory implies with 

respectt to the constitution of the bodily Ego of the littl e girl that Sigmund Freud represents her 

bodilyy Ego as a phallic and viril e one in the period before the 'truly feminine vagina has been 

discoveredd by both sexes.'19 However, Sigmund Freud's account of her subsequent 

psychosexuall  development makes clear that she has to change this body-image to become (a) 

womann within this social and symbolic order. Although he develops this theory of the 

'becomingg woman' of women in analogy with his theory about the psycho-sexual development 

off  the littl e boy, he explains that this process is more difficult and complicated, though, than 

becomingg man is for a man.20 In the French translation of this text of Sigmund Freud, quoted 

byy Luce Irigaray, this fragment reads: 'plus pénible et plus compliqué' (SF:20;SE,22). 

Especiallyy the English equivalents of the word 'pénible' express the difficulty of becoming a 

199 Sigmund Freud, SE SE XXII 117-118. 

200 Sigmund Freud, SE XXII, 117. 
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'normal'' woman. For 'pénible' can be translated as: 'painful, laborious, trouble-some, uneasy, 

hard,, (difficult) toilsome, distressing.'21 

Thee aptness of these words become clear when I give a picture of Sigmund Freuds 

accountt of the process of becoming woman. This process starts at the same point as that of the 

littl ee boy. She also loves her mother. As she 'experiences' herself as a littl e boy, she fantasizes 

aboutt 'being' all for the mother. The father is a threat to her, like he is in the boy's fantasy 

off  being all for the mother. Then she discovers that not everybody has a clitoris as she has, but 

thatt some have a penis. According to Sigmund Freud, she 'immediately' recognizes the 

superiorityy of this organ, which means that she (must) acknowledge(s) the inferiority of her 

clitoris,, and essentially her lack. She finds it difficult to resign herself to her castration, though, 

aa resistance which Sigmund Freud describes as 'penis-envy'. He also writes that for a long time 

shee cherishes the hope that her clitoris wil l grow into a penis. This hope - and her 

disappointmentt in the mother - makes that she turns her desire towards her father, hoping and 

wantingg that he wil l give her what she lacks. But in both cases she will be disappointed: her 

clitoriss wil l not grow into a fully-fledged penis, nor wil l her father grant her her wish. In the 

endd she wil l relinquish this wish for a penis and change her desire in having a child from the 

fatherr and then -, as he does not grant her her wish - from a another man, who wil l be a 

substitutee for the father. 

However,, this is not the end of the process of becoming a woman, for to become a 

'normal'' woman, the littl e girl has to undergo more changes. She has to change from a girl, 

whoo is actively seeking her pleasure, into a woman who is passively receptive: who passively 

receivess the penis in her vagina. This change from active to passive supposes therefore also a 

changee from the clitoris to the vagina as the important erogenous zone. 

Thiss account of the process of becoming a 'normal' woman explains the epithets painful, 

laborious,, trouble-some, uneasy, hard, (difficult) toilsome, distressing. For the discovery that 

shee has no penis deals a severe blow to her love of self. This castration makes her 'impotent', 

soo that the fantasy that she could be 'all' for her mother is blown apart. With her 'castration' 

shee loses therefore the mother as object of love. But she also loses the mother as her object of 

identification,, when she finds out that her mother is as castrated as she is. Her relation with her 

motherr becomes troublesome. She hates her mother, being vexed and grieved because she has 

too realize that her mother is not as all powerful as she had imagined her to be; vexed and 

grievedd as well that her mother has not given her and cannot give her a penis, this privileged 

organ;; disappointed because her mother is as castrated as she is, as all women are. Therefore 

211 The equivalents of 'pénible' given by The Concise Oxford French Dictionary, Oxford: Clarendon 
Press,, 19802. 
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thee 'castration' does not only deals a blow to her love of self, but also to the love of her 

gender.. She does no longer love herself, nor her mother, nor other women. In Luce Irigaray's 

words:: 'she looses a good part of her identity in this culture of the he, as she cannot interiorize 

herr gender.'22 

Butt her love of self is not only wounded by her castration, but also by her father, upon 

whomm she transfers her love of the mother. For he wil l disappoint her in all her desires. He 

cannott give her a penis nor wil l he give her a child as penis-substitute. All her active desire is 

thereforee turned against her, so that the conclusion that her ego must be mortified is not an 

exaggeratedd one. For when I apply Elisabeth Grosz description of the constitution of the bodily 

Egoo to the picture of the formation of the female self, it brings out that the littl e girl is first 

confrontedd with a vision of her body - and of the bodies of all women - as lacking or castrated. 

Shee introjects this vision. This introjection and identification with this vision brings about that 

herr libidinal impulses are re-channelled in such a way that they become paralysed and enclosed 

inn her body. 

Lucee Irigaray points out that if one would follow all the implications of Sigmund Freud's 

discoursee the littl e girl would have no other recourse than melancholia after she has discovered 

herr own castration and that of her mother. She gives a number of symptoms of melancholia 

whichh correspond with the libidinal economy of the littl e girl after the discovery of castration 

off  women: namely, profoundly painful dejection, abrogation of interest in the outside world, 

losss of the capacity for love, inhibition of all activity, fall in self-esteem.(SF:78/79;SE:66/67) 

Lucee Irigaray concludes, however, that the littl e girl does not turn to melancholia, but to 

hysteria.. She writes about this turning to hysteria after the discovery of her own castration and 

thatt of her mother 

Herr instincts are, in a way, in abeyance, in limbo, in vacuo: not cathected, really in the 

constructionn of a psychosis, nor in auto-erotism, nor in the development of narcissism, nor 

inn the desire of love for her first object, nor in the appropriation, the possession (even if 

affectedd by the detour of sublimation) of her own sexuality, of her sex organs, etc. 

HysteriaHysteria is all she has left. Is it hysterical psychosis? Or neurosis? As a result of 

suspension,, within a suspension, of the economy of her primal instincts she wil l do 'as' 

shee is asked. But this 'as' or 'as if is not ludic, not under her control, though sometimes 

itt may seem that way (...)hysterical miming wil l be the littl e girl's or the woman's effort 

too save her sexuality from total repression and destruction.(SF:85/86;SE:71/72) 

222 Luce Irigaray, Importance du genre, in: Langages 111, 15. 
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Hysteria::  disruptiv e mimicr y or  mute suffering2' 

Thee question may be asked how to read this statement that 'hysteria is all the littl e girl/ woman 

iss left'. The first answer to this question is, that it must be seen as the result of Luce Irigaray's 

mimeticc reading of Sigmund Freud's text, thus as the conclusion of the strategy of mimicry she 

describess in This Sexe whereby she assumes the feminine role deliberately. A strategy of trying 

too recover the place of her exploitation by discourse, without allowing herself to be simply 

reducedd to it. It means to resubmit herself (...) to 'ideas', in particular to ideas about 

herselff  that are elaborated in/ by a masculine logic, but so as to make 'visible', by an 

effectt of playful repetition, what has to remain invisible, namely the cover-up of a 

possiblee operation of the feminine in language. (CS:73/74;TS:76) 

Throughh this strategy of reading, she illuminates that Sigmund Freud's account of the process 

off  becoming woman leads up to the conclusion that all women are hysteric, or, that all women 

aree a 'little' mad. 

Thiss first explanation does not answer the question of the valuation of this statement, 

though.. This valuation depends upon the interpretation of the 'as if or upon the conception of 

whatt it means for (a) woman to become a 'perfect mime', to act 'as if the desire of the 

masculinee subject is her desire, to act the part of the 'feminine' woman, embodying the 

representationss of the stereotypical woman: concerned with clothes and finery, with the game 

off  the masquerade, and/ or with (nurturing and feeding) his children. This play-acting might be 

interpretedd as a disruptive mimicry, as playing a part in such a way that this role becomes 

magnifiedd and parodied, transfusing it with irony. When the following passage of the text 

'Whenn our lips speak together' is read from the latter perspective, it becomes an ironical 

commentaryy upon the role of Woman. 

Indifferentt one, you mustn't move, or be moved unless they call you. If they say 'come', 

thenn you may go ahead. Barely. Adapting yourself to whatever need they have, or don't 

233 In her study In het Spoor van Seksuele Differentie, Rina Van der Haegen devotes a chapter to the 
interpretationn of hysteria. In this chapter she showes that feminist interpretations of hysteria move 
betweenn those two conceptions of hysteria: between disruptive mimicry and mute suffering. Héléne 
Cixouss for instance tends to affirm the disruptive side of hysteria and the resistance of the hysteric 
inn her rewritings of Dora's case, while Catherine Clément illuminates that the hysteric becomes 
enclosedd (again) by her family or is 'normalized' by therapy. Rina Van der Haegen herself affirms 
andd stresses the ambiguity of hysteria and warns against a celebration of hysteria and especially of 
Doraa as a example of resistance to a symbolic inscription. See Rina Van der Haegen, In het Spoor 
vanvan Seksuele Differentie, 181-214. 
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have,, for the presence of their own image. One step, or two. No more. No exuberance, 

Noo turbulence. Otherwise you'll smash everything. The ice, the mirror. Their earth, their 

mother.. And what about your life? You must pretend to receive it from them. You're an 

indifferent,, insignificant littl e receptacle, subject to their demands 

alone.(CS:207;TS:207/208) ) 

InIn and through this strategy of mimetic reading, in and through offering an ironical 

interpretationn of playing the part of being (a) woman, the solid character of this theoretical 

buildingg is disrupted. It reveals the subtext of Sigmund Freud's text, namely that the notion 

'Woman'' and the concept 'femininity' are set up as a mirrors of the notions 'Man' and 

'masculinity'.. This deconstructive reading-strategy opens the possibility of thinking about the 

'normal'' woman as an actress who plays a part, but who does not coincide with, is not 

wrappedd up in or merged with her role, because she is also 'elsewhere'. 

Thiss position of 'elsewhere' is an ambiguous one, though. For the quoted fragment can also 

bee heard differently, namely as the bitter complaint of a woman who is transmitting the 

knowledge,, which she has acquired over the years about the requirements of her role, to a 

novicee in this role. This last reading brings about that the position of being 'elsewhere' can be 

interpretedd differently. Her absence from the order of representations brings with it that she 

playss her part as if her lif e depends upon it. In this reading her being 'elsewhere' is the source 

andd re-source of her continuous play-acting, the motor of her activity to play a little. Or to 

quotee Luce Irigaray: 'Hysterical miming wil l be the littl e girl's or the woman's efforts to save 

herr sexuality from total repression and destruction.' (SF:86;SE:72) This latter interpretation of 

thee position of being 'elsewhere' illuminates the price this play-acting exacts of the 'normal' 

woman.. It recalls the other interpretation of hysteria: the interpretation of hysteria as a 

pathology,, a suffering in and of the body. 

Lucee Irigaray's strategy of miming Sigmund Freud's discourse, which led to the 

conclusionn that women 'are left nothing but hysteria', illuminates that not only those women 

whoo are diagnosed as such suffer from hysteric symptoms, but that all women suffer from their 

inscriptionn in a discourse which represents them as castrated, or which negate their desire for 

thee mother and for the site of origin.24 This opens the possibility of interpreting the suffering 

244 Rina Van der Haegen shows that Jane Gallop comes to a similar position as Luce Irigaray in her 
interpretationn of the titlepage of Helene Cixous' Portrait de Dora. This titlepage reads Portrait de 
DoraDora de Helene Cixous des femmes. Jane Gallop interprets this as follows 'the portrait of Dora is 
alsoo a portrait of Hélène Cixous is also a portrait of women (in general)' Jane Gallop, Keys to Dora, 
inn Charles Bernheimer & Claire Kahane (ed), In Dora's case: Freud feminism, hysteria, New York, 
1985,, 200. Quoted in Rina van der Haegen, In net Spoor, 205. 
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off  the women who are called 'hysterics', conform the nosological definition of hysteria, as the 

visiblee tip of the iceberg of female suffering. Luce Irigaray seems to suggest such an 

interpretationn when she writes in the text 'Women's Exile': 

Nearlyy all women are in some state of madness: shut up in their bodies, their silence and 

theirr 'home'. This kind of imprisonment means that they live their madness without it 

beingg noticed. This is perhaps why feminine madness is less explicit and, above all, less 

sociallyy disruptive.25 

Thiss broadening of the suffering of women from the 'certified' hysterics to 'all women' can 

bee explained by Luce Irigaray's interpretation of the drama of hysteria. She interprets it as a 

splitt between a desire for the mother and for the site of origin, which becomes paralysed and 

enclosedd within the body of a woman, and the language - both nonverbal and verbal - which 

thee littl e girl/ a woman learns in the family, in school, in society; a language which is in no 

wayy continuous with the movements of her desire.(CS:134;TS: 136/137) 

Hysteria::  a mode of enunciation 

Thiss interpretation of hysteria brings me back to Luce Irigaray's linguistic analyses of the 

speechh of littl e girls, which she has published in I Love to You and in 'Importance du Genre' 

inn Langages 111. In these texts Luce Irigaray also refers to the institutions of the family, the 

schooll  and society, as erasing the littl e girl as partner in a dialogue, erroneously forgetting to 

mentionn the Church in this enumeration. (I wil l return to this latter institution later in this 

chapter.)) In these texts, Luce Irigaray explains that this split is caused by the impossibility to 

bee able to continue to speak with the mother, or to symbolize this - immediate - exchange, in 

aa world which is thoroughly marked by the he. Luce Irigaray writes: 

Separatedd from her ascendence You-she, not by hate as Freud would have it but by the 

impossibilityy to continue to speak with her mother, a God-She, other women etc, because 

off  the lack of symbolic values which are appropriate to her gender, the girl seeks the 

dialoguee with the you-he.26 

255 Luce Irigaray, 'Women's Exile', in: Ideology and Consciousness, vol 1 (1977) 1, p. 74. 

266 Luce Irigaray, 'Importance du genre' in Langages 111, 15. 
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Thiss latter description of the action of the littl e girl is underpinned by Luce Irigaray's linguistic 

researchh after the énoncé of women. This research shows that most women express in their 

énoncéénoncé an intention to do things together, to have a subjective relation with another. But this 

desiree to do things together, which the female subject seeks to continue, changes modes: from 

speakingg together, it becomes a 'doing together' or a 'being together', 'as it seems that she 

mightt have lost speech a bit, at least the dialogical speech between two subjects of 

enunciation.'277 Luce Irigaray describes the entrance in the symbolic order then for the girl as 

aa 'return to an empirical doing without representations or words concerning the intentions of 

thiss doing.'28 

II  read this last remark as a reference to the fact that the female speaking subject has no 

symbolicc house around her which functions as an objective to her, who constitutes her as a 

speakingg subject. This places her in a position in which she acts or speaks, but does not assume 

-- or is not able to assume - her énoncé. 

Thiss latter interpretation of the speech-acts of the female subject is strongly influenced by Luce 

Irigaray'ss text 'Approche d'une grammaire de 1' énonciation de 1'hystérique et de 

robsessionel'.(PN:55-68)) In this text Luce Irigaray writes that it is typical for the enunciation 

off  the hysteric to leave it to the addressee to assume the enunciation. Although Luce Irigaray 

doess not use the term 'hysteric' in her recent linguistic research published in I Love to You or 

inn 'Importance du Genre', but speaks of the female subject instead, I introduce the term 

'hysteric'' here, because in my view the results of her recent linguistic research are in keeping 

withh her earlier linguistic analyses. It throws, moreover, another light upon Luce Irigaray's 

statementt that 'women are left nothing but hysteria'. It illuminates that women model their 

enunciationss to the model of the hysteric more often than not in this culture. Luce Irigaray 

statess this latter idea very clearly in a passage of the text 'L'ordre sexuel du discours' where 

shee explains her use of the terminology 'hysteric' and 'obsessional' for the results of the 

analysess of her research material. 

277 Luce Irigaray, 'Importance du genre' in Langages 111, 15. 

288 Luce Irigaray, 'Importance du genre*  in Langages 111, 16. She reiterates this view on page 23. 
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II  have called the feminine corpus hysteric, and the masculine corpus obsessional. This 

doess not mean, that I reduce women to hysteria nor men to the obsessional neurosis. 

Neverthelesss our culture puts them sooner in these respective enunciative modalities at 

present.29 9 

Characteristicc for the enunciation of the hysteric is that she leaves the assumption of the 

enunciationn to the addressee. This conclusion is based upon Luce Irigaray's analysis of the 

typicall  sentence of the hysteric. This sentence can be boiled down to the question: 'Do you 

lovee me?' or to a variation of this sentence as: 'I love what you love'. She writes about these 

sentencess that: 

Thee yes or no of the (You) underlies effectively the meaning of the enunciation, 

constitutingg at the same moment the addressee as the only subject of the enunciation. It 

iss tfierefore the you, as far as s/he is subject of the enunciation, who is left the 

responsibilityy of the process which is expressed here. With respect to the subject who 

apparentlyy produces the messages, he intervenes only as possible object of the addressee, 

ann object that is no longer a point of convergence for the protagonists of the enunciation, 

ann object of exchange, because the only subject is the (you^PN^ó)30 

299 Luce Irigaray, 'L'ordre sexuel du discours', in: Luce Irigaray (ed) Le sexe linguistique Langages 
8585 Paris: Larousse, mars 1987, 83. 

Inn 'L'ordre sexuel du discours', three corpus of texts are analysed. First, extracts of the 
enoncésenoncés of one or more hysteric(s) and obsessional(s), and secondly the sentences produced by two 
differentt groups of men and women. It is interesting to note that the extracts of enoncés of the 
hystericc and the obsessional which she publishes in Langages 87 have lain at the basis of her text 
'Approchee d'une grammaire de 1' énonciation de Thystérique et de 1'obsessionel', which she has 
publishedd twenty years previously in Langages 5 and republished in Parler. She refers obliquely 
too these findings in An Ethics. There she describes the trajectory of her interpretation of this 
material. . 

Myy own work on the language of those suffering from dementia and schizophrenia has led 
mee to question certain groups of neurotics (...) from the perspective of sexual difference, a 
differencee that was already emerging from my initial analysis of the language of demented 
andd schizophrenic patients.(...) Thus, it has only been at a second stage in my research that 
II  have carried out analysis of spoken discourse based on the utterances/enunciations of male 
subjectss on the one hand, and female subjects on the other.(EF:128;EE:134.) 

300 Luce Irigaray explains in 'Communications linguistique et spéculaire', that when she writes (I) or 
(you)) - (Je) or (tu) - in parentheses she refers to subject and the addressee of the enunciation. PN: 
166 n.*. 
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Thiss analysis of the discourse of the hysteric corresponds with her interpretation of Sigmund 

Freud'ss text Femininity, in which she describes the hysteric as a woman who mimes that her 

desiree is his desire - 'I love what you love' -, or whose movements and acts change according 

too (what she perceives to be) the desire of the other, continuously assuming a(nother) role, 

askingg the (unspoken) question 'Do you love me like this or do you like me better like that?' 

Thiss miming of the desire of the masculine subject of discourse can be seen as leaving the other 

thee responsibility of the enunciation. He becomes the subject of her enunciation or of her 

'doingg together'. 

Lucee Irigaray's mimetic reading of Sigmund Freud's Femininity, namely that to become a 

normall  woman means to become hysteric, is thus confirmed by her linguistic research in the 

discoursee of women (and men). It underpins and explains Luce Irigaray's statement that 'nearly 

alll  women are in some state of madness, shut up in their bodies, Üieir silences, their houses'.31 

Thiss latter statement, moreover, illuminates that nearly all women pay for this 'kind of schizo 

whichh every woman experiences in our socio-cultural system'32. This price is mostly paid by 

thee body, as it is expressed in corporal pain, in psychical and physical exhaustion caused by the 

workk of devoting oneself to the desires of others. 

Thiss self-sacrificial love is lauded by the institutions of the church and in christian theology. 

II  already mentioned that Luce Irigaray herself does not name the church in the series of 

institutions,, which erase die littl e girl/ the female subject as partner in dialogue. But in my 

vieww the church as institution of the christian religion belongs to this series. First, it is a domain 

whichh is thoroughly marked by the pronoun 'He', as this pronoun is used to speak about God. 

Thiss use reinforces moreover the value of the masculine gender, because the notion 'God' 

functionss to designate qualities and values as the absolute and the ultimate within a discourse, 

worthyy of the predicate 'divine'. The value of the masculine gender is moreover reinforced in 

mee liturgical practices of the church, in the ritual of the Eucharist, which I analysed as a 

liturgicall  practice in which the matricide which is foundational for this order of discourse is 

reaffirmedd and reinscribed upon the body. Of this and other liturgical practices Luce Irigaray 

remarks s 

Itt is true that tfiese ignorant unfortunate Christians (men and women) find diemselves in 

suchh a muddle of undifferentiated persons, intermediary personal pronouns and 

311 Luce Irigaray, 'Women's exile', in: Ideology and Consciousness, 74. 

322 Luce Irigaray, 'Women's exile', in: Ideology and Consciousness, 75. 
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possessives,, that it's no wonder they fail to know who is who, who is speaking to whom 

andd about whom or what, with all those 'ones', those T s uttered in place of you, those 

'we"ss uttered instead of God, and so forth.33 

Herr analysis of the difficulty to distinguish who is who, and who is speaking to whom can be 

illustratedd by the following example. I once attended a service in which the minister read a 

biblicall  text and said rather forcefully: 'I, the Lord your God ...' Because of the force 

wherewithh he pronounced these words, I wondered whether he unconsciously identified himself 

withh God, the speaking subject of the text. It became clear to me, how easily the distinctions 

betweenn the subjects - the minister, the subject who speaks the text, and God, the subject of the 

énoncéénoncé of the text who addresses his people - can become blurred when such a text is read in 

thee liturgy. Not only the minister (or priest) who speaks the text might unconsciously identify 

himselff  with the God who speaks in the text, but the congregation who listens to the minister 

readingg the text might also blur these distinctions. 

AA similar difficulty to distinguish who is who and who speaks to whom presents itself 

withh the words of the consecration: 'This is my body, this is my blood'. In this case the 

blurringg of identities is a real danger, because the priest is understood and presented as the 

representativee of Christ; his hands mediate the redemption wrought by Christ by virtue of his 

ordination. . 

Thesee examples may clarify why it is impossible in the christian religion that the littl e girl 

wouldd be able to assume her enunciation as an I-she. On the contrary both the verbal and non-

verball  messages erase her as a partner in discourse. The courses which are open to her to 

participatee in this religion, are either to devote herself to God and his Son Jesus Christ and to 

'actt as' he did. This means living a lif e of self-sacrificial love for the Father. Or the female 

subjectt can imitate the life of the mother of Jesus and devote herself to nurture the son(s) of 

God. . 

Bothh the tradition of the Imitatio Christi as well as the imitation of Mary in a practice of 

self-sacrificiall  love by a negation of the self, is long and complicated. I shall not go into these 

traditionss in the space of this chapter. I only want to mention Valerie Saiving's discussion of 

thee ideas of the influential protestant theologians Anders Nygren and Reinhold Niebuhr. They 

presentt the ideal of (self-sacrificial) 'love as the opposite of human sin, the true norm of 

333 Luce Irigaray, 'Equal to whom' in: differences. A Journal of feminist Cultural Studies, vol 1, 
(1988)) 2, 66; transl. by R. Mazzola of 'Egales a Qui' in: Critique. Revue Générale des publications 
FranqaisesFranqaises et étrangères, vol 43, (1987) 480, 427. 
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humann existence and the one real solution to the fundamental predicament in which man 

stands.'344 Valerie Saiving criticizes this theology in an article called 'The Human Situation: 

AA feminine View', which was published in 1960 and republished in 1979. Her views would now 

bee read as arguments for the necessity to take account of the difference of the female gender. 

Shee depicts the feminine situation, especially the situation of married mothers, as a situation in 

whichh the female subject gives her time, energy and self to her children and to others. Her 

descriptionn of the feminine situation corresponds with Luce Irigaray's description of the 

modalitiess of the enunciation of the hysteric, to 'do as' a/ her mother, to function as a (natural) 

sourcee and resource of and for the projects of others. 

Too present sacrificial love as the true norm of human existence in this situation, even as 

aa way of embodying the divine grace wrought by Christ, - which is implied by Anders 

Nygren'ss and Reinhold Niebuhr's universalized interpretations of christian practice - reaffirms 

andd reinscribes this modee of relating to others. It designates love of self, expressed as the desire 

too have a place herself and not only to give place, as 'sin', thereby turning 'love of self into 

aa transgression against the divine Commandments. The staging of love of other and love of self 

ass a hierarchical opposition, which corresponds with grace of God and sin against God, leads 

too the moral prescription of self-sacrifice in the love of others. This religious prescription 

reinforcess the 'hysteric' mode of relating to others. This brings about a life in which the female 

subjectt gives so much of herself, 'that nothing remains of her own uniqueness; she can become 

merelyy an emptiness, almost a zero, without value to herself, to her fellow men or perhaps, 

evenn to God.'35 

Valeriee Saiving descriptions of a lif e in which the self is underdeveloped or negated, 

echoess Luce Irigaray's analysis of fragmentation and dispersion of the self caused by the 

hystericall  mode of miming the desire of the other. Valerie Saiving speaks of: 

triviality ,, distractibility, diffuseness; lacking an organizing centre or focus; depending on 

otherss for self-definition; of tolerance at the expense of standards of excellence; of 

inabilityy to respect the boundaries of privacy; of sentimentality, gossiping sociability and 

mistrustt of reason - in short, underdevelopment or negation of the self.36 

344 Valerie Saiving, 'The Human Situation', in: Carol Christ & Judith Plaskow (eds), Womanspirit 
Rising,Rising, 26. 

355 Valerie Saiving, 'The Human Situation', in Christ & Plaskow (eds) Womanspirit Rising, 37. 

366 Valerie Saiving, 'The Human Situation', in Christ & Plaskow(eds), Womanspirit Rising, 37 
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II  read this list as a description of a paralysed existence, and more in particular of a paralysis 

whichh has affected the sensual, libidinal matter of the flesh. For this list expresses, in my view, 

aa numbness of die senses and an exhaustion of (libidinal and spiritual) energy which has 

affectedd die imagination and the creative power of the female subject. It evokes Luce Irigaray's 

notionss of dereliction and exile. It illuminates the 'madness' of women as a 'madness' of stasis 

andd points towards a suffering which is not recognized as such, but which is expressed in 

somatisationss and corporal pain. 

Hystericall  symptoms: the resistance of the body 

Thee somatisations and corporal pain - as diverse as the symptoms of the haemorrhaging 

woman-analysantt from 'Belief Itself, or the vague physical symptoms of women - reveal on 

diee one hand that die incarnation of the Logos in the formation of the female self brings about 

suffering.. On the other hand tiiis pain can be interpreted as the resistance of die flesh, as 

pointingg towards the 'elsewhere' of die hysteric/ die female subject which displays itself in 

corporeall  symptoms. In this interpretation of hysteria, die flesh resists the images of itself which 

doo not correspond widi its morphology, as well as the re-channelling of its libidinal impulses 

alongg models which do not correspond with her desire. 

Lucee Irigaray formulates tiiis resistance in 'Women-Modiers, the Silent Substratum of 

diee Social Order' as follows: 

(T)heree is a revolutionary potential in hysteria. Even in her paralysis, the hysteric exhibits 

aa potential for gestures and desires...A movement of revolt and refusal, a desire for/of die 

livingg modier which would be more than a reproductive body in die pay of me polis, a 

living,, loving woman.(CAC:82;IR:47/48) 

Butt diis interpretation of hysteria raises the question how tiiis potential can be mobilized or how 

thiss paralysed woman can become healed and moving again? 

Inn some respects this question has been answered in this chapter already. For in my 

readingg of Luce Irigaray's recent linguistic research, I have pointed out tiiat Luce Irigaray 

attributess the erasure of the female subject as partner in die dialogical communication to the 

absencee of a horizon marked by die pronoun 'She'. She wrote that because of die absence of 

'aa generic she, a transcendence in the feminine, a subjective and objective culture, sexuated 

inn die feminine, a culture of women amongst themselves, particularly of the relations between 
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motherss and daughters, etc.'37 women had to turn to the other who would be a you-he, even 

whenn this other would be a woman. When this analysis is inverted, it reveals what is needed: 

aa culture or symbolic values, thus a 'house of language', suitable or fitting to her gender and 

markedd by the pronoun She.n 

Secondly,, my reading of Luce Irigaray's interpretation of hysteria has illuminated that she 

interpretss the suffering of the hysteric as caused by a Word which does not correspond with the 

movementss of her desire. When I (again) use the method of inversion, the answer to the 

questionn how the revolutionary potential of the hysteric could be mobilized, offers itself. The 

horizonn of and for women, which Luce Irigaray envisages as healing the suffering of women, 

shouldd be a horizon which corresponds with her desire. In the context of a discussion of the 

relationn between speaking (as) woman and speaking (as) hysteric Luce Irigaray formulates the 

issuee of a culture of and for women as follows: 

Thee problem of 'speaking (as) woman' is precisely that of finding a possible continuity 

betweenn that gestural expression of that speech of desire - which at present can only be 

identifiedd in the form of symptoms and pathology - and a language, including a verbal 

language.(CS:134/135;TS:137) ) 

Thiss means that the gestural speech of the 'hysteric' reveals the mute or silent desire of 

women.. This desire needs naming to become part of the world of women, and thereby an object 

orr an 'about what' of the communication between women. However, it can only be named 

whenn it is heard, when it is 'heard to speech', to use a famous expression of the feminist 

theologiann Nelle Morton.39 This kind of hearing implies an attentive ear - and a daring to hear 

-- to the enunciations of the female subject and to the expressions of the body, so that the words, 

names,, images symbolize the living values of the flesh. Otherwise the desire spoken, the images 

foundd wil l not be in continuity with the flesh, but again divorced from the flesh. In other words, 

-- and this is the subject-matter of the next chapters - this culture should not be imagined as a 

transcendentt Word that becomes flesh in the female flesh, but this cultural horizon of and for 

377 Luce Irigaray, 'Importance du genre', in: Langages 111, 15. 

388 The remark about the 'symbolical values suitable or fitting to her gender' is also based upon an 
inversionn of Luce Irigaray's analysis if what the little girl/ the female subject lacks. She writes in 
'Importancee du genre': "[Separée de son ascendence Tu-elle (...)] par manque de valeurs 
symboliquesymbolique appropriées a son genre, la fill e cherche le dialogue avec tu-il (my italics). See Luce 
Irigaray,, 'Importance du Genre', in: Langages 111, 15. 

399 Nelle Morton, The Journey is Home, 127-129. 
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womenn should rather be a horizon or incarnation of female flesh which has become Word to 

becomee flesh again in the female flesh. 
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II .. Incarnation: the flesh becomes Word 

'Incarnation'' can be used in different contexts and interpreted in different ways. In the previous 

chapterss I used the concept 'incarnation' in two different contexts, notably in the context of 

thee theological reflection concerning Jesus Christ and in a secular context of the contemporary 

discoursee about the constitution of human subjectivity. In both contexts the notion incarnation 

describess a unification of Word and flesh. This is most evident in the christian theological 

discoursee which has introduced the word 'incarnation' to refer to the unification of God and 

mann in the person of Jesus Christ. I have shown in my analysis of key texts of the 

christologicall  discourse that this unification is described as a 'descendence' of God or the 

divinee Word in human flesh. This is made very clear in the Prologue to the Gospel of John, a 

textt which has greatly influenced this construction of the notion 'incarnation'. This staging of 

thee relation between divine Word and human flesh has set the tone for the ensuing interpretation 

off  the notion incarnation both in the christian discourse and in the secular discourse about 

subjectivity.. In the context of the discourse on subjectivity I used the notion 'incarnation' to 

paintt the constitution of becoming a female subject in the present order of society. I described 

thiss constitution as a descendence of the Word, the dominant order of discourse into pliable 

femalee flesh. By using the word 'descendence' I have indicated the hierarchical relation 

betweenn Word and flesh, which is translated in an understanding of the process of becoming 

aa (female) subject as the subjection of the subject to the power of the order of discourse, the 

Word. . 

Inn chapter three I have shown that this order is linguistically dominated by the masculine 

gender,, and phantasmatically by the desire of the male subject. This means that in order to 

becomee a (female) subject - to be heard speaking sensible words and to be recognized as acting 

subjectt - the female subject has to subject herself to this linguistic code and to learn to 

understandd herself as included in the political, juridical, philosophical order in which the human 

subjectt is denoted as a male subject. She also has to learn to speak about the world in terms 

whichh reflect the (phantasmatic) relations of the male subject to the world. This means that she 

cannott express her - different - relations to the world, because they cannot be expressed in an 

orderr which erases sexual difference. I have argued that taking up this position causes corporeal 

andd psychical suffering of and for women. It means that the female subject is left nothing but 

hysteria,, both as a mode of enunciation and/or as a pathological suffering of the female body. 

Followingg Luce Irigaray's analysis, I attribute this suffering to the split women have to suffer 

betweenn their desire to be and communicate with the (m)other and the language of the dominant 

orderr of discourse. As this order of language leaves her no place nor space to express this 

desire,, the female subject can only mime or imitate the desire of others, and ask him (or her) 
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'Doo you love me?', thereby inviting the other to be or communicate with her on her or his 

terms. . 

Thee constitution of becoming a female subject can therefore be compared to a going in 

exilee or to a becoming homeless in the symbolic order. In 'Women's Exile', Luce Irigaray 

describess this exile of women as a state of being 'shut up in their bodies, in their silence and 

theirr home', because women lack language as a medium of expression.1 In 'Divine Women', 

Lucee Irigaray formulates women's predicament differently, this time as the lack of a God for 

women.. She writes: 

Wee women (...) lack a God to share, a word to share and to become. Defined as the often 

dark,, even occult mother-substance of the word of men, we are in need of our subject, our 

substantive,substantive, our word, our predicates: our elementary sentence, our basic rhythm, our 

morphologicall  identity, our generic incarnation, our genealogy. (SP:83;SG:71) 

Inn this passage 'God' is presented as a word, even as Word or Logos, a discursive and 

symbolicc order, whereas the lack of a Word is connected to the lack of subjectivity and 

autonomy.. In both 'Women's Exile' and 'Divine Women' Luce Irigaray advocates the creation 

off  a symbolic or discursive horizon or 'house', a Word of and for women to redeem their 

suffering.. This home or this horizon would affirm and reinforce the identity and subjectivity 

off  women as irreducibly different from the identity and subjectivity of men. In 'Women-

mothers,, the silent substratum of the social order', she moreover explains that this discursive 

orderr ought to correspond with the living body. She says: 

Wee have to renew the whole of language (langage) (...) To reintroduce the values of 

desire,, pain, joy, the body. Living values. Not discourses of mastery, which are in a way 

deadd discourse, a dead grid imposed upon the living. Ultimately, machines could speak 

certainn alienated and rational discourse for us. On the other hand, no machine can speak 

thee language of this living mobility that is constantly being modified in accordance with 

thee lif e of the other, that is undergoing a perpetual transformation.(CAC:88:IR:51) 

Thiss passage suggests that a language in which women would be able to speak would 

correspondd with the body. It suggests moreover a close interaction between the flesh and 

language,, or between the Word and the flesh, and therefore between God - the epitome of the 

discursivee order - and the flesh. 

11 Luce Irigaray, 'Women's Exile', 74. 
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Thiss interpretation of language and of the relation between language and the flesh has brought 

mee to interpret the relation between Word and flesh as a dialectical relation, in which the flesh 

generatess images which are transfigured into speech, words, into a house-of-language, a horizon, 

aa 'Word' corresponding with and expressive of women's desires and values. This 'Word' in 

rumm leaves impressions upon the (female) flesh, engendering images...in an in-finite process of 

becomingg and change. Staging the relation between Word and flesh as a dialectical one means 

thatt Word, flesh and their unification in an incarnation are open to change. They cannot be 

thoughtt of as immutable, but must be thought through as in process, mobile, becoming. 

Thinkingg the flesh as mobile and changing is not new, for the philosophical and 

theologicall  tradition has a history of representing the flesh in this vein. But understanding the 

'Word'' the order of discourse, as fluid and changing is unusual. It is contrary to the essence 

off  the idea of order which is represented by notions as stability, regularity, reliability and 

reiteration.. All these connotations are the reverse of fluidity and openness to change. This is 

evenn more true when the Word is interpreted as referring to the notion God. For God is 

understoodd as One, as immutable and immobile Being in the dominant metaphysical, 

philosophicall  and theological tradition. 

Thee interpretation of the relation between flesh and Word as a dialectical relation has important 

consequencess for the representation of the constitution of becoming a subject and hence for the 

understandingg of 'incarnation' as a unification of Word and flesh. It brings about that 

incarnationn or the constitution of subjectivity cannot be presented as the effect of a descendence 

off  the Word upon the passive flesh. It must rather be understood as a construction, forged in 

thee encounter of the living, productive matter which is the flesh, and the Word. In this 

encounter,, the (body-)images produced by the flesh transfigure, transfuse, transform the Word 

inn and through their particularity. Speaking of an encounter between flesh and Word implies 

thatt this is not a singular event. And this implies that the constitution of female subjectivity and 

identityy is not a singular, finite process resulting in a fixed identity and subjectivity, but that 

itt is rather an in-finite process of becoming, changing along with the dynamics of the dialectical 

movementt of Word and flesh. 

Fleshh becomes Word: a dialectical relation? 

Myy understanding of the relation between flesh and Word as a dialectical relation is not 

reflectedd in the title of this part of the book, for I have called this part The flesh becomes Word. 

Thee title expresses the thought, though, that the female flesh has to become Word; the thought 

thatt women need a horizon, a 'house of language' or a God to become a sovereign subject. 
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Thiss project entails a reconsideration of the flesh and of the relation between flesh and Word 

II  wil l show that the title 'the flesh becomes Word' expresses Luce Irigaray's view that the 

Intelligiblee is rooted in the flesh: in sensible, tangible matter, in other words it expresses that 

thee Sensible underlies the Intelligible or that the Intelligible, the Word, corresponds with the 

Sensible.. The title also reflects Luce Irigaray's analysis that philosophical metaphysics, which 

hass greatly influenced theological reflection and discourse, has 'forgotten' or erased that the 

Sensiblee is the source of the Intelligible, namely in its reversal of the metaphysical under-

standingg of the relation between flesh and Word. 

Thiss 'primacy' of the flesh is modified, though, by my description of the dialectical 

relationn between flesh and Word. I wrote 'that the flesh generates images which are 

transfiguredd into speech, into words, language, into Word; a Word which leaves impressions 

uponn the flesh, engendering images...' Especially the latter part of this description suggests that 

thee flesh re-acts when it is touched by the Word or moved by an other who speaks a word. This 

descriptionn elucidates the process of change, particularly the change in the formation of 

subjectivityy and identity. It starts off from the idea that the flesh, when touched by (pictorial 

orr discursive) images produces new imago's or body-images which are at the root of the bodily 

Ego.. The bodily Ego calls forth the 'imaginary' and highlights its function as intermediate 

betweenn flesh and Word. For the interaction between these two poles must not be envisaged 

ass a direct interaction of cause and effect.2 I have used die word 'transfiguration' in my 

descriptionn of die dialectical relation between Word and flesh to clarify that the interaction 

betweenn Word and flesh must be thought of as one via intermediates, especially the imagination 

andd the imaginary. Both function as an interface between flesh and Word, or as a creative in-

betweenn between these two. The attention to die imago's, the imaginary mapping of me body 

orr the bodily Ego, and me imaginary is important in the light of Luce Irigaray's analysis of the 

processs of becoming a female subject. For the internalization of the cultural and semantic 

meaningg of the word 'woman* can paralyse the productivity and creativity of die female flesh 

soo deeply that she cannot relate to an other but by imitating his or her desire. This paralysis 

cannott be changed except when the flesh is moved or touched deeply by a word or an image. 

Thiss word may undo die ties, which paralyse the imaginary and the imagination, die 

intermediatee between flesh and Word. Only then is it possible tiiat new images of die self and 

off  die relations of die self witi i the world, otiier human beings and God are generated. 

Thiss is me kernel of Luce Irigaray's argument in die first page of the text 

'Communicationn linguistique et spéculaire'. She explains there tiiat die imaginary originates 

inn the reciprocal integration of body and language, and tiiat this primary imaginary can be found 

22 See also Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 40/41 for a more elaborate argument against a deterministic 
readingg of Luce Irigaray's thoughts on die relation between gender and speaking. 
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inn the primordial phantasms of the subject, which are testimonies to the contingence of the 

processs of becoming a subject of enunciation. When the imaginary is to defined, it becomes 

hardenedd in certain patterns. Then the word of the other has to undo the ties and knots of the 

imaginary.. Luce Irigaray remarks that this other can be a psycho-analyst, but that it is more 

oftenn the 'parole' of the lover(m/f) or that of the poet that effects change in the imaginary of 

thee subject.(PN:15). 

Itt is my contention that images of 'God' and especially images of God-She function as such 

aa catalyst to undo the paralysis of the female flesh and to mobilize its creative productivity 

whichh may result in the construction of 'a house of language' for female subjects. The idea that 

aa word or (word)image can effect change in the subjects world-view can also be found in the 

thoughtss of the feminist theologian Nelle Morton. She pictures the activities of a metaphoric 

imagee as follows: 

Thee first (activity) may be called the shattering (of an inadequate or phony image out of 

whichh one lives) or the exorcism (of what one knows one has outgrown) or the blotting 

outt (of the image with which one comports oneself). The second is the ushering in of the 

neww reality: die transcending to a totally new horizon or perspective mat the old horizon 

keptt hidden so long.3 

Nellee Morton underpins Üiis view in a story about her first encounter with God-She which I will 

usee to explain Luce Irigaray's view that women need a God to become a female subject. For 

inn my view Luce Irigaray's thoughts about God and the divine must be interpreted as 

addressingg the transformation of the imaginary as a lever to change the present symbolic order. 

Accordingg to me, the notion God can fulfi l this function because I see it as located at the 

intersectionn of die symbolic and the imaginary. On the one hand the notion God is charged with 

metaphysicall  meaning and ages of theological and philosophical discourse. On the other hand 

mee notions God and the divine must be seen as 'indices' of what is held to be the absolute and 

ultimatee of a group, what moves the (religious) imaginary, bom the conscious imagining mind 

ass well as the unconscious, the realm of dreams and phantasies. Through the ages die notions 

Godd and tiie divine have inspired a poiesis of the world, a creative interpretation of die relations 

betweenn die world, die human subject and die divine. This 'poiesis' is expressed in poetry, in 

paintings,, in verbal and visual images of God and the divine. Therefore I understand the notion 

Godd as a powerful image which can undo the paralysis of me flesh and mobilize its creativity. 

33 Morton, The Journey, 152. 
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Andd as a change in the imaginary influences the configuration of the intersection of the 

symbolicc and the imaginary, this wil l change the symbolic. 

II  distinguish two sides of Luce Irigaray's argument for a 'Word' or a God of and for 

women.. First, I interpret it as a call for a God-She and, secondly, I read it as a summons to 

createe images of a God in the feminine by, of and for women, which could direct the becoming 

woman-for-herselff  of women. These two sides cannot be separated as the one calls forth the 

otherr and vice versa. I introduce this distinction, however, to illustrate two aspects of the 

processs of redefining female subjectivity and female identity. In my reading of Luce Irigaray's 

texts,, God-She would enable women to position themselves as female speaking subjects. 

Althoughh I present God-She foremost within a linguistic context, necessary for die constitution 

off  female subjectivity, this linguistic sign implies and calls forth imagery of a woman-divine, 

aa female God; imagery that would enable women to redefine female identity, as it would offer 

diemm figurations which would bring about 'a shift in the sense of the divine, in total world 

view,, in highest ideals and values, in personal and corporate identity', as Elizabeth Johnson 

writess in her book She who is.4 As these images and figurations express and give form to 

idealss and values of the relation to (the) other(s) and to the world, they might be able to call 

forthh and bring about (a) feminist female subject.5 

II  wil l develop these views in more detail in the next chapters. In chapter four I wil l give an 

interpretationn of the notion 'flesh' elucidating that this notion refers to 'matter in flux'. 

Throughh a close reading and interpretation of the sequence 'blood, flesh and material 

elements'(EF:;EE)) the term 'flesh' of the expression 'the flesh becomes Word' emerges as 

elemental,, sensible, tangible and libidinal matter. I wil l argue that Luce Irigaray's understanding 

44 Johnson, She Who Is. The Mystery of God in Feminist Theological Discourse, New York: 
Crossroad,, 1993, 6. 

55 Rosi Braidotti's text 'Sexual Difference as a Nomadic Political Project' in her book Nomadic 
Subjects.Subjects. Embodiment and Sexual Difference in Contemporary Feminist Theory, Columbia, 
Universityy Press, New York, 1994, p. 146-173 has inspired the idea of the distinction and coherence 
betweenn female subjectivity and female identity. The notion of a feminist female subject brings 
thesee two aspects together. A feminist tries to redefine the notions and ideas of the subjectivity of 
women,, accounting for differences among women due to differences in context. By describing this 
feministt subject as a female subject - highlighting the corporeal element in thinking through sexual 
differencee - she illuminates the importance of identity and desire in redefining female subjectivity 
andd identity. I agree with her view expressed on page 170 of Nomadic Subjects that Luce Irigaray 
doess not account for the multiple differences among women in her works, but in my view this is 
nott an inherent element of Luce Irigaray's project to think sexual difference. I will make a 
beginningg with an elaboration of this idea in my discussion of Luce Irigaray's notion of God in 
relationn to the question of the universal in the third part of diis book. 
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off  the flesh implies that in and through their sensible materiality human beings participate in 

thee sensible, material world. I wil l show that Luce Irigaray's notion 'the mucous' can be seen 

ass imaging that the sensible is the very condition of human being and therefore of human 

thinking.. I wil l argue that this point is also conveyed by the notion 'the sensible transcendental' 

inn a brief discussion of this notion. 

Inn chapter five I wil l give a careful reading of Luce Irigaray's use of the notion 

'morphology'.. I wil l present it as a multi-layered notion, which brings the corporeal, the 

imaginary,, the symbolic and linguistic together. I will use this notion to paint the process of 

fleshh becoming Word as a sequence of transfigurations, in which the morphology of the flesh 

functionss as the parameter of these transfigurations. I wil l use the book Order out of Chaos by 

Ilyaa Prigogine and Isabelle Stengers6 to give a reading of the constitution of the bodily Ego 

ass an imaginary mapping of the body, which is on the one hand unique and on the other hand 

boundedd by the parameter set by the morphology of the body. As the imaginary mapping of the 

bodyy underlies the imaginary, the corporeal morphology underlies the morphology of the 

imaginary,, and therefore the morphology of thought-processes. By giving a reading of Luce 

Irigaray'ss picture of the morphology of the imaginary of a littl e girl, I wil l show that of the 

thought-processes,, hence the Word of and for women, would be different when female subjects 

wouldd be able to express their desire. I conclude this chapter with a picture of the morphology 

off  language system, arguing that this system must be changed as well to express the subjectivity 

off  the feminist female subject. 

Inn chapter six I wil l further elaborate Luce Irigaray's view that women have to renew 

languagee so that it represents the values of the flesh through a discussion of Luce Irigaray's 

thesiss that women need (a) God or Divinity to become free, autonomous and 

sovereign(SP:74;SG:62)) I wil l show that Luce Irigaray explains her understanding of the notion 

'God'' in a analogical reading of Ludwig Feuerbach's book The Essence of Christianity.1 She 

presentss God as a notion which expresses what a gender considers to be absolute and ultimate 

qualitiess and attributes of this gender. I wil l moreover explain that Luce Irigaray uses the notion 

'God'' as an equivalent of the idea of a horizon or objective of and for women. I wil l elucidate 

that,, by introducing the notion of 'objective', Luce Irigaray enters in a dialogue with George 

Hegel'ss philosophy and his distinction between subjective and objective in the dialectical 

processs of becoming. However, I wil l illuminate that the notion of 'objective' is also important 

66 Dya Prigogine & Isabelle Stengers, Order out of Chaos: Man's New Dialogue with Nature, with 
aa foreword by Alvi n Toffler, London: Heinemann, 1985, translation of La Nouvelle Alliance, 
MetamorphoseMetamorphose de la Science, Paris: Gallimard, 1979. 

77 Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity, transl. George Eliot, Buffalo, New York: Prometheus 
Books,, 1989. 
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fromfrom a linguistic point of view, as it refers to the position of 'third' which enables the 

identificationn and permutation of T and 'You'. This will bring me to the conclusion that the 

Godd or divinity we need to become free, autonomous and sovereign is a God-She, as this God 

wil ll  enable the female subject to alternate between the position of 'I-she' and 'you-she'. 

Inn chapter seven I wil l discuss the relation between the generation of images for a God 

inn the feminine and the construction of female identity. I will discuss this by elaborating upon 

Lucee Irigaray's affirmation of Ludwig Feuerbach's thesis that 'God is the mirror of a 

wo/man'(SG:79;SP:67),, advancing the hypothesis that this mirror must be understood in the 

medievall  tradition of creating a 'Speculum Mundi', a mirror of the world. The image of the 

mirrorr therefore does not refer to the flat mirror but to an interpretation or creation of the world 

throughh words, paintings, thoughts...I will clarify that the value which Luce Irigaray holds to 

bee the absolute and ultimate is 'becoming', thereby undermining any interpretation of God as 

aa static being, presenting rather an interpretation of God as representing an image, representing 

images,, that can guide the process of becoming. This asks however for a contemplative mode 

off  looking at this image - a mode of looking that is turned outwards as well as inwards -

attentivee to the image and to the movements of the flesh affected by this image. 
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4.. The flesh: maternal, sensible, tangible and libidinal matter 

InIn chapter three I explained Luce Irigaray's position, that the present order of discourse does 

nott allow women a position as speaking subject, because it is 'self-representative of the 

masculinee subject'.(CS:72;TS:74) I showed that this effacement of female subjectivity in the 

orderr of discourse was due to the negation of the maternal and natural origins of life, which is 

(also)) expressed by cutting off the Sensible from the Intelligible, or the flesh from the Word.1 

Followingg Luce Irigaray I argued in chapter three that women need a language or a 

'parole',, which forms a continuity with their desire.(CS:134/135;TS:137) I interpreted this 

remarkk as pointing to the necessity for women to have or develop a horizon which would not 

bee divorced from the body or the flesh but would be a symbolization of (the living values of) 

thee flesh. This interpretation follows from Luce Irigaray's statement in 'Women-mothers, the 

silentt substratum of the social order', in which she speaks of a language in which women might 

speakk (of) their subjectivity, saying: 

Wee can ask them what defensive systems they are establishing with their logic, their 

coherence,, their rationality. What they are defending themselves against. (...) 

Wee have to renew the whole of language (langage) (...) To reintroduce the values 

ofof desire, pain, joy, the body. Living values. Not discourses of mastery, which are in a 

wayy dead discourse, a dead grid imposed upon the living. Ultimately, machines could 

speakk certain alienated and rational discourse for us. On the other hand, no machine can 

speakk the language of this living mobility that is constantly being modified in accordance 

withh the lif e of the other, that is undergoing a perpetual transformation.(CAC:88;IR:51, 

myy italics) 

Thiss passage corresponds with a the following passage from An Ethics: 

Thee meaning that can be found (the meaning that must be refound - acm) on the male 

sidee is perhaps that of a debt toward the one who gave and still gives man life, in 

languagee as well. Language, however formal it may be, feeds on blood, on flesh, on 

materialmaterial elements. (EF:122;EE:127, my italics) 

11 See Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 101-121, for an exposition on Luce Irigaray's analysis that Plato's 
mythh of the cave propounds the view that truth can only be reached by cutting off the Intelligible 
fromm the Sensible. 
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InIn both these passages Luce Irigaray combines a critique on the present order of discourse with 

aa vision on a way to change this order, namely by re-introducing the values of the 'flesh' into 

discoursee again. The passages quoted call forth the idea that a language in which women would 

bee able to speak would be a language which would express (the) living values and would move 

alongg with the 'living mobility that is undergoing perpetual transformation'. This means in my 

vieww that the horizon of the female gender - and God as epitome of that horizon - ought to 

movee along or to correspond with the movements of the flesh as well. 

Thee idea that language moves along or corresponds with the movements of the flesh suggests 

ann interaction between Word and flesh. In the general introduction to the second part of this 

bookk I already wrote that I understand this interaction as a dialectical movement, or to be more 

precise,, as a to and fro between flesh and Word: language touches and moves the flesh, 

engenderingg the production of imago's, body-images, which are transfigured into speech, into 

words,, into language. 

II  use the word 'transfiguration' here to illuminate that the interaction between Word and 

fleshh is not a direct interaction of cause and effect.2 It is rather an interaction via intermediates, 

especiallyy through the imagination and the imaginary. I wil l develop the function of both the 

imaginationn and the imaginary as an interface between flesh and Word, or as the creative in-

betweenn between these two in the next chapter. 

InIn this chapter I wil l give a picture of my understanding of the notion 'flesh' in the expression 

'thee flesh becomes Word'. I wil l develop this picture by paying attention to the sequence 

'blood,, flesh, material elements', which appeared in the passage from An Ethics I quoted in the 

introduction.. In my view these three words and their network of meaning call forth an 

understandingg of the flesh in the sentence 'the flesh becomes Word'. Taken together they point 

towardd and picture the living flesh and the network of (living) values associated with this living 

flesh.. By paying attention to Luce Irigaray's use and interpretation of each of these words I 

wil ll  sketch this network, illuminating that it evokes the maternal-material substratum of 

languagee and of individual subjectivity. 

Inn this chapter, the word 'flesh' appears in two senses. It appears on the one hand in a narrow 

sensee when it refers to Luce Irigaray's use of the word flesh in some of her texts, for instance 

inn the sequence 'blood, flesh, material elements'. On the other hand I use it in a broad sense, 

recallingg the living mobility, or the maternal-material-natural substratum of language which has 

too become Word (in the feminine) so that women can speak their subjectivity. 

22 See also Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 40-41. 
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THEE FLESH: BLOOD, FLESH, MATERIAL ELEMENTS 

blood d 

InIn Luce Irigaray's work, especially in her earlier work, the notion 'blood' is used to evoke and 

signifyy the domain of the maternal-material, and to open up the order of representation. This 

impliess that in and through a discussion of the notion 'blood', Luce Irigaray discusses the 

representationn of Woman in this order of discourse as well. 

Lucee Irigaray uses the word 'blood' first of all to signify the repressed source and re-

sourcee of language, of subjectivity, of the order of discourse. This is most evident in her 

interpretationn of the suffering of the haemorrhaging woman. She interprets this bleeding as 

pointingg to the repression of the maternal-material as source of life as well as to the negation 

off  the mother as the one who gives lif e to the human subject. This meaning of the word 

'blood'' is evident in her remark that 'Re-semblance (re-semblant) cannot do without red 

blood.. Mother-matter-nature must go on forever nourishing speculation.'(CS:74;TS:77) In this 

passagee blood, and specifically red blood, is used as an image of the maternal-material, which 

iss imaged as living, breathing matter in and through the colour 'red'. 

Thee colour of the blood is an important aspect of Luce Irigaray's discussion of the notion 

'blood'.. In this passage Luce Irigaray creates an opposition between sang rouge (red blood) 

andd semblant which is a homophone for sang blanc (white blood).3 By making a distinction 

betweenn red blood and semblance/ white blood, she sets off the distinction between the 

maternal-materiall  and the order of representation. 

Inn the text 'When our lips speak together' Luce Irigaray uses an other colour to describe 

thee order of representation. In that texts she portrays semblance/white blood as dead blood, 

depictingg this dead blood as black blood.(CS:206;TS:207) This shift in the description of the 

colourr of semblance goes hand in hand with a shift on the meaning of the colour 'white'. She 

writes s 

(Blood)) flows within us, from us. Blood is familiar, close. You are all red. And so very 

white.. Both at once.(...) White and red at once, we give birth to all the colors: pinks, 

browns,, blonds, greens, blues... For this whiteness is no sham (du semblant). It is not dead 

33 See also Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 118. 
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blood,, black blood. Sham (le semblant) is black. It absorbs everything, closed in on itself, 

tryingg to come back to life...(CS:206;TS:207)4 

Thee effect of this shift is twofold: first the description of the order of representation, of 

semblancee is pictured by a new antithesis, namely between red blood and black blood, between 

lif ee and death, between the maternal-material and the order of representation. It thus illuminates 

thatt re-semblance stands for stasis, for the paralysis of the in-finite gushing of life(PN:23), and 

thuss for paralysis of the force of change. In this passage whiteness is pictured as close to red, 

closee to the maternal, and not as an antithesis of red. It is presented as a colour which takes on 

andd gives all colours, whereas the colour black absorbs all colours, absorbs (all) the colours of 

thee flesh, I am inclined to write5; an idea which underlines the paralysing effects of the order 

off  representation, because the colours of the flesh express 'our sexuate nature, that irreducible 

dimensionn of our incarnation' and 'in nature (...) they express life, its becoming and its 

developmentt according to days, seasons, years. (JTNF:134;JTNE: 109/110) A colour which 

absorbss all the colours (of the flesh) thus absorbs and paralyses all movement of lif e and the 

in-finitee gushing of life. 

Thee word 'gushing' evokes that blood is a body fluid. It thereby recalls Luce Irigaray's 

criticall  remarks about the preference of this order of discourse for the solid, unity and being 

abovee the fluid, plurality, becoming or change. It brings to mind the other body-fluids as 

amnioticc waters, milk and the mucous, thereby evoking an image of female corporeality in 

whichh the body is not solid nor one, but a living mobility. It suggests, moreover, that attention 

too the fluid and to fluidity would shake the foundations of the order of 

discourse,, (CAC: 81;IR:47) as it would (once more) reveal that discourse and logic are 

'powerlesss to incorporate all the characteristic features of nature in its 

writing'.. (CS: 105;TS: 106/107) And it suggests that when Luce Irigaray speaks of the living 

valuess which have to be re-introduced in language, she has values in mind which correspond 

withh the properties of the fluid. 

Secondly,, by the dissolution of the antithesis between red blood and white 

blood/semblance,, Luce Irigaray also dissolves the (deadly) opposition between the mother and 

44 I use this passage here to highlight the connection between 'flesh' and 'blood' through the use of 
thee language or metaphors of colours. The main issue of this passage, though, - as of the whole text 
-- is the dissolution of the antithesis between the mother and the virgin, which can be signified by 
thee colours red and white. 

55 In the texts 'Flesh Colors'(SP:;SG:153-165) and 'How to create our beauty'(JTNF: 131-
136;JTNE:: 107-111), Luce Irigaray develops the meaning of the different colours in the context of 
aa reflection on transfigurations of the flesh in beauty, in works of art. I will return to these texts 
inn chapter 9. 
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thee virgin in the representation of woman, an opposition which follows from their social status 

inn the traffic of women.6 She describes the difference between the mother and the virgin as a 

distinctionn between red blood and 'white blood'/semblance (sang blanc), and as a difference 

betweenn use value and exchange value. She comes to the conclusion that the whiteness and 

purityy of the virgin represents nothing but the value of the (white) virgin in the exchange 

systemm between men. She writes: 

TheThe virgin-woman(...) is pure exchange value. She is nothing but the possibility, the place, 

thee sign of relations among men (...) Red blood remains on the mother's side, but it has 

noo price, as such, in the social order; woman, for her part, as medium of exchange, is no 

longerr anything but semblance. The ritualized passage from woman to mother is 

accomplishedd by the violation of an envelope: the hymen(„.) Once deflowered, woman 

iss relegated to the status of use value.(CS:181;TS:186) 

Thee text 'When our lips speak together' in which Luce Irigaray exchanges the antithesis 

betweenn red blood/ mother/ the maternal and white blood/ semblance/ virgin for the antithesis 

off  red blood and black blood, can also be read as one lyrical polemic against this opposition 

betweenn mother and virgin, which is given meaning in and through these colours in the 

dominantt order of representation. This idea is called forth in the sentence: 'You don't become 

redd by losing your candid whiteness'(CS:206;TS:207). This sentence is explained a few pages 

laterr when Luce Irigaray writes: 

BetweenBetween us there's no rupture between virginal and non-virginal. No event that makes us 

women.. (...) Your/my body doesn't acquire its sex through an operation. Through the 

actionn of some power, function, or organ. Without any intervention or special 

manipulation,, you are a woman already.(CS:210;TS:211) 

Inn the text 'Women on the Market' (CS:167-185;TS: 170-191) Luce Irigaray reads Claude Levi-
Strausss Structures élémentaires de la parenté in conjunction with Karl Marx's Capital, section 1, 
chapterr 1. She analyses the status of women in terms of their value in the operations of exchange 
betweenn men. She concludes that the difference between the mother and the virgin can be described 
ass a distinction between red blood and semblance, but also as a difference between use value and 
exchangee value. 

Thee expression 'the traffic of women' is the title of a classical feminist text of the 
anthropologistt Gayle Rubin, who also analyzed Claude Levi Strauss's book from a feminist 
perspective.. It would be interesting to analyze the correspondences and differences between Luce 
Irigaray'ss 'Women on the Market' and Gayle Rubin's text 'The traffic of women: Notes on the 
Politicall  Economy of Sex', in Raina Reiter Rapp (ed), Toward an Anthropology of Women, New 
York:: Monthly Review Press, 1975, 157-210. 
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Readd in conjunction with the passage from 'Women on the market' on the respective colours 

andd values of the virgin-woman and the mother-woman, this passage underlines what is at stake 

inn the discussion of 'blood' and the colours of blood, notably the paralysing effects of the order 

off  representation upon the lives, upon the flesh of women. My presentation of Luce Irigaray's 

thoughtss on 'blood' also illuminates that a language which would move along or correspond 

withh the movements of the flesh, would be a fluid one; it would be incomplete, because it has 

too move along with the development, the becoming of the living mobility which wo/men are. 

thee flesh 

InIn everyday speech, the word 'flesh' refers to the material substance of the body, especially 

too the soft substance between skin and bones. It indicates muscles, nerve tissue, fat tissue, and 

bodyy fluids as blood and the mucous. The word 'flesh' calls forth a picture of the body as a 

bodyy in movement. It also evokes the conception of sensible matter, of the matter or medium 

inn and through which the perceptions of the senses are transferred and translated. Both pictures 

cann be seen as an interpretation of the word 'flesh' in the sequence 'blood, flesh, material 

elements'.. In this interpretation 'flesh' is associated with 'the body' and with corporeality. The 

correspondencee between these two notions is obvious as 'flesh' denotes corporeal matter. But 

itit  must be noted that 'body' and 'flesh' are not equivalent to each other in Luce Irigaray's 

work.77 They are used in different fields of meaning. Whereas the word 'body' is associated 

withh notions as 'place' or 'location', with boundaries and with the distinctions between inner 

andd outer, the word 'flesh' appears as sensible matter, more particularly as 'that in which I 

touchh or am touched.'(EF:152;EE:161) Luce Irigaray expounds this understanding of the flesh 

inn her text 'The Invisible of the Flesh. A Reading of Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the 

Invisible,Invisible, "the Intertwining-The Chiasm"'.(EF:143-171;EE;151-184) 

77 This statement is based upon a concordantie analysis on the word 'corps' and 'chair' in some of 
Lucee Irigaray's texts, notably in An Ethics of Sexual Difference, Sexes and Genealogies, in the last 
chapterr of Marine Lover and in some uncollected texts, as 'Une Lacune Natale pour Unica Zürn', 
in:: Nouvelles Commerce, nr 62/63, Paris 1985, p. 39-47; 'A Natal Lacuna', translated and 
introducedd by M. Wbitford, in Women's Art Magazine nr 58, May/June 1994, London 1994, p. 11-
14,, and Une Attention au Souffle dans la Vie, la Pensee, I'Amour, first published privately by Luce 
Irigaray,, Paris 1990; recently republished as 'Enseignements Orientaux' in: Luce Irigaray, Entre 
OrientOrient et Occident, Paris: Grasset, 1999, 69-97. 

Myy analysis rendered that 'corps' or 'body' designates a whole, an entity. It has 
connotationss of place, situating and being rooted, or taking up roots, both in one's own flesh, one's 
ownn pleasure, as in the social, aesthetic ethic and spiritual space. The connotations of the word 
'chair'' or 'flesh' are presented in this paragraph. I presented the results of this analysis also as a 
paperr at the annual symposium of the research seminar of Prof, dr R. Braidotti on May 27, 1993. 
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Mauricee Merleau-Ponty develops this notion in the context of his project to rethink the 

relationss of human beings and the world, perception, language and thinking.8 He understands 

thee flesh as being's most elementary level.9 It is what the body - as the privileged site of 

carnalityy - and the world have in common.10 He characterizes this most elementary level as 

thee visible. The body is surrounded by the visible in close intimacy, as close as sea and 

strand.111 The emergence of the subject from this intimacy can be seen as an effect of the 

reversibilityy of the flesh, because in the flesh seeing and being seen reverse. This reversibility 

off  the flesh means that it has a dual orientation, or a 'double sensation', notably both inward 

ass outward.12 Maurice Merleau-Ponty explains the notion of 'double sensation' with an 

examplee which is about touch rather than about vision. In his example a left hand touches the 

rightright hand, which is touching an object. The right hand then has the double sensation of being 

thee object and the subject of the touch. This double sensation thus consists of the possibility that 

eachh hand is in the position to take up the role of the toucher and of the touched. This idea of 

thee double sensation or of the reversibility of the flesh is used by Maurice Merleau-Ponty to 

writee about the reversibility of the flesh as visible 'matter'. In seeing the visible, the seer (f/m) 

becomess aware of the 'vision' of the visible and hence of his 'own' visibility, of his 

commonalityy with the visible world: as visible. The seer (f/m) becomes aware that 'subject' 

andd 'object' are of the same 'matter', notably of flesh. The visible world then is a mirror of 

thee subjects visibility. 

88 See Jan van der Veken, Zien, Spreken, Denken, in Tijdschrift voor Filosofie, Leuven 1978, 12. 

99 Elisabeth Grosz, Volatile Bodies. Toward a Corporeal Feminism, Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press,, 1994, 100. 

100 Van der Veken, Zien, Spreken, Denken, 15-16. 

111 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, transl. by Alphonso Lingis, Evanston: North-
westernn University Press, 1968, 130-131, quoted by Luce Irigaray in An Ethics, EF:144;EE:152. 

122 The following exposition of the reversibility of the flesh is based upon Elizabeth Grosz's Volatile 
Bodies,Bodies, 100-103. 
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touchtouch and the tangible 

Lucee Irigaray agrees with Maurice Merleau-Ponty that the flesh is the most elementary level 

off  being and of being in the world. But she modifies his understanding of the flesh in two 

interrelatedd ways. She makes clear that the flesh is not primarily marked by vision and the 

visible,, but by touch and the tangible. She moreover presents the flesh, this medium in which 

II  touch and am touched, as withdrawn from sight.(EF:152;EE:161). 

Inn 'Divine Women' (SP:69-75;SG:57-72), Luce Irigaray formulates the primacy of the 
touchh very clearly when she writes that 

thee sense that underlies all the other four senses, that exists or insists in them all, which 

iss also our first sense, and the sense that constitutes all living (habiter), all environment 

{milieu){milieu) (SP:71;SG:59, transl. adapt.) 

Inn this passage a number of thoughts of Luce Irigaray on the sense of touch come together. 

First,, when she writes that all living and all environment are constituted by the sense of touch, 

shee illuminates her conception of the flesh - that what the body (the privileged site of carnality) 

andd the world have in common - as characterized by touch and the tangible. Thus whereas 

Mauricee Merleau-Ponty understood the flesh, beings most elementary level, as the visible, she 

understandss it as the tangible. 

Secondly,, she calls this sense the first of the senses as it precedes all other senses. We 

touchh and are touched from our conception. We become aware of an invisible presence of the 

(m)otherr before we are born through touching and being touched. Camille Mortagne describes 

thiss primacy as follows: 

Touchingg and being touched precede all sensible perceptions. The primary experience is 

onee of a totally being taken up (or gathered) in-touch-with, touched everywhere at once. 

Thee tangible/touched/being touched is received before any discernment (or discrimination) 

enabless the human being to know whether he sees, hears, smells, tastes or touches.13 

Thirdly,, touch is the primary sense because it exists or insists in all the other senses, as Luce 

Irigarayy formulates it in 'Divine Women'. This idea can be explained by Luce Irigaray's 

critiquee of Maurice Merleau-Ponty's idea that the visible and the tangible need each other 

reciprocally.. According to her, the visible needs the tangible more than the tangible needs the 

133 Camille Mortagne, 'Op de Adem van de Kosmos', in: Lust & Gratie. Lesbisch-Cultured Tijdschrift 
18,18, Amsterdam 1988, 45, (my transl.) 
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visible.. She explains this succinctly when she writes that 'I see only by the touch of light and 

myy eyes are situated in my body'(EF:155;EE:165). Seeing is thus interpreted as situated in the 

tangible,, as it is a 'being touched by light'. She also describes the eyes, the 'organs' which 

aree touched by light, as part of the tangible matter that a human being is. This argument can 

alsoo be used with respect to the sense of hearing, for hearing can be interpreted as a being 

touchedd by sound, whereby sound touches the ear, which is situated in my tangible body. 

Throughh this reasoning, Luce Irigaray argues that - although it is possible to distance oneself 

too a large extent from the body - seeing or hearing remain connected to or even carried by the 

tangible.. Looking or seeing then becomes a mode of touching/being touched of and by the 

other. . 

Thiss picture of the relation between touch and the other senses brings me to the last aspect 

off  Luce Irigaray's idea that the sense of touch insists in all the senses, notably to the 'nature' 

off  the sense of touch and the tangible. Touch can be characterized as movement, the movement 

off  the senses, the movement of and in the tangible matter. This movement is withdrawn from 

sight,, therefore invisible, which ties Luce Irigaray's first modification of Maurice Merleau-

Ponty'ss thoughts to her second. Characterizing touch and the tangible as movement suggests 

thatt flesh might be thought of as matter-in-flux, with a rhythm that obeys the laws of the fluid, 

ratherr than the laws of the solid. This last association of the flesh with fluidity is affirmed by 

aa remark of Luce Irigaray in which she associates this sensible medium, in which we touch and 

aree touched, with the mucous of the carnal. (EF:152;EE:162) 

Lucee Irigaray uses the notion 'the mucous' mostly in the context of the 'flesh', calling 

forthh an image of the flesh as matter-in-flux. In the following pages I wil l therefore pay special 

attentionn to this rather opaque notion in Luce Irigaray's work . 

thethe mucous 

Thee mucous, or the French 'le muqueux', has no clear referent, due to the fact that it is an 

adjectivee turned into a noun,14 It evokes the mucus, the slimy substance, as well as the mucous 

membraness that are secreting the mucus. The associations called forth by this notion in Luce 

Mgaray'ss work have to do with these two 'implied' referents. For the mucous evokes the 

propertiess of the mucus - colourless, opaque, liquid or viscose, not (a) solid, not even fixed in 

144 'Le muqueux' means the 'mucous'. The mucous membranes are called 'la muqueuse'. However, 
perhapss because of the indeterminate referent, the English translations of Luce Irigaray texts often 
translatee 'le muqueux' with 'the mucous membranes' especially when the word appears in combi-
nationn with a proposition, for example in 'du muqueux' or 'au muqueux'. Luce Irigaray writes 
inn particular about the mucous in An Ethics and in 'La Limite du Transfert' in Parley 293-305, 
translatedd as 'The Limit of Transference' in The Irigaray Reader, 105-117. 
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itss quantities, sometimes more at other times less. These associations set off the idea that the 

mucouss is an 'in-between' medium. As it is in-between, the mucous changes (in) volume and 

(in)) contour, depending upon touch of the one and the other. As 'in-between' the mucous 

remainss (associated with the) unfinished, the in-finite. 

Thee notion 'the mucous' recalls moreover the sites of the mucous membranes, the cavities 

off  the body: the nose, but more importantly, the mouth, the vagina and the womb. These 

cavitiess are lined with mucous membranes secreting the mucus, although the vagina is not lined 

withh mucous membranes but is kept moist by the womb. These sites set off the 'in between-

ness'' of the mucous, for it suggests that the mucous is between outside and inside. It elucidates 

moreoverr that the movement of the flesh indicated by the mucous is a movement or passage 

fromm exterior to interior and back again. I interpret this movement as the movement of the 

senses,, of the tangible flesh caused by the touch of the other. 

Thesee sites also call forth the porosity and permeability of the mucous membranes 

throughh which this movement from inner to outer and back again takes place. The permeability 

andd porosity of the mucous membrane call forth two sets of associations. First, it suggests a 

correspondencee between the mucous and the mucous membranes and the placentary abode of 

whichh Luce Irigaray explains that it is not only permeable tissue but nourishing envelope as 

well,(EF:: 103+119;EE: 105+123) mediating the gift of life. This correspondence induces the 

associationn that the mucous mediates lif e too, because it mediates the 'most secret energies of 

thee maternal', the energies of generation and becoming.(PN:297/298;IR:109) 

Thee second set of associations sets off Luce Irigaray's remark about 'the sensible 

mediumm in which I touch or am touched' For the permeability and porosity of the mucous 

membraness suggest that the movement of the mucous is a subtle and invisible one, in which 

thee mucus transgresses and overflows the mucous membranes. Luce Irigaray's painting of the 

mouth,, the vagina and the lips of the female sex as 'thresholds to the mucous'(EF:24;EE:18) 

affirmss this interpretation. 

Thiss interpretation of the mucous underlines (again) that the flesh must be thought of as 

porouss and 'fluid', as instable, changing volume and contour in response to, moved by and 

movingg along with the touch of the one and the other. It moreover sheds light upon Luce 

Irigaray'ss remark about the tangible as 'a landscape much vaster (than the visible, acm), but 

neverr enclosed in a map' (EF:154;EE:164). For it illuminates that the subtle and invisible 

movementt of the mucous does not obey the laws and rhythms of the solid, but obeys rather the 

mechanicss of the fluid. Therefore it can not be solidified into an enclosed map or a closed off 

volume.. This image reminds me of her image of the maternal, of matter and nature as une 

volumevolume ineontournable in the rare sense of 'a volume of which it is difficult to trace or fashion 
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thee contours' as well as in its received meaning of 'a volume which is impossible to avoid or 

neglect'.15 5 

Thee mucous must not only be read in the context of the flesh as sensible medium but also in 

thee context of Luce Irigaray's assertion that the movement of the flesh is withdrawn from sight. 

Forr although the mucus might sometimes transgress the mucous membranes, Luce Irigaray 

connotess the mucous as invisible and interior. She brings it in relation to the interiority of the 

flesh.. In 'The Invisible of the Flesh' she underlines this invisibility of the mucous, writing: 

Thee mucous, that most intimate interior of my flesh, (which is) neither the touch of the 

outsidee of the skin of my fingers, nor the perception of the inside of these same fingers, 

butt another threshold of the passage from outside to inside, from inside to outside, 

betweenn inside and outside, between outside and inside, this mucous I wil l never see 

either.. (EF:159;EE:170, transl. adapt.) 

Thee invisibility of the mucous or the invisibility of the movement of the tangible by the touch 

off  the senses does not mean that this movement cannot be perceived, though. For although these 

movementss from outer to inner as well as from inner to outer are invisible, this passage might 

bee 'felt'. To feel this movement, however, asks for an openness to the movement of this 

sensiblee medium, the flesh. It asks for a heightened sensibility to the movements of the senses, 

whichh means that the senses must be 'kept alert, not destroyed, covered or 

dirtied,(EF:139;EE;148),, to perceive the subtle communication between the subject and the 

other.. This presupposes a double orientation of the flesh, both inward and outward: an openness 

155 My interpretation of the word 'incontournable' is based upon a contraction of the meanings offered 
inn the lemma's 'contourner' and 'incontournable' of Le Petit Robert, because the meaning 
'difficultt to circumscribe' is not given in the dictionary. 

Inn the text 'Je-Luce Irigaray. A meeting with Luce Irigaray', Luce Irigaray speaks about the 
difficultiess in translating her work and mentions the short-comings of the two English translations 
off  the title of Tincontournable volume': 'Volume fluidity' and 'volume without contours'. She 
says: : 

Errorss of translation may come from the fact that I am opening a new field of thought. (...) 
Byy Tincontournable volume' I simply meant a volume that can't be circumscribed because 
it'ss open. Thus, it didn't mean either 'volume fluidity' or 'volume without contours'. It's 
ann allusion to the morphology of the female body and I say that this morphology is an open 
volume,, one that can't be circumscribed. A closed volume can be circumscribed; an open 
volumee can't be circumscribed. 

Elizabethh Hirsch and Gary A. Olson, '"Je - Luce Irigaray": A meeting with Luce Irigaray', in: 
HypatiaHypatia vol 10 (1995) 2, 98. See for a summary of this text Margaret Whitford, 'Introduction to 
Sectionn I: The critique of Patriarchy', in: The Irigaray Reader, 27-29. 
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forr the manner in which the other (object) touches the sensible matter of the self as well as an 

opennesss for the other, for the caress of the other. 

carnalcarnal matter 

Withh this last expression, which points to Luce Irigaray's text 'The Fecundity of the 

Caress'(EF:: 173-199;EE: 185-217) and to her reflections upon the love of the other, I want to 

introducee the last aspect of the meaning of the flesh as well as of the mucous. For both the 

mucouss as well as the flesh as sensible, tangible matter are also connoted as carnal matter in 

itss strict sense, evoking erotic love and sexual exchanges between the lovers. This comes to the 

foree in sentences as 'very few couples are fertile in the flesh in its strict 

meaning.'(SP:72;SG:600 transl. adapt.) or 'Liberate the carnal encounters from the taboos that 

pervertt them'(AM:182;ML:170, transl. adapt.). 

Thee understanding of the flesh as libidinal or passionate matter can be interpreted as a 

specificationn of the flesh as tangible matter. It sets off Luce Irigaray's view that erotic love is 

expressedd by the touch of the caress, whereof she writes that 'it is (t)he gesture, which is 

alwayss and still preliminary to and in all nuptials, which weds without consum(mat)ing, which 

perfectss while abiding by the outlines of the other'(EF:174;EF:186). She paints this touch as 'a 

crossingg of the boundary of the skin into the mucous membranes of the body, leaving the circle 

whichh encloses my solitude to meet in a shared space, a shared breath, ...'(QEL:913;TR;180) 

Lucee Irigaray's conception of the flesh as tangible, libidinal matter sets off Luce Irigaray's 

usee of 'flesh' or 'the carnal' in the context of the fulfilment of erotic love, which she pictures 

ass a fulfilment of the flesh. This becomes clear in a passage from 'Divine Women' where she 

remarkss that love in tales as Mélusine and the Swan-Knight is always star-crossed. 'Neither 

flesh,, nor spirit, nor body, nor name are allied, generated, regenerated allowed to flourish' 

(SP:71;SG:59).. This idea is also evident in 'The Fecundity of the Caress', when Luce Irigaray 

writes:: 'The beloved's beauty announces the fulfilment of the flesh. More beautiful or 

differentlyy beautiful after love than in all her finery and shows (or displays).'(EF:177;EE:190, 

transl.. adapt.) Both passages paint the fulfilment of the flesh as a flourishing, as a becoming 

fecundd in another way than in the strict reproductive sense, but rather as 'the fecundity of a 

birthh and regeneration, but also the production of a new age of thought, art, poetry, language: 

thee creation of a new poetics.\EF:\3;EE:5) 

Thee conception of the flesh as carnal matter, as libidinal or passionate matter, provides the 

connectionn between the flesh and the material elements. This connection comes to the fore in 

thee following passage in which Luce Irigaray writes about her fascination for the material 

elements: : 
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Writingg Marine Lover, Passions élémentaires, and L'Oubli de I'Air, I had thought of 

doingg a study of our relations to the elements: water, earth, fire, air. I was anxious to go 

backk to those natural matters that constitute the origin of our bodies, of our life, of our 

environment,, the flesh of our passions.(...) We still pas our daily lives in a universe that 

iss composed and is known to be composed of four elements: air, water, fire, and earth. 

Wee are made up of these elements and we live in them. They determine, more or less 

freely,, our attractions, our affects, our passions, our limits, our aspirations. (SP:69;SG:57) 

Somee of the issues, which I discussed in the above in connection to 'blood' and 'flesh', return 

inn dm passage, but this time under the heading of 'the elements'. I am thinking in particular 

aboutt the thought that the passions are material, moving tangible matter, as well as the idea that 

beingg and becoming are material, transfigurations of maternal, natural matter. In the following 

elaborationn of Luce Irigaray's thoughts on the elements I wil l return to these thoughts and show 

howw they are connected to or reformulated by the language of the elements. 

thee material elements 

Ass I wrote in the above, Luce Irigaray's turn to the language of the elements can be understood 

ass a reminder of the materiality of the passions as well as a reminder of the materiality of being 

andd becoming. In the above quoted passage from 'Divine Women' she mentions the works that 

aree testimonies to her study of our relations to the elements, namely Marine Lover ofFriedrich 

Nietzsche,Nietzsche, Elemental Passions and L'Oubli de 1'Air (The oversight or neglect of air). In these 

workss Luce Irigaray takes up and reflects upon the philosophy of the Pre-Socratics, particularly 

uponn the philosophy of Empedocles, but also upon the work of those philosophers, who 

likewisee discussed the philosophy of the Pre-Socratics.16 Empedocles understood the world or 

thee cosmos as constituted by the four elements. He tried to explain the being and the becoming 

off  all things through the interactions and transmutations of the four elements or their alliances, 

andd he interpreted the difference and plurality of being through the different combinations of 

thee four elements. Aristoteles added to the concept of the elements by elaborating a theory of 

thee combination of the elements, whereby he could explain changes in being of all things. He 

characterizedd them in terms of the qualities warm, cold, dry and humid as he presupposed that 

166 Elizabeth Grosz elaborates the connection between Luce Irigaray's elemental philosophy and the 
philosophyy of Empedocles in her book Sexual Subversions. Three French Feminists, Sydney: Allen 
&&  Ulwin, 1989, 168-169. In An Ethics Luce Irigaray mentions next to Empedocles also Martin 
Heidegger'ss seminar on Heraclitus as one of her 'inter'-texts. (EF:123;EE:128). 
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thosee elements which had one characteristic in common would mix easily. Thus he 

characterizedd fire as warm and dry; air as warm and humid; water as cold and humid and earth 

ass cold and dry.17 Empedocles on the other hand understood becoming as governed by love 

orr strife. Love brings the elements together in an alliance or unity while strife tears them apart. 

Inn Elizabeth Grosz' elaboration of Luce Irigaray's thoughts on the elemental, this latter 

interpretationn of becoming makes Empedocles' 'philosophy a rich metaphor for contemplating 

thee possibilities of autonomy and interaction between the two sexes.'18 

Elizabethh Grosz' interpretation of the possibilities of the language of the elements is useful 

too interpret Luce Irigaray's own move to the language of the elements in her reading of 

Friedrichh Nietzsche and Martin Heidegger. It enables her 'to have a fling with a philosopher' 

(CS:147;TS:150),, to love a philosopher while remaining autonomous. She explains this 

'movementt in an interview called 'Nietzsche, Freud et les Femmes', published in Le Corps 

aa Corps avec la mere (CAC: 43-72) when she answers about her relation to and reading of 

Friedrichh Nietzsche the following: 

II  would like to say that you interpret this love-hate movement in terms of ambivalence 

andd in terms of a problematic of masculine love-making. (...) My movement is not like 

that.. That is one of saying: 'I love you, but I do not want to be taken into your circle. 

Tryy to hear her who is outside. I do not want to be simply your double. I interpellate and 

appeall  you from outside, from outside the eternal rupture, from outside the wil l to power. 

Tryy to hear me.' This is an appeal and a refusal. I do not think that one should speak of 

hatee here /in this case. (...) It is an attempt to mark a difference, hence the choice of the 

sea-waterr element which evokes the amniotic waters that posit a check upon the eternal 

return.(CAC:: 48/49, my transl.) 

Thiss passage explains that the language of the elements offers her a means to touch and move 

thee philosopher's thoughts by representing what has remained outside his system.19 

Margarett Whitford introduces a second aspect in her interpretation of Luce Irigaray's turn to 

thee language of the elements. She reads it as a means 'to explore the realization or failure of 

177 See A.Lumpe, 'Element', Historisches Wörterbuch der Philosophic 2, 440-441 

188 Grosz, Sexual Subversions, 169. 

199 In her reading of Martin Heidegger's work Luce Irigaray presents air as the forgotten element in 
hiss philosophy of Being. 
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love,, whether the creative love between the sexes (...) or the love between those of the same 

sex.'200 She moreover draws attention to the fact that it enables Luce Irigaray 

too speak of the female body, of its morphology, and of the erotic, while avoiding the 

dominantt sexual metaphoricity which is scopic and organized around the males gaze; she 

cann speak instead of it in terms of space and thresholds and fluids, fire and water, air and 

earth,, without objectifying, hypostatizing, or essentializing it.21 

Thiss latter interpretation of Luce Irigaray's introduction of the elements can be underlined by 

Lucee Irigaray's comments about the fate of the fairy Mélusine in 'Divine Women'. This story 

inducess her to open this text with her remarks about the elements, notably that 'the four 

elementss determine our attractions, our affects, our passions, our aspirations'(SP:69;SG:57). The 

storyy of the fairy Mélusine and of her (unhappy) marriage to Raymond de Lusignan can be read 

andd interpreted in different ways, as I wil l do in this book. Paying attention to the imagery of 

thee elements is one of them. Seen from this perspective Mélusine and Raymond de Lusignan 

appearr as a couple which gives birth to offspring, but has difficulty with love. This difficulty 

withh love comes to the fore in Mélusine' s partial incarnations - first half-woman/ half-snake, 

thenn half-woman/ half-flying snake - which signify (a) strife between the elements. 

Mélusinee is portrayed as extraordinarily fecund: the narrative tells of the fruitfulness of 

thee land she cultivates, of her power to build cities, and of the ten children she gives birth to. 

Butt the happiness of her marriage is marred by her secret: her mother has cursed her to spend 

everyy Saturday in a bath-tub, changed from a woman into half-woman/ half-snake, when she 

wouldd marry a human being. As long as Raymond respects her secret they can be and stay 

married.. As soon as he violates his promise not to visit her on Saturday, she has to leave him 

transformedd into a figure of half-woman/ half-snake. 

Thee first incarnation of Mélusine can be interpreted as indicating that water and earth -

representedd by the waters of the bath-tub and by the snake as symbol of die chtonic - are the 

dominantt elements which constitute her being. They also explain her extraordinary fecundity. 

Herr transformation into half-woman/ half-flying serpent (after her secret is revealed and 

Raymondd curses her publicly as a 'very false serpent') highlights her transition to the elements 

off  fire and air, because the flying serpent might also be understood as a dragon, the symbol of 

200 Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 61. 

211 Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 62. 
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fire.fire. The language of the elements - and especially the philosophical understanding of being 

andd becoming as the result of a mingling of the elements - reveals that Mélusine is torn apart 

betweenn different attractions, affects, passions, aspirations. It sheds a different, unexpected light 

uponn the impossibility to become 'fully' woman, a 'mixture' of all the elements, within a 

patriarchall  and feudal system,23 to be fecund and passionate, maternal and (a) female subject, 

inn other words, 'to realize the fullness of what we are capable of being.'(SP: 73 ;SG:61) 

Lastly,, I would like to point out that Luce Irigaray suggests in 'Divine Women' that being and 

becomingg are constituted by the elements and that being and becoming are dominated by 

differentt elements at different times of our becoming. This idea is reflected in the following 

passagee from 'Divine Women': 

Andd in this we still resemble plants. We climb towards God and dwell in Him, without 

killin gg the mother-earth where our roots he, without denying the sky either. Rooted in the 

earth,, fed by rain and spring waters, we grow and flourish in the air, thanks to the light 

fromm the sky, the warmth of the sun.(SP:81;SG:69, transl. adapt.) 

Itt also comes to the fore in expressions as 'our becoming breath, becoming space' or 'our 

emergingg out of the water', and in a sentence as 'After the envelope (or wrapping) full of 

waterwater of our prenatal sojourn (or abode) we have to construct, littl e by little, an envelope (or 

wrapping)) of air of our earthly sojourn (or dwelling)'(SP:78;SG:66, transl. adapt.) This last 

sentencee clarifies that water, earth, air and fire are the elements which constitute the material 

wrapp or envelope through which the subject receives life, light and warmth, and wherewith the 

subjectt becomes. Whereas the wrap of water denotes the womb as 'first nourishing earth, first 

waters,, first sheaths, first membranes...'(SP^ojSGiK),24 the wrap of air makes it possible to 

222 For more information about Jean d'Arras' book Mélusine and its literary context, see: Jacques Le 
Gofff  and Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, 'Mélusine materoelle et défricheuse', in: Les Annates mai-
aoiitt 1971, especially 587-603. 

233 See for an interpretation of Mélusine as a narrative about gender-roles in a patriarchal and feudal 
system:: Irmela von der Lühe, 'Die Frau als Naturwesen im Volksbuch von der Mélusine', in: 
Gruppee der Berliner Dozentinnen (ed) Frauen und Wissenschaft. Beitrage zur Berliner 
SommeruniversitdtSommeruniversitdt flir  Frauen, Juli 1976, Berlin: Courage Verlag, 1977, 220-229.1 want to thank 
Kathrinn Althans who drew my attention to this text. 

244 In 'Genese' Agnes Vincenot writes that few philosophers ask the question 'whence do I exist?'. 
Shee explaines that this question is double-edged, because it asks both after the origin of existence 
ass well as after the 'how, out of which matter am I constituted'. Agnes Vincenot argues that this 
questionn is one of the most insistent questions of Luce Irigaray. She elaborates this argument in and 
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breathe,, thus to live. It enables singing and speaking and it constitutes the space to move in as 

welll  as the space between the subject and the other. 

Thiss last interpretation of Luce Irigaray's reference to the material elements show that the 

elementss are connected to the maternal and also to 'blood' in so far as blood transports both 

nourishmentt (life) in the prenatal as well as air (life) in the post-natal sojourn. This 

correspondencee illuminates (again) the many parallels between blood, flesh and material 

elements.. It underlines my assertion that these notions are almost equivalent to each other. By 

givingg a detailed reading of these three notions I have given a picture of the notion 'flesh' in 

itss broad sense. I have presented it as elemental, sensible, tangible and libidinal matter, as the 

conditionn of the possibility of our-being-in-the world. Although I have shown that the notion 

'flesh'' is also heavily connoted as 'maternal', I do not mention it in this series of attributes, 

butt I have chosen the attribute 'elemental' instead, because of the many parallels between the 

maternall  and the elemental. I do so because I would like to shift the understanding of the notion 

'maternal'.. Instead of affirming '(the) maternal' as representation of 'mother-matter-nature', 

II  want to stress 'maternal' as an attribute denoting the potentiality of giving space, nourishment 

andd touch to another in the pre-natal period as well as the presence of the one who(se body) 

offerss this space, nourishment and lif e to another. This shift is aimed at freeing women-mothers 

fromm an interpretation of the maternal, in which they are cast as 'the guardians of the 

phylogenesiss of the human race'(SP:78;SG:66) or in which 'mother-matter-nature must go on 

foreverr nourishing speculation,.(CS:74;TS:77) In my view, the body of the mother is the first 

abode,, after birth it is the flesh as elemental, sensible, tangible and libidinal matter that is 

situatingg the 'being-in-the world' of a human being. 

BEINGG IS ROOTED IN THE FLESH. 

Myy picture of the flesh as elemental, sensible, tangible and libidinal matter brings out Luce 

Irigaray'ss thesis that the flesh constitutes our 'dwelling' on earth, the fond of (our) being and 

off  our 'being here'. According to Agnes Vincenot, this understanding of the flesh can be read 

ass a reinterpretation of Martin Heidegger's understanding of Being. Agnes Vincenot explains 

thatt whereas Martin Heidegger understands Being as 'dwelling' or 'living in the proximity of 

thee things', Luce Irigaray presents it as 'living in a cosmos of earth, water, fire and air, living 

throughh a meditation upon some of the figurations of woman in Luce Irigaray's work, thereby using 
thee language and images of the elements to image these figurations. One of these figurations is that 
off  the womb. Agnes Vincenot tries to name, imagine and interpret the materiality of the womb, by 
usingg the words, images and meanings used to speak of natural matter. See Agnes Vincenot, 
'Genese',, in Renaissance, 47-88, especially 48 and 53. 
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inn a body which can be sensing/ sensible matter and relating from there to the things and the 

livingg beings.25 Agnes Vincenot's interpretation of being as 'living in a body which can be 

sensing// sensible matter' is affirmed by Luce Irigaray's remark 'that touch, the sense that 

underliess all the other four senses, is the sense that constitutes all living (habiter), all 

environmentt (milieu)' (SP:71;SG:59, transl. adapt.) Agnes Vincenot argues moreover that in 

Lucee Irigaray's understanding of being, the sensible must be seen as (a) transcendental. She 

explainss this interpretation as follows: 

II  do not understand the word 'transcendental' as supra-natural, (...) but as 'necessary', 

'impossiblee to think away'. I think that Luce Irigaray rethinks and adds to the notion of 

thee 'transcendental Ego' of the founder of the Phenomenology, Husserl. (...) Luce Irigaray 

addss to this notion of 'transcendental Ego' - the integral structure of connection between 

humann beings and the world - the stipulation: this is a sensible structure. We do not live 

thankss to the 'cogito' only, nor thanks to a 'cogito mundum' or a 'video mundum' (...). 

Wee live thanks to a tango mundum, a 'tango' which is a 'tangor mundum' at the same 

time.. I touch the world and am touched by the world.( My transl.)26 

Inn my view Agnes Vincenot's interpretation of 'the sensible transcendental' follows from Luce 

Irigaray'ss analysis that discourse and language have been erected by cutting off the sensible 

fromm the Intelligible, the maternal from the paternal, so that identity and subjectivity are 

conceivedd as belonging to the realm of the Intelligible, to the incorporeal. Her reading of the 

notionn 'sensible transcendental' illuminates that Luce Irigaray understands identity and 

subjectivityy as situated in the flesh, in elemental, sensible, tangible and libidinal matter. 

Thiss idea has wide-ranging and diverse consequences, which are connected however, because 

theyy point towards a feminist, materialist epistemology. I wil l indicate very briefly a few of the 

implicationss of this idea that identity and subjectivity are rooted in the flesh. First, it implies 

aa shift in the understanding of the process of acquiring knowledge of the embodied self and of 

255 Agnes Vincenot, Een mythe aan de horizon, unpublished paper presented at the conference Festival 
derder Utopieën, January 18-19, 1996 at the Katholieke Universiteit Brabrant, Tilburg. 

266 Agnes Vincenot, Voor Denise, unpublished paper offered at the colloquium to discuss the 
dissertationn of Denise de Costa, Anne Frank & Etty Hilleswn, Spritualiteit, Schrijverschap, 
Seksualiteit,Seksualiteit, Haarlem: Uitgeverij Balans, 1996. This symposium was organised by the Universiteit 
voorr Humanistiek, Utrecht, 18 oktober 1996. She also advances this thought in the unpublished 
paperr 'Een mythe aan de Horizon'. See note 26. 
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thee world around in which wo/man is rooted. It follows from the understanding of our being-in-

the-worldd as a sensible-being-in-the-world that this process starts with and is rooted in (the) 

sensiblee experience of the self and the world. This means that the Intelligible, the 'Word' 

cannott be (thought as) cut off from this sensible being-in-the-world, but radier that it has to be 

thoughtt through as a transfiguration of this sensible being-in-the-world. 

Secondly,, this attention for the sensible and for the sensible experience in the process of 

thee acquisition of knowledge wil l require a heigthening of the sensibility and alertness of the 

senses,, as human beings particpate and know the world through their activity. 

Thirdly,, the view that wo/man's being-in-the-world is rooted in the sensible affects the 

mannerr in which we structure this knowledge; it affects in particular the dualistic structure of 

ourr knowledge system. It makes it difficult for instance to stage the relation between thought 

andd body or between wo/man and the material world as a hierarchical relation with wo/man 

dominatingg (and exploiting) the material world. On the other hand, beginning with the flesh, 

withh the sensible experience does not mean the staging of a new dualistic opposition between 

thee sensible and the intelligible, either, nor the introduction of a new foundationalism, this time 

inn sensible experience. I would rather like to suggest that the relation between die sensible and 

thee Intelligible must be seen as a dialectical relation between flesh and Word, between the 

sensiblee and the Intelligible and between sensible experience and Reason. 

Suchh a dialectical understanding of the relation between flesh and Word also affects the 

conceptionn of God. It breaks with conceptions of God as an incorporeal, transcendent Being. 

Forr such an understanding of God is rooted in a worldview in which the sensible and the 

immanentt are cut off from the Intelligible and the transcendent. It implies, on the contrary, that 

thee notion 'God' is rooted in the sensible as well, mat it must be understood as die effect of 

aa process of transfigurations of a sensible experience in an image, a word, in a horizon of 

gestures,, images, words, into a Word. 

Beforee I return to this understanding of the notion 'God' to eleborate it further, I wil l first 

exploree Luce Irigaray's notion of me morphology of the female gender in me next chapter. For 

shee asserts that die morphology of one's gender affects the process of die transfiguration of the 

sensiblee experience in an pictorial or discursive image, so that they move along widi the 

movementss of the sensible being in the world. 
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5.. Morphology: corporeal, imaginary, 
linguisticc differences between the sexes. 

Myy elaboration of Luce Irigaray's understanding of the notion flesh in the previous chapter has 

elucidatedd that the flesh must be understood as elemental, sensible, tangible and libidinal matter. 

II  also argued that this matter constituted our being-in-the-world as well as our knowledge of 

thee world. In this chapter I wil l add to this understanding of the flesh that it is also sexuated: 

thatt it is not neutral, but male or female. 

Thiss means that I argue for the distinction of two modes 'being-in-the-world', a male and 

aa female one, as well as for the necessity to acknowledge that 'humans come always into the 

worldd as female or male, never otherwise'1 which makes that this difference must be thought 

throughh as an ontological difference.2 

Inn this chapter I wil l develop the thought that it is necessary to distinguish a male and female 

modee of 'being-in-the-world' by giving a careful reading of Luce Irigaray's use of the notion 

'morphology'.. I wil l show that this is a multi-layered notion which brings the corporeal, the 

imaginaryy and die symbolic together. Luce Irigaray uses this notion to evoke and paint the 

corporeall  differences between the sexes. But she uses tiiis notion also in her analysis of 

(dominant)) tiiought-processes, making a connection between die morphology of die body and 

thee imaginary morphology underlying western discourse. This second use of die notion 

'morphology'' points towards the role of die imaginary as in-between the corporeal morphology 

andd die morphology of thought-processes. It illuminates that the first subtends die latter, or tiiat 

11 Adriana Cavarero, In Spite of Plato. A Feminist Rewriting of Ancient Philosophy, with a foreword 
byy Rosi Braidotti, Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995, 6. 

II  have learned from the study of Geertje Mak that this interpretation of birth as an entrance 
inn body with die morphology of either the male or the female sex breaks down upon the figure of 
thee hermaphrodite, because her/his body is neiüier. Geertje Mak, Mannelijke vrouwen. Over grenzen 
vanvan sekse in de negentiende eeuw, Amsterdam/Meppel: Boom, 1997, esp. chapter 4. 

Itt is therefore important to interpret the statement of Adriana Cavarero first and foremost as 
aa philosophical statement, aimed at thinking difference as two not many. For thinking difference as 
twoo implies a different relation to the other. See Luce Irigaray 'The Question of the Other', in: 
YaleYale French Studies 87, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995, 19. 

22 See Rosi Braidotti, 'The politics of ontological difference', in: Teresa Brennan (ed.), Between 
FeminismFeminism and Psychoanalysis, London/New York: RouUedge, 1989, 89-105, especially 93 and 101. 
AA revised version of this text has been published in Rosi Braidotti, Nomadic Subjects, 173-190. 
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tracess of the imaginary can be found in the symbolic and in subjectivity.3 Last but not least 

Lucee Irigaray uses the linguistic connotation of the notion 'morphology' in her work. I wil l 

arguee that this linguistic aspect is also important to properly understand her statement that 'we 

mustt go back to the question not of the anatomy, but of the morphology of the female sex."4 

Forr linguistic morphology refers to the study of the forms of words, especially to the study of 

thee transformation of words due to the operation of linguistic gender in language. Returning to 

thee linguistic morphology of the female sex thus can bring about an attention to linguistic 

genderr in language and the wil l to create a discursive world, marked by the female linguistic 

gender. . 

InIn the following pages I wil l in four steps elaborate the implications of the idea that the flesh 

iss sexuated for the process of flesh becoming Word. I wil l first explain that this idea is rooted 

inn the idea that birth means a being born into a morphology. I wil l argue that the 

acknowledgementt of the idea that one is born in a morphology overturns the traditional, 

philosophicall  representations of matter as a-morph in favour of the idea that matter has a form 

whichh must be discovered and displayed. I wil l also argue that this idea implies the necessity 

off  acknowledging limitations and finitude. 

Secondlyy I wil l use the chaos-theory of Ilya Prigogine and Isabelle Stengers to explain that 

thee affirmation of the corporeal, morphological differences between the sexes does not imply 

aa deterministic view on the constitution of subjectivity and identity. Their theory enables me 

too interpret the morphology of the female sex as the parameter which functions as the outer 

limi tt to the process of the generation of order out of chaos, which is random and unpredictable 

withinn this boundary. I use this theory because it offers the possibility to think and stage the 

generationn of imago's or the bodily Ego as the creation of a certain order within the chaos of 

sense-perceptions.. I wil l use these ideas to explain Luce Irigaray's ideas on the constitution of 

identity. . 

Myy third step starts off from Luce Irigaray's statement that 'a woman must discover and 

displayy her own morphology to succeed in creating with the primary matter that she is'.5 While 

Lucee Irigaray writes this in connection to the creation of art, I use it to shed light upon the 

constitutionn of identity. I wil l argue that in Luce Irigaray's theory these two are closely linked 

becausee they both presuppose a poiesis of the primary matter that one is. In my interpretation 

33 See Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 54-57. 

44 Luce Irigaray, 'Women's Exile', 64. 

55 Luce Irigaray, Une Lacune Natale, 42; A Natal Lacuna, 12. 
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thiss means that a woman must both study the corporeal morphology of the female sex, as well 

ass the morphology of the imaginary of the female sex. I wil l suggest that the figuration of the 

twoo lips touching each other must be understood as the result of Luce Irigaray's study of the 

morphologyy of the female sex. In my view this figuration images the relation to the mother, the 

movementss of female desire, notably to be with another and to be moving or becoming, aspects 

whichh are reflected in the morphology of the thought-processes of the female gender. 

Thiss brings me to the last aspect of the notion 'morphology', notably the linguistic 

connotationn of the word. In the paragraph devoted to this aspect I wil l return to Luce Irigaray's 

linguisticc studies and show that Luce Irigaray's call 'to go back to the question of the 

morphologyy of the female sex'6 can also be read as a call to return to the question of linguistic 

genderr and especially to the study of the manner in which the language-system expresses the 

imaginary.. In this paragraph I wil l pay special attention to the necessity of using the pronoun 

'She'' to enable and express female subjectivity. 

MORPHOLOGY:: THE FORM OF THE FLESH 

InIn this section I want to elaborate the thought that the flesh is sexuated through a discussion 

off  two passages from the text 'A Natal Lacuna'. In the first passage Luce Irigaray makes a 

connectionn between the flesh and the morphology of the flesh when she explains that: 

Forr a woman to give form to this hulè that she is, she must not cut herself off from it, 

norr leave it to maternity; she must succeed in creating with this primary matter that she 

is,, by discovering and displaying her own morphology.7 

Inn the second passage Luce Irigaray states that birth means being born into a sexe. She writes: 

Birthh (...) constitutes the entry to a morphology. Once bom it is impossible to remain 

absolutelyy polymorphous. (...) In the mother, we are still many things, both real and 

possible.. Once born we (male and female) may play at them perhaps; we are not them in 

anyy simple way. If we play with all the possible morphological identities, we return to 

66 Luce Irigaray, Women's Exile, 64. 

77 Luce Irigaray, Une Lacune Natale, 42; A Natal Lacuna, 12. 
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chaos,, lacking the abutment of a limit , an existence, a solitude: life and the renunciation 

off  being everything.8 

II  read these two passages as expressing the idea of two morphologies of the flesh, thus of two 

modess of 'being-in-the-world'. Taking the two passages together renders the following 

sequencee of ideas: primary matter has a morphology; one is born into a morphology; thus one 

iss born (a) woman or (a) man. This sequence of ideas implies therefore that the flesh -

elemental,, sensible, tangible and libidinal matter - has a form or exterior appearance from the 

beginningg of one's life. 

II  come to this interpretation because of the correspondences between 'flesh' and hulè/ 

primaryy matter.9 Reading these two notions in one line, it comes to the fore that what Luce 

Irigarayy writes about hulè/ primary matter shows a strong correlation with elemental matter: the 

matterr of which both human beings and the universe are composed, and the matter which feeds 

alll  representation. Through the latter association the network of associations of the notion 

'blood'' is evoked. When Luce Irigaray uses therefore the expression 'the hulè/ the primary 

matterr that she is', she elucidates that the flesh constitutes a woman's being and her being-in-

the-world. . 

Thee first quoted passage suggests furthermore that this flesh has a morphology. Luce 

Irigarayy writes that 'to give form to the primary matter that she is, a woman must discover and 

displayy her own morphology'. This means in my view that Luce Irigaray presents hulè as 

'formed',, as having a morphology. Although I did not elaborate this idea in my discussion of 

thee flesh in the previous chapter, this idea is implied in my interpretation of the flesh as 

inconsumablee volume as well as in the idea that the flesh has colour, has (a) rhythm. 

Withh the view that the flesh, that hulè is formed, Luce Irigaray takes issue with the 

dominantt system of hierarchical oppositions in which primary matter is represented as a-morph, 

andd classified as feminine. This particular classification has brought with it that woman, femina-

mater,mater, has been reduced to mother, mater-matrix, thus to primary matter, which has been 

representedd as unformed, a-morph and unpredicated, the silent substratum of all things. Form, 

classifiedd as masculine, is either represented as pushing itself energetically in matter towards 

itss 'telos', its essential existence, or it is seen as a pre-existent, immaterial idea which functions 

ass the formative power in and of the material, sensible reality. 

88 Luce Irigaray, Une Lacune Natale, 46-47; A Natal Lacuna, 13. 

99 The notions hulè and primary matter are equivalent to each other. This is underlined by Luce 
Irigaray'ss use of the expression 'that she is' which she uses twice, once in connection with the 
notionn hulè and once in connection with the word 'primary matter'. 
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Presentingg primary matter as formed has important implications for the representation of the 

processs of becoming woman of women. For the becoming woman of women can no longer be 

thoughtt along the lines of a form expressing itself in unformed matter, nor as the realization 

off  a preordained essence. Rather it must be thought of as giving form to the forms of the living 

material,, giving form to the morphology into which one is bom, thus to explore the many 

possibilitiess of being (a) woman in and through the life-work of becoming (a) woman. 

Butt by describing primary matter as formed, and by interpreting being bom as the 

entrancee in a morphology, Luce Irigaray does not only take issue with the philosophical idea 

off  primary matter as a-morph. She also distances herself from the psycho-analytic conception 

off  the new born child as 'polymorphous perverse' - which entails an implicit rejection of the 

correspondingg idea that the neonate's polymorphous perversity can be moulded into any 

form.10.. This becomes clear in the second passage from 'A Natal Lacuna', which I quoted in 

thee above. In this passage she clearly rejects the idea that it is possible to play with all 

morphologicall  identities. The rejection of this idea and/or practice is formulated in the context 

off  a paper on the lif e and work of Unica Zürn, of whose drawings she writes that 'she (Unica 

Ziirn)) becomes other, animal, gestures, music. She escapes from her anatomy, from the sites 

off  her body.'11 It may be that Luce Irigaray rejects this play with morphological identities as 

mortallyy dangerous because of Unica Ziirn's end (she committed suicide), but her rejection of 

thiss idea and practice follows also from her project of thinking and valuing sexual difference. 

Forr this means the renunciation of being all; it entails valuing and elaborating the limitations 

whichh are concomitant with embodiment, 

Thiss thought, that embodiment brings limitations with it, is not new, but these hmitations have 

nott been valued positively in the history of philosophy. For the resistance against the limitations 

broughtt about by embodiment has been one of the driving motives of the philosophical, 

metaphysicall  traditions. It has generated the desire to transcend these limitations and has 

inspiredd the thought-movement to cut the sensible and corporeal from the Intelligible and 

spiritual,, matter from form. 

Inn chapter three I have elaborated upon Luce Irigaray's analysis of the intertwinement 

off  this cut with the appropriation of the maternal by the paternal and the effacement of the 

maternall  origin. This latter analysis lies at the basis of Luce Irigaray's view that the 

100 See also Dick Boer, Psychoanalyse met het oog op de theologie. Leeswijzer, Unpublished reader, 
Amsterdamm 1991, 61, for a similar observation about Luce Irigaray's rejection of the notion 
'polymorphouss perversity'. 

111 Luce Irigaray, 'Une lacune natale', 44; 'A Natal Lacuna', 12. 
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representationn of the Intelligible as masculine reflects a desire to be all and to define all. Hence 

herr remark in This Sex that the work in and at language to generate a site of and for the 

femininee means, that the masculine wil l no longer be the all and will not be able to define 

all.(CS:77;TS:80)) This remark can be seen as a different formulation of what is at stake in the 

elaborationn of a philosophy of sexual difference, notably that it is (also) about limiting the 

desiree of the masculine subject to be (the) all by confronting it with an other mode of 'being-

in-the-world',, notably the mode of being of the female gender, or to confront this subject with 

thee form, thought, language of the other, woman.12 

However,, Luce Irigaray's thesis that the entry to a morphology brings limitation with it rejects 

nott only the psychoanalytic idea of a poly-morphous perversity, it also presents morphology as 

aa 'given' and therefore as irrevocable.13 This interpretation illuminates that Luce Irigaray's 

formulationn 'that to succeed in creating with the form that she is, a woman has to discover and 

displayy her morphology' points towards the work of discovering and acknowledging the 

limitationss of this morphology and of assuming these limitations, which is the corollary of 

incarnation. . 

Thee thought that the morphology of one's sex represents an irrevocable 'limit ' to the infinite 

possibilitiess of the formation of identity, merits more elaboration. It is a controversial thought. 

Itt calls forth the issue of essentialism as well as the issue of (a false) universalism. The question 

whichh needs to be answered is whether the idea mat the morphology of a sex puts limitations 

onn the process of becoming woman of women, has an essentialist position as its logical 

corollary.. According to me this is not necessary. I base this position upon Dya Prigogine's and 

Isabellee Stengers' theories on self-organization in systems in flux, which they have elaborated 

122 The expression 'the other, woman' is based upon Luce Irigaray's remarks considering the 
translationn of the title Speculum de I'autre femme in I Love To You. She writes: 

Thee other - De I'autre femme - should be taken as a substantive. In French, the other is 
supposedd to denote man and woman, just as it is in other languages, such as Italian and 
English.. In the subtitle of Speculum I wanted to indicate that the other is not in fact neuter, 
eitherr grammatically or semantically, and that it is not, or is no longer, possible to use the 
samee words indiscriminately for the masculine and the feminine. (JAT:103/104;ILTY:61) 

133 I want to note here that a phenomenon as transsexuality undermines the hypothesis of a continuum 
betweenn the morphology of the body and identity. See for a further elaboration of how 
transsexualityy disrupts the self-evidence of the existence of two sexes Ines Orobio de Castro's study 
MadeMade to Order. Sex/Gender in a transsexual perspective, Amsterdam: Het Spinhuis, 1993. 
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inn their book Order Out of Chaos14. In the following paragraphs I wil l explain that this theory 

allowss for different identities and subjectivities among women, while it also accounts for an 

irreduciblee difference between the sexes which is rooted in a different morphology. 

MORPHOLOGY ::  THE PARAMETE R TO THE FORMATIO N OF IDENTITY . 

'Orderr out of Chaos' 

Thee book Order out of Chaos has had an enormous impact in France, especially among 

intellectuals,, social scientists and philosophers. Luce Irigaray also mentions the work of Ilya 

Prigogine,, notably in the text 'An Ethics of Sexual Difference' in An Ethics. (EF:120;EE:124) 

Butt I have borrowed the idea to interpret Luce Irigaray's notion 'morphology' by means of the 

bookk Order Out of Chaos from Lorraine Gauthier. She has been the first who has elaborated 

Lucee Irigaray *s reference to Ilya Prigogine. She has used Order out of Chaos in her thesis 

Citing,Citing, Siting Irigaray15 to advance the hypothesis that the morphology of the body is a 

definingg boundary of the becoming of women. She explains that chaos theory studies processes 

off  self-organization of natural systems and explores the non-linear reaction within these 

systems.. These processes of self-organization are interpreted as processes of the generation of 

orderr out of chaos. However, in chaos-theory the process of self-organization is not understood 

ass a process of cause and effect, nor as a repetitive process. In repetitive processes one can be 

suree that the effect wil l be identical when the experiment is repeated under the same conditions. 

Butt chaos-theory sees the generation of order rather as a process of which one can at best study 

thee parameters and conditions which (can) give rise to a series of structured reactions, but 

whichh remains uncontrollable and random within these parameters and conditions.16 

144 Dya Prigogine & Isabelle Stengers, Order out of Chaos: Man's New Dialogue with Nature, with 
aa foreword by Alvin Toffler, London: Heinemann, 1985, translation of La Nouvelle Alliance, 
MetamorphoseMetamorphose de la Science, Paris: Gallimard, 1979. Order out of Chaos is more than a translation 
ass adter the first publication of the French book new developments in physics occurred, which the 
authorss have incorporated in their English text. 

155 Lorraine A. Gauthier, Citing, Siting Irigaray, unpublished thesis for the degree of Doctor of 
Philosophy.. Toronto, Ontario: Graduate Program in Social and Political Thought, York University, 
Mayy 1989. 

166 Paraphrase of Gauthier, Citing, Siting Irigaray, 40-41. 
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Hyaa Prigogine's and Isabelle Stengers' theory shows interesting correspondences with important 

issuess in Luce Irigaray's thought. One of the most important correspondences is the 

interpretationn of the natural as matter in flux, with the concomitant stress on change as 

becoming.. The second important correspondence between their thinking is the view that natural 

matterr is an open system, which means that there is always interaction between different forms 

off  being. They present Being and beings therefore not as static entities but as dynamic systems 

foreverr in process. The third correspondence I see is the interest they show in thinking about 

becoming.. Luce Irigaray uses this notion in the context of the becoming woman of women and 

elaboratess this becoming in terms of the formation and transformation of identity. Ilya Prigogine 

andd Isabelle Stengers describe 'becoming' as the formation of another ordered - molecular -

structuree and present it as the result of the process of a systems' returning to near-equilibrium, 

whichh has been pushed into far-from equilibrium conditions. 

Inn their book Order Out of Chaos Ilya Prigogine and Isabelle Stengers write about physical 

processess of transformation. They argue that our universe has a pluralistic and complex 

character,, in which one can see the role of irreversible processes and of fluctuations 

everywhere.. They describe natural matter as follows: 

Thee natural contains essential elements of randomness and irreversibility. This leads to 

aa new view of matter in which matter is no longer the passive substance described in the 

mechanisticc worldview, but is associated with spontaneous activity.17 

Theyy explain this 'spontaneous activity' by referring to and elaborating upon new types of 

structuress which originate spontaneously in far-from-equilibrium conditions. Ilya Prigogine and 

Isabellee Stengers describe these new structures as transformations from disorder - from chaos -

intoo order. They call these structures 'dissipative structures', because in the formation of these 

structuress energy is dissipated. 

Theyy emphasize that the idea that disorder can transform (itself) into an ordered structure 

iss unexpected for us, because we imagine chaotic systems intuitively to be like dustparticles 

dancingg in the air.18 In far-from-equilibrium situations, however, a type of 'communication' 

arisess between the particles, which leads to the formation of structure out of chaos. 

Theyy write moreover that the form which these dissipative structures take is unpredictable, 

becausee the process of transformation of order out of chaos does not repeat itself in an identical 

177 Ilya Prigogine & Isabelle Stengers, Order Out Of Chaos, 9 

188 Ilya Prigogine & Isabelle Stengers, Order Out Of Chaos, 13. 
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manner.. The precise form of these structures can depend on small fluctuations within the 

system.. Therefore an experiment does not show an identical pattern or structure when it is 

repeated.. On the other hand, the results of an experiment are not entirely random either, but 

limitedd by the parameters of the system. This can be clarified by the example of the heating of 

waterr in a vessel. In this experiment the parameters are formed by the fluid that is heated, 

namelyy water, and by the fact that it is heated in a vessel, as the vessel makes that at the 

beginningg of the experiment the bottom of the vessel is warmer than the surface, which pushes 

thee system in a far-from-equilibrium condition. Within these parameters, however, the 

generationn of order out of chaos is unpredictable.19 

Furthermore,, Ilya Prigogine and Isabelle Stengers point out that the new order is 

irreversible.. Irreversibility means that a change in the order of a system cannot be undone, but 

thatt it can only change further when the system is (again) pushed into a state of far-from-

equilibriumm conditions. Stirring milk into a cup of coffee can be seen as an example of this 

irreversibilityy of change.20 

Inn his foreword to Order out of Chaos, Alvi n Toffler pays attention to yet another aspect 

off  the theory of Ilya Prigogine and Isabelle Stengers, notably the manner in which both chance 

andd determinism operate in a system. He writes: 

(...)) when fluctuations force an existing system into a far-from-equilibrium condition and 

threatenn its structure, it approaches a critical moment or bifurcation point. At this point, 

accordingg to the authors, it is inherently impossible to determine in advance the next state 

off  the system. Chance nudges what remains of the system down a new path of 

development.. And once that path is chosen (from among many) determinism takes over 

againn until the next bifurcation point is reached.21 

199 When water is heated, the water at the bottom is warmer than at the surface and that pushes the 
systemm in a far from equilibrium condition. At first the warmth or energy is dissipated by the 
intensifiedd movement of the molecules. But at a certain point a new structure will form itself within 
thee water, notably convection cells with a honeycomb-like structure by which the energy is 
transportedd more efficiently to the surface. When this structure will be formed cannot be accurately 
predicted:: a minimal change is enough to bring this transformation about. It is moreover 
unpredictablee which way the convection cells will spin to the surface, clockwise or 
counterclockwise.. See Bas Kee, 'Chaostheorie: een nieuw paradigma voor organisatie-denken?', 
in:: Wijsgerig Perspectief op mens en samenleving vol 34 (1993/1994) 3, 89. 

200 Jan Bor & Marcel Verplancke, 'De pijl van de tijd bestaat echt. Een interview met 
Nobelprijswinnarr Ilya Prigogine', in: Filosofie Magazine, vol 6 (1997) 3, 8. 

211 Ilya Prigogine and Isabelle Stengers, Order out of Chaos, 23. 
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II  already indicated that this theory may shed light upon the formation and transformation of 

identityy and the role of the morphology of the female body and sex in this process. In my view 

itt offers the possibility to understand the morphology of the female sex as a defining parameter 

too the process of becoming; it accounts for the limitations to this process as well as for some 

off  the returning features of this formation of identity. I wil l elaborate this in the next section. 

Morphologyy and the imaginary mapping of the body 

Identityy is an imaginary formation, notably the constitution of an - imaginary - coherence within 

thee disparate and fragmented experiences of the body. This coherence is expressed or translated 

inn an 'imago' , an imaginary mapping of the body and its location in the world, which lies at 

thee root of the subject's sense and love of self. Identity is also rooted in the flesh. Elizabeth 

Groszz points out that identity or the Ego must be seen as 

thee meeting-point of two different psychical processes: a process of mapping the body and 

thee circulation of libido on the psyche; and a process of identification with the image of 

anotherr (or the image of itself as an other, as it occurs in the mirror stage).22 

Herr view is an interpretation of Sigmund Freud's claim that 'the Ego is first and foremost a 

bodilyy ego'23 and that 'the Ego is ultimately derived from bodily sensations, chiefly springing 

fromm the surface of the body.'24 Both descriptions of the Ego suggest that the Ego is derived 

fromm external sensations as looking at or touching oneself or/and an other, as well as from 

internall  perceptions as pleasure or unpleasure which can be brought about by being touched 

Thiss view implies according to me that the Ego is rooted in the flesh: in sensible, tangible 

matterr that produces a whirl of sensations and perceptions when it touches or is being touched. 

Thiss interpretation brings me to the next step, notably to the view that the Ego must be 

interpretedd as a structure, an imaginary mapping of the body, which is the result of a 

transformationn of matter-in-flux, of a chaotic whirl of impulses, sensations and perceptions from 

thee senses into a certain order or pattern. In light of the theory of Ilya Prigogine and Isabelle 

Stengerss the process of mapping the body can be imaged as a process of ordering the sensations 

off  the tangible, sensible flesh into a 'map' or bodily Ego. This process of transformation, of 

222 Elizabeth Grosz, 'the body', in: Feminism and Psychanalysis. A Dictionary, 37. 

233 Sigmund Freud, SE XIX: 26. 

244 idem, 26, nl. 
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givingg meaning to the perceptions, is not cut off from the sensible, tangible flesh. It must rather 

bee understood as a transfiguration of the perceptions into an 'image' and therefore as a 

transitionn to the realm of the imaginary. The interpretation that the imaginary and the imago 

aree rooted in the sensible springs from Luce Irigaray's remark about the imaginary, namely that 

itit  is 'the most subtle faculty of the sensible'(SF:254;S:204, transl. adapt). This remark situates 

thee imaginary firmly in the sensible, and suggests even that it might be seen as a sense. This 

latterr suggestion is affirmed by an expression in An Ethics. For in this expression Luce Irigaray 

speakss of 'all the senses and meaning, the sense that brings them together'.(EF:76;EE:73) This 

remarkk seems to explain the nature of this 'most subtle faculty of the sensible'. For by 

speakingg of 'meaning as the sense that brings them together', Luce Irigaray plays upon the 

doublee meaning of the word 'sens/ sense'. Her word-play enables me to interpret the 

imaginary,, this most subtle faculty of the senses, as the sense that brings the senses together, 

organizess them into a certain order, notably in a 'dissipative structure', in an imago or 

'imaginaryy mapping of the body'. 

Now,, chaos-theory can be helpful to image and paint this process of generating order out of 

chaos,, hence in the process of the imaginary mapping of the body. First, it makes it possible 

too envisage this map - hence identity - as 'a dissipative structure', a structure which dissipates 

thee energy of the whirl of sensations and perceptions brought about by touching or being 

touched.. It suggests that the imaginary mapping - and the formation of identity which is a 

corollaryy to this process - might be seen as a 'becoming' with a certain stability. For Ilya 

Prigoginee and Isabelle Stengers explain that the formation of a dissipative structure is 

irreversible,, that once this structure is formed it remains stable until it is put in a far-from-

equilibriumm state again. The idea of the irreversibility of a dissipative structure illuminates that 

ann imaginary mapping of the body - which I present as a dissipative structure - dissipates (the 

energyy of) the perceptions and sensations within a more ore less stable order or mapping. It 

moreoverr illuminates that it is impossible to return to a previous condition, that it is only 

possiblee to move further. It entails that one form of becoming lies at the basis of the next stages 

off  this process. For although the formation of a dissipative structure is not reversible, it is not 

definitive,, because the systems are open to external influences. Tiny changes can influence the 

processess of dissipation. This illuminates that the imaginary mapping of the body can change 

ass well, thus that identity can change as well. 

Secondly,, chaos-theory offers the possibility to image the function of the morphology of 

thee body and of the sex as a defining parameter within which the structure, which the imaginary 

mappingg can take, is random and unpredictable. This implies that the corporeal morphology of 

thee female sex can be seen as constitutive of the female gender, while this conception does not 

excludee individual differences among women. For understanding the morphology of the body 
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ass a parameter elucidates that, although women share a common morphology, they do not have 

too come up with the same body-images or bodily Ego, nor give themselves an identical identity. 

Itt allows for differences among women, because this generation of order out of chaos is not a 

processs of cause and effect, but influenced by tiny fluctuations in the variables. It accounts on 

thee one hand for the differences between individual women, because they can be perceived as 

rootedd in their personal history. It allows on the other hand for more collectively shared 

differences,, as these can be explained as brought about by the conjuncture of other parameters 

ass class, race or sexual preference. Lorraine Gauthier circumscribes this place of the 

morphologyy of the female sex in the process of becoming women as 'a necessary parameter 

inn which the fortuitous conjuncture of other elements such as class, race etc come into play'.25 

MorphologyMorphology and essentialism 

Thee above interpretation of the notion of 'morphology of the female sex' as a parameter of the 

processs of the constitution of a bodily Ego, explains my view that this notion does not imply 

ann essentialist view on identity. It does not refer to a natural essence nor to a false universalism. 

Itt does not pose one 'telos' common to all women which does not allow any differences among 

women,266 nor does it answer the question 'what is (a) Woman' or 'what is woman for'. The 

latterr question has puzzled theologians like Augustine and Thomas Aquinas. Their formulation 

off  this question read: why has God created woman, and their answer has been unequivocally: 

too reproduce.27 

255 Lorraine Gauthier, Citing, Siting, Luce Irigaray, 42. It is noteworthy that in the text 'Das Andere 
inn der Natur' Luce Irigaray mentions race, culture and class as differences which make it more 
difficultt to understand the other sex. She says: "The other sex, however, refuses always; the male 
orr female other withstands a full understanding, especially in the case of difference of race, culture 
andd class." She does not elaborate these difficulties any further, though, but moves on to speak 
aboutt the difference of the sexes. Luce Irigaray, 'Das andere in der Natur', in: Luce Irigaray, Zur 
Geschlechterdifferenz.Geschlechterdifferenz. Interviews und Vortrage, Frauenforschung Band 5, Wien: Wiener 
Frauenverlag,, 1987, 69 (my translation). 

266 Naomi Schor calls the critique that sees essentialism as "a false form of universalism,(...) denying 
thee very real lived differences^..) that divide women from each other and from themselves" the 
feministfeminist critique of essentialism, because it has emerged from within the women's movement. See 
Naomii  Schor, 'This essentialism which is not One' in: differences. A journal of feminist Cultural 
Studies,Studies, vol 1 nr 2, 1988, 42. 

277 Kari B0rresen quotes a passage of Thomas Aquinas from his Summa Theologia I in which he 
writes: : 

Ass Scripture says, it was necessary for woman to be made so that she could be a helpmate 
too man, not as some say, to help him in his work, for man could be more suitably helped in 
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Onn the other hand, the interpretation that the morphology of the female sex is the 

parameterr of the process of becoming woman points out that this parameter is the essential, 

definingg or decisive characteristic which gives rise to a certain series of structured reactions. 

Inn this sense thinking through die morphology of the female sex might be understood as an 

'essentialist'' project, not so much because it prescribes the effects of this characteristic upon 

thee formation of a bodily Ego, but ratiier because it indicates what the system - the female flesh 

-- wil l not give rise to. It delineates and demarcates possibilities and impossibilities of the 

processs of becoming and sets limits upon the fantasy of being all and of being or playing (with) 

alll  morphological identities.28 

Thee Imaginary 

Thee imaginary in Luce Irigaray's work is a concept with many layers and conceptual sources, 

whichh are unified by the centrality of the image, of visual or discursive images in the distinctive 

layers.. The most obvious conceptual source is the work of Jacques Lacan. He introduces the 

termm first in an article called 'The Mirror-Stage as Formative of the Function of the I.'29 In 

thiss article he depicts a scene in which a child looks at her or his image in the mirror and is 

jubilantlyy happy. Jacques Lacan interprets this jubilation as springing from the identification 

witf ii  his or her image in die mirror. This image presents the child as a whole or unity where 

hee or she had experienced her or his body only as fragmented and incoherent until that moment. 

Thee identification of the boy or girl with the image in the mirror is an identification in 

hiss labours by another man rather than by a woman, but to help him in his work of 
procreation.. (S.THE.92,l,c) 

Shee then remarks about this passage: 'Without giving an exact reference, Thomas takes over, 
almostt word for word, Augustine's text in De Genesi ad litteram IX, 5.' Kari B0rresen, 
SubordinationSubordination and Equivalence. The Nature and Role of Woman in Augustine and Thomas Aquinas, 
Universityy Press of America 1961, 157. 

288 This interpretation of the morphology of the female sex brings with it a qualification of my earlier 
remarkk that Luce Irigaray rejects the representation of 'the neonate as polymorphous perverse'. It 
iss more accurate to conclude that the polymorphous perversity of the neonate is bound by his or 
herr morphology, which constitutes the parameter of her or his becoming. Within this parameter, the 
neonatee can be polymorphous perverse, in the sense that his or her drives and instincts are not 
boundd (yet). 

299 Jacques Lacan, 'The Mirror-stage as Formative of the Function of the I as Revealed in 
Psychoanalyticc Experience', in Jacques Lacan, Ecrits. A Selection, transl. Alan Sheridan, London: 
Tavistock,, 1977, 1-7. 
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anticipation.. The child is not a unity, but unity becomes her or his 'ich-ideal' as Jacques Lacan 

writes,, in an explicit reference to Sigmund Freud. This 'ich-ideal' functions as an object to 

identifyy with, indicating the goal and the path of becoming. This mirror-stage is introduced as 

thee imaginary because of the central role of the image in this process as well as because the 

realizationn of this identification is illusory. This latter aspect reveals that the imaginary is the 

realmm of unconscious fantasy.30 

Thiss latter term reveals that Jacques Lacan builds upon Sigmund Freud's theory of the 

Egoo and narcissism to build his own theory. Sigmund Freud's theories of the Ego are also an 

importantt source to Luce Irigaray's understanding of 'the imaginary' because of his 

understandingg of the Ego as a bodily Ego. I already referred to this understanding of the Ego 

ass bodily Ego in the previous paragraph, using the expression 'the imaginary mapping of the 

body'' to interpret this notion. I derived this expression from Elizabeth Grosz, who makes clear 

thatt this imaginary mapping is not 'an outline or projection of the real body, but as an image 

off  the meaning that the body has for the subject, for others in its social world and for its culture 

ass a whole'.31 This remark illuminates that the imaginary mapping which has emerged as the 

resultt of a process of self-organization is diffused with affect, with experiences of pleasure and 

unpleasure,, and therefore narcissistically invested. But this passage clarifies too that this 

imaginaryy mapping reflects die meaning others attribute to this body. This meaning or this 

culturall  valuation of the body or corporeal processes is transferred through touch and linguistic 

communication.322 They offer the child a 'mirror' of him- or herself to identify with; a mirror 

whichh reflects both the narcissistic investments of the body of the parents33 - in short the 

300 Margaret Whitford characterizes the relation between the terms 'unconscious fantasy' and 'the 
imaginary'' as follows: 'What pre-Lacanian psycho-analysis describes as unconscious fantasy, Lacan 
describess as imaginary'. Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 65. 

311 E. Grosz, the body, in: Feminism and Psychoanalysis, 37. 

322 See the text 'Communications Linguistique et Spéculaire', in which Luce Irigaray writes: 'The 
reciprocall  integration of body and language, from which the imaginary originates, decenters human 
beingss in relation to him/herself and marks the beginning of his erring. (...) A that time, a human 
beingg does not have language (...) But the discourse of the other disposes its indelible traces in 
him/her,, thereby constituting him/her as "matrix signifiante".' (PN: 15/16, my transl.) 

333 In the introduction to her exposition on 'La libido genitale et son destin féminin' (The genital 
libidoo and its feminine fate/destiny) Franchise Dolto writes that she would have liked to develop 
thee study of the pre-objectal relations of the girl, but that she had to renounce on it as it would have 
meantt a study of the narcissism of the adult begetters and nurturers of the girl: 

Althoughh these relations constituted in fact the basic process of the primary narcissism. It is 
off  them that the body-image depends, thus dialectically constructed before the child (girl or 
boy)) can have any consciousness of being subject or object and this infers subsequently for 
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imaginaryy mapping of their body - as well as the collective imaginary: the imaginary which 

underliess the order of discourse and is expressed in 'the morphology of the thought 

processes.'34 4 

Thiss interpretation thus clarifies that the bodily Ego is constituted upon the intersection 

off  flesh and Word, representing the imaginary as the in-between between these two. 

Myy description of the imaginary as in-between might also serve to explain that in her use 

off  the term Luce Irigaray moves fluidly between an understanding of the imaginary as a 

conscious,, imagining and imaging mind and a more psychoanalytic understanding of the term, 

notablyy as the unconscious, phantasizing mind.35 This description elucidates that the imaginary 

cann be seen as an interface between flesh and Word, between unconscious and conscious: it 

mediatess the relations between these two by fashioning and working the imago's, transfiguring 

themm into images, into visible works as well as by moving the imaginary mappings of the body 

throughh the movement of the conscious imaging mind. 

Thiss interpretation of the imaginary illuminates that, when Luce Irigaray writes that for 

'aa woman to succeed in creating with the primary matter that she is, she must discover and 

displayy her morphology', she means that a woman must discover and display the morphology 

off  her imaginary, both the morphology of her individual imaginary as the morphology of the 

collectivee one. Of these two imaginaries, the second can be discovered more easily than the 

first,, because the constitution of the individual imaginary, of the imaginary mapping of the 

body,, is buried in the past of the individual subject. This does not mean that it cannot be 

reachedd or discovered. Psycho-analysis is one of the means to discover this individual 

imaginary;; the response to a poetic image another.36 A path of meditation, such as yoga, in 

whichh the senses are trained to be alert and attentive to the movements of the flesh, might 

constitutee a third path to discover the imaginary mapping of the body.37 

thee woman upon the manifestations of her genital libido. 
Francoisee Dolto, 'La libido genitale et son destin féminin', in La psychanalyse. Publication de la 
sociétésociété francaise de psychanalyse, nr 7, Paris: PUF, 1964, 58 

344 Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 58. 

355 Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 54. 

366 See Parier N'est jamais Neutre 15, in which Luce Irigaray indicates that the imaginary mapping 
off  the body might be undone by the word of the analyst, the lover(f/m) or the poet. 

377 I will elaborate the influence of the tradition of yoga in Luce Irigaray's work in the chapters nine 
andd ten of this book. Here I would like to point out that Mircea Eliade notes in his book Patanjali, 
thatt the Indian sages and ascetics who developed the yogic practice 'were induced to explore the 
obscuree regions of the unconscious long before the advent of depth psychology, (...) because it 
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Thee morphology of the collective imaginary on the other hand can be discovered in the 

morphologyy of thought-processes, because these (will ) show a certain isomorphism with the 

(collective)) imaginary. In an order of discourse which is self-representative of the masculine 

subject,, discovering and displaying the morphology of woman entails first and foremost a 

criticall  reading of this dominant discourse, so that the difference of woman may emerge, a 

differentt morphology which she can then use to give shape to herself and to her gender. 

DISCOVERINGG THE MORPHOLOGY OF THE FEMALE SEX. 

Iff  'a woman must discover and display her morphology in order to succeed in creating with 

thee primary matter that she is', it is important to know how a woman might discover her 

morphology,, and also why she should discover this morphology. Luce Irigaray answers to the 

secondd question that when woman does not discover and display her own morphology, 'she 

iss in danger of using or reusing that to which man has already given form(s), particularly of 

herself/selves,, working what has already been worked and losing herself in this labyrinth.'38 

Thiss means that she wil l subject herself to an order of discourse that displays the morphology 

off  the imaginary of the masculine subject, and of his sexuality. 

Onee of Luce Irigaray's answers to the first question - how can a woman discover her own 

morphologyy - is 'to study the (corporeal) morphology of the female sex' . She gives this 

answerr in response to the observation that she holds the view that it is impossible to compare 

menn and women within a symmetrical frame, saying: 'I think we must go back to the question 

nott of the anatomy, but of the morphology of the female sex.'39 This statement raises the 

question,, though, what the study of the morphology of the female sex might render which 

differss from the study of the anatomy of the female sex. In order to answer this question I want 

too mention some of the differences between the study of the anatomy of the female sex and the 

studyy of the morphology of this sex. 

Anatomyy studies the structures of different organs and their inter-relation mainly by means 

off  dissection. It answers the question 'What is...' in terms of its function. With respect to the 

constitutedd the great obstacles to the contemplative and ascetic life', Mircea Eliade, Patanjali, 5/6. 
Thiss remark suggests that in and through a yogic practice, the practician might discover 

(manyy aspects of) the imaginary mapping of her body. 

388 Luce Irigaray, 'Une Lacune Natale', 42; 'A Natal Lacuna', 12. 

399 Luce Irigaray, Womens' exile, 63 + 64. This observation alludes to her analysis of Sigmund Freud's 
constructionn of the female sex and female sexuality within a masculine paradigm in Speculum. 
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questionn of the difference between the sexes, the anatomical science dissects the female sex as 

welll  as the female body in different parts, ('acting out' the scopophilic and sado-masochistic 

partiall  drives?), defining the distinction between men and women in terms of the difference in 

organss and especially in terms of the difference of the respective reproductive organs. It points 

too the womb and to the breasts to answer the question: 'what is a woman'. The first organ 

referss to the ability to give birth, and the latter to the function of nurturing a child. 

Morphologyy as the study of the external forms (to make things easier! the discipline which 

studiess the external forms is also called morphology) has as it is subject-matter the forms and 

configurationss of an organ or living being. It offers a description of the (external) appearance 

off  an organ and of its relation to other organs, allowing for descriptions of volume, texture, 

rhythm:: the volume of the different organs, the texture of the membranes etc. 

Lucee Irigaray's return to the study of the external forms of the female sex clarifies her view 

thatt describing the female sex in anatomical terms means a reduction of this sex. She shows 

thatt the female sex cannot be limited to those parts which can be described in masculine 

parameters,, notably to the vagina (home of the penis), the clitoris (atrophied penis), breasts 

(willy-nill yy represented metaphorically as phallic).40 She dis-covers also that the female sex 

iss more than a reproductive organ, because the female sex cannot be limited to the womb. An 

anatomicall  definition of the female sex might lead (and has led) to such a conception of the 

femalee sex, thereby effacing the difference between vagina and womb. Luce Irigaray explains 

thiss to Kik i Amsberg and Aafke Steenhuis in 'An Interview' when she says: 'The vagina is 

nott the womb. People confuse the two because they don't know female sexuality, and this is 

whyy I've stressed the two lips.*41 

TheThe two lips 

Thiss statement reveals the intention of Luce Irigaray's going back to the morphology of the 

femalee sex, notably to recover experiences of pleasure effaced by the logic of the same. Thus 

attentionn to the corporeal morphology leads to discovering of the imaginary mapping of the 

400 idem. 

411 Kiki Amsberg & Aafke Steenhuis, 'An Interview with Luce Irigaray', transl. R. van Krieken, in: 
HecateHecate vol 9 (1983) 1-2, 196. Henceforth I will refer to this interview in the body of the text, as 
too 'Hecate'. 
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body,, to the mapping of the sites of pleasure and unpleasure of this body and its meaning for 

thee subject as well as for others.42 

Thee following passage might serve as an illustration of the effacement of female pleasure 

throughh the logic of the same 

(...)) all her masturbatory acts involve this organ that is comparable to a tiny penis. 

Whereass the 'truly feminine vagina is still undiscovered by both sexes.' Just like the lips, 

anyy of the lips, and the vulva, though all of these are so perfectly accessible that the girl 

cannott fail to have discovered their sensitivity. Whether through her mother's 

ministrationss or through the rubbing of diapers or underpants, or when her hand searches 

forr the 'littl e penis'. The pleasure gained from touching, caressing, parting the lips and 

thee vulva simply does not exist for Freud. (...) Just as he wil l never refer to the pleasure 

associatedd with the sensitivity of the posterior wall of the vagina, the breasts, or the neck 

off  the womb. Al l organs, no doubt, that lack masculine parameters.(SF:30;SE:29)43 

Becausee of this effacement Sigmund Freud, people, fe/male subjects, do not know female 

sexualityy or overlook the obvious, for instance the erotogenicity of the two lips. By stressing 

thee two lips Luce Irigaray unsettles the dominant representations of the sexuality of the littl e 

girll  and gives shape to the female sex and to female sexuality, thereby intervening in the 

dominantt order of discourse. 

Thee gesture of stressing the two lips might suggest that these two lips signify the many 

formss of the female sex and of female pleasure. But such an interpretation would constitute a 

mis-reading,, for Luce Irigaray does not reduce the female sex to the two lips. She also 

describess the vagina, the clitoris, the cervix and the breasts as part of the morphology of the 

femalee sex, and she paint the pleasure engendered through the touch of these erotogenic zones. 

Inn This Sex she gives a picture of the morphology of female sexuality which is rooted in the 

morphologyy of the female sex, writing: 

Thee pleasure of the vaginal caress does not have to be substituted for that of the clitoral 

caress.. They each contribute, irreplaceably, to woman's pleasure. Among other 

422 Elizabeth Grosz, 'the body', in: Feminism and Psychanalysis. A Dictionary, 37 

433 Another study which she mentions as misinterpreting the imaginary mapping of the female sex is 
Francoisee Dolto's study 'La libido genitale et son destin féminin', published in La Psychanalyse 
7,, PUF, Paris 1964, 55-142. Luce Irigaray praises the richness of this study of 'the structuration 
off  body-image at each stage of a girl's libidinal development', but disagrees with Francoise Dolto's 
conclusions.. (CS:59;TS:62/63) It would be interesting to investigate the reasons for this 
disagreement,, but as I am not a trained psychoanalyst I cannot pursue this point. 
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caresses...Fondlingg the breasts, touching the vulva, spreading the lips, stroking the 

posteriorr wall of the vagina, brushing against the mouth of the uterus, and so on. To 

evokee only a few of the most specifically female pleasures.(CS:27/28;TS:28) 

Thiss elaborate interpretation of the sentence 'we must go back not to the anatomy but to the 

morphologyy of the female sex' illuminates that the study of the morphology of the female sex, 

orr the discovery of her own corporeal morphology, enables a female subject to extricate herself 

fromm the intricate and confining webs of significations of her biological sex, her sexuality and 

herr gender. It moreover highlights that the study of morphology of the female sex is aimed at 

changingg the imaginary mapping of the morphology of the body, thus of the morphology of the 

imaginaryy and subsequently the morphology of thought-processes. 

Thus,, the discovery of the morphology of the female sex can enable a woman to display the 

irreduciblee difference of the female gender and to display her own irreducible difference as an 

individuall  woman. This individual difference might be attributed to differences in morphology 

betweenn women, because 'no woman has the morphology of another woman' as Luce Irigaray 

remarkss in Partem 'est jamais Neutre (PN:300;IR: 112). It certainly ought to be thought through 

ass generated by the fortuitous conjuncture of the different (f)actors, which together generate a 

certainn order or form of identity within the parameters of the morphology of female sex. These 

(f)actorss generate the morphology of the imaginary, understood as the imaginary mapping of 

thee meaning of one's body as well as one's location with respect to others and the world. 

Givingg form to this morphology entails giving form to the libidinal flesh as primary matter, in 

particularr to the libidinal relation with the mother as she is the first other by whom a woman 

iss touched and whom she has touched; the first other a woman has to recognize as other than 

herself.. This means that discovering this morphology of the imaginary entails the discovery and 

analysiss of the imaginary relation to the (m)other and giving form to the self in such a way that 

thee (m)other is recognized and respected as other. 

Thiss movement of giving shape to the self and recognizing and respecting die other as 

otherr entails the generation of a 'house of language' in which the one is replaced by the two. 

Lucee Irigaray interprets this movement as 'the necessary foundation for a new ontology, a new 

ethics,, and a new politics in which the otiier is recognized as other and not as the same'.44 In 

444 Luce Irigaray, 'The Question of the Other', in: Yale French Studies 87, New Haven: Yale 
Universityy Press, 1995, 19. 
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myy view this movement is imaged by the figuration45 of the two lips as emblematic for the 

morphologyy of the female sex. Especially this figuration of the morphology of the female sex 

formss in my view the basis of the enterprise to think through, value and give form to the 

irreduciblee difference of the female gender, as it points to, names, gives shape to the 

morphologyy of thought-processes, of a logic or a grammar 'in the feminine'.46 In the 

followingg passage from 'Women's Exile' for instance, Luce Irigaray makes clear that this 

figurationn makes it impossible to return to unity or to the one, because the lips are always two. 

Shee writes: 

Thesee two lips of the female sex make it once and for all a return to unity,47 because 

theyy are always at least two, and that one can never determine of these two, which is one, 

whichh is the other: they are continually interchanging. They are neither identifiable nor 

separablee one from the other. Besides, instead of that being the visible or the form which 

constitutess the dominant criteria, it is the touch which for the female sex seems to me 

primordial ::  these 'two lips' are always joined in an embrace.** 

Inn the context of her critique on Western discourse as 'privileging unity, form of the self, the 

visible,, the specularisable, the erection (which is the becoming form)',49 introducing the 

figurationn of the two lips as emblematic of the morphology of the female sex suggests, that a 

discoursee which would correspond to the morphology of the female sex would lead to this 

455 I use the word figuration in the sense given to this word by Rosi Braidotti notably as 'a style of 
thoughtt that evokes or expresses ways out of the phallocentric vision of the subject'. Rosi Braidotti, 
NomadicNomadic Subjects, 1. In my view the figuration of the two lips does precisely that: 'evoking and 
expressingg ways out of the phallocentric vision of the subject', because it evokes a notion of the 
subjectt as embodied, thoroughly sexuated, infinitely becoming. 

466 In her text 'Irigaray's Body Symbolic' Margaret Whitford points out 'that what is important about 
thee two lips is not their literalness, but, above all, the fact that no one can agree on exactly what 
theythey mean'. She then goes on to describe a number of different readings and concludes that the 
importancee of this image might be 'the proliferation of readings' and the fact that it has taken on 
aa lif e of its own, a life which is far more significant than any single reading. See Whitford, 
'Irigaray'ss Body Symbolic', in: Hypatia vol 6 (1991) 3, 98 + 101.1 add my reading to the already 
circulatingg ones. 

477 This sentence does not run in the original text either. It seems that a word like 'impossible*  has 
beenn left out. 

488 Luce Irigaray, 'Women's Exile', 64/65. 

499 Luce Irigaray, 'Women's Exile', 64. 
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replacementt of the one by the two, because in such a structure the other as other would be 
recognized. . 

Thee introduction of the two lips as emblematic of the female sex and of female sexuality 

mustt therefore be seen in the light of this sequence of transfigurations from the morphology of 

thee flesh to the imaginary mapping of ones sex, to the morphology of the collective imaginary, 

too the morphology of thought-processes. This interpretation sheds light upon other moments in 

Lucee Irigaray's work in which she images the morphology of thought of the female gender by 

usingg different aspects of the figuration of the two lips. Thus her argument, that a discourse or 

'aa house of language' should not be closed-off but half-open to the in-finite, evokes the image 

off  the half-openness of the two Ups. Or her statement 'that movement is a more adequate way 

off  building myself an aethiosological body'(EF:163;EE:175) summons associations with her 

elaborationn of the figure of the two lips as perpetually moving. This stress of the number two, 

whichh departs from and refers to the figure of the two lips, can furthermore be found in her 

remarkk that a woman is always two: that she is mother and daughter within 

herself.(PN:297/298;IR:: 109) 

Thesee correspondences between the morphology of the imaginary and the morphology of 

thought-processess wil l be further developed in the next section, in which I wil l elaborate the 

(imaginary)) processes which underlie the constitution of a 'fabric of language' or 'envelop' 

forr a female subject. 

SpinningSpinning around the mother-daughter axis 

Thee generation of a 'house', an 'envelop', or of 'the space of bodily autonomy, of free breath, 

freee speech and song, of performance on the stage of life' as Luce Irigaray calls this 'wrap' in 

'Divinee Women'(SP:78;SG:66), can be seen as one of the steps in the sequence of 

transfigurationss of flesh in Word. As I explained in the above the morphology of this 'house 

off  language' corresponds with the morphology of the imaginary body, of the imaginary. I 

alreadyy demonstrated this thesis with my reading of Luce Irigaray's analysis of Sigmund 

Freud'ss interpretation of the fort-da game. In this reading I traced the correspondence between 

thee desire of the paradigmatic littl e boy, Ernst, to master the presence of his mother as 

expressedd in his first language game and the structure of the order of representation. 

Now,, Luce Irigaray uses this theory to elaborate 'a fabric of language', a 'symbolic 

order'' in the feminine of and for women. I wil l now give my interpretation of Luce Irigaray's 

picturee of the generation of 'a fabric of language' in the feminine. She describes this process 

mostt elaborately in 'The Gesture in Psychoanalysis', although she mentions (aspects of) this 

processs in otfier texts as well. 
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Beforee I move on to my description of Luce Irigaray's text 'The Gesture of Psychoanalysis', 

II  want to elaborate upon the terms 'house of language', 'fabric' and 'envelop' or 'wrapping'. 

InIn the above I have used them as if they are equivalents and to some extent they are. For 

languagee or a discourse can be understood as a wrap or envelop for the subject, through which 

shee or he can order the chaos of her/his perceptions and experiences and give meaning to them. 

Itt offers the subject protection, security and assurance in the relation with the world and with 

others,, because she or he is not 'naked', defenceless and helpless, in these relations. This house 

orr fabric of language must therefore be understood as a second - a different - wrapping or 

envelopp which the subject needs after the separation with her or his first envelop, the womb. 

Thiss explains Luce Irigaray's analysis that the experiences of loss of the first wrap and of the 

relationn with the mother is the unconscious stuff, the morphology of the libidinal flesh, from 

whichh this second wrap is wrought. 

Central,, then, to the generation of a 'wrap' or envelop of language is the imaginary 

relationn to the mother. In the text 'The Gesture in Psychoanalysis' Luce Irigaray analyses this 

relationn by the gestures and games of the littl e girl and compares these with those of the littl e 

boy,, Ernst. 

Lucee Irigaray distinguishes three different reactions of the littl e girl to the absence of the 

mother.. She either throws herself on the ground, lost in grief, or she plays wim a doll, 

motheringg this quasi-subject, or she dances. Luce Irigaray writes about this latter reaction: 

Shee dances and thus forms a vital subjective space open to the cosmic maternal world, 

too the gods, to the present other. This dance is also a way for the girl to create a territory 

off  her own in relation to the mother. (SP:112;SG:97/98) 

Lucee Irigaray describes this dance as a spinning or whirling around an inner axis and mentions 

rope-skippingg as an example of this dancing, whirling movement. This example illuminates that 

thee dancing movement of the littl e girl is one of creating a space or territory around oneself; 

itt can thus be understood as a movement in which the littl e girl gives herself autonomy. Luce 

Irigarayy adds moreover that this gesture is accompanied by giggling, chattering, or chanting: 

makingg up variants, inventing phonic and syllabic games.(SP:112;SG:98) It can therefore also 

bee understood as a game with and of language. 

Lucee Irigaray analyses this movement of the littl e girl in the absence of her mother as an 

effortt 'to reproduce around and within her an energetic movement that protects her from 

dereliction,, from immediate attack (or break-in,acm), depression, loss of self.(SP:112;SG:98 

transl.. adapt.) She moreover remarks that this movement is also, but secondarily, a mode of 

attracting:: describing a circle while soliciting and refusing access to her territory; a play with 

thee territory made by gestures and its limits.(idem). 
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Lucee Irigaray describes here the constitution of an envelop or wrap of language by the littl e girl 

throughh movement and sound. This can be deduced from the frequent allusions to and 

comparisonss with the fort-da game of Ernst, this 'prototypical' or even 'legendary argument' 

forr 'the scene of representation' and its 'problematics'.50 The differences between these two 

gamess display the different imaginary of the littl e girl and of the littl e boy. Standing or sitting, 

thee littl e boy creates a circle around him by throwing away a reel on a string and pulling it back 

again.. He is the director of this circle or theatre: he dominates the scene of objects - and 

(m)otherss - appearing and disappearing at his will . The girl spins a territory around the body 

thatt is both closed and defensive as well as open and inviting towards the other. Spinning 

aroundd her axis a girl or a woman gives herself autonomy, - a closed and defensive territory -

andd she moves towards or around an other by soliciting access to her territory. 

Thiss can also be deduced from the following passage from Luce Irigaray *s text The 

Invisiblee of the Flesh', of which I was reminded when I read her description of the movement 

off  the littl e girl. She writes that: 

movementt is a more adequate way of building myself an aesthiosological body. And that, 

movingg through the world, across the universe, or dancing, I construct more of a dwelling 

forr myself than through vision. (EF:163;EE:175) 

Inn this passage my interpretation is affirmed that the littl e girl generates a wrap or dwelling -

aa house -for herself through movement and spinning around her axis. Through Luce Irigaray's 

usee of the word aesthiosological, this passage suggests moreover that this movement lies also 

att the basis of a mapping of the sensibility of the body, thus at the basis of the bodily Ego. It 

therebyy connects the constitution of the Ego, of identity, and the constitution of a territory, 'a 

spacee of bodily autonomy, of free breath, free speech and song, of performance on the stage 

off  life.' (SP:78;SG:66) 

Thee comparisons between the fort-da game of Ernst and the littl e girl's movement of spinning 

aroundd an axis also elucidates the difference in the imaginary with respect to the relation with 

thee (m)other. Whereas Ernst is intent on mastering the (m)other, by substituting her for an 

objectt which he displaces at will , Luce Irigaray analyses die littl e girl's movement as a way of 

dealingg with the proximity of the mother while building a territory of her own. Whirling around, 

thee girl protects herself against dereliction or attack, against the depression and the loss of self 

causedd by the disappearance of the mother. This movement - and the circle created by this 

500 See Rina van der Haegen In het Spoor van Seksuele Differentie, 169. See also my analysis of this 
gamee in chapter one. 
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movementt - is in first instance meant to protect, to refuse access to her territory, to generate 

ann autonomous space, to give birth to the self by building an identity and a dwelling for herself. 

Butt Luce Irigaray points out that the limits of this territory can also become creative borders, 

notablyy when the movement of spinning around attracts the other. For this movement can also 

bee understood by the other as an invitation to play or to be with the littl e girl, as a gesture of 

openingg oneself towards the (m)other, while respecting the limits of the (m)other. This 

invitationn to the (m)other to be with her, with the daughter-woman, is not a gesture of 

incorporationn or introjection of the other, a gesture to consume her. It is an invitation to move 

orr stir with the other, which Luce Irigaray pictures in her linguistic studies as the form of 

dialoguee which the female subject wil l continue to seek in her relation with the other.51 

Inn the above I have affirmed the view that the littl e girl and the littl e boy generate a space to 

breathh in, speak in, move in as an envelop or wrap to 'overcome' the loss of the first envelop, 

thee placentary abode. Luce Irigaray asserts that the different games wherewith the boy and the 

girll  negotiate the disappearance of the mother must be explained by their different relation to 

theirr mother. It makes a difference whether one is born a girl or a boy of a woman, who is of 

thee same or the other gender as oneself. In 'The Gesture of Psychoanalysis' she formulates this 

issuee as follows: 

Amongg women, the relationship to sameness and to the mother is not mastered by the 

fort-da.fort-da. The mother always remains too familiar and too close. In a way, the daughter has 

herr mother under her skin, secreted in die humidity of the mucous membranes, in the 

mostt intimate intimacy, in the mystery of her relationship to gestation, to birth and to her 

sexuall  identity. (SP:112;SG:98. transl. adapt) 

Shee describes this proximity and internal division also in 'The Limits of Transference1, when 

shee writes: 

Womann must ceaselessly measure herself against her beginning and her sexuate 

determination,, beget anew the maternal within her, give birth within herself to mother and 

daughterr in a never-completed progression. She who possesses, in the darkness, the 

subterraneann resource is mother; she who moves on the surface of the earth, in the light, 

iss daughter. She becomes woman if she can unite within her the most secret energies that 

liee deepest in her body-womb, with life in the broad light of day. Then, an alliance no 

511 Luce Irigaray, 'L'importance du genre', 15. 
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longerr means being drawn into an abyss, but an encounter in the blossoming of a new 

generation.. (PN: 297/298 ;IR: 109) 

Thesee passages illuminate that the proximity between mother and daughter and the internal 

divisionn within a woman makes that the littl e girl cannot deal with the absence of the 

(genealogical)) mother by substituting her by an object, as that would turn her - the maternal of 

herr - into an object as well. This means that she has to overcome the loss of (the relation with) 

thee mother through birth in a different manner than by throwing an object, while giving form 

too this sameness. 

II  would like to suggest that Luce Irigaray's elaboration of the dance of the daughter must 

alsoo be understood in the light of this issue. In my view, she suggests that the movement of the 

littl ee girl can be understood as an imaginary re-production of the relation between mother and 

daughterr before birth. I build this understanding upon her descriptionn of the movement of the 

littl ee girl. She describes this dance or spinning around an axis as 'reproducing around and 

withinn her an energetic circular movement'. The words 'reproduce' and 'circular energetic 

movement'' suggest that this dancing movement reproduces unconsciously the circular energetic 

movementt between mother and daughter before the daughter was born. In this relation the 

daughterr received all of lif e through 'the placentary abode'.52 But this movement also gives 

formm to the mother-daughter relation within herself, notably as a circular energetic movement 

unitingg these two parts of the female self. I imagine this movement of spinning around this axis 

withinn herself as a movement from inner to outer and from outer to inner to unite or re-unite 

thesee two within her. It can also be imagined as the spinning of a veil, a wrap or horizon 

aroundd herself to move in the broad light of day. 

Thee picture of this movement around an inner axis recalls the image of the two lips, particularly 

Lucee Irigaray's picture of the movement of the lips touching each other, opening and closing 

themselvess again in a movement that is hardly visible, only tangible. Characteristic of their 

movementt is the re-touch, which Luce Irigaray paints as a way of recovering intimacy with 

oneselff  (Hecate, 197) closing oneself upon oneself in an auto-erotic movement of touching and 

beingg touched. I see this as another way of describing the movement of the spinning around the 

mother-woman-daughterr axis, as a movement whereby the female subject protects her territory 

andd her love of self, while it illuminates on the other hand that this territory is not closed off 

butt open towards the other, inviting the other to be with her. 

522 (PN:296;IR:108) I would like to recall my description of Luce Irigaray's analysis of Ernst's play 
withh the reel and the string. She describes this as a staging of a birth, in which Ernst desires to be 
thee master of his own entrance in life. 
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InIn conclusion I can say that the text 'The Gesture of Psychoanalysis' suggests, that the notion 

'morphology'' (in the sentence we have to go back to the question of the morphology of the 

femalee sex) refers not only to the corporeal morphology of the female sex, but also to the 

morphologyy of the imaginary. My reading of this text shows that the morphology of the 

imaginaryy structures the morphology of the thought-processes. The text implies that the 

imaginaryy relation to the mother, which is different for the boy and the girl, structures the 

generationn of a 'house of language'. It explains Luce Irigaray's claim that women's speech will 

havee a different style or genre, and the extension of this claim to the house of language 

producedd by the female subject. For whereas the littl e boy creates an enclosed theatre in and 

throughh his fort-da game, the littl e girl would produce a permeable envelop, which is meant to 

protectt from and to solicit the relation with the other in a movement of closure and opening. 

Myy reading implies therefore a process of a chain of transfigurations whereby the 

corporeall  morphology of female sex is transfigured into a genre, understood as the imposition 

off  categories, as style or aesthetic achievement and as linguistic category. In other words, the 

corporeall  morphology, which forms the parameter of the imaginary mapping of the female body 

andd of the morphology of the imaginary spills over in and structures the morphology of the 

'housee of language' or the horizon of and for the female subject and the collective of female 

subjects,, the female gender.53 

Thiss reading is not only founded upon my reading of 'The Gesture of Psychoanalysis', but also 

uponupon Luce Irigaray's linguistic studies of the last ten years. In these studies she shows that the 

imaginaryy desire to be with the (m)other is expressed in the enunciations of female subjects. 

Thee subject expresses her or his imaginary relation with the other in her or his 

enunciations,, notably in and through the manner in which she or he manipulates the structural 

elementss of the communication: subject, code of language, world and co-speaker or 

addressee.. (PN: 69) In the psycho-linguistic studies (re-)published in Parler N'est Jamais Neutre, 

Lucee Irigaray's analyses are directed to uncover me (imaginary) relation to die other which 

533 Liz Grosz writes about Luce Irigaray's use of the word gattung/genre in 'Divine Women', that 
Lucee Irigaray plays upon the full resonances of the term. She mentions four aspects of this term: 
1)) genre as 'genus/gattung/gender': the general idea of a group of beings or objects presenting 
commonn characteristics; 2) genre as 'gattung/gender': a linguistic category expressing the gender 
off  words; 3) genre as 'gattung/genre/style': as kind, manner, or sort, imposition of categories, 
therebyy pointing to the field of epistemology; 4) genre as 'gattung/genre/style': as style and 
aestheticc achievement. Liz Gross, Irigaray and the Divine, Local Consumption occasional paper 9, 
Sydney:: Local Consumption, 1986, 12. 
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underliess the production of discourse, or the mode of structuring the language.54 In her recent 

linguisticc studies the focus of her analysis becomes the grammatical order, because 'the 

grammaticall  order determines the (non-conscious) programming of the message, the intuition 

orr representation of the world, of the other, of sense, of the language system.'55 She shows 

thatt this grammatical order is dominated by the masculine in syntax as well as in the lexicon 

andd analyses the effect of this grammatical order upon the enunciations of the female subject. 

Inn both cases she uses the study of the structure of word-forms (which is called the study of 

thee morphology of words within linguistics) and its transformations within linguistic operations, 

suchh as the application of gender, plurality or tense (in the case of verbs).56 She comes to the 

conclusionn that 'women's discourse designates men as subjects (...) and the world as concrete 

inanimatee objects belonging to the universe of the others.'(JTNF:42/43JTNE:35) She attributes 

thiss situation to the absence of a generic she, a transcendence in the feminine, a subjective and 

objectivee culture, sexuated in the feminine, a culture of women amongst themselves.57 

Inn the last section of this chapter I wil l address this issue of a generic she or a 

transcendencee of the feminine by going back to the question of the morphology - notably to the 

morphologyy of language, and especially to the morphology of the language system. 

544 I already referred to Luce Irigaray's linguistic studies in chapter 3. Her recent studies are based 
uponn and elaborations of the linguistic theories she developed in the sixties. At that time she 
proposedd a shift from the study of the énoncés to the study of the enunciations - the act of uttering 
aa sentence. This study would reveal a subject's specific mode of structuring language, and more 
specificallyy the subject's mode of relating to the other, the 'You'. See Luce Irigaray, Parler, 55 & 
'L'ordree sexuel du discours', 82. Margaret Whitford writes that 'diagnosis on the basis of 
linguisticc performance (syntax as well as content) is not an unfamiliar idea.' She quotes Charles 
Rycroft,, who points out that linguists as Lorenz show that disturbances in object relations, self-
awareness,, affectivity etc. are reflected in habits of speech. See Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 40. 

555 Luce Irigaray, 'L'Ordre Sexuel du Discours', 81 (my transl.). 

566 The transformation of words by gender can be illustrated by the example of the French word 'dog'. 
LeLe chien refers to a male dog, la chienne to a female dog. In Roman languages the grammatical rule 
countss that the adjective is in accordance witii the gender of 'its' noun, which implies that gender 
causess die transformation of the word-form of an adjective. For example le chien blanc (me white 
dog(m))) and la chienne blanche. This brief description of the transformation of word-forms through 
thee operation of gender shows that the feminine word-form is a derivation from the root of the 
word.. This root becomes 'gendered' in the feminine by a prefix le - or la - or by a suffix -e, -is 
orr -esse. This is also a first indication of the dominance of the masculine in syntax, as the root of 
thee word is gendered masculine. This dominance is moreover expressed in me semantic differences 
betweenn the masculine and feminine word-form: le chien refers to the generic - to the genus dog -

ass well as to a male dog, whereas la chienne refers only to a bitch. 

577 Luce Irigaray, 'Importance du genre', 15. 
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THEE MORPHOLOGY OF LANGUAGE 

Inn the above I claimed that the morphology of the imaginary spills over and structures the 

generationn of 'a house of language'. In the paragraph in question I extended the meaning of 

thee term 'house of language' to thought-processes in general. In this section I take the term 

'housee of language' more literally as referring to the language-system. 

Thiss house of language - the grammatical order as well as the lexicon - is dominated by 

thee masculine, writes Luce Irigaray in Je, Tu, Nous (JTNF:37;JTNE:30) This thesis can be taken 

quitee literally as referring to the dominance of the generic he in the grammatical order. It can 

alsoo be understood as referring to the isomorphism of this system or house to the masculine sex. 

Bothh interpretations illuminate that this system represents a transcendence in the masculine. I 

usee the word transcendence here to clarify that the speaking subject has to comply with the 

grammaticall  rules of this system to be heard and understood as speaking sensibly. Syntax thus 

determiness the production of discourse of individual subjects. I wil l first pay attention to Luce 

Irigaray'ss critique of the dominance of the generic he in the grammatical system, before I will 

elaboratee the idea that the grammatical system as transcendence is isomorphic to the masculine 

sex. . 

TheThe dominance of the masculine in syntax 

Inn Je, Tu, Nous Luce Irigaray gives a few telling examples of the thesis that syntax is 

dominatedd by the masculine. The sentence Us s'aiment (they love each other) for instance, is 

generallyy understood as referring to a man and woman in love, whereas it means literally 'he 

++ he love each other'. This example shows that in French the plural Us erases the feminine. She 

showss moreover that in French 'the pronoun or in the same form as the masculine: II tonne 

(it'ss thundering), il  neige (it's snowing), il  faut (it's necessary).'(JTNF:37;JTNE:31) These 

exampless bring her to the conclusion that 'Man seems to have wanted, directly or indirectly, 

too give the universe his own gender as he has wanted to give his own name to his children, his 

wife,, his possessions.'(idem) 

Thee last conclusion is already a prelude to the idea that the lexicon too is sexuated. In Je 

Tu,Tu, Nous Luce Irigaray asserts in several texts that 

thee gender of words is, in one way or another, related to the question of the gender of 

speakingg subjects. Words have, so to speak, a hidden sex, and this sex is valorized 

unequallyy according to whether it is male or female. It is a fact not always immediately 

obvious,, and often in-depth studies, synchronic an diachronic, on the lexicon and the 
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syntaxx of a language have to be undertaken to make it 
apparent.(JTNF:: 154JTNE: 127/128)58 

InIn this passage, Luce Irigaray argues that the grammatical gender of words, which may seem 

arbitraryy at first glance, is related to the difference of the sexes. 

Thee study of this relation is the subject-matter of Patrizia Violi *s text 'Les origines du 

genree grammatical' published in Le Sexe Linguistique.59 In this text Patrizia Violi asserts that 

'languagee inscribes in itself certain essential dimensions of our experience like sexual 

difference'600 She shows, however, that this difference has not been the only essential 

dimensionn of our experience which inscribed itself in language. The history of the Indo-

Europeann languages shows that objects have also been classified in the following classes or 

'genres':: animate/inanimate, personal/non-personal and human/non human. Patrizia Viol i argues 

however,, that classification by gender has gained dominance over the years until it has become 

thee only means of classification used in the Indo-European languages. After a review of the 

argumentss given by other linguists for the origin of grammatical gender, she formulates the 

hypothesiss that 

linguisticc categories are motivated by an investment of preceding meaning, an extra-

linguisticc investment in itself, but already symbolized at the moment when nominal 

distributionn organises itself along precise categories.61 

Shee thus argues that sexual difference is a category which founds the experience. She presents 

itt as a means to organize the perception of the world. It departs from a differentiated relation 

betweenn potentially distinct elements as day and night, or sun and moon and invests them with 

thee semantic difference of masculine and feminine. This semantic investment is then translated 

inn the linguistic category of grammatical gender, which in its turn establishes a basis for 

588 The following chapters in Je, Tu, Nous deal with linguistic issues: chapter 3: Women's Discourse 
andd Men's Discourse (JTNF:35-44 JTNE:29-36); chapter 8: Linguistic Sexes and Genders (JTNF:83-
91;JTNE:67-74)) and chapter 15: The Cost of Words (JTNF:143-158;JTNE:119-131). The first text, 
'Women'ss Discourse and Men's Discourse', consists of the conclusion of her text 'L'Ordre sexuel 
duu Discours', 121-123. 

599 Patrizia Violi , 'Les origines du genre grammatical' in: Luce Irigaray, Le Sexe Linguistique. 
LangagesLangages 85, 15-34. 

600 Violi , 'Les origines du genre grammatical', 15 

611 Violi , 'Les origines du genre grammatical', 22/23. 
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imagery,, figurations and symbolic representations.62 Patrizia Violi then continues her argument 

aboutt the origins of grammatical gender by outlining the semantic difference between masculine 

andd feminine. She elucidates that the contradiction masculine/non-masculine and the opposition 

masculinee and feminine have become fused into a single hierarchical opposition masculine/non-

masculinee = feminine. She ends up with a similar conclusion as has Luce Irigaray, notably that 

onn the level of the structure of the signification, of the organisation of meaning, the masculine 

iss placed as subject, as founding term and the feminine as his negation and limit as well as his 

conditionn of existence.63 Her study thus underlines Luce Irigaray's remark that 'Man seems 

too have wanted, directly or indirectly, to give the universe his own gender.'(JTNF:37;JTNE:31) 

TheThe necessity to change the language-system 

Inn my presentation of Patrizia ViolTs study I mentioned mat in her view the language-system 

hass been subject to change during the ages. In the course of history the categories 

animate/inanimatee and personal/non-personal were no longer used to classify or order the 

(experiencee of the) world. But also the classification of certain phenomena or objects as 

masculinee or feminine has changed during the ages, corresponding with a change in the 

semanticc changes of this opposition.64 

Lucee Irigaray expresses a similar understanding of language as historical and contingent. 

Shee writes in Je, Tu, Nous: 

Thee language-system (la langue) is a product of the sedimentations of languages (de 

langages)) of former era. It conveys their methods of social communication. It is neither 

universal,, nor neutral, nor intangible. There are no universal linguistic structures in the 

622 Violi , 'Les origines du genre grammatical', 26 and 27. She explains that according to her sexual 
differencee is not a natural given nor a material accident biologically constructed, but an evident, 
naturall  opposition (like animate/inanimate or human/non human, acm) which is constituted as site 
off  investment of meaning, which is reflected in linguistically determined formes. 

633 Violi , 'Les origines des genres grammaticale', 30. 

644 Patrizia Violi quotes two linguists who argue that when the order of society changed to a patriarchal 
one,, the classification of the natural phenomena changed too. The sun which had been typified as 
femininee became masculine - at least in the Roman languages - and the linguistic gender of the 
wordd moon changed accordingly. The same happened for the pair day and night. Violi , 'Les 
originess des genres grammaticale', 29/30. 
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brainn of the speaking subject; rather every era has its specific needs, creates its own 

ideals,, and imposes them as such.(JTNF:36;JTNE:30, transl. adapt.)65 

Thiss passage implies that the specific needs of this era have to be translated in a change of the 

languagee system. Luce Irigaray makes clear that the specific needs of this era are twofold. First, 

thiss era needs a language-system in which women can articulate their subjectivity. They have 

too be able to say 'I, woman, am' or 'I, woman, think', without the necessity of giving up their 

sexuatedd identity to assume the position of speaking subject. Secondly, this era needs a 

language-systemm that enables and expresses a different communication between men and 

women,, one which does not subsume the female subject under the masculine sign, but tries to 

enablee communication between two irreducibly different subjects. 

Thee argument for the necessity of a language-system in which women can articulate their 

subjectivityy is twofold. The dominance of the masculine in syntax, transmitted in this language 

system,, the lexicon and in the modes of communication, has a negative valorisation of the 

femininee as its corollary. This negative valorisation affects the imaginary and the flesh of the 

femalee subject and brings about a loss of self, of subjectivity, which in its turn is expressed in 

thee morphology of her enunciations: her inability to situate herself as an I, an I/they, and to 

representt herself as subject. 

Thiss inability to situate herself as a speaking subject is demonstrated by the analysis of 

women'ss discourse, which Luce Irigaray has published in 'L'ordre sexuel du discours'.66 The 

morphologyy of the enunciations of women show many similarities with the enunciations of the 

hysteric.. In the enunciations of the hysteric, the addressee - the Youm - becomes the implied 

subjectt of the enunciation, whereas the speaking subject herself, the I, is more a possible object 

(off  love) of the addressee. According to Luce Irigaray, women's discourse or women's 

enunciationss show a similar tendency: 'women's discourse designates men as subjects (...) and 

thee world as concrete inanimate objects belonging to the universe of the 

others.'(JTNF:42/433 ;JTNE:35)67 

Too the objection that through the activities of the women's movements much has changed 

forr the better for women during the last two hundred years, Luce Irigaray answers that one 

cannott change society without changing the language-system, as this system is a sedimentation 

off  a specific mode of social communication as well as of a specific mode of social organisation. 

655 This passage can also be found in 'L'ordre sexuel du discours', Langages 85, 121. 

666 Irigaray, Tordre sexuel du discours', in: Langages 85, mars 1987, 81-123. 

677 see also Irigaray, 'L'ordre sexuel du discours', 123. 
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Shee therefore argues that women have to shift their effort from changing society towards 

changingg language. She calls above all for active interventions in issues of discourse and 

language.. Such active intervention consists of using the language code and the lexicon 

differentlyy in order to express female subjectivity and the social communication among women 

andd between women and men. With respect to the expression 'They love each other' in which 

thee feminine is effaced as full subject of love (at least in French), such an intervention might 

consistt of saying 'he and she love each other' as in this expression the female subject is 

evokedd as female lover. Such conscious interventions in language might in their turn help along, 

(re-)affirm,, (re-)inscribe a certain practice of love; might bring about incarnations of this 

linguisticc practice in the organisation of the relations between the sexes. 

AA transcendence in the feminine 

Itt is important to note that Luce Irigaray writes about changing the language-system, la langue, 

andd not only about changing le langage: language as a contextually determined manner of using 

thee language system in speech-acts or communications.68 Although the transformations in the 

mannerr of using the language-system can be seen as interventions at the level of le langage, 

thiss change can bring about a change in the language-system, because this system is seen by 

Lucee Irigaray as a sedimentation of the languages of former era, thus as sedimentations of 

modess of social communication. It thereby expresses and reinscribes the symbolic worldview 

off  a culture, the formation of the relation between the human subject and the world, God and 

otherr human beings of the same or the other sex. This interpretation illuminates that the 

language-systemm is the Word of a specific culture; its Logos understood as the law, the deity 

off  a specific culture. 

688 Margaret Whitford states that the passage from This Sex (CS:132;TS:134)in which Luce Irigaray 
describess what a feminine syntax might be, must not be interpreted as a demand for another 
language-system,, but rather as a demand for another communication-system. According to her, the 
firstt interpretation would block further understanding of Luce Irigaray's notion 'speaking (as) 
woman',, because it suggests that she wants to destroy or dissolve the symbolic order. See Whitford, 
LuceLuce Irigaray. 46. 

II  do not agree with her at this point, because in my view Luce Irigaray deems it necessary 
too change the linguistic code so that women may become speaking subjects, parallel to the necessity 
too have a God of and for women. I agree on the other hand with her when she interprets the 
passagee from This Sex as a Utopian passage. I understand this Utopia as an open one, as one that 
doess not have to be realized but offers a direction in the process of change, thereby supporting the 
movementt of change. 
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II  am not the first to draw a parallel between the language-system and God. Friedrich Nietzsche, 

forr example, has done so before. In An Ethics Luce Irigaray quotes his remark 'that we wil l 

continuee to believe in God as long as we believe in grammar'. She adds critically to this 

remark:: 'Even after, or perhaps particularly after the fall of a certain God, discourse defends 

hiss untouchable status.'(EF;109;EE:112, transl.adapt.) The parallel between grammar and God 

restss upon the transcendent nature of both grammar and God, who has to subject him- or herself 

too this transcendent power. The transcendence of grammar comes to the fore through attributes 

ass timelessness, immutability and universality with which it is predicated, attributes which are 

alsoo the mainstays of conception of divine transcendence in western metaphysics. These 

attributess can, however, be analyzed as showing a certain isomorphism with the masculine sex; 

aa preference for unity, stability, identity and the identical, for the One and the Same. These 

preferencess are inscribed in the grammatical rules of ordering a sentence. They can also be 

discernedd in the discourse about (the transcendence of) the One God. As such, grammar and 

Godd answer to Luce Irigaray's analysis that the order of discourse is dominated by the 

masculine.. The dominance of the masculine in God-talk is evident in the exclusive 

representationn of God as a God-He. In grammar, the dominance of the masculine emerges 

throughh the representation of the site of permutation and identification of the <I> and the 

<You>> with the personal pronoun He, although this site is commonly theorized as an empty site 

orr a blank. As this third enables the differentiation between the subject and the other, they are 

forcedd to make their difference in relation to this third, thus to identify themselves as I-he or 

You-he. . 

Thiss description of the dominance of the masculine in the language-system brings me back 

too Luce Irigaray's analysis of the effect of this system upon the enunciations of the female girl. 

Shee writes in 'L'importance du genre': 'the littl e she looses a good part of her identity in this 

culturee of the he: she cannot interiorize her gender.'69 She attributes this loss to the absence 

off  a generic she, a transcendence in the feminine, a subjective and objective culture in the 

feminine,, a culture of women amongst themselves.70 This analysis of the cause of women's 

inabilityy to speak (of) her subjectivity shows close correspondence with her argument that as 

longg the female subject lacks a divine which suits her, she cannot establish her subjectivity or 

achievee a goal of her own.(SP:76;SG:63) 

Bothh these descriptions of women's lack contain the answer to ameliorate this situation, 

notablyy to generate a transcendence or a Word in the feminine, notably a Word that suits her. 

II  italize these last words as they contain in my view the thought, that this Word in the feminine 

699 Luce Irigaray, 'L'importance du genre', 15. 

700 Luce Irigaray, 'L'importance du genre', 15. 

152 2 



oughtt to be rooted in the flesh. This flesh has to become Word in a process of transfigurations. 

II  can also say this in other words: the morphology of the representations of this God ought to 

bee rooted in or structured by the morphology of the imaginary of women, which in its turn is 

rootedd in the experiences of the sensible, tangible, libidinal materiality of the flesh. 

Inn the following two chapters I wil l develop this thought further by an elaboration of Luce 

Irigaray'ss thesis that women need a divinity to become free, autonomous and sovereign. I wil l 

developp this thesis by first reading it as a call for a generic she or for an objective, sexuated 

inn the feminine, and secondly by enlarging upon the function of the images of this divinity of 

andd for the process of becoming woman of women. 
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6.. God-She: the horizon or 'objective' of a gender 
andd the object of communication. 

Inn the text 'Divine Women'(SP:67-85;SG:55-72) Luce Irigaray writes that women need a God. 

Shee formulates this idea in various ways throughout this text. She writes that women need 

aa divinity to become free, autonomous and sovereign(...) If women have no God, they are 

unablee either to communicate or commune with one another. They need, we need, an 

infiniteinfinite if they are to share a little. Otherwise sharing implies fusion-confusion, division 

andd tearing up within themselves, among themselves. If I am unable to form a relationship 

withh some horizon of accomplishment for my gender, I am unable to share while 

protectingg my becoming. (SP:74;SG:62, transl. adapt.) (my italics)1 

Shee also writes that 

withoutt a divine which suits her, a woman cannot fulfi l her subjectivity according to an 

objectiveobjective which corresponds with her. She lacks an ideal that would be her goal or path 

inn becoming. (SP:76;SG: 63/64, transl. adapt.) (my italics) 

andd that 

Wee women (...) lack a God to share, a word to share and to become. Defined as the often 

dark,, even occult mother-substance of the word of men, we are in need of our subject, our 

substantive,substantive, our word, our predicates: our elementary sentence, our basic rhythm, our 

morphologicall  identity, our generic incarnation, our genealogy. (SP:83;SG:71) 

II  have chosen these quotes, because they clarify that Luce Irigaray's discussion and 

interpretationn of the notion 'God' must be understood in the context of her project to change 

thee symbolic order in such a way that women can communicate and commune with each other 

ass an I-she with a You-she. 

II  have moreover chosen these quotes, because they clarify that Luce Irigaray does not 

referr to a personal God nor to the biblical God or the God of christian theology when she uses 

Thee French word 'partager', translated with 'to share' in this fragment, has a number of meanings, 
amongg them 'to share', but equally important, especially with respect to Luce Irigaray's argument 
inn the remainder of the quote, is the connotation of division and distinction. See 'partager' in he 
PetitPetit Robert. 
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thiss word. These quotes rather illuminate that she uses the philosophical connotations of this 

wordd to indicate the function which the notion 'God' might have in the becoming woman of 

women.. I wil l substantiate this view in the following paragraphs by paying careful attention to 

thee notions 'horizon', 'objective' and 'ideal' which Luce Irigaray uses to signify the notion 

'God'' in the sentences I just quoted. I wil l close this chapter by explaining the function of 

thesee notions in the communication and communion of women. 

Beforee I wil l do this I wil l pay attention to Luce Irigaray's choice to use or better to keep 

usingg the word 'God' to write and think about a 'house-of-language' of and for women. This 

choicee is not self-evident and has cost her much misunderstanding. She mentions this herself 

inn the text 'Le divin entre nous'.2 She writes in this text: 

Thee very first moment that I did this (affirm the question of God, acm), it has produced 

ann extraordinary effect...Many have affirmed that I was betraying myself, they brandished 

SpeculumSpeculum as the child I no longer loved. But I have always dealt with the question of 

God,, even in Speculum, and, as a philosopher, I have always known that the dimension 

off  theology is one which cannot be ignored.3 

'GOD':: THE EMBLEM OF A 'HOUSE-OF-LANGUAGE' 

Whyy use the word 'God' 

Thee question whether one should keep using the word 'God' in the construction of a theology 

orr religious tradition of and for women, must be divorced from the question whether feminists 

shouldd think critically about and reclaim the power of religion for themselves and for their 

purposes.. Feminist theologians, opponents and proponents of the usage of the word 'God' alike, 

agreee that feminists can il l afford to ignore the question of the representation of the divinity, 

22 Luce Irigaray, 'le divin entre nous', in: Luce Irigaray (ed), Le Souffle des Femmes. Paris: ACGF, 
1996.. 211-249. This is a French version of the Italian text 'Il divino tra di Noi. Domande poste 
aa Luce Irigaray nel coso di un incontro al Centro di studie femministi di Utrecht', in: // divino 
concepitoconcepito da noi, a euro di Luce Irigaray. Special issue of Inchiesta. Rivista trimestrale, Volume 
XIX,, (juli-dec. 1989), nr 85-86, 93-100. Both texts are based upon the transcript made by Agnes 
Vincenott of a recorded public discussion organized by the Department of Women's Studies in 
Utrechtt in 1988.1 want to thank Giuliana de Novellis who kindly made me a(n English) translation 
off  the Italian text, which lies at the base of my translation of the French text. 

33 Le Souffle, 218. Inchiesta, 94; 
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eitherr in a critical or in a positive manner.4 They argue that religion is a symbolic force, both 

inn the individual psyche as well as in political reality. Carol Christ explains this force, using 

Cliffordd Geertz' analysis of religion as a cultural system. She paraphrases his definition of 

religionn writing that 

religionn is a system of symbols which act to produce powerful, pervasive and long-lasting 
moodss and motivations(...) 

andd she explains that 

AA 'mood' for Geertz is a psychological attitude (...), while a 'motivation' is the social 

andd political trajectory created by a mood that transforms mythos into ethos, symbol 

systemm into social and political reality.5 

Becausee these moods are so long-lasting, religion remains a regulating and ordering power even 

inn secular society where the majority of the people is not confronted regularly with a 

representationn of the divinity. This explains why feminist theologians agree on the necessity to 

thinkk about religion and about God, one of the most powerful symbols of a religious system. 

Butt on the issue whether one should keep using the word 'God' feminist theologians hold 

differentt views. This difference of opinion follows from a different estimation of the pliability 

off  the word 'God'; in other words, feminist theologians do not agree on the issue whether the 

wordd 'God' will ever call forth feminine images along with masculine images, instead of 

evokingg only masculine images or a male person every time someone speaks the word 'God'. 

Thosee feminist theologians who hold the view that the word 'God' wil l not be able to 

conveyy the meaning of divine power experienced by women and/or feminist groups, have raised 

threee arguments against the continued use of this word. Their most important argument against 

thee use of die word 'God' is that this word is so soiled by the abuse of this word in a history 

off  oppression that it cannot be redeemed. Another important argument is that the word 'God' 

iss so marked by the exclusively male language and imagery for God, that it is impossible to 

breakk this masculine hold upon die notion 'God'. The association of God with (male) 

44 See for instance Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father, and Carol Christ, Laughter of Aphrodite, esp. 
thee chapters 'Why Women Need the Goddess', 117-132 and 'Symbols of Goddess and God in 
Feministt Theology', 135-159. 

55 C. Christ, 'Why Women Need the Goddess: Phenomenological, Psychological, and Political 
Reflections',, in: Laughter of Aphrodite, 117-118; tfiis text is also published in Womanspirit Rising, 
274. . 
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personhoodd is a third argument against the use of the word 'God'. This argument is directed 

againstt (philosophical) theism in which God is represented as a person, an ultimate reality or 

ass an ultimate, ontological foundation, as a real presence or a governing principle behind natural 

andd social phenomena.6 It criticizes the metaphysical presuppositions of this philosophical 

theism,, because it is rooted in and reinforcing the hierarchical dualism, which underpins western 

theologicall  traditions. Daphne Hampson formulates an argument of a different order against the 

ideaa that the word 'God' wil l be able to convey the meaning of divine power experienced by 

feminist,, female subjects. She argues that the idea that this real presence is revealed (only) in 

thee books of the bible and in history of the person of Jesus Christ, leaves very littl e room to 

changee the meaning of the word 'God'.7 

Thiss critique raises a problem, however, notably how to speak differently about divine 

powerr without using the word 'God'. The post-christian philosopher Mary Daly chooses to use 

thee verb 'to Be' or 'Being' to speak about divine power, whereas the thealogian Carol Christ 

andd the feminist theologian Nelle Morton use the word 'Goddess'. 

Thee proponents of the use of the word 'God' agree to a large extent with the critique of the 

representationn of God. They nevertheless consider the word 'God' too powerful to give up, 

becausee it calls forth and signifies the deepest desires and drives of women and men. Some 

continuee to use it, because it refers to (the existence of) another level of reality. Thus Daphne 

Hampsonn gives an argument for her continued use of the word 'God', which arises from her 

experience,, (although she also advocates a renaming and reshaping of this notion to wrench it 

outt of its anthropomorphic mould.) She writes: 

Thee word 'God' names what one concludes must be the case, the other level of reality 

whichh one believes to exist. If it were not that prayer is effective, I cannot see what 

groundss there could be for using the word 'God'.8 

Otherss hope that the word 'God' can be wrenched out of the masculine mould of the word, by 

associatingg it with metaphors and values which arise out of women's experience. The feminist 

66 This latter argument is very important in feminist theory and philosophy. It contributes and explains 
(partly)) the reluctance of feminist philosophers and theoreticians to think through the question of 
Godd and of religion as a discourse about God and the divine. 

77 See Daphne Hampson, Theology and Feminism, Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1990, chapter one. 

88 Hampson, Theology and Feminism, 170. 
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theologiann Elizabeth Johnson formulates this hope, which can be traced in many feminist 

theologicall  enterprises of rethinking and renaming divine power and God, as follows: 

Usingg 'God' in a new semantic field may restore the word to a sense more in line with 

itss Greek etymology, which according to ancient interpreters, meant to take care of and 

cherishh all things, burning all malice like a consuming fire.9 

Lucee Irigaray shares the position of feminist theologians that feminists can il l afford to ignore 

thee question of (the representation of) 'God', the divine and religion. This is apparent in the 

quotess wherewith I opened this chapter. Her position on the question whether one should keep 

usingg the word 'God' corresponds with the proponents of this usage, although her agreement 

withh this position is based upon a philosophical understanding of the word 'God' and does not 

referr to an experience of another level of reality, nor of the passion for God which can be read 

inn the words of Elizabeth Johnson. She explains this view in the text 'Ie divin entre nous'. 

Askedd why she uses the word 'God' and not the word 'Goddess', Luce Irigaray gives two 

answers: : 

II  use the word God because it is the word which can give the best intuition or put (us) 

thee best on the path, with regard to what is necessary. Words we have already used have 

aa content which we have to reappropriate: hence the use of the word 'God'. 

andd she also says: 

II  use the word 'god' strategically because it is the most absolute word in our tradition; 

andd because the word 'goddess' is mostly used in the plural. Except to speak of the 

multiplee representations of god the mother.10 

Thesee answers show that Luce Irigaray uses the word 'God' to designate a function. As wil l 

becomee apparent in this chapter and in the following ones, this function corresponds with the 

functionn some feminist theologians attribute to god and religious discourse, notably to 'give 

99 Elizabeth Johnson, She Who is, 44 + 283 n6. In this note she gives as reference of this etymology 
off  the word 'God': Thomas Aquinas Summa Theologica I, q. 13. a. 8, and remarks that Thomas 
Aquinass follows Damascene at this point. 

100 Luce Irigaray, Le Souffle des Femmes, 2Z1. Inchiesta, 98. 
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form,, direction and value to the disparate experiences of women's lives'.11 Luce Irigaray, 

moreover,, adds to this description that the word 'God' has a function in the communication 

betweenn women: 'it represents the absolute, and what can be shared among us'.12 These 

quotess show, furthermore, that Luce Irigaray considers the word 'God' the most absolute word 

inn the (European) philosophical and religious tradition. Her view that this word has a content 

whichh has to be appropriated by women must be understood in this light. The content she wants 

too appropriate is the notion of 'the absolute' or 'the ultimate', and also the notion of 'the 

infinite'' understood as infinite becoming.13 

Herr views on the word 'God' are elaborated in dialogue wiüi those of the philosopher 

Ludwigg Feuerbach, who explains in his work The Essence of Christianity, that God is the 

projectionn of man's essence which is then externalized as another Being and 'object' of 

contemplation.. I wil l first elaborate Ludwig Feuerbach's ideas on the relation between God and 

mann and then elucidate Luce Irigaray's modifications of his ideas. 

111 In Dutch feminist theological circles the expression 'giving form, direction and value to one's 
experiences',, derived from Carol Christ, is used as a definition of the function of religion. I use this 
expressionn here to describe the function of 'God'. Although this latter usage seems to narrow 
religionreligion down to a discourse about 'God', I would like to argue that my interpretation of Luce 
Irigaray'ss understanding of the notion 'God', namely expressing a cosmology, is very close to this 
functionall  definition of religion as advocated by Jonneke Bekkenkamp and Freda Droes among 
others.. See Jonneke Bekkenkamp, Canon en Keuze. Het bijbelse Hooglied en de Twenty-One Love 
poemspoems van Adrienne Rich als bronnen voor Theologie, Kampen: Kok Agora, 1993,91; Freda Droes, 
'Vrouwenn gepromoveerd in de theologie', in: Proeven van Vrouwenstudies Theologie I, Jonneke 
Bekkenkampp et al.(eds), IIMO research publication 25, Leiden/Utrecht/Voorburg: 
IIMO/rWFT/PSBBLN,, 1989, 94. 

122 Irigaray, Le Souffle des Femmes, 215 and Inchiesta, 94; This function is also mentioned in the 
openingg quotes of this chapter. 

133 The question remains nevertheless whether this reappropriation is at all possible. My experiences 
aree not encouraging in this respect. Through the years I have been working on this book, I have met 
withh very reserved reactions to this project of Luce Irigaray, and/or serious advice to make 
absolutelyy clear that I do/ she does not refer to a theistic God, but to a horizon - a collection of 
(secular)) images of the absolute of and for women - when I use/she uses the word 'God'. I have 
interpretedd these reactions as an indication of the extent to which the word 'God' calls forth images 
off  a (masculine) personal God. 
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Ludwi gg Feuerbach's The Essence of Christianity 

Inn his book The Essence of Christianity Ludwig Feuerbach writes that God is nothing else than 

thee absolute essence of man. He writes: 'Consciousness of God is self-consciousness, 

knowledgee of God is self-knowledge. By bis God thou knowest man, and by the man his God, 

thee two are identical.'14 

Hee arrives at this statement by saying that man is the only species which is conscious of 

andd relates to his own essence. It is a species which can turn his own essence into an object 

outsidee himself. Ludwig Feuerbach describes this object as infinite, unlimited, not bounded by 

thee limitations of individual human beings. He argues moreover, that this object, which helps 

mann to become conscious of himself, of his own essence and of the goal or purpose of his 

existence,, is called 'God' by man. 

Ludwigg Feuerbach pictures the essence of man which is objectified as 'God' as made up 

byy reason, willpower and love. He writes: 

Reason,, Love, force of will , are perfections - the perfections of the human being -nay, 

more,, they are absolute perfections of being. To will , to love, to think, are the highest 

powers,, are the absolute nature of man as man, and the basis of his existence.15 

Hiss argument for this view is that these qualities or perfections revolve around themselves and 

doo not direct or are not directed towards another goal. As they are perfections, their only 

purposee is their own fulfilment, their own completion. 

Inn my view, Ludwig Feuerbach's picture of die essence of man which is objectified as 

Godd is more determined by the notion 'perfection', than by love, willpower or reason. This 

becomess clear when Ludwig Feuerbach's picture of the development of religion is analyzed. 

Hee sees this development as echoing the development of human culture. He interprets the 

differentt figurations and representations of 'God' as expressing those values which were 

consideredd to be perfections - glorious and divine for their own sake - by the culture in which 

theyy are arose at their time. 

Thee Homeric gods eat and drink;- that implies eating and drinking is a divine pleasure. 

Physicall  strength is an attribute of the Homeric Gods: Zeus is the strongest of the gods. 

144 Ludwig Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity, 12. 

155 Ludwig Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity, 3. 
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Why?? Because physical strength, in and by itself, was regarded as something glorious, 

divine.16 6 

Ludwigg Feuerbach uses this example to illustrate his most important thesis, notably that the 

predicatess determine the essence of the subject and therefore of God. He writes: 'Not the 

attributee of the divinity, but the divineness or deity of the attribute is the first true Divine 

Being.'177 This thesis can be illustrated with the sentence 'God is Love'. This sentence 

expressess that 'God' is considered to be 'Love', because the predicate 'Love' is divine or 

'God'.. It is a perfection, a highest power, glorious and divine for its own sake, expressing the 

ultimatee and the absolute (of and in a certain historical period). Ludwig Feuerbach's thesis that 

thee predicates determine the essence of the subject, implies that it is the predicate which 

determiness what ought to be considered divine. 

Thee fact is not that a quality is divine because God has it, but that God has it because it 

iss in itself divine: because witiiout it God would be a defective being.18 

Thee significance and reach of this reversal of the relationship between subject and predicate can 

alsoo be shown by Ludwig Feuerbach's approach of atheism. According to him, an atheist is not 

someonee who denies the existence of God, but the person to whom predicates as love, wisdom 

andd justice mean nothing and who denies them. For the predicates determine the subject and 

nott the other way round. They can be true even when God's existence is not true. They have 

theirr own weight and are not bound to Üieir subject, as they are perfections: qualities without 

whichh both 'God' and man would 'be poor and crippled beings'. 

Thiss view of the relation between 'God' and man brings him to the statement that 'God 

iss the mirror of man'. This statement points to his view that all predicates of 'God' are truly 

predicatess of the essence of man; that they express what man considers to be perfections, the 

highestt powers, the quality or qualities most worthy to pursue or the purpose of man's 

existence. . 

166 Ludwig feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity, 21. 

177 Ludwig Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity, 21. 

188 Ludwig Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity, 21. 
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Lucee Irigaray' s interpretatio n of Ludwig Feuerbach's thoughts about God 

Inn 'Divine Women' Luce Irigaray follows Ludwig Feuerbach's reasoning - and she unsettles 

it.. Or rather she unsettles the reader of Ludwig Feuerbach's text, who went along with the 

distinctionn he makes between the human species and animals, wherewith he opens his book. 

Thiss distinction hes at the basis of his argument that the human species is able to externalize 

thee essence of his species or 'Gattung', and turn it into an object, whereas animals cannot.19 

Lucee Irigaray uses the word 'genre' or 'gender', however, to make a distinction between 

thee male or female gender in its biological, social and genealogical sense as well as in its 

linguisticc sense. By doing so, she elucidates that Ludwig Feuerbach uses the generic as cloak 

forr the masculine subject in his discourse on 'God'. For although he presents the human 

speciess or human 'genre' as universal, he uses the possessive 'his' to refer to this human 

species.. This interpretation of Ludwig Feuerbach's discourse is based upon the polysemy of the 

wordd 'Gattung' and its French equivalent 'genre', for the word 'genre' is rich in connotations. 

Itt can be used in a generic sense, - as Ludwig Feuerbach does - when he writes that the human 

'genre'' or species is distinct from animals. But it can also refer to the male and female gender 

ass 'a group of beings or objects presenting common characteristics'.20 As a linguistic category, 

thee word 'genre' indicates moreover the grammatical gender of words. And 'genre' is 

furthermoree used as an equivalent to the word 'style', both as an aesthetic category as in the 

sensee of a mode of knowing.21 

Al ll  these connotations are used in Luce Irigaray's argument that women need a 'God', 

aa horizon, an objective, an ideal in their gender, in order to posit themselves as and thus 

becomee a gender, irreducibly different from men. This means that in her view the female 

genderr has to construct a horizon or a 'God' for itself in order to become a gender: a horizon, 

whichh would function as an object or objective for the collective as well as for the individual 

womann to direct her becoming woman. 

Thee notion 'horizon' is an evocative one. It points in the first place towards the 'circular limit 

off  the view for an observer who is in the centre of it'. This definition has given rise to a more 

199 Ludwig Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity, 37. 

200 See 'genre' in Le Petit Robert par Paul Robert. Dictionnaire alphabétique et analogique de la 
LongueLongue Francaise. A. Rey et J. Rey-Debove (eds), Paris: Dictionnaires Le Robert, 1988. 

211 See also Liz Grosz, Irigaray and the Divine\ 12. 
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figurativefigurative meaning of the word, namely: 'Domain open to thoughts or actions of someone.'" 

Takenn together these descriptions evoke that a horizon delimits (infinite) space. The vastness 

off  the universe becomes bounded, literally and figuratively. Looking out towards the horizon 

aa subject is confronted with the limit of her physical and mental perceptions and experiences. 

Althoughh the horizon is always related to the subject - determined by her standpoint, belonging 

too the T, it marks the boundary between the T and the 'not-I'. These limits make the subject 

awaree of the - physical, mental and social - space surrounding her. Figuratively, this space 

couldd be called her 'symbolic universe', made up by a collection of images, symbols, artifacts 

andd rules or laws that surround her. This collection embodies and expresses her worldview, her 

perceptionss and experiences of the world. This collection also constitutes 'the domain, open 

too her thoughts and actions', and therefore it shapes these perceptions and experiences in turn. 

Fromm this elaboration of the notion 'horizon', its function in the process of becoming a 

genderr can be argued for. It generates a group of beings or objects presenting common 

characteristics,, by drawing a limit in the infinite space. It, moreover, suggests that such a 

horizonn would be marked by a certain style of thought as well as by the feminine grammatical 

gender. . 

Lucee Irigaray's thesis that women need a 'God' or a horizon to become a gender follows from 

thosee aspects of Ludwig Feuerbach's ideas which she takes up and develops in the context of 

herr own project. First, she uses the idea that 'God' or the horizon represents the absolute or 

ultimatee for a group, a people or gender at a certain time, in a certain place. This idea provides 

herr on the one hand with (extra) ammunition to deconstruct the prevailing order of discourse. 

Onn the other hand it pictures a path to construct a horizon of and for women as irreducibly 

differentt from men. Ludwig Feuerbach's reasoning implies that this horizon can be constructed 

byy externalizing those qualities which a group considers to be the ultimate of and for itself and 

callingg these divine or 'God'. Luce Irigaray articulates this implication when she writes: 

Thiss God, are we capable of imagining it as a woman? Can we dimly see it (le pressentir) 

ass the perfection of our subjectivity? the objective, which guards (or protects) the place 

off  the realization of our subjectivity (SP:75, my transl.)23 

222 See under: 'horizon' in le Petit Robert. 

233 Unfortunately, the last sentence of this quote is lost in the English translation of Sexes et Parentés. 
Thee quoted passage reads in full: "Sommes-nous capable, ce Dieu, de 1'imaginer femme? Pouvons 
nouss le pressentir comme la perfection de notre subjectivité? Vobjectif gardant le lieu de 
VaccomplissementVaccomplissement de notre subjectivité?" (The italics are added to mark the lost sentence) 
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Secondly,, she takes up the idea that 'God' is the objectified and externalized object of a 

gender.. The passage I just quoted affirms this interpretation. For this passage elucidates that 

'God'' is rooted in the subject, notably in the work of the imagination, this interface of body 

andd language. The subject who 'has some idea of24 this 'God' of and for women, 

externalizess this 'God' as object, which can be contemplated and related to as to 'an Other 

forr us', whereby 'the capital letter designates the horizon of the fulfilment of a gender, not a 

transcendentt entity that exists outside becoming.(SP:75;SG:63) 

Lucee Irigaray argues that women ought to posit an external reality, a 'God' in order to 

become,, whereby it must be noted that in Luce Irigaray's view, becoming itself represents the 

mostt valuable goal. (SP:73;SG:61) She explains that 'God' - the God we can dimly see on the 

horizonn - represents the goal or the direction for the process of becoming; for the process of 

'realizingg or fulfillin g the fullness what she is capable of being'.(SP:73;SG:61) Luce Irigaray 

picturess this movement towards the object or to 'God' using the image of the plant. She may 

havee borrowed this image from George Hegel who had a preference for the image of the plant 

too explain the relation between 'an sich/in itself and 'fur sich'/for itself, according to Charles 

Taylor.255 She writes: 'And in this (becoming divine, acm) we still resemble plants. We climb 

towardd God...'(SP:81;SG:69) The image of the plant envisages the process of becoming woman 

off  women as the realization of a potentiality. The germ represents the plant in its potentiality 

whereass the full grown plant is the end-result, the actualization of the process of growth. This 

latterr idea evokes the ideas of the previous chapter in which I argued that a woman is born a 

woman,, entered into her morphology, but that she has to become a woman as well, by 

discoveringg and displaying the morphology of the primary matter that she is. 

Thee notion ' the objective' which I used in the above to point out that 'God' represents an aim 

forr the becoming of women has other connotations as well, especially in philosophical 

discourse.. It is associated with the idea of a 'house-of-language' or 'a symbolic universe'. This 

ideaa of 'God' as an 'object' or 'objective' is important to Luce Irigaray for two reasons. First, 

itt corresponds with her model of communication. In this model the 'object' represents both the 

'aboutt what', the transitional object of the intersubjective communication, as well as the 

'third',, the site of identification and permutation of the speaking subjects. A horizon in the 

244 According to The Concise Oxford French-English Dictionary, 'pressentir' can also be translated 
ass 'to have some idea of. 

255 Charles Taylor, Hegel, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975. 
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femininee would offer women the necessary 'third' to articulate their subjectivity.26 Secondly, 

Lucee Irigaray elaborates the notion of the 'objective' in the direction of a 'world' of and for 

women.. This latter notion corresponds with the notion 'horizon', especially when this notion 

iss understood figuratively, namely as a domain open for thoughts and actions of and for the 

subject. . 

InIn the following paragraphs I wil l first elaborate the interpretation of 'God' as an object 

inn the communication. I wil l then continue to give a reading of Luce Irigaray's interpretation 

off  'God' as pointing towards a 'world' of and for women. 

'GOD'-SHE,, OBJECT AND OBJECTIVE 

Thee object is 'God'-She 

Ass I pointed out before, Luce Irigaray affirms Ludwig Feuerbach's idea that 'God' represents 

thee absolute and ultimate of a gender. This is certainly true for linguistic gender, because as 

Lucee Irigaray shows following Friedrich Nietzsche 'we wil l continue to believe in God as long 

ass we believe in grammar. Even after, or perhaps particularly after the fall of a certain God, 

discoursee defends his untouchable status.'(EF;109;EE:112, transl.adapt.) This entwinement of 

grammarr and 'God' or better, the divine status of grammar, and especially of linguistic gender, 

comess to the fore in and through the linguistic gender of 'God', in the choice of the personal 

pronounn 'He' or 'She'. In this paragraph I wil l take up this last aspect and argue that Luce 

Irigaray'ss idea that women need a God in their gender must be read as a call to imagine and 

thinkk 'God' as a 'God'-She, although Luce Irigaray speaks only occasionally about 'God' as 

aa 'God'-She.27 

II  have three arguments for this interpretation of Luce Irigaray's call upon women to 

imaginee 'God'. First, choosing the personal pronoun 'She' for 'God' is more than a question 

off  grammar. Because the notion 'God' represents what is considered to be the absolute and the 

ultimatee of a gender in a certain situation, using the personal pronoun 'She' indicates that 

266 See chapter three of this book. For a more elaborate interpretation of this argument see: Anne-Claire 
Mulder,, A God in the Feminine, Series A: General and Theoretical Papers 498, LAUD -Linguistic 
Agencyy University Essen, Essen, 1999. 

277 I have come across only one passage in which Luce Irigaray writes about God as about a God-She, 
notablyy in 'Importance du Genre' in Langages 111, 15. 
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femalenesss or femininity answers Ludwig Feuerbach's requirements of predicates for 'God', 

notablyy that it ought to be possible to reverse subject and predicate. 'She' as the privileged 

designationn of 'God', reflects that the linguistic, feminine gender is seen as the most perfect 

symbolizationn of a 'God' for women. It expresses that 'God' and women are not incompatible 

orr oppositions to each other. This argument is inspired by the analysis of the Jewish theologian 

Ritaa Gross who wrote about this issue: 

Iff  it is daring, degrading or alienating to speak of 'God', using female pronouns and 

imagery,, that perhaps indicates something about the way women and the feminine are 

valued.. Therefore we might say that the ultimate symbol of our degradation is our 

inabilityy to say 'God-She'.28 

Thuss the inability to speak of or think of 'God' as 'God-She' indicates the subordinate status 

off  women in the symbolic and social order and their 'non-being' to borrow an expression of 

Maryy Daly,29 in particular their 'non-being' as subjects of a discourse and communication. 

Myy second argument is furnished by this description of the status of women by Mary 

Daly.. It corresponds with Luce Irigaray's recent linguistic studies, in which comes to the 

conclusionn that the littl e girl (the female subject) cannot interiorise her gender because there is 

noo culture nor a 'house-of-language' for her which is marked by the personal pronoun 'She', 

andd that she therefore looses a good deal of her identity. 

II  have explained that the personal pronoun 'He' functions as the site of permutation and 

identificationn for the subject of the enunciation as well as for the addressee of this enunciation. 

Lucee Irigaray shows that to become a female subject, who can communicate with a female 

otherr as an I-she with a You-she, it is necessary to have a site of permutation and identification 

whichh is marked as a 'She'. I have explained the function of this site in chapter three. In this 

chapterr I want to elaborate this idea with an example from a different text of Luce Irigaray. In 

SpeculumSpeculum she writes about a passage in Sigmund Freud's text Femininity, in which he mentions 

thee desire of the littl e girl in the phallic phase to get her mother with child and to bear her 

mother'ss child. Luce Irigaray writes: 

wee may regret that here Freud gives no hint as to the sex of the child to be conceived by 

motherr and daughter (...) One might advance the hypothesis that the child who is desired 

inn the relationship with the mother must be a girl if the littl e girl herself is in any degree 

288 Rita M. Gross, 'Female God Language in a Jewish Context', 168. 

299 Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father, 23 

166 6 



valuedd for her femaleness. The wish for that girl child conceived with the mother would 

signifyy for the littl e girl a desire to repeat and represent her own birth and separation of 

herr 'body' from the mother's. Engendering a girl's body, bringing a third woman's body 

intoo play, would allow her to identify both herself and her mother as sexuate women's 

bodies.. As two women, defining each other as both like and unlike thanks to a third 

'body'' that both by common consent wish to be 'female'. (...) In other words, this 

fantasyy of the woman-daughter conceived between mother and daughter would mean that 

thee littl e girl, and her mother also, perhaps, want to be able to represent themselves as 

women'ss bodies that are both desired and desiring, though not necessarily 'phallic'. 

(SF:38;SEE 35/36) 

Thiss passage illustrates the function of the third, in this case of the fantasy child. The littl e girl 

cann imagine herself as I-she or desiring subject in relation to a 'You-she', the desired subject. 

Butt these positions can also be reversed thanks to the idea that the third, the fantasy child is 

imaginedd female. The gender of this child enables the littl e girl to inscribe herself in the role 

off  a female desiring subject. However, as Luce Irigaray writes in this passage, this fantasy child 

wouldd only be female if the girl is in any degree valued for her femaleness. This 'appreciation' 

iss expressed in the communication between daughter and mother, between an T and a 'You'. 

Thiss communication of daughter and mother is, however, fraud with difficulties. Luce 

Irigarayy attributes these difficulties in her linguistic studies to the absence of a 'feminine 

generic,, a transcendence in the feminine, a culture, subjective and objective sexuated in the 

feminine,, a culture of "between women", notably of the relation between mothers and 

daughters'30,, in short to a 'third' which can function as site of permutation and identification, 

andd as the object which mother and daughter share between them, but which offers them also 

aa space, spacing or separation, so that their 'sharing does not imply a fusion-confusion, 

divisionn and tearing up within themselves, among themselves.'(SP:74;SG:62, transl. adapt.) 

Inn my view, this function of a transcendence in the feminine can only be fulfilled by a 

'God'-She,, because 'God'-She, as emblem of the absolute and ultimate, offers the kind of 

universalityy which is necessary to make the 'She' function as site of permutation and 

identificationn for the I-she and the You-she. 'God'-She would, moreover, function for the littl e 

girll  as the horizon necessary to become a desiring and desired woman without 'interruption' 

orr without the necessity of being cut off from the movements of her sensible and sensitive 

flesh.. In other words, without the obligation to subject herself to a culture of the 'he', in which 

thee 'he' expresses that the grammatical masculine gender is the most perfect symbolization of 

'God'. . 

300 Luce Irigaray. 'Importance du genre', 15. 
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Myy third argument for a reading of Luce Irigaray's call for a 'God' for women as a call 

forr a 'God'-She is that 'God'-She would offer women an object, the 'about what' for their 

communication. . 

II  opened this chapter with a quote from Luce Irigaray, wherein she writes that women 

needd a God to communicate or commune with one another. I interpret this passage as an 

elucidationn of the function of 'God' in the communication between women. In my reading she 

picturess 'God' or the horizon as a 'third' in the relation between women. This 'third' brings 

themm together in a relation, because they share in this 'third' or object, because it is the site 

off  their permutation and identification. Thus it generates a community in which women can 

communicatee or commune with each other. This third, however, is also an object of exchange, 

whichh has to be shared with each other. When this object is exchanged between the partners 

inn and of the communication - between an 'I' who gives it to the other or the 'You', who 

receivess it, becomes subject T by giving the object back to the first subject who has now 

becomee the 'You' - they are also enabled to distinguish themselves and to differentiate between 

them.311 For to exchange an object, space between them is necessary. Luce Irigaray expresses 

thiss in the text 'Le divin entre nous': 'We don't just need a 'connective', but also a space, a 

spacing.(...)) it is necessary to create a spacing and modes of exchange.'32 

Inn my view, 'God' functions as such an object of exchange in the communication 

betweenn and among women. She constitutes and guarantees their subjectivity, as 'She' enables 

themm to be both a female subject of the enunciation as well as the addressee of the enunciation. 

'She'' is moreover the object that is exchanged between them, the object which they share. 

Theyy communicate about 'God'-She, and while they share 'God'-She, they talk about 

themselves,, about their values and objectives, about the purpose of their existence. This gesture 

off  giving images of themselves, or of giving (part of the meaning of) these images to the other, 

enabless them to determine whether they have anything in common, whether they share or do 

nott share the same image of 'God'-She, the qualities and attributes or the values which such 

ann image expresses. They are thus enabled to point towards their differences or point these out 

andd make these differences 'object' of their exchange. Thus the 'object' they exchange, which 

iss passed from the one to the other, generates also the space for a spacing, a distinction between 

thee T and the 'You' among women themselves. 

Myy interpretation of 'God'-She as the object of exchange in the communication between 

womenn might suggest or recall an understanding of 'God' as a transcendent Other or as a 

311 The words 'to share in', 'to share' and 'to distinguish' are all equivalents of the French 
'partager',, see also note 1 of this chapter. 

322 Le Souffle des Femmes, 243; Inchiesta, 99; . 
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personall  God.33 Luce Irigaray's remark that this object, this 'Other for us' must not be 

understoodd as referring to 'a transcendent entity that exists outside becoming', but to 'a 

horizonn of fulfilment'(SP:75;SG:63), indicates her opposition to such a reading. It underlines 

againn that she understands the notion 'God' as a function, namely as the third, as a site, as a 

horizon,, a line or veil separating the finite from the infinite, whereupon images and 

representationss of the absolute for and women can be projected.34 

Thee objective expresses 'God' 

Thee understanding of 'God' as a horizon, which I mentioned in the above, is connected to the 

notionn 'objective' which Luce Irigaray uses to explain that women need a God. This word 

pointss towards her position that women need a culture to share with other women and to 

becomee as well. 

Inn 'Divine Women' she uses the word 'objective' in combination with 'God'. In those 

passagess she presents an understanding of the word 'objective' which points out that 'God' 

functionss as an aim or goal, which offers the female subject a direction for her becoming, thus 

almostt as equivalent to the word 'object'. 

Butt this is only one meaning of the word 'objective' in Luce Irigaray's work. In An 

EthicsEthics she uses the word 'objective' in such a context that it becomes clear that it refers to a 

worldworld for women. She writes that this world for women is a world in 'its imaginary, artistic 

andd cultural dimensions. Its divine dimensions also'(EF: 104; EE:106). She moreover adds that 

thiss world is 'an ethical world (...) in its two vertical and horizontal dimensions: daughter-to-

mother,, mother-to-daughter; among women, or among "sisters".'(EF:106; EE:108). 

Lucee Irigaray's interpretation of the notion 'objective' as referring to a 'world for 

women'' is developed in a dialogue with George Hegel's dialectical system. In his dialectical 

system,, the notion 'objective' refers to the external realities generated by the subjective mind. 

Thesee external realities may be understood as actualizations of a (collective) subjectivity or 

333 This danger remains a real one as long as the word 'God' has not been wrenched out of its 
dominantt semantic and theological context. 

344 See for an elaboration of God as site, or the-between-women as site of God: Andrea Günter, 'Der 
Ortt Gottes. Oder. Wie eine strukturelle Rede von "Frau" und "Weiblichkeit" Frauen von 
ontologischenn Zuschreibungen befreit und Gott in den Beziehungen under Frauen ansiedelt.' in: 
Andreaa Günter (ed), Feministische Theologie und postmodernes Denken. Zur theologische Relevant 
derder Geschlechterdifferenz, Stuttgart: Kohlhammer GmbH, 1996, 53-67, esp. 64-67. 
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subjectivee mind In his terminology the word 'objective' points to the sphere of law, ethics, the 

orderingg of society in the institutions of the family and the state, and to history. 

Herr discussion of George Hegel's dialectical system in An Ethics illuminates that Luce 

Irigarayy uses the word 'objective' as encompassing both ethics and the requirements of 'a 

woman-to-womann sociality'35, with its issue of laws for women, that ensure the 'right to life' -

thee right to become perfectly.(SP:81 ;SG:69)36 But she also presents 'the objective' as 

includingg art, religion and philosophy, which George Hegel saw as belonging to the sphere of 

thee absolute mind. This means that her interpretation of the notion of 'objective' differs from 

Georgee Hegel's terminology. In her interpretation, the notion 'objective' encompasses both the 

spheree of Hegel's 'objective mind' as well as the sphere of 'absolute mind'. 

II  interpret this dissolution of the distinctions between the absolute and the objective as a 

consequencee of Luce Irigaray*  s understanding of (images of) art, religion and thought as 

externalizationss of the subjective mind and not as incarnations of a transcendent entity, which 

seemss to be the implication of the logic of George Hegel's dialectical system. The notion 

'horizon'' as image for 'the objective' and for 'God' will illuminate my interpretation of this 

dissolution. . 

II  have explained in the above, that the notion 'horizon' has two aspects of meaning: it refers 

too the line upon the horizon, separating the me and non-me and the finite and infinite, and it 

pointss to 'a domain open to thoughts and actions'. The first aspect of the notion 'horizon' 

suggestss that this domain is not closed. For in this description the horizon is pictured as a line 

orr a (transparent) veil, which separates the spheres of the finite and the infinite. As it is 

characteristicc of a horizon to give way, to move along with the movements of the subject, the 

passagee to the infinite is not closed, but remains open to the future, which means that this 

355 This expression refers to the title of the text 'Women-Amongst-Themselves: Creating a Woman-to-
Womann Sociality' in The Irigaray Reader, 190-197. Margaret Whitford explains in her introduction 
too this text that this title has been added by the editors of Paris-Feministe, who published it in 
septemberr 1986, (nr 31/2) under the title 'Créer un entre-femmes'. This text consists of extracts of 
ann interview of Luce Irigaray by Franca Chiaromonte, an editor of the Italian journal Rinascita. It 
hass also been published - in a slightly different version - in German translation. In this version the 
titlee reads: 'Orientierungen hin zu einer gesellschaftlich differenzierten Kultur'. See Luce Irigaray, 
ZurZur Geslechterdifferenz, 119-141 

366 The expression 'right to life' is an expression Luce Irigaray uses in her commentary on George 
Hegel'ss distinction between 'Moralitat' and 'Sittlichkeit'. See 'The Universal as Mediation' 
SP:141-164;SG:: 127-149. The expression 'right to life' is also used in her texts on the rights and 
lawss for women, see Jef Tu Nous and I Love To You. I read 'life' here as synonymous to 
'becoming'' as Luce Irigaray's interpretations of 'life' and the 'right to life' have everything to 
doo with becoming, with growth and fulfilment of oneself or of the community. 
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horizon,, this objective, this 'God' is not closed off either, not unchanging or immutable, but 

forr ever in becoming. 

Thee second aspect of the notion 'horizon': 'domain open to thoughts and actions' can 

alsoo be used to explain the notion 'objective', interpreted in the hegelian sense as external 

realitiess generated by a subjective mind. This interpretation suggests that this domain is made 

upp by a collection of images, symbols, rules, laws, including art, religion and thought. This 

collection,, or this 'world for women' embodies and expresses what the female subject considers 

too be the divine of and for her gender and is in my interpretation marked by the pronoun 'She'. 

Inn such a reading, the 'objective', or the horizon can be interpreted as incarnation(s) of 'God'; 

ass incarnations of the qualities and values which are considered to be perfections by a group 

orr community or 'people' at a certain place, in a certain time. 

Thiss interpretation of die notion 'horizon' has bearings upon my understanding of 'She' 

ass object of communication and as site of permutation and identification. It illuminates that the 

objectt of communication is not 'God', but the images, symbols, laws, rules and thoughts which 

mustt be thought of as incarnations of those qualities and attributes which female subjects 

considerr divine. They enable women to communicate with each odier without hate or widiout 

fusion-confusion. . 

WiÜii  this interpretation of the objective I offer a reading of Luce Irigaray's remark that 

'womenn need a God to become free, autonomous and sovereign', in which I elucidate that this 

remarkk must be read as pointing towards the necessity of a culture of and for women. The word 

'God'' can then be seen as a pars pro toto of this culture, and as the epitome of the values and 

qualitiess which would be embodied in this culture. 

Thiss interpretation introduces another aspect of Luce Irigaray's statement mat 'women 

needd a God to become', notably the function of the images of 'God' in the constitution of 

femalee identity, of female identities. For in this chapter I have only elaborated the function of 

thee notion 'God' in the constitution of female subjectivity, by pointing out its function in die 

communicationn between women. Altfiough I already alluded to the idea mat the notion 'God' 

iss not empty, but filled witii images and representations, I wil l develop this mought in me next 

chapter. . 
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7.. God: mirro r  of woman 

Withh her statement that women need a God to become, Luce Irigaray aims at redefining female 

subjectivityy and female identity. As I have argued in the previous chapter Luce Irigaray uses 

thee word 'God' as pars pro toto for the notion 'horizon' (among others). I explained that the 

notionn 'horizon' both referred to a 'domain open for action and thought' - thus to a house of 

languagee or symbolic universe of and for women - as to a line which seems to separate sky and 

earth.. I also argued that, when Luce Irigaray wrote that women need a God to become subjects 

inn their own right, she called for a God-She, or, for a horizon marked by the female linguistic 

gender. . 

Thiss latter interpretation has implications for the notion 'horizon'. For a 'God-She calls 

forthh female images of the divine, just as female images of 'God' and the divine evoke the 

necessityy to speak of and think about 'God' as She. This implies that this horizon, which would 

bee marked by the female linguistic gender, would be constituted by a collection of images, 

symbols,, artifacts, laws, values which could be recognized as images rooted in (the experiences 

of)) the female sociological gender. For only through verbal and visual images, and linguistic 

signss can the present symbolic order be changed. 

Thiss is explained very clearly by Margaret Whitford in her discussion of the relations 

betweenn the symbolic and the imaginary. She clarifies that redefining female subjectivity and 

femalee identity go hand in hand in the following passage: 

(1)) subjectivity is a structure, or a position of enunciation. It is not identity; (2) but that 

structuree would be empty without the imaginary: representations are what flesh it out. So 

thee symbolic is structure (form) which is given content by the imaginary, and the 

imaginaryy pours itself into the available structures to form representations. Subjectivity, 

then,, belongs to the symbolic but it is empty without the imaginary; identity is imaginary 

butt it takes a symbolic (representational) form.' 

Whereass I explained Luce Irigaray's remark that women need a God from the perspective of 

redefiningg female subjectivity in the previous chapter, I wil l focus in this chapter upon Luce 

Irigaray'ss attempt to redefine female identity. This redefinition is closely linked to a 

transformationn of the imaginary, understood as the collection of images available in a particular 

11 Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 91. 
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culture,, as well as the unconscious level of phantasies and dreams.2 But as has become clear 

fromfrom Margaret Whitford's description of the relation between the symbolic and the imaginary: 

aa change of the imaginary will change the symbolic as well, because the symbolic is form given 

contentt by the imaginary. 

Inn my view, Luce Irigaray's thoughts about 'God' and the divine address the 

transformationn of the imaginary as a lever to change the present symbolic order. The notions 

'God'' and the divine can fulfi l this function, because they are located at the intersection of the 

symbolicc and the imaginary. For on the one hand these notions are charged with metaphysical 

meaningg and ages of theological and philosophical discourse. On the other hand the notions 

'God'' and the divine, as 'indices' of what is held to be the absolute and ultimate of a group, 

movee the (religious) imaginary of individuals and groups. Thus the notion 'God' and the divine 

hass inspired through the ages a poiesis of the world, a creative interpretation of the relations 

betweenn the world, the human subject and the divine. This poiesis is expressed in poetry, in 

paintings,, in verbal and visual images of 'God' and the divine. Therefore changing diese 

imagess wil l effect a change in and of the imaginary. This in turn wil l change the configuration 

off  the intersection of the symbolic and the imaginary, and thereby it wil l change the symbolic. 

II  read the following passage of 'le divine entre nous' against the above described back-cloth 

off  the relation between symbolic and imaginary and between subjectivity and identity. In this 

passagee Luce Irigaray says: 

Wee have to destroy our chains and our prisons, but we have to construct our identity, our 

divinee identity included, and go looking for it wherever there might be traces or fragments 

off  it. We cannot - and this is the assumption of Divine Women which has made many 

womenn happy and others aggressive - invent an identity for us without giving ourselves 

representationss of this identity. I obviously cannot content myself with repeating 'I want 

too become divine!...' I need images, words, which wil l serve as a framework, as a support 

too take up, then drop, then take up again. 3 

22 This interpretation is based upon Margaret Whitford's reading of Luce Irigaray's deployment of the 
notionn 'the imaginary', especially to her explanation that Luce Irigaray 'conflates in a single term 
thee phenomenological definition of the imaginary, (the conscious, imagining, and imaging, mind) 
withh the psychoanalytic definition (the unconscious, phantasying mind).' Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 
54. . 

33 Luce Irigaray, Le Souffle des Femmes, 232/233; Inchiesta, 97. 
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Thiss passage clarifies that the present symbolic order - and thus women's status within this 

orderr - can be changed when women construct their identity by giving themselves 

representationss of this identity. It moreover postulates that the images of the divinity of and for 

womenn serve the formation of an identity. They function as an intermediate in the process of 

becomingg woman of women as they present a goal to direct this process. To explain this 

functionn of images of 'God', Luce Irigaray takes up the image of the mirror. Affirming Ludwig 

Feuerbach'ss statement that God is the mirror of man, she writes: 

'Godd is the mirror of man' (Feuerbach, 63) Woman has no mirror wherewith to become 

woman.. Having a God and becoming one's gender go hand in hand. God is the other that 

wee absolutely cannot be without. In order to become, we need some shadowy perception 

off  achievement; not a fixed objective, not a One postulated to be immutable but rather a 

cohesionn and a horizon that assures us the passage between past and future. The bridge 

off  a present that remembers, that is not sheer oblivion and loss, not a crumbling away of 

existence,, notably by dereliction' (SP:79,SG:67, transl.adapt).4 

Inn this chapter I wil l offer an interpretation of the two passages I just quoted. I wil l first discuss 

Lucee Irigaray*  s affirmation of the mirror, which is striking after her devastating critique of the 

workingss of the flat mirror, as the favoured metaphor of the logic of representation; a logic 

whichh she exposed as based on oneness, fixity and immutability, privileging Being and essence 

overr becoming and change and favouring oneness over differences. In this discussion I wil l 

relatee this image to the image of 'horizon', which I discussed in the previous chapter. 

Secondly,, I wil l offer three reasons why women need a mirror to become. First I wil l 

interprett 'God' or the mirror as offering cohesion, unifying both dispersion of the individual 

ass well as unifying individual women in a collective. Then I will show that this 'God' or 

mirrorr wards off dereliction as it binds the workings of the death-drive. Lastly, I wil l offer a 

readingg of the necessity of a mirror or a 'God' for women as a means of loving and willin g 

oneself. . 

Inn the third part of this chapter, I will discuss how this 'God' or this mirror can be 

constructedd by elaborating upon the faculty of the imagination in creating a body of work or 

ann identity. 

Inn the last part I wil l discuss Luce Irigaray's affirmation of the notions 'God' and identity 

inn the light of the philosophical critique of the metaphysical tradition. Both these notions bear 

44 As I am quoting the English translation by Gillian Gill, I also quote the reference to the English 
translationn of The Essence of Christianity she uses, namely Harper Torchbooks, New York 1957 
(seee SG:57). 
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thee weight of this latter tradition. The notion of 'God' has been understood as Being itself, 

immutable,, unchangeable, the foundation of all being(s) and all truth. The notion of identity has 

likewisee been associated with truth, the truth of an identity founded at the expense of difference, 

effacingg differences in favour of the Same. I will show, however, that Luce Irigaray uses both 

thee notions 'mirror' and 'identity' in her elaboration of a philosophy of becoming, allocating 

bothh 'God' and identity the place of intermediates in this process of in-finite becoming. 

WOMENN NEED A SPECULUM MUNDI TO BECOME 

Ass I already wrote in the above, Luce Irigaray's statement that 'women need a mirror 

wherewithh to become woman' is striking in the light of her critique of the mirror as the main 

propp to establish the masculine subject as protagonist of the psychoanalytical and philosophical 

theatre.. Just because it is so unexpected and striking it warrants a second look to see how she 

understandss the mirror in the process of becoming. Although her argument that women need 

aa God or mirror can be read as reminiscent of Jacques Lacan's interpretation of the function 

off  the mirror in the ego-formation, - an idea I wil l come back to later in this chapter - Luce 

Irigaray'ss argument for a mirror of and for women is based upon another understanding of this 

notion.. She understands it as a Speculum Mundi. 

InIn a discussion of the meaning and the title of Speculum d'Autre Femme published in / Love 

toto You, she writes that 

Inn the title of Speculum, as throughout the whole book, I played on words, on meanings, 

too enable a different truth to appear. Thus speculum denotes a gynecological instrument, 

thoughh at an earlier period in our culture this term was used to denote the most faithful 

expressionn of reality possible. Speculum Mundi, for example was not an uncommon title, 

andd was what I had in mind. It signifies mirror of the world - not so much the reflection 

off  the world in a mirror as the thought of the reality or objectivity of the world through 

aa discourse.(JAT:101/102;ILTY:59/60) 

Thee older era of our culture from which Luce Irigaray has borrowed this image must be the 

Middlee Ages in my view. In that period a large number of Specula were produced, either in 

Latinn or in the vernacular languages of that time. These works were meant as means of 

knowledge,, conveying either instructive and informative teaching, - of an almost encyclopedic 

naturee -, or normative and exemplary teachings, addressing particular (christian) issues. Their 

title,, Speculum, harked back to a derivative meaning of the Latin word 'speculum' which 
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designatedd at first all painting or representation and later 'means of knowledge'.5 These 

SpeculaSpecula Mundi from the Middle Ages can be read as 'cosmologies', because they represent 

'thee specific view or collection of images concerning the universe held in a religion or 

culture'66 In their case they carried - as they were meant to be informative - a christian interpre-

tationn of the relation between 'God', humanity and the (natural) world.7 

Lucee Irigaray's remark that the title of Speculum d'Autre Femme is a reference to these works 

andd that she intended to write such a Speculum Mundi or world-view on the part of 

women(JAT:102;ILTY:60),, has important implications for her remark in 'Divine Women' that 

womenn lack a mirror wherewith to become. In my view, it suggest that women lack - and 

thereforee need - a cosmology, such a 'specific view or collection of images concerning the 

universee held in a religion or culture', or in her own words 'the thought of the reality or 

objectivityy of the world through a discourse'. My interpretation of the 'mirror' as a 

cosmologicall  world-view corresponds with my interpretation of Luce Irigaray's notion 

'horizon',, especially when this latter notion is understood as domain open for thought and 

actions.. For cosmologies comprise both scientific, mythological and religious narratives about 

thee universe, and about the origin of humanity, which are laid down in cosmogonies. 

Cosmologiess are, moreover, 'to quite an extent(...) in harmony with the social order in a tribe 

orr tradition, and as a rule reflect the prevailing mode of production.'8 And lastly, (religious) 

cosmologiess shape morality: an account of the relation between self, others, the world and 

'God',, which is not only descriptive but also performative - it 'pictures' the required relation 

off  the self towards others, the world and 'God'.9 A cosmology thus affirms a horizon or world 

inn its symbolic, social and material forms. 

55 Margot Schmidt, 'Miroir' in: Dictionaire de Spiritualité Tome X, Paris 1980, 1290-1303, esp. 1291-
1293.. See also of chapter 1, nt 29. 

66 K.W. Bolle, 'Cosmology: an Overview', in: An Encyclopedia of Religion IV, 100. 

77 See Max Wildiers, Kosmologie in de Westerse Cultuur. Historisch-kritisch essay, Kampen: 
DNB/Uitgeverijj  Pelckmans Kapellen & Uitgeverij Kok Agora, 1988, esp. the Introduction and Part 
I. . 

88 Bolle, 'Cosmology: an Overview', 102. 

99 Bolle, 'Cosmology, an Overview', 104. and A. Gualtieri, 'Religious cosmologies as justifications 
off  moralities', in: Studies in Religion/ Sciences Réligieuses. Revue canadienne / A Canadian 
Journal,Journal, Vol 22 (1993) 1, 21-34, esp. 27. 

176 6 



Margarett Whitford points out that many thinkers consider the symbolic contract and the 

sociall  contract to be inseparable or even structurally isomorphic. She argues that Luce Irigaray 

sharess this view, which explains why Luce Irigaray does not consider it enough to change the 

sociall  and economic conditions for women without a change of the symbolic order.10 This 

latterr view is born out by Luce Irigaray's remark that: 'To achieve a different social order, 

womenn need a religion, a language and a currency of exchange (...). These conditions are in fact 

closelyy linked.' (SP:93;SG:79), and by her remark that: 'No human subjectivity, no human 

societyy has ever been established without the help of the divine.'(SP:74;SG:62) 

II  want to say again, to prevent any misunderstandings, that the expression 'the help of 

thee divine' does not refer to the actions of a theistic 'God'. Rather it points in my view to the 

ideaa that images of 'God' might function as lever to change the symbolic order. By creating 

imagess of a 'God' in the feminine women constitute a mirror of the world, which structures 

theirr enunciations and thus their relations to the world and one another. 

Thiss interpretation of 'God' as mirror of the world or as 'the thought of the reality or 

objectivityy of the world through a discourse' presupposes that this 'mirror' is not understood 

ass one which reflects this world in a discourse of truth, but rather as creative interpretation of 

thee world, or as a poetics of the world. This poetics images, builds or paints a world as well 

ass the relations between the world, the subject and 'God'. In other words, it creates and 

expressess a world-view. This worldview is not static nor closed as the worldview reflected in 

thee flat mirror would be, but changing and moving. It can 'reflect' the change of predicates of 

andd for 'God' in the course of time, as these are dependent upon the values and qualities of 

aa particular group and/or culture. 

Thiss particular understanding of the mirror clarifies that the 'mirror' cannot be 

understoodd as referring to a looking-glass nor to the flat minor of mathematics. It does not 

freezee a living body to a two-dimensional static image, which cannot change again, nor does 

itt operate through reflection and inversion. Rather the images of this mirror must be thought 

off  as projections upon a transparent screen or veil, which separates the finite from the in-finite. 

Thee transparency of the material makes these projections shimmering images, which clarifies 

thatt they do not represent the truth about women nor about female identity. They rather present 

aa orientation for the female gender and direct women in their process of becoming. 

Whyy women need a mirror . 

II  argued that to reimage 'God', namely as a 'God'-She and as a mirror of the world in the 

feminine,, is a path to change the dominant patriarchal order, because it amounts to redefining 

100 Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 173 + 21. 
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thee images and values wherewith female identity is circumscribed as 'a being-woman-for-man.' 

Inn my interpretation of Luce Irigaray's reading of The Essence of Christianity I have mentioned 

thatt redefining female identity is an undertaking wherein women name and circumscribe 

qualitiess and attributes which they hold to be perfections of the female gender. These images 

formm an ideal that wil l be their goal or path in becoming, which makes it difficult to subject 

themm to the ideal of the other, notably woman-for-man, or to man as her most perfect other or 

model.(SP:75/76;SG:63/64)) This makes it impossible for die masculine subject to be all and to 

definee the properties of anything and everything.(CS:77;TS:80) 

Inn the following I wil l elaborate the different reasons why women need a God according to 
Lucee Irigaray. 

'God''God' as mirror offers cohesion 

Lucee Irigaray's affirmation of Ludwig Feuerbach's idea that 'God' is a mirror and that women 

needd such a mirror, recalls the function of the mirror in the formation of the 'Ego' as described 

byy Jacques Lacan.11 He depicts a scene in which a child looks at her or his image in the 

mirrorr and is jubilantly happy. Jacques Lacan interprets this jubilation as springing from the 

identificationn with his or her image in the mirror. This image presents the child as a whole or 

unityy where he or she had experienced her or his body only as fragmented and incoherent until 

thatt moment. The identification of the boy or girl with the image in the mirror is an 

identificationn in anticipation. The child is not a unity, but unity becomes her or his 'ich-ideal' 

ass Jacques Lacan writes, in an explicit reference to Sigmund Freud. This 'ich-ideal' functions 

ass an object to identify with, indicating die goal and the path of becoming. 

Thee relevance of this narrative of Jacques Lacan in the context of this chapter lies in the 

antithesiss of fragmentation and cohesion. When the female subject looks upon and contemplates 

ann image of 'God'-She, she looks upon a picture of female identity. This image presents a goal 

whichh directs the process of becoming woman of women, as it (pre)figures one possibility of 

beingg woman. It is held before her as a picture of who she is or can become. However, the 

cohesionn or the identity which this image provides, is a cohesion in anticipation, because it has 

too become embodied in the actual becoming of (a) woman, in her actions and her daily life. 

Thee cohesion is not only provided by the image itself, though, but also in the process of 

realizingg this perfection in the actions of women. For becoming asks for a gathering of the 

differentt aspects of the self in some sort of unity. This aspect of the constitution of a cohesion 

111 Jacques Lacan, 'The Mirror-stage as Formative of the Function of the I as Revealed in 
Psychoanalyticc experience' in: Jacques Lacan, Ecrits, 1-7. 
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iss expressed by the French word rassemblement, a 'gathering, collecting, or assembling'. In 

'Divinee Women' Luce Irigaray uses this word in connection with the purpose of images of the 

divine,, namely to gather multiple parts into a unity. Describing the function of 'God' in the 

processs of becoming she pictures 'God' as: 

ann objective-subjective place or path whereby the self could be gathered (together) in 

spacee and time: unity of instinct, heart and knowledge, unity of nature and spirit, 

conditionn for the abode (la demeure) and for saintliness.(SP:79/80;SG:67, transl. adapt)12 

AA female image of 'God' then provides a coherence, first, because it offers an image of female 

identityy or 'a shadowy perception of achievement' where there was not one before. And, 

second,, because it gathers the different parts which constitute an identity and subjectivity 

togetherr in a unity, it offers a path to realize the quality, qualities, gestures, notions which are 

figuredd in this image as a perfection of and for women. 

Thee idea that 'God' or a mirror offers a cohesion to women can also be interpreted as 

addressingg the issue of the unification of women in a collective. In this reading, 'God' unifies 

womenn into a group, because 'She' represents a perfection or an achievement which many 

womenn take up as the goal of their becoming. In other words, this (representation of) 'God' 

gatherss them into a collective because they share or partake in her. In this interpretation, 'God' 

functionss as a horizon which enables women to understand themselves as members of the 

femalee gender, as belonging to a female collective, distinct from and irreducible different of the 

malee gender. In my view, a 'God' in the feminine would express this irreducible difference of 

womann and she would gather women together despite their many differences in a collective 

withh a shared horizon. 

II  already mentioned this function of 'God' in the previous chapter, when I argued that 

'God'' functions as the object of the communication between women. Here I want to highlight 

thatt 'God' might be envisaged as a gathering-place, or as a 'place' where women meet. As 

'She'' gathers them together into a collective of women who share this 'God', the 

122 The French word 'rassembler' appears three times in the text 'Divine Women'. This cannot be 
noticedd easily, however, when one reads the English translation, because Gillian Gill has chosen 
threee different equivalents for 'rassembler'. The first passage reads: 'When we become parts or 
multipless without a future of our own this means simply that we are leaving it up to the other, or 
too the Other of the other, to put us together.'(SP:13;SG:63); the second passage reads 'an objective-
subjectivee place or path whereby the self could be coalesced in space and time'. This is the passage 
quotedd in the above. The third passage is 'Only God constitutes a rallying point for us that can 
lett us free, notiiing else.'(SP:80;SG:68) 
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fragmentation,fragmentation, dispersion and separation of women - caused by their 'imprisonment' in the 

housess of their fathers or husbands and by their subjection 'to the task of assisting man in his 

incarnation'(SP:78;SG:66)) - is overcome. In this respect, 'God' as/or the mirror of women 

offerss a cohesion that wards off the dereliction brought about by the subjection of women to 

ann order of discourse which is dominated by the masculine subject. 

'God''God' wards off dereliction 

Lucee Irigaray writes that women need a 'God' as mirror because they need a cohesion and a 

horizonn to become, but they also need such a mirror to ward off 'dereliction': to protect them 

fromm a state of dereliction by binding the death-drives. 

II  showed in chapter three that the word 'dereliction' can be interpreted as the state of 

'homelessness',, displacement or exile which is the destiny of women within this symbolic 

order.. Margaret Whitford interprets this state of dereliction as an effect of the symbolic 

organizationn in which woman is used for the representation of men's death drives. She also 

writess mat the function of 'God' and religion is to bind the death drives and reads Luce 

Irigaray'ss idea that 'God' offers a cohesion which wards off dereliction from this perspective. 

Inn this paragraph I wil l follow and explain Margaret Whitford's reasoning. 

Ass I already said, Margaret Whitford argues that women are left in a state of dereliction 

inn this symbolic order because Woman is used for the representation of men's death drives. 

Margarett Whitford writes: 

Too put this somewhat schematically, those in the subject-position can enact or sublimate 

theirr sadistic drives; those in the object-position wil l be masochistic; since they cannot 

enactt or sublimate easily their sadistic drives, they turn their violence on themselves. 

Womenn are sacrificial objects in the male economy; they protect men to a certain extent 

againstt the violence of their death drives, particularly masochistic ones by functioning as 

objects.objects.n n 

Shee explains, moreover, that religion and 'God' are used to bind the death-drives of society, 

becausee religion regulates social violence and creates social cohesion. This view is based upon 

Renéé Girard's book Violence and the Sacred, in which he writes that communities are bound 

togetherr by casting out the violence or force which fragments, disperses and separates - and 

therebyy threatens the cohesion of the community - in a sacrificial ritual. Margaret Whitford 

133 Margaret Whitford, Luce Irigaray, Feminine Identity and the Divine, Unpublished Paper given at 
thee faculty of Theology of the University of Amsterdam 17-5-1991. 
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showss that René Girard's theory can be read next to Sigmund Freud's myth of the primal horde 

andd that Luce Irigaray has applied the same critical analysis to René Girard's theory as to 

Sigmundd Freud's myth of the primal horde.'4 This criticism elucidates that the social cohesion 

off  the present order of society is created at the expense of women, because in these rituals the 

matricidee which is the originary event of our culture is reenacted and reinscribed. But it also 

illuminatess that the (social) violence of the community is cast out at the expense of women, 

becausee they are the sacrificial victims par excellence upon whose body the violence of the 

communityy of men is acted out. Margaret Whitford thus explains that, because women are used 

too represent men's lack, as well as death and the diabolic in this symbolic order, they cannot 

sublimatee or enact their violent destructive drives or death-drives. These turn then against 

womenn themselves as self-hate or self-sacrifice and as hate of and rivalry with the other 

woman. . 

Followingg Margaret Whitford's reading of the function of God to bind the death-drive, I 

interprett Luce Irigaray's idea that a female image of 'God' wards of dereliction as follows. As 

'God'' offers a cohesion and a horizon, 'She' provides women with a 'house' , 'home', 

'wrap'' or 'envelop'. This 'house' will make it difficult to represent her as nothingness or to 

castt her as representing lack and death. A symbolic wrap or a house-of-language will also 

protectt her against the break-in of a force which fragments, disperses and separates;15 which 

fragmentss her body in different parts by the scopophilic drives of the masculine subject; which 

dispersess her energy in the endless tasks of feeding his projects; and which separates her from 

herr mother and female genealogy. It illuminates Luce Irigaray's words that '(O)nly a 'God' 

constitutess a gathering-place which leaves us free' (SP:80;SG:68, transl. adapt.) because She 

liberatess women from the subjection to other ideals and leaves women free to enact their 

subjectivity,, not only as individuals but also as a group. 'God' as mirror of woman gives her 

ann ideal which can bind her own death-drives. It counters her self-hate because it presents her 

withh a figuration of achievement wherewith she can identify in anticipation. 

Ass the function of 'God' is to generate cohesion 'She' also generates cohesion within women 

ass a group by gathering them together in a 'people'. 'She' thereby binds the effects of the 

organisationn of the death-drives in this symbolic order and wards of the dispersion of the people 

off  women into individuals separated from each other. In this context, too, Luce Irigaray's words 

thatt 'God constitutes a gathering-place which leaves women free' are important, because the 

notionn 'gathering place' must be read as pointing towards the function of 'God' as mediating 

144 Luce Irigaray, 'Women, Money and the sacred', in (SP:89-102;SG:75-88). Margaret Whitford, Luce 
Irigaray,Irigaray, 145. 

155 This is one of the circumscriptions of the death drive by Elisabeth Bronfen in the lemma 'Death-
Drive(Freud)',, in: Wright, Feminism and Psychoanalysis, 53. 
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exchange.. Margaret Whitford points out that through this communication the death-drives, 

whichh expressed itself as hate of rivalry with other women, may be bound as well. Her 

interpretationn of God as binding the death-drives traditionally by sacrificial rituals, clarifies that 

thee challenge lies in the steering clear of the pit-fall of reproducing these sacrificial relations 

orr rituals in the generation of social cohesion. In my view, understanding and symbolizing the 

notionn of 'God' as object of exchange which binds and separates them - an interpretation of 

'God'' I have expounded in the previous chapter - might well be the path to bind the violence 

off  the death-drives and sublimate them in other - creative - forms of energy. 

lovingloving and willing oneself 

Lucee Irigaray's idea that 'God' offers a cohesion and a horizon, thus keeping dereliction off, 

cann also be elaborated from a different angle. In this paragraph I wil l read it alongside another 

passagee from 'Divine Women', in which Luce Irigaray writes that 'we (women, acm) lack our 

goall  to place inside as well as outside ourselves, to love and to will  ourselves and one 

another.'(SP:80;; my transl.) In this passage Luce Irigaray expresses the thought that in order to 

becomee women need to love and wil l themselves and that they can do that by means of loving 

andd willin g a goal, a shadowy perception of achievement; in other words, 'God'. 

Thiss thought reminds me of the biblical commandment to love God with 'all one's heart, 

withh all one's soul, with all one's mind.'(Matt. 22:37/ Deut. 6:5). This Commandment expresses 

thee idea that all the vital human faculties are mobilized and focused in a passionate love of 

God.. This is illuminated even more when I read this text from the Gospel of Matthew alongside 

itss source from the Hebrew Bible - Deuteronomy 6:5. For in the Hebrew Bible 'heart' has the 

connotationss of vitality, sexuality, emotional/ affective centre, as well as site of knowledge or 

insight.. 'Soul' is related to the verb 'breathing' through the common root of verb and noun 

andd has therefore among its connotations 'breath of life' next to 'desire' and 'yearning'. And 

wheree the Christian New Testament gives 'mind' as third member of the trio, the Hebrew Bible 

complementss the trio with 'might, power'.16 

Thee text of the biblical commandment to love 'God' with 'heart, breath of lif e and 

might// power' or with 'heart, soul and mind' illuminates that loving God offers cohesion to the 

self,, as it unifies all the vital faculties in the necessary concentration to achieve a goal, namely 

too become a woman in the female image of 'God'. 

166 'Lev=heart' in E. Jenni/Cl. Westermann, Theologische* Handwörterbuch zum Alten Testament I, 
München:: Chr. Kaiser Verlag /Zurich: Theologisches Verlag, 1978, 861-867; and 'Nefesh-Seele', 
in:: idem, Theologisches Handwörterbuch zum Alten Testament II, 71-96. 
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Presentingg the love of self as identical to the love of 'God' can be seen as a breach with the 

dominantdominant christian ethics, which has not taught love of self but stressed the love of God and 

thee love of neighbour. In this teaching, it starts from the commandments given by Jesus to his 

followers,, who, in answer to the question: 'Master which is the greatest commandment in the 

Law?',, said: 

'Lovee the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind' That 

iss the greatest commandment. It comes first. The second is like it: 'Love your neighbour 

ass yourself.' Everything in the Law and the prophets hangs on these two 

commandments.(Matt.. 22;37-40) 

Inn the christian tradition the latter of these two commandments has become shortened in the 

receptionn to 'love your neighbour'. The part 'as yourself has been forgotten which has had 

aa devastating effect, especially on the lives of women. As I showed in chapter two and in 

chapterr three, feminist theologians have showed that the love of neighbour reinforces women's 

subjugationn to the becoming of men and the dispersion of her 'self in a divine ideal of self-

sacrifice.. Here I would like to mention that feminist theologians working in the church have 

usedd a reading developed by practical theologians who stressed that one cannot love one's 

neighbourr without loving oneself. Supplemented with the feminist critique of women like 

Valeriee Saiving and Judith Plaskow, they used this reading to support women in reversing their 

priorities,, to point out the importance of love of self, learning them that this is not egotism but 

thatt one cannot love one's neighbour when one does not love oneself.17 

Thiss underlines Luce Irigaray's idea that (the love of) 'God' offers a goal that offers a 

cohesionn to the subject and protects her against dereliction, because loving 'God' the female 

subjectt loves herself as belonging to the female gender. And this love wards off the danger of 

thee dispersion of the self in a love of neighbour without love of self. This does not mean, 

however,, that love of the other will not be a quality that women would call divine or externalize 

inn an image of 'God', but it wil l never be a love in which the female self is sacrificed or 

dissolved.dissolved. I wil l return to this idea in the third part of this book. 

Lucee Irigaray does not refer to any biblical commandment when she writes that women lack 

aa goal to love and wil l themselves and one another. I would like to suggest that her experience 

off  the concentration necessary to love and wil l oneself is rooted in her yoga-practice. In this 

177 Valerie Saiving: 'The Human Situation: a Feminine View'; Judith Plaskow, Sex, Sin and Grace. 
Women'sWomen's Experience and the Theologies of Rheinhold Niebuhr and Paul Tillich., Lanham/ New 
York// London: University Press of America, 1980. 
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practice,, a single object - which can be anything from a corporeal posture, to an image, a 

thoughtt or 'God' - as well as bodily postures and the control of breathing are supportive of this 

concentrationn or constitute the object of it.18 This background of a yoga-practice sheds light 

uponn her insistence on the necessity of images (of beauty), thoughts or gestures for women. 

Thesee could function as the other women could meditate upon. The purpose of the exercise of 

andd in concentration is 'unification: a non-dismemberment of space, of time, of myself,'19 

whichh again clarifies that images of the divine are meant to offer cohesion and ward off 

dispersionn or dismemberment. 

Fromm a more philosophical perspective, the idea that 'women lack a goal to love and wil l 

oneselff  and one another' alludes to the love of self which is necessary to form an identity, and 

too the wil l as the indispensable precondition to becoming. Luce Irigaray asks the rhetorical 

question:: 'Are we able to go on living if we have no will?' and she continues that women have 

too will , because it is the condition of becoming. She moreover explains that this becoming asks 

forr a goal to direct the becoming.(SP:73;SG:61) This statement brings me back to where I 

startedd namely that women need a 'God' or a goal in order to become. 

Inn the following paragraph I wil l argue that this goal is constituted by pictorial and verbal 

images,, which act as figurations upon the horizon. This argument is developed through an 

interpretationn of the passage in which Luce Irigaray states that 'women have to invent an 

identityy (...) to give themselves images, linguistic models which wil l serve as a framework, as 

aa support'.20 I wil l give a reading of this idea that we have to invent an identity by showing 

thatt this process of giving oneself images consists on the one hand of the conscious labour of 

analysiss of existing images and on the other hand of the work of the imagination which is 

rootedd in the imaginary. 

INVENTINGG AN IDENTITY: GIVING ONESELF IMAGES. 

Thee idea that women have to invent an identity by giving themselves representations of this 

identityy has been implied and alluded to in my discussions of Luce Irigaray's idea that women 

188 Mircea Eliade, Patanjali and Yoga, 61 & 64. As 'breath' and 'breathing' is something both 
traditionss have in common, it opens the possibility to imagine or construct a correspondence 
betweenn the concentration practised in yoga and the concentration prescribed in the Hebrew Bible 
ass necessary for the love of God. 

199 Luce Irigaray, Le Souffle des Femmes* lit;  Inchiesta, 94. 

200 Luce Irigaray, Le Souffle des Femmes, 232/233; Inchiesta, 97. 
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needd a God to become, as well as in my explorations of the notions 'horizon' and mirror'. But 

inn these discussions I hardly paid attention to the question how women come by these images 

whichh they need to become. I only used Luce Irigaray's question 'How is our God to be 

imagined.. (...) Do we possess a quality that can reverse the predicate to the 

subject...'(SP:79;SG:67)) to indicate the path and direction in which women have to go to find 

imagess which support their becoming. 

InIn 'Le divin entre nous' Luce Irigaray answers the question how to come by images 

whichh support the process of becoming by answering that women have 'to go looking for it -

theirr identity - wherever there might be traces of fragments of it'. She moreover suggests that 

womenn might give themselves representations of their identity with these traces or fragments.21 

Thiss search for traces and fragments can be interpreted as an analytical practice on the one 

hand,, on the other hand as rooted in the work of the imagination. For analysis does not 

necessarilyy bring about the construction of an identity, especially not when it remains 

circumscribedd to the deconstruction of representations. It needs the imagination as well, because 

thee imagination is 'a synthetic faculty, which can create a body-of-work and an 

identity.'(SP:177+176;SG:162),, according to Luce Irigaray. In this paragraph I shall elaborate 

howw both paths support the ways of constructing an identity by giving oneself representations 

off  this identity. 

Whenn Luce Irigaray writes that women have to look wherever there might be traces or 

fragmentss of an identity and to use these to construct and identity, she suggests that giving 

oneselff  representations is a conscious and critical act, that women can choose (between) the 

image(s)) wherewith to construct an identity. This interpretation elucidates that giving oneself 

representationss to construct an identity within this discourse is not in first instance a creatio ex 

nihilOynihilOy but the careful reflection upon and shifting through the multitude of predicates and 

qualitiess that pass for the divine in and for women in this culture. 

Thiss analytical practice is first of all a labour in and of language. Luce Irigaray takes up 

ann image, an expression or an idea, 'tastes' it, re-searches the many semantic layers of the 

word.. She uncovers more layers to it than those which are used most often and of which the 

211 See the first quote at the beginning of this chapter. It reads: 
Wee have to destroy our chains and our prisons, but we have to construct our identity, our 
divinee identity included , and go looking for it wherever there might be traces or fragments 
off  it. We cannot - and this is the assumption of Divine Women which has made many women 
happyy and others aggressive - invent an identity for us without giving ourselves 
representationss of this identity. I obviously cannot content myself with repeating "I want to 
becomee divine!..." I need images, words, which will serve as a framework, as a support to 
takee up, then drop, then take up again. 

Lucee Irigaray, Le Souffle des Femmes, 232/233; Inchiesta, 97. 
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readerr thinks first upon hearing it. She searches for lost meanings of a word or expression and 

usess all these semantic possibilities to wrench a word out of its semantic context and to give 

itit  a meaning wherewith women can construct an identity. Luce Irigaray refers to this labour in 

herr remarks about her intentions of the book and the title Speculum, when she writes that she 

'playedd in the book as well as in the title of Speculum on words and meanings to enable a 

differentt truth to appear.' (JAT:101;ILTY:59) 

II  would like to suggest that this labour in and of language might correspond with the 

modee of listening by the analytic in the psychoanalytic session. This makes it possible to picture 

thiss analytical practice as listening to the text as if to an analysand, attentive to the signs of the 

unconsciouss and to phantasms which are present in the text in a veiled manner. 

Itt is also a playful practice, however, a practice of playful imitation; of the repetition of 

aa melody with slight variations in rhythm, key, intonation so that fixed definitions are derailed 

andd the unexpected becomes possible.22 

Inn my understanding, Luce Irigaray refers to these techniques when she says that women 

havee to look for traces and fragments of their identity wherever they can find them. For all the 

images,, stories, practices which might serve the construction of an identity have to be wrenched 

outt of their tradition and their common interpretation. 

Thiss path of analysis is therefore a path of deconstruction of the existing images, whereas 

thee construction of an identity asks for the re-synthesis of these fragments into a cohesion or 

aa horizon for women. This reveals that the search for the traces and fragments within the 

images,, stories, rituals that might serve to support the construction of a female identity cannot 

succeedd without the creativity of the imagination. 

II  see the imagination as an interface between the conscious and unconscious. Imagination is on 

thee one hand the 'act' of the conscious imagining and imaging mind. On the other hand it is 

'affected'' by the unconscious, by fantasies, daydreams, desires. This means that while shifting 

throughh the representations of feminine identity within the dominant patriarchal order of 

discourse,, the female subject uses on the one hand her conscious imagination in her search for 

tracess that support the constructions of female identity, but is on the other hand guided by the 

wayy they touch or affect her. Thus when a woman takes up a trace or the fragments of an 

imagee to support her in her construction of an identity, it has spoken to her imagination; it has 

openedd (new) vista's or horizons of 'perceiving, evoking or constructing reality'.23 It has 

222 See also Anne-Claire Mulder, 'Goddelijk Worden', in: Agnes Vincenot et al. (eds), Renaissance, 
144. . 

233 Nelle Morton, The Journey, 32/33. 
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producedd an affect in her which moves her imaginary, her world of unconscious images, 

phantasies,, daydreams, which feed her imaging mind. Thus it has touched her power to create, 

too paint or to build, giving form to an intuition of what she or they might become, or to an 

identityy in anticipation. 

Thee idea that to construct an identity is giving form to an identity in anticipation elucidates that 

thiss process has a projective dimension. Margaret Whitford explains this projective dimension 

off  giving oneself representations by referring to Jacques Lacan's interpretation of the future 

perfectt (or future antérieur), a tense expressing an anteriority in relation to another moment 

in/off  the future.24 It entails imagining and envisioning a future, namely a female identity which 

doess not yet exist and at the same time 'identifying with this identity in this (an) anticipated 

futuree which has not yet been realized.'25 This interpretation illuminates that giving oneself 

representationss of an identity, is a process of bridging time, making the future happen in the 

presentt without forgetting the past. It is a projective gesture, which has a visionary aspect, 

namelyy the envisioning of an other, better future, of 'dreaming dreams and seeing visions', to 

quotee the prophet Joel. (Joel 2:28) This underlines that the construction of an identity is rooted 

inn the work of the imagination. For the imagination draws on fantasies, dreams, desires, which 

aree projected or 'transferred from the inside to the outside.'26 This process demands attention 

andd concentration upon perceptions and 'inner images', giving form to them, painting them, 

representingg perceptions and creating bridges between present and future, thereby creating a 

'bodyy of work and an identity.'(SP:176;SG:162) 

II  want to illustrate my interpretation of Luce Irigaray's call to invent an identity by giving 

oneselff  representations of this - divine - identity with a narrative by Nelle Morton, one of the 

foremotherss of feminist theology. In this narrative Nelle Morton describes her first encounter 

withh the Goddess at a conference in 1972 on women exploring theology. She starts her story 

byy describing that the participants of this conference were gathered for worship in an informal 

atmospheree of women sitting on the ground. She goes further 

II  was aware early that something new and different was happening to me - something far 

moree than the caring I experienced in the presence of an all-woman community. The 

244 Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 89/90. 

255 Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 89/90. 

266 Nicola Diamond, 'Projection', in: Wright, Feminism and Psychoanalysis, 353. 

187 7 



climaxx came near the end when the leader said: 'Now, SHE is a new creation'. It was 

nott something I heard with my ears, or something I reasoned, or something I was being 

told.. Everything seemed to coalesce and I felt hit in the pit of my stomach. It was as if 

thee leader had said: 'You are now coming into your full humanity. That which has been 

programmedd out is authentically yours - essentially you'. It was as if intimate, infinite and 

transcendingg power had enfolded me, as if great wings had spread themselves around the 

seatedd women and gathered us into a oneness. (...) Suddenly I came to, my hand on my 

stomach,, my mouth open. I was almost sure I had said aloud, 'Oh!'. I wondered if I had 

madee a fool of myself! When I looked about me, it seemed many other women were 

respondingg as I had. The leader paused. Then one of the women lifted her fist into the air 

andd shouted 'Yeah! Yeah!' All the women followed as the oratory rang with 'Yeah! 

YEAH!!  YEAH!'. That is the first time I experienced a female deity. I had conceptualized 

onee before, but I had not experienced one directly. It was also the first time I realized 

howw deeply I had internalized the maleness of the patriarchal god and that in so doing I 

hadd evoked cosmic support of male rulership of the earth and had reneged on my own 

womann identity. Not until that moment did I realize that women had no cosmic advocate 

inn any of the five major patriarchal religions of the world. I knew that I had much 

unfinishedd business, which I have been working on now for ten years.27 

InIn my reading, this narrative brings together the different elements of the function of 'God' in 

redefiningg female identity. It clarifies that an image, namely the verbal image God-She, gathers 

thee different parts of the individual together into a unity and offers her a direction to become. 

Thee information of the note to her narrative, namely mat the image of the wings is 'of Isis 

withh great outstretched wings, as if to enfold all who approach her', illuminates that the verbal 

'God'-Shee calls forth figurative images of divine women or of female Gods.28 Nelle Morton 

kneww (of) this Goddess, her story, her images and the qualities she stands for, because she had 

beenn interested in the (history of the) goddesses from the time that she was young, as she writes 

inn the introduction to this narrative. But knowing of Isis has not affected her in such a way that 

itt supported her in redefining her identity and subjectivity. This happened when she was 

affectedd by the verbal image 'She is a new creation'. She describes it as a strong carnal 

experience.. This image touches her in such a way that it offers her a new cohesion - it unifies 

277 Nelle Morton, The Journey, 156/157. In the introduction to the text 'the Goddess as Metaphoric 
Image',, Nelle Morton makes it very clear that the Goddess must not be understood in a theistic way 
ass a metaphysical reality influencing human experience. The Journey, 147/148. 

288 Nelle Morton, The Journey, 244, n6. 
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mindd and body and it bridges past, present and future - and it offers her a new horizon, another 

domainn for action and thought, wherewith she can 'ward off dereliction'. 

Thiss story highlights still another dimension of the construction of an identity, notably that it 

iss not limited to the individual task but affects the collective. This becomes clear in Nelle 

Morton'ss narrative itself. She describes her experience of the Goddess as great wings who 

'spreadd themselves around the seated women and gathered them into a oneness', into a 

cohesionn or collective. It is also reflected in the affirmation of the image 'She is a new 

creation'' by the women gathered in the room. This affirmation gathers the women together into 

aa collective of women who share this image. They communicate (part of) their experience and 

sharee this between them in the 'yeah, yeah'- experience. In my view this affirmation constitutes 

partt of the experience of the Goddess, although probably only Nelle Morton experienced or 

'saw'' great wings. 

Thiss dimension of the story points out that the issue of redefining female identity is not 

limitedd to the individual woman, but is an issue of women as a gender. For although the 

individuall  woman needs a direction for her becoming, it is in the midst of a collective, as part 

off  a gender that she becomes a female subject. It is the female gender as gender that generates 

andd constitutes the horizon for the becoming of a female subject. This is the implication of 

Ludwigg Feuerbach's ideas in The Essence of Christianity. He makes it very clear that the 

representationss of God are the externalizations of what a group, a people or a culture hold to 

bee a perfection in a certain time and place. 

IDENTITYY AND BECOMING 

Whenn I interpret Luce Irigaray's call for the constitution of an identity as a collective task, this 

calll  gets another charge, as the idea of a collective - female - identity is dangerous territory. 

Margarett Whitford writes about this: 'Identity is feared - rightly - because of its immobilizing 

andd blocking tendencies; but without it there is paralysis.'29 According to her, the question of 

aa female identity is a question of conceiving an identity which offers a cohesion and horizon 

too women, without preventing the becoming woman of women. 

II  wil l address this tension between becoming and paralysis which surrounds the question 

off  the construction of identity in two steps. I wil l first elaborate upon the function of images 

inn the process of becoming. I wil l do this interpreting Luce Irigaray's suggestion that women 

needd images which support her becoming 'to take up, drop and take them up again'. In my 

299 Margaret Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 138. 
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secondd step I wil l argue that Luce Irigaray understands 'becoming' as the perfection of and for 

women.. In other words, she images God's essence as Becoming instead of as Being. This 

impliess that she considers 'becoming' to be the essential quality or the perfection of and for 

thee female gender and tiierefore the root of its identity. 

takingtaking up, dropping and taking up images again 

Ass I wrote in the above, the advocacy or postulation of a female identity is feared by women, 

becausee 'identity' tends to block and immobilize the becoming of women as well as to erase 

thee difference between women. The question then becomes how to conceive of an identity 

whichh offers a cohesion and is open to the future. 

Thiss question is answered in part by Luce Irigaray's answer that women need images, 

whichh they can take up, drop, and take up again. This answer clarifies two things, namely that 

Lucee Irigaray conceives the horizon or the mirror of and for women as presenting more than 

onee image of woman's perfection. Because becoming needs a direction, a goal or an image 

whichh expresses this goal, it must consist of more images. Otherwise it would not be possible 

too drop an image, as that would mean the loss of direction and cohesion. My interpretation that 

Lucee Irigaray thinks of more than one image to direct the becoming of women is affirmed by 

thee different images and figures she herself deploys to image the identity of women, for 

instancee the figure of the mother-daughter couples of Demeter and Kore or of Ann and Mary, 

ass well as the figure of the Inanna, with the triangle and with the marks of the lips of this sex 

indicatingg the female sex.30 

Butt this approach of the function of images clarifies also that images are means to an end 

andd not the end itself. I would like to suggest mat they can be viewed as 'stepping-stones' in 

ann in-finite process of becoming, constituting a bridge between former identities and future 

ones.311 It corresponds with Luce Irigaray's view that the mirror or (images of) 'God' as 

300 The figuration of the couple of Demeter and Kore is advanced in the last texts of Sexes and 
GenealogiesGenealogies as well as in 'Le mystère oublié des genealogies féminines', in: Le Temps de la 
Difference.Difference. Pour une Revolution Pacifique, Paris: Le Livre de Poche, 1989, 101-123; translated as 
'Thee Forgotten Mystery of Female Ancestry', in Thinking the Difference. For a peaceful 
Revolution,Revolution, transl. by Karin Montin, London: Athlone Press, 1994, 89-112. 

Thee figuration of the couple of Ann and Mary is first advanced in the discussion in Utrecht 
inn 1988, published in 'Le divin entre nous' in Le Souffle des Femmes, 244; Inchiesta, 99. She 
mentionss the figure of the Goddess Inanna in 'il divino tra di noi' in Inchiesta, 98, but does not 
mentionn her in 'le divin entre nous', the French translation of this text. 

311 See Anne-Claire Mulder, 'Goddelijk Worden', in: Vincenot et al (eds) Renaissance, 156. 
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mirrorr - 'ought to remain a means and not an end that enforces my obedience' and that 'the 

mirrorr should support, not undermine my incarnations.'(SP:78;SG:65) 

Thiss implies that the mirror must be seen as a means to the process of becoming and not as an 

endd in itself. This understanding entails a modification of the understanding of the nature of this 

mirrorr - hence of image of 'God' - as well as of the process of looking at the mirror. First, this 

'mirror'' must not be seen as a finished totality nor as a representation of what is or ought to 

be,, but as an interpretation of what woman might be or might become. This interpretation of 

thee nature of the 'mirror' calls for another mode of looking at these images of female identity. 

Itt asks for contemplation, for an open and attentive looking at the image. By and through this 

modee of looking, the space between self and image is not franchised, but kept open. It becomes 

thee space of becoming. 

Thiss mode of looking differs from the mode of looking at one's mirror image which is 

directedd at identification with this image. In this latter mode of looking the image is swallowed 

wholesalee in a rush to appropriate the image as the image of the self. This mode of 

identificationidentification with the mirror-image paralyses the process of becoming, though, because the 

identityy is defined in terms of (assumed) similarities between self and image. Such an 

identificationidentification makes it difficult to drop an image, because that would mean a 'dropping' of the 

self,, whereas keeping the space between self and mirror-image open and intact, makes it 

possiblee to drop an image when it does no longer mobilize the becoming of women. 

Butt not only die space between 'mirror' and self has to be kept open, the images 

themselvess also have to remain open to the future as well as polyvalent in order to mobilize the 

becomingg of women. For when an image becomes (like) a flat mirror which presents women 

withh a closed or finished totality, it is time to drop the image. In that case the contemplation 

off  this images does not stir the imagination to reach towards a not yet embodied possibility of 

femalee subjectivity. It only offers a re-presentation of the already visible present. Contemplating 

suchh an image is not aimed at the construction of identity but at the repetition of the identical, 

att keeping everything the same. Thus when an image which first directed the becoming has 

turnedd into a weapon, whereof the cutting edge has turned against woman, cutting her, hurting 

her,, then it is time to drop the image and break the mirror. 

Thee process of 'taking up, dropping and taking up again' is both an individual as well as a 

collectivee process. This means that the construction of an identity by giving oneself images 

mustt be seen as a tentative undertaking. It suggests that this process is not meant to define the 

truthh of female identity, but to mobilize women to love themselves and to give them an 

orientationn in the process of becoming. At the level of the collective the taking up, 

droppingg and taking up of images entails an on-going and in-finite communication between the 
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memberss of the collective. Only when women exchange words and images among themselves 

aree they brought together in a collective, which shares these images and partakes in these 

images.. And only when they exchange images and words among each other can they express 

thee differences between them and formulate why certain images should be dropped as 

perfectionss of the collective. In my view, the notion 'God' could very well mobilize this 

communicationn about the collective identity, because it signifies the absolute and the ultimate. 

Throughh discussing the meaning of 'God' or the divine, women would discuss the moving 

forcee in and of their life or the qualities, aspects, elements they hold most dear.32 

Thiss point is illuminated by the discussion about female images of 'God' among feminist 

theologianss and within the ecumenical women's movement. This discussion elucidates that not 

alll  images, which are (initially) thought to be expressive of the divine by one woman or a group 

off  women, are shared by others, nor that they are equal to the scrutiny of the community of 

womenn or the passage of time. The discussions about the image of God as power-in-relation 

mightt be good example of this un-going discussion. For many feminist theologians the image 

off  God as power-in-relation expresses the intuition and the experience that relation is at the core 

off  female - and human - existence.33 To these feminist theologians this images constitutes 'a 

shadowyy perception of achievement', which gives them a goal and direction to their becoming: 

too incarnate this power-of-relation in the relations they are engaged in. Other feminist 

theologianss have criticized this image, however, because the idea that relation is the core of 

(female)) existence might bring about the effacement of differences and power-relations between 

women.. They look for an image of God which expresses the intuition that God is power of and 

inn liberation.34 

322 In my view this discussion is best served with the notions 'God* and the 'divine'. But as these 
notionss are so charged with metaphysical and theological meaning, others think that the word 
'sacred'' would better serve the communication about the force that moves human beings in their 
actions.. I am thinking in particular of my former colleagues at the Dominican Studycentre for 
Theologyy and Society (DSTS): Marianne Merkx and Erik Borgman. 

333 I am thinking in particular about Carter Heyward, who formulated this idea in her book The 
redemptionredemption of God, of Mary Grey's Redeeming the Dream, and Rita Nakashima Brock, Journeys 
byby Heart. A Christology of Erotic Power, New York: Crossroads, 1988. In the Netherlands Anja 
Kostermann explores the usefulness of this idea for an ethics of happiness. 

344 This critique comes from different directions, notably from some Afro-American theologians, and 
alsoo from Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza, in her book Jesus. Miriam's Child, Sophia's Son. In the 
Netherlands,, Lieve Troch has formulated this critique in her dissertation, Verzet is het Geheim van 
dede Vreugde, Zoetermeer: Boekencentrum, 1996. 
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Bothh these images express a quality or perfection of and within female existence and 

experiencee - relation, liberation - which is turned into 'God' or into an image of 'God' for the 

femalee gender. By means of this image a goal or direction of the becoming of all women is 

expressed.. In these images the ontological is conjoined with the ethical and the political, the 

descriptivee with the prescriptive: an image or perfection of the female gender as gender, which 

cann or must function as a goal or direction of the - collective - becoming of all women and for 

thee becoming of women as a collective. 

Thiss example underlines that die construction of an identity asks for an engagement, an 

involvementt and commitment to dialogue about the values women might think worthy of the 

predicatee divine. In my view, tfiis dialogue is principally open-ended, because an image of the 

divinee is not a finished totality but expresses a perfection which mobilizes the individual and 

collectivee becoming of female subjects. This interpretation of the dialogue about female - divine 

-- identity as open-ended corresponds with an interpretation of Utopian visions as dynamic, as 

ann open-ended uncertain, continuous struggle.35 It also calls forth an understanding of identity 

ass a dynamic and changing cohesion, because an identity must further the becoming of woman 

andd not paralyse it. 

'God''  is becoming 

Thee issue of the tension between die necessity of a female identity and the becoming of woman 

cann also be addressed by paying attention to Luce Irigaray's imaging of the notion 'God' again. 

II  already explained mat Luce Irigaray does not subscribe to the effects of the flat mirror when 

shee writes mat women need a mirror to become. Luce Irigaray rejects the dominance of the One 

andd the Same as well as of me visible and of static unity. This rejection of Oneness and also 

off  static essence is apparent in the following passage: 

womenn need a mirror (...) In order to become, we need some shadowy perception of 

achievement;; not a fixed objective, not a One postulated to be immutable but rather a 

cohesionn and a horizon.(SP:79,SG:67, transl.adapt) 

Thiss passage clarifies that Luce Irigaray does not envisage God as one, nor as an immutable 

orr fixed Being, when she tiiinks of God as a mirror. She ramer stresses 'Becoming' as the 

355 Margaret Whitford links this type of Utopia with 'reading-in-transference'. She explains that in this 
modee of reading the reader is in a position of non-mastery to the text, which puts both reader and 
writerr at risk. See Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 23-25. 
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quality,, the perfection, the highest power, the essence of the female gender. This idea is 

highlightedd in the following two passages from 'Divine Women': 

Aree we able to go on living if we have no will ? This seems impossible. We have to will . 

Too wil l is necessary, not for our morality, but for our life. It is the condition of our 

becoming.. In order to will , we have to have a goal. The goal that is most valuable is to 

goo on becoming, infinitely .(SP:73;SG:61, transl. adapt.) 

Godd forces us to do nothing except become. The only task, the only obligation laid upon 

uss is: to become divine men and women, to become perfectly, to refuse to allow parts of 

ourselvess to shrivel and die that have the potential for growth and fulfilment. 

Andd in this we still resemble plants. We climb towards God and dwell in Him, 

withoutt killin g the mother-earth where our roots he, without denying the sky either. 

Rootedd in the earth, fed by rain and spring waters, we grow and flourish in the air, thanks 

too the light from the sky, the warmth of the sun.(SP:81;SG:69, transl. adapt.) 

Thesee two passages illuminate that becoming is allied with 'Eros', the life-force. This is 

underlinedd by the idea that the most perfect goal for the process of becoming is 'becoming' 

itself.. They suggest that Luce Irigaray replaces Being by Becoming and stresses the qualities 

off  becoming, notably dynamism and the force of life. However, it would be too easy to 

concludee from these passages that Luce Irigaray replaces Being by Becoming, because she does 

nott believe in replacement or inversion as a strategy for change. She rather chooses to mobilize 

notionss which have turned into static and immutable notions. This is also the case with the 

notionn 'Being', which receives a different meaning because it is put in the context of becoming. 

Inn order to show this relation between becoming and being, I wil l first return to the 

passagess I quoted to argue that Luce Irigaray presents becoming as the quality that reverses 

predicatee and subject so that becoming is divine or God is becoming. I wil l continue by 

elaboratingg Luce Irigaray's imaging of the becoming of woman as the growth of a plant, 

showingg that in this image being and becoming are connected. 

Inn the first passage I just quoted, Luce Irigaray pictures the process of becoming as a willing 

(of)) oneself. She defines willin g and becoming in an almost circular manner: willing is 

necessaryy to become, but in order to wil l women need a goal: becoming. Without a goal which 

offerss direction and orientation to the process of becoming, 'heart, soul and mind' do not 

becomee unified into a self that is willin g to achieve or realize a goal. 

Ass 'God' represents the absolute or the ultimate of a species and/or gender, her definition 

off  becoming as willin g oneself - which she presents as necessary for human lif e - the 
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conclusionn must be drawn that Luce Irigaray presents 'becoming' as divine; in other words, 

thatt she presents becoming as the essential value imaged in and by the notion 'God'. This 

interpretationn is affirmed by the second passage I just quoted, where she writes that 'God 

forcess us or obliges us to do nothing but to become'. As the goal is both descriptive as 

prescriptive,, I interpret this passage as indicating that 'God' as focus and goal of the process 

off  becoming is becoming itself. In this reading, the prescription 'become!' is the corollary of 

aa picture of 'God' as essentially becoming. Luce Irigaray's image of the growth of the plant 

ass imaging this process of becoming can also be interpreted in this line. 

WeWe dwell in Him 

However,, before I move on with my elaboration of this image, I want to pay attention to the 

wordss 'we dwell in Him'.36 What has puzzled me intensely has been the words 'in Him', in 

thee phrase 'we dwell in Him' as it does not correspond with my reading of Luce Irigaray's text 

norr with her conscious intentions of the text or her expositions on the importance of grammar 

inn speaking about 'God'. Thinking about possible reasons I have come up with several, of 

whichh the easiest is that it is slip of the pen. But this slip then reveals the extent to which the 

wordd 'God' is inscribed by the masculine gender: God is almost automatically written or 

spokenn of as 'He'. Such an interpretation would correspond with the following passage from 

i ee divin entre nous', in which she answers in response to questions about her use of masculine 

particlee pronouns for God: 

Inn 'Divine Women' there is rather 'God', a 'God', 'Gods', our 'God', not 'the(le) 

God',, because I put you, us the question: can we speak of 'le Dieu'. Many theologians 

orr experts on religious texts say 'God is unrepresentable', 'God is both woman and man'. 

(...)Whenn this is raised as an objection, I let them speak, then ask 'But when you speak 

aboutt God in your language, in the language that speaks of it, in which you speak, do you 

sayy 'He' or 'She'?... 'He'... So, how can you say that he is indifferently neither man nor 

woman.37 7 

366 I have adapted Gillian Gill's translation by translating 'demeurer' with 'to dwell', because this 
representss better my idea that God is a 'house' or an envelop. It also points towards Martin 
Heidegger'ss idea that 'to be' is (amongst others) 'habiter': to live, to inhabit, to dwell. I wil l return 
too this idea in the following paragraph. 

377 Luce Irigaray, Le Souffle des Femmes, 213/214; Inchiesta, 93. 
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Ass she seems to deny in this passage that she uses masculine pronouns or particles for God, 

'wee dwell in Him' cannot be understood but as a slip of the pen. 

Anotherr possible explanation might be that the reader witnesses a stage in a process of 

writingg about God, in which Luce Irigaray challenges the dominant understanding of God. For 

whereass she does not write God-She in Divine Women(1984), she genders the word 'Dieu' by 

writingg 'Dieue' in 1989 38 and in 1993 she uses the expression God-She.39 

Becoming:Becoming: climbing as a plant 

II  wil l return now to the image of the plant as painting the process of becoming. The passage 
read: : 

Andd in this we still resemble plants. We climb towards God and dwell in Him, without 

killin gg the mother-earth where our roots lie, without denying the sky either. Rooted in the 

earth,, fed by rain and spring waters, we grow and flourish in the air, thanks to the light 

fromm the sky, the warmth of the sun.(SP:81;SG:69, transl. adapt.) 

Lucee Irigaray deploys the image of the plant to underline that becoming is aimed at a goal, as 

thee verb 'to climb' pictures the idea that the process of becoming is a process of reaching out 

towardss a goal. But she also uses the image of the plant to explain the verb 's'épanouir' which 

meanss 'to fulfil ' or 'to give form to' in relation to the process of becoming. For the image of 

thee plant is introduced to explain the idea that 'the only task is(...) to refuse to allow parts of 

ourselvess to shrivel and die that have the potential for growth and fulfilment.' 

Thee word 'fulfilment' is a translation of the word 's'épanouir', whereof Luce Irigaray 

remarkss in a footnote that it corresponds to 'one of the three translations for the word 'to be' 

thatt Martin Heidegger gives: 'vivre/to live, s'épanouir/to fulfi l her or his form, demeurer/to 

dwell.'' (SP:79,n4;SP:66,n4, transl. adapt.)40 

388 Luce Irigaray, he Temps de la Difference, 105/106; Thinking the Difference, 93/94 + 112 nl. 

399 Luce Irigaray, 'Importance du genre', 15. 

400 The truism of the expression that 'translation is interpretation' is apparent in this case. Luce 
Irigarayy uses the French translation of Martin Heidegger's Einjuhrung in die Metaphysik and gives 
thenn her own explanation of the verb 's'épanouir', notably: to fulfi l her or his form. Gillian Gill 
whoo translates Luce Irigaray text uses the English translation of Martin Heidegger's text, though, 
inn which the translator uses the verbs: 'to live, to emerge and to linger, to endure'. Although 
Gilliann Gill's choice to translate 's'épanouir' with 'to fulfd', instead of with 'to emerge', remains 
closerr to Luce Irigaray's interpretation of 's'épanouir', she blurs the difference between 
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II  would like to argue, however, that all three of Martin Heidegger's translations of the 

wordd 'to be' are present in Luce Irigaray's understanding of the process of 'becoming'. For 

shee presents becoming as intimately linked to willing, whereof she describes that willin g oneself 

iss necessary to live. This connects 'becoming' wirh the verb 'vivre' or 'to live'. I understand 

thiss verb moreover as 'living fully' or as 'living lif e to the full', because this mode of living 

wouldd be oriented on becoming perfectly, in a perfect mode. This form of living is moreover 

opposedd to living in a small way (vivoter), which is marked by paralysis or hibernation.41 

'Becoming'' is also 's'épanouir': 'fulfillin g her or his form', 'blooming' or flourishing. 

Lucee Irigaray explains the notion of 'fulfillin g her form' when she writes that women must not 

alloww that parts of themselves which might bloom are cut down or amputated. This latter idea 

iss the most important one of Luce Irigaray's conception of 'becoming' as growing towards 

blooming.. It clarifies that fulfillin g one's form does not mean the incarnation of the one 

definitionn or truth of what a fully blooming woman or man is or looks like, but rather an 

opennesss for, attention to or love of self, so that the process of becoming becomes an in-finite 

process. . 

Thiss implies that the image or the goal a woman takes up to support her becoming must 

nott turn into the ultimate goal, or an exclusive definition of her identity. In that case the process 

off  becoming would be paralysed into being and would been cut off from the ultimate goal, 

whichh is becoming. Precisely because 'becoming' is the ultimate goal, women need images 

whichh she can take up, drop and take up again. And for that reason they have to wil l herself, 

withh a love of self that corresponds in attention and concentration with the christian 

commandmentt for the love of 'God', notably to love 'God' with heart, soul and mind. 

Finallyy Luce Irigaray's picture of the blooming of a plant, rooted in the elements, in earth, 

waterr air, illuminates that the process of becoming must also be rooted in the elementary matter 

off  the flesh. It is a living by, through and with the senses, not cut off from the body nor from 

thee mother as living being. In this respect, becoming is a form of dwelling in the body; a form 

off  being and living (in) the body which is not divorced from becoming. It is a process in which 

'thee plant' is or remains rooted in the earth or in the body and 'houses' oneself in a space of 

airr to breath and to move in. 

'accomplir'' and 's'épanouir'. For she has translated 'accomplir' with the verb 'to fulfil' . Because 
II  want to keep the differences between accomplir and 's'épanouir', I have chosen to translate 
's'épanouir'' with 'to fulfi l his or her form'. 

411 In An Ethics Luce Irigaray polemicizes with the present interpretation of 'survivre'='to survive' 
ass 'vivoter'='living in a small way', or also 'hibernation'. To her it ought to mean 'living more, 
livingg more intensely, living more creatively'.(EF:136;EE:144) 
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Thiss elaboration of the process of becoming through the image of the blooming of the plant 

illuminatess that 'becoming' does not replace 'being', nor that 'becoming' and 'being' are 

stagedd as dualistic oppositions. It rather opens two ways of thinking about the relation between 

beingg and becoming. First, it suggests an understanding of 'being' as the 'present' within an 

ongoingg process of becoming: the becoming of the plant is expressed as a continuum of being 

thiss plant. This thought images the present as bridge between past and future. And because the 

'present'' is a moment which is not fixed in time nor immutable, but always in 'process' 

betweenn past and future, 'being' presupposes 'becoming'. 

Secondly,, the image of the plant rooted in the earth and fully blooming depicts the idea 

thatt becoming is a process of succeeding to create with the primary matter that one is. It means 

givingg 'fully' form to the self, or discovering and displaying realizing the fullness of what a 

womann might be. This implies for the understanding of the process of becoming woman, that 

thiss becoming is also in correspondence with the potential of the female gender in its biological 

andd morphological sense. The most concise formulation of this idea is that 'one is born a 

womann and must become a woman'. This idea opens another avenue of thinking about the 

relationn between being and becoming. It suggests that 'being a woman' is the form of departure 

forr the becoming woman, that a woman is a woman from the start', and that she becomes (a) 

womann in and through living lif e to the full in accordance with her carnal roots. 
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III .. Incarnation: fruit of the encounter with the other 

Inn this part of the book I wil l elaborate the thesis that the relation between flesh and Word must 

bee understood as a dialectical one. I understand this relation as a process in which flesh 

becomess Word by generating images which are transfigured into speech, words, into a horizon. 

Thiss 'Word' in its turn leaves impressions upon the flesh, engendering images... in an in-finite 

processs of becoming and change. 

Inn Part II , The Flesh becomes Word, I presented both identity, subjectivity, 'God' and the 

divinee - all figurations of the Word - as radically immanent to the flesh. This interpretation 

mightt have left the impression that I advocate a monistic understanding of the relation between 

fleshh and Word; one, in which the Word is presented as an effect of the flesh. I do not hold 

suchh a monistic understanding, however, because I understand the Word as having an existence 

independentt of the flesh after its externalization. This existence is marked by another mobility 

andd temporality than the flesh, and is therefore subject to a different process of change. The 

stage-settingg of their relation as a dialectical one must therefore be seen as a valuation and 

elaborationn of this distinction between flesh and Word. 

Myy second argument for this dialectical stage-setting of flesh and Word is a more 

fundamentall  one. Thinking through sexual difference aims among others at the transformation 

off  the dualistic oppositions which uphold the construction of western metaphysics without 

fallingg back upon the logic of the One/ the Same. For 'in the new philosophical horizon of 

sexuall  difference, the basic element is a two, not a one1, as Adriana Cavarero states very 

succinctly.'' This transformation therefore needs die almost paradoxical move of the valuation 

andd elaboration of the alterity of each of these poles as well as thinking through their relation 

too each other. My presentation of die relation between Word and flesh as a dialectical relation 

iss an answer to this last issue: thinking two entities in their inter-relation, witiiout reducing the 

onee to the odier by staging them as complementary, supplementary or antithetical to each 

other.other.2 2 

11 Adriana Cavarero, In Spite of Plato, 6. 

22 In her recent book thealogian Carol Christ mentions what I consider to be another reason to 
transformm a dualistic way of thinking in a dialectical one, notably the tendency of the mind to think 
inn pairs or dualities that are 'interactive an interdependent' and 'together are part of a larger 
whole'.. She borrows this thought from philosopher and thealogian Mara Lynn Keller, who has 
developedd it in an unpublished essay, called Wholistic Philosophy from Feminist and Other Natural 
Resources.. See Carol Christ, Rebirth of the Goddess. Finding Meaning in Feminist Spirituality, 
Addison-Wesleyy Publishing Company, Reading, Massachusetts, 1997, 100 & 201 n.44. 
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Thee third reason proceeds from the second. The stage-setting of the relation between flesh 

andd Word as a dialectical one is essential to be able to think about incarnation within the 

horizonn of sexual difference. The concept incarnation presupposes a two - body and mind, 

wo/mann and God, immanence and transcendence - which are then momentarily unified in the 

constitutionn of embodied subjectivity and/or the embodiment of the divine in a material body-

of-work,, a human being, a work of art, a body-of-thought, a gesture of love. The idea of a 

dialecticall  relation between flesh and Word safeguards this duality, and therefore enables me 

too keep thinking of incarnation as a contingent coherence of instinct, heart and knowledge, 

boundedd by the location of the subject in time and space.3 It enables me moreover to present 

incarnationn as an ongoing process of unifications, thereby giving form to the process of 

becoming. . 

Myy idea that the Word is radically immanent to the flesh has important implications for the 

classicall  conceptions of the transcendence of God and the divine. In these classical views God 

iss represented as eternal, immortal, immaterial, invisible, intransient, omnipresent, all-mighty. 

Al ll  these qualities are used to underline God's transcendence with respect to humankind. They 

clarifyy that God is transcendent to or beyond the categories of space and time which determine 

human,, material existence. They underline the alterity of God, establishing God's position as 

'thee Other' with respect to individual human beings and humankind as such. 

Thiss classical interpretation of the alterity of God is radically undermined by my reading 

off  Luce Irigaray's philosophy.4 It has brought me to the conclusion that the Word is radically 

immanentt to the flesh. This conclusion illuminates that a body-of-thought, a work of art or an 

imagee of God or of the divine are contextual through and through. This implies in turn that they 

cannott be projected into a realm beyond space and time, other than by cutting them off from 

theirr material foundation, whereof I have argued that it amounts to 'matricide'. 

Thiss critique clarifies that God cannot be thought as the transcendent Other, as an Other 

beyondd time and space. It makes it necessary to think through the alterity of the other as well 

ass transcendence within the bounds of a radically immanent worldview. It requires answers on 

33 See also Lorraine Gauthier's interpretation of Luce Irigaray's notion morphology, which I referred 
too in chapter 5. 

44 Luce Irigaray is not the first to criticize this conception of God. The metaphysical and theistic view 
off  God has been criticized by nineteenth*  and twentieth*  century philosophers and theologians. 
Feministt theologians who criticize the dualistic framework of theological constructions have offered 
anotherr broadside to the philosophical and theological constructions of transcendence and the 
transcendent. . 
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thee question of the location of transcendence and of the divine5 as well as on the question who 

mightt fulfi l the function of the Other for wo/man or who might be the other for wo/man, now 

thatt God can no longer be represented as the Other. These questions are important with respect 

too the transformation of the theological interpretation of incarnation. 

Inn the dominant conception of incarnation within christian theology God or the Word 

aree presented as transcendent to wo/mankind and to the flesh or to materiality in general. I 

alreadyy described that attributes used to express the transcendence of God mark the alterity of 

Godd and turn God into 'the Other'. In this stage-setting the abyss between the human subject, 

thee T and the divine 'Thou' is such, that an encounter of the two or a dialogue between them 

iss hardly possible, even though the human subject might yearn for such an encounter.6 This 

conceptionn of the transcendence of God explains why in christian theology the incarnation of 

Godd in Jesus Christ is presented as a single and unique descent of the Word into the flesh. 

I tt is possible to read the story of the Annunciation told in the Christian Testament in such 

aa way that the abyss between God and wo/man is highlighted. In such a reading the fact that 

Godd and Mary never meet face to face is underlined. God, the transcendent One, is represented 

byy the angel, his messenger. This messenger encounters Mary, a woman, representative of the 

flesh,, whereupon she conceives and births a child, the incarnation of God.7 

55 In her essay 'Crossing Over: On Transcendence' Carter Heyward mentions the fact that 'the 
complaintt voiced frequently against feminist theologians is that we have no place in our theology 
forr "the transcendent".' She responds to this charge by analysing the subtext of this complaint, 
notablyy that feminist theologians have no place for a 'God' who is a power of hierarchical relation, 
aa power of domination, which she describes as a patriarchal view of God. She thereby shows very 
clearlyy that within classical theology views on God and on transcendence are very closely 
connected. . 

Seee Carter Heyward, 'Crossing Over: On Transcendence', in: Carter Heyward, Our Passion 
forfor Justice, Images of Power, Sexuality, and Liberation, The Pilgrim Press, New York, 1984, 243-
247,, esp. 244. 

66 This analysis is one of the driving thoughts which has moved the feminist theologian Carter 
Heywardd to a theology of relation. See Carter Heyward, The Redemption of God. A Theology of 
MutualMutual Relation, Lanham: University of America Press, 1982. Other feminist theologians have 
contributed,, developed and elaborated this theology of relation. I am thinking in particular of Mary 
Grey,, Redeeming the Dream. Feminism,Redemption and Christian Tradition, London: SPCK, 1989; 
Ritaa Nakashima Brock, Journeys by Heart. A Christology of Erotic Power, New York: Crossroad, 
1988. . 

77 Luce Irigaray questions this stage-setting of relation between God and woman as told by Luke in 
'Divinee Women'. (SP:73/74;SG:62). She also mentions the figure of the angel as messenger 
betweenn God and women in An Ethics EF:22/23;EE: 15-17. For an elaborate interpretation of Luce 
Irigaray'ss figure of the angel see Susanne Hennecke, "'Ich habe kein Zeit". Gegenargumente im 
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Thiss understanding of incarnation is no longer possible, when God and the Word are 

presentedd as radically immanent to the flesh. For it undermines any metaphysical understanding 

off  transcendence as well as notions of a theistic God. My interpretation of the relation between 

fleshh and Word as a dialectical relation must therefore be seen as an answer to the question 

afterr the place of transcendence and the transcendent in a context wherein the Word is presented 

ass radically immanent to the flesh. For the idea that the Word is radically immanent does not 

necessarilyy imply a dissolution of transcendence, just as the idea that the Word is immanent to 

thee flesh does not entail an erasure of the alterity of the Word, but brings about another 

conceptionn of this alterity. The same goes for the notion of transcendence within a philosophy 

off  sexual difference. I wil l show in the next chapters that transcendence will no longer be 

associatedd with eternity or infinity, nor with immutability and intransience, but with the idea 

thatt the one and the other cannot be substituted for each other, that they are irreducible to each 

otherr (EF:19/20;EE:13) Formulated in other words, it means that transcendence becomes 

associatedd with 'the resistance of a concrete and ideational reality', as Luce Irigaray formulates 

itit  in / love to You, explaining that 'I will never be you, either in body or in thought' (JAT:-

162;ILTY:104).. As I wil l show in chapter 8, Luce Irigaray connects the transcendence of the 

otherr with the negative and thus paints the recognition of the alterity of the other with the 

labourr of the negative. 

Thiss interpretation of transcendence brings with it that the function of God as the (divine) 

Otherr is fulfilled by an immanent other. In my view the role of the other for wo/man is fulfilled 

byy three different Gestalten, notably the horizon of one's gender, the other person of the same 

sex,, and the other person of different sex. In each relation the concept of transcendence has 

differentt connotations, which illuminates that the meaning of the concept of transcendence is 

nott one. They share one characteristic, though. Luce Irigaray does not describe these relations 

withh the transcendent other as encounters in a vertical plane but as encounters in a horizontal 

plane. . 

Denkenn von Karl Barth und Luce Irigaray', in: Kune Biezeveld, Freda Droes, Gé Speelman, Mirjam 
Vermeijj  Proeven van Vrouwenstudies Theologie V, Zoetermeer: Meinema, 1999, 88-128. 

Biblicall  theologians show, however, that the Annunciation story fits the pattern of numerous 
biblicall  stories of the Hebrew Bible and the Christian Testament in which men or women encounter 
Godd or the divine. These encounters touch these men and women in such a way that they are 
movedd to act or to speak. These actions or the words spoken, brought about by the encounters with 
Godd or the divine, might be presented as incarnations of the divine. This pattern is also present in 
thee Annunciation-story, for Mary not only conceives of a child, but she also responds with a hymn 
too the encounter with the angel. It is important to note though mat this hymn is first and foremost 
aa response to the greeting of her kinswoman Elizabeth and only indirectly a response to the 
encounterr of the angel. 
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II  call these encounters with the other fertile encounters, because within and as an effect 

off  these encounters the divine becomes incarnated in bodies-of-work and in the re-birth of the 

selff  through an other coherence of the self. This implies with respect to the interpretation of 

incarnationn of the divine that it becomes situated in the space between the one and the other, 

inn an in-between created in and through the recognition of the irreducible alterity of the other. 

Thiss can be interpreted as the labour of the negative, because it requires the recognition of the 

alterityy or transcendence of the other. In this encounter the subject is confronted with (a) 

transcendence,, by which the subject's flesh is touched and moved. This movement then 

engenderss a process, in which the flesh becomes Word in and through a process of 

externalizationn and transfiguration. This picture clarifies that incarnation, interpreted as the 

externalizationn or transfiguration of the flesh, must be seen as the fruit of the encounter with 

thee other. 

Inn the following chapters I wil l develop the ideas I presented in the above. In chapter 81 will 

elaboratee Luce Irigaray's thoughts on the structure of the relation with the other. I wil l show 

thatt Luce Irigaray's thoughts about the dialectical relation with the other are an interpretation 

andd above all a modification of George Hegel's dialectics. I wil l argue that this modification 

consistss basically in the fact that she depicts this relation as a analogical relation, symbolized 

byy the question 'Who are You?', the question asked by the subject in admiration before the 

alterityy of the other. I wil l show that this question opens the subject to the alterity of the other 

andd invites the other to open her- or himself to the subject. 

Inn chapter 9 I wil l develop my view that the horizon of the female gender functions as one of 

thee shapes of the other to the female subject. I wil l present works of art as the material 

expressionss or incarnations of the horizon of a gender, of the 'domain, open to the thoughts 

andd actions' of the subject or of the world-view of this gender.8 I wil l develop this thought 

throughh a discussion of Luce Irigaray's view on the function of works of (pictural) art in the 

processs of becoming woman of women. In this discussion I wil l also pay attention to her 

remarkss on the mode of contemplation of works of art. I wil l close this chapter with a 

88 See chapter six and seven. In chapter six, I have shown that the notion horizon refers both to 'the 
(circular)) limit of the view for an observer' as to 'a domain, open to the thoughts and actions' of 
thee subject. In chapter seven I showed that the notion 'horizon' is an equivalent to another notion 
usedd by Luce Irigaray, notably the Speculum Mundi, the mirror of the world or worldview. I argued 
theree too that the worldview of a particular culture or gender is incarnated in and through symbols, 
images,, myths, artifacts, gestures, rituals, rules or laws. Hence, the idea that works of art can be 
interpretedd as the material expressions of the horizon of the female gender. 
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discussionn of two important issues which follow from her thoughts on works of art, notably the 

issuee of a female aesthetics and the issue of a canon of and for the female gender. 

Inn chapter 10 I wil l offer an interpretation of Luce Irigaray's thoughts on the love-relation 

betweenn female subject and the other, man or woman. I wil l paint Luce Irigaray's thoughts on 

thee (love)-relation with the other of different sex and on the (love)-relation with the other of 

thee same sex in the same chapter, because it wil l enable me to picture the structural elements 

inn both relations as well as the distinctions between these relations. 

Inn my detailed reading of Luce Irigaray's thoughts on the love-relation to the other of 

differentt sex, it wil l become clear that Luce Irigaray envisages this relation as non-hierarchical, 

reciprocall  and creative, rather than procreative. This vision of a love-relation as an inter-

subjectivee relation between two subjects of different sex returns in the images of this couple 

shee offers in her work. 

II  wil l then continue to picture the love of the female subject for the other of the same sex. 

II  wil l show that Luce Irigaray's thinks through, values and elaborates this love along the lines 

off  the love to the mother and the maternal-feminine. From my picture emerges that Luce 

Irigarayy considers this love to be qualitatively and quantatively different from the relation with 

thee otherm. I wil l contend that this last view of Luce Irigaray is rooted in her conception of the 

relationn with the mother and in her use of the negative. I wil l close this chapter with a critical 

considerationn of the implications of this view for the relations between women and especially 

forr the creativity of the relations between women, or, for the creativity of the community of 

women. . 
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8.. The dialectical structure of the relation to the other 

Lucee Irigaray introduces her ideas on the dialectical relation of the sexes in the context of 

thinkingg through the conditions necessary to turn a relation between the sexes into an 

intersubjectivee relation. The question is how the irreducible difference of each member of a 

couplee or the distinction between each pole of a conceptual pair can be guarded and maintained 

whenn they enter a relationship. This is a logical question in the context of Luce Irigaray's 

projectt that is aimed at thinking through sexual difference and in elaborating the idea that the 

worldd is two and not one. It follows upon Luce Irigaray's elaboration of the irreducible 

differencee of the female sex and her argument for the necessity of a cultural horizon of and for 

thee female gender.' This argument then generates the question how the relations between the 

sexess or the dialogue between the sexes must be thought when each member of a couple 

belongss to her or his own gender, or when each is the subject of a horizon which corresponds 

withh her or his gender. Luce Irigaray presents dialectics as an answer to this question. 

Itt is important to note that she develops her variant of dialectics in the context of the 

relationss or the dialogue between the sexes. In my view, however, the relation of the female 

subjectt with the horizon of her gender is modelled after the dialogue between the sexes. The 

horizonn of the female gender consists of incarnations - works of art, bodies-of-thought, ritual 

gesturess - of values and attributes which otiiers have deemed to be divine ones. These 

incarnationss invite to an encounter, a response, they invite to a dialogue, they ask for one's 

position.. As such they fulfi l the function of an other to the female subject to which she has to 

relatee and by which she can change. 

11 It is possible to distinguish different phases in Luce Irigaray's thoughts. The distinction between 
differentt phases is an issue among commentators. The different positions in the debate are linked 
too the appreciation of the development of Luce Irigaray's thought by the different commentators. 
II  agree with Annemie Halsema that Luce Irigaray's project shows a great continuity. Annemie 
Halsemaa writes that 'From Speculum onwards Luce Irigaray aims at the possibility of two subjects 
whoo live next to each other as well as together.' Even when Luce Irigaray shifts her attention from 
onee discipline to the other in the course of the years, from psycho-analysis and linguistics, to 
philosophyy and dominant discourse of the symbolic order, to law and language. See Annemie 
Halsema,, Dialectiek van de seksuele differentie. De filosofie van Luce Irigaray, Boom 1998, 65-68. 
Thiss continuity can also be distinguished in the different phases Luce Irigaray's herself discerns in 
herr work, notably a critical phase, in which she analyses the dominant discourse as self-
representativee of the masculine subject; a phase in which she aims for the creation of a female 
subjectt next to a male subject; a phase in which the relation between the sexes is the central issue. 
Retrospectively,, it appears that I have followed the manner in which Luce Irigaray arranges her 
differentt phases. 
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THEE RECOGNITION OF THE ALTERITY OF THE OTHER 

Ass I wrote in the above, Luce Irigaray turns to the dialectics to safeguard the alterity of each 

memberr of the couple when they engage in a relation. This alterity of the other can only be 

safeguardedd when it is recognized and respected upon recognition. I wil l therefore start with 

aa description of the different notions used by Luce Irigaray to characterize this alterity of the 

other.. Each of these notions calls forth another dimension of the otherness of the other and of 

thee relation to this other. 

InIn I Love to You she writes: 'we may not be substituted for one 

another.'(JAT:161;ILTY:103)) This idea can be explained at two levels. The first pertains to the 

imaginaryy relation of the one and the other. Her caveat then is directed against the relation in 

whichh 'the lovers, male or female, substitute for, occupy or possess the site of those who 

conceivedd them'.(EF:175;EE:187) In such a relation one of the lovers becomes a stand-in for 

thee father or mother with whom the other is actually in love. This means that her or his 

othernesss is not recognized nor respected, but effaced to make this (imaginary) identification 

possible.. Luce Irigaray's rejection of such a relation is logical in the light of her analyses of 

thee imaginary of the male subject, which she has exposed as driven by a nostalgic yearning for 

thee mother.2 

AA second aspect of the idea that 'we may not be substituted for one another' is that each 

subjectt is situated within a double, though different, set of forces: those of the horizon of their 

genderr or of their genealogy and those generated in and through the relation with the other. 

Thuss the female subject is rooted in an female genealogy, expressed in and through the horizon 

off  her gender, while the male subject is likewise inscribed in his genealogy and horizon. This 

meanss that the subjectivity of the subject is constituted in, by and through this horizon. Luce 

Irigaray'ss rejection of the idea that the one could take the place, could be in the place of the 

otherr comes then from her analysis that this substitution amounts to the negation of the 

subjectivityy of this other. Again, this danger looms most directly for the female subject, as the 

developmentt and generation of a horizon of and for the female gender is still in its infancy. 

Thee idea that 'I wil l never be you in body and thought'(JAT:162;ILTY:104) illuminates the 

irreduciblee difference between two (or more) subjects. It emphasizes the discursive side of the 

acknowledgementt of the alterity of the other. It rejects the habit of thought in which the 

differencee between two members of the couple is reduced by the logic of the Same. This logic 

operatess by measuring the one to the other who functions as the golden standard. In and 

throughh this operation, it emerges that the two are the same, that they are complementary or 

22 See chapter 1 one of this book. 

206 6 



supplementaryy to each other, or that the one is more or less than the other. But all these 

operationss reduce or efface the alterity of the other. Stressing the irreducible difference of the 

onee to the other recognizes and respects, however, that the other never suits us simply, but that 

ann excess resists. This excess resists the appropriation or possession of the one by the other. 

Itt accounts for the opacity of the other,3 for the fact that the other is never entirely visible nor 

entirelyy knowable to the one, to 'me', thereby ensuring the alterity of the other in the relation. 

Thesee two characteristics of the alterity of the other are summed up and presupposed in 

Lucee Irigaray's expression that the other is transcendent to me. She writes of this transcendence 

thatt it is between the one and the other. She describes it as a resistance to the appropriation of 

thee other and she circumscribes this transcendence with expressions as 'something 

insurmountable,, a mystery, a freedom that wil l never be mine'(JAT: 162;ILTY: 104) She presents 

thee alterity of the other also as a concrete limit or boundary which cannot be transgressed otiier 

thann by violating the other. 

Thee encounter of this transcendence can be interpreted as the experience of a limit. The 

presencee of the other limits the self in his or her movement to be or become all. It prevents one 

subject,, the masculine subject in the present order, to define, circumvene, circumscribe, the 

propertiess of any thing and everything all by itself. It prevents moreover that the right to define 

everyy value belongs to one subject alone.(CS:77;TS:80) This encounter with the boundaries set 

byy the presence of the other subject to the self brings with it die experience of two modes of 

'being-in-the-world',, or the recognition of an irreducible other. This recognition entails the 

labourr of the negative, as Luce Irigaray calls it. I wil l return to this labour of the negative later 

onn in this chapter. Here I wil l draw attention to the fact that this experience represents a risk 

too the established identity and subjectivity of the subject, to the established worldview, to the 

unityy of the self. Or to put it more dramatically, it represents the risk of the death of the 

subject.. Luce Irigaray presents this experience, however, not as mortal danger to the self, but 

ass a gift and an invitation to the subject. It can be seen as the invitation to change, 'a chance 

forr life' to quote the title of one of her texts.4 In this respect the encounter of the limits of the 

otherr can mediate a new becoming of the subject. 

33 In our discussions Manuela Kalsky introduced me to the concept 'the opacity of the other'. This 
notionn plays an important role in her thoughts on the encounter of the other. See Manuela Kalsky, 
'Mett de Ogen van de ander. Aanzet tot een feministische re-visie van de christologie', in: Manuela 
Kalskyy et al. (eds), Herfsttij van de Moderne Tijd. Theologische Visies op het Postmoderne, 
Nijmegen/Zoetermeer:: DSTS/de Horstink, 1996, 78 +87 n 12+13; Manuela Kalsky, 
'Achterhoedegevechtenn en Hedendaags verlangen. Voorbij de Transcendentie', in: Marianne Merkx 
ett al. (eds), Bedacht zijn op het onbedachte. Het transcendente en het alledaagse in theologisch 
perspectief,perspectief, DSTS/Meinema, Nijmegen/Zoetermeer: DSTS/Meinema, 1998, 95. 

44 Luce Irigaray, 'Une Chance de Vivre/ A Chance for Life', in SP:199-222;SG: 185-206 
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Lucee Irigaray's interpretation of the transcendence of the other, in which she presents the 

otherr person, the other human being, as transcendent to 'me', signifies an important shift in the 

dominantt philosophical discourse on the Other. For in this discourse the Other, who is 

transcendentt to 'me' is thought to be God or the divine other. In order to set off this shift in 

interpretationn of transcendence, I wil l first pay attention to the dominant representation of the 

transcendencee of the Other. This entails an elaboration of Luce Irigaray's critique on the 

philosophicall  conception of God, as well as on Emmanuel Levinas' conception of the radical 

alterityy of the (divine) Other. 

FROMM GOD AS THE TRANSCENDENT OTHER TO THE TRANSCENDENCE OF THE OTHER: LUCE 

IRIGARAYY CRITIQUE OF GOD 

Thee characteristics wherewith I depicted the alterity of the other could easily have appeared in 

aa theological text about the transcendence of God instead of in a paragraph on Luce Irigaray's 

thoughtss on the transcendence of the other human being. Especially the attributes 

'insurmountable',, 'mystery' and 'freedom' run as a red thread through the theological 

discoursee on God. Luce Irigaray uses them however, to illuminate the alterity of the other of 

thee other sex. 

Thiss shift is explicable from her critique of the figure of God. This critique has two 

aspectss which are closely connected. The first illuminates that God is a substitute for the 

unknowablee giver of life, the mother.5 This substitution brings with it that the passions for the 

unknowablee other - surprise, astonishment, wonder - as well as the act of dialogue are all 

reservedd for God and not for the irreducible human other. She writes: 

Thee modalities of the utterances of sentences which imply or signify an act of a 

"dialogue""  - are they not used in die relation to God? In commands, prayers, appeals, 

graces,, cries, dirges, glorias, anger, and questions? Performatives, the means of gaining 

accesss to the presence of the other, to the relation to the other in and through language, 

ass well as across time, are habitually reserved for the relations between man and his God, 

andd not for the exchange between men and women as others. Rarely is the question "Who 

artt thou?" asked of anyone (male or female) other than God?(EF:131/132;EE:139). 

Thee second aspect of her critique is directed against the gender of God in philosophical 

discoursess of the West. She writes: 'And the gender of God, the guardian of every subject and 

everyy discourse, is always masculine and paternal, in the West.'(EF:14;EE:6/7) This last 

55 See chapter 1 of this book for an elaboration of this argument. 
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statementt pertains not only to the figure of God of philosophical theology and metaphysical 

philosophy,, but also to the figure of the Other in the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas. In the 

followingg pages I wil l elaborate upon Luce Irigaray's analysis that the gender of God is always 

masculinee and paternal in the West. I wil l first give a critique of philosophical theology, using 

elementss of Luce Irigaray's thoughts and I wil l then give an analysis of Emmanuel Levinas' 

thoughtss on the Other arguing that this Other also answers to the description 'masculine and 

paternal'. . 

Criticizin gg philosophical theology 

God'ss transcendence makes God 'God' in Western theology. This idea has brought with it an 

awarenesss that the knowledge of God is limited and that the language human beings use to 

speakk of God falls short. Although they recognized the short-comings of their God-talk 

theologianss have nevertheless set out to speak about the divinity of God, using a dualistic habit 

off  thought. To speak about the transcendence of God they used two ways: the negative way and 

thee positive way. The first renders attributes like aseity or independence (by which is expressed 

thatt God has 'received' his existence from himself and not from someone or something else), 

simplicityy (God is neither composite nor plural), infinity (both in spatial as in temporal terms) 

andd immutability or impassability. In the positive way God is represented (among others) as 

'thee source of all being' or 'the cause of all perfection'. Both the positive and the negative 

predicatess underline God's otherness, though he was not associated with 'otherness' nor spoken 

off  as 'the Other' until the twentieth century. God was rather represented as the One standard, 

whichh turned human and worldly existence into the reverse of the divine existence. The 

plurality,, the transience of human and worldly existence all pointed to the fact that the world 

representedd otherness vis a vis God, the One and always the Same.6 

Thee existence of a transcendent God is necessary to safeguard the metaphysical 

worldview.. Thomas Aquinas for instance portrays God as 'the unmoved mover', the 'uncaused 

cause',, 'the absolute necessary being', 'the cause of all finite perfection, 'the ultimate end of 

finall  good, finite existence aims for'. These predicates illuminate that the transcendence of God 

iss a transcendence to the Sensible, to the materiality of creation and to the logic of cause and 

effectt which reign in the material world. They are necessary to prevent the reasoning of cause 

andd effect, wherewith Thomas Aquinas sets out to proof the existence of God, of going on ad 

infinitum.infinitum. The transcendence of God is thus the key-stone in both the literal and figurative sense 

too the metaphysical construction of Thomas Aquinas' philosophical theology. It functions both 

66 See: 'Andersheit, Anderssein' in: Das Historisches Wörterbuch der Philosophic 296-300. 
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ass 'the voussoir at the summit of an arch locking the whole together' and as 'the central 

principlee on which all depends.'7 That God is the latter is clear from some of the epithets used 

forr God. The idea that God is the source of all being, the cause of all finite being, as well as 

thee ultimate end of all good, finite existence aims for, makes God into this central principle. 

Itt pictures a movement in which all being proceeds from the divine source and return to it. But 

Godd is also a key-stone in a more literal sense, at least in the proofs of Thomas Aquinas. For 

byy preventing the argument of going on ad infinitum, the figure of the transcendent God puts 

aa limit to the in-finite, making the horizon of the subject into a closed one, into a closed theatre. 

InIn this sense this figure can be seen as a voussoir, a wedgeshaped stone which locks the 

(discursive)) construction together. It thereby represents the solid, permanence, infinity (in the 

sensee of eternal) of Being, guarding and protecting the subject against the dangers of chaos and 

flux,, against the dangers of infinite becoming. God is therefore a key-stone to the metaphysical 

worldview,, because he represents permanence, for the infinity of eternal, immutable Being. As 

suchh He safeguards the subject for the in-finite of material existence, for the limitations of this 

existence,, for the changes and the flux of becoming. 

Off  this central principle, this transcendent God, Luce Irigaray says that his gender is always 

masculinemasculine and paternal in the West. Her use of the epithet 'masculine' can be explained along 

twoo Unes. First, the qualities of the transcendent God can be analyzed as presenting 'a certain 

isomorphismm with the masculine sex as a privilege of unity, form of the self.8 When the 

qualitiess and attributes philosophical theology uses to describe God are analyzed from the 

perspectivee of the morphology of the imaginary underlying this discourse, this analysis brings 

too light that the idea that God represents permanence in a world in flux privileges the solid, a 

formm of self that has fixed contours. Likewise God's simplicity highlights the privilege of unity, 

ass does the most important characteristic of God, notably that God is One; thus that they 

presentt a certain isomorphism with the masculine sex and therefore the picture of God in 

philosophicall  theology deserves to be described as 'masculine', as self-representative of the 

masculinee subject. 

Thee second argument for Luce Irigaray's use of the epithet 'masculine' for God can be 

foundd in Ludwig Feuerbach's analysis that 'God is the mirror of man.' As I explained in the 

previouss chapters, Luce Irigaray uses this sentence of Ludwig Feuerbach affirmatively to argue 

thatt women need God, that women need their own 'Speculum Mundi'. But this leaves 

unimpededd that up til l now the gender of God has always been masculine and paternal in the 

77 See: 'key' and 'voussoir' in The Concise Oxford Dictionary. 

88 Luce Irigaray, Women's Exile, 64. 
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West.. Mary Daly has expressed this in her now famous statement that 'if God is male, the 

malee is God' and 'if God in "his" heaven is a father ruling "his" people, then it is in the 

"nature""  of things and according to divine plan and the order of the universe that society be 

malee dominated.'9 It means that the present mirror of man (generic) is a representation of the 

masculinee subject, reflecting what the male gender considers to be the absolute of its gender: 

aa God Father, Son and (male) spirit. This dominance of the masculine gender in the order of 

discoursee leaves the female subject in dereliction as I showed in chapter one and three. 

Thiss brings me to the second epithet: 'paternal'. In chapter one I have exposed Luce Irigaray's 

argumentt for the last epithet, especially in my reading of her text 'Belief Itself. In that reading 

II  demonstrated that according to Luce Irigaray Ernst's game with the cotton-reel is a game of 

substitutionss in which the question who has given him lif e - the question after the origin of (his) 

lif ee - is the main issue. Luce Irigaray paints the following chain of substitutions: the cot is a 

substitutionn of the womb, the string substitutes the umbilical cord, the reel stands for the child. 

Thiss game of substitutions culminates in the 'most important fort-da', the most extraordinary 

substitutionn (SP:44;SG;32)10, notably the substitution of the mother by God the Father. This 

substitutionn represents the common idea that sowing the seed means giving life. It thereby 

displacess the gift of lif e from the side of the mother to the father. 

Lucee Irigaray demonstrates moreover that this substitution of the mother by God the 

Fatherr is interwoven with Ernst's belief in a transcendent presence, who functions as a 

safeguardd in this game of substitutions.11 Again Luce Irigaray's starting-point is her view that 

Ernst'ss game reveals an effort to master his birth-trauma: the loss of the presence of the mother 

uponupon being born. This trauma has two effects. First a nostalgia for (his sojourn in) the womb 

andd for the mother's presence that transcended him; a presence that gave him everything of life, 

aa presence he could not see, nor ever take in. This nostalgia propels him to look for substi-

99 Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father, 19 & 13 

100 The French text reads: 'le plus formidable fort-da{...)" and the english translation: 'the most 
importantt fort-da („.)'. Although the substitution of the mother by God the Father is without 
questionn the most important one, I hold the view that the French 'formidable' expresses far more 
thann importance, notably 'dread' (old-fashioned) and 'extraordinary', 'amazing' (See Le Petit 
Robert).Robert). The Concise Oxford English French Dictionary gives as the first equivalent of 
'formidable'(fr)) 'formidableXeng), but adds the qualification 'rare'. I would like to argue that this 
casee merits üüs rare equivalent as this substitution is not only extraordinary, but also terrifying and 
especiallyy 'hard to overcome, resist or deal with' as The Concise Oxford Dictionary explains 
'formidable'(eng). . 

111 This interpretation addresses Luce Irigaray's argument in pages SP:43/44 and SG:31/32. 
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tutionss of the womb: houses, women, language; as well as substitutions of the maternal presence 

hee felt beyond the placenta: God. Secondly, this trauma brings about a desire to be master of 

hiss own birth, which amounts to a desire to master the mother's absence and presence in his 

life.122 Ernst's game then can be read as revealing the belief that he has his mother on a string: 

thatt he can control the disappearance of the presence of his mother after birth and her reap-

pearancee in his game of substitutions. It displays an absolute faith in her continuing presence 

andd benevolence: that she wil l be there to act her part: to be the womb from which he is born, 

thee matter sustaining his substitutions; that he can play with her disappearance/ reappearance 

byy turning it in an endless game of substitutions - even when it involves the most formidable 

substitution,, notably from the invisible though tangible presence of the mother to the invisible, 

intangiblee presence of a (Father-)God in heaven. 

Godd is the absolute Other. 

Lucee Irigaray is by no means the only one nor die first feminist thinker who criticizes the God 

off  philosophical theology. The critique of religion and of the God of theism and metaphysics 

startedd in the nineteenth century and runs through the twentieth century. It is condensed in 

Friedrichh Nietzche's famous proclamation that God is dead. His statement was not only directed 

againstt the God of theism but also against the metaphysical worldview of idealistic philosophy. 

Itt had a protracted effect within the Western philosophy of the twentieth century and resulted 

inn a prolonged and serious critique and re-consideration of the foundations of the metaphysical 

tradition. . 

Thee theologian Karl Barth and the philosopher Emmanuel Levinas who present God as 

Thee Other in their theological and philosophical work are also part of this larger, critical 

movementt of thought, in die sense that their critique is directed against the ontology of the 

122 This reading is based upon the interpretation of the possessive in the French text: "Ce jeu, trop 
simplee quant a son absence ou presence a elle, va miner sa langue de croyances. La oü il pense 
pouvoirr contröler son apparition-disparition, c'est la qu'il croit le plus" (SP:44, my italics) In Gillian 
Gill'ss translation this possessive refers to the mother - her appearance/disappearance, whereas I tend 
too translate this sentence as referring to Emsfs appearance-disappearance. Gillian Gill's translation 
iss based on the preceding sentence of this passage, where mine is based on the preceding paragraph. 
II  now believe that the possessive can be read both ways and that such a reading elucidates that 
Ernstt game is double-edged, playing both with his own and his mothers presence and absence. 
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Westernn philosophical theology and metaphysics.13 This can be discerned in Karl Barth's 

rejectionn of natural theology, which presupposes a point of contact between Being Itself and 

beings.. It can be seen too in Emmanuel Levinas' rejection of the ontological tradition as a 

traditionn which subjects the Other and otherness to the measure of the Self/Same and thereby 

closess off infinit y while enclosing the other/Other in the totality of the Self/same. 

Karll  Barth, the theologian whose theology has been a major influence in the protestant 

theologyy of the twentieth century, calls God 'der Ganz Andere' to underscore God's utter 

transcendence.. This transcendence has two aspects: it indicates on the one hand God's 

judgementt of human existence, it expresses God's radical critique of human activities. On the 

otherr hand, the idea that God is 'der Ganz Andere' expresses God's hiddenness. Karl Barth 

stressess that God cannot be known, cannot be perceived or felt in 'nature' or by the senses. He 

breakss radically with any 'natural theology', in which nature or the cosmos as God's creation 

aree thought to be a source for the knowledge of God, because he aims at creating space for 

God'ss alterity, for the freedom and the mystery of God. 

Althoughh Emmanuel Levinas critique of the philosophy of the West has a different 

starting-point,144 he also presents God as the Other. But the divine other, is not the first 

133 I mention only these two names, as they are both very influential thinkers. Karl Barth was the most 
importantt theologian of the dialectical theology, a theological movement of protestant origin, which 
hass deeply influenced the (protestant) theological discussions of the twentieth century. Emmanuel 
Levinass is one of the most important French philosophers of the twentieth century, whose thoughts 
onn the alterity of the o/Other have influenced contemporary ethics and metaphysics deeply. 

Inn his comparative study of both these thinkers, the Dutch philosopher and theologian Johan 
Goudd has shown that the thoughts of Karl Barth and Emmanuel Levinas run along parallel lines. 
Hee illuminates that although there are many distinctions between their thoughts they share one 
themee notably the theme of what he calls 'a heteronomical meta-ethics'. This ethics is characterized 
byy an openness through and for the Other, who calls me beyond the order of the law or rules. He 
explainss that this means entering into a relation with the infinite, with infinity. See J.F Goud, 
LevinasLevinas en Barth. Een godsdienstwijsgerige en ethische vergelijking, Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1984, 
274-276. . 

144 Emmanuel Levinas' critique on the philosophical tradition of the West, which he characterizes a 
philosophyy of the totality, can be explained as born from and rooted in the pre-reflexive climate of 
thee biblical ethos of the faithful Jew, who wants to express this ethos philosophically. See Theo de 
Boer,, Tussen Filosofie en Profetie. De Wijsbegeerte van Emmanuel Levinas, Baarn: Ambo, 1976, 
10. . 

However,, the urgency of this critique must be seen against the background of Auschwitz, 
whichh can be interpreted as the material expression and consequence of a philosophy of the 
Self/Same,, which effaces the alterity of the o/Other in its totalitarian gesture. See also Zygmunt 
Baumann,, Modernity and Ambivalence, Cambridge 1991, quoted in Leo Oosterveen, 'Ontbindingen 
enn Verbindingen. Kansen voor religieuze gemeenschapsvorming in een postmoderne tijd', in: 
Manuelaa Kalsky, André Lascaris, Leo Oosterveen, Bouwen met Los Zand. Theologische reflecties 
opop verschil en verbondenheid, DSTS-Cahier 7, Nijmegen/ Zoetermeer: DSTS/Meinema, 1997, 29-
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figurationfiguration of the Other with capital O, because Emmanuel Levinas describes the Other foremost 

ass the other human being. This Other 'by the absolute resistance offered by his defenceless 

eyes'' appeals to the subject 'Do not kill me'.15 Emmanuel Levinas explains that this appeal 

putss the subject in a heteronomous relation to the other, because the freedom of the other has 

priorityy above the subject's freedom. The vulnerable defenceless face of the other reveals that 

thiss other is not equal to the subject, but that he is paradoxically higher than, loftier than the 

subject.166 Emmanuel Levinas presents this elevation or loftiness of the face of the Other as 

bothh an epiphany of the transcendence of this Other, as well as of a trace of the transcendent 

One,, the Infinite One, of God. The word 'trace' points towards the idea that God, this 

transcendentt One is withdrawn from signification, from any order of re-presentation or 

intelligibility .. It recalls the biblical view that any vision of God is never more than a vision of 

thee back of God, (see Exodus 33), and that God is only to be perceived in the traces God leaves 

behind:: in the epiphany of the face of the Other as well as in and through the relation to this 

other.177 For in the ethical relation to the other - aimed at the freedom of the other - the subject 

iss not only giving shape to the relation with the other, but is also shaping a relation with God. 

Thiss latter aspect is clarified in the texts Emmanuel Levinas devoted to the Jewish tradition. 

Theyy elaborate die idea that the ethical relation to the other is not a corollary to the vision or 

thee revelation of God, but the revelation self. The attributes of God become therefore not in-

dicativess but imperatives for the subject: by following God's trace the subject can become 'in 

God'ss image'.18 

Althoughh both Karl Barth and Emmanuel Levinas are part of die movement who criticize the 

Godd of philosophical theology, their thoughts on the transcendent Other still answer to a certain 

logicc of the Same. This is illuminated in their discourse on 'woman', in which she is presented 

49,, esp. 39. 

155 E. Levinas, 'Signature', in: Difficile Liberté, 323-327. 

166 Both the notions 'elevation' and 'loftiness' are used to translate Emmanuel Levinas notion of 
'Hauteur'.. Ad Peperzak writes in a footnote to 'hauteur*  that 'I experience the Other not as an 
'object'' equal to Me, but as Someone who approaches me with command. Therefore he is higher 
thann Me; he comes from up high. The Hauteur which marks the Other is thus both Height and 
Highnesss or Loftiness.' See Emmanuel Levinas, Het menselijk Gelaat. Essais van Emmanuel 
Levinas.,Levinas., 217 note 48. 

177 Emmanuel Levinas, 'Meaning and Sense', in: Emmanuel Levinas, Collected Papers, transl. A. 
Lingis,, Dordrecht: Nijhoff Publishers, 1987, 105. 

188 Emmanuel Levinas, 'Une religion d'adultes', in: Difficile Liberté, 24-41, esp. 34. 
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ass secondary to man, or to be more precise as the other of the Same.19 In the following pages 

II  wil l show the consequences of this status of woman for the (sexual) relation of the male and 

thee female subject by using Luce Irigaray's critical analysis of Emmanuel Levinas' text on the 

fecundityy of love.20 Through this analysis I wil l show that in Emmanuel Levinas' conception 

off  God as Other, this Other appears to be as masculine and paternal as the God of philosophical 

theology.21 1 

199 For a critical analysis of Karl Barth's theology of the man-woman relationship see: Joan Arnold 
Romero,, 'The Protestant Principle: A Woman's-Eye View of Barth and Tillich', in: Religion and 
SexismJmagesSexismJmages of Woman in the Jewish and Christian Traditions, Rosemary Radford Ruether (ed), 
NewNew York: Simon and Schuster, 1974, 319-341; Jodien van Ark & Renate Rotscheid, 'Wat kan 
dee nieuwe Eva beginnen tegen de superioriteit van de oude Adam?' in: Karl Barth. Een theologisch 
portret,portret, J. Beumer, G.H. ter Schegget (eds), Baam: Ten Have, 1986, 85-95; M Baas & H. 
Zorgdrager,, 'Freiheit aus zweiter Hand: feministische Anfragen an die Stellung der Frau in Karl 
Barthss Theologie', in: Zeitschrift für dialektische Theologie 3 (1987) 1, 135-153; Dick Boer, 'De 
plaatss van de seksualiteit in de kerkelijke dogmatiek. Een herlezen en verder-lezen van Barths leer 
vann man en vrouw in het licht van de psychoanalyse', in: Om het levende Woord, 3 (1994), 84-104; 
Christinee Janowski, 'Zur paradigmatischen Bedeutung der Geschlechterdifferenz in K.Barth's 
"Kirchlicherr Dogmatik'", in: Und drinnen waltet der züchtige Hausfrau; Zur Ethïk der 
Geslechterdifferenz,Geslechterdifferenz, H Kuhlmann (ed), Gütersloh: Gütersloh Verlaghaus, 1995, 140-186. 

200 Luce Irigaray, 'The Fecundity of the Caress. A Reading of Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and 
Infinity,Infinity, "Phenomenology of Eros'", in: An Ethics, EF: 173-199; EE: 185-217. Another translation of 
thiss text by Carolyn Burke has appeared in R. Cohen(ed), Face to Face with Levinas, Albany: 
SUNYY Press, 1986, 231-256; Luce Irigaray, 'Questions to Emmanuel Levinas', transl by M. Whit-
ford,, in: The Irigaray Reader; translation of Luce Irigaray, 'Questions a Emmanuel Levinas sur 
laa divinité de ramour', in: Critique. Revue Générale des Publications Francaises et Etrangères, nr 
522,, Paris, Novembre 1990. (Henceforth quoted as QEL;IR) 

211 The many similarities between the thoughts of Emmanuel Levinas and Karl Barth which Johan 
Goudd has identified suggest that it would be worthwhile to use Luce Irigaray's reading of 
Emmanuell  Levinas to analyze Karl Barth's thoughts on man and woman and the implications of 
thesee thoughts for his conception of God as der Ganz Andere. I cannot yet oversee whether such 
aa study would render different insights from the already published studies in which the thoughts of 
Karll  Barth and Luce Irigaray are compared. I am thinking in particular of the study of Serene Jones, 
inn which she argues that there are many parallels between their thoughts. These parallels are largely 
thee same as the parallels others note between the thoughts of Luce Irigaray and Emmanuel Levinas, 
notablyy their attention to the alterity of the other, the openness to difference etc. But Serene Jones 
alsoo pictures the phallocentric remainders in Karl Barths thoughts: the hierarchical relation between 
Godd and creation and the masculine economy of relations which structure his thoughts on the 
internall  relations within the Triune God. See Serene Jones, 'This God which is not One. Irigaray 
andd Barth on the Divine', in: Transfigurations. Theology and the French Feminists, M. Kim et al. 
(eds),, Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993, 109-141. Other analyses of Karl Barth's work using Luce 
Irigaray'ss work as hermeneutical key are: Kathrin Althans' study Grenzen/Suchen. Eine tanzende 
BegegnungBegegnung des Gedanken Luce Irigaray's mit der Lehre von der Erkenntnis des Wortes Gottes bei 
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Lucee Irigaray' s critiqu e of Emmanuel Levinas' thought 

Lucee Irigaray's thoughts on the irreducible difference of the other echo those of Emmanuel 

Levinas,, especially in a first reading.22 Elizabeth Grosz even writes that 'Levinas conception 

off  alterity is central to Irigaray's understanding of relations between sexually different subjects'. 

Shee describes four major characteristics of Emmanuel Levinas' notion of alterity which, in her 

view,, are also important to Luce Irigaray's understanding of otherness (although I do not agree 

withh her that in Luce Irigaray's view the relation of the subject to the other is one between an 

activee other and a passive subject). Elizabeth Grosz writes: 

(Alterityy is first) a form of exteriority, separate from and unpredicted by the subject. The 

otherr astonishes and fill s the subject with wonder and surprise. Second, alterity is the site 

off  excess, an unabsorbable, indigestible residue the subject is unable to assimilate to 

itself.Thuss the other is a form of independence, resistant to the subject's aspirations and 

wishes.Third,, alterity is an infinite category: by this Levinas' means that it exceeds all 

boundaries,, borders, constraints, and limitations which the subject attempts to impose on 

it.. Fourth, alterity is conceived by Levinas as an activity, in relation to which the subject 

iss passively positioned. For Levinas it is the other who initiates actions, brings about 

encounters,, makes approaches to and incites responses from the subject.23 

Despitee these correspondences, there is a major and decisive distinction between the two 

philosophers.. Luce Irigaray understands the irreducible difference of the other in terms of sexual 

difference:: it is the other of different sex who is irreducibly different from, exterior to and in 

excesss of the subject, whether man or woman. Emmanuel Levinas on the other hand 

understandss sexual difference as a secondary distinction. For him the main distinction is the one 

KarlKarl  Barth. Amsterdam 1992, unpublished paper; and Susanne Hennecke, Der ver gessene Schieter. 
VersuchVersuch eines theologisches Gesprachs zwischen Luce Irigaray und Karl Barth. Doctoral thesis, 
Amsterdam:: University of Amsterdam, 2000. 

222 When I encountered the thoughts of Luce Irigaray and of Emmanuel Levinas during my 
undergraduatee studies in Women's Studies courses in Talmudic Studies courses retrospectively, I 
experiencedd the thoughts of the one as in direct line with the thoughts of the other, especially where 
thiss idea of an irreducible difference is concerned. But when I read Emmanuel Levinas' text on the 
phenomenologyy of Eros I was severely disappointed by his description of the female beloved and 
thee sexual relation between the male lover and the female beloved. 

233 Elizabeth Grosz, Sexual Subversions, 142. 
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betweenn humanity, the universe (that what has been created before wo/man and whereto s/he 

hass responsibility) and divinity. He writes this explicitly in his talmudic lesson called 'Et Dieu 

Créaa La Femme': 

(...)) the particularity of woman is secondary. It is not woman who is secondary; it is the 

relationn with woman who is secondary; it is the relation with woman as woman which 

doess not belong to the original plan of the human. In the foreground are the task which 

mann as human being and woman as human being ought to fulfil. 24 

Thiss secondary nature of sexuality - and of the sexual relation - raises the question whether the 

facee of the other woman wil l be experienced as an epiphany of, as a trace of, this Other, the 

divinee One. This question is two-sided, corresponding with the ambiguity of the notion of the 

o/Other:: both the other human being and the Other, God. It opens a line of questioning after 

thee nature of God, after God's unity and after God's gender. It raises also the question whether 

thee sexual relation is seen as an ethical relation in the terms described by Emmanuel Levinas -

aa relation in which the subject obeys to the appeal which issues from the epiphany of the face 

off  the o/Other, thereby following the trace of God, the transcendent Other and becoming 'in 

thee image of God'25 - when he considers sexual difference to be secondary, to the original plan 

off  being human. 

Ass is evident from the quote, man and woman fulfi l their task as human beings, not as 

aa man or a woman. They assume their responsibility and enter in an ethical relation with the 

otherr as 'neutral' human beings. This 'neutrality' of human beings in the ethical relation to 

thee other might suggest that the transcendent Other whose trace they follow is also 'ne-uter', 

neitherr masculine nor feminine. But this suggestion is undermined by the fact that this Other, 

244 Emmanuel Levinas, 'Et Dieu Créa La Femme', in Du Sacré au Saint. Cinq Nouvelles Lectures 
Talmudiques,Talmudiques, Paris: Minuit, 1977. 135 

Seee also Cathryn Vasseleu's article 'The Face Before the Mirror-Stage', in Hypatia, vol 6 
(3)) fall 1991, p. 140-155, esp. p. 150 + 153 n.18.; Atie Briiggeman-Kruijff gives a careful reading 
off  this passage from a feminist perspective in her thesis, Bij de Gratie van de Transcendentie. In 
gesprekgesprek met Levinas over het Vrouwelijke, Amsterdam: VU-uitgeverij, 1993, p. 57-62. 

II  want to emphasize that I have not studied the context in which Emmanuel Levinas' reading 
wass presented, nor the debates within the community to which this reading was addressed. For in 
thee context of debates concerning the role of women in the (religious) community, this reading can 
bee considered to be an emancipatory one of Genesis, because it depicts women primarily as human 
beingss 'in the image of God', thereby arguing against the exclusion of women from the ethical and 
religiouss community on the grounds of their sex. 

255 I draw the conclusion that 'following God's trace' is 'being in God's image' from Emmanuel 
Levinas'ss thought mat the attributes of God are ethical imperatives to act/ to be as God. 
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whomm human beings can only come to know through its traces, is referred to by masculine 

pronouns.. These pronouns expose the non-neutrality of the discourse and show that the ne-uter 

off  the Other functions as a cloak for the discourse of a masculine subject. This is affirmed by 

Emmanuell  Levinas' essays on Judaism as well as by his talmudic lessons. In these texts he 

followss the masculine language and personal imagery of the Hebrew Bible and the rabbinic 

texts.. These latter works cannot be divorced from the philosophical work, as they contain the 

samee ideas.26 This implies with respect to the question of the gender of the Other that in 

Emmanuell  Levinas' work the transcendent other of whom the face of the other human being 

revealss but a trace, is gendered masculine. 

Thee idea that the particularity of woman is secondary implies that in Emmanuel Levinas' view, 

thee sexual relation between man and woman is the only relation in which the particularity of 

womann as woman is relevant. In all other relations between man and woman she is first and 

foremostt perceived as human being. 

Thiss raises the question whether the sexual relation between man and woman wil l be an 

ethicall  relation according to Emmanuel Levinas' conditions for the ethical relation: thus whether 

inn the sexual relation the Face of the female Other is perceived as an appeal to the masculine 

subjectt not to kil l her. Especially this last phrase illuminates what may happen in a sexual 

relationn gone awry. In such a relation the other is 'killed', her subjectivity wiped out. This 

explainss the urgency and relevance of the question after the ethics of the sexual relation in a 

worldd in which the effects of the refusal to think about the ethics of the sexual relation are 

broadcastedd every day. 

Lucee Irigaray's analysis of Emmanuel Levinas' text on the phenomenology of Eros 

reveals,, however, that he does not describe the erotic encounter with woman as an encounter 

withh an irreducible other. This has to do with Emmanuel Levinas' view of love, which he paints 

ass ambiguous or equivocal. On the one hand love is a plane presupposing the epiphany of face 

off  the other.27 On the other hand it is directed towards the future, notably the future of the 

subjectt which is ensured by a son. This ambiguity is expressed in the following description of 

love: : 

Lovee remains a relation with the other that turns into need, and this need still presupposes 

thee total, transcendent exteriority of the other, of the beloved (1'aimé). But love also goes 

266 See Theo de Boer, Tussen filosofie en profetie, 79. 

277 Emmanuel Levinas, Totalité et Infini. Essai sur l'exteriorité, Den Haag: Martinus Nijhoff, 1961, 
231.;; Emanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity, transl. A. Lingis, Den Haag: Martinus Nijhoff, 1979, 
253.. Henceforth (TIF;TIE) 
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beyondd the beloved. This is why through the face filters the obscure light coming from 

beyondd the face, from that what is not yet, from a future never future enough, more 

remotee than possible.28 

Thiss ambiguity is also expressed in Emmanuel Levinas' description of the caress.29 The caress 

startss as the movement of the lover towards the beloved (raimée), but while caressing her, the 

caresss changes character and turns into a search, a body-search. It becomes profanation and 

transgressionn of the space of the beloved, because it is seeking the mystery of the not-yet-being, 

thee mystery of the no-yet-disclosed, a non-sizable future, labelled 'virginity' by Emmanuel 

Levinas. . 

Emmanuell  Levinas' description of the caress recalls Luce Irigaray's description of the nostalgia 

forr the first abode as a driving force in erotic love from the side of the lover as well as in his 

gamee of substitutions, including the substitution of the transcendence of the mother by the 

transcendencee of God the Father. She writes 

thee son, obviously, always wants to get back there. And if he can't, doesn't he tear away 

bitt by bit the whole membrane that separated him from her but created an inconceivable 

nearnesss that he can never mourn? She is so close, invisibly penetrating him, and she 

remainss an unmasterable presence.(SP:45/46;SG:33) 

Lastt but not least, the ambiguity of love comes to the fore in Emmanuel Levinas' description 

off  the pleasure derived from the erotic relation. He pictures pleasure on the one hand as a being 

'sweptt away by an amorphous non-I into an absolute future where the T escapes itself and 

losess its position as subject' - a loss of self in pleasure.30 On the other hand, this pleasure is 

ambiguouss because it discovers the hidden as hidden without lifting its mystery, revealing the 

mysteryy of this what is not yet, while veiling it at the same time. 

Emmanuell  Levinas' picture of the erotic relation with the other does not show a relation with 

ann irreducible other, with a beloved who is also experienced as a female lover, as a subject of 

loverr herself. The beloved woman is pictured as utterly passive, without will , resistance, 

288 TIF:232/233;TIE:254/255. 

299 The following is based upon TIF:235-236;TIE:257-259. 

300 TIF:237;TIE:259. 
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anonymous,, already animal or infantile.31 She becomes anonymous in the course of being 

caressed,, the prop for his desire that is not aimed at her, but at the unknown virgin territory, 

thee no-man's land between being and not-yet-being she represents; the prop for his movement 

towardss transcendence. In other words, she is painted as instrumental in his transcending death, 

inn the sublimation/sublation of the self.32 

Shee facilitates this movement of transcendence in a number of ways. First, she bears him 

aa son, guarantee of his transcendence beyond death. She facilitates his paternity, which is a 

certainn sublation of the return to the self.33 Secondly, she bears the brunt of the ambiguity of 

(t)hiss pleasure. In Emmanuel Levinas text, this ambiguity is solved or dissolved by ascribing 

itt to or projecting it upon the beloved woman or femininity. He describes the beloved woman 

ass the one who says two things at the same time, who is playing hide and seek, who is masked, 

irresponsible,, animal or infantile, the reverse of the face.34 Giving her lover what he wants? 

Fulfillin gg Friedrich Nietzsche's idea that 'woman has nothing to do with truth, but that her 

largestt art-form is the lie, her highest concern semblance and beauty'.?35 This subtext of 

Emmanuell  Levinas' text is illuminated by Luce Irigaray in an interview published in 1982: 

Att the moment I am writing an article about Emmanuel Levinas. He speaks very well 

aboutt love. He says that in caressing and in making love, the man comes to stand at the 

311 TIF:236;TIE:259. 

322 It would be interesting to map the possible parallels between the movement of transcendence in the 
eroticc relation as described by Emmanuel Levinas and the aesthetic experience of the sublime. The 
latterr is discussed by Christine Franken in her thesis Multiple Mythologies. A.S. Byatt and the 
BritishBritish artist-novel, unpublished Ph-thesis, University of Utrecht, 1997. 

333 See TIF:231;T1E:253. Emmanuel Levinas describes here the plane of love and fecundity as 'a 
planee where the I bears itself beyond death and recovers also from its return to itself. In my text 
II  want to clarify that the female beloved facilitates and mediates this movement of the subject. 

344 TIF:236-241;TIE:258-264. 

355 'Was liegt dem Weibe an Wahrheit. Nichts is von Anbeginn an dem Weibe fremder, widriger, 
feindlicherr als Wahrheit- seine grosse Kunst ist die Liige, seine höchste Angelegenheit is der Schein 
undd die Schönheit'. Friedrich Nietzsche, Jenseits von Gut und Böse, in Werke III  ed. K Schlechta, 
Ullsteinn Materialen, Frankfurt a/Main, 1969, p. 144 
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edgee before the edge of an abyss. He becomes anxious about returning to the womb. And 

hee asks the woman to be a prostitute.(Hecate:199)36 

Shee becomes this prostitute, because she arouses 'the consumers' desire while offering herself 

ass its material support without getting pleasure herself.' (CS:181;TS:186/187) 

Thiss solution of the 'problem' of the ambiguity of Eros implies that the beloved woman bears 

thee full wight of this ambiguity, while it leaves the lover, the masculine subject, the ethical or 

transcendental.. Luce Irigaray writes of this: 

Whenn the beloved woman presents herself or appears to the male lover as a paradise to 

bee referred back to infancy and animality, then the act of love leads not only to profaning, 

butt also to destruction, a fall. The beloved woman would be cast down to the depths so 

thatt the male lover could be raised to the heights. The act of love would amount to 

reachingg the inordinate limits of discourse, so that the woman is sent back to the position 

off  fallen animal or child and man to ecstasy in God. (EF:183;EE:198) 

Thee word 'fall' in this quote clarifies the moral weight of Luce Irigaray's rejection of such a 

stagingg of the love of and to the other. It describes the metaphoric tumble of the beloved in the 

abysss of the irresponsible, the 'non-significance', the effacement of her subjectivity. It carries 

moreoverr the theological connotation of 'original sin'. In Marine Lover Luce Irigaray asks 

whether r 

(the)(the) 'original sin' (doesn't) consist in dissociating human and divine? In making God 

intoo a distinct and transcendent entity. With the expulsion from the 'earthly paradise' 

366 Atie Briiggeman-Kruijff quotes this passage too in her argument that Luce Irigaray affirms 
Emmanuell  Levinas writing about love to a large extent. See Briiggeman-Kruijff, Bij de Gratie van 
dede Transcendentie, 101. She quotes, however, only the first two sentences of this passages and 
leavess the two final sentences about woman becoming a prostitute, out. I differ with her argument 
forr two reasons. In my view, Luce Irigaray's use of the term prostitute illuminates that the beloved 
womann as painted by Emmanuel Levinas serves the pleasure of the masculine subject without 
gettingg pleasure herself. This reduction of the beloved woman to a prostitute makes Emmanuel 
Levinas'' stance on erotic love unethical, according to Luce Irigaray. My second argument is based 
uponn Luce Irigaray's text 'Questions to Emmanuel Levinas', in which she is harsher and more 
explicitt in her critique of Emmanuel Levinas' thoughts on love than in 'The Fecundity of the 
Caress'.. In 'Question to Emmanuel Levinas' she denounces his view on love upon the argument 
thatt in his view the relation between lovers is not an intersubjective one. 
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correspondingg to the wil l to know God as such. To the desire to produce him as a 

'suprasensoryy reality'? God-Different? (AM:185;ML:173)37 

Thiss quote shows that the postulation and establishment of the transcendence of God separates 

humann beings and God from each other and robs consequently the natural world and humanity 

off  'divine' as an predicate of their being. This is no surprise, because the postulation of the 

transcendentt God is rooted in the imaginary of the masculine subject, in his nostalgia for the 

prenatall  sojourn and the tangible, though invisible presence of the mother. The inability of the 

masculinee subject to mourn his loss of this lost love causes both the substitution of the mother 

byy God the Father as the search for substitutes of the mother in other women. 

Thiss brings me to the conclusion that Emmanuel Levinas' thoughts on erotic love show 

thatt he does not escape the logic of Same, like the philosophers and theologians in and of the 

traditionn of the philosophical theology. In his philosophy too, the transcendence of the divine 

Otherr is postulated at the expense of die alterity of the female other. Although traces of this 

transcendencee can be perceived in the face of the other (neutered human beings), it cannot be 

discernedd in the female other. Her alterity is not recognized as a transcendence, as a mystery 

inn and by itself, rather as the veil before the transcendence of the not-yet. 

Thee consequence of this analysis must be that to fully value and respect the alterity of die 

otherr woman or man, it wil l be necessary to turn their relation into a truly inter-subjective 

relation.. This implies not only a leave-taking of the dualistic oppositions between God and 

humann beings which is caused by the postulation of God or the divine Other as radically 

transcendentt to the natural world and human beings. It also means that die idea mat a trace of 

diee divine Other can be found in die face of the Otiier must be left behind. For in Üiis 

conceptionn of die relation to the otiier, the concrete, corporeal, situated difference of die otiier 

tendss to be passed by. I agree therefore with Luce Irigaray's idea that to fully value the 

irreduciblee difference of the other means to situate the transcendence between them and to 

developp a mode of relating to me other in which this transcendence is recognized and respected. 

377 In her view, this dissociation is fully executed at the moment that the divine presence is transmuted 
intoo a written law, in a Word of God-Different and that the person, who receives this trace of God, 
iss told that whoever beholds the face of God will die. Then 'he is definitely 
Other'.(AM:186/187;ML:174)) Precisely these two incidents are central to Emmanuel Levinas idea 
thatt the transcendent Other is 'perceived' or understood as 'trace', through mis trace. They are 
foundationall  to his conception of the ethical relation in which die encounter with the Face of the 
Otherr entails an encounter with this 'trace' of God-Different. 
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Inn the following paragraphs I wil l further develop my idea that her dialectics present such 

aa mode of relation, developing Luce Irigaray's view that recognition of the alterity of the other 

iss the labour of the negative. 

THEE RECOGNITION OF THE OTHER IS THE LABOUR OF THE NEGATIVE 

II  wil l start this paragraph with a short recapitulation of the characteristics of the alterity of the 

other,, which ought to be recognized and respected by the subject in order to encounter and 

maintainn an intersubjective relation with the other. 

Accordingg to Luce Irigaray the alterity of the other is characterized by the fact that she 

orr he cannot be a substitute for an other. The other cannot occupy the place of the father or the 

motherr nor of someone else in the relation to the subject. The second characteristic of the 

alterityy of the other is her or his irreducible difference. This characteristic refers to the 

experiencee that the other never suits us completely, that there remains an excess that resists 

consummationn or appropriation of the other. Luce Irigaray gathers these two main 

characteristicss of the alterity of the other in the idea that the other is transcendent to the subject, 

or,, that 'between us there is always transcendence' (JAT:162;ILTY:104). She also calls this 

transcendencee 'the power of a negative'(JAT:161;ILTY:103), and she adds that the recognition 

andd respect of this transcendence, of this power, 'requires the labor of the 

negative'.(JAT:: 165;ILTY: 105) 

Thiss raises the question: what is the labour of the negative? What is it that one is doing 

whenn one recognizes and respects the power of a/the negative? The character of the labour of 

thee negative is already hinted at in my description of the characteristics of the alterity of the 

other,, but I wil l further explicate and elaborate this labour in the following pages. 

Att the most basic level the labour of the negative entails the recognition and 

acknowledgementt of a limit and of limitation, which the concrete, corporeal reality of the otiier 

presentss to the subject. This presence stops the expansion of the subject; it also sets limits to 

thee phantasy of the subject that s/he is the only one who can define and circumscribe the 

propertyy and properties of all and everything. It requires the acknowledgement by the subject 

thatt s/he is not all, not alone, that there is not one subject but two. This labour of die negative 

thuss implies the recognition that the basic element is not one, but two, and entails giving up 

singularr or plural being (1'être un ou pluriel) in order to become a dual being (Fêtre deux).38 

Thee recognition that the world is a world of two brings with it that the other is recognized as 

different.. It requires the acknowledgement of a difference that cannot be effaced nor reduced 

388 Luce Irigaray, 'The Question of the Other', 19. 
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too suit the subject. This means that the habit of knowing the other by reducing the difference 

too something which the subject already knows, notably the habit of the logic of the same - that 

thiss habit has to be given up. Otherwise the alterity of the other cannot be recognized nor 

respected.. Thus the recognition and respect of the alterity of the other implies a breakthrough 

off  the logic of the One/the Same. 

Thee logic of the One/the Same has been set up to ward off risk: to ward off the threat of 

instabilityy or death of the dominant worldview, which the presence of an irreducibly different 

otherr represents to this worldview. In other words: acknowledging and respecting the irreducible 

differencee of the other entails running the risk that one's outlook upon the world, one's 

worldvieww and thus one's identity and subjectivity has to change. For this risk might present 

aa (mortal) danger to the existing cohesion or unity of one's identity. Changing one's identity 

bringss with it a painful process of the fragmentation of the established cohesion or identity of 

thee subject without knowing beforehand whether a new cohesion wil l be established or what 

thiss cohesion wil l be or look like. 

Whenn I phrase this point in positive terms, I would say that the recognition of the alterity 

off  the other requires that s/he is acknowledged and respected as an invitation to the subject to 

changee in the encounter with his or her alterity; that this alterity represents a chance to live 

insteadd of a mortal danger. 

master-slavemaster-slave dialectic 

Lucee Irigaray refers to the dominant view that the alterity of the otfier represents a mortal 

dangerr to the subject when she writes that the recognition of the transcendence of the other 'is 

thee process by which Hegel's master-slave dialectic can be overcome.'(JAT: 164;ILTY: 105) The 

referencee to the master-slave dialectic can be read in several ways. These different 

interpretationss are determined by the question where one sees this dialectic at work. 

InIn her study of Luce Irigaray's reception and modification of George Hegel's thought, 

Annemiee Halsema discusses the influence of Alexandre Kojève's interpretation of Hegel's 

master-slavee dialectic upon the generation of post-war philosophers and intellectuals.39 

Alexandree Kojève gives a reading of the master-slave dialectic in which the desire of two 

subjectss to be recognized and respected by the other in their freedom leads to a deadly struggle. 

Thiss struggle between two subjects illuminates that the master-slave dialectic is carried by the 

oppositionn between lif e and death. Death represents the negative, the negation of life for both 

thee subjects involved in this struggle. This struggle is solved when one of the subjects realizes 

thatt he values lif e more than death. He gives up, he gives himself up and becomes the slave 

399 Annemie Halsema, De dialectiek van de seksuele differentie, 141-152. 

224 4 



off  the other, who becomes the master. The first becomes slave because he does not dare to risk 

death,, whereas the other becomes master, because he risked death and therefore represents 'life 

gainedd from death'. The position of the master is a precarious one, though. The master is master 

becausee and only as long as the slave wil l be his slave, wil l work for him and til l his earth; he 

iss master because and only as long as the slave recognizes him as master. It makes him secretly 

dependentt upon the slave. The dialectical movement between the master and the slave - or 

betweenn the subject and the object or between the self and the other, to name two alternative 

descriptionss of this relation - is not only relieved and elevated in the recognition of the master 

ass the absolute. It also keeps/maintains the positions of master and slave, as they are mutually 

dependentt for their position. This explains that the dialectical movement between master and 

slavee wil l not be resolved in a final synthesis but will be kept going, because the equilibrium 

betweenn them wil l be tilted as soon as the slave stops recognizing the master.40 

Inn my view, Luce Irigaray sees this dialectic at work in the imaginary of the masculine subject -

andd therefore in the imaginary of the dominant discourse.41 It means that the master-slave 

dialecticc is still at work in the relation between men and women. This is indicated by her 

remarkk in An Ethics that '...man remains within a master-slave dialectic. The slave, ultimately, 

off  a God on whom he bestows the characteristics of an absolute master. Secretly or obscurely, 

aa slave to the power of the maternal-feminine which he diminishes or 

destroys.'(EF:17/18;EE:10)) In Speculum she argues that the master-slave dialectic is at work in 

thee process of the Oedipus-complex. Central to her reading is the equation of castration and 

death,, which implies that the fear of castration must be interpreted as a fear of death. For fear 

400 The words to 'relieve', to 'elevate' and 'to keep' are all three equivalent for the German 
'aufheben'.. This is the verb used by George Hegel to describe the transition to the synthesis. 

411 I differ here with Annemie Halsema, who writes that the analogy between the master-slave dialectic 
andd the relation between man and woman does not play an important role in Luce Irigaray*  s work. 
Seee Annemie Halsema, Dialectiek van de seksuele differentie, 153-154. According to Annemie 
Halsema,, Luce Irigaray does not follow Kojève's suggestion that the relation between master and 
slavee returns in the relation between man and woman. This reading might be true when die master-
slavee dialectic is understood as primarily operating at the labour market as Alexandre Kojève 
suggests.. But according to me, Luce Irigaray sees this dialectic at work in the imaginary of the 
masculinee subject. This implies that this dialectic operates in the love-relations between men and 
women.. In my view this interpretation of the imaginary of the masculine subject as modelled upon 
thee master-slave dialectic must be traced back to Jacques Lacan who has been influenced deeply 
byy Alexandre Kojève's reading of Hegel. Seee for the reference to the influence of Alexandre Kojève 
uponn Jacques Lacan, Annemie Halsema, Dialectiek, 145 & 267 n7. See also A. Mooij, Taal en 
Verlangen,Verlangen, 73. 
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off  castration then the son - the nascent masculine subject - recognizes the rights of the father 

too the mother. Or better, the masculine subject learns to recognize and respect the Law of the 

Fatherr the incest-taboo. Recognizing the Law of the Father the masculine subject becomes the 

slavee of the absolute master, of God the Father, of the one who causes this fear of death. That 

thiss absolute master is identified as God can be explained reflecting the truism of Ludwig 

Feuerbach'ss statement that 'God is the mirror of man', and especially of what man values 

most:: the father. 

Thiss identification can also be explained by an analysis of the mode by which the Law 

off  the Father is recognized. For out of fear of castration the masculine subject subjects himself 

too the Law of the Father, to God as the absolute power, by sublimating his narcissistic love: the 

auto-eroticc pleasure he derives from his phallus=penis and from his phantasies of being all for 

thee mother. Luce Irigaray analyses this process of sublimation as a process in which castration 

iss 'sublated' (aufgehoben) in the sublimation of the penis, in the sublimation of sex, of the 

sexual.422 Castration represents thus the negative that has to be overcome (transcended?) 

dialecticallyy 'in the "sublation" into representations, ideas, the law' (SF:60;SE:52). These 

representations,, ideas and the law are all dominated by the Phallus, writes Luce Irigaray. This 

iss due to the nature of the 'synthesis' in the dialectical process, because in the 'synthesis' both 

thee positive and the negative, the thesis and the anti-thesis are relieved, elevated and kept. In 

thee script of the Oedipus-complex, both the positive as the negative are marked by the 

penis/phallus:: the positive by its presence and the negative by its absence. This explains that 

diee 'synthesis' wil l also be marked by the phallus/ Phallus, 'the capital marking the horizon 

off  the fulfilment of a gender.'(SP:75;SG:63) The Phallus thus represents the absolute, the 

absolutee of the masculine gender. But this does not mean that it cannot be dislodged from its 

position,, as it depends for its position upon the recognition of the other. 

Inn this script the negative - castration/death - is represented by woman. This means that 

itt is not only (the fear of) castration that is overcome in die dialectical process of sublimation, 

butt woman - woman as irreducibly different from man - as well. And diis in two ways. First, 

itt is crucial to this dialectic Üiat the negative (the opposition) is not irreducibly different from 

diee positive. At a deeper or higher level the two are one to the speculative mind, two halves 

off  the same coin. Their distinction can only be thought in terms of deviation of a standard. Thus 

whenn woman is represented as die negative of man, because she has no penis, the penis 

functionss as die standard from which she deviates. Any other otiierness of woman -irreducibly 

different-,, any other understanding of die negative cannot be Üiought in dus dialectical process 

off  die 'sublation' of die sexual. 

422 The following analysis is based on and paraphrasing some passages from Speculum notably SF:58-
64;SE:51-55 5 
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Secondly,, the attribution of penis-envy to the woman can also be explained as an 

expressionn of the idea that woman functions as the negative of man, for her envy is the reverse 

off  his fear of losing it. It also underpins the idea that the master-slave dialectic operates in the 

relationn between man and woman. For this (alleged) envy functions as a prop of his ego. 

whenn she envies, what he has, then it must be valuable. The only thing valuable enough 

too be envied? the very standard of all value. Woman's fetishization of the male organ 

mustt indeed be an indispensable support of its price on the sexual market" (SF:61;SE:53). 

Thuss her envy reassures him, re-insures his ego, and enables the 'sublation' to take place, an 

elevationn of his sex, of the sexual into representations, ideas and the law, dominated by the 

Phallus,, the god Phallus, or the phallus God- and its value. 'Secretly he is the slave of the 

powerr of the feminine-maternal', however, because his domination is dependent upon her envy, 

uponn her willingness to do 'as if she desires his desire. 

FromFrom the master-slave dialectic to an inter-subjective dialogue 

Theree are three options to change this configuration of domination and dependence between 

mann and woman. The first option - the nightmare of the dominant subject in any master-slave 

relationn - is that the positions wil l be reversed; in this case that woman wil l become master and 

mann her slave. The second option, advocated by Simone de Beauvoir, departs from the idea that 

alll  relationships between man and woman wil l be structured after the master-slave relation. 

Simonee de Beauvoir describes it as a conflict between a Subject and an Object, or a self and 

ann other. She holds the view that the conflict between self and other is active in each human 

contact.. This means with respect to the question how the dominant master-slave relation 

betweenn man and woman can be changed that this structure cannot be changed, but that the 

socialsocial position of women ought to be changed in such a way that a/the woman wil l be in a 

positionn that men could be the Other for them - in Irigarayan terms, the other of the Same -.43 

Lucee Irigaray develops the third option, notably a radical transformation of the master-

slavee or subject-object dialectic. In her view the other is not seen as a hostile freedom which 

oughtt to be overcome, as s/he is presented by Simone de Beauvoir (and Jean Paul Sartre), but 

aa freedom or mystery which is marked by the new, the extraordinary or the rare. The subject 

whoo encounters this other object or person is stopped in its movement before this irreducible 

433 Annemie Halsema, Dialectiek van de seksuele differentie, 157. 
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differencee to contemplate this other in its alterity. As such the other person or object represents 

thee negative to the subject by which the self is limited in its expansion. 

Thiss interpretation of 'the negative' in the dialectical relation between subject and object 

orr self and other brings an other interpretation of the 'labour of the negative' with it. For this 

labourr cannot be thought along the lines of the Hegelian system of thesis - anthithesis -

synthesis,, or of position - opposition - sublation into a higher unity. In such a conception of the 

dialecticall  movement the ultimate alterity of the other or the transcendence of the other is wiped 

outt or sacrificed in the synthesis. In such a stage-setting, dialectic is turned into a monologue 

off  the lonely Thinker (or Philosopher) with himself, according to Ludwig Feuerbach, who 

writess that 'true dialectic is not a monologue (...) but a dialogue between I and Thou'.44 Luce 

Irigarayy elaborates precisely this idea of Ludwig Feuerbach that the true dialectic is a dialogue 

betweenn an I and a Thou, or between a subject and an irreducible other in her own conception 

off  the dialectical movement.45 This implies a major shift in the conception of the dialectical 

movement.. First of all the labour of the negative is situated in the dynamics of the relation 

betweenn the two subjects. Secondly, this dialectical movement does not know a synthesis in the 

sensee of the elevation of a thesis and an anti-thesis. The 'fruit' of the dialogue must rather be 

soughtt in the 'co-creation of a world', in the generation of an inter-subjective 'we', in the 

becomingg or re-birth of the subjects involved in the inter-subjective dialogue. 

PassionPassion of wonder 

Ass I explained in the above, Luce Irigaray situates the labour of the negative in the dynamics 

off  the inter-subjective relation, in the manner of approaching the other and in the manner in 

whichh the encounter proceeds. Crucial to the approach of the other is that the other is not seen 

ass a deadly menace, but as someone or something unknown, new, extraordinary or rare. The 

experiencee of the newness of the other induces the passion of wonder in the subject, through 

whichh he or she opens him- or herself to the other: to this unknown object or other person. 

Lucee Irigaray describes wonder as both 'a mourning for the self as autarchic entity' as well as 

444 Ludwig Feuerbach, Grundsatze der Philosophic, nr 62, Werke II, hg. W. Bolin & F. Jodl, Stuttgart -
Badd Cannstatt: Fromann Verlag Günther Holzboog, 1959, 319. 

455 According to me, die correspondence between Ludwig Feuerbach's view of dialectics and Luce 
Irigaray'ss conception of the dialectical movement, is an accidental one. Luce Irigaray's view might 
bee influenced by the 'analogical' philosophers as Martin Buber and Franz Rosenzweig, who 
influencedd Emmanuel Levinas. But it seems more likely that her conception is deeply influenced 
byy her study of the dynamics between subjects in the analytic situation. 
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'thee advent or the event of the other'(EF:77;EE:75). This illuminates that the passion of wonder 

iss crucial to the passage from a dialogue with the other as other of the same - which is basically 

aa monologue disguised as dialogue - to a dialogue with the other as irreducible other. 

Inn An Ethics Luce Irigaray develops her thoughts on the passion of wonder in her 

explorationn of and commentary upon Rene Descartes' thoughts about this passion.46 René 

Descartess opens his reflections upon the passion of wonder, which he published in The Passions 

ofof the Soul*1, with the following passage: 

Whenn the first encounter with some object surprises us, and we judge it to be new, or 

veryy different from what we formerly knew, or from what we supposed that it ought to 

be,, that causes us to wonder and be surprised; and because that may happen before we 

inn any way know whether this object is agreeable to us or is not so, it appears to me that 

wonderr is the first of all passions; and it has no opposite, because if the object which 

presentss itself has nothing in it that surprises us, we are in no wise moved regarding it, 

andd we consider it without passion. (René Descartes, The Passions of the Soul, art 53.) 

(EF:76;EE:733 + EF:20;EE:13) 

Lucee Irigaray uses this passage twice in her Ethics, in the first chapter on 'Sexual Difference' 

andd in the chapter called: 'Wonder: a reading of Descartes, The Passions of the Soul. Together 

theyy illuminate the central place of the passion of wonder in the inter-subjective dialogue. They 

elucidatee moreover (some of) the dynamics of the dialectical relation of a subject with an other 

andd vice versa. Luce Irigaray highlights that the passion 'wonder' is indispensable to the 

processs of becoming, as it 'is the motivating force behind mobility'(EF:76;EE:73), growth, and 

renewal.. It is a passion that opens the subject to the other, to who/that 

(...)) appeals) to us as new, very different from what we knew, or what we thought he or 

shee should be. Which means that we would look at the other, halt to look at him or her, 

466 Luce Irigarayy both affirms and criticizes René Descartes' description of this passion. As I will show 
inn the text, she affirms that this passion moves the subject to open itself to the other, asking the 
otherr 'Who art Thou?'. She criticizes René Descartes, however, by showing that he also closes the 
openingg towards the other which the passion of wonder might have brought about, by connecting 
wonderr almost immediately to passions as esteem or disdain, which are reflections of the position 
off  the subject in relation to the other. 

477 The Passions of the Soul/Les Passions de 1'Ame is the last book of René Descartes. He published 
itt in 1649 in response to questions of princess Elizabeth of the Pfaltz. 
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askk ourselves, come close to ourselves through questioning. Who art thou? I am and / 

becomebecome thanks to this question. (EF:77;EE:74, transl.adapt.) 

Inn this vivid description of the experience of 'wonder' in the encounter with the other, Luce 

Irigarayy illuminates that wonder propels the subject to look at, to contemplate the other. It stops 

herr or him in his or her stride. It stops the subject in respect for the transcendence of this other, 

inn 'recognition that s/he wil l never be him or her, neither in body nor in thought'. 

(JAT:162;ILTY:104)) This recognition of the negative creates a space between the one and the 

other;; or better wonder expresses the respect for 'an interval (which) would never be crossed', 

overstepped,, covered or overcomeCEF^OjEErM).48 The notion of the interval can be re-found 

inn the figure of the two lips touching. This figure images Luce Irigaray's idea that the interval 

cannott be transgressed, because it pictures a touch which does not efface, consume or transgress 

thee space between the two, but 'bridges' it, both keeping and crossing this half-open, 

mysteriouss place.49 Luce Irigaray describes this space or this interval as 'a space of freedom 

andd attraction, a possibility of separation and alliance.'(EF:20;EE:13) With the introduction of 

thee notion of the interval or the space between the one and the other she polemizes with the 

popularr or dominant conception of passion as a fire which consumes, or by which all the 

distinctionss between the one and the other melt away. She uncovers this conception as illusory, 

becausee 'there is always a remainder'(EF:20;EE:14), notably the alterity of the other. Thus the 

intervall  becomes on the one hand the space that separates the two lovers, that marks their 

irreduciblee difference. On the other hand, it is the space that allies them; it becomes the 

'common'' space or 'in-between' which they enter when they move towards the other, when 

theyy open themselves to the other. The in-between thus becomes a site that belongs neither to 

thee one nor to the other, but which is shared by the one and the other.50 

488 These are all connotations of the words 'franchir/franchissement'. 

499 liti s is an allusion to Luce Irigaray's use of the homonym 'entr'ouvert/antr'ouvert', which she uses 
too write about the female sex. Entr'ouvert means half-open. 'Une antre' is a cavity, a hole, 
especiallyy a den of a wild animal. Anatomically it is the name given to certain natural cavities, (like 
thee female sex?, acm). Figuratively 'une antre' is a disquieting and mysterious place. See: 'Antre' 
inn Le Petit Robert. 

500 The notion of the in-between as a meaningful, meaning producing, re-productive site, can be found 
inn 'Le v(i)ol de la lettre' and 'Le sexe fait comme signe', in Luce Irigaray, Parier n 'est jamais 
NeutreNeutre 149-169 & 169-189. This idea is also mentioned and elaborated from a different perspective 
byy Elisabeth Hirsch in her text 'Back in analysis', where she presents a reading of a number of 
Lucee Irigaray's analytic texts. She shows that Luce Irigaray elaborates the space between 
analysant(e)) and analyst(e) - their in-between- as a productive site, as a site where new meaning 
cann be produced. E. Hirsch, 'Back in analysis', in Carolyn Burke et al. (eds), Engaging with 
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Thee quoted passage describes moreover the manner in which the subject opens the 

dialoguee with the other, notably with the question 'Who art Thou'. It is a crucial question, 

becausee it invites the other to enter the space between them and to engage in the dialogue by 

unfoldingg her- or himself in her or his irreducible difference. It therefore invites her or him to 

bee and to become: irreducibly different. 

Butt the question 'Who art Thou' is not only directed at the other, but also at the subject 

itself.. For the encounter of the other provokes not only a questioning of the other, but also a 

re-considerationn of who one is. Wonder shakes up the established categories for understanding 

thee other, the received opinion of the other, and it upsets the pattern, the form of the unified 

subject,, the T. It loosens the established identity of the subject, thereby enabling a new 

becoming.. Thus the response to the question 'Who art Thou' - an affirmation of being (I am) 

andd of mobility ('I become') - is not only the response of the Thou to whom this question is 

putt - whose newness, difference provoked the experience of wonder in the subject - but of the 

subjectt of this experience of wonder as well. It can be safely suggested then that the question 

'Whoo art Thou' is not only an expression of wonder before the alterity of the other, but also 

ann expression of the fact that this alterity has touched the subject deeply. This means that the 

alterityy of the other moves the subject, touches her or him in the flesh, in the sensible, sensitive 

matterr of the flesh. This is a movement from outer to inner. In its turn, the experience of being 

touchedd by the newness, the rareness, the extraordinary of the other, brings about a process of 

generatingg order or sense in the chaos of the perceptions and sensibilities, in finding a new 

understanding,, an other cohesion of oneself and also of the world, which might be called an 

otherr becoming. This other becoming, expressed in a body-of-work or in a shift in identity, 

mightt be seen as a movement from inner to outer. 

Thiss interpretation of the labour of wonder in the encounter with the other elucidates that 

wonderr is not only part of, belonging to or a function of the labour of the negative, notably 

throughh limitation, but that it also mediates change and becoming. It clarifies that the dialectical 

relationn between subject and other, between self and other is intimately connected to the 

dialecticall  relation between the matter-in-flux, the flesh, and the unity of the self, expressed in 

thee singular of the personal pronoun, I and She; thus between flesh and word. 

IrigarayIrigaray 285-315 esp. 291. 
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THEE DIALECTICAL MOVEMENT BETWEEN SELF AND OTHER, BETWEEN INNER AND OUTER 

InIn this last paragraph I wil l picture this connection of the dialectical movement between self 

andd other and between inner and outer, between the inter-subjective and the intra-subjective, 

inn and through an interpretation of three images of Luce Irigaray: the image of the rope-

skippingg girl, the image of the two lips touching each other and the image of the mucous. I 

interprett tiiese images, and especially the body-images, as vehicles for the imagination which 

offerr (me) the possibility to image and to contemplate the effects of the encounter with the 

otherr upon the female subject. They enable me to picture the different movements between self 

andd other, and inner and outer and to draw out their significance for the interpretation of the 

dialecticall  movements between self and other and inner and outer. 

thethe rope-skipping girl 

II  wil l start this picture by returning to (my reading of) Luce Irigaray's description and 

interpretationn of the rope-skipping by the littl e girl. She interprets this play as dancing and 

spinningg around an inner axis, whereby the littl e girl creates a space, a territory or a circle 

aroundd herself. This drawing of a circle is an energetic movement that is double edged. On the 

onee hand it is meant to protect the littl e girl against dereliction or against loss of self. On the 

otherr hand it is a movement to invite the (m)other to be with her, to play or to move with her. 

Twoo aspects of Luce Irigaray's interpretation of the play of the rope-skipping girl are 

importantt to my picture of the dialectical movement between inner and outer. First, I see the 

circlee which the girl spins around herself as the generation of her 'private' space - the 

constructionn of a space for herself in the air, as Luce Irigaray calls it in 'Divine 

Women',(SP:78;SG:66)) - as well as the delineation of a boundary between self and other, 

betweenn self and the world, between 'private' and 'public'. Luce Irigaray's interpretation 

indicatess moreover, that this circle or this territory is not closed off towards the other but can 

openn itself when the subject engages herself with the other, when she touches the other and is 

touchedd by the other. This is in line with my picture of the effects of wonder before the alterity 

off  the other, notably an opening of the subject to this other. 

Thee second aspect which is relevant to my picture is Luce Irigaray's notion of the inner 

axis.. It recalls Luce Irigaray's remark that woman is always already two or 'always me and 

thee other, at the same time' (CS:216;TS:217) or that she has to unite daughter and mother 

withinn her (PN:297/298;IR:109). This suggests that the play of rope-skipping can be seen as an 

expressionn of this inner to and fro between the two 'aspects' of (a) woman, between the most 

secrett energies of the maternal and the identity of a woman which emerges as a trans-figuration 

off  this flesh. This reading of the notion of the inner axis has fed my interpretation that the 
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encounterr with the other generates new becoming or a re-birth of the subject, expressed in a 

shiftt in identity or in a body-of-work. 

thethe two lips touching 

Myy picture of the dialectical movement can be further fleshed out by a reflection upon Luce 

Irigaray'ss figure of the two lips touching perpetually. This figure lends itself to many readings, 

becausee it is a rich one. I already introduced this figuration in chapter five in the context of my 

elaborationn of the notion 'morphology' in Luce Irigaray's thought and used it again in the 

abovee to illustrate Luce Irigaray's notion of the interval. 

Heree I would like to draw attention to the movements of the lips. They can be described 

inn two ways. First of all, die movement of the two lips can be painted as a movement of 

openingg and closing. (Hecate: 197). They open themselves towards the other as a response to 

thee alterity of the other which has touched her and as an invitation to be with her. They close 

themselvess again in the re-touch, a mode of touching of the lips which Luce Irigaray describes 

ass a way of recovering intimacy with herself for the female subject (Hecate: 197). This 

movementt of opening and closing pictures the to and fro between the female subject and the 

other.. It corresponds with the characteristics of the circle or aerial space drawn around the 

femalee subject, because this circle is a protective space on whose boundaries the subject is 

engagedd with the other. The opening and closing movement of the lips -and especially the idea 

off  the re-touch - figures or points toward the necessary space or envelop of the female subject. 

Thiss idea is reflected in Luce Irigaray's description of the lips as a threshold (Hecate: 195/196), 

whichh she introduces in the context of the hetero-sexual encounter. Through this depiction of 

thee two lips as threshold, Luce Irigaray images and names the corporeal boundary between 

outsidee and inside, between inside and outside which is crossed over in heterosexual love. It 

setss off her image of the movement of the two lips as figuring the (protective) circle around 

thee female subject, which is opened towards the other or closed upon the self. But this image 

cann also be read as painting aspects of the dialectical movement between the female subject and 

ann other. In such a reading it underlines the correspondence of the dialectical movement 

betweenn self and other and between inner and outer. It suggests that in the encounter with the 

otherr a threshold is crossed. It images both the movement from inner to outer by the female 

subjectt towards the other as well as the return of the female subject to her space or envelop, 

too the intimacy of and with herself. 

Inn the second way of describing the movement of the lips the emphasis is laid upon the 

factt that they are perpetually touching and re-touching. This re-touch is 'a movement virtually 

continuedd in place'(EF: 104;EE: 106) withdrawn from sight, a 'nothing-to-be-seen', although this 

movementt can be perceived, sensed, remembered. This movement lends itself also to a number 
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off  interpretations. Luce Irigaray's interprets this movement first of all as an auto-erotic 

movement,, as a movement of self-caressing. In 'An Interview with Luce Irigaray' she adds that 

thiss movement is one of being intimate with oneself or of recovering this intimacy after the 

engagementt with an other (Hecate: 197). 

InIn This Sex Luce Irigaray explains that this movement of self-caressing is a movement of 

twotwo lips, offering the possibility to interpret this movement as a movement upon the boundaries 

off  the self, moving between the self and the self as other. It could be imaged as a movement 

aroundd an inner axis as well, notably the movement between the maternal and the feminine 

withinn woman; in other words, the movement of spinning around the axis of mother-woman-

daughter,, by which the subject creates a space or a world for herself. It emphasizes that in and 

throughh this movement the female subject becomes, generates an identity and creates a space 

orr horizon around her. 

Thiss interpretation of the movement of the touch and the re-touch illuminates that the 

dialecticall  process between inner and outer could be understood as one of contiguity, of 

proximityy and of touch, of an almost invisible exchange perceivable, tangible only in and 

throughh die mucous, so that it might be pictured as 'a communion taking place through the 

mostt intimate of the mucous.'(EF:25;EE:19, transl. adapt.) 

TheThe mucous 

Thiss brings me to the image of the mucous. This image is closely connected to the previous 

images.. Where the lips figure die movements between subject and otiier, between inner and 

outerr as well as the spinning around the inner axis, die mucous points towards the mode of 

exchangee between diem and it reveals the 'site' of this exchange: it is a communion in and 

throughh 'the most intimate interior of my/ the flesh' (EF:159;EE:170). 

InIn chapter four I explained mat the figure of the mucous refers to die permeable tissue, 

whichh line die cavities of the body, - the mouth, me nose, die vagina - as well as to the sensible 

sensitivee flesh itself. It evokes moreover the properties of die mucus - colourless, opaque, liquid 

orr viscose, not (a) solid, not fixed in its quantities. These associations set off the idea tiiat die 

mucouss refers to an 'in-between' medium. And because it is in-between the mucous remains 

(associatedd witii the) unfinished, die in-finite. 

Thesee associations are relevant to an interpretation of this image in die context of die 

dialecticall  movements. It elucidates (again) that the dialectical process is one of limitation and 

mediation,, of change and transfigurations of die self. First of all, die figure of die mucous 

recallss once again the boundaries of die space around die female subject and the limits set by 

diee other, but it reveals that these boundaries or limits are permeable or porous, so that the 

mucouss fluids might pass from the one to die otiier, from inner to outer and back again. This 
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highlightingg of the permeability of the boundaries in no way diminishes the idea that the 

presencee of the other represents the negative to the subject. For although I describe these 

boundariess as porous and permeable, they nevertheless mark the boundaries of an other flesh, 

off  an volume that cannot be avoided nor neglected,51 a volume that cannot be surmounted 

either.. This interpretation of the nature of the boundaries between self and other implies that 

thesee boundaries are not dissolved in the exchange with the other, but that they become more 

fluid,, enabling the mucous fluids to move to and fro between self and other and enabling thus 

too transmit the touch of and the being touched by the other. 

Thiss reading highlights the importance of notion of the interval. It shows that the 

permeabilityy of the boundaries between self and other create the space of the 'in-between' 

betweenn self and other. It implies - and this is my second point - that the movement and 

exchangee between self and other must be understood as taking place in and through the mucous. 

Thee mucous thus becomes the medium in which the subject touches and is touched or a 

'thresholdd of the passage from outside to inside, from inside to outside, between inside and 

outside,, between outside and inside' (EF:159;EE:170) This touching and being touched moves 

thee mucous, that most intimate interior of the flesh according to Luce Irigaray, and causes 'a 

returnn to the deepest level of the elementary flux, where birth is not yet sealed up in its 

identity'(EF:176;EE:189).. I read this passage as signifying an immersion in the chaos of 

perceptionss and sensations caused by the touching and being touched of the senses, a movement 

fromm outer to inner, from 'word' to flesh. It suggests that this return to the flesh can be seen 

ass a return to the maternal, to the subterranean resource. But this return must not be understood 

ass a loss or dissolution of the self, but as a return to the material roots of the self or as a re-

sourcingg of the self in order to give birth to the self, or to re-birth the self in another 

'realisationn of the plenitude of what we are capable of being'(SP:73;SG:61, transl.adapt), in an 

otherr incarnation of the self. 

INCARNATION:: THE FRUIT OF THE ENCOUNTER WITH THE OTHER 

Inn the above, I have described how the dialectical relation with the other (can) mediate(s) the 

'becomingg woman' of women. I pictured this process as a regeneration of order within the 

chaoss of perceptions and sensations, images and responses which the encounter with the other 

broughtt about. I called this process a re-birth or an other incarnation of the self elucidating that 

thiss becoming entails a re-newed coherence of body, identity and subjectivity; in other words, 

511 The expression 'a volume which can not be avoided nor neglected' is a translation of Luce 
Irigaray'ss expression 'une volume incontournable'. 
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ann other coherence between the sensible experiences of the body, the imaginary images of 

'whoo I am' and the subject's relations to the self and to others in speech and in acts. 

Thee re-birth of the self through the generation of an (other) identity is not the only fruit 

off  the encounter with the other. The creation of 'un oeuvre', a body-of-work, be it works of 

art,, a body-of-thought or daily practices of relating to the other, can also be understood as 

'fruits'' of the encounter of the other. They can be described as different expressions of the 

imaginativee act of synthesis and reintegration by which order is generated. These bodies-of-

workk - art, thoughts, gestures, rituals - can be divided in creations by each subject of the 

encounter,, and in creations by both subjects, thus in a 'collective' body-of-work. I am thinking 

forr instance of the creation of a 'We', the pronoun in which the T and the 'You' are 

gathered,, but in which the difference between them is not effaced; a 'we' in which they partake 

withoutt fusion or confusion.52 

Thesee 'fruits' can also be described as material expressions of a certain power 

(puissance),, inspiration or spirituality, thus as incarnations of a divine or the divine. When I 

paintt the re-birth of the self and the creation of a body-of-work as an incarnation of the divine, 

II  understand them as the material expression of an experience by the subject of that which 

presentedd itself as the absolute; as an undeniable, not to be neglected advent or event - as a 

parousiaparousia of the divine53 - which gives (new) meaning and direction to the identity and 

subjectivityy of the subject.54 

Thiss formulation might call forth associations of a violent transgression of the boundaries 

off  the subject. Such an interpretation undoubtedly fits the stories of conversion and radical 

changee of the christian tradition. But in my view the experience of an undeniable advent or 

eventt which gives the impetus to a re-birth of the self and to a material expression of this 

experiencee is to be found (also) in the subtle movements of the flesh, in a kind of breathing 

whichh Luce Irigaray describes as a 'co-breathing with the sum of the universe'.55 These 

experiencess ask therefore for a heightened sensitivity and alertness of the senses in order not 

too pass unnoticed. They also ask for a practice of remembering, of sensibly re-membering those 

522 I will elaborate this thought more fully in the following chapters. 

533 SeeEF:139;EE:147+148. 

544 TTie following line of thought is an elaboration of an exchange of letters between Leo Oosterveen 
andd myself, called 'Aanlegsteigers van het goddelijke. Een gedachtewisseling over transcendentie 
enn het alledaagse', in: Marianne Merkx et al (eds) Bedacht zijn op het onbedachte, 13-45, esp. 34-
45. . 

555 Luce Irigaray, Le Souffle des Femmes, 216. 
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moments,, those brief touches or movements that are interpreted afterwards as having brought 

aboutt the shift in one's relation to the world and to others around the subject. This practice 

mightt be connected to what Luce Irigaray calls a practice of the re-touch, as this might be 

understoodd as a sensible, bodily practice of re-establishing intimacy with oneself. 

Thiss conception of the mode of the parousia of the divine displays an interpretative 

frameworkk in which the sensible and the transcendental are not divorced. Rather the epiphanies 

off  the divine are thought as, valued as and therefore perceived as experiences of and in the 

sensible,, tangible flesh, as experiences of touching and being touched, of moving and being 

movedd in the flesh. This thought elucidates in its turn the necessity of a horizon - a certain 

practicee of remembering and a web of stories - in order to value these experiences as epiphanies 

off  the divine. For without a horizon in which the divine is presented as radically immanent in 

thee flesh, in which the divine is thought, signified and symbolized in images as breath, as the 

mucous,, as movement, these perceptions and sensations of the flesh would be passed by. They 

wouldd not emerge as experiences of that which presented itself as an advent that could not be 

neglected,, because one would seek the epiphany of the divine elsewhere, for instance in the face 

off  the o/Other. 

Thiss last remark clarifies that the parousia of the divine must not be understood as an 

epiphanyy of the face of the other or as an epiphany of a trace of the Other, although this 

experiencee is brought about by the encounter with alterity of the other. In my view, though, the 

divinee is not to be located in the other or in the alterity of the other, but in the space between 

thee one and the other, in their in-between, emerging through the labour of the negative, perhaps 

ass a result of the labour of the negative, notably through the recognition and the respect for the 

transcendencee of the other. This thought implies that the divine is not represented by either the 

onee or the other of the two subjects but that the parousia of the divine might be seen as an 

adventt or event 'generated in diem and between them' to use an expression of Luce 

Irigaray,, (SP:72;SG:60) This interpretation represents a significant shift in the conception of the 

relationn between the divine and the alterity of the other, as they are no longer staged as being 

inn one line with each other. The distinction between them is crucial to and an effect of the 

inter-subjectivityy of the relation between the one and the other. For when the other is seen as 

representationn of 'God' or the divine, die horizontal nature of the relation with this other is 

tiltedd and becomes a vertical one. It is dien no longer a relation between an T and a 'You', 

butt it becomes a relation between an T and a 'Thou', reintroducing a hierarchical dimension 

inn die relation witii die otiier. This brings me to the conclusion mat only when the relation with 

diee odier is staged as a dialectical relation die intersubjectivity of die relation is guarded in such 

aa way mat die two subjects are able to generate die human, me divine in diem and between 

diem. . 
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9.. Incarnation: the fruit of the encounter of female subject with 
thee horizon of her gender. 

Inn the previous chapter I have painted a picture of the dialectical structure of the relation with 

thee other. I have argued that in and through this relation the (female) subject incarnates the 

divine,, notably in another realisation of the plenitude of what she is capable of being 

(SP:73;SG:61,, transl. adapt.), thus by becoming a 'woman, divine', as well as by generating 

aa body-of-work. In this chapter I wil l develop this thought further by giving a picture of the 

relationn between the female subject and the horizon of her gender. I wil l do this by giving an 

interpretationn of Luce Irigaray's remarks concerning the effects of the contemplation of works 

off  art -especially of paintings - on the process of becoming woman. I interpret works of art as 

thee material expressions or incarnations of the horizon of a gender, of the 'domain, open to 

thee thoughts and actions' of the subject or of the world-view of this gender.' I wil l show that 

thiss relation has a dialectical structure, because in the encounter with a work of art the female 

subjectt is (or can be) confronted with an otherness which is transcendent to her. 

II  distinguish three aspects of transcendence with respect to a work of art. First, a work 

off  art is transcendent to the female subject, because as material expression of the horizon of the 

femalee gender, it represents (the transcendence of) the horizon of the female gender to the 

femalee subject. Secondly, the work of art is transcendent to the subject, because in her 

encounterr with it, the work of art is experienced as the other, the You who can not be 

substitutedd nor overcome. The third aspect can be seen as following from the previous one, 

althoughh it is a more qualitative notion of the transcendence of a work of art. This aspect refers 

too what might be called the spiritual dimension of a work of art, to the innerness of it, or to 

whatt Wassily Kandinsky calls the inner emotion of a work of art.2 This dimension can be 

interpretedd as that dimension of the work of art which resists appropriation by the onlooker. It 

makess the work of art into a transcendent 'You'. It is moreover that dimension which touches 

thee female subject and moves her in such a way that she is stirred and possibly changed. These 

threee different aspects of the transcendence of the work of art turn the relation of the female 

subjectt with a work of art into a dialectical one in which she can become 'woman, divine'. 

Thiss chapter has the following structure: first I wil l discuss the transcendence of the horizon 

off  the female gender to the female subject because works of art are part of this horizon. I wil l 

11 See chapter six and seven and the Introduction to Part III , note 8. 

22 Wassily Kandinsky, 'Concerning the Spiritual in Art', in: Diane Apostolos-Cappadona (ed), Art, 
CreativityCreativity and the Sacred, New York: Crossroads, 1984, 7, nl. 
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thenn offer a reading of Luce Irigaray's remarks on the contemplation of art and its effects upon 

thee becoming woman of women. I wil l close this chapter with a discussion of two important 

issuess with respect to Luce Irigaray's aesthetics, notably her standard for beauty and the issue 

off  a canon of and for the female gender. 

THEE TRANSCENDENCE OF THE HORIZON OF THE FEMALE GENDER. 

II  already wrote that the horizon of the female gender might be interpreted the 'domain open 

too thought and action' of and for women. It could also be called 'the house-of-language' of the 

femalee gender, or the wrap or envelop which constitutes the identity and subjectivity of the 

individuall  female subject and of the collective. This horizon is constituted by a collection of 

symbolss and ideas, images, myths, works of art, artifacts, gestures, rituals, rules or laws. These 

imagess and symbols express and embody the worldview of many women, either their individual 

vieww of the world and/or the worldview of their time and location. This implies that the horizon 

exceedss the limits of the individual in time and space, because it is a collection of images of 

whatt women have expressed as the perfections of their gender including the cosmologies of 

womenn of other periods and other cultures. Although this horizon consists of more than one 

world-vieww and not of One, the Same, I call it the horizon of the female gender, or of the 

peoplee of women - to use one of the expressions of Luce Irigaray for the woman-to-woman 

sociality33 - to clarify that it consists of images, ideas, world-view which reflect what women 

considerr to be perfections of and for their gender, values and qualities which represent the 

absolutee of their gender for them. 

33 See for instance SP:81;SG:69 where Luce Irigaray writes: 'no collective law passed down to the 
peoplee of women'. Gillian Gill has translated the French 'peuple' with the English 'race', not only 
inn this quote, but systematically throughout Sexes and Genealogies. She has done so to illuminate 
thee different shades of meaning Luce Irigaray attributes to the word 'genre'. See especially the 
introductionn to Sexes and Genealogies. But by choosing the word 'race' to refer to the collective 
off  women, to what George Hegel calls 'das Volk' she unnecessarily obscures Luce Irigaray's 
argumentt that 'the female gender' also needs a woman-to-woman sociality, because the word 
'race'' has accrued a far more specific meaning than Luce Irigaray has in mind when she uses the 
expressionn 'le peuple des femmes'. 
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thethe objective 

Thiss picture of the transcendence of the horizon can be filled up further by the notion 'the 

objective',objective', which Luce Irigaray uses to clarify the function of 'God'. In chapter six I have 

explainedd that Luce Irigaray introduces the notion 'God' to designate the philosophical topos 

off  the absolute or the ultimate - or the presentiment of a perfection of and in the feminine. I 

alsoo showed that she calls this God 'the object' or 'the objective' to describe its function in 

thee process of becoming woman for women: it represents the goal or the direction of this 

processs of becoming. 

Inn the context of the dialectical relation towards the horizon of one's gender, the notion 

'thee objective' recalls the hegelian understanding of the term. In this conception the objective 

referss to external realities of the subjective mind. To call these external realities 'the objective' 

clarifiess that they transcend the personal or the subjective in the stricter sense of the word. This 

latterr aspect is further explained by the fact that George Hegel describes 'the objective' as the 

domainn of law, ethics and history as well as the domain of those institutions that order the state: 

thee family and the state. The 'objective' thus appears not only as the material expression of the 

subjectivee in material objects but also as the sediment of a collective worldview in cultural 

institutions. . 

Inn Luce Irigaray's conception, the objective comprises more than these domains which 

Georgee Hegel sees as the realm of the objective. For Luce Irigaray's use of the objective also 

includess art, religion and philosophy as is clarified by her argument that God represents 'the 

objective'' of and for women. (SP: 75+76) This interpretation of 'the objective reveals that Luce 

Irigaray'ss notion of 'the horizon' comprises all walks of life: the personal, the political, the 

economical,, the ethical and the symbolic levels of a culture or a cultural system.4 

Thiss conception of the horizon of the female gender and of 'God' as the emblem of this 

horizonn has a close correspondence with some interpretations of religion. In these interpretations 

religionn is understood as a cultural system, or as 'a system of symbols which produces 

powerful,, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in the people of a certain 

culture'.511 quote this definition here to illuminate that when Luce Irigaray calls the horizon of 

andd for the female gender an 'objective' she argues for a cultural system of and for women, 

44 In chapter six I have already argued that Luce Irigaray dissolves the hegelian distinction between 
thee objective and the absolute mind. Judging from her use of the term 'the objective', art, religion 
andd philosophy seem to be part of her conception of the objective, whereas they belong to me 
absolutee in George Hegel's philosophy. 

55 Clifford Geertz, 'Religion as a cultural system'. Quoted in Carol Christ, 'Why women need the 
Goddess',, in C. Christ & J. Plaskow (eds), Womanspirit Rising, 21A + 287 n4. 
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aa house of language or a symbolic in the feminine. By describing the parallel between the 

horizonn of the female gender and religion, I also want to illuminate the power of the horizon 

off  the female gender: it fulfil s deep psychic needs because it constitutes identity by providing 

stories,, images, rituals, symbols wherewith the subject can give form, direction and value to 

humann experiences6, to experiences of lif e and death, joy and suffering, goodness and evil. It 

generatess cohesion within the disparate experiences of human existence and it binds these 

experiencess together.7 It generates an identity at the level of the individual end at the level of 

thee collective. 

thethe universal 

Itt is important to underline here again that the idea that the horizon generates a collective 

identityy does not mean that this collective of women has an (imaginary) identical identity. This 

misconceptionn can easily arise from my presentation of 'God' as the objective in the process 

off  women's becoming and from the parallel I draw between the function of the horizon of the 

femalee gender and of religion: to give form to human experiences. The first associations which 

thee words 'God' and 'religion' call forth - images of the One God and the one Church, images 

off  an institution and a discourse which is directed towards unity by repressing diversity and 

differencee - might lead to the conclusion that this means that the form direction or value they 

offerr to make sense of human experiences, wil l be only one form, the same for all. 

InIn chapter seven I have argued that 'God' in the feminine, God as 'the perfection of our 

subjectivity'(SP:75;SG:63)) in Luce Irigaray's work should not be read as referring to an essence 

66 Jonneke Bekkenkamp, Canon en Keuze, 91. Jonneke Bekkenkamp introduces this definition to 
describee the function of the discourse of theology. But in her discussion of the function of this latter 
discoursee it is difficult to distinguish between theology as an 'academic' discourse and religion as 
thee subject-matter of this discourse. In my use of this definition of die discourse of theology as a 
definitionn of the function of religion, I follow Freda Droes, who introduces Jonneke Bekkenkamps 
definitionn as one of the function of religion. See Freda Droes, 'Sherman's Shadows', in: Jonneke 
Bekkenkampp & Maaike de Haardt (eds) Begin with the Body, Corporeality, Religion and Gender, 
Leuven:: Peeters, 1998, 112. 

77 This is only one, although the dominant meaning of the word religion, derived from the verb 
religare.religare. Irmgard Busch shows, however, that the word religion can be derived from two verbs 
religarereligare and religere. She explains that religare is most often used as the etymological source for 
thee definition of religion and that it means 'to bind, to connect, to bind together'. But according 
too Irmgard Busch religion can also be derived from religere, which means 'examine again, 
considerr repeatedly, observe', which explains that the latin noun 'religio' has connotations of 
'conscientious'' or 'scrupulous' and that religio(n) has come to mean 'to discover what is good 
andd evil'. See Irmgard Busch, 'Religie', in: Hedy d'Ancona et al. (eds), Vrouwenlexicon. 
TweehonderdTweehonderd jaar emancipatie van A tot Z Utrecht: Het Spectrum, 1989, 324-325. 
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off  women, to a metaphysical idea of Woman. But in the context of the horizon of the female 

genderr as 'objective' to the process of becoming (a) woman, I go a step further by arguing that 

Lucee Irigaray's idea of God addresses the issues of the universal or of a universal for women. 

II  do not refer to a foundationalist notion of the universal, seeking for common ground within 

aa collective of different individuals or groups, though. For in my conception, the horizon is 

orientedd towards the future, and does not consist of pro-jections of a (forgotten) essence, so that 

thatt which is 'before' comes from 'behind'.8 I find Ernesto Laclau's notion of a 'relative 

universality'' helpful to my interpretation of the horizon of the female gender. He develops this 

notionn to solve the tension between universalism and multiculturalism, thus between the 

universall  and the particular. He argues that 'the dimension of the universal cannot be 

eliminatedd as far as a community is not entirely homogeneous.' But he sees this dimension as 

'ann empty space unifying a set of equivalential demands.19 It is a relative universal because 

thee content and form, the figurations upon the horizon are open to debate. Every group or 

subculturee can attempt to fil l this empty space and these attempts can be contested by any one 

orr any group as the possible forms of this universal are in-finite. This interpretation of the 

horizonn of the female gender in terms of a relative universal means that the images, symbols, 

ideals,, which constitute this horizon could be manifold, depending upon the location in time and 

spacee of the women who advance such images.10 It also suggests that this universal is not a 

closedd or a static one, but changing and moving along with the becoming of women, or moving 

withh the debates of women. For this interpretation stresses that the horizon can only fulfi l its 

functionfunction of unifying or binding individuals or groups into a community while respecting the 

particularityy of these groups, when they communicate, share and partake in the debate about 

'God',, about what they consider to be the perfection of the subjectivity of women. Luce 

Irigarayy calls this function of the universal therefore 'mediation', which illuminates that the 

universall  is in-between two or more individuals or groups and enables their affiliation while 

88 This interpretation of a foundationalist interpretation of the universal is based upon Luce Irigaray's 
critiquee of Plato's myth of the cave, in which she analyzes and criticizes the metaphysical tradition 
andd shows how the ideals or goals are pro-jections of a forgotten origin. In other words that that 
whichh is 'before' comes from 'behind'. See for the last formulation Luce Irigaray, 'Le Praticable 
dee la Scène', in: Luce Irigaray, Parler, 239-252. 

99 Ernesto Laclau, 'Subject of Politics, Politics of the Subject', in: Differences. A Journal of Feminist 
CulturalCultural Studies, vol 7. (1995), nr 1, 155. Ernesto Laclau's interpretation of the universal as an 
emptyy space reminds me of Andrea Günter's interpretation of God in Luce Irigaray's texts, notably 
ass *Ort' or 'place'. Andrea Günter, 'Der Ort Gottes'. 

100 The only provision would be that these figurations upon the horizon would be in the feminine, 
respectingg the (linguistic) morphology of the female gender. See my argument in chapter five. 
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respectingg their distinctions.11 In other words, the horizon functions as the medium in which, 

throughh which and about which members of the collective communicate. 

thethe third term 

Thiss last dimension of the function of the horizon of the female gender recalls the function of 

whatt Luce Irigaray calls the 'generic identity' in the constitution of adult identity. In / Love 

toto You, she describes this function with the psycho-analytic notion the third term. She writes: 

Inn psycho-analytic theory and practice, belonging to a gender might, in part, serve as the 

thirdd term in the constitution of adult identity. The imperative of the law and the power 

off  the father are thereby rendered obsolete. It is sufficient for me to respect the gender 

II  am. This play of the same and the other, present in 'generic' identity, enables me to get 

awayy from dependence upon genealogy, from childhood, from incest. Thus I am 

engenderedd by two, carried by and born of a woman, nourished by her, but I am a man 

orr woman, and, as such, I must become who I am and not stay attached to an/my infantile 

destinyy and dependency. (JAT:166/167;ILTY:106) 

Inn this long quote, Luce Irigaray recalls the traditional psycho-analytic interpretation of the third 

term,, notably as the law of the father to which the subject has to subject herself to become a 

subjectt in and of language. This conception of the third term implies, however, that the 

transcendencee of the horizon is staged by turning the relation between the horizon and the 

111 In my view, the issue of the relation between universalism and particularism is behind Luce 
Irigaray'ss questions to her 'Italian sisters of the affidamento" raised in her interview with Franca 
Chiaramonte,, a journalist working for Rinascita, the Italian Communist Party Journal. (IR: 159)) Luce 
Irigarayy asks them: 

Howw do we move from the one + one to a larger unity? For example, what reception will the 
littl ee cells give to a public intervention on the part of one woman? What type of relationship 
willl  be created between the one woman who creates a cultural work and women who are 
boundd together by affidamentol It is a difficult question, as it involves the transition of 
contiguityy to another figure. There is a qualitative threshold at which it is not only a matter 
off  accepting the differences between us (a considerable achievement in itself), but of 
constitutingg another relationship. In this struggle, I would say that each and every one of us 
iss faced with what I have called our double threshold (mother and woman) and our sexuate 
relationshiprelationship with language (langage) ideation, idealization and becoming divine. Women are 
oftenn suspicious of these dimensions for themselves, and amongst women. And yet they are 
indispensablee if a human social order is to be realized. This does not mean that women's 
modee of figuration or symbolization is the same as that of men. 

Lucee Irigaray, 'Creating a woman-to-woman sociality', in: The Irigaray Reader, 194 & 195 
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subjectt into a hierarchical power-relation, whereby irreducible difference of the individual 

subjectt is reduced by this mechanism of subjection. Against this interpretation, Luce Irigaray 

arguess that adult identity is constituted in a play of same and other which is played out in 

relationn to 'generic identity', Thus 'generic identity', or the horizon of one's gender, is both 

thee same as the subjects identity so that she can identify with it, but it also represents an other 

identityy to which the female subject must form a relationship. Luce Irigaray's presentation of 

thee 'generic identity' as a play of same and other, recalls her triangular model of 

communication.. In this model the third term refers to the subject-matter of the communication, 

whichh enables (the) subjects to cross over to an other and to enter into a relation.12 I had this 

functionn in mind when I wrote about the cohesive function of religion and the horizon of one's 

genderr within a collective of women. Luce Irigaray calls this third term 'the world' and marks 

itt with the personal pronoun 'he', or with 'she' in her later work. 

Butt this linguistic mark illuminates that the notion 'the third term' not only refers to its 

functionn as object of exchange, but also to its function as the medium in which communication 

takess place. For this linguistic site can be described as the site of permutation and identification 

betweenn the (linguistic) 'I' and 'You'. This function of the third term enables the nascent 

subjectt to distinguish between herself and an other, to become a (female) subject in relation to 

thiss third term. It enables her to situate herself as an L in relation to the other, either a Youf or 

aa Youm. As such the third term is transcendent to the positions of subject of the utterance or 

addresseee of the utterance in linguistic communication, just as the mirror - or the mirror of the 

worldd - is transcendent to the subject. 

Thee transcendence of works of art 

Thesee considerations about the transcendence of the horizon are relevant with respect to my 

argumentt that the dialectical relation of the female subject to the horizon of her gender can be 

explainedd through her relation to works of art. As I explained before I see works of art as 

incarnationss of the horizon of a gender. This implies that I see them as part of the realm of 

'thee objective'. For although works of art are material expressions of the world-view of a 

subject,, subjective transfigurations of the impressions and intuitions called forth by the touch 

off  the flesh, they become part of the realm of the objective as soon as they transcend the realm 

122 'To cross over' is one of the primary meanings of the word transcendence. It illuminates that 
communicationn with an other is a form of transcendence, notably the transcendence of the limits 
off  the self. This thought is developed by Carter Heyward in her text 'Crossing over: On 
transcendence',, in: Carter Heyward, Our Passion for Justice. Images of Power, Sexuality, and 
liberation.liberation. New York: The Pilgrim Press, 1984, 243-247, esp. 245. 
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off  the private sphere and enter the public realm, through publication or exhibition. Then they 

becomee part of and take part in a collection of works of art. This interpretation of works of art 

ass belonging to the realm of the objective illuminates especially the institutional aspect of art, 

sedimentedd for instance in an institution as the canon of works of art and its inherent value 

system.. 1 wil l return to the issue of the canon and the canonicity of works of art in the last 

sectionn of this chapter. 

Ass part of the objective, works of art express and give form to the world-view of a certain 

collective,, either affirming or criticizing this interpretation of the world. This implies that they 

(also)) express and give form to the conception of 'God' of a collective as this conception forms 

thee epitome of such a certain world-view. This expression can take the form of a representation 

orr processing of (an) important symbol(s) of the dominant (religious) tradition. But it can also 

bee encountered as the spiritual dimension of a work of art: as that dynamic force which 

animatess the work of art. This explains that works of art fulfi l the same function as religion, 

notablyy to give form, direction and value to human experiences. 

Forr many art has (even) taken up the place of religion in their spiritual quest: in their 

questt for sense and meaning in the disparate experiences of human existence. This movement 

fromm religion to art as the site where meaning is found and produced is a complex phenomenon. 

Itt is foremost a movement from institutionalized religion towards a discourse which cannot be 

subsumedd into one institution nor in one discourse, because art is wide set consisting of 

paintings,, sculptures, literary works. It can also be depicted as a movement away from a 

metaphysicall  conception of God as the One and the Same towards a more elusive conception 

off  the divine, 'the mystical' or the spiritual. This interpretation implies that works of art 

generatee cohesion within disparate experiences, because they give an answer to questions of 

existence,, or because they articulate a world-view, a mode of relating to the self and to others 

whichh gives sense and meaning to the human existence. 

Thiss movement from institutionalized religion and from a theistic understanding of God to art 

cann also be found in Luce Irigaray's thought. Although she turns not exclusively towards art 

ass a source which can direct the becoming of and for women, she writes in the text 'How to 

createe our beauty' that she looks at art in the hope that it wil l 'offer a moment of happiness 

andd repose, a compensation for the fragmentary nature of daily life, of unity and communication 

orr cornmunion'XJTNFdSl^TTNEjlO?) In 'the universal as mediation' she writes moreover that 

'artt ought to be cathartic and regenerating'(SP:161;SG:147) 

Bothh quotations indicate Luce Irigaray's view that the function of art is to give form, 

directionn and value to human, to women's experience, thus to enable the becoming woman of 

women.. But these quotations also suggest that a work of art can fulfi l this function in two ways. 

Itt can offer a moment of happiness and repose - a moment of re-touch for the female subject, 
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thuss a moment to re-establish her identity by and through the communication and communion 

withh an alterity which is also the same. In this mode of looking at art the continuity between 

thee female subject and the work of art is foregrounded. This does not necessarily mean that the 

workk of art mirrors the identity of the subject, that they are the same. It is rather thus that there 

iss a correspondence between the worldview of the subject and the one expressed in the work 

off  art - or the body of thought for mat matter - which enables the subject to recognize an aspect 

off  herself, something she knows, which she can then re-member as part of her identity. 

Butt looking at art can also bring about catharsis and new life. In this case the work of art 

movess the female subject in such a way that her view of herself, of others and the world around 

herr is affected so that she finds an other sense and direction in her existence. In this case there 

iss a discontinuity between her worldview and the worldview expressed in the work of art, which 

confrontss her with the relativity of her particular worldview or of the particularity of the sub-

culturee which has given form to her identity and subjectivity. She then has to re-generate order 

inn the chaos this encounter provokes, which amounts to a regeneration of identity and 

subjectivity. . 

dialoguingdialoguing with a work of art 

Myy description of the relation to a work of art points towards the dialogical nature of this 

relation.. The work of art takes the position of the other, the 'You' in the relation, wherewith 

thee female subject is engaged in dialogue. This work of art is transcendent to the female 

subject,, because it represents the universal of her gender and then it is transcendent because it 

confrontss the female subject with the differences within her gender: differences between women 

whichh constitute differences in worldview and ultimately in conceptions of God and the divine. 

Thiss dual nature of the transcendence of the work of art is what is called 'the play of 

samee and other in generic identity' by Luce Irigaray. The question is however, how to play this 

game,, in other words, how to respect the alterity of the work of art, which is at the same time 

partt of the horizon of one's gender. This has been the subject-matter of serious debate among 

feministt theologians who use women's literature as source for their theology, searching for texts 

whichh they could read 'with belief to use Jonneke Bekkenkamp's expression.13 This quest 

forr texts which could give form and direction to women's spiritual quest was started, because 

biblicall  texts and other male canonical works could no longer be accepted as sources which 

givee form, direction and value to women's experiences. 

133 Jonneke Bekkenkamp, Canon en Keuze, 31 + 32. 
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Onee of the first feminist theologians who 'translated' this thought in a collection of 

readingss of women's literature was Carol Christ, with her book Diving Deep and Surfacing.H 

Thiss book is testimony to the idea that texts give form and value to disparate and unarticulated 

experiencess of the existence of a woman. Carol Christ describes in her introduction her growing 

distancee to dominant theological discourse, which dismissed her experiences as irrelevant. She 

writess that she 'was looking for religious and theological texts written by women that would 

verifyy my spiritual experience'15, and that she found what she was looking for in literature by 

women.. Carol Christs description that 'she was looking for (...) texts that would verify her 

spirituall  experience' (my italics) has been criticized, however, as a search for recognition of her 

experiencess in the texts. Her critics argued that she had used the notion 'women's experiences' 

inn a global way, that she had neglected the contextuality of the experiences of women which 

weree reflected in the texts in her interpretations, thereby effacing the differences between 

women.. Although I agree with some of this criticism, as does Carol Christ herself16, Carol 

Christt does not only seek affirmation of her already established female identity in these texts, 

forr the texts enable her (also) to articulate her experiences and thus to give form to her identity. 

Whatt is at stake in this discussion about reading is the question how to read 'stories that 

providee orientation to "great powers'",17 as Carol Christ calls what I would call intimations of 

thee divine by authors that do not live in the same context as yourself or how to account for the 

multiplicityy of experiences of and focalisations by the female persons in the text. The mode of 

readingg in which the subject seeks affirmation of her identity by searching for recognition of 

women'ss experiences in the text, could be called 'saming', to use an expression of Naomi 

Schor.Schor.1818 For in this mode of reading, the difference in context between female reader and 

144 Carol P. Christ, Diving Deep and Surfacing. Women Writers on Spiritual Quest., Boston: Beacon 
Press,, 1980'. 

155 Carol P. Christ, Diving Deep and Surfacing, Boston: Beacon Press, 19862, XI. 

166 Carol Christ published the first edition of this book before the unifying notion 'women's 
experiences'' exploded under the critique of Jewish, lesbian and black women. In the foreword to 
thee second edition of Diving Deep and Surfacing, she writes that she was not as sensitive as she 
iss now 'to the need to consider the differences as well as the similarities of women's experiences 
acrosss racial, class, ethnic and national boundaries. If I were writing Diving Deep now, I would be 
lesss global in generalizing about "women's experiences"...' Carol Christ, Diving Deep and Surfacing, 
Boston:: Beacon Press, 19862, XII . 

177 Carol Christ, Diving Deep and Surfacing, Boston: Beacon Press, 1980', 3. 

188 Naomi Schor, 'This Essentialism which is not One', 43-45. 
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femalee author and/or the multiplicity of experiences and focalisations reflected in the text are 

reducedd to one set of experiences and focalisations of the world. In such a mode of reading, 

thee reader does not put the coherence of her identity at risk but seeks affirmation of her already 

establishedd identity. 

InIn an other mode of reading, the female subject does not seek recognition or verification 

off  her experiences in the text, but illumination: moments in which hidden knowledge, 

unarticulatedd experiences can be articulated. This mode of reading presupposes that the reading 

subjectt is prepared to put herself at risk by entering a dialogue with the text, a dialogue in 

whichh the text is placed in the position of the other. This alterity can be described as a 'radical 

alterity'.. In such an interpretation the discontinuity or separation between work of art and 

readingg subject is stressed.19 But such a mode of reading runs the danger of overlooking the 

factt that a work of art of a female other is never radical other, due to the fact that it is part of 

thee universal of the female gender, thus partly the same, as much as it is other because of its 

particularityy as a specific body-of-work. 

WonderWonder in the dialectical relation between female subject and work of art 

Playingg this play of same and other asks therefore for a mode and an ethics of relating to a 

workk of art in which the reading subject can relate to a literary work as part of her 'house' (of 

language),, or wrap which supports her, while she recognizes and respects that she cannot 

completelyy identify (with) this literary work. This implies that the encounter with the work of 

artt can always render new meaning, depending upon the subjectivity of the one who engages 

inn the dialogue with the work of art and provided that the subject beholds what it sees always 

ass if for the first time. (EF:20;EE:13) 

Thiss last sentence is borrowed from Luce Irigaray's first comments upon the function of 

thee passion of wonder for an ethics of sexual difference. In the previous chapter, I argued that 

thee passion of wonder has a central place in the dialectical relation with the other. This means 

thatt wonder before the work of art has also a central place in the relation of the female subject 

withh a work of art, because the passion of wonder is 'the motivating force behind mobi-

lity'(EF:76;EE:73),, growth, and renewal. This passion creates a space between the female 

subjectt and the other, the work of art. In this space the work of art can display its alterity, its 

199 In her book Longing for the Fall Annelies van Heijst elaborates the thought that the textual other 
oughtt to be understood as a radical other. Although I agree with her that the ethics of reading asks 
forr recognition and respect of the otherness of the textual other, I disagree with her that this 
discontinuityy is the dominating feature of the literary work of art. In my view the continuity 
betweenn an work of art and the subject is at least as important. Annelies van Heijst Longing for the 
Fall,Fall, Kampen: Kok-Pharos, 1995, chapters 5 and 6. 
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particularity,, its excess, which resists assimilation or reduction to the same, the already 

known.200 But this space is not only the space which keeps the two apart, but also the space 

whichh permits an alliance between the two. With respect to the relation between the female 

subjectt and the work of art, this alliance is not one of fusion between the two, an alliance in 

whichh they become one. It is an alliance wrought after careful reflection and introspection over 

thee discontinuity as well as over the continuity of the work of art with the subject. 

Thiss view is based upon my interpretation of the question 'who art Thou?', which the 

subjectt asks of the other, the work of art in her wonder or surprise at its alterity. I have already 

shownn that this question is not only directed at the other, inviting the other to unfold itself, but 

alsoo at the subject herself. Wonder moves the subject to a re-consideration of who she is, 

becausee when she is moved by surprise by a work of art this surprise not only applies to the 

workk of art but also to herself, to her reactions, associations and other responses to the work 

off  art. These reactions may range from 'the "yeah, yeah" response'21 to resistance or rejection. 

Inn all these responses of the subject to the work of art, though, this work of art gives form, 

directionn and value at her experiences. It enables her to articulate the unarticulated and thus to 

findd another coherence in die many aspects which constitute her identity - catharsis and new 

lif ee or regeneration of the fragmentary nature of daily life, to return to the two functions Luce 

Irigarayy attribute to art. 

Inn the following pages I wil l describe Luce Irigaray's view on art as a source of 

regenerationn or new life by offering a reading of her remarks on the function of art. 

200 This sentence is a paraphrase of the last sentence of the following passage from An Ethics: 
Wonderr goes beyond that which is or is not suitable for us. The other never suits us simply. 
Wee would in some way have reduced the other to ourselves if he or she (or it, acm) suited 
uss completely. An excess resists: its existence and its becoming as place that permits the 
alliancee and/through the resistance to assimilation or reduction to sameness. (EF:77;EE:74, 
transl.. mod.) 

Thee passage that follows is to some extent also based upon this passage. 

211 In her text 'The Coming of Lilith : Toward a Feminist Theology', Judith Plaskow describes and 
analysess the 'yeah yeah response' as 'all the individual moments of recognition and illumination 
throughh which I come to anew awareness of my situation and myself. In the above I described the 
problemss with the element of recognition, namely that this recognition can efface the real difference 
inn location between women. On the other hand, illumination presupposes that a story, a work of art 
hass touched the subject and has brought her to recognize an important aspect of her life or of her 
experiences.. See Judith Plaskow, 'The Coming of Lilith : Toward a Feminist Theology', in C. 
Christt & J. Plaskow (eds), Womanspirit Rising, 198-209, esp. 200. 
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LUCEE IRIGARAY LOOKS AT ART. 

colour colour 

Whenn Luce Irigaray speaks of art as regenerating the subject, she does not think of literature 

butt of the 'plastic arts' and especially of paintings. In 'Flesh Colors' she gives an explanation 

forr this choice. This explanation can also be analyzed as a critique of writing. She explains that 

writingg is a system of formal codes and arbitrary forms capable of conveying meaning, of 

doublingg the voice and of exacting submission22, but that writing cannot express sense-

immediacyy (SP:173;SG:158). She makes clear that this is also true for literary writing, as 

becomess clear in the following passage. 

Clearly,, in the question of writing as art, we are faced with another question than the 

arbitrarinesss of the signs. But this other thing is nonetheless linked to a system that 

reducess the possibility of expression. Writing has difficulty translating colors, sounds, 

bodilyy identity, the chromo-soma... All the civilizations that give priority to non-figurative 

writing,, arbitrary formes and formal codes, move away from color and from tonality as 

qualitiess of the flesh, the blood, of gender and genealogy.(SP:175 ;SG: 160, transl. adapt.) 

Thiss passage illuminates that Luce Irigaray favours paintings above books as sources for 

regeneration,, because in her view colours express the flesh, blood, the volumes of the flesh, 

thuss the properties of living sexualized matter, whereas writing or any graphism contains the 

movementss of the sexualized flesh and its volumes by representing it as a two-dimensional 

surface.. In her view, colours (as well as music and poetry) are able to express sense-immediacy 

andd to speak a language that has great care for die senses. Agnes Vincenot elucidates Luce 

Irigaray'ss remarks on die primacy of colour as follows: 

Colourr is that through which the world becomes visible - mat Üirough which a cosmos 

formss itself out of chaos, perceivable elements emerge out of a stream, sensibility arises 

outt of an-esthesia. (...) Colour (...) makes a world come into being, (it) renders visible, 

222 See SP:175;SG:160. The translation is not quite accurate. It translates '(—) semble aussi avoir 
favoriséé le privilege du code, de récriture comme formes arbitraires' with '(...) also seems to have 
favoredd codes, priviliged writing and all arbitrary forms'. It thereby obscures Luce Irigaray's 
argumentt that writing makes use of arbitrary forms to transmit meaning, that there is no point of 
contiguityy between the living being, the materiality of the world and the forms whereby knowledge 
iss transmitted. 
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(it)) brings into existence, and (it) remains fluent, is flood, expanding light (couleur, 

couler).. Colour is anyhow difficult to name or identify, because it is not an independent 

layerr upon something, but varies, depending upon that which it colours. Colour offers us 

thee world as diffuse, offers the world (as) living, (my transl.)23 

Agness Vincenot's exposition clarifies Luce Irigaray's thoughts that colour expresses sense-

immediacy,, as well as lif e and its changing nature. It makes plausible that paintings create 

'spatiall  representations of the body, of pleasure (or sensuality), of sensibility' through colour 

andd the balance between the different colours (SP:173;SG:159 transl. mod.) In relation to the 

balancee between the different colours, it is important to note that they not only create a spatial 

representationn of the body, but that they also express the flesh as sexualized matter in and 

throughh the symbolic meaning of the different colours. Luce Irigaray has borrowed this view 

onn the symbolic meaning of colours from the colour-symbolism that has been developed in 

India,, where the different colours are attributed to the two sexes.24 

InIn the context of this book, her most important argument for her preference of paintings 

iss that the incarnation of the divine cannot be imagined without colours. This last argument for 

thee preference of paintings can be explained in terms of the relation between colour and 

sexualizedd matter (Luce Irigaray's texts 'Flesh colors' and 'la voie du féminin' give rise to this 

thought),, but it can also be explained by Luce Irigaray's thoughts about the effects of looking 

att works of colour: a being touched and moved in the flesh. I wil l develop this last train of 

thoughtt in this chapter. 

Myy exposition on the functions and effects of colours in paintings clarifies Luce Irigaray's 

preferencee for paintings above writing as art-form that offers catharsis and regeneration. For 

233 Agnes Vincenot, Een moment van geluk (A moment of happiness), unpublished paper, given at a 
one-dayy conference at the theological faculty of the University of Amsterdam, 17-5-1991. My 
interpretationss of Luce Irigaray's aesthetics have been fed and inspired by Agnes Vincenot's careful 
explorationn of Luce Irigaray's aesthetics in this unpublished paper and in her text 'Afscheid van 
dee verstrooiing. Ethiek en esthetiek by Luce Irigaray' (leave-taking of dispersion) in: Lover. Litera-
tuuroverzichttuuroverzicht voor de vrouwenbeweging vol. 20, (1993) 1, 23-30. 

244 The relation between the living, sexualized flesh and colours is also the subject matter of 'Flesh 
Colors'' SG: 165-180;SP: 151-167 and 'How to create our beauty' JTlSfF:131-137;JTNE: 107-111, as 
welll  as of the text 'La Voie du Féminin', in: Paul Vandenbroeck (ed), Le Jardin Clos De L'Ame. 
LL 'Imaginaire Des Réligieuses Dans Les Pays Bas De Sud Depuis Le Treizième Siècle, Brussels: 
Sociétéé des Expositions Palais des Beaux Arts/ Snoeck-Ducaju & Zoon, 1994, 155-164. In all these 
textss Luce Irigaray uses theories about the symbolic meaning of colours in the pictorial tradition, 
especiallyy of the colour-symbolism developed in India. 
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throughh its play upon and with colours a painting can express harmony and balance - or the 
opposite. . 

artart can heal and/or hurt 

Thee idea that a work of art can express and restore balance and harmony as well as destroy it, 

iss an important theme in Luce Irigaray's texts on the function of art. In 'The universal as 

mediation',, she makes clear that in her view art should offer catharsis and new life, that 'it 

shouldd seek to bring us together/to gather us, to afford our perceptions a potential for living 

unity',, but she also notes that works of art often wage war against the senses and to sense, not 

offeringg any direction, but redoubling the fragmentation of daily life.(SP: 161 ;SG: 146+147). This 

latterr quote illuminates again that looking at art can 'hurt', because it destroys die aisthesis, 

thee perceptions, the sensibility of the senses. And that it can 'heal' or make 'whole again', 

whenn it gathers or unifies die different constituents of 'our' identity into a coherence. 

Lucee Irigaray's view on the function of art can be further elaborated by paying attention 

too the word 'ugly' for works of art that redouble the fragmentation of daily life. She uses this 

wordd in her text 'How to create our beauty' in Je, Tu, Nous wherein she describes her 

experiencess of looking at art by women. 

Veryy often, when looking at women's works of art, I have been saddened by the sense 

off  anguish they express, an anguish so strong it approaches horror. Having wanted to 

contemplatee beauty created by women, I would find myself faced instead with distress, 

suffering,, irritation, sometimes ugliness. The experience of art, which I expected to offer 

aa moment of happiness and repose, a compensation for the fragmentary nature of daily 

life,, of unity and communication or communion, would become yet another source of 

pain,, a burden.(JTNF: 131 ;JTNE: 107) 

Thiss passage illuminates that Luce Irigaray makes aesthetical judgements from an 'ethical' 

presupposition,255 because of her view that art mediates: it provides a place or a bridge for the 

processs of becoming- or not. It mediates the spiritualisation of the flesh - or not. This last 

sentencee clarifies that Luce Irigaray's remarks on (the contemplation of) art ought to be situated 

withinn the context of her thoughts on a spiritual practice of becoming woman, divine. In 

255 Marion de Zanger criticizes this position of Luce Irigaray, expressed in 'Une Lacune Natale/A 
Natall  Lacuna', after carefully examining the body of work of the surrealist painter and writer Unica 
Zürn,, and its context: the aesthetic ideas of the surrealists. M. de Zanger, 'En all het nu eens een 
leugenn is dat liefde een zegen is ...(Unica Zürn)', in: Vincenot et al. (eds). Renaissance. 90-114. 
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'Enseignementss Orientaux' Luce Irigaray writes that this entails an education of the senses, of 

thee sensible perceptions to be alert, so that the subject would become attentive to the flesh and 

thee spirit. This education of the senses would be a practice of 'teaching them to hear beautiful 

sounds,, to contemplate beautiful colors, to taste the good products of the earth.'26 The aim of 

thiss practice would be an open communication between the sensible and the Intelligible, a 

passagee from the sensible to the spiritual, that does not cut the sensible from the Intelligible nor 

transformm the sensible, but rather transfigure it in an identity and/or a body-of-work, a work of 

colour. . 

Inn the text 'La Voie du Féminin' (the path of the feminine), published in Le Jardin Clos de 

II  'Ante (The Enclosed Garden of the Soul), Luce Irigaray describes this mediatory function as 

follows: : 

(Art)) can guide the sensible to a spiritual transmutation without the passage through 

argumentation.. The colours, the play of/with perspectives, the motives themselves and also 

thee rhythms and sounds represent sometimes the more discrete and the more certain means 

too arrive (or accede) at a lively (awakened) and contemplating interiority.(my transl.)27 

Inn the following pages I wil l discuss this text more fully in order to delineate what this practice 

off  contemplating art might look like. 

LuceLuce Irigaray' s text 'L a Voie du Féminin' (the path of the feminine) 

Lucee Irigaray has written the text 'La Voie du Féminin' for a catalogue, which accompanied 

ann exhibition of religious paintings and objects from Belgian nunneries and communities of 

beguiness from the thirteenth century onwards. Although the curator of the exhibition, Paul 

Vandenbroeck,, writes that the paintings will not have been painted by women, he argues that 

thesee works of art must be seen as representing 'the imaginary' of the religious women who 

livedd in the convents and communities, because they were the ones who ordered the paintings 

too be made, and determined the subjects of these paintings.28 They must therefore be seen as 

thee images these women lived by: images they have taken up, dropped and taken up again in 

266 Luce Irigaray: Entre Orient et Occident, 79. This text has first been published privately by Luce 
Irigarayy as Une attention au souffle dans la vie, dans la pensee, I'amour, 

277 Luce Irigaray, 'La Voie du Féminin',in: Vandenbroeck, Le Jardin Clos, 160. 

288 Paul Vandenbroeck, 'Tu m'effleures, moi qui suis intouchable', in: idem, Le Jardin Clos, 15-153. 
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theirr search for an identity as religious woman; in their process of becoming woman, divine. 

Thesee images therefore constitute the horizon or the orientation for 'the becoming' of these 

religiouss women. This 'imaginary' is constituted by the following themes: the passion of 

Christ;; female saints especially Mary, Mary of Magdala, Veronica, Catharina, Catharina of 

Sienaa and Teresa Avila; mystical love, represented in objects called 'the enclosed garden' and 

self-portraits:: portraits and scenes from the lives of some nuns and beguines who were 

importantt in their respective communities29, with a preference for the woman-mystic as the 

modell  for religious women, or for mystical subjects such as the passion of Christ or the 

mysticall  love. 

Thee paintings raise the question what goal and direction these images might have offered 

too the women who contemplated these images which is different from the (self-chosen) path of 

sufferingg or self-sacrifice. I raise this question because when I look at the reproductions in the 

catalogue,, I am on the one hand intrigued by the pictures of the lives of the beguines and 

mysticss and on the other hand repelled by those paintings that picture the spiritual path of the 

nunn or beguine as an imitation of the seven stations of the cross. In my view these images 

cannott be read or understood other than as a glorification of suffering and self-sacrifice.30 

Lucee Irigaray is able to find traces of a feminine spirituality or a path towards a feminine 

spiritualityy in these pictures, which shows in her view that their spirituality did not merge totally 

withh this path of self-sacrifice. But how does she arrive at this view? Why does she not call 

thesee works 'ugly' too, as she did call some of the works of art by women? This question is 

alll  the more urgent because she writes of the paintings and drawings of Hans Bellmer, the 

partnerr of the surrealist artist and writer Unica Zürn, that they 

representt metamorphoses of the world of drives that psycho-analysis describes when it 

dares(...)) The bodies Bellmer draws -without extremities, boundaries, or enclosing skins -

aree bodies where erotic sensibility disappears, bodies where energy circulates, stops, 

exchanges,, enters the other, fuses with the other, at least with the other's outline or 

parts.31 1 

299 Paul Vandenbroeck, 'Tu m'effleures, moi qui suis intouchable', in: idem, Le Jardin Clos, 41. 

300 In the Belgian quarterly Sympkorosa similar reactions are reported by two women who went 
togetherr with their women's groups (probably groups of women interested in and committed to 
feministt (christian) theology and feminist spirituality) to this exhibition. See Mia De Walsche, 'De 
beslotenn hof van de ziel (the enclosed garden of the soul)' in: Symphorosa 24. Driemaandelijks 
Tijdschrift,Tijdschrift, vol 6, sept 1994, 11-15 and Kristin Raes, 'Column', in idem, 14. 

311 Luce Irigaray, 'Une lacune Natale', 44, and 'A Natal Lacuna', 12 
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Herr objection to Hans Bellmer's art is, that it subjects itself to the logic of the mirror, which 

reflectss these 'flaws, tensions, the perturbations of the partial drives'32, but freezes them in 

spectacless for a viewer, although she grants him and others (other surrealists perhaps) that they 

representt psychic truth in their work. She wonders whether this art does not miss the touch of 

lif ee - the touch of beauty? -, whether it 'does not block the passages to the outside world, to 

nature,, to an other, living in her autonomous, autochthonous, rootedness?'33 

Thee question is therefore how Luce Irigaray looks at the paintings and objects exhibited in 

Brussels.. Do they offer this passage to the outside world that would enable the one who 

contemplatess the paintings or objects to arrive at a lively and contemplating interiority? 

Startingg point of Luce Irigaray's reflection on these paintings is the statement of the 

curatorr of the exhibition that these paintings represent a spirituality particular to women. 

Accordingg to Luce Irigaray this is hard to say as we have no historical testimony of the 

religiouss yearnings of women. Only one voice, one form of religious yearning has been passed 

on.. This opening might imply that she interprets these paintings as testimony that the spirituality 

off  religious women corresponded with the dominant themes of the christian tradition. However, 

byy paying attention to a number of details in the painting - details that in her view return in too 

manyy paintings to interpret them as incidents, but rather indicate a dissociation of the traditional 

iconographyy - she tries to wrest from these paintings a possible spiritual path that women might 

havee followed to arrive at a lively interiority. 

Shee points for instance to the discrepancy between the suffering of the tortured body and 

thee serenity of the face of Jesus, suggesting that feminine spirituality is not totally described 

withh the desire to comfort, but that she has the disposal of some mystery that she guards.34 

Onee of the indications of such a mystery is the manner in which the nuns or beguines are 

portrayed:: more as presenting a religious tradition than as taking part in it. The focus of their 

eyess is not on the scene, nor on a person outside the portrait, but 'floating'. This is also the 

casee for a number of paintings of Mary with child in which Jesus' look is directed at the viewer, 

whilee Mary has a vague or 'floating' look, neither directed at the child, nor at anything else 

inn the scene or at the public outside. This representation draws the attention of the viewer 

towardss her, and also to her mystery, 

322 Luce Irigaray, 'Une lacune Natale', 45, and 'A Natal Lacuna', 12 

333 Luce Irigaray, 'Une lacune Natale', 45, and 'A Natal Lacuna', 12 transl. adapt. 

344 Luce Irigaray, 'La Voie du Férninin', in: Vandenbroeck, le Jardin Clos, 156. 
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too a beyond of her represented-presence, whereof Jesus does not seem to be the incarna-

tion.. In these convents, Mary wil l have figured first and foremost a woman, of whom 

motherhoodd wil l not have reduced the mystery nor wil l have fulfilled it either. Mary, 

motherr of Jesus, co-redemptrix of humanity, wil l make one meditate upon the mystery of 

aa spirituality in the feminine, just like the portraits of the beguines, the nuns or the 

saints.(myy transl.)35 

Lucee Irigaray depicts here a path that goes from meditating upon these images, to the mystery 

theyy represent, and from there - following Mary's mode of looking - towards the meditation 

uponn the invisible, both upon the interiority of the self as well as upon an invisible divine. 

Accordingg to Luce Irigaray the portraits of the nuns and beguines teach us (again) that 'to 

arrivee at a spiritual awakening or alertness, the look must not be fixed or attached at anything' 

ass 'it seems to be the most important to keep free the place where the look can reverse from 

outerr to inner'.36 

Thiss suggests that meditating upon such a painting mediates the dialectical to and fro 

betweenn outer and inner: from the contemplation of tlie work of art to the contemplation of the 

self.. It is a mode of looking at art which corresponds with Luce Irigaray*s description of the 

passionn of wonder before the otherness of the other: this contemplative manner of looking at 

aa work of art respects the space, the interval between the looking subject and the work of art 

ass object of the look. It corresponds also with the effects of this passion upon the subject: 

surprisedd by the new, the unknown, the subject is mobilized to re-consider herself. 

Thiss contemplating manner of looking at a work of art has to be distinguished from an 

analyticall  manner of looking. The latter could be described as a manner of freezing the other 

intoo a 'still' or turning the other into an inanimate object, open to analysis and dissection, ready 

too be consumed, springing from the scopophilic drive to see, to dominate and to appropriate 

throughh the look. A contemplative look on the other hand would be open to the movements of 

thee flesh, open to the touch of and the being touched by, or to a being moved in the flesh. This 

opennesss requires that neither the look nor the other perceptions are fixed on anything. Only 

whenn the look is 'floating' a 'spiritual awakening' can come about. Only then can one arrive 

att a lively (awakened) and contemplating interiority. 

355 Luce Irigaray, *La Voie du Féminin', in: Vandenbroeck, he Jardin Clos, 157. 

366 Luce Irigaray, 'La Voie du Féminin', in: Vandenbroeck, Le Jardin Clos, 158 & 157. 
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Attentionn for  the invisible 

Itt is hard to say whether the religious women were 'spiritually awakened' by the paintings in 

thee manner that Luce Irigaray described. She suggests that the colours and their symbolism, the 

playy of/with perspectives and the motives have spoken to them of an other manner of 

incarnatingg the divine than through the mortification of the body, which has been a dominant 

spirituall  practice of religious women. This means that rather than to read her text as a 

descriptionn of the spirituality of the communities of the nuns and beguines, whose works of art 

weree exhibited in Brussels, it must be read as a description and elaboration of Luce Irigaray's 

vieww on the function and the effects of the contemplation of art, notably that art functions as 

aa bridge between the sensible and the spiritual. 

Inn Luce Irigaray's interpretation of the 'floating' look of the nuns, beguines, and madonna's, 

thiss look testifies to an attention to the innerness of the subject. I interpret this as an openness 

too the movements of the flesh, to the perceptions of the other senses. I already wrote that this 

opennesss or attention to the flesh requires, according to Luce Irigaray, an education of the 

senses,, of the sensible perceptions, to become alert, to be attentive to the movements of the 

flesh.. Because of this education of the senses, the contemplation of a work of art would bring 

aboutt a lively and contemplative interiority. These inner movements of the flesh might in its 

turnn be transfigured into a new becoming, an other 'realization of the fullness of what women 

aree capable of being', an other incarnation of woman, divine.(SP:73;SG:61) 

Inn An Ethics Luce Irigaray describes this attention to the invisible movements of the flesh as 

'thee path of the feminine love of self. She writes about this love of self 

'Shee has to succeed in loving the invisible and the memory of a touch that is never seen 

(...)) a touch without a tool or object, except for the proof, the experience of innerness (...) 

Shee has to accede to an affection of and in the invisible which can be expressed in that 

whichh re-touches itself without consummation' (EF:72;EE:70. transl. adapt). 

Thiss passage has many (textual) echoes with the passage from 'la voie du feminin' I quoted 

inn the above that the subject would arrive (or accede) at a lively (awakened) and contemplating 

interiorityy by the contemplation of a work of art. This parallelism suggests that the 

contemplationn of a work of art would mediate the love of self in the feminine, and that this love 

iss a love of and in the invisible - the invisible innerness and the invisible divine. These two are 

intertwinedd as I wil l explain. 
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Whenn I read Luce Irigaray's passage on loving the invisible, the first image which comes to 

mindd is the figure of the re-touch of the lips as the figure of an auto-eroticism, which is 

withdrawnn from sight - an affection in die invisible - ; an auto-eroticism witiiout a tool or object 

ass it is neitiier mediated by a hand or other tool nor linked to an external object of desire; an 

auto-eroticismm without consummation: not absorbing nor consuming the otiier so that nothing 

iss left. 

Thee second image that is called forth by the expression 'the affection of and in the 

invisible'(myy italics) is the figure of the mucous, the sensible medium in which the subject is 

touched.. 'The affection of the invisible' would refer then to the movement of the mucous 

affectedd as it is by perceiving die other, the painting, whereas the expression 'die affection in 

thee invisible' would call forth the thought that the communication of the lips must be seen as 

aa communication in the invisible of me flesh, in the mucous, in die sensible medium. This 

associationn implies that die notion 'innerness' or 'interiority' must be interpreted as equivalent 

too die sensible, libidinal, elemental flesh, the site of regeneration, new life or a new becoming. 

Bodii  'the retouch' as 'the mucous' are presented as invisible by Luce Irigaray. They are 

introducedd as figures mat would stop die dominance of die gaze in relation to die otiier, because 

bothh speak of or image a relation to the other mediated in and through touch, carried by the 

tangiblee flesh. 

Butt die notion of 'loving the invisible' refers not only to a love of and attention for the 

innernesss of die self, it also refers to a love of die invisible divine. Or it would perhaps be 

betterr to say, that by or tiirough being attentive to the innerness of the self, the female subject 

wouldd be attentive to die invisible divine. I draw tiiis conclusion from Luce Irigaray's 

meditationn on the mystery of the incarnation in Marine Lover. In the last chapter of tiiis book, 

calledd 'The crucified One', Luce Irigaray suggests diat Mary might have had tiiis alertness of 

thee senses, of the flesh, I have depicted in the above: a love of and in the invisible which she 

madee flesh. Luce Irigaray writes: 

Iss she the only one who still has some understanding of die divine? Who still listens 

silentlyy and gives new flesh to what she perceived in those messages that other people 

cannott perceive? Can she alone feel the music of the air vibrating between the wings of 

thee angels, and make or remake a body from it? (AM: 188;ML: 175/176) 
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InIn this passage, Luce Irigaray makes clear (again) that incarnation is a process of giving (new) 

fleshflesh to the perceptions, to the perception of the invisible movements of the flesh or better to 

thee memory of being touched or moved because the divine arrives in this being touched.37 

Butt this passage also illuminates that this touch is very subtle. This subtlety is due to the 

elusive,, ethereal, fragrant, airy qualities of the divine, associated as it is with the element 'air' 

orr with breathing. This association can be found in the above quoted passage, in expressions 

ass 'the messages that other people cannot perceive' and 'the air between the wings of the 

angels'.. The fist expression alludes to the Annunciation and suggests that this message came 

inn the form of a subtle touch of the angels. Of this touch Luce Irigaray writes that 'their touch 

(...)) resembles that of gods. They are imperious in their grace even as they remain 

imperceptible'(EF:23;EE:16,imperceptible'(EF:23;EE:16, my italics) And I read an expression as the 'air between the wings 

off  the angels' as an allusion to the divine presence, the Shechina, resting between the wings of 

thee cherubim of the ark of covenant, whereof Luce Irigaray writes in 'Belief Itself that 

theyy guard and await the mystery of a divine presence that has yet to be made 

flesh.(...)Somethingg lives there out of site, or perhaps between sites, some airy, mobile, 

andd yet material structure serving to bear presence „.(SP:57;SG:45)38 

Al ll  these associations and elaborations lead up to the conclusion that the contemplation of art 

iss directed at a love of self in the feminine, a love of and in the invisible. This requires an 

educationn of the senses, so that they become alert to the imperceptible movements of the flesh, 

too the affects, the affections of the flesh - to movements of pleasure for instance as well as to 

resistancee -. This education might start with the contemplation of art, with a being attentive to 

thee colours, the rhythm of the colours, the volume, the texture of the paintings. This education 

off  the senses is a spiritual practice because in the imperceptible movements of the flesh the 

divinee 'arrives': radical immanent in the flesh, as a quality of the flesh, associated with 

breathing,, with fragrance, with luminosity. When this subtle 'advent' of the divine is perceived 

orr sensed and remembered, it can be given flesh in the formation of identity and a body-of-

work. . 

377 See Leo Oosterveen & Anne-Claire Mulder, 'Aanlegsteigers voor het goddelijke', in Merkx et 
al.(eds)) bedacht zijn op het onbedachte, 36-39 & 42-45 for an other elaboration of the memory of 
orr the necessity to remember the touch of the divine. 

388 The presence of God, between the wings of the cherubim is called in latter Jewish writings the 
Shechinahh of JHWH. As the word Shechinah is feminine, this presence of the JHWH became 
metaphorizedd in the feminine. 
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II  have shown that Luce Irigaray elaborates this path of a love of self in the feminine and of the 

divine,, on the basis of a contemplation and interpretation of religious works of art from 

religiouss communities of nuns and beguines. These works of art can be seen as the Speculum 

MundïMundï of these women. But Luce Irigaray discusses these works of art in such a manner, that 

shee seems to suggest that these work of art might also speak to contemporary women, that they 

couldd be part of the horizon of the female gender.39 This raises the question what works of 

artt might be seen as source or resource for women's spiritual quest. This can also be called the 

issuee of the 'canon'. It addresses the question from what sources, from what works of art, the 

horizonn of the female gender wil l be constructed. 

Lucee Irigaray hardly refers to the issue of the canon, apart from a few remarks that make 

clearr that these works of art ought to be works of beauty. In the last section of this chapter I 

wil ll  discuss these two related issues which are of great importance to the question of the 

constructionn of a horizon of the female gender. In the framework of this book, this discussion 

cannott be an exhaustive one, but I wil l draw some lines to the existing discussions within 

feministt theology and raise some questions that need further consideration. 

THEE CONSTRUCTION OF A HORIZON: AESTHETIC PRACTICE AND THEORY AND THE RE-SOURCES 

OFF THIS CONSTRUCTION. 

Beforee I move on to picture Luce Irigaray's thoughts on aesthetic practice and theory I want 

too clarify that I read her thoughts on these issues as part of, as effect of the idea that all bodies-

of-workk - be it an identity, a work of art, a body of thought, a collective body - are rooted in 

thee flesh, in libidinal, tangible - and sexualized - matter. This implies that these bodies of work 

aree bounded by the morphology of the female (or male) gender, which functions in my 

interpretationn as outer bound or decisive parameter for the process of the generation of order 

inn the chaos of the perceptions. 

Thiss interpretation leads to the view that narratives, works of art or bodies of thought by 

womenn wil l be different from those by men, as they are rooted in a morphologically different 

body.. In other words, morphologically different genders wil l lead to different genres or styles 

inn the production of art and writing: to an other poiesis, another practice and theory of 

generatingg a body-of-work, to another poetics and another aesthetic theory. I wil l devote the 

nextt pages to Luce Irigaray aesthetics, elaborating upon two notions namely the notion of 

transfigurationn and of beauty. 

399 It is also possible that she considers these works of art to be already part of the horizon of the 
femalee gender. 
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aestheticaesthetic practice and theory 

Althoughh Luce Irigaray prefers the art of painting above the art of writing for the expression 

off  female identity, she is a philosopher who uses the art of writing to practice the idea of an 

otherr poetics in the feminine. Especially in what is now seen as her first period, - the period 

inn which she wrote, Speculum, This Sex, Marine Lover, Elemental Passions, L'Oubli de I'Air, 

shee works on and in language in order to bring sexual difference into language.40 She uses 

manyy ways to do so. She genders words, writing for instance un(e) or amante; she uses words 

inn their etymological sense - ex-stase, or in their antiquated meaning like volume 

inconsumable;inconsumable; she plays with homonyms - entr'ouvert/antr'ouvert and with the ambiguity of 

wordss - glace: mirror/ ice; She puts a question mark to unsettle a sentence in the indicative, 

orr uses a future tense as an indicative. This work on and in language unsettles the reader and 

askss for a meditative reading of her texts.41 It engenders visions or imaginations of the body -

Janee Gallop calls this writing of Luce Irigaray a poetics of the body or a creation of the 

(female)) body42- and it evokes visions or notions of other modes of relation between men and 

womenn and of women with the world around them and to each other. 

Thiss style of writing corresponds with her more theoretical remarks about a poetics in the 

feminine.. She suggests for instance that this female poetics would 'resist and explode every 

firmlyy established form, figure, idea or concept\(CS:76;TS:79).Its style privileges therefore 

metonymyy above metaphor, and contiguity above identity as Margaret Whitford argues.43 It 

iss moreover a style that is fluid, a parole rather than a langage. A style which would not be cut 

offf  from respiration.44 This brings her to the view that the genres of (songs of) praise, and 

400 In her book Dialectiek van de seksuele differentie, Annemie Halsema gives a description of the 
threee different phases of Luce Irigaray's work. She argues however that Luce Irigaray keeps 
workingg in and at language, but that her manner of doing so changes in the different periods of her 
work.. I go along with Annemie Halsema on this point but would like to stress that from An Ethics 
onwardss the content of the message seems to get the upperhand to the detriment of the style. In 
Lucee Irigaray*s own terms, she shifts her attention from the enunciation to the énoncé. See Annemie 
Halsema,, Dialectiek, 67. 

411 See also Carolyn Burke, Translation Modified', in Burke et al (eds), Engaging with Irigaray, esp. 
249-256. . 

422 Jane Gallop, Thinking Through The Body, New York: Columbia University Press, 1988, 94. 

433 Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 177-185. 

444 Luce Irigaray, Entre Orient et Occident, 71. 

261 1 



poetryy are better suited to women's expressions of their identity,45 a view she puts into 

practicee in her latest book Etre deux.46 

Herr thoughts on the creation of visual art are even more scattered throughout her work 

thann her remarks on the art of writing. In the above I showed that her preference for the visual 

artss is based upon her view that painting is an artistic expression of sense immediacy through 

colourr and the rhythm of colour, as colour is better able to express, to 'say' and respect the 

rhythmss and volumes of the body.47 To this idea she adds in 'A Natal Lacuna' that creating 

aa work of art would be a transformation of the energy or energies that move(s) through the 

femalee body. However, this transformation must not be thought of as a 'description' of 

(libidinal)) energy, but rather as a transfiguration of these energies.48 

Thee introduction of the notion of transfiguration points towards two important aspects of Luce 

Irigaray'ss thoughts on the generation of art. It illuminates, first, that Luce Irigaray distances 

herselff  from the idea that creation of art is a process of transcending the confines of the body 

andd the personal.49 For this process of transcendence can be seen as a transformation by taking 

'aa leap from one sphere to another' - to use an image of Friedrich Nietzsche wherewith he 

describess the metamorphosis of the sensible flesh into words, metaphors and concepts.50 It is 

aa leap wherein and whereby the Intelligible is cut from the sensible. The process of 

transfigurationn on the other hand can be interpreted as a process of metamorphosis of the flesh 

455 Luce Irigaray, he Souffle des Femmes, 197; JAT:217/ ILTY:138. 

466 Luce Irigaray, Etre Deux, Paris: Grasset, 1997, particularly in the prologue and the epilogue of this 
book. . 

477 See 'Flesh Colors' (SP:167-179;SG: 153-165). The importance of the voluminous aspect comes to 
thee fore in Luce Irigaray's commentary on the work of Ginette Legaré of whose works she writes 
thatt it can be seen as 'reconstruction of volumes which correspond with those of the body and its 
situationn in space'. Luce Irigaray, 'Sur roeuvre de Ginette Legaré', in: La traduction auféminin/ 
TranslatingTranslating women -Tessera 6, Toronto: Coach House Press, 1989, quoted in Agnes Vincenot, 
Afscheidd van de verstrooiing, 27 & 30 n. 21. 

488 Luce Irigaray, 'Une Lacune Natale', 44; 'A Natal Lacuna', 12. 

499 See Christien Franken, Multiple Mythologies. A.S. Byatt and the British artist-novel, Ph-thesis, 
Utrecht:: Utrecht University, 1997, for a discussion of the dominant aesthetic theories, in which the 
creationn of art is presented as transcendence of the personal and the body by the artist in a heroic 
effort. . 

500 Friedrich Nietzsche, 'Uber Wahrheit und Lüge im aussennoralischen Sinne', in:: K. Schlechta (ed), 
WerkeWerke III,  1020. 
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byy contiguity; a process which is close to the figure of the metonym, because the metonymy 

markss a literary figure in which a trace of the imaged is kept in the image.51 

Thee second aspect emerges from the textual context in which the notion 'transfiguration' 

appearss in 'Divine women', notably in a passage on beauty. Beauty is presented as a predicate 

off  the flesh, as 'a manifestation of love, of thinking, of the flesh' (SP:77;SG:64, transl. mod.). 

Thiss echoes her later thoughts on the art as an expression of and a means to a spiritualisation 

off  the senses, or a becoming spiritual of the flesh. This inscription of the notion of 

transfigurationn in the register of beauty and of the spiritual52 has ramifications for Luce 

Irigaray'ss thoughts on aesthetics. It means that she understands the creation of art as the 

generationn of works of beauty. This last idea - the generation of beauty - needs some further 

consideration,, first, because it is a controversial notion especially within aesthetic theory, and 

secondlyy because it brings Luce Irigaray to distinguish between works of beauty and 'ugly' 

works. . 

Inn Multiple Mythologies Christien Franken points out that beauty is often used in opposition to 

thee notion of the sublime. In this opposition, beauty is associated with loveliness and femininity, 

whereass the sublime is linked with a violent aesthetic experience which destabilizes the 

equilibriumm of the (masculine) subject. This equilibrium returns when the subject overcomes 

orr transcends this experience by elaborating upon it in his art.53 Luce Irigaray's thoughts on 

artt and beauty can be read as fitting into this tradition of understanding beauty as 'loveliness'. 

Especiallyy the introduction to the text 'How to create our beauty' might give rise to such an 

interpretation.. Luce Irigaray writes there that she longs for works of beauty that offer 'a 

momentt of happiness and repose, of compensation for the fragmentary nature of daily life, of 

unityy and communication or communion'(JTNF:131;JTNE:107). 

511 This fill s out and underlines Margaret Whitford's remark that Luce Irigaray's style privileges 
metonymyy above metaphor, See note 42. 

522 Her interpretation of the notion of transfiguration within the register of beauty, the celestial and the 
spirituall  corresponds with the most important references of this notion in the religious art of 
christiann religion, notably with the biblical story of the transfiguration of Jesus on the mountain and 
withh the paintings of Mary's ascension to heaven. 

533 Christien Franken, Multiple Mythologies, 94/95. See also Agnes Vincenot, 'Afscheid van de 
verstrooiing'' 26/27 for an other discussion of the distinction between the beautiful and the sublime. 
Andd Patricia Yaeger, 'Toward a female sublime', in: Linda Kauffman (ed), Gender and Theory. 
DialoguesDialogues on Feminist Criticism, London: Blackwell, 1989, 191-212 for an elaborate discussion of 
thee sublime. 
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Thiss suggestion is undermined, however, by those passages in 'How to create our Beauty' 

andd in 'Divine Women' where beauty is associated with becoming, with the wil l to live, in 

otherr words, widi Eros. I therefore conclude that Luce Irigaray interprets beauty as a quality 

whichh expresses and enhances vitality and zest of life: both for the artist and die spectator. It 

bindss or wards off dispersion, depression and other expressions of the deadi-drives. This means 

thatt beauty must not be associated with the lovely or the tranquil, but with die divine, because 

thee divine has the same function as beauty, notably to bind the death-drives.54 

Thiss interpretation is affirmed by Luce Irigaray's use of die word 'ugly' for some works 

off  art. Luce Irigaray uses the word 'ugly' for works of art which she sees as descriptions of 

diee drive to master, to dissect, to take apart; depictions of suffering and of die negative. She 

concedess that diese works might have a cathartic function for the artist (and for die spectator?) 

butt she advocates an aesthetic practice wherein the creation of art - and dierefore the 

transfigurationn of energy and energies is seen as poiesis, as the working or tillin g of primary 

matter,555 the primary matter mat one is.56 

Thee application of tiiis word 'ugly' in the contemplation of art has been criticized by 

feministt artists and art-historians, though.57 They reproach her for meshing me ethical wim die 

aestiietical.. The painter Mariene Dumas affirms Luce Irigaray's view on the catiiartic function 

off  die kind of works that Luce Irigaray might have called ugly - pictures and paintings where 

diee human body is represented widi sewn lips. She uses die word 'one-sided' mough, carefully 

refrainingg from making an aesdietic judgement on these works of art. She writes: 'The 

physiologicall  response which tiiese kinds of works bring about are very direct and effective, 

butt very one-sided with littl e space for other meanings beyond the 'ow'-experience'.58 And 

thee art-historian Marion de Zanger has argued that the concepts of beauty and ugliness might 

havee deserved as much of Luce Irigaray's attention as she has paid die concept of God. She 

moreoverr raises the question whetiier Luce Irigaray appreciates die differences between writing 

544 Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 140-147 

555 This is the etymological meaning of the word poiesis. Vincenot, Afscheid van verstrooiing 29 

566 Luce Irigaray, 'Une Lacune Natale', 42; 'A Natal Lacuna', 12. 

577 Marion de Zanger, 'En als het nu eens een leugen is dat liefde een zegen is...(Unica Zürn)', in 
Vincentoo et al. (eds) Renaissance, 90-114; Mariene Dumas, 'Tussen God, Kunst en waanzin: een 
besprekingg door Mariene Dumas', in: Ruimte vol.7, (1990) 3; 30-31. 

588 Mariene Dumas, 'Tussen God, kunst en waanzin', 32. 
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andd painting.59 This question is echoed by the artist and writer Katy Deepwell, who criticizes 

thee popular belief 'that painting is a transparent medium of communication: like language it 

iss heavily coded and conventionalised.60 

Thee conclusion that Luce Irigaray's aesthetics are rooted in the ethical requirement that works 

off  art ought to enhance vitality and the zest of life, both for the spectator and for the artist, thus 

thatt they ought to engender the process of becoming woman, divine, is a conclusion that raises 

questionss with respect to her view which works of art or bodies of thought offer women an 

imagee of the divine of and for their gender? Which works of art or bodies of thought engender 

inn women process of regeneration and re-birth? In the following pages I wil l elaborate these 

questionss as issues concerning the sources and resources for the construction of a horizon of 

andd for the female gender. 

Sourcess and resources 

Thee issue of sources and resources for the construction of the horizon of the female gender is 

relevantt to my subject because I see this horizon of the female gender as an expression or 

incarnationn of the divine of and for women. Thinking about die sources and resources for the 

constructionn of the horizon can therefore be seen as thinking about the sources and resources 

forr the knowledge of 'God' and the divine. This issue has always been approached through the 

notionss 'canon' and 'canonicity'. These notions refer to a practice of valuation and 

concomitantt selection of texts and works of art as revelatory of the divine. I introduce this 

notionn here because no horizon is possible without a body of work and thought that can 

functionn as a mirror to direct the becoming woman of women. This implies therefore some kind 

off  valuation and selection of works of art or bodies of thought, because not all works of art, 

bodiess of thought, images of 'God' or the divine direct the becoming woman of women. This 

iss the reason why Luce Irigaray's applies the notions beauty and ugliness in her valuation of 

workss of art. 

Thee construction of a 'canon' or horizon of and for the female gender is not without risks. For 

feministt theologians and theoreticians have analyzed and uncovered the struggles for dominance 

599 Marion de Zanger, 'En als het nu eens een leugen is', in: Vincenot et al.(eds), Renaissance, 93 & 
92. . 

600 Katy Deepwell, 'Paint Stripping, Katy Deepwell on feminist possibilities in painting after 
modernism',, in: Women's Art Magazine 58, May/June 1994, 14. 
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andd power behind the process of canon-formation. They have elucidated that tiiis process 

createss outsiders and heretics, and lost traditions. This history of canon-formation in the past 

andd the struggles about the question how the texts by women authors can be read without 

effacingg the differences in location between reader/ interpreter and autiior, has made many 

feministt theologians reluctant to create new canons. They fear the effect of constructing a 

hegemonicall  tradition in the formation of a new canon with the effect of the creation of insiders 

andd outsiders. They rather advocate an open horizon, in which no texts, rituals or symbols 

wouldd have more authority than others. 

Caroll  Christ explains, though, that there is a second more positive notion of canon. In this 

understanding,, a canon is thought of as reflecting shared histories and share perceptions of 

reality,, which enables communication and community. She even suggests that community and 

communicationn is not possible without the acceptance of a minimal canon.62 This 

understandingg of the function of canon is very close to Luce Irigaray's understanding of 

horizon.. Luce Irigaray's argument for such a horizon of the female gender is like Carol Christ's 

argumentt for a minimal canon formulated as answering the need to communicate and share with 

eachh other.(SP:74;SG:62) Luce Irigaray distances herself, moreover, from an understanding of 

horizon,, mirror and God as closed and normative and advocates a notion of horizon as half-

open,, fluid and transparent. 

Thee question I want to raise here is whether Luce Irigaray offers any guidelines which 

wouldd help women to discern between works of art or bodies of thought which do and do not 

engenderr the process of becoming woman. I wil l approach this question by using two remarks 

off  Luce Irigaray which pertain in my view to the issue of sources, one from the text 'Le divin 

entree nous' and the other from 'How to create our beauty'. 

611 To name but a few studies: Elaine Showalter, A literature of their own. British women novelists 
fromfrom Brontë to Lessing, Guildford: Princeton University Press, 1977; Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan 
Gubar,, The mad woman in the attic: the woman writer and the nineteenth century literary 
imagination,imagination, New Haven/ London: Yale University Press, 1979 & idem, No man's land: the place 
ofof the woman writer in the twentieth century, New Haven/ London: Yale University Press, 1989; 
Maaikee Meijer, De lust tot lezen. Nederlandse dichteressen en het literaire systeem, Amsterdam: 
Sara/vann Gennep, 1988; Fokkelien van Dijk-Hemmes, Sporen van vrouwenteksten in de Hebreeuwse 
Bijbel,Bijbel, Utrechtse Theologische Reeks 16, Utrecht: Faculteit der Godgeleerdheid, 1992; Carol Christ, 
'Hereticss and Outsiders', in: Carol Christ, Laughter of Aphrodite. Reflections on a journey to the 
Goddess,Goddess, San Francisco: Harper, 1987, 35-54; Jonneke Bekkenkamp, Canon en Keuze. 

622 Carol Christ, Laughter of Aphrodite, 50-52. 
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InIn the text 'Le divin entre nous' Luce Irigaray says: '...(W)e must construct our identity, also 

divine,, and go looking for it wherever there might be traces or fragments of it'.63 This remark 

shedss light upon Luce Irigaray's approach to the question of sources. It explains the fact that 

shee uses many different sources to construct this horizon, namely philosophical and psycho-

analyticc texts, myths and narratives from religious traditions. The idea of 'looking for our 

identityy we might find traces and fragments of it' is expressed by feminist theologians with the 

metaphorr of quilting and of the creation of quilts.64 This metaphor evokes a method of 

unpinningg or unravelling old texts and textures and the creative imagination wherewith 

somethingg new is created out of the traces and fragments which are left of women's thoughts 

andd writings about 'God' and the divine in the past. 

Whenn looking at Luce Irigaray's collection of texts she uses as sources for her reflections, 

itt seems as if any text harbours traces or fragments to construct this identity, but that it depends 

onn the mode of reading these texts whether one would find those traces. I like to relativize this 

impression,, however, with two observations. My first observation concerns the images offered 

byy Luce Irigaray as figurations of a possible female identity and of values or qualities which 

aree important to women. These images and figures are mostly taken from mythological 

narrativess and from narratives of religious traditions as the christian and the Indian tradition. 

Theyy come from Greek myths, biblical narratives and from the Indian religious tradition, in 

particularr from the yoga-tradition. The notion of the importance of female genealogies for 

examplee is rooted in her re-thinking and rewriting of Greek mythology;65 the idea of the 

nuptialss of the couple is mostly pictured with images from the New Testament and from the 

Hebreww Bible;66 the attention she pays to the breath, to the element air and to respiration can 

bee traced to her practice and study of yoga, a practice and study she refers to in her writing 

633 Luce Irigaray, Le Souffle des Femmes, 232/233. 

644 See for instance Mary Grey, Redeeming the Dream, 5. 

655 Le Roman de Mélusine ou L'Histoire des Lusignan by Jean D'Arras is one of the few non-Greek 
sourcess she uses while writing about female genealogies. But this text might be a reworking of old 
Celticc myths about the fertility of the Goddesses. See Jacques Le Goff and Emmanuel Le Roy 
Ladurie,, 'Mélusine, materneüe et déchifreuse', 599. 

666 Luce Irigaray refers to the image of the Bride and Groom from the Apocalypse, to the loving couple 
fromm the Song of Songs and to the divine couples from the Indian religious tradition. 
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fromfrom 1988 onwards.67 This use of mythological narratives and of narratives from diverse 

religiouss traditions points towards a particular interest in religious traditions as source for the 

constructionn of female identity. This interest or preference for myths and religious narratives 

cann be explained by remarks in which she describes them as 'one of the principal expressions 

off  what orders a society at any given time' (JTNF:28 JTNE:24) or as 'expressions of History 

inn colourful accounts that illustrate the major trends of an era'.68 She sees these accounts as 

expressionn of a (historical) struggle between a matrilinear society, in which this genealogy is 

respected,, and an patriarchal order in which this genealogy is broken.69 She re-reads them to 

rethinkk them, to think them through anew with a mind to change the social order.70 

Myy second observation follows from this interpretation of Luce Irigaray's use of myths 

andd religious narratives. This interpretation elucidates that the mode of reading texts in order 

too find traces and fragments of a female identity, is indeed important. For the present symbolic 

orderr has left nothing but traces and fragments of a possible female identity or horizon. One 

modee of reading a philosophical text so that that what it has borrowed from the feminine is 

priedd out of it, so that what it owes the feminine is rendered up and given back(CS:72;TS:74) 

iss described by Luce Irigaray as a psychoanalytic undertaking: as a mode of listening attentively 

too a text; listening as an analytic listens to an analysand for signs of the unconscious or 

repressedd phantasms of this analysand or text, offering interpretations of these phantasms. But 

677 In an interview with Elaine Hoffmann Baruch and Lucienne J. Serrano held in 1980, Luce Irigaray's 
interestt in yoga is mentioned indirectly in the following sentence: 'Recognizing Serano's practice 
off  yoga, Irigaray attributed to it her feelings of strength and serenity when the interview was over'. 
Seee Elaine Hoffmann Baruch & Lucienne J. Serano, Women Analyze Women, 150. 

Inn the discussion in Utrecht of 1988, published in Inchiesta in 1989 and later in Le Souffle 
desdes Femmes in 1996 as 'le divin entre nous' she mentions the book Patanjali and Yoga by Mircea 
Eliadee for the first time. She also frequendy refers to Lilian Silburns book Instant et Cause. They 
appearr to be important sources to her study and practice of yoga. 

688 Luce Irigaray, Le Temps de la Difference. Pour une Revolution Pacifique, Paris: Hachette, 112; 
ThinkingThinking the Difference. For a Peaceful Revolution, 101. See also Margaret Whitford, 'Irigaray, 
Utopiaa and the Death drive', in Burke et al (eds)< Engaging with Irigaray, 388, in which she places 
Lucee Irigaray's work on myths in the context of her use of Utopian topoi. 

699 This is a widely shared conception, which has been presented by Bachofen in the nineteenth century 
forr the first time. Robert Graves also subscribes to this conception in his books on Greek 
mythology.. See chapter one. I first encountered it in feminist theological and thealogical 
publicationss by Rosemary Radford Ruether, and Merlin Stone, although the latter is repudiated by 
Jewishh feminist theologians for the anti-judaistic line of her reasoning. See Rosemary Radford 
Ruether,, Sexism and God-talk; Merlin Stone, When God was a Woman, New York: Dial Press, 1976 

700 See Margaret Whitford, 'Irigaray, Utopia and the death drive', 388. 
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thee mode of reading which she describes as perhaps the only mode left to women is the 

mimesis.. This mimesis of 'imitation, specularization, adequation and reproduction'(CS:129-

130,TS:131)) must be understood as taking up the role designed for and assigned to women 

deliberatelyy and playing the part in such a way that it becomes a masquerade or a parody. In 

andd through this playful repetition of the role of the other of the same, of man's other, bits and 

piecess of the other of the other, of the other-f, might shimmer through, whereof traces are left 

behindd in the text produced in and through this repetition. 

Readingg a text mimetically asks of the reader, however, that she becomes a 'resisting 

reader';711 a reader who does not surrender to (the meaning of) the text, but reads it critically 

andd repeats it playfully in order to find these traces and fragments of a female identity or to re-

writee the (mythological) narrative, with the explicit aim to change the social order. But as 

Jonnekee Bekkenkamp has pointed out in order to be a successful resisting reader - a reader who 

resistss the power of the text to structure her own experiences - this reader has to have a strong 

textt of her 'own': texts and works of art she can 'read with belief, texts which affirm her 

identity.72 2 

Lucee Irigaray herself calls this position of 'the resisting reader' (being) 

'elsewhere'.(CS:74;TS:76)) From this position she can repeat playfully the role which the 

presentt social order has laid out before her, she can mime the hysteric and bring out what is 

hiddenn behind this position. She describes this position very clearly in an interview with 

Suzannee Lamy and Andre Roy called 'Nietzsche, Freud et les Femmes'. Speaking about her 

modee of reading Friedrich Nietzsche, she says: 

Myy movement(...)is one of saying: "I love you, but I do not want to be taken into your 

circle.. Try to hear her who (or that(f) which) is outside. I do not want to be your double. 

II  question you and I call out for you from outside, from outside the eternal rupture, from 

outsidee the wil l to power. Try to hear me." This is an appeal and a refusal. (...) It is a 

refusall  to be captive in/of a certain number of appearances or in a certain maze of 

semblancess where 'that' (ca) wants to seduce without that it is planned from its/his part 

andd where finally 'ca' engulves me. It is also an attempt to mark a difference, which 

explainss the choice of the marine element that evokes the amniotic waters which thwarts 

thee eternal return. One knows that Nietzsche had the desire to be mother and the extend 

711 Judith Fetterley, The Resisting reader: A feminist Approach to American Fiction, Bloomington: 
Indianaa University Press, 1978. Quoted in Jonneke Bekkenkamp, Canon en Keuze, 25. 

722 Jonneke Bekkenkamp, Canon en Keuze, 24-33. 
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too which he suffered of not being able to be one. The marine element is therefore on the 

onee hand the amniotic water, the most profound of the marine that cannot be turned 

simplyy into a semblance and to which Nietzsche never re-turned, and it is also something 

thatt figures female pleasure quite well...(CAC:48/49) 

II  have quoted this long passage, because it not only speaks of 'the elsewhere' as an outside of 

thee philosophical text, but also shows Luce Irigaray's mode of being 'a resisting reader': an 

appeall  to be heard, and a refusal to becoming enmeshed in the desire of the other by 'playing' 

thiss other, by giving voice to the figure of his desire. 

However,, my interpretation of Luce Irigaray's 'elsewhere' as equivalent to a position of 

thee 'resisting reader' implies that Luce Irigaray also has 'a strong text' of her own. in other 

words,, that any woman who goes along the path of the mimesis as a strategy to deconstruct the 

dominantt discourse needs sources wherewith to re-source her position of being 'also 

elsewhere';; sources which resource her energies. This view is confirmed by a short note Luce 

Irigarayy devotes to the art of the Canadian artist Ginette Legaré. Luce Irigaray writes: 

Whatt I know of the work of Ginette Legaré avoids the tearing up, the distress, the horror, 

partiallyy cathartic of many works by women. It seems to me that her manner of creating 

differentlyy arises from the constitution of a space of contemplative repose or play; a space 

whichh might serve as intermediary, platform, place, repose to analyze the suffering, to 

stopp its harm or damnation, and to start to be able to think and to sculpt new forms out 

off  this space.73 

Inn this passage Luce Irigaray affirms the necessity of having a strong text of one's own to be 

aa 'resisting reader' or a 'practitioner' of the mimesis. For she describes the construction of art 

ass rooted in the creation of a space of one's own - a space to collect oneself or to contemplate 

andd to re-touch oneself.(SP:77) Only then is it possible to construct art - and a female identity -

fromm the traces and fragments in the dominant order. 

Thee question arises what sources are used by Luce Irigaray to resource her energies. According 

too me there are two sources: the practice of yoga and (works of) beauty. The extent to and the 

mannerr in which the practice of yoga functions as a source and resource for Luce Irigaray 

needss further and fuller exploration in the future. The only thing I want to say here is that its 

functionn is close to the function of the contemplation of beauty: to offer her a space, a time for 

733 Luce Irigaray, 'Sur l'oeuvre de Ginette Legaré', quoted in Agnes Vincenot, 'Afscheid van de 
verstrooing',, 27 & 30 n. 21. 
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recollectionrecollection and re-touch of the self. Works of beauty - but also flowers, the music of birds -

mayy be considered an other source to resource Luce Irigaray's energies because they 'offer a 

momentt of happiness and repose, of compensation for the fragmentary nature of daily life, of 

unityy and communication or communion.' (JTNF:131;JTNE:107). 

Thiss description of the function of art parallels the two possible functions of religion, 

notablyy offering orientation, value and meaning to the disparate experiences of dailyy life and/or 

offeringg or establishing a link or connection to the divine or to 'a spiritual and cosmic reality', 

too quote Luce Irigaray.74 This parallel illuminates that looking at art might come close to a 

religiouss experience: it offers or establishes a link or a 'communication or communion' with 

aa spiritual reality. This communication or communion touches the subject and moves her, 

regeneratess her by re-unifying 'heart, instinct and knowledge'(SP:79-80;SG:67). Or it engenders 

shiftss and movements in the established coherence, bringing about another coherence in the 

differentt aspects of self that constitute one's identity. 

InIn the text 'How to create our Beauty', however, Luce Irigaray describes her 

disappointmentt when looking at the works of art of women. Apparently these works did not 

enhancee her vitality and zest of lif e but added pain and distress. They were not experienced as 

aa source or resource for the formation of identity. They did not offer a link, a communion or 

communication'' with the divine. For she found herself faced with distress and sometimes 

ugliness.. I already explained in the above that Luce Irigaray does not elaborate upon the notion 

'ugly',, so that it is difficult to determine whether she calls a work 'ugly' because of its style, 

itss expression of 'a painful reality', or upon its content, the painful reality itself. In 'How to 

createcreate our beauty' she writes that when she herself has to deal with painful realities she 

discussess them in a literary style in the hope to cushion the sense of dereliction these 

disclosuress can lead to.(JTNF:131;JTNE:107) These sentences suggest that Luce Irigaray does 

applyy the notion of 'the ugly' to the style of the work of art, to the plain or undisguised 

expressionn of a painful reality. But this suggestion can be countered by her view of Unica Ziirns 

work,, which she discusses primarily in terms of its representations.75 

Becausee Luce Irigaray reserves the experience of happiness and repose, of communication 

andd communion for works of beauty only, this ambiguity or ambivalence in the understanding 

off  the notions of 'the beautiful' and 'the ugly' is all the more important in this context of 

thinkingg about the sources for the construction of a horizon. For her interpretation of beauty and 

thee beautiful might lead to a restriction of the sources and resources for the construction of a 

horizonn of the female gender - or for the knowledge of a 'God' in the feminine - to these 

744 Luce Irigaray, Le Souffle des femmes* 224; Inchiesta, 95. 

755 See Marion de Zanger, 'En als het nu eens waar is dat liefde een leugen is (Unica Zürn)', 98. 
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works.. It leads again to question Luce Irigaray's understanding of 'the ugly'. It raises the issue 

whetherr paintings or statues, which portray the brokenness of human and woman's existence 

orr narratives which would portray 'God' as suffering, destructive or absent could be 

experiencedd as sources which can be read or contemplated 'with belief. Or to phrase this 

questionn in other words: could works of art which portray the brokenness of women's existence 

becomee sources or resources which affirm women in their social and spiritual quest? Could they 

bee experienced as sources which illuminate, value and give meaning to their daily experiences 

orr connect them to a spiritual reality? What would 'the ugly' then reveal of and about (the 

naturee of) this spiritual reality? Or do women have to read or contemplate these works of art 

'withh belief as they strengthen them in their rejection of certain views about what the fullness 

off  their gender, and the nature of the divine might be. 
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10.. Incarnation: the fruit of the encounter of female subject 
withh the other: man or woman. 

Lucee Irigaray's thoughts on the dialectical relation with the other address primarily the relation 

withh the other of different sex. It is the logical consequence and perhaps the culmination-point 

off  her project to think through, re-value and elaborate the irreducible difference of the sexes. 

Thiss project is firstly directed at developing and elaborating the subjectivity of women as 

irreduciblee different from men; thus at the transformation of woman as the other of the Same 

too the other of the Other. But it is equally directed at thinking through and painting a picture 

off  the relation between the two sexes as a relation between two subjects. These two parts of 

thiss project are intimately connected, because an inter-subjective relation between the sexes 

cannott be imagined nor realized without the elaboration of the female subject as the subject of 

herr horizon, the subject of her desire, her speech and acts. Margaret Whitford formulates this 

connectionn as follows: 'for exchange to take place between the two terms of sexual difference, 

theree must first be two terms.' The painting of the relation between two subjects of different 

sexx is directed at thinking through, imagining, painting this relation as an inter-subjective 

relation,, and this couple as a creative couple instead of as a procreative couple. At stake is a 

figurationn of love between two subjects whereby the fecundity of the love is not imagined as 

aa procreative fecundity but as fecundity whereby the lovers become co-creators of the world, 

co-creatorss of a symbolic world which is neither of the one nor of the other, but un oeuvre, a 

body-of-work.. Or to use Luce Irigaray's formulation: 

Sexuall  difference would constitute the horizon of worlds more fecund than any known to 

datee - at least in the West - and wimout reducing fecundity to the reproduction of bodies 

andd flesh. For loving partners this would be a fecundity of birth and regeneration, but also 

thee production of a new age of thought, art, poetry, and language: the creation of a new 

poetics.{E¥:poetics.{E¥: 13:EE:5) 

Inn chapter eight I have given an interpretation of Luce Irigaray's ideas on the dialectical nature 

off  the relation with the other. I explained in that chapter that this relation is build upon the 

recognitionn and respect of the irreducible difference of the other so that the alterity of the other 

iss not effaced but can become unfolded. I argued that the question 'Who art Thou?', an 

expressionn of the wonder before the alterity of the other, voices this recognition of and respect 

forr the transcendence of the other. 

11 Whitford, Luce Irigaray, 154. 

273 3 



InIn this chapter I wil l return to this reading to offer an interpretation of Luce Irigaray's 

thoughtss on the love-relation between female subject and die odier, man or woman. I wil l paint 

Lucee Irigaray's thoughts on the (love)-relation widi the other of different sex and on the (love)-

relationn with the other of the same sex in the same chapter, because it wil l enable me to picture 

thee structural elements in both relations as well as the distinctions between these relations. I wil l 

firstt give a picture of Luce Irigaray's thoughts on the (love-)relation of the female subject widi 

thee other, man.(otiierm) I wil l tiien continue by painting her thoughts on die relation of die 

femalee subject with the odier, woman. (otherf) I wil l argue that diese two kinds of (love)-relation 

showw a structural correspondence, because the elements of recognition and respect of the 

transcendencee of the odier appear in each relation with die other, whedier diis odier is the other 

off  die same sex or the other of different sex. But it wil l also become clear from this last picture 

thatt Luce Irigaray considers the relation of die female subject witi i the odierf to be qualitatively 

andd quantatively different from die relation widi die otherm. I wil l contend diat this last view 

off  Luce Irigaray is rooted in her conception of die relation widi the mother and in her use of 

diee negative. I wil l close diis chapter with a critical consideration of die implications of tiiis 

vieww for die relations between women and especially for die creativity of the relations between 

women,, or, for the creativity of the community of women. 

THEE LOVE OF AND FOR THE OTHER OF DIFFERENT SEX. 

Inn her painting of the love of and for die odier of different sex Luce Irigaray envisages an inter-

subjectivee love-relation: a relation between two subjects, between a female subject of love and 

aa male subject of love. Only in such a relation die two subjects might arrive at a dia-logue and 

ann amorous exchange diat 'generates die human, the divine witiii n diem and between diem' to 

usee a phrase from 'Divine Women' wherewitii Luce Irigaray pictures die horizon of the love 

betweenn lovers.(SP:72;SG:60) 

Thiss intersubjectivity of die relation between die lovers rests upon die recognition and respect 

off  die transcendence of the odier. In chapter eight I explained diat diis meant diat die odier is 

recognizedd and respected as a volume incontournable that cannot be substituted for someone 

elsee nor take die position of an other; thus as an other whose alterity cannot be reduced to the 

alreadyy known. Luce Irigaray describes die transcendence of the other therefore widi 

expressionss as 'sometiiing insurmountable, a mystery, a freedom that will never be 

mine'(JAT:: 162;ILTY: 104). 

Too mark diis inter-subjective nature of the love-relation witi i die other of different sex, 

Lucee Irigaray introduces die word amante for the female lover next to the word amant in 'The 
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Fecundityy of the Caress'. By using the word amante in the context of the intersubjective love-

relation,, she effects a shift in the semantic field of this word. For although it exists in French 

ass the female form of the (male) word amant, 'lover', it is a form that is generally used as a 

synonymm of maitresse: mistress, it is hardly ever used to denote a female lover or female 

subjectt of desire.2 The introduction of this word in the last chapter of An Ethics illustrates the 

thoughtt that the appearance of the female lover as female subject of desire rests upon the 

presuppositionn that (a) woman has become a subject in her own right. This process of becoming 

aa female subject is depicted in the previous chapters of An Ethics as a process of becoming 

womann in and through her love of self and love of same. 

Inn 'Questions to Emmanuel Levinas', a text she wrote seven years after 'The Fecundity 

off  the Caress', Luce Irigaray writes moreover that 'in this way, I wanted to signify that the 

womann is not reducible to a more or less immediate object of desire. Man and woman, woman 

andd man can love each other in reciprocity as subjects.'(QEL:917;IR:185) The figure of the 

femalee lover thus carries with it the notion of the 'non-hierarchy of the sexes in the act of 

love',, which Luce Irigaray describes as 'the most precious thing that I wanted to say in "The 

Fecundityy of the Caress".'(QEL:918;IR:186). This non-hierarchy or reciprocity is therefore the 

necessaryy prerequisite for the love-relation between two subjects of different sex in order to 

becomee 'fertile in another sense then the strict bodily.'(SP:72;SG:60, transl. mod.). 

Thee question is then how Luce Irigaray describes the love-relation between the one and the 

otherr so that it is creative and not procreative; in other words, how does she describe the love-

relationn between the one and the other that is a site where the divine becomes incarnate in and 

throughh their love. 

22 'La fécondité de la caresse' was first published in a special issue of L'exercises de la patience 
1983,, 5, 119-137 devoted to the work of Emmanuel Levinas. Later it became the last chapter of 
L'Ethique.L'Ethique. This text circulates also in two English versions, both made by Carolyn Burke. The first 
hass been published in 1986 in Richard Cohen (ed), Face to Face with Levinas, Suny Press, Albany 
1986,, 231-256. The second version has been published in 1993 in Luce Irigaray's An Ethics. 185-
217. . 

Inn 'Translation Modified', Carolyn Burke writes among other things about the difference 
betweenn these two translations. She explains that when she translated die text for the first time, the 
textt was not yet part of Luce Irigaray's An Ethics. In that context, she translated Luce Irigaray's 
amanteamante with Beloved, and aimée with 'Loved one'. But in the translation of Luce Irigaray's An Et-
hicshics she chose to translate amante/amant by female/ male lover and aimée/aimé by beloved woman/ 
man.. She explains this change as an effect of the context of the book. For this context made clear 
thatt the issue Luce Irigaray dealt with in her text on Emmanuel Levinas was the issue of woman 
ass desiring subject. See Carolyn Burke, 'Translation Modified', in: Burke et al. (eds), Engaging 
withwith Irigaray, 252 & 260 n.7. 
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II  have found an answer to this question in Luce Irigaray's text 'The Fecundity of the 

Caress',, her response to Emmanuel Levinas' text 'Phenomenology of Eros'3 as well as in her 

textt 'Questions to Emmanuel Levinas on the divinity of love'.4 Each text offers (me) notions 

andd passages which shed light upon important aspects of this love of the other that regenerates. 

Inn 'The Fecundity of the Caress' I have found the Luce Irigaray's conception of the caress very 

enlighteningg and in her text 'Questions to Emmanuel Levinas' she gives an illuminating picture 

off  a form of 'loss of self in which the subject is not consumed by the love of the other. In the 

followingg pages I wil l offer a close-reading of (some) passages from these texts, in which Luce 

Irigaray'ss ideas are unfolded and through which the implications of these ideas for the 

conceptionn of incarnation wil l emerge. 

Beforee I wil l elaborate these notions, however, I want to make a remark about the style of 

'Thee Fecundity of the Caress'. In the above I called it a response to Emmanuel Levinas' text 

'Phenomenologyy of Eros'. But this response must be seen as an example of a mimetic reading 

off  Emmanuel Levinas' views on Eros, by the otherf. It answers to the manner of reading Luce 

Irigarayy describes in the interview 'Nietzsche, Freud et les Femmes', where she says: 

Myy movement(...)is one of saying: 'I love you, but I do not want to be taken into your 

circle.. Try to hear her whof (or thatf which) is outside. I do not want to be your double. 

II  question you and I call out for you from outside, (...). Try to hear me.' This is an appeal 

andd a refusal.5 

Althoughh I quoted this passage in the previous chapter I repeat it here, because it explains that 

thee female voice often speaks as the female beloved, bom affirming as well as refusing the 

implicationss of this position. In and through this 'movement' of appeal and refusal the figure 

off  the female lover, 1'amante, appears. This means that in 'The Fecundity of the Caress' the 

femalee subject of love emerges as a consequence of Luce Irigaray's refusal to enact the part 

thatt Emmanuel Levinas' allots to the female beloved in his description of erotic love. This 

33 This text is both very close to the text of Emmanuel Levinas' - part of it consists of un-attributed 
quotess from his text - as well as very far removed from it in its vision on the love of and for the 
other. . 

44 'Questions to Emmanuel Levinas' is more critical and harsher in tone than 'The Fecundity of the 
Caress'.. It is a response to Emmanuel Levinas*  thoughts in Totalité and Infini and Le Temps et 
l'Autre. l'Autre. 

55 Luce Irigaray, Corps a Corps avec la Mere, 48/49. 
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conclusionn implies that my picture of the female subject as a female subject of desire must be 

readread as a picture which emerges when the negatives, used by Luce Irigaray to refuse Emmanuel 

Levinas'' picture of the female beloved, are reversed into a positive direction. As such it is 

alreadyy based upon Luce Irigaray's notion or vision 'the reciprocity or non-hierarchy of the 

sexess in the act of love'. 

Thee passion of wonder  is expressed by the caress. 

Thee reciprocity of woman and man in the act of love envisaged by Luce Irigaray is presupposed 

andd expressed in her depiction of the gesture of the caress and of its fecundity.6 She calls the 

caresss the most elementary gesture of love, because it is an approach of the other through 

touch,, through the sense that subtends all other senses. She describes this gesture as one 

'whichh is always and still preUminary to and in all nuptials, which weds without consum-

(mat)ing,, which fulfil s while abiding by the outlines of the other.'(EF:174;EE:186, transl. 

adapt)7 7 

Thiss picture of the gesture of the caress is leavened by the passion of wonder before the 

alterityy of the other. It suggests that the caress springs from the passion of wonder, or represents 

ann approach of the other that is carried by this passion. It might be read as the tactile expression 

off  the question 'Who art thou?' (EF:77;EE:74), a question thanks to which the beloved can 

'be'' or 'become': to be and to become irreducibly different, to unfold an otherness 'that never 

suitss the lover completely\(EF:77;EE:74). 

Lucee Irigaray's depiction of this gesture suggests an approach of this other in which she 

orr he is recognized and respected as transcendent to the self. This recognition of the 

transcendencee of the other creates and respects the space, the interval between the two lovers 

andd keeps this space intact. The respect of this space is a necessary prerequisite to the 

reciprocityy or non-hierarchy between woman and man in the act of love, because when either 

66 Atie Briiggemann-Kruijff remarks about the title of Luce Irigaray's text 'The Fecundity of the 
Caress'' that it is 'a beautiful junction of words that are important to Levinas, which promises 
neverthelesss an empathie interpretation'. Atie Brüggemann-Kruijff, Bij de gratie van de transcen-
dentie,dentie, 101. 

77 The French text reads: 'Ce geste toujours et encore préliminaire a et en toutes noces, qui épouse 
sanss consommer, qui accomplit en respectant les bords de 1'autre, ..." (my italics). The translators 
off  An Ethics have rendered the verb accomplir with to perfect. I have chosen to translate it with 
toto fulfil/  to realize to maintain the intertextual relation with the notion of Vaccomplissement des 
nocesnoces which is a recurrent expression in 'Femmes Divines', indicating the fulfilment or realization 
off  the nuptials between the lovers. See SR71+74. 
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off  the two would transgress or consume this space, this non-hierarchical relation between the 

loverss would be disrupted in favour of the transgressor. 

Thiss last conclusion can be underpinned by a critical reading of Emmanuel Levinas' 

thoughtss on the function of the caress in the erotic encounter. Although I have already given 

aa critique on his phenomenology of Eros, I wil l further develop this critique in this chapter in 

orderr to give sharper contours to Luce Irigaray's interpretation of the love of the other and the 

fecundityy of the caress, which have been developed in response to Emmanuel Levinas' views 

onn the caress. 

Myy main critique concerns the absence of wonder before the alterity of the other in Emmanuel 

Levinas'' description of the caress and the consequences of this absence for the relation between 

thee lovers. For although Emmanuel Levinas writes that 'the caress like contact is sensibility,'8 

hee does not portray the gesture of the caress as a sensual touching of the female beloved. His 

descriptionn of the caress is dominated by the verb 'chercher/to search'. In his narrative the 

caresss becomes a touch that searches the female beloved, mat body-searches beyond the 

tangiblee for the invisible, for 'what is not yet'. The (caress of the) male lover is thus not 

engagedd with the female beloved, but through her, or beyond her, with the mystery of the 'not 

yet'' that she might hold for him. 

Thee absence of the passion of wonder in the touch of the caress implies that the space or 

intervall  between the lover and the beloved is not respected but transgressed or consumed. It is 

noo wonder then that in the (frantic) search for this mystery, the caress - or the lover who 

caressess - loses sight of the female beloved, and loses itself in 'a being mat dissipates as 

thoughh into an impersonal dream without wil l and even without resistance, a passivity, an 

alreadyy animal or infantile anonymity, already entirely at death.'9 This passage explains, 

moreover,, why Emmanuel Levinas sees erotic love as ambiguous. On the one hand, he 

describess this 'transportation' of the self brought about by caressing the other as voluptuous, 

ass 'a pleasure and a dual egoism'.10 On the other hand, this 'voluptuosity' of Eros is 

portrayedd in terms that indicate that the loss of self brought about by the caress is threatening 

too the male lover's position as (transcendental) subject.11 He resolves this ambiguity by 

suggestingg that the subject transcends death and returns to himself (though differently) in and 

88 TIF:235;TIE:257. 

99 TIF:237;TIE:259. 

100 TIF:244;TIE:266. 

111 TIF:237;TIE:259. 
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throughh the birth of a son. Thus Emmanuel Levinas situates the fecundity of the caress in the 

birthh of a son, because this son might be seen as the materialisation or the embodiment of the 

not-yet,, of this future that remained hidden or a mystery in the act of love itself. 

Caressingg the other: a mutual outpouring 

Ass I stated in the above, Luce Irigaray writes in a different key about the touch of the caress. 

Shee highlights that the caress is a gesture of touch. To understand her thoughts on the caress 

onee has therefore to explore the characteristics of touching. Such an exploration renders that 

inn the touch the distinctions between touching and being touched, between subject and object 

orr between active and passive fade away or become blurred. This characteristic of touch implies 

forr the gesture of the caress, that touching the other becomes very close to being touched by 

thee other. This means that there is a continuous exchange between active and passive in the 

touch,, so that the positions of lover and beloved are continuously interchanged between the 

loverss in the act of love, turning the love-relation between them into a reciprocal relation. 

Thiss blurring of distinctions between touching and being touched, between active and passive 

runss the danger to be interpreted (or experienced) as a (con)fusion between the lovers or as a 

'losss of self of the subject in the beloved object. For the difference between a loss of self in 

thee other and the blurring of distinctions between self and other is a subtle one. It is a 

differencee between the effacement of the distinctions between subject and object so that they 

becomee one and a mutual outpouring in a shared space by two loving subjects. This last 

interpretationn of the effect of the caress is depicted by Luce Irigaray in the following passage 

fromm 'Questions to Emmanuel Levinas'. She writes: 

(Levinas)) knows nothing of communion in pleasure. (He) does not ever seem to have 

experiencedd the transcendence of the other which becomes extase instante, en-stasis in me 

andd with him. For Levinas, the distance is always maintained with the other in the 

experiencee of love. The other is 'close' to him in 'duality'. This autistic, egological, 

solitaryy love does not correspond to the shared outpouring {Veffusion a deux), to the loss 

off  boundaries which takes place for both lovers when they cross the boundary of the skin 

intoo the mucous membranes of the body, leaving the circle which encloses my solitude 

too meet in a shared space, a shared breath, abandoning the relatively dry and precise 

outliness of each body's solid exterior to enter a fluid universe where the perception of 

beingg two persons (de la dualité) becomes indistinct, and above all, acceding to another 
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energy,, neither that of the one, nor of the other but an energy produced together and as 

aa result of the irreducible difference of sex. (QEL:913;IR:180, transl. adapt.)12 

Thiss passage merits some attention, because it paints Luce Irigaray's vision on a love that is 

bothh reciprocal and productive. 

II  read this portrayal of the 'mutual outpouring' against the background of those passages of 

'Thee Gesture in Psychoanalysis' that deal with what I have described in chapter 5 as 'circle 

off  the self. Luce Irigaray calls this circle in this passage the 'circle of my solitude'. In that 

chapterr I have also painted this circle of and around the self as a protection against break-in or 

attackk of the other, and as a boundary around which a creative play of being with the other 

mightt take place. In chapter 8 I have moreover argued that this boundary of the self ought to 

bee associated with the mucous membrane, as the qualities of the mucous membrane evoke an 

imagee of this circle as a permeable one, as one that is open to the other, one that enables an 

exchangee of the mucous and in the mucous, in the tangible flesh. 

Thiss background suggests that what Luce Irigaray calls 'a mutual outpouring in a shared 

space'' or the unfolding of the subject through the caress of the other might be thought of as a 

becomingg permeable of the boundaries or the mucous membranes of the two lovers, so that they 

leavee their protective circle to enter a common or shared space. It suggests, moreover, an 

exchangee of the mucous called forth by the caress in and through the mucous membranes. This 

readingg gives contours to my idea that the distinctions between the two lovers become blurred, 

butt are not effaced in the act of love or in the mutual outpouring. For the protective circles or 

boundariess become permeable in and through the caress but they are not dissolved. This idea 

thatt the circle of self is not dissolved in the act of love decides the difference between the 

interpretationn (or experience) of the love-act as a dissolution, a burning, a drowning or loss of 

selff  and the love act as entering 'a fluid universe where the perception of being two persons 

(dee la dualité) becomes indistinct'. 

Thiss difference can also be elaborated by returning to my interpretation of the caress as 

ann expression of the passion of wonder. For just as the passion of wonder keeps a space of 

freedomm and attraction between the two lovers, the caress does not transgress the boundaries 

off  the beloved, but keeps them in-tact or 'abides by the outlines of the other' as Luce Irigaray 

122 In The Irigaray Reader, the expression 'extase instante' is translated as 'im-mediate ecstasy' (IR:-
180),, and the word 'en-stase' is left out of the translation. I prefer to quote the French original here 
ass neither the translation im-mediate ecstasy, nor the absence of the word 'en-stasis' helps under-
standingg the notion 'extase instante'. 

280 0 



describess it in An Ethics. It thus keeps this space of separation and alliance between two 

irreduciblyy different subjects in-tact. 

Inn the above quoted passage, Luce Irigaray does not discuss the space between the two lovers 

ass the space that safeguards their differences. She rather paints it as a creative space. Through 

thee mutual outpouring of the two lovers, they create and enter a space which becomes a shared 

orr 'common' space, the space of their erotic encounter, a meaningful in-between. 

Thatt this meaningful in-between must be seen as a creative, productive site, becomes clear 

inn the following sentence, in which Luce Irigaray describes 'the effect' of this mutual 

outpouringg as 'the accession to another energy, neither that of the one, nor of the other but an 

energyy produced together and as a result of the irreducible difference of sex'. This sentence 

suggestss that the accession to this energy must be understood as (a first expression of or step 

in)) the fecundity of the caress Luce Irigaray envisages. It is an energy that is produced together 

byy both lovers. This implies that neither the one nor the other can claim the production of this 

energyy or attribute it to the other. This energy must therefore be understood as a 'third', the 

body-of-work,, l'oeuvre, which they have generated together. This body-of-work generates an 

(momentary)) alliance between the two lovers and is also a co-creation of this alliance - in the 

sensee that they have built or generated a (mode of) being with the other. 

Lucee Irigaray describes this co-creation or energy not only as un oeuvre but also as 'a 

communionn in pleasure'. Especially the word 'communion' calls forth a strong association with 

thee sacrament of the Eucharist, which is also called a communion. Thinking further upon this 

association,, it illuminates that this energy does not belong to either of the two lovers. They 

sharee this energy between them and they partake of it as of life-giving food. It evokes moreover 

thee interpretation that this energy might be thought of as the gift of their love, as something 

theyy have created together but that nevertheless transcends them. Or, it suggests the thought that 

thee lovers partake in the communion in pleasure of the divine, of an in-finite power of life. This 

latterr interpretation underlines that Luce Irigaray conception of the fecundity of the caress as 

aa fecundity or regeneration of life. 

Thee mutual outpouring in the act of love: an extase instante. 

InIn the long passage which I quoted in the previous paragraph, Luce Irigaray paints the mutual 

outpouringg in the act of love as 'an experience of the transcendence of the other which 

becomess an extase instante, an enstasis, in me and with him.'(QEL:913;IR:180, transl. adapt.) 

Thiss paradoxical formulation merits attention for two reasons. First it is reminiscent of and a 
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commentaryy upon the discourse of mystical love. And secondly it recalls Luce Irigaray's other 

paradoxicall  and enigmatic notion: that of the sensible transcendental. 

Lucee Irigaray's description of the communion in pleasure in the act of love is reminiscent 

off  the accounts of the ecstatic experiences of the transcendence of the other the accounts of 

aa mystical union between human beings and the divinity, a union or unification with the o/Other 

inn which limits are transcended and distinctions blurred. It evokes associations with tales of 

suchh a mystical union in which the self is lost in the act of love. This loss of self is painted or 

interpretedd as an ek-stasis, a standing outside oneself or a transportation beyond the self, 

wherebyy the subject of love, the 'I love', is consumed by (God) the other.13 Such a loss of 

selff  is described by Luce Irigaray in 'When our lips speak together': 

(...)) 'I love you' is addressed by convention or habit to an enigma - an other. (...) I love 

you:: I don't know who, or what. 'I love' flows away, is buried, drowned, burned, lost in 

aa void. We'll have to wait for the return of 'I love'. (CS:205/206;TS:206) 

Emmanuell  Levinas pictures also a loss of self in the act of love, when he writes that in the act 

off  love the subject is 'swept away into an absolute future where it (the subject) escapes itself 

andd loses its position as subject.'14 In his phenomenology the subject who has lost himself in 

thee other can only return to the self by re-positioning himself as subject - as father of a son. 

Bothh accounts of a loss of self in the act of love must be attributed to the fact that the 

transcendencee of the o/Other is depicted as a metaphysical transcendence, as a presence outside 

orr beyond the categories of time and space. This calls forth these accounts - or interpretations -

off  a transportation beyond the self.15 

133 I am thinking for instance of Jacques Lac an's interpretation of Bernini's statue representing Theresia 
off  Avila's experience of the mystical union with God. He represents it as a prototype of female 
jouissance,jouissance, of an ineffable pleasure. See Jaques Lacan, 'God and the jouissance of the woman', 
in:: Juliet Mitchel and Jacqueline Rose (eds), Feminine Sexuality: Jacques Lacan and the École 
Freudienne,Freudienne, London: Macmillan, 1982, 137-148. 

144 TIF:237;TIE:259. 

155 That this picture of the mystical union with God is oversimplified is clear. The accounts of the 
mysticall  union are more varied and allow for other interpretations of this experience than this one, 
whichh is rather influenced by Jacques Lacan's interpretation of Theresia of Avila's jouissance as 
ann ineffable pleasure. See for example the studies of Dutch theologians as Harriet Blankers, 
'Dilemma'ss in lichamelijkheid. Interpretatie van hét mystieke genieten by Teresa van Avila', in: 
TijdschriftTijdschrift voor Theologie vol 32 (1992) 4,367-387; Grietje Dresen, Is dit mijn lichaam? Visioenen 
vanvan het volmaakte lichaam in katholieke moraal en mystiek, Nijmegen: Valkhof Pers, 1998. esp. 
chapterr 4; Anke Passeniers, 'The Suffering Body and the Freedom of the Soul: Medieval Women's 
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Lucee Irigaray envisages the communion in pleasure of the two lovers, however, as an 'extase 

instante,instante, en-stasis, using a paradox to point out that this 'ecstasy' is not an ek-stasis, a standing 

outsidee oneself, but an en-stasis, a standing in oneself. Margaret Whitford underlines this too 

inn her commentary on the word 'instante', when she writes: 

'instante',, translated as 'im-mediate', could also be translated as 'immanent'. It is the 

otherr side of 'extase', that which stands in itself, rather than that which stands outside 

itself,, and corresponds to the non-existent French word 'en-stase'.16 

Shee clarifies that this notion 'exstase instante' points towards a jouissance or a transfusion of 

pleasuree that does not transcend the body, but is rooted in the body, in the sensible flesh of 

eachh of the lovers, and that also transcends each of the lovers because it is a pleasure and an 

energyy that is produced together. This conception of the 'communion in pleasure' is informed 

byy Luce Irigaray's study of the Indian tradition of yoga, as becomes clear in the following 

passagess from I Love to You: 

Thee approach of Far-Eastern traditions, (...) has taught me another way, a way leading not 

too a discharge, but to an energetic recharge, to a regeneration and a culture of 

energy.(JAT:214;ILTY:: 137) 

Inn the tradition of yoga, for example, making love does not mean a return to a zero degree 

off  tension but rather making energy circulate between chakras (nerve centers which are 

bothh physical and spiritual), between the lowest and highest chakras. Making love carnally 

inn this way means cultivating your instincts together...(JAT:61;ILTY:31) 

Wayss of Union with God', in: Jonneke Bekkenkamp & Maaike de Haardt, Begin with the Body, 
264-287. . 

166 Margaret Whitford, 'The glossary', in: The Irigaray Reader, 17. See also note 13 of this chapter. 
Margarett Whitford's remark that the word 'enstase' is a non-existent French word is not all 

togetherr true. It is a neologism introduced by Mircea Eliade to describe the mystical state of the 
yogi,, samadhi. See 'Samadhi', in: M. Eliade (ed), Encyclopedia of Religion 13, 33. Mircea Eliade 
discussess the notion samadhi at various places in his book on Patanjali. See Mircea Eliade, Patanja-
lili  and Yoga, 52, and 90-121 especially 118/119 on the paradoxical nature of samadhi. It is not clear 
too me, though, to what extent Luce Irigaray's concept of 'enstasis' is related or indebted to this 
particularr tradition. She clearly has derived the notion of 'the accession to another energy in the 
sharedd outpouring' from the tradition of yoga. See JAT:61+214;ILTY:31/32+137. The delineation 
off  the correspondences and differences between the concept of samadhi and her ideas of the 
communionn in pleasure as an 'extase instante' lies however beyond the scope of this study. 
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Thesee passages shed light upon Luce Irigaray's notion of an ecstasy that is standing in itself. 

Thee first passage elucidates that the communion in pleasure envisaged by Luce Irigaray does 

nott answer to the dominant Freudian model of the act of love, in which it is presented as a 

physicall  process of tension and release, as a discharge of energy - with the ensuing representa-

tionn of this release as une petite mort. It rather shows that Luce Irigaray envisages this 

communionn in pleasure as a circulation of (sexual) energy in and through the flesh, whereby 

thee energy is sublimated and trans-figured, brought from one level to the other passing from 

thee carnal to the spiritual, from the sensible to the transcendental. 

Althoughh I call this circulation a sublimation from the carnal into the spiritual, I do not 

interprett it as a movement of transcendence of die carnal. Luce Irigaray's paradoxical 

formulationn of an extase instante points, rather, towards a unification of these two 'poles'. This 

cann already be seen in her choice of the word 'circulation' for the movement of energy in and 

throughh the chakras. But it can also be concluded from her picture of the loss of self in 'The 

Fecundityy of the Caress' where she paints this loss of self 'as an immersion in that which does 

nott yet have an individualized form, an elementary flux'.(EF:176;EE:189) This formulation 

indicatess too that the ecstasy of die act of love is not a transcendence of die flesh, but an 

enstasiss in the flesh or a divinisation of the flesh, as Luce Irigaray calls it in 'Enseignements 

Orientaux'.. She further explains tiiis divinisation as the unfolding of the flesh so that it blooms, 

soo that it might realize its potential - 'becomes more subtly and totally sensible.'17 

Myy interpretation of the extase instante as unifying the carnal and the spiritual calls forth 

associationss with another of Luce Irigaray's enigmatic notions, notably that of the sensible 

transcendental.transcendental. This notion is also a paradoxical one, as me European philosophical and 

theologicall  tradition has always staged die sensible and die transcendental as opposites of each 

odier.. But in Luce Irigaray's thought these opposites are yoked togetiier to express that the 

transcendentall  - die condition of possibility of being and dunking - cannot be separated from 

thee sensible.18 

Butt the notion 'the sensible transcendental' signifies more tiian diis condition of 

possibilityy of thinking and being. It also expresses that the flesh and the divine are not 

opposites,, but tiiat die divine is a quality of the flesh, or, tiiat our presentiments, visions, images 

off  the divine and of 'God' are rooted in the flesh. This interpretation is called forth, first, by 

diee obvious associations of die transcendental widi die divine. For transcendence has been 

presentedd as die first attribute of God and the divine by die philosophical tiieological tradition 

177 Luce Irigaray, Entre Orient et Occident, 85. 

188 See chapter 4 pages for a fuller elaboration of this idea of Agnes Vincenot. 
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off  the West.19 Secondly, the association of the notion 'the sensible transcendental' with 'God' 

andd the divine is affirmed by the passage wherein Luce Irigaray introduces the notion of the 

'sensiblee transcendental' for the first time. This passage deals with the issue whether we need 

aa 'God' and what (kind of) 'God' we have to await then. She paints this god as 'a god carried 

onn the breath of the cosmos, the song of the poets, the respiration of the 

lovers.'(EF:124;EE:129)) and the advent of this god as *a new birth, a new era of history in 

whichh 'space is made for a 'we are' or a 'we become', 'we live' together.'(idem) She 

continues: : 

Thiss creation would be our opportunity, from the humblest detail of everyday lif e to the 

'grandest',, by means of the opening of a sensible transcendental that comes into being 

throughh us, of which we would be the mediators and bridges. Not only in mourning for 

thee dead God of Nietzsche, not waiting passively for the god (the divinity?) to come, but 

byy conjuring that up between us, in us, as a resurrection and transfiguration of blood, of 

flesh,, through a language and an ethics that is ours'.(EF:124;EE:129) 

Thiss whole passage leaves a strong association of the 'sensible transcendental' with 'God' and 

thee divine. This suggestion is strengthened by the ambiguity of the referent of the French 'le' 

inn the sentence 'that is conjured up between us', as it could refer both to god/the divinity and 

too the 'sensible transcendental' in this passage. 

Herr description of the sensible transcendental also suggest that it can be read as 

synonymouss to the word 'incarnation', because it suggests that the flesh transfigures into word 

andd deed, notably in language and an ethics. It moreover suggests a correspondence between 

thee 'sensible transcendental' and extase instante. This parallel comes to the fore in Luce 

Irigaray'ss description of the sensible transcendental as 'something that is brought into being 

throughh us, between us, in us, of which we would be the mediators and bridges', which echoes 

Lucee Irigaray's description of the extase instante as 'another energy which is generated 

betweenn and in the lovers'. Of this energy I wrote that it must be seen as a creation of the 

lovers,, as a body-of-work which generates both an (momentary) alliance between the two lovers 

ass well as a co-creation of this alliance - in the sense that they have built or generated a (mode 

of)) being with the other. This interpretation corresponds in turn with Luce Irigaray's description 

off  advent of the sensible transcendental as mediated by 'us', by the two sexes, two subjects of 

199 Denise de Costa interprets the notion 'transcendental' in the expression 'the sensible 
transcendental'' as referring to the divine. She uses this interpretation to elaborate the shifts in Anne 
Frank'ss conception of God and the divine in her diaries. See Denise de Costa, Anne Frank en Etty 
Hillesum.Hillesum. Spiritualiteit, schrijverschap, seksualiteit, Haarlem: Balans, 1996. 
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love.. It suggests that the incarnation of the divine or the transfiguration of flesh and blood in 

languagee and ethics is a co-creation of the two lovers, the fruit of their being, becoming and 

livingg together, to use Luce Irigaray's words. 

Makin gg love is lik e being reborn 

Myy interpretation of the fecundity of the caress focused in the above on the creation of a 

collectivee body-of-work, or to 'the generation of the human, the divine in us and between 

us'.(SP:72;SG:60,, my italics). In this paragraph I wil l pay attention to 'the generation of the 

humann and the divine in us' in and through the act of love. For this ' in us' illuminates that the 

fecundityy of the act of love becomes manifest not only in the incarnation of the divine in a 'we 

are'' and of a 'we live together', but also in an incarnation of the divine in the subject of love 

itself,, notably as a regeneration or re-birth of the self. Luce Irigaray mentions this 'effect' of 

thee love of and for the other in her interview with Kiki Amsberg and Aafke Steenhuis, when 

shee says that: 

(M)akingg love with someone is like being re-bom. If the love-act has really been 

completedd it is like being brought into the world anew. You loose yourself in a certain 

sensee in the other, but he also loses theirself in you'.(Hecate: 200) 

Thesee sentences establish a connection between 'a loss of self in a certain sense' and 'the 

rebirthh of the self; a connection which is set off by the following passage from 'The Fecundity 

off  the Caress': 

Inn this moment of ultimate sympathy, (the mutual outpouring/the loss of self, acm) the 

feelingg and the felt go so far as the vertigo 'getting in over their heads (perdre pied),' as 

farr as the immersion in that which does not yet have an individualized form, as far as (a) 

returnn to the deepest level of elementary flux, where birth is not yet sealed up in its 

identity.. There, every subject loses its mastery and method. The path has been neither 

madee nor marked, unless in the call to a more distant future that is offered by and to the 

otherr in the abandonment of self. (...) Thus a new birth comes about...(EF:176;EE:189, 

transl.. adapt.) 

Thiss passage in turn has a number of parallels with the passage from 'Questions to Emmanuel 

Levinas',, which I quoted previously. Whereas Luce Irigaray speaks in 'Questions to Emmanuel 

Levinas'' of the loss of self in the act of love as a mutual outpouring, she paints it in this 
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passagee as a loss of mastery, method and of fixed identity. And whereas Luce Irigaray describes 

thee loss of self in 'Questions to Emmanuel Levinas' as 'entering a fluid universe' and as 'ac-

cedingg to another energy', she uses in this text the expressions 'immersion in that which does 

nott yet have individualized (or proper) form' and 'a return to the deepest level of elementary 

fluxx where birth is not yet sealed up in its identity'. 

Returningg to my suggestion that Luce Irigaray's expression 'loss of self in a certain sense' and 

herr conception of a 'rebirth of the self in and through love' are closely connected, I find that 

especiallyy the expressions 'immersion' and 'a return to elementary flux' set off this idea. The 

notionn 'immersion' evokes the idea, that touched in the flesh and moved by the touch of the 

caresss of the other, the two lovers become immersed in the chaos of profuse, fleeting, 

fluctuatingg and moving sensations, impressions and perceptions. The expression 'elementary 

flux'' indicates then the primacy and the fluid nature of the elements that constitute the flesh. 

Itt calls to mind that this libidinal, tangible, elemental flesh is also maternal matter, because it 

correspondss with epithets that Luce Irigaray has used for the üstera, the first abode, the place 

off  birth: 'originary matrix, first nourishing earth, first waters, first sheaths, first mem-

branes...'(SP:26;SG:14);; epithets that recall the four elements and the elemental. These intertex-

tuall  echoes, the images used and their ensuing associations and semantic fields weave a network 

off  correspondences and analogies between maternal matter and the sensible matter of the flesh; 

betweenn placenta and mucous membranes; between the gift of lif e passed on through the 

umbilicall  cord, and the regeneration of lif e which the lovers bestow on each other in and 

throughh the touch of the caress. They indicate that the elementary flux must be interpreted as 

aa fertile flow, thereby underlining yet again that the fecundity of the caress is not a reproductive 

one,, not aimed at the birth of a child, but a productive one, an other formation of female 

identityy and/or the creation of a body of work. In 'Questions to Emmanuel Levinas', Luce 

Irigarayy calls this other formation, this other incarnation 'a return to ourselves other than we 

were.'(QEL:913;IR:181) ) 

Myy interpretation that the fecundity of the caress is (also) expressed in and through a re-

birthh of the self is underlined by the following passage which portrays what the touch of the 

caresss of the lover brings about in the beloved: 

Searchingg for what has not yet come into being for himself, he invites me to become what 

II  have not yet become. To realize a birth that is still in the future. Plunging me back in 

thee maternal womb and beyond that conception, awakening me to another birth - as a 

lovingg woman. (EF:174;EE:187) 
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Al ll  the elements of Luce Irigaray's statement that 'making love is like being reborn in a 

certainn sense' return in this passage: the immersion in the maternal matter; the return from this 

immersionn other than I was: a loving woman; the return other than I was, presented as an other 

birth.. In this passage Luce Irigaray adds to all these notions, the notion of the 'not-yet'. It 

referss to Emmanuel Levinas' notion of the mystery of the not-yet. In this passage this notion 

becomess deeply changed, however. For whereas Emmanuel Levinas situates the not-yet 

'beyondd the future', beyond the possible, beyond the sensible, as if in a transcendental realm, 

Lucee Irigaray presents the 'not yet' as the not-yet realized possibilities of becoming woman of 

women.. She suggests that these possibilities might be realized through the immersion in the 

flesh,, in tangible, sensible, elemental, libidinal matter. This means, first, that Luce Irigaray 

presentss the flesh as in-finite, as the inexhaustible well-spring of lif e and being and as a source 

off  creativity that underlies an endless, infinite variety of incarnations of woman (and man), or 

actualisationss of what women (and men) are capable of being. This implies, secondly, that Luce 

Irigarayy situates 'the mystery of the not-yet', of the not-yet realized actualisations of what-we-

are-capable-of-beingg in the flesh, and that she does not project this re-source of lif e in a 

transcendentall  realm as Emmanuel Levinas does. This gesture entails, thirdly, a re-location of 

thee origin of life: from the Transcendent Other or Transcendent God as the Creator of life, to 

thee flesh, to sensible - fertile, creative - mat(t)er. 

Thee divine is resource of lif e and love 

II  noted in the above, that Luce Irigaray describes this other birth, this re-birth of the self as 'a 

returnn to the self other than I was'. I would like to use the notion 'transfiguration' to explain 

thiss metamorphosis of the self. First, this notion elucidates that I understand this 'other birth' 

ass a change of figuration of the flesh, thus as an other imago of the self, which emerges from 

thee chaotic flow of perceptions and sensations. Thus I interpret the re-birth of the beloved 

womann as a loving woman in die quoted passage 'he invites me to become what I have not 

yetyet become. (...) -, une amoureuse, a loving woman' as a transfiguration of the beloved woman, 

ass a unification in which the amorous passion of the woman is manifest so mat she appears as 

aa loving woman. Or, or as another shape of being (a) woman, as a 'becoming woman' in which 

thee female subject realizes the fullness (or richness) of what she is capable of 

being.(SP:73/SG:61,, transl. adapt.) 

II  use the word 'transfiguration', moreover, to indicate the mode of this omer birth. For 

thee birth of I'amoureuse or loving woman becomes manifest in the transfiguration of her body 

byy beauty. At least, this is suggested by two passages in Luce Irigaray's work. In the first 

passagee from 'The Fecundity of the Caress' Luce Irigaray writes that 'the beauty of the 

belovedd woman announces the fulfilment of the flesh. She is more beautiful, or differently 
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beautiful,, when she makes love than when she parades around in all her finery.' 

(EF:177;EE:190)) In the second passage, from 'Divine Women', Luce Irigaray suggests that 

femalee beauty - or the transfiguration of a female body by beauty - ought to be recognised as 

aa spiritual predicate of the flesh - as a phenomenon that expresses the interiority or intimacy 

off  the flesh, a woman's inner being or intimate self.(SP:76/77;SG:65) 

Thesee quotations raise the question, though, how to conceive this transfiguration of the 

femalee body by beauty. In the text 'The Three Genders' (SP:183-196;SG:169-181) Luce 

Irigarayy gives a possible answer to this question. She writes: 

(AA woman) can be beautiful, with a beauty that is not just a surface creation, but an 

emanationn of her inner being, her intimate self. Such words make people laugh today, but 

theyy carry weight in many other traditions where they designate an energy that can be 

maintained.(SP:194;SG:180,, my italics). 

Thiss passage - especially die expressions 'many other traditions' and 'energy' - recalls the 

passagess Luce Irigaray devotes to the ideas of die yoga-tradition on the circulation of energy 

Üiroughh die body. It explains tiiat die transfiguration of the female body by beauty refers to an 

unfoldingg or flourishing of the flesh that emanates or becomes manifest to die eye of the 

beholder. . 

Inn 'The Fecundity of the Caress' Luce Irigaray uses die word parousia for this phenomenon 

off  what I have interpreted as a transfiguration of die body by (an inner) beauty. (EF:177;-

EE:190)) She thereby borrows a word from the theological discourse mat marks the notion of 

diee re-appearance of the divine. By using tiiis word, she suggests that the beauty of the female 

belovedd lover might be understood as a revelation or manifestation of the divine, or, that the 

transfigurationn of die female body by beauty might be understood as bearing witness to the 

divinee made flesh. This suggestion is affirmed by die fact mat the first reference of the word 

'transfiguration'' mentioned in the dictionary is to the New Testament story of the 

transformationn of Jesus on the mountain.(Mc 9:2-8) This latter interpretation is also borne out 

byy a passage from 'The Fecundity of the Caress' and by one from 'Question to Emmanuel 

Levinas.. In the first passage, Luce Irigaray reproaches Emmanuel Levinas for die fact tiiat he 

invokess and takes me 'God' of lightness, of 'incarnation', die God of lif e into his discourse 

andd beyond, but that 'he does not perceive this God in the here and now: in the sensibility of 

thee female lover.'(EF:182;EE: 196/197) And in 'Questions to Emmanuel Levinas', she asks 

Emmanuell  Levinas 

289 9 



Whatt happens to seeing, to flesh, in the disappearance of God (according to her God 

disappearedd and became invisible when he gave his ten commandments, acm)? Where can 

one'ss eye alight if the divine is no longer to be seen? And if it does not continue to dwell 

inn the flesh of the other in order to illuminate it, to offer up to the look the other's flesh 

ass divine, as the locus of a divine to be shared? (QEL:920;IR:187) 

Bothh texts underline my assertion of chapter 8 and 9 that in Luce Irigaray's view God and the 

divinee are not foreign to the flesh, but 'consubstantial' with the flesh, with sensible, sensual, 

elementall  matter. 

Thee question may be asked to what God or divinity the transfigured female beauty bears 

witness.. In 'The Fecundity of the Caress' this divinity is painted as a God of air, of blood, of 

'thee breath of the cosmos', of the infinite possibilities of life. And in 'Questions to Emmanuel 

Levinas'' God is presented as one whose presence nourishes the senses. This means that Luce 

Irigarayy presents the divinity and the divine as a wellspring of life and love, as a presence that 

cann be made flesh in the transfigurations of the flesh as well as in the creations, the thoughts, 

thee works of art, the gestures of love, which the love-making of the lovers has brought into 

being. . 

Thee nuptials of the divine couple: image(s) of the love of the other 

Lucee Irigaray uses different images throughout her work to symbolize the love of the other in 

whichh the irreducible difference of the other is respected. The most important image is that of 

'thee nuptials of the divine couple'. This symbol brings together her thoughts on the love of 

thee other: notably the notion of a reciprocity between a female and a male subject of love and 

thee idea that the fecundity of this love is not expressed in the reproduction of the species but 

inn the regeneration of the lovers and the world. 

Thee notion of the nuptials or wedding (two English equivalents for the French 'les noces') 

off  the couple calls forth the notion of 'engagement with' or of 'entering into an alliance with' 

thee other. I prefer the word 'nuptials' above the word 'wedding' as translation of 'les noces', 

becausee the term 'wedding' suggests that the alliance celebrated in 'les noces' must be 

interpretedd as a (marriage)-contract, whereas the term 'les noces' refers to me festivities and 

merry-makingg of a passionate being with the other, of becoming 'a loving woman - and man' 

inn the encounter with the other. 

Byy calling the couple 'divine', Luce Irigaray indicates that this image represents the 

absolute,, the perfect or the horizon of this love of and for the other as well as the horizon of 
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herr project of thinking through and valuing sexual difference. The notion of the divine couple 

cann also be seen though as a reference to the particular couples she discusses, notably couples 

fromm various religious traditions: the Gods of India20, the image of Spirit and Bride, - a 

figurationn from the Apocalypse (EF:140;EE:148+SP:74;SG:62); the lovers of Song of Songs 

(QEL:920;IR:187++ JAT:61;ILTY:32)2', and Raymond and Mélusine, the unhappy couple that 

figuress in the first pages of 'Divine Women'. All these images highlight a different aspect of 

thee symbol of nuptials of the divine couple and show (again) the complexity of an alliance 

betweenn man and woman in which the divine is generated within and between them. 

TheThe Gods of India 

Fromm the second half of the eighties onwards, Luce Irigaray refers occasionally to the Gods of 

Indiaa and to the couples of the Indian pantheon. In 'Le temps de la vie' (The times of life), 

whichh she first published in 1989, she writes: 

Inn India men and women are gods together and they create the world together, including 

inn its cosmic dimension. The divine couples, whether they are Vishnu or Shiva with their 

femalee lovers, are microcosms that are in constant economic relation with the macrocosm; 

thiss happens the same in tantrism. These couples are images without children. They are 

lovers,, and lovers of the universe.22 

200 Luce Irigaray, Le Souffle des Femmes, 234; Luce Irigaray, 'Le temps de la vie', in: Roger-Pol Droit 
(ed),, Presences de Schopenhauer, Paris: Grasset, 1989, 239-259; reprinted in Luce Irigaray, Entre 
OrientOrient et Occident, 33-67. 

211 In the Irigaray-reader the translators refer to the Song of Solomon, whereas I use the translation 
SongSong of Songs, for the book which in the Hebrew Bible is called Shir ha-Shirim. The translators 
mustt have used the Revised Standard Version which calls this book the Song of Solomon. The title 
SongSong of Songs, however, is a more literal translation of the Hebrew Shir ha Shirim and conveys 
moreoverr the superlative contained in the Hebrew title: this song is the song of all songs, the 
highestt song. A second reason to refer to this Bible book as to the Song of Songs is that, although 
thee editor of the book presents King Solomon as the writer, recent (feminist) studies have suggested 
thatt it might go back to an oral tradition of songs by women. See Jonneke Bekkenkamp, 'Het 
Hooglied:: een vrouwenlied in een mannentraditie', in: Ria Lemaire (ed), Ik zing mijn lied voor al 
wiewie met mij gaat. Vrouwen in de Volksliteratuur, Utrecht: HES Uitgevers, 1986, 72-89. See for an 
discussionn of these studies Van Dijk-Hemmes, Sporen van Vrouwenteksten, 129-138. 

222 Luce Irigaray, 'Le temps de la vie', in: Droit, Presences de Schopenhauer, 245; Entre Orient et 
Occident,Occident, 44. 
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Thiss passage recalls her statement that the fertility of the couple ought not to be expressed in 

procreation,, but in co-creation of the world. In her view, these divine couples from the Indian 

traditionn image such a fertility and offer a goal for the process of becoming woman, divine. Her 

suggestionn that 'we' ought to meditate upon these images,23 recalls her view that women (and 

men)) need an image of 'God' to direct their becoming co-creators of the world, to direct the 

processs of incarnating this fecundity. 

Thiss last suggestion gives rise to the thought that the notion 'divine couple' not only 

referss to a couple of two divinities, suggested by the reference to Vishnu and Shiva and their 

consorts,, but also or foremost to a mode of relating to the other as well. This would be a mode 

off  relating whereby this other is seen as a god or goddess by the lover. Or to be more precise, 

itt would be a mode of relating in which the transcendence of the beloved lover is respected, 

inn which the one does not consume the other. This interpretation follows from the shift in 

conceptionn of the transcendence of the o/Other, I perceive and have exposed in Luce Irigaray*  s 

thought;; a shift from the transcendence of the other, God, to the transcendence of the other of 

differentt sex. When Luce Irigaray therefore presents the divine couples from the Indiann tradition 

ass figurations of a mode of relating in which women and men are 'gods' together, she suggests 

thatt the beloved lover must be encountered with the wonder and respect which is in the Western 

traditionn most often reserved for God. 

Itt is therefore a pity that Luce Irigaray does not mention the female consorts of these 

Indiann divine couples, nor explains how she arrives at her valuation of these images. Without 

thee specific iconographic images or the stories 'behind' these images of the couples, it becomes 

ratherr difficult to value her statement that these couples create the world together. This is all 

thee more important, in light of two remarks made by Rita Gross, who has made a study of 

Hindu-theism.. She mentions first that the imagery of Indian Gods as divine couples is on the 

onee hand a relatively recent phenomenon, that is on the other hand so common in Hinduism 

thatt it pervades both the traditions of Shiva and of Vishnu.24 But Rita Gross asserts secondly 

that: : 

itt would be difficult for a non-specialist - (as interpreters of Luce Irigaray's work most 

oftenn are, acm) - not specifically interested in the Goddess not to conclude that the Hindu 

Goddesss is (also) secondary to the Great Gods, given the scholarly books readily 

233 Luce Irigaray, Le Souffle des Femmes, 234. 

244 Rita M. Gross, 'Hindu Female Deities as a Resource for the Contemporary Rediscovery of the 
Goddess',, in: Journal of the American Academy of Religion, vol 46 (1978) 3, 269-291, esp. 278. 
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available.. All of them assume a Hindu model of deity that sees Vishnu and Shiva as 

primary,, with Devi, the Great Goddess, as a somewhat shadowy third.25 

Ritaa Gross refers to the interpretation and representation of the relation between the Indian Gods 

andd Goddesses as well as of Hinduism in general by phenomenologists of religion. They present 

thee Vedic tradition - the tradition of the Aryan invaders of the Indian subcontinent, which is 

mostlyy studied by scholars of Hinduism - as thé Hinduist tradition, whereas it is to a large 

extentt the tradition of male priests and/or the dominant caste. They present the resurgence of 

thee Goddess, who was venerated in many forms by the indigenous people of this subcontinent 

duringg the first centuries of the Christian Era and which influenced the traditions of Vishnu and 

Shivaa to such a large extent, as a resurgence of Indian folk-tradition in the Hinduist tradition.26 

Tracess of this history of invasion and of the appropriation of the stories of the Goddesses are 

too be found in the stories and the imagery of the female deities and of the divine couples, so 

thatt they cannot be approached other than with 'a hermeneutic of suspicion' similar to the 

suspicionn wherewith one approaches Greek mythology and the texts of the christian tradition. 

However,, by not calling the female partners of Vishnu and Shiva by name, but describing them 

ass 'female consorts', Luce Irigaray runs the danger that her passages on the divine couples of 

thee Indian tradition are read as referring to the dominant interpretations of these couples, which 

iss contrary to her intentions and her philosophy. 

Thiss critique must be modified, though, because in both the tradition of Vishnu and of 

Shivaa these deities are accompanied by numerous consorts, who each represent an aspect of 

femalee divine power. This implies that it is up to a woman or to a group of women which 

imagee of the female consort she takes up to meditate upon as support for her process of 

becomingg woman, divine. In this respect the contemplation of the images of divine couples of 

thee Gods of India might support the emergence of the female subject, because it offers her not 

255 Rita M. Gross, 'Hindu Female Deities', 273. 

266 Dating the resurgence of the Goddess at the beginning of the Christian Era suggests that this 
resurgencee is connected to the emergence of the tradition of tantrism, as this tradition emerged in 
thee first centuries of the Christian Era and bloomed from the sixth century onwards. According to 
Mirceaa Eliade it influenced in a relatively short time philosophy, mysticism, ritual, morality 
iconographyy and literature of the Indian sub-continent. In his view, Tantrism developed in those 
partss of India in which 'the spiritual counteroffensive of the aboriginal stock was at its height'. It 
iss thus a tradition that influenced the resurgence of female deities in the Indian pantheon. This 
backgroundd gives a certain weight to Luce Irigaray's reference to tantrism in the above quoted 
passage.. It makes her reference to 'the Indian tradition' less vague and it sheds also light upon her 
moree enigmatic passages on the meaning of colour and sound in 'certain Non-Western traditions', 
ass tantrism has a highly sophisticated practice of die use of sounds. 
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onlyy images of a divine couple, but also images of female divinities and of different modes of 

relatingg to the male subject. This idea is borne out by Rita Gross, who closes her study on the 

representationss of divine couples and the different aspects of female divine power embodied by 

thee different Goddesses by writing that: 

thee Goddess is a lot clearer and more distinct than when I wrote my first essay on female 

god-languagee (Female God-language in a Jewish context, acm) and ended unable to get 

beyondd articulating why God-She was a theologically sound and sociologically necessary 

idea,, totally unable to see any imagery of the Goddess. As I look at her now, what seems 

mostt significant is not her similarity to, or difference from, the images of male deities, 

thoughh there are plenty of each, but Her sheer presence as female. By being there as 

female,, She validates me as I am, Her limitless is exemplary for me. It is good to be in 

thee image of the Goddess. That is the most important of her many meanings.27 

TheThe nuptials of Spirit and Bride 

Inn her reflection on the nuptials of the Spirit and the Bride, Luce Irigaray emphasizes the 

eschatologicall  or Utopian aspect of the image, in accordance with the tone of the Apocalypse 

fromm which this image is borrowed. The eschatological dimension of this particular image 

comess for instance to the fore in her suggestion that the nuptials of this couple might herald a 

thirdd stage of the parousia or manifestation of the divine.(EF:140;EE: 148+SP:74;SG:62) Now, 

thiss idea of a third era has cropped up time and again in the history of Christianity, especially 

withinn messianistic and millenarianist groups. It is part of a periodisation (and thus a view) of 

historyy which distinguishes an era of the Father, the revelation of God to the people of Israel, 

ann era of the Son, the era of Christianity, the present era, and an era to come.28 These 

messianisticc and millenarianist groups within Christianity foresee this last or third era as an era 

off  the Spirit. It is sometimes linked with a manifestation of a female spirit or with an 

incarnationn of the divine in a woman. Rosemary Radford Ruether writes of these marginal 

groups: : 

277 See Rita Gross, 'Hindu Female Deities', 287-288. 

288 See also Margaret Whitford, 'Irigaray, Utopia and the Death-drive', in: Burke et al (eds) Engaging 
withwith Irigaray, 385 & 397 n 31 
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(...)) they represent a (...) radical dissatisfaction with the masculinist Christ and the clerical 

church.. (...) They dare to dream of a new dispensation of the divine in which women wil l 

representt new, not yet imagined dimensions of human possibility and divine disclosure.29 

However,, whereas most of the christian groups who dream of a third era, conceive this era to 

bee the era of the Spirit, the third person of the Trinity, Luce Irigaray calls it the era of the 

couple,couple, thus presenting this couple as an image of and for a future yet to come as well as 

anchoringg this notion within the perspective of the unfolding of the irreducible difference 

betweenn the sexes. 

Aboutt the image itself Luce Irigaray writes in An Ethics that 'the Spirit and the bride 

invitee beyond the genealogical destiny to the era of the nuptials and the festival of the 

world.'(EF:140;EE:149).. This explanation recalls again that the nuptials of this divine couple 

aree not directed at pro-creation, but at co-creation. It also recalls her image of the nuptials of 

thee couple as a non-hierarchical being with the other. In Le Souffle des Femmes she elaborates 

uponn this image of the nuptials between Spirit and bride by explaining that in these 'new 

alliances,, women and men wed each other to help each other in their spiritual becoming (...),3° 

However,, in order for this future, this new era, to come about the present order of 

discourse,, of the imaginary and of society has to change. In An Ethics Luce Irigaray describes 

thee change necessary for the emergence of the new alliances between men and women. She 

writes s 

Ass long as the son does not to say goodbye to the Father, neither body nor flesh can be 

transfiguredd in the couple; as long as the daughter says goodbye to the spirit, neither body 

norr flesh can be transfigured in the couple. (EF: 140;EE: 149 transl. adapt) 

Thiss passage points out that the nuptials of the Spirit and the Bride implies the emergence of 

womann as female subject through her resistance to a definition of Woman as nature and her 

reclamationn of the cultural domain; it thus points to the necessity that women become a gender. 

Thiss correspondence between the era of the nuptials of Spirit and Bride and the emergence of 

thee female subject as a free, autonomous and sovereign subject is also suggested in 'Divine 

Women'.. She ends the passage on the three era's of the manifestations of God with the 

rhetoricall  question whether the manifestation of God in the nuptials of spirit and bride will 

'inauguratee the divine for, in, with women?'(SP:74;SG:62). This remark affirms the connection 

299 Rosemary Radford Ruether, Sexism and God-talk, 132. 

300 Luce Irigaray, le Souffle des Femmes, 208. 
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betweenn the nuptials of the divine couple and the emergence of the female subject, which I 

suggestedd in the paragraph on the Gods of India. 

However,, this passage from An Ethics clarifies that the nuptials of Spirit and Bride do not 

onlyy presuppose the emergence of woman as female subject. It also asks for a transformation 

off  the masculine imaginary, notably a transformation of a culture that seems to be founded on 

aa parricide by the primal horde and in the Oedipus-complex; a culture in which the masculine 

subjectt attains subjectivity by subjecting himself to the name and the power of the Father. The 

imagee of the nuptials between Spirit and Bride therefore elucidates the magnitude of the cultural 

andd imaginary transformation necessary to come to this era of the wedding or nuptials, to these 

inter-subjectivee love-relations between men and women in which they celebrate dieir love and 

becomee co-creators of the world. 

TheThe Song of Songs 

Lucee Irigaray's remarks on the lovers of the Song of Songs present a more ambiguous 

appreciationn of this loving couple. On the one hand, she affirms this presentation of love and 

off  the lovers from the Song of Songs positively, because it presents the female subject as a 

femalee lover, as a desiring woman. (QEL:920;IR: 188) She also values the imagery of the 

nuptialss itself, writing that 'the lovers wed each other with all their senses, with their whole 

body,, inviting to their encounters the most succulent fruits of the earth'(QEL:912;IR:179). In 

'Equall  to whom', Luce Irigaray presents this kind of imagery as traces of a feminine culture, 

wheree carnal love is not yet separated from the spiritual, and where the sensible is not cut off 

fromfrom the transcendental nor from the divine.31 

Onn the other hand, Luce Irigaray attributes the pain which this couple inflicts upon each 

otherr to their being 'divided between two genealogies or cultures: that of the mother for the 

woman,, that of the king for the man.'(JAT:63;ILTY:32) In 'Questions to Emmanuel Levinas' 

shee elucidates this latter interpretation of the Song of Songs further, by explaining that it harks 

backk to the societal break with die feminine cultures (cultures in which the Intelligible, 

transcendence,, God are not cut off from the sensible, the immanence, the flesh, acm). In her 

view,, the Song of Songs evokes therefore 

311 Luce Irigaray, 'Égales a qui?': 4224437; 'Equal to whom?': 60+75. 
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thee painful separation between she who wants to make love in her mother's chamber, and 

hee who brings her to the city, to a banqueting house or the chamber of the king. The two 

loverss are separated. (QEL:920;IR: 187/188, transl. adapt.).32 

Lucee Irigaray's interpretation of the Song of Songs recalls her reading of the abduction of Kore 

byy Hades and the subsequent mourning of Demeter, which Luce Irigaray reads, first, as a 

representationn of the struggle for dominance between a feminine and a patriarchal culture, and, 

secondly,, as the representation of the consequences of the establishment of a patriarchal culture 

forr the relations between women and for the subjectivity of women. In both narratives the two 

loverss are separated or divided between two genealogies. Because of this separation between 

thee two lovers, Luce Irigaray does not consider the term 'companions', sometimes used for 

thesee lovers, appropriate to designate the relation of this couple.(JAT:61;ILTY:32) For in her 

vieww this separation implies that the lovers cannot encounter each other in a common or shared 

place.. It is either the mother's chamber - casting the woman as substitute of the mother? - or 

thee king's room - representation of patriarchal power and of the solipsistic theatre in which the 

masculinee subject is king. (She suggests, though, that nature might be a common or shared site, 

wheree they can become lovers again in a reciprocal love. For it suggests that the beloved can 

becomee a female lover again in and through the gesture of making love beneath the apple tree 

wheree the beloved is conceived, because this gesture might re-establish the genealogical relation 

withh the mother)33. 

322 The English translation and the French original differ to a large extent from each other in this 
passage,, so much so that it seems as if the translators have had a different text to work with, than 
thee text that has been published in Critique 522. 
Thee English translation reads: 

Thee Song of Solomon harks back to the break and evokes the painful separation between she 
whoo wants to be initiated in her mother's chamber, he who awakes her beneath the tree, the 
apple-treee where her mother is said to have conceived her, and that which takes them into 
aa banqueting house, the chamber or the armies of the king. The two lovers are separated. The 
nationss of women and of men are also divided; they no longer occupy the same places, they 
aree no longer faithful to the same genealogy, or the same tradition. 

Thee French text reads, however: 
Lee Cantique des cantiques dit la nostalgie de cette rupture entre celle qui veut aimer dans la 
maisonn de sa mere et celui qui rentraine a la ville, dans une maison de vin ou la chambre 
duu roi. Les deux amants sont séparés. Les peuples des femmes et des hommes sont également 
divisés,, ils n'occupent plus les mêmes lieux. Seule la nature pourrait leur être un lieu 
communn dans 1'amour: sous Tarbre, sous "le pommier", la oü elle a été conc îe, l'amante 
pourraitt être r-éveillée. 

333 see the previous note. 
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Lucee Irigaray's description of the separation between the two sexes imaged in Song of 

SongsSongs recalls her passage from An Ethics about the paths the two sexes have to go before the 

lovee between two lovers of different sex will be anything like the nuptials of the Spirit and the 

Bride.. It illuminates that on the one hand the female subject has to leave her mother's chamber, 

inn other words, that she has to prize open her definition of Woman as (guardian of) nature and 

too reclaim her freedom to define her relation to the world, while the male subject on the other 

handd has to leave the king's room, thus has to renounce his position of being all and defining 

all.. Only then can they engage in an dia-logue or exchange between two subjects and create an 

oeuvreoeuvre together. 

Mélusine Mélusine 

Thee tale of the love between Mélusine and Raymond de Lusignan as told by Jean d'Arras34 

iss the last image of the nuptials of the couple I wil l explore here. It forms the introduction of 

thee text 'Divine Women'. I read it as the negative of the nuptials envisaged by Luce Irigaray, 

becausee it portrays the unhappiness of lovers of different sex in a order of society that is 

dividedd in two worlds. It depicts this couple as procreators and not as co-creators of a world. 

II  nevertheless discuss this tale of unhappy love in this paragraph on images of the love of the 

other,, because by reversing the negative a positive image might appear of the love relation Luce 

Irigarayy has in mind. In order to understand Luce Irigaray's analysis of the tale a brief summary 

off  this tale is necessary. 

Mélusinee is a fairy. She becomes a woman when she marries Raymond de Lusignan. Their 

marriagee is successful and very fecund from the point of view of patriarchal society: they have 

tenn children and Mélusine builds castles and towns for the county of Lusignan. Their marriage 

restss upon one condition, though. Raymond has had to promise that he would never visit 

Mélusinee on Saturday, for on Saturday Mélusine becomes half-woman, half-snake, due to a curse 

off  her mother. Very much in love with Mélusine, Raymond has given his word never to visit 

herr on Saturday, but when one of their sons commits a grave offence against the church, 

Raymondd attributes his son's offence to his wife's monstruosity. He thereby reveals that he 

knowss her secret and that he has spied on his wife. When Mélusine hears that Raymond knows 

herr secret, she transforms and becomes half-woman, half-dragon. She leaves the castle through 

thee roof, leaving him, her children, and her life as a woman behind. She only returns at night 

344 Jean d'Arras, he Roman de Mélusine ou I'histore des Lusignan, 13921, transl. in contemporary 
French:: Michèle Perret, Paris: Stock & Plus, 1979. 
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too feed her youngest son. And she also warns the family of de Lusignan with piercing shrieks 

forr impending deaths or disaster. 

Now,, the destiny of Mélusine is determined by the curse of her mother Présine. Présine 

marriedd a king on similar conditions as she wil l impose upon her daughter: she has asked him 

too promise that he wil l never be present while she delivers her/their children nor may he visit 

herr in the delivery-room. When he forgets this promise and enters the delivery-room, she moves 

too an island with her three daughters. When these daughters hear the cause of the fate of their 

mother,, they take revenge on their father and lock him in a tower. But far from being pleased, 

Présinee punishes her daughters and especially Mélusine, the ringleader. Mélusine is cursed to 

remainn a fairy, living a twilight existence, until a young man wil l marry her and keep his 

promisee not to visit her on Saturday.35 

Thee tale presents Raymond and Mélusine as a couple that fulfil s the expectations of 

(patriarchal)) society in an exemplary manner. They are almost the procreators, procreating ten 

childrenn together and also building castles and cities. They are not described as a happy couple, 

though,, because they do not succeed in becoming co-creators of a world. Their unhappiness is 

duee to the fact that their relation is not reciprocal nor inter-subjective. The condition set by 

Mélusine,, that Raymond cannot visit her on Saturday, undermines the idea of reciprocity. And 

theirss is not an intersubjective love either, because it is not a love between two subjects. It is 

aa love-relation between a male human subject and a female fairy, who aspires to become a 

femalee human subject. In order to become a woman, Mélusine subjects herself to Raymond's 

idealss and to the ideals of his society.36 She uses her powers for the benefit and the prosperity 

off  the man who has promised her womanhood and for his family. She thus acts as 'the 

guardiann of his phylogenesis', as Luce Irigaray calls it in 'Divine Women'.(SP:78;SG:66) 

Thatt Mélusine is not an autonomous and free subject is also indicated by her weekly 

transformationn in half-woman, half snake (or fish). This transformation on Saturday indicates 

thatt part of her remains tied with the water and the womb, with the maternal. This partial 

incarnationn - and especially her link with the maternal - can be interpreted in two ways: Luce 

Irigarayy explains it as a sign of the fact that Mélusine is 'not yet a woman, born a woman'.-

355 See also the 'Samenvatting van Mélusine', in: Agnes Vincenot et al., Renaissance, 163/164. 

366 Agnes Vincenot adds another layer to Mélusine' s subjection to the ideals of Raymond and his 
society,, illuminating the possible stakes of Mélusine for this marriage (apart from romantic love or 
eroticc desire). She points out that fairies (and mermaids) desire incarnation, because they yearn for 
ann immortal soul, a human death and eternal life after death. For because they do not have a soul, 
fairiess roam the twilight zone between heaven and earth. Agnes Vincenot, 'Genese', in Vincento 
ett al (eds), Renaissance, 57. 
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(SP:62;SG:59)) In her view, Mélusine is not (fully) incarnated as woman, because she is 'not 

bornn into desire, not longed for, loved, valued as a daughter'(EF:141;EE:150), because it is 

Présinee who sentences her to a twilight existence until a man offers her marriage.37 Due to 

Présine'ss curse, Mélusine is cut off from her female genealogy. But this partial incarnation can 

alsoo be read as a sign that Mélusine is not lost in her role as 'mother, matter nature' to die 

familyy of Lusignan, but that she mimes this role. The tail and the bath then are interpreted as 

signss of her being '"elsewhere" of "matter"' (CS:74;TS:76), illuminating the ambiguity of 

mother-matter-nature,, the ambiguity of her extraordinary powers, which patriarchal society 

needs,, and fears and rejects. Both interpretations illuminate that the relation between Raymond 

andd Mélusine is not reciprocal nor intersubjective, because Mélusine is not an autonomous and 

freee subject. She cannot appear as female lover, but only as female beloved, because she is not 

aa woman-for-herself, but woman-for-other. 

Inn the tale of Mélusine and Raymond de Lusignan the relation between the two strands in Luce 

Irigaray'ss work - her exploration of the relation between the sexes and her elaboration of the 

necessityy of the free subjectivity of women - come together. It illuminates that the love-relation 

off  a couple of different sex remains caught within the existing parameters of heterosexual 

relationss - with a female partner who subjects herself to the ideals of the other and is 

reproachedd for her monstruosity - when the female subject is not a free and autonomous subject. 

Itt underlines therefore that women need to become woman, irreducibly different from man, to 

ensuree that the (love)-relation with an other of the other sex wil l be an intersubjective and 

reciprocall  relation; a relation, moreover, in which they generate an energy between them that 

wil ll  be incarnated in a body-of-work. 

LOVEE OF THE OTHER, WOMAN. 

Thee absence of a female genealogy 

Thee tale of the love of Mélusine and Raymond de Lusignan brings moreover to light that the 

lovee of and for the other of different sex depends not only upon the love of the female subject 

forr herself, but also upon die existence of a female genealogy. For Mélusine does not (and wil l 

377 My reading is indebted to Agnes Vincenot*  s interpretation of the relations between mother and 
daughterr in the tales of Mélusine and the little Mermaid. See Agnes Vincenot, 'Genese', in 
Vincenott et al (eds), Renaissance, 55-59. 
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not)) become a woman, because her mother has not loved and valued her (as a) daughter. On 

thee contrary, out of loyalty to her husband, Présine cuts Mélusine off from her female 

genealogy:: from herself, but also from her grandmothers and her sisters. She is left alone, left 

inn dereliction, without house or protection of her subjectivity from break-in by an other. 

Mélusinee is not the only daughter who is represented in narrative as left alone or 

motherless.. In the text 'The Forgotten Mystery of Female Ancestry', Luce Irigaray makes a 

listt of female mythological and religious figures which are represented as motherless: 

Aphrodite,, Iphigeneia, Antigone, Mary, Kore.38 They are alone in their relations with men, cut 

offf  from their female genealogy, from their mothers and from their spiritual ancestry, which 

makess them easy prey to the ideals of the dominant order of this society. 

Thee idea that women need a female genealogy in order to become woman and to engage in 

inter-subjectivee relations is an important theme in Luce Irigaray's work. She argues that, in 

orderr to become woman, women need to be able to situate themselves in 'a female continuum 

thatt links us to the origins of life'39, as well as in a genealogy of intellectual and spiritual fore-

mothers.. The latter aspect makes Luce Irigaray's argument for a female genealogy closely 

relatedd to her thesis that women need a horizon of her gender to become woman. She also 

assertss that the absence of a female genealogy is an effect of patriarchal society and it's order 

off  discourse. She shows that the order of discourse is dominated by the mother-son relationship, 

or,, that the dominant representation of woman is that of the mother of a son (Madonna with 

Child),, and that the mother-daughter relation is not represented, neither in narrative nor in visual 

images.. She describes tiieir relation as 'the dark continent of the dark continent.40 The 

dominancee of the mother-son relationship in discourse implies that the only place accorded to 

womenn in this discourse is the one of the mother-maternal, 'the single position in the desire 

off  man'(EF:101;EE:102), which brings with it that mother and daughter turn against each other 

inn a rivalry over this position. Luce Irigaray explains this mechanism in An Ethics, writing that 

iff  we are to be desired and loved by men, (in a discourse that is dominated by the mother-

sonn relationship, acm) we must abandon our mothers, substitute for them, eliminate them 

inn order to be same. Al l of which destroys the possibility of a love between mother and 

daughter.(EF:: 101 ;EE: 102) 

388 Luce Irigaray, Le Temps de La Difference, 111/112; Thinking the Difference, 100. 

399 Luisa Muraro, 'Female Genealogies', in: Burke et al(eds), Engaging with Irigaray, 322. 

400 Luce Irigaray, Le corps-a-corps, 61. 
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Thee idea that daughters have to abandon their mothers to be desired by men echoes the 

Freudiann analysis of the development of littl e girls into femininity. In this process, the littl e girl 

hass to acknowledge and psychically work over that she is not a boy, that she is not of the 

preferredd sex. This process is expressed in the ambivalence towards the mother described by 

Sigmundd Freud, and her turn towards the father. The dominance of the mother-son relationship 

explainss also the negative relation of the mother towards the daughter described by Luce 

Irigarayy in her linguistic studies of the eighties. They underline Luce Irigaray's assertion that 

'wee still live in a mother-son relation141, and that the mythological stories about the rapture 

off  Kore/Persephone, about Orestes and Oedipus, about Mélusine are still very contemporary. 

Thiss implies, first, that the love-relation between a woman and a man is phantasmatically a 

mother-sonn relation, in other words, that the masculine subject seeks a substitute for the mother, 

therebyy effacing the irreducible difference of the other. It implies, secondly, that mothers and 

daughterss still rival with each other over the place of the momer in the desire of (a) man, which 

makess it difficult for them to love each other. 

InIn An Ethics Luce Irigaray argues that the rivalry between mothers and daughters spills over 

inn the relations between women. For she writes that this war between mother and daughter for 

'thee single position in the desire of man (...) equally paralyses love among sister-women. 

Becausee they strive to achieve the post of the unique one, the mother of mothers, one might 

say.'(EF:101;EE;102)) She then describes this rivalry among women as 

aa matter of rivalry with the real mother; with an all-powerful prototype of maternity; with 

thee desire of man: father son, brother. This involves quantative estimates of love that 

ceaselesslyy interrupt love's attraction and development. When we hear women talking to 

eachh other, we tend to hear expressions like the following: like you; me too; me more (or 

mee less). (EF:101;EE:103) 

Thesee (...) kind of remarks have littl e to do with a loving ethics. They are trace-symptoms 

off  the polemos among women. There is no with you in this economy. But there may be 

aa fusional state out of which nothing emerges or should emerge, or else a blind 

competitionn to occupy a place or space that is ill-defined but which arouses attraction, 

envy,, passion. It is still not another woman who is loved but merely the place she 

occupies,, that she creates, and that must be taken away from her, rather than 

respected.(EF:: 102;EE: 104) 

411 This is the title Kiki Amsberg and Aafke Steenhuis gave to the Dutch original of the text 'An 
Intervieww with Luce Irigaray', published in Hecate. 
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Lucee Irigaray comes therefore to the conclusion that the relations between women 'constitutes 

onee of the most essential places for an ethics of the passions: no love of other without love of 

same:(E¥:102;EE:l04) same:(E¥:102;EE:l04) 

Noo love of other  without love of same 

Thee thesis 'no love of other without love of same' is a shorthand version of a longer passage 

aboutt the love of the same other, in which Luce Irigaray writes: 

Noo love for that which is the same as me, but placed and maintained outside myself in 

itss difference, can take place without 

ann interpretation of the love of sameness: a still undifferentiated maternal-feminine, 

substratee for any determination of identity; 

aa point of view that would emerge from or transcend that ancient relationship 

aa horizon of sexual difference. 

Threee conditions that are really one.(EF:98;EE:99) 

Thiss passage is illuminating for several reasons. It clarifies that Luce Irigaray distinguishes 

betweenn two forms of love of same: notably between the love of other who is also the same 

ass me and a love of the maternal-feminine, or to be more precise, a love of origin. It clarifies, 

moreover,, that this love of origin needs to be interpreted in order for a love of same other42 

too be possible. And last but not least, it contains the argument that the interpretation of this 

ancientt relationship cannot take place without a horizon of sexual difference. This means that 

itt is necessary to think through sexual difference in order to symbolize the relation between 

motherr and daughter and between woman and the maternal-feminine, because otherwise the 

lovee between (sister)-women wil l be or remain impossible. In the following pages I will 

expoundd Luce Irigaray's interpretation of the love of sameness. I wil l first show that the 

Oedipus-complexx and the fort-da game, which are the dominant representations of this love of 

samenesss or love of the maternal-feminine, do not represent the love of origin by women. And 

II  wil l then explicate Luce Irigaray's ideas on the love of sameness between women. 

422 This is the title of the first part of the chapter 'Love of Same, Love of Other' in An Ethics. The 
secondd part of this chapter is called 'Love of Other'. 
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LoveLove of the mother is marked by loss: castration 

InIn the above I already showed that the severance of the mother-daughter relation is an effect 

off  the dominant order of discourse. I interpreted the difficulties between mother and daughter 

ass difficulties caused by the dominance of the mother-son-relationship in discourse and society. 

Thee passages quoted in the above suggest, however, that these difficulties must also be 

attributedd to a lack of interpretation of the relation to the maternal-feminine by women. This 

relationn is on the one hand more than the relation to the mother, because it is (also) the relation 

too origin and to the flesh as well-spring of being. On the other hand, it cannot be understood 

otherr than by thinking though the relation to the mother as site of origin of the child. 

Psychoanalysiss makes clear that this relation with the mother is marked by loss, because 

thee original symbiotic relation with the mother is lost with the child's entry in language. 

Lacanianss name this loss of the symbiotic relation with the mother (symbolic) castration. They 

calll  it castration because this loss of the love of the mother is so intimately mixed up with 

castrationn anxiety, with the fear of loosing the phallus/penis. The words 'castration' and 

'castrationn anxiety' betray, though, that Lacanians describe the loss of the mother by a 

masculinee subject, which leaves the loss of the mother by the female subject unrepresented. She 

iss (re)presented as castrated from the outset. This representation of woman as already castrated 

meanss that neither the desire for the mother nor the loss of the mother can be worked through 

byy the female subject, as there are no representations of her sex wherewith she could desire her 

mother,, nor representations of what she must fear to loose. Luce Irigaray therefore draws the 

conclusionn that what Sigmund Freud calls 'nature' or 'anatomy' could better be interpreted as 

'thee impossibility, the prohibition that prevents woman (...) from ever imagining, conceiving 

of,, representing, or symbolizing (...) her relationship to beginning'. (SF: 100/101 ;SE:83, transl. 

adapted)433 This prohibition makes it therefore difficult to symbolize the relation between 

motherr and daughter and to symbolize their differences. For when the daughter cannot mourn 

thee loss of the mother, because she has not 'lost' her, she cannot encounter die mother as an 

otherr woman or engage in an intersubjective relation with her. 

TheThe loss of the mother: the fort-da game... or rope-skipping 

Lucee Irigaray's critique of the other paradigmatic representation of the child's entry into 

language:: the fort-da game renders the same conclusion. This game is also interpreted as a 

symbolisationn of the relation to the (loss of the) mother. I have already argued that in Luce 

Irigaray'ss view this game is not (only) about the psychic working over of the absence of the 

433 This translation is adapted by Margaret Whitford. See Whitford Luce Irigaray, 87. 
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mother,, but rather about the working over of the loss of the mother through being bom.44 Thus 

thee fort-da game symbolizes also the relation to one's beginning. 

Lucee Irigaray asserts in 'The Gesture in Psychoanalysis' that this game of substitution - that 

iss presented as paradigmatic for the entry into language of children of both genders - is the 

gamee of a boy-child. Her interpretations of the games of littl e girl brings her to the conclusion 

thatt the littl e girl reacts differently to the absence of her mother. She writes that 

Amongg women, the relationship to sameness and to the mother is not mastered by the 

fort-da.fort-da. The mother always remains too familiar and too close. In a way, the daughter has 

herr mother under her skin, in the humid, the moisture of the mucous membranes...'-

(SP:112;SG:98,, transl. adapted) 

Shee rather suggests that the relationship with the mother (in her absence) is invoked in the girl's 

play,, in her whirling movements, in dancing or rope-skipping, of which I have shown that Luce 

Irigarayy interprets this game as the generation of a territory or a symbolic horizon around 

herselff  in this game of rope-skipping by the littl e girl. She marks the boundaries of her territory 

andd invites the (m)other to be with her. Here I would like to add to this reading that this rope-

skippingg not only conceives of, represents or symbolizes the girl's relation to the mother, but 

thatt the whirling movements of the rope-skipping also figure or symbolize the relation between 

thee girl's body and her horizon and/or between flesh and identity. For the sameness whereof 

Lucee Irigaray speaks in the above quoted passage must be read as the maternal-feminine matter, 

thee carnal condition of possibility of being and thinking.(EF:97-98;EE:97-99) 

lovelove of sameness: woman's relation to the maternal feminine 

Myy reading offers an interpretation of Luce Irigaray's remark that 'the daughter has her mother 

underr her skin', because it suggests that the daughter has the maternal-feminine under her skin; 

orr to say it differently, the relation of woman's identity with the flesh, her relation with her 

bodyy that constitutes her as a living being must be interpreted as a relation with the mother, 

understoodd as maternal-feminine. This view echoes a passage from the text 'The Limits of 

Transference'' in which Luce Irigaray writes about this relationship between mother and daughter 

withinn woman: 

444 See chapter 1 and 8. 
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Motherr is she, who possesses, in the darkness, the subterranean resource; daughter is she 

whoo moves on the surface of the earth, in the light. She becomes woman if she can unite 

withinn her the most secret energies that lie deepest in her body-womb, with lif e in the 

broadd light of day. Then, the alliance is no longer attraction in an abyss, but an encounter 

inn the blossoming of a new generation. (PN:298;IR:109, transl. adapted) 

Thiss passage repeats the view that woman has her mother under her skin, or to be more precise, 

itt articulates that a woman has the maternal-feminine under her skin: a resource of being and 

identityy and the potentiality of giving birth to an other (and to the self). This means in the 

contextt of an interpretation of the love of sameness, that the female subject has (to learn) to 

lovee this maternal-feminine resource of and in herself; in other words, that she has to love her 

fleshh (and the flesh as elemental substrate of being) as the (invisible) resource of her life and 

being.. This reading brings to light that the process of becoming woman must be understood as 

aa process of giving birth to oneself: a process of 'remembering the place where, for me, the 

mostt intimate lif e is held in reserve. (...)'; a process of 'plunging (...) back into the maternal 

wombb and beyond that conception, awakening (...) to another birth'(EF: 175;EE: 187) - to another 

identity.. This view presupposes, though, that the female subject does not (re)turn to a resource 

off  lif e and being outside herself; in other words, that she does not turn to her mother to sustain 

andd nourish her becoming. It presupposes therefore that the female subject distinguishes 

betweenn the maternal-feminine of and in herself and her mother who gave her life. Luce 

Irigarayy describes this distinction also as the necessity 'to conceive of our mothers as 

women'.455 In the interview with Kiki Amsberg and Aafke Steenhuis she elaborates this view 

ass follows: 

(R)ecognisingg your mother as a woman means distancing yourself from motherly 

omnipotence.. You recognise her as a finite person with limits, not as the person you can 

askk everything of, to whom you can endlessly complain that she hasn't given you enough, 

onn whom you can keep making demands or claims, to whom you can say: more, more, 

more.. (Hecate: 198) 

455 This is implicitly the theme of Luce Irigaray L'une ne bouge sans I'autre/ 'The one does not stir 
withoutt the other'. This theme is expressed in this text as the desire of the daughter to be 'other' 
thann her mother. In the interviews given after the publication of this text, Luce Irigaray expresses 
thee idea that women have to conceive of their mothers as women more explicidy. See for instance, 
LeLe Corps-a corps, 61-63 and Luce Irigaray, 'Das dunkle Kontinent der Frauen', in: Luce Irigaray, 
ZurZur Geschlechterdifferenz, 47-61, esp. 50, transl. of 'Mères et filles vues par Luce Irigaray', in: 
Liberation,Liberation, 21-5-1979. 
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Thiss interpretation of the love of same explicates the relation between the love of sameness and 

thee love of the same other. It distinguishes between the love of sameness as the love of the 

maternal-femininee substrate of lif e and being, and the love of the mother as she who gave life. 

Thiss distinction makes it possible to mourn the loss of the mother, to mourn the lost paradise, 

thee source and resource of life and to encounter the mother as an other woman. This idea can 

alsoo be formulated differently, notably that in order to be able to encounter the mother as an 

otherr woman, the female subject has to mourn the loss of the mother, to mourn the loss of she 

whoo gave her everything as well as to discover, to find, to turn to, the substrate of lif e and 

beingg within herself - and 'in those natural matters that constitute the origin of our bodies, of 

ourr life, of our environment' (SP:69;SG:57) For without the distinction between the maternal-

femininee and the mother, the mother can not be perceived or conceived of as a person or a 

womann with a (love-)life, but only as a place which the female subject desires to take (and 

whichh the male subject desires to return to). Only when the loss of origin can be mourned can 

thee love of the same-other between women take place. In other words, only when the female 

subjectt can distinguish between the maternal-feminine as wellspring of life end the mother as 

personn who once gave her life, she can encounter the mother as an other woman who like 

herselff  unites the two aspects of mother and daughter within herself. Only then the alliance with 

anotherr woman wil l not amount to a competition or a fusion between the one and the other, but 

ann encounter that might bring about a new generation. (PN:298;IR:109) 

Too love the female other  means loving as a mother, loving as a daughter 

Lucee Irigaray's idea, that a female subject becomes woman if she can unite the maternal 

femininee and the filial aspects within herself, implies that the love of an other women is a love 

off  an other who also unites the mother and the daughter within herself. It therefore means that 

thiss love between women takes the form of an encounter with the maternal-feminine and the 

filia ll  in the other woman. In An Ethics Luce Irigaray formulates this idea as follows: 'Women 

mustt love one another both as mothers, with a maternal love, and as daughters with a filial 

love.. Both of them.'(EF:l03;EE:l05). This view on the love of the other woman comes also to 

thee fore in several interviews Luce Irigaray has given, when she first started to speak about the 

femalee genealogy. She thus explains in the interview with Kiki Amsberg and Aafke Steenhuis 

(inn the context of the issue of sexual relations with another woman) that 'what you can 

sometimess discover with a woman...in the first place you rediscover and re-experience the 

motherr relation anew. That's very shocking' (Hecate:201). And in the interview called 

'Women-mothers,, the silent substratum' she says: 
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InIn a way we need to say good-bye to maternal omnipotence (the last refuge) and establish 

aa woman-to-woman relationship of reciprocity with our mothers, in which they might 

possiblyy also feel themselves to be our daughters.tCACSojIR^O)46 

InIn her later texts Luce Irigaray also presents the mother-daughter relation as paradigm for the 

relationss between women. This becomes clear for instance in the already quoted passage from 

'Thee Gesture in Psychoanalysis', in which Luce Irigaray writes: 'Among women, the 

relationshipp to sameness and to the mother is not mastered by the fort-da. The mother always 

remainss too familiar and too close.'(SP:112;SG:98, my italics). Or in an passage from 'A 

Chancee for life' where she writes: 

(...)) how could women unite when they lack any representation or example of that 

alliance?? This lack has not always existed. There was once a time when mother and 

daughterr formed a paradigm for nature and for society. This couple was the guardian of 

nature'ss fruitfulness in general and of the relation to the divine. During that era food 

consistedd of the fruits of the earth. Thus the mother-daughter couple guaranteed human 

foodd supplies and was also the place where oracles were spoken.(SP:206;SG:191) 

Itt is interesting to see that this passage develops from the idea of a woman-to-woman sociality 

inn the direction of an idylli c picture of a divine mother-daughter couple. It illuminates that this 

relationn must be understood as paradigmatic for the relation between women. It recalls the 

imagess and stories of Demeter and Kore/Persephone, who were indeed guardian of nature's 

fruitfulnesss before the abduction of Kore/Persephone by Hades, before the severance of the 

mother-daughterr relation by patriarchal society. It explains that Luce Irigaray presents this 

couplee as a representation of the female genealogy which can support the process of becoming 

womann by women, because it mediates the relations between mothers and daughters as well as 

amongg women. 

II  want to elaborate Luce Irigaray's idea that representations of the mother-daughter couple 

functionn as a mediation in the communication between women a littl e bit more, because it is 

vitall  to her project. In the above I made clear that the absence of representations of the mother-

daughterr couple caused rivalry or fusion between mothers and daughters as well as among 

women.. The introduction of representations of mother-daughter couples must therefore be seen 

ass interventions in the order of representations with the view to change the relations between 

motherss and daughters as well as the relations between women, and this order of representation. 

466 A similar passage can be found in Luce Irigaray, 'Das dunkle Kontinent der Frauen', 52. 
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Inn ]e, Tu, Nous, Luce Irigaray offers several practical suggestions for such an intervention. 

Shee recommends women for instance to display in all homes and all public places images of 

thee mother-daughter couple. Christian women are advised to place an image of Mary and her 

motherr Anne in their home, as they constitute a divine mother-daughter couple within the 

Christiann tradition. And in the text 'The redemption of women' in Le Souffle des Femmes(lS5-

208),, Luce Irigaray writes mat women should exhibit images of divine women, images related 

too the female genealogy as well as image of courageous women, seen from a cultural 

perspectivee (images de femmes valeureuses culturellement) in their houses.47 For these 

representationss might support women in their respect of themselves, of the other and of others 

andd they could moreover help to elaborate the relations between mothers and daughters. These 

imagess therefore function as a horizon directing the process of becoming woman by women. 

Theyy represent a value or attribute that is considered to be the absolute or the ultimate of and 

forr the female gender, and therefore they are called divine. 

TheThe absence of representations of the love among 'sister'-women 

Whatt I find troubling, though, is that all the images suggested by Luce Irigaray are either 

representationss of the mother-daughter couple or they are representations which offer a spiritual 

genealogyy to the female subject. She does not present images or figurations of relations among 

women,, either of women as sisters, female friends or as lovers, although one would think that 

thee presentation of such images would correspond with her project of thinking through an ethics 

forr the passions among women as well as with her exhortation that women have 'to imagine 

ourr God (...) a God who helps us and leads us in a path of becoming, who keeps track of our 

limitss and our infinite possibilities - as women - who inspires our projects.'(SP:80;SG:67). 

Thinkingg about this absence, I think it possible that Luce Irigaray does not present any 

imagess of such a love, because she cannot find any traces of images or stories that she 

considerss to be exemplary of the love between women and between female lovers in the cultural 

heritagee of the West. 

Butt against this reading speaks that Luce Irigaray emphasizes the necessity of 

representationss of the mother-daughter couple as the answer to the difficulties among women. 

Thiss emphasis on images of female genealogy a îd the lack of images of the 'horizontal' 

relationss between women seems to imply that the images of the mother-daughter couple 

representt the 'horizontal' relations between women sufficiently. In other words, Luce Irigaray's 

focuss upon representations of a female genealogy suggests that the (vertical) mother-daughter 

relationn is paradigmatic for the (horizontal) relations between 'sister'-women. Or in yet 

477 Luce Irigaray, Le Souffle des Femmes, 198. 
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differentt words again, it suggests that the love of and for the other, who is a woman, moves 

alongg the lines of or corresponds with the love of the mother or the love of the daughter, or 

bothh of them. 

TheThe other woman is never radically non-me. 

Thee interpretation that the love between women is modelled upon the mother-daughter relation 

iss important in view of the issue of the respect of the alterity of the otherf. For this 

interpretationn leaves the question whether the alterity of the other can be sufficiently recognized 

andd respected within this configuration of the love between women. Will it be possible to say 

off  this otherf that she is radically non-me, that she wil l never be me, neither in body, nor in 

thought?? Is she someone I wil l never know or absorb completely, who wil l never be totally 

visiblee to me, a mystery, a freedom that will never be mine, a subjectivity that will never be 

mine?(JAT:162-164;ILTY:103-105)) These questions are important, because Luce Irigaray 

ascribess great creative and transformative powers to the encounter with the other, who is 

transcendentt to the self. It is within this encounter that the (female) subject might realize an 

otherr incarnation and in which the partners of the encounter co-create a world, a body-of-work. 

Thiss question can be answered in two ways. On the one hand, there are indications that 

Lucee Irigaray uses all the above mentioned notions to describe the transcendence of the other, 

woman.. In the text 'You who wil l never be mine' in / Love to You, which addresses the issue 

off  the recognition and respect of the transcendence of the other, she explicitly uses pronouns 

inn die female gender to signify this other as both female and male. This implies that when one 

iss able to distinguish between the mother or the maternal in the other woman, the other can be 

recognizedd and respected as someone I will never know completely. On the other hand, Luce 

Irigarayy considers the recognition that the other cannot be substituted to be the most important 

conditionn to respect the transcendence of the other is. And this condition presents a difficulty 

forr the recognition and respect of the transcendence of the otherf. For although Luce Irigaray 

assertss that among women the mother cannot be substituted, she explains this difficulty by 

writingg that the mother is too close, under the skin of the female subject. This explanation 

impliess that according to Luce Irigaray the female subject cannot encounter, experience or 

recognizee the other woman as the radical other or as an other who is radically non-me. It 

thereforee means that the other woman cannot represent the negative to the female subject, a 

necessaryy condition for the dialectical movement in the intersubjective relation, because she is 

tooo close. 
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Thiss conclusion has important consequences for the representation of the relations between 

womenn notably for the figuration or representation of the differences between women as well 

ass for the representation of the fecundity of the relations between women. For the conclusion 

thatt the other woman cannot represent the negative for the female subject, raises the question 

howw Luce Irigaray thinks that the irreducible difference between women can be respected. 

Inn the above I already suggested that the notions which Luce Irigaray has developed to 

picturee the transcendence of the other of different sex holds also for the transcendence of the 

otherr of the same sex. I have interpreted these notions as pointing towards a structure of 

relationn with the other. In my view, Luce Irigaray's notions indicate a structure of the relation 

withh the other, who is irreducible different in which the place of this other is an empty site. In 

otherr words, the site of the other in this structure of the relation with the transcendent other can 

bee taken by any other, irrespective of its gender, race, class, or sexual preference, because, 

ultimately,, this other wil l always be unknown to me, opaque, a mystery.48 

Lucee Irigaray, however, has reserved the site of the irreducibly different other for the 

otherr of different sex. This means that in her view the other who is transcendent to the subject, 

iss always an other of different sex: a woman to the male subject, a man to the female subject. 

Ass a consequence she presents the relation with the other of different sex as a model for the 

relationn with the other of the same sex, which implies that she presents heterosexuality as model 

forr homosexuality. This becomes apparent in the following passage, in which she addresses the 

difficultyy of conceiving or imagining a picture of humanity as the place of the encounter 

betweenn two humanities. She then suggests that 

(...)meditatingg on certain images of god-couples in the Indian tradition might help you: 

seeingg that men and women can be divine together. I say men and women, because I 

believee that whatever sexual choice one might make, it is not possible to leave the stake 

off  sexual difference out of consideration. If one does, the old models will be transported 

488 To this interpretation I would like to add that, although this statement holds good for the 
intersubjectivee encounter between two individuals, it is the question whether this idea can be 
translatedd to the theoretical level of thinking about the relation between sexual difference and the 
manyy differences. Sexual difference theories give great weight to the libidinal dimension of identity 
andd subjectivity, of imaging and thinking. As the genesis of desire is intimately connected to the 
recognitionn of sexual difference, sexual difference is give priority over other differences. The issue 
off  the sexual relation between women must however be distinguished from the discussion of the 
manyy differences, because it addresses the genesis and morphology of desire. It is therefore an issue 
thatt has to be discussed within the realm of sexual difference theories. 
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intoo the desired new ones. I know women couples who are in horrible discord because 

theyy have transported among themselves the worst models of heterosexuality.49 

Althoughh I would underline Luce Irigaray's view that the meditation of a god-couple might 

offerr a certain direction to a heterosexual couple in the process of giving form to their love, I 

doo not agree with her view that the meditation of images of a heterosexual god-couple wil l offer 

anyy direction to samesex couples in the process of giving form to their love. I rather interpret 

thiss suggestion of Luce Irigaray as a value-judgement of the love among women, notably that 

thiss love is secondary to the love between man and woman. This view is affirmed by Luce 

Irigaray'ss words 'that man and woman is the most mysterious and creative couple. That isn't 

too say that other couples may not also have a lot in them, but man and woman is the most 

mysteriouss and creative.' (Hecate: 199) 

Thiss latter statement illuminates the stakes involved in Luce Irigaray's valuation of the 

same-sexx couple. It shows that Luce Irigaray's different valuation of the love of the same-sex 

couplee and the hetero-sex couple has bearings upon the valuation of the fecundity of the love 

off  these different couples. It raises the question whether the love among women wil l generate 

unun oeuvre, a body-of-work, the creation of a work of art, of thoughts, of a world; in odier 

words,, whether this love wil l 'generate the human, the divine within us and between us' 

(SP:72;SG:60)) To answer these questions I wil l return to the text 'Questions to Emmanuel 

Levinas'' and in particular to Luce Irigaray's lyrical description of the communion in pleasure 

inn and through the love of and for the other. 

THEE FECUNDITY OF THE LOVE OF THE OTHER 

Althoughh I have already quoted and interpreted Luce Irigaray's picture of the communion in 

pleasuree in and through the love of the other, which she presents in 'Questions to Emmanuel 

Levinas'' in the first part of this chapter, I wil l give this quote here in an extended version to 

answerr the questions raised in the previous paragraph. Luce Irigaray writes: 

(Levinas)) knows nothing of communion in pleasure. (He) does not ever seem to have 

experiencedd the transcendence of the other which becomes extase instante, en-stasis in me 

andd with him (...) the shared outpouring, (...) the loss of boundaries which takes place for 

bothh lovers when they cross the boundary of the skin into the mucous membranes of the 

body,, leaving the circle which encloses my solitude to meet in a shared space, a shared 

499 Luce Irigaray, le Souffle des Femmes, 234. 

312 2 



breath,, abandoning the relatively dry and precise outlines of each body's solid exterior to 

enterr a fluid universe where the perception of being two persons [de la dualité] becomes 

indistinct,, and above all, acceding to another energy, neither that of the one, nor of the 

otherr but an energy produced together and as a result of the irreducible difference of sex. 

Pleasuree between the same sex does not result in that extase instante between the other 

andd myself. It may be more or less intense, quantatively and qualitatively different, it does 

nott produce in us that ecstasy which is our child, prior to any child [enfant avant tout en-

fant]fant] In this relation, we are at least tiiree, each of which is irreducible to any of the ot-

hers:: you, me and our work [oeuvre], that ecstasy of ourself in us [de nous en nous], that 

transcendencee of the flesh of one to that of the other which has become us in us [devenue 

nousnous en nous], at any rate 'in me' as a woman, prior to any child.(QEL:913;IR:180, 

transl.. adapt.). 

Inn this passage Luce Irigaray gives a clear answer to the questions I raised in the above. She 

statess that pleasure between the same sex does not produces the ecstasy which is un oeuvre, this 

thirdd between the T and the 'You'. She describes the pleasure of the samesex couple as 

quantativelyy and qualitatively different from the pleasure of a hetero-sex couple. She moreover 

callss this ecstasy 'a child prior to any child', which is a surprising and ambiguous image for 

thee fecundity of the communion in pleasure: surprising because Luce Irigaray has time and 

againn asserted that the couple ought to become creators of the world and not procreators; 

ambiguouss because it uses an image die fecundity of the loving couple which is firmly anchored 

inn heterosexuality. 

Inn the following pages I wil l nevertheless offer a reading of this passage. I wil l first 

explainn Luce Irigaray's statement diat the pleasure of a same-sex couple is different from the 

pleasuree of a hetero-sex couple. I wil l tiien explore Luce Irigaray's image of the child prior to 

anyy child. I will argue that both ideas can be explained in the context of Luce Irigaray's work, 

butt taken together they leave the impression of heterosexism. I will argue by way of conclusion 

thatt this impression threatens to undermine Luce Irigaray's project of thinking through and 

elaboratingg the irreducible difference of the sexes as far as this project is concerned with the 

communicationn and communion between women, or, with generation of a community of 

women. . 

thethe pleasure of a same sex couple 

Lucee Irigaray claims that the pleasure of the same-sex couple is quantatively and qualitatively 

differentt from the pleasure of the hetero-sex couple. This claim can interpreted in two ways. 

Inn the first interpretation it is explained as the logical consequence of her ideas on the love 
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amongg women which she has anchored firmly in the mother-daughter relation. This brought her 

too the formulation that 'women must love one another both as mother, with a maternal love 

andd as daughters with a filial  love. Both of them.'(EF:\03;EE:l05) This prescription is echoed 

inn other remarks throughout her work in which she speaks about what might be experienced in 

thee love of and for another woman. She thus says about the sexual relation with another 

woman: : 

whatt you sometimes discover with a woman...in the first place you rediscover and re-

experiencee the mother relation anew. That's very shocking. And further, there's - but you 

cann also experience it with men - a great physical tenderness. And there's a sort of 

complicity.. (Hecate:201) 

Thiss passage not only affirms Luce Irigaray's idea that the sexual love among women entails 

thee rediscovery of the love-relation with the mother, which means that it brings about an 

encounterr with the archaic and primal desire for the first love object, the mother. It also paints 

thee pleasure of this encounter: a physical tenderness and a complicity. This recalls Luce 

Irigaray'ss text 'When our lips speak together', which evokes images of such a tender exchange 

betweenn two women or between a mother and a daughter. In the text 'Eine andere Kunst des 

Geniessens',, Luce Irigaray paints this tenderness between women in a description of the 

exchangee between the two female protagonists of the film 'Celine et Julie en bateau': 'They 

aree constantly moving, their bodies are never still, and in each movement much is expressed. 

Theyy touch each other without pause, tender and elated.'50 

Secondly,, Luce Irigaray's statement, that the pleasure of a same-sex couple is quantatively and 

qualitativelyy different from the pleasure of a hetero-sex couple can also be set off by paying 

attentionn to the immediate textual context in 'Questions to Emmanuel Levinas', in which this 

claimm is set. In that context it appears as an unnecessary insertion in the text and therefore very 

illuminatingg for Luce Irigaray's view on homosexuality. 

InIn the preceding sentences Luce Irigaray describes the loss of self brought about in and 

throughh the caress of the other in terms of the accession to another energy. This idea of 'a 

differentt energy' might be explained against the background of my interpretation of Luce 

Irigaray'ss notion of the morphology' of the body. I interpreted the morphology of the body as 

500 Luce Irigaray, 'Eine andere Kunst des Geniessens', in: Luce Irigaray, Zur Geschlechterdifferenz, 
16-42,, esp. 37. transl. of Luce Irigaray, 'Un autre mode de sentir', in: Marie-Francoise Hans & 
Gilless Lapouge (eds), Les Femmes, la pomographie et l'érotisme. Paris: Ed. Seuil, 1978, 43-58 & 
302-304. . 
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constitutingg 'a parameter, or defining boundary, of a process of self-organization, of generation 

off  order out of chaos'. I used elements of the new physics of chaos to present the generation 

off  identity as a process of self-organization, in which the morphology of the body represented 

thee parameter or defining boundary of this process, which remained uncontrollable and random 

withinn these defining boundaries. This interpretation of the notion 'morphology' enables a 

readingg of the difference of the sexes, in which this reading is bodi rooted in the materiality of 

thee two sexes, while it does not exclude differences between and among members of the same 

sex.. It clarified in my view the irreducibility, irrevocability and insurmountability of Luce 

Irigaray'ss concept of sexual difference, because the different morphology of man and woman 

wouldd bring about different parameters or defining boundaries for the process of self-

organization.. In other words, the different morphologies of man and woman set up different 

definingg boundaries for the creation of a certain pattern within the fluxes of energy, thus for 

thee creation of identity out of the chaos of perceptions, sensations and libidinal forces. 

Thiss interpretation of Luce Irigaray's notion 'morphology' makes it possible to envisage 

thee encounter between man and woman as an encounter of two totally different patterns of 

energy,, which lose their fixed contours and become more diffuse, in and through this encounter. 

Thiss causes a different pattern of energy or a force-field between them to come into being. 

Thiss last picture of the engendering of an other energy between the two lovers might 

explainn Luce Irigaray's idea that the 'energy' produced between same sex lovers and hetero 

sexx lovers would indeed be qualitatively and quantatively different. It suggests that the en-

counterr between two totally different patterns of energy would produce a different (pattern of) 

energyy from the energy produced by the encounter of two patterns of energy, which are 

differentt yet the same, because set up within the same defining boundaries. 

Althoughh my two interpretations of Luce Irigaray's statement about die differences between the 

modess of pleasure of same-sex lovers and hetero-sex lovers affirm this idea, they do not create 

aa hierarchical difference between them. This hierarchy is created by those sentences in which 

Lucee Irigaray writes that this pleasure 'does not produce in us that ecstasy which is our child, 

priorr to any child'. For to image the communion in pleasure by using first a notion that is so 

deeplyy marked by the fecundity of the hetero-sex couple as 'the child' is, - and then stating that 

same-sexx couples do not know this communion in pleasure - that produces this hierarchy. 

However,, before I wil l elaborate the consequences of this hierarchy for the representation 

off  the fecundity of the love among women, I wil l first pay attention to Luce Irigaray's thought 

thatt the communion in pleasure is 'a child prior to any child'. 
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communioncommunion in pleasure: a child prior to any child. 

Ass I already noted in the above, to image the communion in pleasure or the extase instante as 

aa 'child prior to any child' seems in discord with Luce Irigaray's repeated remarks that 'men 

andd women have to engender other things than children'51, that 'by forcing couples to 

reproducee they are prevented from being creators of the world' (Hecate: 199), that 'the core 

off  our destiny would be to generate the human, the divine within us and between us.'(SP:72;-

SG:60)) For 'the child' is the sign that has traditionally marked the fertility of the couple, and 

too see it used as an image for the 'extase instante' produced in the nuptials of the couple is 

surprisingg and thought-provoking. In the following I wil l come up with two interpretations of 

thiss expression which elucidate that this image does not contradict Luce Irigaray's argument 

thatt the core of our destiny is to generate the human, the divine within us and between us. 

Firstt of all, the sentence 'a child, prior to any child' can be read as an intervention in the 

traditionall  representations of the fecundity of the couple. In these representations pleasure is 

hardlyy ever seen as an independent creation, as un oeuvre that asks for labour and attention, nor 

ass 'a third', which cannot be appropriated by either of the two lovers. This interpretation of the 

ideaa that pleasure is 'a child prior to any child' is reflected in the following paragraph from 

thee text 'Questions to Emmanuel Levinas': 

Pleasuree is an engendering in us and between us, an engendering associated with the 

worldd and the universe, with which the work of the flesh is never unconnected. Either 

pleasuree is a mere expenditure of fire, of water, of seed, of body and spirit...or it is a 

uniquee and definitive creation. In this sense, it is time. It is ineffaceable, unrepeatable, 

evenn by the child. (QEL:913/914;IR:181) 

Thiss interpretation is moreover affirmed by a passage in An Ethics, in which Luce Irigaray 

writess about die communion that takes place through the most intimate of the mucous: 

Thiss communion is often left to the child, as the symbol of the union. But there are other 

signss of the union which precede the child {de I 'alliance avant I'enfant) - the space (or 

thee energy acm) where the lovers give each other lif e or death? (EF:25;EE:19) 

Thiss latter passage suggests that in the expression 'the child prior to any child' the first word 

'child'' must be interpreted as an image for these signs of the union, illuminating that these 

signss are un oeuvre, which the lovers have engendered together in and through their love. It 

511 Luce Irigaray, Entre Orient et Occident, 88. 
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thenn becomes an image for the transfiguration of the female body by beauty, for the fulfilment 

off  the flesh, for the parousia, for the regeneration of lif e the lovers have given each other. 

'Thee Fecundity of the Caress' also offers a passage that suggest that the second word 

'child'' thus 'the child, prior to any child might also be interpreted as an image for 'the work' 

engenderedd in and through the nuptials of the couple, notably in the passage in which Luce 

Irigarayy writes that the female lover 

mayy feel responsible for another parousia. She may need to create, engender, give birth 

too the mystery she bears, prior to any conception of a child. (...) Engendering some love 

priorr to, as something more than, a son. And a daughter. Generating the dwelling 

(1'habiter),, its site, with the male lover.(EF:184;EE:199) 

Whenn these passages on 'the child prior to any child' are taken together, it illuminates that both 

thee transfiguration of the female body by beauty - die child prior to any child - as the 

incarnationn of this mystery - the second child - reveal the divine. In other words, the 

divinisationn of the body, the unfolding of the body or the fulfilment of its potentialities, (the 

childchild prior to any child) as well as die 'elaboration of a human universe, a human identity', the 

creationn of 'a dwelling', of 'houses of language in which 'this spiritualisation of the flesh'52 

spillss over (QEL:915;IR:183), must bom be seen as revealing die divine or as incarnations of 

thee divine. 

InIn me above interpretations, I read me word 'child' as a metaphor for the body-of-work 

engenderedd in and through the reciprocal love of the couple. But tiie expression 'a child prior 

too any child' can also be read as indicating mat the ecstasy produced between two lovers, this 

childd prior to any child, is a forerunner to the birth of a physical child. This becomes clear in 

thee sentence 'even a child cannot efface or repeat die pleasure created by the two lovers'. 

(QEL:913/914;IR:181)) already pointed to Üiis interpretation. Again this must be seen as an 

interventionn in the traditional representations of die fecundity of the couple as a reproductive 

fecundity.. The interpretation tiiat die ecstasy between die lovers spills over in me generation 

off  a child leaves unimpeded tiiat the pleasure engendered in the reciprocal love of the couple 

mustt be seen as un oeuvre, as this 'tiiird' which is irreducible to any of die lovers. And more 

importantt perhaps, this idea puts die engendering of a child on die same level as the creation 

off  a world togetiier. This implies that the creativity of me couple can be incarnated in die 

creationn of works of art, thoughts, gestures of love and in die birth of a child. It does not 

enclosee die fecundity of the couple in die reproduction, but interprets the birth of die child as 

thee creation of 'a world togetiier'. 

522 Luce Irigaray, Entre Orient et Occident, 85. 
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Thesee interpretations of the expression 'this child prior to any child' illuminate that this 

expressionn does not contradict Luce Irigaray's view that the fecundity of the couple must be 

thoughtt or represented as a creative fecundity and not as a procreative one. But they do not 

answerr die question why Luce Irigaray uses the word 'child' at all in the context of the 

fecundityy of the couple. For the word 'child' threatens to undermine Luce Irigaray's thoughts 

onn the fecundity of the couple as a creative one, which makes it all too easy to interpret this 

fecundityy along the line of the generation of a child, and to anchor this fecundity again in a 

traditional,, heterosexual context and semantic field. This threat is reinforced because Luce 

Irigarayy uses this expression in the context of the difference between the hetero-sex and the 

same-sexx couple, which make that her views on the love of the other of the same-sex call forth 

thee reproach of heterosexism.53 

Thee horizon of the female gender: an 'oeuvre' of the communication among women... 

Thee reproach of heterosexism cannot be taken lightly. It implies that Luce Irigaray does not 

envisagee die love of a same-sex couple as a reciprocal and inter-subjective love between two 

subjects.. This means that she does not see the otherf as someone who is irreducibly different 

fromm the female subject; that she does not envisage die encounter with die otiierf as the 

encounterr with somediing insurmountable, with a freedom that resists appropriation and thereby 

makess the female subject wonder before the alterity of tiiis omer woman. 

Thiss conclusion has grave consequences for die representation of die fecundity of die love 

amongg women. It implies mat Luce Irigaray does not envisage the love relation between women 

ass site of die parousia of die divine nor as a relation which engenders change and 

transformation,, or, the incarnation of die divine. In order to elaborate tiiis conclusion I wil l 

summarizee die most important points of this chapter. 

Inn the above I have shown tiiat Luce Irigaray situates die parousia of die divine in reciprocal 

andd intersubjective relations. In tiiese relations die transcendence of die otiier is recognized and 

respectedd as somediing insurmountable and a mystery, which moves die subject with wonder 

533 Annamarie Jagoose, 'Irigaray and the Lesbian Body: Remedy and Poison', in: Genders 13, spring 
1992,, 30-42. Annamarie Jagoose criticizes Luce Irigaray's representation of female homosexuality 
ass a necessary prerequisite to heterosexuality, because it prioritizes heterosexuality and disavows 
femalee homosexuality. Judith Butler does not address Luce Irigaray's work directly but criticizes 
thee concept of sexual difference as such because in her view 'symbolic sexual difference runs the 
dangerr of reifying 'a given organization of compulsory heterosexuality as the symbolic'. See Rosi 
Braidottii  & Judith Butler, 'Feminism by Any Other Name', in: differences. A Journal of Feminist 
CulturalCultural Studies vol 6 (1994) 2+3, 27-62, esp 53. 
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beforebefore this other who is radically different. I argued that the passion of wonder is expressed in 

thee caress, because this is a gesture that touches the other but does not cross the (psychic or 

physical)) boundaries of the other. On the contrary, the touch of the caress creates a space 

betweenn the one and the other, which can become a shared space, and it invites the other to 

enterr this common space. This description might suggest a one way traffic between the subject 

whoo touches and the object of touch, but the nature of the touch of the caress does not allow 

forr such an interpretation, because the touch of the caress can be characterized a blurring the 

distinctionss between touching and being touched, between active and passive, and between 

subjectt and object. The touch of the caress therefore not only expresses the passion of wonder, 

itt is also the gesture that makes the relation between the two subjects into an intersubjective and 

reciprocall  relation. 

Lucee Irigaray describes the effect of the touch of the caress as a communion in pleasure. 

Shee calls this communion in pleasure an extase instante, and paints it as the accession to 

anotherr energy, an energy produced in the love-making of the couple; energy shared by both 

thee beloved lovers, but nevertheless irreducible to one of them, in the same way as they are 

irreduciblee to each other. 

Inn my interpretation I have elucidated the religious overtones of this idea of a communion 

inn pleasure as well as its associations with the mystical tradition. It establishes a connection 

betweenn the ecstasy of the love of and for the beloved other and the revelation of the divine, 

orr the parousia, a manifestation of the divine. This brings me to the conclusion that in Luce 

Irigaray'ss view the divine can manifest itself in intersubjective and reciprocal love relations and 

inn intersubjective and reciprocal communications between two subjects. 

II  make the move from love to communication to elucidate that Luce Irigaray's views on the 

fecundityy of the love of the other, woman or man, refers not only to the fecundity of sexual 

lovee but to the fecundity of a wider practice of communication and exchange between women 

andd men and among women: they address the wide issue of inter-subjective communication and 

reciprocall  exchanges between two subjects. This implies too that her thoughts on the fecundity 

off  the love of the same other reaches further than the establishment of a hierarchical difference 

betweenn same-sex love and hetero-sex love. It strikes at the heart of the fecundity of the 

communicationn among women and therefore at the heart of the idea that in this communication 

thee divine can become manifest. 

Ass I showed in the previous paragraph, Luce Irigaray holds the opinion that the love between 

belovedd lovers of the same sex wil l not produce this extase instante, this communion in 

pleasuree which she calls 'a child prior to any child'. Although Luce Irigaray does not offer any 

argumentss for this opinion, it can be traced to her view that 'woman becomes she who can 
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unitee within her the maternal-feminine and the filial. ' This view implies that woman always has 

thee materaal-feminine under her skin and that when she loves another woman she encounters 

inn this other woman an other form of this unification of the maternal-feminine and the filial , 

whichh makes this other woman the same other. This makes the love among women different, 

makess it a tender, close exchange, a touching that might be imaged as the touching of the two 

lips. . 

Becausee the other woman is the same-other, she is not radically non-me, like the other 

mann is. She does not represent the negative to the female subject, necessary to set the dialectical 

movementt in motion whereby change and transformation come about. This can also be 

formulatedd differently: because the other woman is the same-other, the love of this same-other 

wil ll  produce a communion in pleasure, but this pleasure is not an extase instante, an ecstasy 

thatt might be experienced as a parousia of the divine or as the generation of the human, the 

divinee within them and between them: the transfiguration of the other by beauty or the creation 

off  thoughts, works of arts, gestures that express the values of the female gender. 

Att this point I part company with Luce Irigaray's thoughts for two reasons. First 1 am 

fascinatedd by and committed to the project of thinking through, valuing and elaborating sexual 

difference,, because it opens vista's of a world of and for women. I cannot divorce this idea of 

aa 'world of women' from the notion of sexual difference, because this notion and the 

philosophyy in which sexual difference is thought through has brought the insight that 'from 

thee beginning the world is two' or that 'humanity must be conceived of as two humanities and 

twoo truths' or two irreducibly different outlooks upon the world. I use the notion 'world of and 

forr women' therefore to indicate a worldview or Speculum Mundi of women, which is distinct 

fromm the worldview of men; a worldview which is expressive of and which expresses the values 

thatt answer to the being-in-the-world of women; a worldview that imagines 'God' in the 

feminine,, that presents divine women as the horizon of the accomplishment of the female 

gender.. I, moreover, use the notion 'a world of women' to indicate a sociality of women. For 

aa worldview of and for women cannot be conceived of without a 'people of women'. These 

twoo interpretations of the notion 'world of and for women' are dialectically related, in the sense 

thatt this Speculum Mundi of the female gender is engendered in and by the public intervention 

off  (groups of) women in the order of representations end that this worldview engenders in its 

turnn a 'people' of women. It gathers women together who share it, because this worldview 

givess them an identity and because they share in this view as an object of exchange in their 

communication.. I see this worldview therefore as an incarnation of the divine, as a dwelling or 

house-of-languagee that is engendered as the result of a parousia of the divine in the encounter 

of,, the alliance with the other,. In its turn a horizon or worldview of women generates (new) 

manifestationss of the divine in and through the communication among women about their 
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identity,, about what they consider to be essential values. The worldview, horizon or 'God' of 

andd for women is therefore firmly anchored in the 'people' of women, the (religious) 

communitiess and gatherings of women: in their exchanges, encounters, love for and the touch 

off  the other, woman. 

Now,, I agree with Luce Irigaray' view on the fecundity of the love of the other, notably 

thatt this fecundity is 'un oeuvre' created in and through the communication and communion 

off  two irreducibly different subjects. I am indebted to her thoughts on die ethics of (love-

)relation,, on the path she depicts or paints to encounter and engage with the other, without 

effacingg the irreducible difference of this other. This means that I subscribe to Luce Irigaray's 

vieww that the idea that the divine becomes manifest in and through the communication with die 

other,, in and Üirough the love of tiie other, presupposes a recognition and respect of this 

irreduciblee difference of the other, of the transcendence of the other. But whereas it appears 

fromm Luce Irigaray's thoughts on the love of me other, that she considers only the male other 

ass 'truly' irreducibly different from tiie female subject, I would like to argue that the female 

otherr cannot be reduced either to what suits me. An excess resists this appropriation, an excess 

thatt makes mat I have to halt before her as before a mystery.54 The recognition and respect 

forr this excess of the other woman goes beyond the rediscovery of the mother in die 

communicationn widi the otiier woman in a filial love for her, or of the daughter in a maternal 

lovee for her. It is recognition and respect of the radical alterity of the other woman. Transposing 

thee mother-daughter relation to me love and communication among women threatens to reduce 

thiss irreducible difference of the other woman, or to efface the particularity of a subject's 

'unityy of instinct, heart and knowledge, unity of nature and spirit' (SP:79/80;SG:67), the 

particularityy of her identity and subjectivity, which were formed along different lines man mine. 

Itt is this irreducible difference and particularity which makes the other woman radically non-

me,, different from what I formerly knew, or supposed that Üiis oüier woman ought to be. 

Itt is from this view on the transcendence of the otiier woman that I like to argue that the 

divinee can become manifest in the love-relations and communications between women, that in 

thesee intersubjective relations the subjects of the communication and the beloved lovers fulfi l 

544 Over the years this insight has gained in importance and depth, especially in my discussions with 
Manuelaa Kalsky. She argued in these discussions that the differences between women ought to be 
describedd as irreducible differences, that the alterity of the other woman appears as the opacity of 
thiss other to the subject which makes her a mystery to this subject and that the encounter with this 
irreduciblyy different other must be seen as (possibly) a site of revelation of God. See also Anne-
Clairee Mulder & Manuela Kalsky, 'Verschillen als uitdaging. Een briefwisseling over de ruimte 
voorr vrouwen', in: Manuela Kalsky a.o. (ed), Bouwen met los zand. Theologische reflecties op 
verschilverschil en verbondenheid, DSTS-cahier 7, DSTS/ Meinema, Nijmegen/ Zoetermeer 1997, 87-121, 
espp 118/119. 
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thee core of human destiny: to become creators of a world together, to incarnate the divine in 

gesturess of love, in thoughts, works of art, becoming women. Divine. 
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Epilogue e 

SPEAKINGG AND THINKIN G 'GOD': THE DIALECTICS BETWEEN FLESH AND WORD. 

InIn this last chapter I wil l return to the notions flesh and Word to present and elaborate my 

conceptionn of the act of speaking and thinking 'God'. I wil l present this act as 'flesh 

becomingg Word' and as 'Word becoming flesh'. I therefore present it as an act of incarnation, 

althoughh this is contrary to the common understanding of incarnation, in which incarnation is 

interpretedd as the embodiment of God or the divine either by a human being or in and through 

thee acts of a human being. 

II  present the act of speaking and thinking 'God' as an act of incarnation, because I 

envisagee speaking and thinking as material through and through. In these acts the world is given 

shapeshape by the Word, a worldview is expressed in and through discourse. These acts are rooted 

inn and generated by the flesh - they 'begin with the body'1 - and traces of the affects of the 

fleshh can be found in the discursive worldview which is generated by the flesh. But the 

worldvieww generated in this manner is not only the sediment of the act of giving shape to the 

world,, it also gives shape to or structures human self-understanding and understanding of the 

relationn to the world and to others. This implies that a worldview is not only material, because 

itt is rooted in the flesh, but also because it structures the manner in which a human subject 

givess shape to her encounter with the other, the other human being and/or the world as other. 

Thiss interpretation of speaking and thinking 'God' is the result of my understanding of the 

fleshh as living and productive matter. As I wil l show in the first part of this chapter, this 

conceptionn of the flesh is at right angles with the dominant dualistic conception of the relation 

betweenn flesh and Word, in which Word is seen as purely of the Intelligible and divorced from 

thee Sensible. It rather emphasizes that spirit, mind, reason, subjectivity are all rooted in and 

affectedd by the flesh and the Sensible. This staging of the relation between flesh and Word or 

betweenn body and mind breaks through the dualistic habit of thought of the dominant tradition. 

Althoughh I am not the first who emphasizes that speaking and thinking are rooted in the 

11 The expression 'Begin with the body' is the title of an anthology of texts by Dutch feminist 
theologians,, written in the context of the Dutch research Program for Religion and Gender. See 
Jonnekee Bekkenkamp, &  Maaike de Haardt (eds), Begin with the Body. Corporeality, Religion and 
Gender,Gender, Leuven, Peeters, 1998.1 participate in this Research-program and have benefitted from the 
discussionss of the members of this program, exploring the many interfaces between corporeality, 
religionn and gender. 
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materiall  matter of the body,2 my contribution to these discussions must be seen in my 

presentationn of the flesh as marked by the morphology of the sexes. This implies that the act 

off  speaking and thinking 'God', the act of imaging 'God' is also marked by sexual difference. 

Thiss implication has important consequences for the understanding of 'God'. I wil l show these 

implicationss by a critical discussion of Rosemary Radford Ruether's attempt to overcome the 

dualismm between mind and body in her re-conception of God/ess as 'primal matrix of 

being/neww being' and as 'matrix of energy'. 

Myy critique of Rosemary Radford Ruether's reimagination of God/ess wil l bring me to 

thee elaboration of a post-theistic conception of 'God'. In the second part of this chapter I wil l 

thereforee present the act of speaking and thinking 'God' as an act in which female subjects 

(andd male subjects too, when they speak and think 'God') give shape to the world and to the 

relationss to the other according to values and qualities which they consider to be the essential 

valuess of and for their gender. In this interpretation the positive, even Utopian aspects of the act 

off  speaking 'God' are foregrounded. As speaking 'God' is an act which is rooted in the flesh, 

thiss interpretation might suggest that the experiences of the flesh which generate this act are 

alsoo positive experiences of the divine, or 'divine' experiences. This supposition is questioned, 

however,, in the third and last part of the chapter. In this third part the question is raised 

whetherr the experiences of the flesh in which this act is rooted are so unambiguously positive. 

Thiss question parallels the discussion on the tragic aspects of human existence which is carried 

onn among feminist theologians. I close this chapter with the tentative conclusion that, although 

thee experience of the flesh might be ambiguous, this experience must be disambiguated in a 

positivee direction in order for the act of speaking 'God' to give meaning and direction to the 

processs of becoming woman. 

22 I already mentioned the Dutch research-project on Corporeality, Religion and Gender, which 
resultedd in the collection Begin with the Body; See also Carol Christ, 'Embodied Thinking: 
reflectionss on Feminist Üieological Method', in Journal of Feminist Studies of Religion, vol 5 (1989) 
1,, 7-15; Anne Marie Korte, 'In de geest van het lichaam. "Lichamelijkheid" als hermeneutische 
categoriee binnen feministische theologie', in: Johanna Jager-Sommer (ed), God opnieuw gedacht. 
VerantwoordelijkheidVerantwoordelijkheid voor de schepping in feministisch perspectief. Theologische essays voor 
CatharinaCatharina Halkes, Baarn: Ten Have, 1995. 231-252, esp. 243. In this essay Anne Marie Korte 
pointss towards the epistemological and hermeneutical significance of speaking and thinking in 'the 
spiritt of the body'. She also points out mat this mode of thinking and speaking makes it possible 
too overcome and/or break through a dualistic habit of thought, and draws attention to the 
ambiguitiess and paradoxes which follows from this mode of thinking. 
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THEE FLESH: LIVIN G AND PRODUCTIVE MATTER 

Inn my reading of Luce Irigaray's notion 'the flesh' I have given two interconnected 

interpretationss of this notion. I have interpreted it, first, as the sensible, tangible, elemental and 

libidinall  matter of human being; as the material substrate of the being-in-the-world of human 

beings,, of their subjectivity and identity as well as the condition of possibility of their imagining 

andd thinking. Secondly, I have argued that this material substrate of wo/man's being-in-the-

worldd must not be seen as a-morph nor gender-neutral, but sexed and sexuated. To 

acknowledgee and respect the thesis that humanity is a dual being entails - as I have shown -

thee generation and development of a cultural and symbolic horizon of and for women, which 

speakss and symbolizes the irreducible difference of women in order for female subjects to 

flourish,, because the dominant symbolic horizon is self-representative of the masculine subject. 

Thiss interpretation of the flesh brings about a shift in the dominant dualistic conception 

off  the relation between flesh and Word, because it presents the flesh as living and productive 

matter.. In the following paragraph I will show that they enable other interpretations of the 

relationn between spirit and matter, mind and body, God and wo/man, than the dualistic ones 

whichh has for so long dominated theological thinking. 

Thee flesh as living matter 

Too appreciate the shift in the understanding of the flesh-Word, matter-spirit, body-mind 

dualisms,, which is brought about by the interpretation of flesh as living and productive matter, 

itt is important to remember that patristic and medieval philosophical theologies, whose 

influencess reach until the present day, depict the material substratum of being as 'utterly inert, 

essentiallyy lifeless, (...) having no power of its own, or any self-direction and no capacity for 

consciousness'.33 The flesh is represented in need of animation by a source outside matter, by 

Godd or by the Holy Spirit, the third person of the Trinity, to become a (living) being and to 

becomee empowered to live life. This source of animation was thought to be transcendent to 

matter,, thus represented as a meta-physical source. It is moreover seen as immaterial and 

incorporeal,, because it is thought to represent permanence and the immutable in a material 

worldd which is subject to change and transience.4 

33 Grace Jantzen, God's World, God's Body. With a foreword by John Macquarrie, London: Darton, 
Longmann and Todd, 1984, p 29. 

44 Grace Jantzen, God's World, God's Body, 24. 
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Regardingg the flesh as living and productive matter means on the other hand that the flesh 

iss conceived as breathing matter, moving and becoming in a process that is to a large extent 

self-directed.. In this view of the flesh, animation is presented as immanent in the flesh, just as 

thee power to become and to produce are seen as qualities inherent to the flesh. It presents 

matterr and spirit as entwined, and not as an oppositional pair yoked together in a living being. 

Thiss conception of the relation between matter and spirit implies therefore that spirit, the source 

off  animation, - and God as source of Spirit - is understood as radically immanent in the 

materiall  world, instead of being represented as a source of animation transcendent to matter. 

II  have used the word entwined in my depiction of the relation between matter and spirit 

inn the flesh to illuminate that the distinction between (divine) spirit and matter is not dissolved 

inn the conception of the flesh as living matter. This distinction is not thought along the 

oppositionss transcendent, (immaterial) spirit versus immanent (material) matter, though, but 

alongg the lines of breathing, living matter versus non-breathing 'dead' matter. This idea needs 

somee elaboration as it is based upon a string of associations, in which breath and breathing is 

linkedd with life and with (divine) spirit. 

Cardinall  to my understanding of the distinction between matter and spirit is the thought 

thatt to live means to breathe. Without breath, or better without the element air, there is no life.5 

Thiss means that the flesh as living matter must be understood as breathing matter. It moreover 

impliess that non-breathing matter must be seen as 'dead' matter. Now, this idea can be 

understoodd at its most elementary level as an inescapable biological fact, but it also offers the 

possibilityy to situate the distinction between matter and spirit in the relation between spirit and 

breathh or air. Such an interpretation takes up the traditional understanding of the (divine) spirit 

ass life-giving principle and links it with air and breathing. 

Thiss interpretation establishes a strong connection between breath and spirit. It presents 

thee spirit in terms of that element and that activity through which matter becomes living matter: 

air.. This connection can be elaborated in different directions, for instance by stressing the 

materialityy of the spirit, illuminating that spirit is rooted in the material element air and the 

bodilyy activity of breathing. This connection can also be seen as a figurative one, in which the 

elementt air and the bodily activity of breathing are seen as images for the spirit and the 

spiritual.. The connection between breathing and the spirit can moreover be elaborated in a 

55 This thought is inspired by Luce Irigaray's writings on air, breath and breathing, as well as by 
Camillee Mortagne's reading of L'oubli de Vair. See Camille Mortagne, 'Op de adem van de 
kosmos',, especially 40-41. Luce Irigaray developed her thoughts on air, bream and breathing more 
fullyy in her last three books / Love to You, Etre Deux, and Entre I'Orient et I'Occident. 
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spirituall  praxis, in which breathing becomes a vehicle for a process of becoming more aware 

off  the spirit and the spiritual dimension of life.6 

Thee strong connection between spirit and breath made by Luce Irigaray shows a remarkable and 

interestingg correspondence with the connotations of the Hebrew word ruah. Ruah denotes 

breath,, storm, air and spirit and is used in the Hebrew Bible to describe these natural 

phenomenaa as well as God's activity in the world. Feminist theologians and exegetes have taken 

upp and elaborated the association of breath and air with spirit in the word ruah to radicalize the 

doctrinee of the Holy Spirit, which deals with God's presence and activity in the world.7 They 

describee the activity of the Spirit with images : as 'the power, the "energeia", to empower each 

other'88 or as ki, the energy of lif e which flourishes in the interconnectedness of air, earth and 

humann beings.9 

Thesee images evoke strong associations with the language of the material elements 

introducedd by Luce Irigaray to image the materiality of being and thinking. Although feminist 

theologianss hardly use this language in their arguments, their interpretation and elaboration of 

thee word ruah calls forth the aforementioned associations, because of the radical immanent and 

oftenn material understanding of the presence and activity of the Holy Spirit, which appear from 

66 Luce Irigaray elaborates this latter view of the connection between breath and spirit in her three last 
works.. (See previous note) 

77 Although feminist theologians were not the first to note the double meaning of the word ruah, they 
weree nevertheless the first to elaborate this double meaning for the development of pneumatology. 

II  can name but a few of the feminist theologians who wrote about the relation between breath 
andd the Holy Spirit and/or about the materiality of the Spirit within the scope of this epilogue. See: 
Catharinaa Halkes, 'Onze Moeder de heilige Geest' in idem, Zoekend naar wat verloren ging. Enkele 
aanzettenaanzetten voor een feministische theologie, Baarn: Ten Have, 1984, 160-175; Chung Hyun Kyung, 
DeDe strijd om weer de zon te zijn. Proeve van een aziatische feministische theologie. Baarn: Ten 
Have,, 1992; Elisabeth Moltmann-Wendel (ed), Die Weiblichkeit des Heiligen Geistes. Studiën zur 
feministischenfeministischen Theologie, Frankfurt a/M: Gütersloh 1995; Helen Schüngel-Straumann, Zur Dynamik 
derr biblischen RUAH-Vorstellung, in Elisabeth Moltmann-Wendel (ed), Die Weiblichkeit des 
HeiligenHeiligen Geistes, 17-41; Donata Dörfel, God's Dynamic Creativity: An Intercultural Investigation 
ofof the Female Aspects of the Holy Spirit, Series A: General and TTieoretical Papers no 485, Essen: 
LAUD,, 1999. 

88 Catharina Halkes, Zoekend naar wat verloren ging, 173. 

99 Chung Hyung Kung, De Strijd om weer de zon te zijn, 226 + 230 nl2. Chung writes in this footnote 
matt she owes the parallel between ki and ruah to the Korean minjung-theologian Ann Byung Mu. 
Seee also Donata Dörfel, God's Dynamic Creativity, 16-19 for an elaboration of the relation between 
kiki and ruah. 
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thesee feminist theological interpretations.10 These interpretations in their turn have strong 

bearingss upon the view of God. As the Holy Spirit is the third Person of the Trinity, this 

immanentt understanding of the Spirit implies a radical immanent view of God. For the logical 

implicationn of the doctrine of the Trinity would be that a radically immanent view of the Spirit 

bringss about a radically immanent view of God: an understanding of God as Spirit, as breath 

off  life, as aerial and ethereal presence in the world. 

Thee flesh is productive matter: the significance of a philosophy of sexual difference. 

Myy interpretation of the flesh as productive matter implies a similar, important break with the 

dominantt representation of the flesh as inert and passive matter in need of direction, as a blank 

surfacee in need of inscription or as pliable matter which can be moulded at will . Using 

contemporaryy chaos-theory and psychoanalytic theories I have elaborated a view of the flesh 

inn which it is interpreted as self-directive and self-organizing instead. This means that the flesh 

organizess the chaos of responses and sensible experiences into a certain body-image which 

informss and directs (to a certain extent) the formation of a sense of self, of identity. 

II  have shown that this view of the flesh has important implications for the interpretation 

off  the constitution of identity and subjectivity. It breaks with conceptions of identity and 

subjectivityy as discursive through and through, constructed in and through (conflicting) 

discourses.. Instead it presents the constitution of identity as an intricate dialectics between flesh 

andd Word. I have described this dialectics as a flesh becoming Word and a Word becoming 

flesh.. I painted it as an encounter in which on the one hand the flesh and the body-images it 

hass generated become translated, transfigured, transformed into and by (existing) images and 

figuress of thought and in which, on the other hand, the Word becomes transfused as well as 

transformedd by the flesh, by the particularity of certain body-images and/or by the resistance 

off  the flesh to (certain) images and figures of thought. 

Thiss psychoanalytically informed conception of the 'libidinal, bodily and affective genesis 

off  thought' (...) 'challenges the centuries-old association between consciousness and 

thinking.'111 It undermines the idea that thinking and imagining are immaterial and incorporeal, 

divorcedd from the corporeality of the thinking subject. This view has led to analyses which 

100 This conclusion raises the question whether and how the arguments of feminist theologians for an 
immanentt and material understanding of God and the divine would benefit from or would be 
strengthenedd by the language of the material elements as developed by Luce Irigaray. 

111 Rosi Braidotti, Patterns of Dissonance. A study of women in contemporary philosophy, transl. E. 
Guild.. Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991, 28. 
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showw that consciousness (of the self and of others) is not transparent to itself but animated by 

forcess that remain opaque to the conscious self, that knowing is rooted in the desire to know,12 

andd that faith in God (the Father) is rooted in a nostalgic desire for the mother. 

Thiss assumption of an intimate relation between flesh, images and thought has strong 

implicationss for die understanding of images of God and of theological thought. For it means 

diatt images of God and theological reflection cannot be seen as purely Intelligible, divorced 

fromm the flesh. They must rather be thought of as rooted in and fed by sensible, tangible, 

libidinal,, living matter. This conclusion cannot be seen as interesting to me psychology of 

religionn only. It touches all disciplines of theology, because it presupposes that all images of 

Godd as well as all theological reflection bear traces of the sensible, tangible, libidinal flesh -

off  well-being and happiness, of pain and suffering, of the relation to and the desire for the 

other. . 

Thee full significance of this interpretation of images of God and of theological thought 

forr feminist reflection emerges, when one remembers that this flesh, titis productive matter is 

sexed;; that the flesh is not one, but two. This last view implies that being and dunking are 

markedd by sexual difference as well. It implies that images of God and theological thought are 

alsoo marked by sexual difference, because tiiey bear traces of die sexed, libidinal, sensible flesh 

whichh generated them. 

Thee view mat die flesh is productive matter, informing and directing imagining and thinking 

andd mat it is not one, but two - the two suppositions which underlie the concept of sexual 

differencee - is not widely shared or used by (christian) feminist theologians neither critically 

norr constructively.13 On die contrary, it is criticized for two reasons: first, because it would 

122 Rosi Braidotti, Patterns of Dissonance, 25. 

133 In the Netherlands, only a few theologians are engaged in working through the implications of a 
maximalistt interpretation of sexual difference. In their review article 'Lichamelijkheid, 
subjectiviteitt en transcendentie', Jonneke Bekkenkamp en Maaike de Haardt discuss the publications 
off  sixteen Dutch feminist theologians dealing with the relation between body and subjectivity. They 
identifyy three Dutch theologians including myself (all three second generation) who tend to 
maximalizee the weight of sexual difference in their conception of subjectivity. See Jonneke 
Bekkenkampp & Maaike de Haardt, 'Lichamelijkheid, subjectiviteit en transcendentie. Landelijk 
Onderzoeksprojectt SFT, in Anne-Marie Korte, Marian Papavoine, Jonneke Bekkenkamp, Freda 
Droess (eds), Proeven van Vrouwenstudies Theologie IV, Utrecht: IIMO/ IWFT; Zoetermeer: 
Meinema,, 185-203. This enumeration does not include the texts of Dutch feminist theologians who 
startedd publishing after 1993, though. Of those (at least) two are intensely engaged with Luce 
Irigaray'ss philosophy of sexual difference. 

Internationally,, the engagement with Luce Irigaray's thought, as the leading figure of a 
philosophyy of sexual difference, has grown in the last few years. In 1998 Grace Jantzen has 
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bee essentialistic, and, secondly, because it would undermine the idea that humanity and/or the 

communityy of human beings is one, created in the image of the one God. In the following 

paragraphss I wil l discuss these two points of critique, showing that these two points can be 

tracedd back to a view of the flesh and the body as neutral and passive matter. 

TheThe concept of sexual difference is essentialistic 

Althoughh I already described and criticized the interpretation that the concept of sexual 

differencee is essentialistic, I return to this critique here, to describe the particular context which 

hass inspired feminist theologians to use the argument of essentialism to reject the concept of 

sexuall  difference. I distinguish two different bodies of argument in the critique of feminist 

theologians.. In the first body of critique, the concept of sexual difference is criticized as 

advocatingg a naturalized and essentialized view of women's nature. Arguments which have been 

employedd by (christian) feminist theologians in their critique on the thealogy and spirituality 

off  the Women's Spirituality and Goddess Movement, are repeated in this reading.14 These 

latterr movements situated the positive difference of women in women's nature and women's 

bodies,, and used these presuppositions about a 'natural' difference to underpin their arguments 

forr a different spirituality and tfieology of women.15 These arguments were rejected by 

feministt theologians, because they threaten(ed) to affirm and reinforce arguments used by 

publishedd Becoming Divine, Manchester University Press, which deals extensively with Luce 
Irigaray'ss thought. See also the texts of Jenny Daggers, Susan Parsons, Renée Boddé, in Feminist 
Theology.Theology. The Journal of the Britain and Ireland School of Feminist Theology. The theologians 
Serenee Jones and Morna Joy from the USA and Canada should be mentioned as engaged in a 
theologicall  exchange with Luce Irigaray's thought. In the German-speaking countries the 
engagementt of feminist theologians with the philosophy of sexual difference has grown in recent 
years.. I am thinking of the Projektgruppe Feminismus und Ethik, which published two volumes on 
Weiberwirtschqft.Weiberwirtschqft. The members of the Projectgroup are strongly influenced by Italian philosophers 
off  sexual difference as Luisa Muraro and Adriana Cavarero, who are in turn influenced by Luce 
Irigaray'ss work. 

144 The conflation of these two bodies of theory and practices is particularly striking in Elisabeth 
Schüsslerr Fiorenza's text 'G*d at work in our midst: For a Politics of Identity to a Politics of 
Struggle'' in: Feminist Theology 13, september 1996, 47-72. 

155 One view which generated a lot of criticism is the one which argued that the spirituality of the 
Goddess-movementt is biophilic, - contrary to patriarchal religion which was necrophilic - because 
women'ss nature is directed at giving and nurturing life. See Fokkelien van Dijk, 'Feministiese 
Spiritualiteitt en de vrouwelijke natuur', in: Kongresbundel Winteruniversiteit Vrouwenstudies 1983, 
Nijmegenn 1983, 295-298, esp. 297. She writes that it is an argument used in the Women's Peace 
Movementt without giving a reference to a text or a particular group, though. 
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ecclesiasticall  authorities, which also departed from women's 'natural' difference to justify the 

patriarchall  order of church and society as the God-given 'Order of Creation' and to exclude 

womenn from the ministry,16 This ecclesiastical, political context explains why many feminist 

theologianss - especially first generation theologians - deem it more important to elaborate the 

equalityy of women and men before God and the similarity of their corporeality,17 than to argue 

forr a positive difference of women, especially when this difference is presented as a corporeal 

difference. . 

Thee second body of critique, in which the concept of sexual difference is also seen as 

essentialistic,, arises from the analysis that the affirmation of sexual difference effaces the 

differencess among women and thereby the different meaning for the female subjects of certain 

imagess of God or figures of thought. This analysis has led to the (often painful) exposure, 

acknowledgementt and subsequent elaboration of these differences among women as power-

differencess among women. It has led to a proliferation of feminist theologies.18 The underlying 

presuppositionn of these theologies is that one's (historical) location in asymmetrical power-

relationss plays a decisive role in determining which (f)actor becomes the dominant one in the 

constitutionn of identity and subjectivity and gives rise to very different forms of spirituality, of 

whatt must be changed on die level of the religious community, the religious images and 

166 In the Netherlands, this critique by feminist theologians appeared to be justified by a paper of 
Bishopp Simonis (now Cardinal Simonis) called 'Gedachten over de plaats van de vrouw in 
Samenlevingg en Kerk', (Thoughts on the place of woman in Society and Church) written in 1982 
forr a discussion of the Diocesan Pastoral Council of het bisdom Rotterdam. In this paper Bishop 
Simoniss uses a naturalized and essentialized view on the difference between women and men to 
underpinn his thoughts on this (different) position of women in Society and Church. The 'Apostolic 
letterr Mulieris Dignitatem of Pope John Paul II on the Dignity and Vocation of Women on the 
Occasionn of the Marian Year' published in 1988 also affirmed the suspicion of feminist theologians 
againstt theologies and theories which affirm a positive difference of women and men. For John Paul 
UU used this difference to argue against the ordination of women in the ministry. 

177 Rosemary Radford Ruether argues for instance that women and men equally possess the organs for 
thinking,, feeling and relating, i.e. the mind and the five senses. Rosemary Radford Ruether and 
Eugenee Bianchi From Machismo to Mutuality. Essays on Sexism, New York: Paulist Press, 1975, 
83.. See for an evaluation of Rosemary Radford Ruether's ideas from a sexual difference 
perspective:: Anne-Claire Mulder, 'Thinking about the Imago Dei. Minimalizing or Maximalizing 
thee Difference between the Sexes. A Critical Reading of Rosemary Radford Ruether's Anthropology 
throughh the Lens of Luce Irigaray's Thought', in Feminist Theology 14, January 1997, 9-33. 

188 I am thinking of womanist theology, lesbian theology, Asian feminist theology, Mujerista theology, 
Africann feminist theology. 
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theologicall  thought so that religion and theology is a force of liberation.19 From this 

perspective,, the concept of sexual differences is criticized as falsely universalizing - or 

essentializingg - the experiences and interests of those women for whom gender is the most 

pressingg political issue.20 In this view the gesture of thinking through sexual difference 

becomess a gesture which effaces the weight of ethnicity, race, class and sexual preference in 

thee process of the constitution of embodied subjectivity and identity as well as in the 

constitutionn of the spirituality of the different groups of women (and men).21 

InIn feminist theoretical discussions, this last critique in particular has inspired an intensive debate 

aboutt the relation between the concept of sexual difference and the many differences among 

women.. I understand this debate as circling around a set of questions which ultimately have to 

doo with the question how to interpret the flesh. Is the flesh, the material substratum of being, 

productivee and active or passive and inert; is thinking embodied and rooted in the flesh, 

showingg therefore traces of its corporeal roots, or must the materiality of thinking be interpreted 

ass the materiality of discursive formations; must being born (a) woman be seen as irrevocable 

aa condition of human being as being mortal is, thereby underlying or subtending the many 

particularitiess of being born in a certain location at a certain time in history or must being born 

aa woman be seen as one of those particularities. 

199 I refer here to the view shared by many (feminist) theologians that the soteriology, the elaboration 
off  the idea that God/ Christ saves humanity, is the heart of Christian theology. For an analysis of 
thee different forms in which feminist theologians of different continents and contexts interpret and 
elaboratee this view, see Manuela Kalsky, Christaphanien. Die Re-Vision der Christologie aus der 
SichtSicht von Frauen in unterschiedlichen Kulturen, doctoral thesis, Amsterdam: University of 
Amsterdam,, forthcoming. 

200 Naomi Schor has argued that the interpretation of essentialism as a false universalism must be seen 
ass the only critique of essentialism that has emerged from within the women's movement. Naomi 
Schor,, 'This essentialism which is not one', 42. 

211 I have already stated my view that although the differences between women due to difference in 
ethnicity,, race, class, and sexual preference asks for a careful thinking about the relation between 
thee particular and the universal, it remains the question whether these differences can be translated 
intoo universals themselves. In my view, the difference between the sexes can be deemed a universal 
uponn which the other differences are inscribed. Sexual difference is therefore given priority over 
otherr differences, because it illuminates and emphasizes the role of sexuality and of desire in our 
beingg and thinking. It explains therefore the libidinal dimension of identity and subjectivity, of 
imagingg and thinking. 
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Itt is interesting to note that these questions about the role and status of the (female) body in the 

constitutionn of identity and subjectivity play a minor role in (recent) feminist theology.22 I 

wouldd like to explain this relative absence of reflection upon this issue as the effect of a certain 

consensuss in feminist theological discourse upon the status and role of the female body in the 

constitutionn of identity. Many feminist theologians subscribe implicitly or explicitly, to the view 

thatt identity is discursive, constructed in and through different (conflicting) discourses. This 

vieww implies a conception of the flesh and the body as the material support of this discursive 

identity,, a site of encounter and interaction of different discourses, or a surface upon which 

identityy or identities can be inscribed. However, this conception of identity implies a repetition 

off  the traditional hierarchical opposition between Word and flesh. This means that to escape 

thee danger of essentialism or false universalism, the traditional representation of the flesh as 

neutral,, inert and passive matter is implicitly reiterated. The effect of the representation of the 

fleshh as neutral matter is that the libidinal and affective genesis of dominant (figures of) 

theologicall  thought is hardly analyzed or criticized. Nor is the manner in which these forms of 

thoughtt repeat and reinforce the originary event which underlies the present order of Society, 

criticallyy examined by feminist theologians. And this, because most do not subscribe to the 

presuppositionn of sexual difference theories, that sexuality is primordial, that the flesh is 

libidinall  matter, and that the genesis of desire goes hand in hand with the recognition of sexual 

difference.. This means that they do not subscribe either to the implications of these theories 

notablyy that the (unconscious) images produced by this sensible, tangible, libidinal, sexed 

matter,, which is the flesh, inform and direct the process of the constitution of identity and 

subjectivity,, of conscious imagining and thinking. 

AA theological argument against the concept of sexual difference 

Thee critique of essentialism is not the only form of critique, which brings many feminist 

theologianss to be critical of the concept of sexual difference. There are also theological 

222 This does not mean, though, that 'the body' is not a subject of feminist theological reflection, but 
ratherr that recent feminist theological reflections begin with the body to think through other 
problemss in theological discourse than the issue of the role or the status of the female body in 
femalee identity, subjectivity and spirituality. In me Dutch anthology Begin with the body, some 
'beginn with the body' to reflect upon the relation between finitude and transcendence, others 
discusss the development of a moral self through experiences of the body, or show how discussions 
onn religious values are played out upon the female body. They 'begin with the body' to describe 
thee processes of inclusion and exclusion in a religious community or to deal with the issue of the 
relationn between the (female) body and God or the divine. 
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argumentss which underlie the opposition of many feminist theologians against the concept of 

sexuall  difference. 

Thee most important theological argument against the development of a theological 

anthropologyy in which the differences of the sexes is maximalized, is the profession that God 

iss One. For as I already wrote in the above, the idea that the flesh is both sexed and productive 

impliess that there is not one humanity but two: two houses-of-language, or mirrors of the world 

withh images of the self, of its relation to the body, to others, to the world, as well as images 

off  God, generated and informed by the tangible, sensible flesh. Especially this idea of two 

humanitiess presents a strong dilemma to those who assert that human beings are created in the 

imagee of the One God, because in their view humanity is one, because God is one. 

11 wil l analyze this theological argument against a theological elaboration of sexual 

differencee by examining some texts of Rosemary Radford Ruether, in which she implicitly or 

explicitlyy starts with the view that humanity is one, because God is one. 

Rosemaryy Radford Ruether is (one of) the first feminist theologians who analyzed the 

perniciouss effect of the dualistic habit of thought which pervades dominant theology and she 

iss concerned to overcome this habit of thought in her own theological reflections. This brings 

herr to a materialist, but gender-neutral understanding of God. I have chosen her theology, 

becausee it contains elements which return in many other feminist theological endeavours to 

overcomee the dualistic oppositions between matter and spirit and/or mind and body.23 

Rosemaryy Radford Ruether explicitly makes the connection between the oneness of 

humanityy and the oneness of God in her assertion that 'Only God is one and universal. 

Humanityy is finally one, because the one God created us all.'24 She writes this in a lecture, in 

whichh she exposes on the one hand the imperialism of the claim of Christianity that it is the 

universall  religion and in which she argues on the other hand that authentic universalism 

embracess plurality instead. This last view underlies her view of the relation between the 

differentt (monotheistic) religions, her theological anthropology as well as her theology in the 

strictt sense of the word. 

Inn her theological anthropology Rosemary Radford Ruether presents mind and body as a 

unity,, the inside and outside of the same thing, with energy as the common nature or material 

233 Anne Marie Korte argues that e.g. Sallie McFague's thoughts on the body of God can be read as 
aa continuation of Rosemary Radford Ruether's endeavours to overcome the dualistic habit of 
thought.. See Anne Marie Korte, 'In de geest van het lichaam', in: Jager-Sommer, God opnieuw 
gedacht,gedacht, 245. 

244 Rosemary Radford Ruether, To Change the World. Christology and Cultural Criticism, New York: 
Crossroad,, 1990, 39. 
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foundation.. The patterns and complexities of this energy form visible entities, but this energy 

alsoo underlies the spiritual or consciousness. She describes the central nervous system and the 

cortexx of the human brain as the most complex and intensive way of organized energy, enabling 

consciousnesss to burst forth. Consciousness and feeling are defined as the inwardness of 

materiall  energy.25 

Shee moreover stresses that all human beings share the same species nature. They equally 

possesss the organs for thinking, feeling and relating. This means that Rosemary Radford 

Ruetherr interprets the differences between human beings as of a secondary nature, because 

primaryy to human being is that s/he is Imago Dei: in the image of the one God/ess. 

Thee notation God/ess accompanies a non-traditional, material understanding of God. 

Rosemaryy Radford Ruether develops this view in Sexism and God-talk. She describes God/ess 

ass 'primal matrix, die ground of being/new being', 'living matrix of matter/energy itself.26 

Withh this understanding of God/ess as 'matrix of energy' Rosemary Radford Ruether 

overcomess the matter-spirit dualism, in which God is identified with spirit. Despite this non-

traditionall  understanding of God/ess, Rosemary Radford Ruether does not break with the 

traditionall  theological profession that God is one. This becomes clear from her justification of 

thee symbol God/ess. She writes: 

(...)) I use the term God/ess as a written symbol intended to combine both the masculine 

andd feminine forms of the word for the divine while preserving the Judeo-Christian 

affirmationn that divinity is one. (my italics).27 

Thiss view of God/ess has bearings upon the interpretation of wo/man as Imago Dei. Her 

materiall  understanding of God/ess brings her to a picture of the relation between God/ess and 

wo/mann as one of smaller selves to a greater Self, or, of smaller matrices of energy to the 

primall  matrix of being. She writes: 'Each fleeting self is the great divine self, manifesting 

itself,, speaking its word. In each fleeting consciousness the Great cosmic self becomes 

consciouss of itself.'28 The relation between God/ess and wo/man which emerges from this 

passagee is a relation between the One and the many: between the One Ground of Being 

255 Rosemary Radford Ruether, Sexism and God-talk, 85/86. 

266 Rosemary Radford Ruether, Sexism and God-talk, 85; Rosemary Radford Ruether, 'Dualism and 
thee Nature of Evil in Feminist Theology', in: Studies in Christian Ethics, vol 5 (1992) 1, 35. 

277 Rosemary Radford Ruether, Sexism and God-talk, 46. 

288 Rosemary Radford Ruether, 'Dualism and the Nature of Evil', 35. 
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reflectedd in manifold imagines, images or mirrors of God. When Rosemary Radford Ruether 

writess that God/ess is one and universal, she suggests therefore that this one matrix of being 

iss foundational to, can be found in or expresses itself in many (all) different forms of being.29 

Thiss has important bearings upon her anthropology as well as upon her theology. It means, first, 

thatt underlying the differences there is the basic level of a humanity, - called 'authentic 

humanity'' by Rosemary Radford Ruether - which is common to all human beings. This is the 

levell  of being Imago Dei. Secondly, it illuminates that when Rosemary Radford Ruether asserts 

thatt this One God/ess embraces plurality and diversity, these appear to belong to the level of 

thee particular or to the historical contingent, because they do not touch the basic level of 

'audiëntiee humanity'. They are not seen as condition of possibility of being and thinking, but 

aree relegated to secondary order. This has two implications for her understanding of God/ess: 

itt implies first that God/ess - and thus the primal matrix of matter/energy - is gender-neutral 

orr without gender, because sexual difference is one of those differences which are seen as of 

secondaryy order.30 Secondly, it implies that Rosemary Radford Ruether's ideas on God/ess 

reiteratee important aspect of traditional philosophical theism, notably that God is One and 

Universal,, the foundation of beings. For despite the materialism of her conception of God/ess, 

Rosemaryy Radford Ruether's assertion that God/ess is One and the foundation of all being, 

threatenss to reintroduce metaphysical ontology, although a material and immanent one this time. 

Butt the identification of 'matrix of being' with divinity tends to lead to the postulation of a 

feministt theological alternative 'Order of Creation', with me concomitant normative vision of 

thee 'true nature of things' or of 'authentic humanity'. It has the advantage of strengthening her 

claimss of the truth and validity of her vision of humanity and of the direction in which human 

beingss ought to go to become Imago Dei. But such a position threatens on the other hand to 

299 I am indepted to Sheila Greeve Davaney's analysis, who has depicted the tension within feminist 
theologiess - among them the theology of Rosemary Radford Ruether - between a normative vision 
onn the relationship between God and humanity and the idea that all knowledge is historical. She 
seess the first as an appeal to metaphysics and ontology with all the concomitant characteristics of 
Universality,, Truth and Unity. See Sheila Greeve Davaney, 'The problems with Feminist Theory: 
Historicityy and the Search for Sure Foundations', in Paula Cooey, S.Farmer, and M.E. Ross (eds), 
EmbodiedEmbodied Love: Sexuality and Relationship as Feminist Values, San Francisco: Harper and Row, 
1987:: 79-95. 

300 Although Anne Marie delineates the differences between Sallie McFagues conception of the world 
ass God's Body and Rosemary Radford Ruether's conception of God/ess as primal matrix, she 
establishess that Sallie McFagues Body of God is also gender neutral. Anne Marie Korte, 'In de 
geestt van het lichaam', in:Jager-Sommer, God opnieuw gedacht, 247. Whether this implies that 
Salliee McFague's conception of God also repeats a theistic conception of God must be further 
elaborated. . 
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presentt God/ess as first and final cause of being: as the source from whom all being proceeds 

andd to whom all being finally returns. 

Thiss analysis illuminates mat the difference between Rosemary Radford Ruether and Luce 

Irigarayy which appears at first sight to be a difference of interpretation of the material 

substratumm of being and thinking, becomes upon further analysis a different interpretation of 

thee relation between matter and/or the flesh and God. For whereas Rosemary Radford Ruether 

suggestss that this primal matrix of matter/ energy is God/ess, Luce Irigaray does not identify 

sensible,, elemental matter with (the) divinity. Thus whereas Rosemary Radford Ruether's 

identificationn of 'the primal matrix of being' with God/ess brings her to a theistic conception 

off  God/ess, Luce Irigaray's interpretation of God must be understood as a post-theistic one. In 

herr conception, 'God' is a symbol of a cultural horizon and is not the ground of being. The 

materialityy of 'God' is not found in the identification of sensible, elemental matter with (the) 

divinity,, but in the idea that in the notions of 'God' traces of the productive flesh wil l be 

found.. The logical consequence of this view of the relation between flesh and 'God' is that as 

fleshh and body are two, the divine symbol wil l also be two - and not one: masculine and 

femininee in (grammatical) gender. 

AA POST-THEISTIC UNDERSTANDING OF 'GOD' 

Myy interpretation that Luce Irigaray's conception of 'God' must be seen as post-theistic needs 

somee elaboration. It must be seen as the logical consequence of her critique upon philosophical 

metaphysics.. In philosophical theism, God is represented as a person, as One, the ultimate 

groundd of things, the source of everything other than himself, intrinsically perfect and complete, 

transcendentt to the world, indivisible, incorporeal, unchanging, immutable.31 This 

representationn of God has been widely criticized in modern philosophy. But this critique of 

religionn has changed shape in the critique of poststructuralist philosophers as Jacques Derrida 

andd has become a critique of metaphysics understood as ontotheology. Jacques Derrida shows 

thatt modern philosophers argue from the conviction that the chain of signs referring to other 

311 P.A. Bertocci, 'Theism', in: M. Eliade (ed), Encyclopedia of Religion, vol 14, 421-427; J. Klein, 
'Theism',, in: Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart 3 ed. vol 6, 733-738; A.E. Taylor, 'Theism', 
in:: J. Hastings, Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics, vol 12, 261-287. 
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signss wil l ultimately refer to the 'real thing', to the real presence, - or to its essence.32 In 

otherr words, Jacques Derrida shows that the epistemology of modern philosophy depends upon 

ann ultimate reality, or upon an ultimate, ontological foundation, upon a real presence or a 

governingg principle behind natural and social phenomena, upon God.33 Luce Irigaray 

radicalizess this critique by Jacques Derrida of the metaphysics of presence by showing that the 

Godd who must guarantee this metaphysics of presence is a metaphor of the presence of the 

mother.. She argues that the metaphysics of presence underlying the order of representation is 

foundedd upon the phantasmatic belief in the (eternal) maternal presence behind the screen of 

languagee and symbols. 

Herr rejection of philosophical metaphysics brings Luce Irigaray to the view that language 

andd linguistic symbols must not be seen as re-presentations of a (sensible, tangible) reality, but 

thatt this reality is painted, built or created in language. Speaking and thinking becomes a poetic 

actt in the etymological sense of the word 'poetic': it is poiesis - a making or creating - of the 

world.. This means by implication that the word God does not re-present an ultimate presence 

either,, the Creator of all that is for instance, but that speaking and thinking 'God' is an act of 

poiesispoiesis too: of giving shape to the world, of expressing a world-view, of calling it into being. 

Itt corresponds in my view with Nelle Morton's interpretation of (the effect of) the metaphor, 

namelyy of 'ushering in a new reality',34 and also with Mary Daly's interpretation that naming 

thee self and the world implies a naming toward God.35 This 'naming toward' needs to be 

distinguishedd from fixing names upon God, because the first acknowledges that no name, image 

orr figuration can name the divine adequately or exhaustively, whereas the second suggests that 

322 Egide Berns, 'Jacques Derrida en de taalfilosofie', in: Egide Berns, Samuel Usseling & Paul 
Moyaertt (eds), Denken in Parijs. Taal en Lacan, Foucault, Althusser, Derrida, Alphen a/d Rijn: 
Samsonn Uitgevery, 19812, 139-166. 

333 In her introduction to Feminism/Postmodernism Linda Nicholson describes the influence of 
philosophicall  theism upon the epistemology of the West. I find her description an illustration of the e 
critiquee of the metaphysical foundation of knowledge broached by post-modem philosophers. She 
writes: : 

Thee scholarship of modern Western culture has been marked by the attempt to reveal general, 
all-encompassingg principles which can lay bare the basic features of natural and social reality. 
Thiss attempt can be related to an earlier, more religiously based belief that the purpose of 
scholarshipp was to make evident the word of God as revealed in his creations. While the 
relationn of God to the basic ordering principles of the universe grew increasingly distant, 
Westernn scholarship remained committed to the discovery of such principles. 

Lindaa Nicholson (ed) Feminism/Postmodernism, New York: Routledge, 1990, 2. 

344 Nelle Morton, The Journey is Home, 152. 

355 Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father, 33. 
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thiss is possible. Particularly the term 'naming toward God' for this process of speaking and 

thinkingg 'God' illuminates that it entails a risk, the risk of venturing into the not yet, into the 

future. . 

Thiss act of poiesis includes projection, the act of projecting deep-seated human desires, 

longings,, yearning for happiness upon God. It is the logical implication of the view that the 

fleshh is productive matter and that traces of this sensible, tangible, libidinal matter wil l be found 

inn the act of speaking and thinking, including speaking and thinking 'God'. This means that 

myy conception of the relation between flesh and Word implies that speaking 'God' involves 

projection.. But it does not mean that this speaking and thinking 'God' can be reduced to the 

actt of projection of human desires upon an external object or of reifying human desires in God. 

Byy doing so, one passes by that this act of poiesis, of speaking and thinking 'God', entails a 

workingg through, a labouring upon, a transformation of sensible, tactile experiences of the world 

andd of the relation to the other, whereas the act of projection does not entail this (self-)critical, 

creative,, transformative activity, but rather sets God up as a flat mirror of woman. 

Speakingg and thinking 'God' should therefore be valued as a form of prophetic speaking 

off  which projection is a part, because speaking 'God' means giving shape to, expressing or 

symbolizingg a vision on the good lif e for all; a positive vision which contains an analysis of 

thee wrongs or evils of the present as well. It can also be called a prophetic act, because it holds 

ann appeal or command for the members of the collective to live according to these values, to 

shapeshape their lives in such a way that it becomes divine. It thereby enables wo/men to make sense 

off  their experiences and to distinguish between what touches the heart of their (collective) 

existencee and what does not. 

Thiss means too that I value the act of female subjects to speak and think God in the 

feminine,, to image God as a God-She, as a poetic and prophetic act, as an endeavour to express 

andd give shape to the world and to the relations to the other from their perspective, angle or 

standpoint;; a perspective, angle, standpoint which is indelibly marked by their gender, 

biologically,, morphologically and relationally.(JAT:105;ILTY:61) As I already suggested in the 

above,, Üiis act includes projection of deep-seated desires and a yearning for happiness, but it 

iss first and foremost an appropriation of the power of naming die self, the world and odiers, 

off  the power to give shape to the self as well as to the world in and through discourse. 

Lastt but not least, speaking and thinking 'God' should be seen as a collective enterprise. 

Althoughh the act of naming self and other is often the poetic act of one woman, her discursive 

poiesispoiesis of the world only generates a new avenue for the becoming woman of women when it 

movess other women, when it touches them in their flesh, offering structure or meaning to 

unnamedd sensations, dnd moves their imagination. This implies that speaking 'God' requires 
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aa continuing dialogue and reflection among women upon the values symbolized and mobilized 

inn the act of speaking 'God'. 

Thee interpretation that speaking and thinking 'God' is an act of calling 'God' into being, 

whichh I mentioned in the above, constitutes in my view one of the most important difference(s) 

betweenn a theistic and a post-theistic understanding of 'God'. For whereas theologians and 

philosopherss who depart from a theistic understanding of God are concerned with questions as 

whetherr God really exists and how to prove this existence as well as with the issue of the 

veracityy of God-language and/or the most adequate way to speak about God, those who use a 

post-theisticc understanding interpret this existence as an existence in the symbolic. In the latter 

view,, 'God' is seen as a linguistic sign which exercises material effects upon the interpretation 

off  the experiences of the material world and of the relation between self and others. Post-

theisticc theologians are therefore interested in and analyze the power of religious and theological 

discourse.. They study what notions are foregrounded, and what are subjugated; the effect of 

religiouss discourse upon the lives of human beings; the particular form, value and direction this 

God-talkk offers to disparate human experiences of the self and of the self in relation to the 

other,, to others. 

Thee function of 'God' in a post-theistic discourse 

Thee above description of the issues which aree of interest to a post-theistic theologian when s/he 

studiess the discourse on God, reveals that s/he studies questions as 'what is expressed when 

thee notion God is used?' or 'what is at stake in this notion that one turns to it?' It is therefore 

focusedd upon the question of the function of 'God' and/or religion in a cultural system. 

II  have shown and argued in the preceding chapters that Luce Irigaray distinguishes two 

functionss of 'God' in religious and cultural discourse, which are intimately related. She writes 

thatt 'God' holds on the one hand the place of the absolute for us within philosophical and 

theologicall  discourse. On the other hand, 'God' functions as the emblem of a horizon which 

offerss human subjects orientation and direction in the process of becoming wo/man. Of both 

thesee functions she argues that women cannot do without them when they want to become free 

andd autonomous subjects. Although I have given an elaborate exegesis of this view in the 

chapterss six and seven, I return to this view to add a few observations, which set off the view 

thatt speaking and thinking 'God' is at heart an act of giving shape to the self, the world and 

too the relations with others. 
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'God':'God': the site of the absolute for women 

Lucee Irigaray's statement that 'God' holds the place of the absolute for women can be 

understoodd in different ways. This statement can be read as referring to the function of God in 

traditionall  metaphysics. In this discourse, God is represented as the final cause by which the 

processs of causation as well as the chain of representations is stopped of running ad infinitum. 

Butt as Luce Irigaray has deeply criticized this metaphysics of presence, it is highly unlikely that 

shee thinks that women need such a metaphysical divinity. It is therefore important to stress that 

shee describes God as a site in discourse, namely the site of the absolute, and that she does not 

describee 'God' in a traditional metaphysical manner as the Absolute. She elucidates the 

structurationn of philosophical discourse and the function of 'God' in this structure, clarifying 

thatt 'God' holds the function of the absolute which enables one to make value-judgements, to 

distinguishh between good and evil, true and false. 

Thee interpretation of 'God' as a site in the structure of philosophical discourse is the 

consequencee of the emphasis that 'God' has no fixed or immutable referent. The corollary of 

thiss interpretation is that this site is empty. This implies in turn that all images, figurations and 

valuess wherewith this site is filled, which give body to God, are historical, contextual and 

contingent.. And this latter view illuminates that this site is not only empty but also open to the 

futuree as well as open to dialogue and contestation, because the process of 'imaging' God is 

ann in-finite process of speaking and thinking 'God'. 

Thee idea that the site of the absolute is empty does not mean, though, that it is not marked 

byy gender. For it is marked by grammatical gender. Luce Irigaray's linguistic work on the 

structuree of the communication has elucidated that the communication between a speaking 

subjectt and an addressee is mediated by a third term, a site of permutation and identification, 

whichh is marked by gender to enable the identification of the gender of the speaking subject 

andd of the addressee.36 

Seenn in this light, Luce Irigaray's statement that women need a God for themselves can 

bee seen as a call upon women to claim this site for themselves by 'gendering' it in the 

feminine,, marking the site of the absolute with their grammatical gender, thus to call God She. 

Butt marking the site of the absolute by grammatical gender does no more than gender a 

structure.. It does not fil l it with images of the absolute, at most it suggests the grammatical 

genderr of these images. Therefore Luce Irigaray's call upon women to claim the site of the 

absolutee for themselves entails a call to fil l it with values, figurations or images that express 

thee absolute for them. She indicates that speaking 'God' must be seen as an act of speaking 

off  and thinking about the essence of a gender for mat era and place, for that particular 

366 See chapter six of this book and also: Anne-Claire Mulder, A God in the Feminine, 12-13. 
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collectivee of people. According to her, 'to become', 'to realize the fullness of what women 

cann be/become', is the essence of the (female) gender. She also pictures this divine essence as 

'flourishing'.. Flourishing can also be interpreted as an equivalent of 'the good lif e for all', for 

'too flourish' implies that the individual subject can live a good life.37 This interpretation 

impliess that images and narratives of 'God' image and point towards 'the good lif e for all', 

orr indicate those qualities and concepts which enable the realization of this goal, such as justice, 

acknowledgementt and respect for the alterity of the other, mutuality, love.38 

Myy interpretation that speaking and thinking 'God' means speaking the essence of 'the 

good-lifee for all' indicates the stakes of speaking and thinking 'God': it expresses what (a group 

of)) human beings consider of such vital importance that they call it 'the absolute'. This means 

thatt 'the absolute' qualifies the qualities or the values that are symbolized in and by God as 

essentiall  to them - essential not in any ontological sense, but in the sense that those qualities 

orr values touch the heart of the worldview which offers meaning and direction to their 

existence.. This is in my view the meaning of the word 'essence' in Ludwig Feuerbach's 

analysiss that the divine symbol is a reification of those perfections which wo/men in a certain 

eraa and place consider to be the essence of themselves and their society. This reading 

illuminatess that speaking and thinking 'God' is a highly ethical and political act, because it 

givess shape to the world around us, orders the polis and re-values the values. 

llGod'God' images the universal of a gender 

Thee idea that a collective gives shape to, expresses, symbolizes its visions of what constitutes 

fulll  humanity and the good lif e for all in 'God' points towards a second function of 'God', 

377 See Grace Jantzen, 'Feminism and Flourishing: Gender and Metaphor in Feminist Theology', in: 
FeministFeminist Theology 10, september 1995, 81-101, for an etymology of the verb 'to flourish' as well 
ass for an inspiring argument to develop a theology of flourishing. 

388 This last thought has been inspired by Ina Praetorius * lecture 'Die Welt ist unser Haushalt', held 
att the 20th anniversary of the Dutch association of feminist theologians IWFT, dd 10-11-1996. She 
elaboratess the thought that economic thinking cannot be divorced from ethics, as both deal with the 
issuee of the good life for all. She calls upon women to (re)claim the domain of economic thought, 
too value the values of this domain from the perspective of what women consider to be the good life 
andd to develop a women's economical thought. Together with a group of ethicists she has already 
begunn this project by publishing two books on what they call Weiberwirtschaft, notably Heidi Filli , 
Andreaa Giinter, Ina Praetorius, Weiberwirtschaft, Frauen - Ökonomie - Ethik Luzern: Edition 
Exoduss 1994 and Andrea Giinter, Ina Praetorius, U. Wagener, Weiberwirtschaft Weiterdenken. 
FeministischeFeministische Ökonomiekritik als Arbeit am Symbolischen Luzem: Edition Exodus, 1998. Ina 
Praetoriuss 'Die Welt ist unser Haushalt' in Andrea Günter et al.(eds), Weiberwirtschaft 
Weiterdenken,Weiterdenken, 107-118. 
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notablyy that 'God' constitutes the symbol of the 'horizon of becoming' of this collective. This 

meansmeans that the function of God becomes that of offering meaning, value and direction to human 

beingss so that they can make sense of and order their disparate experiences, thereby warding 

offf  chaos and disruption.39 This description of 'God' presupposes that 'God' is given shape 

byy (verbal) images, narratives, songs, thoughts, gestures, ritual; thus in and by discourse as well 

ass in and by ritual. For in order to fulfi l its function of giving order and direction, the horizon 

needss to consist of images which function as points of orientation for human beings in their 

endeavourr to shape their lives so that it becomes divine. 

Myy picture of the function of 'God' and of God-talk stresses that images of or narratives about 

'God'' generate order in and give direction to the experiences of women. They do so by giving 

coherencee to the diversity of these experiences, both at the level of the individual subject as on 

thee level of the collective. At bom levels this coherence is brought about by 'gathering 

together'' or unifying the different aspects which constitute the self and/or the different 

individualss which make up the collective. As such God offers identity to the subject and to the 

collective. . 

Thee idea that God as emblem of a horizon gives coherence to the individual and to the 

collectivee points out that God, this image at the horizon, fulfil s the function of or occupies the 

sitee of the universal in the constitution of a collective. Although this view is already present and 

evenn presupposed in the idea that God envisages, images and figures 'the good life for all', it 

needss some further exploration. For the notion of the universal is as controversial as the notion 

off  the absolute. It is most often criticized for its hegemonic effect: by unifying different (groups 

of)) individuals in a larger collective, it effaces the differences between these groups of 

individuals,, the different perspectives or different conceptions of the good lif e for all, 

foregroundingg instead the commonalities of these groups or falsely universalizing the particular 

perspectivee of one group. 

Too circumvent this serious pitfall of thinking the universal, it is necessary to come to another 

interpretationn of the universal. For women cannot afford to refrain from speaking and thinking 

'God',, for the very reason that God symbolizes those values or qualities which constitute full 

humanity,, the good lif e for all human beings, right relation to the other, or a just order of 

society.. I am thinking in particular of an interpretation of the universal as relative and of the 

399 I combine here the ideas of two authors on the function of God. The idea that God offers meaning 
valuee and direction is derived from Jonneke Bekkenkamp, who in turn borrows it from the 
thealogiann Carol Christ. Jonneke Bekkenkamp, Canon en Keuze, 91. The idea that God, a religious 
figurationn or myth wards off disruption and chaos comes from Margaret Whitford, 'Irigaray, 
Utopia,, and the death-drive',in: Burke et al.(eds), Engaging with Irigaray, 394-395. 
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universall  as mediation. The first interpretation is advanced by Ernesto Laclau in his text 

'Subjectt of Politics, Politics of the Subject'. He develops this notion in answer to the question 

howw to think the universal while taking serious the multiculturalism of societies, which asks for 

honoringg the equivalence of the different cultures. He describes this relative universality as 'a 

horizonn which gives coherence to the chain of equivalent differences while remaining 

indefinitelyy "open"'.40 His interpretation honours the insight that the horizon which functions 

ass the universal for a collective is always historical, contextual and contingent. He takes, 

moreover,, account of the fact that the universal exercises hegemonic power, but presents that 

whatt counts as the universal - or what is symbolized in 'God' - is an object of dialogue, 

analysis,, contestation and change. His account illuminates that the construction of a horizon 

whichh gives coherence to a disparate collective, is a gesture of exercising discursive power -

thee productive as well as the excluding power of discourse - to give shape to the world; in other 

words,, constructing a horizon in a society marked by differences entails a struggle to determine 

thee content and form of this empty space. It implies that speaking and thinking 'God' means 

universalizingg a particular worldview with all the risks, responsibility and accountability it 

involves,, knowing that no particular group can 'all by itself, define anything and 

everything.. (CS: 77;TS: 80) 

Thee second re-interpretation of the universal, notably of the universal as mediation, links 

upp closely with the conception of the relative universality of the horizon of a collective. This 

re-interpretationn is advanced by Luce Irigaray. She illuminates that the universal, symbolized 

inn images of 'God', unifies or 'gathers together' different individuals or groups, because it 

functionss as an in-between in the communication between two or more individuals or groups. 

Itt mediates the communication or the dialogue, because it functions as an objet of 

communication.. As such it gathers them together around this object of communication and/or 

contestationn and enables their affiliation while it also enables the acknowledgement and respect 

off  the distinctions between them. 

Bothh re-interpretations of the universality of the horizon of a gender illuminate the 

politicall  weight of a horizon, of the images, figurations, values which constitute this horizon. 

Itt unifies individual subjects into a collective with a common or shared objective, which is also 

thee shared object of communication: a vision of the direction in which they want to organize 

thee world around them and the relations between them. This interpretation illuminates that the 

horizonn does not constitute a Utopia or the eschaton, but that it moves subjects to give shape 

too the world around them and to their relations according to this vision in the present. It 

illuminatess the political weight of religious discourse, because it points out that images of 

'God'' (can) function as a vision which gathers individuals together around a set of values they 

400 Ernesto Laclau, 'Subject of Politics', 157. 

344 4 



(wantt to) live by. Religious discourse gives a picture of the acts whereby the divine becomes 

incarnatee in the world around the subjects and between the members of the collective, and it 

movess them to incarnate these values in the present, in other words, it moves them to do 

'God'. . 

'God' ::  the symbol of the transcendence of the horizon of a gender 

Inn the above I described the function of 'God' in discourse by means of the notions 'the 

absolute'' and 'the universal'. In this paragraph I wil l interpret 'God' or the horizon of a gender 

byy means of the notion transcendence. These three notions are intimately related - their 

meaningg is constituted by mutual reference -, but whereas I used the first notion to describe the 

functionn of 'God' in discourse, and the second to depict the function of 'God' as emblem of 

aa symbolic horizon, I use the notion transcendence to characterize the relation between the 

horizonn and the (collective) subject. I do not use this notion in a metaphysical sense, though. 

II  rather interpret transcendence as a crossing over, an exceeding limits. Starting from this 

interpretationn of transcendence I distinguish three aspects of the transcendence of the horizon. 

First,, the horizon is transcendent to the individual subject, because it is the horizon, the 

'house-of-language'' of a collective. This implies that the individual subject has to enter and 

too live in 'this house', thus to accept and appropriate the central notions of this horizon, to 

becomee a member of this collective. 

Secondly,, the horizon is also transcendent to a (particular) collective subject, because it 

iss the horizon of a gender. Highlighting this aspect of the transcendence of the horizon shows 

thatt a horizon is the work of a transgenerational collective of thinkers, writers, artists, 

politicians,, thus of a 'people', and therefore the sediment of a genealogy of ideas and visions 

aboutt the self, the world, and the relations to others. This means that it exceeds the subject in 

time.. This interpretation entails, though, that the creative and constructive work at the horizon 

byy a particular group at a particular time consists in part of a working through of the ideas of 

pastt generations. It illuminates that 'genealogy', interpreted as the genealogy of the generations 

ass well as the genealogy of ideas, is an intrinsic part of the horizon of a gender. This 

interpretationn qualifies my previous remarks about speaking and thinking 'God' as rooted in 

orr response to a particular historical context. It elucidates that part of the poetic activity of 

speakingg and thinking 'God' is a working through of tradition, the heritage of the foremothers. 

Itt entails a dialogue with, a valuation and/or a contestation of the values of the foremothers -

orr of those of the daughters. 

Thesee two aspects of the transcendence of 'God' point toward a third aspect of the 

transcendencee of 'God', namely that 'God' presents a certain alterity in the relation to the 
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fe/malee subject. I call it a certain alterity, because 'God' as the symbol of the horizon of the 

genderr of the subject is not radically other, but same and other entwined. She is same, because 

herr gender - grammatically and metaphorically - corresponds with the gender of the female 

subject,, and because the values and perfections, imaged as qualities and attributes of 'God', 

givee shape to those of the female gender. She is other, though, because she stands in a face to 

facee relation to the female subject. As such she presents the subject with a perfection of her 

gender,, of female subjectivity, which the female subject must aim at in order to become 

woman,, divine. But 'God' also functions as a critical standard wherewith to value the direction 

off  this (collective) becoming and to oppose this direction when need be. 

Thiss picture of the transcendence of the symbol 'God' in relation to the female subject 

revealss that a post-theistic understanding of 'God' does not reject, but rather recognizes the 

ideaa that transcendence is a vital aspect of the power of (the symbol) 'God'. It conceives this 

transcendence,, however, as springing from the transcendence of the horizon of the gender to 

whichh the subject belongs and not as something which is founded in or supported by an 

ontologicall  interpretation of transcendence. The transcendence of 'God' is therefore not 

conceivedd as springing from 'God's essence as immutable, permanent, intransient Being, but 

ass arising from the position of 'God' as the emblem of the horizon of a gender, as the symbol 

off  those values a gender wants to live by. 

Thiss fundamental difference between a post-theistic and a theistic conception of 'God's 

transcendencee does not lead, though, to a similar difference in the conception of the function 

orr role of 'God's transcendence in relation to the subject. I already mentioned that as symbol 

off  the horizon, 'God' gives direction to the process of becoming woman of women. I read this 

functionn of 'God' in the process of becoming in line with the biblical imperative of Leviticus: 

'Youu shall be holy, because I, JHWH your God, am holy.'(Lev.l9:2). This commandment has 

thee double function I mentioned in the above: it calls upon subjects to shape one's lif e so that 

itt incarnates the central value of JHWH's being (to follow the biblical conception of God) and 

itt offers them a critical standard to value the values within a collective or political order. 

Thee transcendence of God as symbol of the horizon of a gender functions moreover as 

aa power which empowers an individual female subject to speak 'God', to speak out with 

authority,411 because this transcendence functions as the backcloth against which the subject 

411 The relation between female authority and the presence of a transcendent horizon in the feminine 
mustt be further developed in the future. I could not have formulated this passage without the work 
off  Ina Praetorius and Andrea Giinter. Ina Praetorius suggests that a transcendent horizon in the 
femininee would empower women to use other modalities of speech than they do now, like the 
sermon,, the prophecy, the curse, the joke, sarcasm ... Ina Praetorius, 'Die Welt ist unser Haushalt', 
in:: Giinter et al.(eds), Weiberwirtschafi weiterdenken, 118. Andrea Giinter argues that female 
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stepss forward. Evoking 'God', giving an interpretation of what is necessary to become divine, 

too realize the central values, the female subject steps forward in name of these central values 

off  the gender or collective of which she is a member. By speaking 'God' this female subject 

doess not speak for herself, but reminds the collective of its central values; she (re)activates or 

reiteratess these values and enables the ushering in of the (new) reality imaged in and by the 

namess and figurations of 'God'. 

Att this point the double nature of speaking 'God' emerges. I described it in previous pages as 

poiesis,poiesis, an act of naming toward 'God', as an act of giving discursive shape to the world. Here 

II  explain speaking 'God' as an act of remembering, of evocation of God and the values or 

perfectionss symbolized in and by (images of) God. Whereas the first has more of a naming 

whatt has not been named yet, the second presupposes, affirms or even reinforces a (collective) 

understandingg of 'God', a shared worldview. It adds another layer to my conception of the act 

off  speaking and thinking 'God' as an act of poiesis. For it illuminates that the act of poiesis 

II  presented in the above, is both an act of speaking the not-yet and speaking the already there, 

thuss of giving discursively shape to a new reality or to another conception of reality and of 

givingg discursively new shape to the accepted view of reality and/or to the values the collective 

livess by. 

Thee dialectical relation of flesh and Word. 

Thiss explanation shows that what I have called the double nature of speaking 'God' might also 

bee called the dialectical nature of speaking 'God'. Conceiving the act of speaking 'God' as 

aa dialectical process elucidates that speaking and thinking 'God' can be interpreted in terms 

off  the dialectics between flesh becoming Word and Word becoming flesh. As far as speaking 

'God'' is giving discursively shape to the not-yet known, the not-yet spoken, it is flesh 

becomingg Word. I understand it as a process of transfiguration of sensible and tangible 

experiencess of transcendence, which arise or have arisen in the relation to the other. As far as 

speakingg 'God' is giving discursively new shape to the shared worldview, it is Word becoming 

flesh,, moving her or him to incarnate the values of a gender, or giving order to disparate 

authorityy is invested and/or legitimized by the relations between women, by the acknowledgement 
thatt being a female subject means being in relation with others, in particular being in relation with 
otherr women. This recalls and/or clarifies that a horizon is not only a discursive worldview, but is 
constitutedd also by and in the relations between female subjects. See Andrea Giinter, 'Autoritat und 
Frauenbeziehungen.. Zu mailander Ansatz der poltik der Beziehung unter Frauen', in: Schlangenbrut. 
StreitschriftStreitschrift fur feministisch und religies interessierte Frauen 59, vol 15 (1997) 4, 13-18. 
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experiencess by speaking the values of a gender; thus of giving direction and value to these 

experiences.. As such it mediates the valuation of these experiences, as well as the 

communicationn about these values. 

Byy elaborating the dialectical nature of speaking 'God' another dialectical relation 

underlyingg this dialectics emerges: the dialectical relation between two forms of, between two 

experiencess of revelation, notably between a revelation of the divine and a revelation of 'God'. 

Thee relation between these two forms of revelation corresponds with the dialectical relation 

betweenn flesh and Word. Both are carnal experiences of transcendence, of a being touched in 

thee flesh and moved to change. The revelation of the divine gives rise to, lies at the basis of 

andd nurtures the process of flesh becoming Word. And the revelation of 'God' answers to my 

descriptionn of Word becoming flesh. Thus experiences of the transcendence of the horizon, 

whichh are revelatory of 'God', might be described as experiences of affirmation or critique of 

self,, of being called forth to become human and divine, while I would interpret the experience 

off  transcendence which might be called revelatory of the divine, as an experience of being in 

touchh with an infinite wellspring of life, of breaüi and being. Important element in my picture 

off  this experience is the word 'infinite'. I use it to illuminate that this source of lif e flies from 

anyy name which tries to define it,42 that it can never be named exhaustively. In other words, 

anyy naming of this experience is a naming towards the divine. It thereby sheds light on the 

transcendencee of this wellspring of life, a transcendence which is not so much determined by 

aa radical alterity as well as by its incontournability. 

Thiss explanation ties in with or refers back to my picture of the dialectical relation 

betweenn the two forms of speaking 'God' which I elaborated in the above. It illuminates that 

thee experience of transcendence in which the divine is revealed forms the impetus to the chain 

off  transfigurations which results in a different poiesis of thee self, the world and the relation to 

thee other, in a new image of 'God' or in a change or re-imagination of existing images of 

'God'.. The experience of the transcendence of the horizon in which 'God' is revealed or 

remembered,, offers, on the otfier hand, meaning and direction to one's becoming by affirming 

thee central values of the collective. It also offers a framework to interpret the revelatory 

experiencess of transcendence, thereby enabling the valuation of the revelation of the divine 

and/orr the warding off of the disruption and chaos which these experiences might cause. 

422 See also Anne-Claire Mulder, 'Het transcendente van de immanentie. Drie feministische 
godsvoorstellingenn kritisch bekeken', in: Saskia de Jong & Japke Huisman (eds), Transcendentie 
enen Immanentie. Congresbundel theologie van IWEV congres 'Over Grenzen, Vrouwen en 
WetenschappelijkeWetenschappelijke innovaties', Groningen, 1989, 145-175, esp. 146, in which I speak of 'het 
"vlucht"-moment',, the moment of flight/flying, of the divine. I interpret this moment there as the 
transcendentt (moment/aspect) of immanence. 
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Thiss latter description of 'God' suggests that the dialectical relation between 'God' and 

thee divine is built upon a tension: notably upon a tension between stability and change, between 

thee already there and the not-yet named, between continuity and discontinuity. In this dialectics 

'God'' stands for stability, for the horizon which offers meaning and direction, thus identity to 

thee subject, while the divine represents the force which forms the impetus to creative poiesis, 

butt also to disruptive iconoclasm. 

Thee idea that the dialectics between God and the divine is built upon a tension between stability 

andd change represents a new element in my discussion of the act of speaking 'God'. It is also 

aa new element in my discussion of the dialectics flesh and Word. For in the previous chapters 

II  have presented the process of flesh becoming Word primarily as a creative process, and not 

ass a disruptive one. My description of this process might also have left the suggestion that 

differentt perceptions of reality wil l become incorporated in the horizon without contestation, 

althoughh my discussion of the problematics involved in claiming the site of the universal might 

bee seen as a first indication of the tension between stability and change, I am discussing here. 

Thee idea of a tension between 'God' and the divine asks therefore for a reconsideration of the 

ideaa that new names for God would be easily accepted. 

Inn the following pages I wil l use Margaret Whitford's text 'Irigaray, Utopia and Death Drive' 

too illuminate the tension between 'God' and the divine which I have noted in the above. As 

aa prelude to this presentation I wil l very briefly trace the steps which led me to my emphasis 

onn the creativity of the process of flesh becoming Word. After my summary of Margaret 

Whitford'ss text I wil l discuss the significance of her ideas for my picture of the act of speaking 

'God',, paying particular attention to her picture of the tension between eros and thanatos in this 

act.. I wil l then return to my picture of the experience of the divine and reconsider the emphasis 

onn creativity. Lastly I wil l draw out some of the implications of these discussions for my 

picturee of the act of speaking 'God'. 

THEE DIALECTICS BETWEEN 'GOD' AND THE DIVIN E AND THE TENSION BETWEEN EROS AND 

THANATOS. . 

Myy emphasis on the creativity of the revelation of the divine can be explained as the effect of 

myy close-reading of Luce Irigaray's work, in particular of her thoughts on the creativity of the 

encounterr with the transcendence of the other. She pictures this encounter with the other, who 

iss transcendent to the self as an experience of a transcendence, which becomes 'extase instante, 

enstaseenstase in me and with him'.(QEL:913;IR:181) I have interpreted this extase instante as an 
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experiencee of being in touch with the wellspring of life, and as an experience which is 

revelatoryy of the divine. Luce Irigaray's use of 'nuptials' to portray this encounter made clear 

thatt she envisages this encounter as an erotic one, thus as an exchange of love between lovers. 

Thiss implies that the experience of the divine is thoroughly connoted by love and beauty. 

InIn her text 'Irigaray, Utopia and the Death Drive' Margaret Whitford interprets Luce Irigaray's 

emphasiss on love - which is for instance reflected in the Utopian topos of the nuptials between 

heterosexuall  lovers - as a move 'from unbinding or wndoing (e.g, undoing patriarchal 

structures)) to a stress on binding (e.g., constructing new forms of sociality).*43 Margaret 

Whitfordd argues that this Utopian topos, as well as others like the parousia of the divine must 

bee interpreted as imaginary formations, which provide women with a symbolic identity. These 

imaginaryy formations answer to the function of any myth or religious narrative, namely binding 

thee death drive by providing (collective) identity and social cohesion. The Utopian topoi bind 

thee death drive in a different way, though - different from those myths in which 'fear of death' 

orr 'death' is projected upon woman - since they provide women with a symbolic identity: 

femalee lover.44 Margaret Whitford suggests therefore that Luce Irigaray's attempt to rewrite 

aa founding myth for the new era - the nuptials of the heterosexual lovers - must be interpreted 

ass an attempt to bind the death drive with eros, with love and life.45 

Margarett Whitford argues, however, that this strategy is not without paradox. For eros is 

nott only a binding force, it is also an unbinding power, so that eros can be thanatos just as 

thanatoss can be eros. Seen from this point of view, Luce Irigaray's emphasis on eros appears 

thenn as negotiating the tension between stability and change. Margaret Whitford elucidates this 

tensionn by pointing out that in order for something new - a new formation - to emerge, 

imaginaryy formations of patriarchy need to be broken up. This implies that what can be seen 

ass eros, as life-force, as the drive to change a deadly formation, can also be seen as thanatos, 

ass disruption and fragmentation of the established. Thus the tension between stability and 

changee is not solved with the installation of a new myth or imaginary formation itself. For 

althoughh societal or political change can only come about when the new formation stays 

constantt for a period of time, this new formation can itself become an immobilizing force, 

notablyy at the point when the new formation becomes to stable. Margaret Whitford comes 

thereforee to the conclusion that, as death is on each side of the tension between stability and 

433 Margaret Whitford, 'Irigaray, Utopia, and the Death Drive', 381. 

444 Margaret Whitford, 'Irigaray, Utopia, and the Death Drive', 389. 

455 Margaret Whitford, 'Irigaray, Utopia, and the Death Drive', 394. 
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change,, 'the problem is how to keep the space open, how to hold the tension, without 

succumbingg either to fixation or to uncontrolled and endless disruption.'46 

Margarett Whitford's picture of the relation of eros and thanatos addresses what I have described 

ass the double or dialectical nature of the act of speaking 'God', between speaking 'God' as 

ann affirmation or reinforcement of the values which are symbolized in God and speaking 'God' 

ass speaking the not-yet named. I find this picture illuminative, because it draws attention to the 

ambivalencee of the act of speaking 'God'. It highlights that this act is both creative and 

destructive.. Especially this latter aspect of the act of speaking 'God' asks for a further 

elaboration. . 

Margarett Whitford's text clarifies that speaking 'God', understood as affirmation or 

reaffirmationn of essential, collective values of the female gender, thus as Word becoming flesh, 

iss creative because it offers female subjects a stable identity, which is necessary to change the 

dominantt symbolic order. Because it wards off the death drive - the drive to disintegrate -, it 

enabless female subjects to incarnate these values and to become human, divine. This act of 

speakingg 'God' becomes immobilizing or oppressive, though, when it enforces hegemony. Then 

itt becomes a stumbling block for the becoming woman of women. This immobilization can only 

bee warded off by a speaking 'God' which is a naming of the not-yet named, thus flesh 

becomingg Word. But this act is not without tension either, because it too is both creative and 

destructive.. For naming the not-yet named - which I have interpreted as part of the generation 

off  a symbolic horizon - can also be seen as an act of violence, because it disrupts the existing 

symbolicc formation. This has already been noted by Nelle Morton who argues that the 

metaphoricc process consists of the shattering of the old and the ushering in of the new 

reality.477 It implies that speaking 'God' from the side of women is not only an act aimed at 

thee installation or imaging of values essential to the becoming human and divine from the 

perspectivee of the female gender, but also an act of negation: criticizing and/or negating the 

reigningg values. It can be interpreted as an act of limiting the universalizing or totalizing gesture 

off  the dominant symbolic order by saying 'no' to the values of this order through delineating 

orr giving shape to another reality. This interpretation of the act of speaking 'God', illuminates 

thatt this act can be seen as an act of limiting the claims and pretensions of the existing 

symbolicc order. In such an interpretation the act of speaking 'God' takes on one of the aspects 

off  'the negative' in Luce Irigaray's dialectics. 

466 Margaret Whitford, 'Irigaray, Utopia, and the Death Drive', 394. 

477 Nelle Morton, The Journey is Home, 152. 
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Thee notion of 'the negative' recalls my exposition on the structure of the dialectical relation 

inn Luce Irigaray's work in chapter 8. In this exposition I have shown that in Luce Irigaray's 

workk the encounter with 'the negative', with the other as radically non-me, is situated in the 

eroticc encounter with the oüier of the other sex. In my elaboration I have followed Luce 

Ir igaray'ss emphasis on the positive, erotic side of the encounter with the transcendence of the 

other.. She describes this meeting as a creative one, because the encounter with limits, with the 

otherr as non-me, forms the impetus to the re-birth of the self. My exposition in the above 

illuminatess that the encounter with the other as radically non-me, thus with the negative, has 

it ss disruptive or chaotic aspects too, which bring violence and/or suffering with them.48 

Th ee divine: creative and disruptiv e force. 

Thiss analysis raises pertinent questions with respect to my picture of the divine. In order to 

elaboratee these questions it is necessary to return to this picture first. In the above I located the 

revelationn of the divine in the experience of the transcendence of the other. I pictured it as a 

beingg in touch with the wellspring of life, elaborating this experience of ecstasy as a carnal 

experiencee of immersion in, or being in touch with, living matter; an immersion in which 

boundariess between self and other became diffuse, although the self was not dissolved as a 

distinctt identity. I already mentioned before that this picture is an interpretative elaboration of 

Lucee Irigaray's notion extase instante, enstasis using a remark of Luce Irigaray, namely that 

'inn India the absolute would be in a way to co-breath with the sum of the universe.*49 Luce 

Irigarayy introduces the notion extase instante in her text 'Questions to Emmanuel Levinas on 

thee divinity of love' to paint the ecstasy of the encounter with the other. Because it is introduced 

inn the context of the love of the other, this notion is thoroughly connoted by love. Luce 

488 In their book Guard the Chaos. Finding Meaning in Change, Hannah Ward and Jennifer Wild 
addresss this chaotic experience of 'betwixt and between' which is part of change. Their view 
echoess many aspects of the ambivalence of the act of speaking 'God', I discussed in the above, 
especiallyy the tension between creativity and disruption that is involved in speaking God. The title 
off  their book reflects their view that this chaotic period between loss of the old and installation of 
thee new needs to be guarded, both in the sense of 'valued' as in the sense of 'kept in check'. They 
arguee that this experience of change is an ambivalent one, potentially creative and destructive. And 
theyy note that this 'holds true whether «he change is personal or societal'. Hannah Ward and 
Jenniferr Wild Guard the Chaos. Finding Meaning in Change, London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 
1995,, 6. 

499 Luce Irigaray, Le Souffle des Femmes, 216. 
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Irigaray'ss description of this ecstasy implies moreover that it is an experience of harmony and 

fecundity.. It suggests that the immersion in the flow of living matter, in and through which the 

selff  becomes reborn is a peaceful or even serene experience.50 This aspect of the experience 

cann partly be attributed to its origin, as the notion of 'enstase' is borrowed from the yoga 

tradition,, where it refers to samadhi, the highest state of illumination,51 but it must also be 

ascribedd to Luce Irigaray's own practice of yoga, which has coloured her thoughts on the 

encounterr with the other. 

Thesee connotations of 'extase instante' have in turn influenced my interpretation of the 

revelationn of the divine. I have associated this experience of being in touch with the wellspring 

off  lif e with notions as love, beauty, grace, liberation, thus I have presented it with connotations 

whichh point to goodness. This means that my picture of the process of flesh becoming Word 

presupposess a revelation of the divine, in which the experience of being in touch with the 

wellspringg of lif e appears as a revelation of the good, the creative, that which affirms the 

creativityy of lif e and love. 

Butt Margaret Whitford's exposition on the tension between eros and thanatos points 

towardss a more complex picture of the experience of the divine. It points out that this 

experiencee is or can be a creative as well as a destructive one. It constitutes the impetus to 

createe new formations of identity as well as the impetus to disrupt stable formations of identity; 

orr better, the impetus to create new formations of identity is also an impetus to destruct old 

formations.. Al l this implies that the experience of being in touch with the wellspring of lif e is 

ann ambivalent experience. 

Thiss corresponds with Margaret Whitford's description of Eros, the life-force. Her view 

bringss to light that what I have called alternately the divine and the wellspring of life is an 

ambiguouss force: a life-giving and life-sustaining force as well as destructive power.52 In this 

500 I find it interesting that Nelle Morton describes her experience of the metaphoric journey of the 
Goddesss also in terms which suggest serenity rather than upheaval or disruption, although she 
speakss of this process as excorsizing an old reality and the ushering in of a new one. The 
conclusionn of the narrative of her first experience of the Goddess suggests, however, that the 
disruptionn comes after the experience of the Goddess. She writes namely that she realized (during? 
orr after? the experience) that she had much unfinished business. See Nelle Morton, The Journey 
isis Home, 180. 

511 See chapter 10 of this book for a picture of the genealogy of the word 'enstase'. 

522 This ambiguity inherent in the life-force and in the divine is also subject to reflection by feminist 
theologians.. It has led to a renewed reflection upon the significance of this ambiguity for images 
off  God. Although I explore this ambiguity of the life-force and the divine through a discussion of 
Margarett Whitford's text, these feminist theological discussions have also made me aware of this 
problematic.. Thus Kathleen Sands, 'Uses of the thea(lo)gian: Sex and Theodicy in Religious 
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interpretation,, the wellspring of lif e is as ambiguous as the elements which constitute this force, 

whichh constitute 'the origin of our bodies, of our life, of our environment, the flesh of our 

passions'.(SP:69;SG:57)) For the elements all bear this ambiguity within them. As the elements 

alsoo constitute the flesh as sensible, elemental and libidinal matter, this conclusion illuminates 

thatt the flesh as living, breathing matter too bears these two aspects. This latter thought has at 

leastt two implications. First, it implies that the flesh, this living, breathing, productive matter, 

cannott be exclusively portrayed as life-giving or life-sustaining, nor that nature or the natural 

environmentt can be portrayed solely in terms of harmony, fertility and abundance. Doing the 

latterr would entail overlooking that nature can be destructive; it would also mean overlooking 

thee tragic dimension of material existence. The danger of portraying living matter in 

unambiguouss terms is die reintroduction of dualistic Üiought-patters, in which destruction, 

violencee and chaos are projected as something other than life-giving flesh, as the negative of 

thee flesh and dierefore as something threatening and diabolic. Because mat what tfireatens the 

fleshh is also elemental matter, the danger of splitting the flesh in a life-giving flesh and a 

destructivee flesh is incurred. This would mean a repetition or recycling of a range of 

oppositionss which have been used to construct die relation between spirit and flesh in dualistic 

terms,, but this time to paint the opposition of flesh as life-giving and flesh as lethal, or between 

elementall  matter as creative and elemental matter as destructive. This would not further the 

projectt of thinking sexual difference as an irreducible difference, as tiiese oppositions wil l 

inevitablyy become marked as feminine and masculine. Or in diis case as maternal/ feminine -

Feminism',, in Journal for Feminist Studies of Religion, vol 8 (1992) 1, 7-33 has made me aware 
off  the danger of reproducing the problematic of the theodicy when God would be exclusively 
imagedd as Eros, as is suggested by a number of feminist theologians. Anja Kosterman' s suggests 
thatt the impossibility for human beings to make an absolutely right choice between good and evil, 
duee to the limitations inherent in human, material, finite existence, might do for God as well. She 
therebyy criticizes the doctrine of God's absolute perfection. See Anja Kosterman, 'Tussen Goed 
enn Kwaad. Carter Heywards relationele ontologie en de onmogelijkheid van het volmaakt goede', 
inn Anne Marie Korte, Marian Papavoine, Jonneke Bekkenkamp, Freda Droes (eds). Proeven van 
VrouwenstudiesVrouwenstudies Theologie IV, Utrecht/ Zoetermeer: IIMO/TWFT/Meinema, 1996, 17-39. Maaike de 
Haardtt moots the issue that feminist theologians conceive death too easily as belonging to life. She 
criticizess the conception of life as infinite wellspring of being, because it tends to pass by the 
fmitudee of human existence, emblematized in death and dying. See Maaike de Haardt, Dichter bij 
dede Dood. Feministisch-theologische aanzetten tot een theologie van de dood, Zoetermeer: 
Boekencentrum,, 1993 esp. ch 3 and 4. Sharon Welch' assertion that religious experience is 
fundamentallyy amoral also underlines the ambiguity of religious experience and suggests the 
necessityy of a horizon wherewith to interpret this experience. See Sharon Welch Sweet dreams in 
America:America: Reconfigurations of Order, Truth and Goodness in the Quest for Social Justice, New 
York// London: Routledge, 127. A full elaboration of their thoughts and the implications of these 
thoughtss for my presentation of speaking God will be a future project. 
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life-givingg force - and paternal/masculine - destructive power.53 This particular distribution of 

thee opposites - which runs strongly through feminist (theological) texts, and can also be read 

intoo some of Luce Irigaray's texts54 - must however be interpreted as an inversion of the 

dominantt hierarchical opposition between the sexes and not as thinking them as irreducible to 

eachh other. This means that it is necessary to think the flesh, this elemental, libidinal matter, 

whichh is also the condition of possibility of thinking and being, as both life-giving and lethal 

andd to reconsider the significance of this assertion for the being and thinking of the two sexes. 

Secondly,, the conclusion that the flesh is both life-giving and destructive has important 

implicationss for my picture of the act of speaking 'God'. The question rises whether these two 

aspectss of the flesh, of this wellspring of lif e and being, ought to become Word; thus whether 

bothh aspects of the flesh and the divine, but the destructive aspect in particular, ought to be 

imagedd in images and narratives of God. The answers I wil l give to this question must not be 

seenn as conclusive, but as indicative for further reflection. 

Thee first answer begins with my portrayal of the flesh as productive matter. This means, 

ass I have explained, that traces of the affections of the flesh wil l be found in the images, the 

narratives,, the theological thoughts produced by the speaking and thinking subject. This means 

byy implication that both aspects of the flesh are sure to make their way into images of 'God' 

andd the divine as well as in narratives about 'God'; an assertion which is proven by the images 

533 The thought that the distribution of the life-giving and destructive qualities of the flesh will be 
imagedd as maternal and paternal is derived from Margaret Whitford's discussion of two particular 
Utopiann topoi in Luce Irigaray's work in which the abundance of nature is painted. She points 
towardss die notion of 'the economy of abundance' in which life is given and nurtured without any 
calll  or claim, and to the myth of die earthy paradise, which emerges in Luce Irigaray's work from 
thee middle eighties onwards and which are presented by Luce Irigaray as a reading of certain Greek 
myths.. Margaret Whitford interprets these mini-utopia's in Luce Irigaray's work as images 
mobilizedd around fantasies of the maternal body or the maternal genealogy. She sees diem 'as part 
off  Irigaray's project to put the mother into symbolic circulation, by explicating the fantasies of 
Westernn civilization'. Margaret Whitford, 'Irigaray, Utopia and die Death Drive', 383. Seen from 
myy picture of nature - and the flesh - as both life-giving as destructive, this act of mobilizing 
imagess around fantasies of the maternal body asks for reconsideration. In my view the question 
whichh needs reflection is whether it furthers die project of becoming woman of women, when 
naturall  matter as well as the flesh remain thought and imaged as maternal matter. 

544 Margaret Whitford writes about this current in Luce Irigaray's work: 
Strategically,, in her most recent work, Irigaray has chosen to locate the violence in die 
systemm we know as patriarchy. But she is aware, as we know from her earlier work, tiiat 
violencee also comes from the real- from die excess, die sUent substratum, women. And she 
iss afraid, I think, mat die irruption of die real can be dangerous to women too, because it is 
unsymboUzedd and unsublimated. 

M.. Whitford, 'Irigaray, Utopia and the Death Drive', 395. 
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andd narratives of several religious traditions in which God, the Gods or the Goddesses are 

portrayedd as both creative and destructive. 

Myy second answer takes up an element from my description of the act of speaking and 

thinkingg 'God'. In this description, I underlined that, although this act involves projection, it 

cannott be reduced to the act of projection of human desires upon an external object, because 

itt entails the working through, the labouring upon or a transformation of sensible experiences 

off  the flesh. This description modifies my first answer, because it clarifies that the process of 

fleshh becoming Word is not an immediate one, nor a process in the unconscious. It makes clear 

thatt flesh becoming Word is a process which includes conscious reflection, ordering and valuing 

off  the experience of transcendence of the other which is revelatory of the divine. It brings to 

lightt that the significance and meaning of an experience of transcendence dawn on the subject 

retrospectively,, in and through reflection and valuation of it, often also in and through the 

communicationn with others.55 It thereby illuminates that the process of flesh becoming Word 

iss not only a process of ordering the chaos of sensations into imago's of the self and the 

relationn to the other, but that it also encompasses the process of generating order in the chaos 

whichh accompanies change: the shattering of old identities and realities and the ushering in of 

neww ones. This means that the ambiguity of the experience of the divine becomes 

disambiguatedd in this process of flesh becoming Word, so that in the act of speaking 'God' the 

self,, the world and the relation to the other are given shape by giving meaning to experiences 

off  the transcendence of the other, by giving meaning to the chaos, the suffering as well as to 

thee breath of life, the creativity, the beauty of these experiences. 

Myy emphasis upon the idea that the act of speaking 'God' is a conscious poiesis, an act of 

generatingg or affirming a symbolic horizon, raises the question why women would image the 

Godd of their gender as a life-giving as well as violent power. It asks therefore after the function 

off  images of God-She as a destructive power. 

Thiss question is a difficult one in the context of my post-theistic picture of the act of 

speakingg and thinking 'God'. In her text 'Hindu female Deities as a Resource for the 

Contemporaryy Rediscovery of the Goddess', Rita Gross addresses the many images of Hindu-

Goddessess which symbolize the coincidence of opposites, and especially of the opposites of life 

andd death. She notes that this symbol system looks to or symbolizes 'the necessity of death 

forr lif e in a closed ecosystem'. She then continues: 

555 I owe the latter insight to Leo Oosterveen, who develops the view thatt experiences of transcendence 
cann only retrospectively be valued as such in and through reflection and communication with others. 
Seee Leo Oosterveen & Anne-Claire Mulder, 'Aanlegsteigers voor het goddelijke', in Merkx et 
al.(eds),, Bedacht zijn op het onbedachte, 34-39. 
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Nott only is this kind of symbolism necessary, but it seems fundamental that in a theistk 

symbolsymbol system, the deities should incarnate and embody this symbolism. If both poles are 

necessaryy and inevitable, then both must characterize the gods, (my italics)56 

Shee thus clarifies that symbolizing both aspects of the divine is necessary in a theistic symbol 

system,, because the deities ought to symbolize the elemental powers and forces of and in the 

cosmicc universe. But the question is whether this argument holds for a post-theistic concept of 

speakingg 'God'. My definition of this act as 'an act of speaking of and thinking about the 

essencee of a gender' and my explanation that it means 'thinking about those qualities or values 

whichh touch the heart of the worldview of this gender' clarify that this act is not so much 

concernedd with symbolizing the 'reality' of the world, as well as with offering direction and 

orientationn to this process of becoming woman of women, to flourishing, to the realization of 

'thee good lif e for all'. Seen from this perspective I find it more difficult to advocate the 

necessityy of symbolizing the destructive aspects of divine life-force in images of 'God'. My 

hesitationn springs from my doubt whether destructiveness or disruptiveness is a quality which 

offerss meaning and direction to women's becoming; in other words, whether it is a quality 

whichh women ought to incarnate. 

Incorporatingg 'destructiveness, disruption, iconoclasm' in the images and narratives of 

'God'' may offer the possibility to give meaning to the disruptive activities of women who 

(continuee to) criticize a patriarchal system which paralyses the flourishing of female subjects. 

Itt also bestows (a certain) authority upon them, because they can be seen and also see 

themselvess as incarnating a quality of 'God'. Especially the latter function of these images -

thatt they grant women, who fight to realize the good for all by criticizing a dominant social 

order,, a positive self-image - is an important argument in the valuation of this argument.57 And 

lastt but not least, it provides symbolic binding, and thereby a channelling of these powers. This 

iss important because un-channelled, these forces can become self-destructive and/or chaotic. 

Thiss last argument in favour of the symbolization of the destructive aspects of the divine 

inn images of 'God' illuminates, though, that the images and narratives of 'God' which portray 

566 Rita Gross, 'Hindu Female Deities', 281-282 

577 I learned this at 'Womenspace' in London, where I moderated a session on 'Divine Women'. I 
usedd (among others) several forms of associative writing to guide women in exploring these ideas. 
Ass a result of these exercises one of the participants came up with the sentence 'a resentful woman 
iss divine', which ushered in a new reality and possibility for her. This moment of naming self has 
movedd me deeply. It was the first time that I heard the adjective 'divine' in combination with a 
negativee quality. Witnessing the empowering effect of this combination has been an important 
impetuss to keep reflecting upon the question whether it is necessary to image God as disruptive 
power. . 
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'God'' as a destructive power must be embedded in or must be part of a series of images of 

'God'' which portray the life-affirming qualities of 'God'. I suggest therefore that destructive 

powerr must be portrayed as a perfection vis-a-vis institutions and discourses which paralyse the 

becomingg woman of women (and/or the becoming man of men for that matter) and not as an 

essentiall  quality or as a perfection of and for the female gender. I am aware that this idea needs 

furtherr reflection. For one thing, I am not sure whether this condition does and wil l do justice 

too the experiences of the transcendence of the other, in which the divine is revealed as a 

disruptivee power. And secondly, I do not know yet whether 'becoming' or 'flourishing' wil l 

bee enough of an ethical principle wherewith to provide limitations to this destructive power, so 

thatt this power can be channelled and manifestations of this power valued. These doubts 

illuminatee that here are questions which needs further reflection and dialogue. The above 

considerationss and arguments can be seen as indicating the issues wherewith such a reflection 

andd dialogue might begin. 

Thesee doubts and questions should not detract, though, from the central quality embodied in 

'God':: 'becoming'. It evokes the divine as wellspring of lif e and flourishing. It calls forth 

imagess of lif e and of living lif e in all its ambiguities. It expresses a movement - and a struggle 

-- to realize the infinite possibilities of being (a) woman. 
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Samenvatting g 

InIn het proefschrift wordt het begrip incarnatie - opgevat in theologische zin als belichaming van God 
enn in antropologische zin als 'belichaamde subjectiviteit' - doordacht vanuit het perspectief van 
seksuelee differentie, zoals dat door de Franse filosofe, taalkundige en psychoanalytica Luce Irigaray 
wordtt uitgewerkt. In haar werk verwijst dit begrip naar het onherleidbare karakter van het verschil 
derr geslachten. Filosofisch gezien gaat het om het toelaten en doordenken van het idee dat 
(menselijk)) 'zijn' niet een is, maar twee. Deze interpretatie impliceert een kritiek op de heersende 
vertogenn - inclusief veel emancipatorische vertogen. Daardoor wordt zichtbaar dat het filosofisch 
vertoogg gebouwd is op en onderworpen is aan de logica van het Ene/hetzelfde, waardoor dit vertoog 
slechtss één subject kent, het mannelijke, dat geldt als de Ene maat voor alle subjectiviteit. Wanneer 
hett andere, de ander, langs deze meetlat wordt gelegd kan het slechts verschijnen als gelijk aan, 
aanvullingg op of tegendeel van dit subject. Dit betekent dus dat door de logica van het Ene/ hetzelfde 
hett andere, met name het andere van het vrouwelijk subject, wordt uitgewist. 

Aanleidingg voor dit onderzoek is de feministisch theologische kritiek op de christelijke 
belijdeniss dat Jezus Christus de incarnatie van God is: waarlijk God, waarlijk mens. Feministische 
theologenn leggen bloot dat deze belijdenis impliceert dat een man model is voor ware menselijkheid 
enn ware goddelijkheid, waardoor man-zijn norm wordt voormens-zijn. Deze belijdenis geeft vrouwen 
dee theologische boodschap dat zij niet waarlijk mens-zijn, omdat ze geen man zijn. Zij zouden (gelijk 
aann een) man moeten worden om mens te worden en beeld van God te kunnen zijn, hetgeen betekent 
datt zij haar verschil zouden moeten uitwissen en haar andere lichamelijkheid transcenderen. Dit 
betekentt dus dat ook christelijke incarnatie-theologie onderworpen is aan de logica van het Ene/ 
hetzelfdee en het onherleidbare verschil der geslachten uitwist. 

Ikk ontvouw daarom een interpretatie van het begrip 'incarnatie' die uitgaat van een 
onherleidbaarr verschil tussen vrouwelijke en mannelijke lichamelijke subjectiviteit en die vrouwelijke 
belichaamdee subjectiviteit voorstelt als 'naar het beeld van God'. Deze interpretatie presenteer ik 
alss bevrijdend voor vrouwen, omdat zij uitgaat van en leidt tot de ontwikkeling van twee subjectivi-
teiten.. Daardoor hoeven vrouwen zich niet te onderwerpen aan de Ene norm voor subjectiviteit, die 
haarr verschil ontkent. 

Incarnatiee wordt in het boek bovendien beschouwd als een relationeel begrip, dat gestalte geeft 
aann de interne verhoudingen van drie begrippenparen die op hun beurt met elkaar verbonden zijn: 
lichaam-geestt of lichaam-symbolische orde, mens-God, immanentie-transcendentie. Ik vat dit drietal 
begrippenparenn samen onder het paar vlees en Woord, omdat in dit laatste paar de kenmerken van 
dee verschillende begrippen worden samengebald. Van deze drie begrippenparen vormt de lichaam-
geestt verhouding het scharnier. Wordt deze verhouding in beweging gebracht - bijvoorbeeld door 
hett verschil tussen de geslachten te denken als een onherleidbaar verschil - dan kunnen de 
verhoudingenn binnen de twee andere begrippenparen niet hetzelfde blijven. Deze hypothese bepaalt 
dee structuur van het boek, dat is opgezet als een drieluik. 
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Hett eerste deel van het boek, getiteld het Woord wordt vlees, bestaat uit drie hoofdstukken. In dit 
deell  geef ik een interpretatie van Luce Irigaray's kritische analyse van de heersende discursieve orde 
vann de westerse cultuur, van het 'Woord', en van het proces van subject worden van vrouwen in 
dezee cultuur. In hoofdstuk één, The order of discourse is built upon matricide, ontvouw ik een 
interpretatiee van Luce Irigaray's stelling dat deze orde evenals de orde van de representatie 
gegrondvestt is op 'moedermoord'. Luce Irigaray ontwikkelt deze stelling in een kritische dialoog 
mett Sigmund Freud's Totem en Taboe en zijn interpretatie van het fort-da spel uit Jenseits des 
Lustprinzips.Lustprinzips. In Totem en Taboe stelt Freud dat de orde en de daarmee samenhangende cohesie van 
hett samenleven gegrondvest is op een vadermoord. Hij werkt deze stelling uit aan de hand van een 
interpretatiee van totemistische religies en de wijze waarop belangrijke aspecten van deze religies 
doorwerkenn in hedendaagse patriarchale religies. Zijn interpretatie herhaalt echter het primaat van 
dee patrilineaire genealogie en van het patriarchaat voor de orde voor het samenleven. Luce Irigaray 
maaktt duidelijk dat door dit primaat van de vaderlijke lijn het aandeel van de vrouw-moeder in de 
genealogiee der geslachten wordt uitgewist. Zij laat zien dat deze uitwissing in de Griekse mythen 
gepaardd gaat met een toeëigening van de vrouwelijk-moederlijke creativiteit van de Godinnen door 
dee Vadergod. Ook in haar analyse van Freud's tekst over het fort-da spel van Ernst laat ze zien dat 
err sprake is van 'moedermoord'. Luce Irigaray's analyse verheldert dat dit spel - waarin de 
(aanwezigheidd van de) moeder eerst gesubstitueerd wordt door een klosje aan een touwtje en vervol-
genss door de klanken oooo en da - meer is dan een verwerking van de aan- en afwezigheid van de 
moeder,, zoals Sigmund Freud het interpreteerde. Volgens haar is de inzet het meester willen zijn 
overr de eigen geboorte in en door dit spel. Ernst's verlangen naar een geboorte waarvan hijzelf de 
oorzaakk is, is tegelijkertijd een verlangen naar macht over de moeder als degene die hem leven heeft 
gegevenn én een poging tot ontkenning dat hij het leven van haar gekregen heeft. In een tweede stap -
naa de erkenning van de macht van de vader? - projecteert hij zijn oorsprong van de moeder naar 

Godd de vader in de hemel. Met name deze verschuiving van de oorsprong uit de moeder naar een 
oorsprongg uit God de Vader is ten diepste een 'moedermoord', en tevens een ontkenning van 
vrouwelijke,, moederlijke creativiteit. 

Dezee moedermoord moet beschouwd worden als een 'originaire' gebeurtenis. Hij is niet aan te 
wijzenn als een historisch moment, maar wordt steeds herhaald en opnieuw ingeschreven in verhalen, 
mythen,, wetten, ordeningen en rituelen. Ik betoog in hoofdstuk twee, And the Word became flesh, 
datt ook de verhalen, belijdenissen en rituelen van de christelijke traditie deze gebeurtenis herhalen. 
Aann de hand van de Proloog van het Johannesevangelie, het Credo en de inzettingswoorden van de 
Eucharistiee zet ik uiteen dat de christelijke traditie door het benadrukken van de eenheid van God 
dee Vader en God de Zoon de creatieve kracht van het vrouwelijk-moederlijke uitwist, dan wel zich 
dezee toeeigent. 

InIn mijn analyse van de Proloog staat het woord worden centraal. Dit kernwoord wordt gebruikt 
omm een metamorfose aan te duiden: de vleeswording van het Woord, maar ook de wording van alle 
dingen,, en het-kmd-God's-worden van de gelovigen. Mijn vraag is of het mogelijk is deze 
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metamorfosee als een 'geboren worden te interpreteren?' Bc laat zien dat dat nog wel mogelijk is 
wanneerr het gaat om 'de wording van alle dingen door het Woord', maar niet bij de vleeswording 
vann het Woord. Daar moet dit 'worden' geïnterpreteerd worden als causa sui, ofwel als een 
'verwektt worden' door de Vader. Beide interpretaties zijn mogelijk op grond van de wijze waarop 
dee tekst de verhouding tussen Vader en Zoon schildert, want deze is volgens de tekst zo intiem dat 
Vaderr en Zoon bijna identiek zijn. Deze bijna-identificatie kan echter alleen tot stand komen ten 
kostee van de uitsluiting, dan wel toeèigening van de vrouwelijke-moederlijke creativiteit. Dit laatste 
ideee werk ik vervolgens uit door aandacht te besteden aan de verborgen aanwezigheid van de figuur 
vann Sofia in de Proloog. De eerste verzen van de Proloog roepen sterke associaties op met de wijze 
waaropp de Wijsheidsliteratuur de creativiteit van Vrouwe Wijsheid presenteert. De tekst schrijft de 
aspectenn van Sophia echter toe aan de Logos. Daarmee herhaalt de tekst een beweging die ook in 
dee Griekse mythen wordt uitgevoerd, namelijk het uitwissen van vrouwelijke, moederlijke creativiteit 
doorr deze toe te schrijven aan de mannelijke Godheid. 

Vervolgenss laat ik zien dat in de tekst van de geloofsbelijdenis van Nicea-Constantinopel de 
eenheidd tussen Vader en Zoon eveneens wordt bewerkstelligd door het uitwissen van de creatieve 
krachtt van de moeder. Want wanneer deze tekst handelt over de geboorte van de Christus naar zijn 
goddelijkee natuur, wordt God de Vader gepresenteerd als vader en moeder tegelijk en wanneer over 
dee menselijke natuur van de Christus wordt beschreven, wordt het moederlijke gereduceerd tot 
passievee baarmoederlijke materie. Dit houdt in Luce Irigaray's termen een 'moedermoord' in. 

Tenslottee betoog ik dat in de Eucharistie deze 'originaire' moedermoord wordt herhaald en 
opnieuww ingeschreven, aan de hand van Luce Irigaray's analyse. Aanleiding voor haar analyse is het 
verhaall  van een analysante die bloed vloeit wanneer de woorden 'dit is mijn lichaam, dit is mijn 
bloed'' worden uitgesproken. Zij interpreteert dit bericht als een verwijzing naar het moederlijke-
vrouwelijkee lichaam en bloed dat uitgesloten wordt in deze formule, die slechts heilbrengend is op 
grondd van de eenheid van Vader en Zoon. Vervolgens laat ik zien dat de priester door het uitspreken 
vann de woorden 'dit is mijn lichaam, dit is mijn bloed' deze uitsluiting herhaalt en opnieuw 
bevestigt,, doordat hij een imaginaire eenheid met de Vader en de Zoon bewerkstelligt. Het rituele 
karakterr van de Eucharistie verankert deze symbolische boodschap tenslotte in het lichaam, waardoor 
hett een langdurig effect heeft. Het is echter een ambigue boodschap voor vrouwen, want het 
bevestigtt haar als leden van de religieuze gemeenschap, maar sluit haar ook uit door de enscenering 
vann dit ritueel. Uit dit alles concludeer dan ook dat de incarnatie van God de Vader in zijn Zoon 
Jezuss Christus geen verlossing voor vrouwen brengt, maar dat het de onderwerping aan een Woord, 
datt haar verschil, verlangen en creativiteit uitwist, voortzet en religieus legitimeert. 

Dee vraag is nu wat de conclusie dat de orde van de cultuur gebaseerd is op een moedermoord 
betekentt voor het vrouw-worden van vrouwen in deze cultuur. Dit is het onderwerp van het derde 
hoofdstuk:: Becoming woman, becoming 'hysteric': the incarnation of the Word infernale embodied 

subjectivity.subjectivity. De titel geeft aan dat 'vrouw worden' in deze culturele orde volgens Luce Irigaray 
'hysterischh worden' inhoudt. Luce Irigaray noemt die verhouding tot de ander 'hysterisch', waarbij 
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dee 'jij ' het feitelijk subject van het spreken en het verlangen is en het 'ik' slechts spiegel van (het 
verlangenn van) deze 'jij ' is, dus spiegel van het (verlangen van het) mannelijk subject in een orde 
vann representatie die beschouwd moet worden als 'zelf-representatief voor het mannelijk subject', 
watt onder andere blijkt uit de dominantie van het mannelijk taalkundig geslacht in de grammatica 
enn het lexicon, linguïstische code. In haar linguïstische werk maakt ze duidelijk dat deze dominantie 
niett alleen geldt voor de linguïstische code die gebruikt wordt in de communicatie met de ander, 
maarr ook voor de structuur van de communicatie zelf. Deze beschrijft zij als een driehoek tussen 
'ik',, 'jij ' en een derde term: de plaats van identificatie en permutatie. Deze derde term is in de 
dominantee orde gemarkeerd door het mannelijke geslacht. Dit betekent dat ook de 'ik' en de 'jij ' 
gemarkeerdd worden door dit geslacht. Voor het meisje/de vrouw betekent dit dat zij moet leren 
sprekenn als een 'ik-hij ' tot een 'jij-hij' , ook als het om de communicatie tussen vrouwen gaat. 
Daarmeee verliest zij een deel van haar identiteit, omdat zij haar geslacht niet kan internaliseren, noch 
subjectt kan zijn van haar spreken. 

Dezee vervreemding van het vrouwelijk subject van haar geslachtelijke identiteit in en door de 
taall  raakt ook de constitutie van haar lichamelijk Ego. Deze (onbewuste) lichaamsvoorstelling komt 
tott stand doordat innerlijke lichamelijke prikkels worden gekanaliseerd op grond van de reacties van 
anderen.. Dit betekent in een mannelijk gedomineerde cultuur dat de innerlijke prikkels van het 
meisjee gekanaliseerd worden naar de vorm van het mannelijke subject. Op grond van Sigmund 
Freud'ss constructie van dit proces bij het meisje, komt Luce Mgaray tot de conclusie dat het 
vrouwelijkee subject niets anders overblijft dan de hysterie, een 'doen alsof, een doen alsof het 
verlangenn van de ander het eigen verlangen is. Deze structuur van het verlangen is volgens haar ook 
terugg te vinden in de structuur van de communicatie van vrouwelijke subjecten. Zij spreken 
'hysterisch',, omdat zij de ander tot feitelijk subject van haar spreken maken. Zij vat 'hysterie' dus 
allereerstt op als een wijze van verhouding tot de ander en pas in tweede instantie als pathologie. De 
pathologiee maakt aan de ene kant duidelijk dat deze manier van verhouden lichamelijk lijden 
veroorzaakt,, maar kan ook opgevat worden als een teken van verzet van het zintuiglijk, verlangende 
vleess tegen een vertoog dat niet correspondeert met het verlangen van vrouwen. Wanneer 'hysterie' 
opp deze manier wordt gelezen zou de verlossing van het lichaam van vrouwen gelegen liggen in een 
taal,, een Woord dat harmonieert met de bewegingen van haar vlees. 

Hett tweede deel van het proefschrift, Het vlees wordt Woord, vertrekt van het idee dat hysterische 
symptomenn een indicatie zijn van een vlees in verzet. Dit verzet serieus nemen, niet alleen als een 
indicatiee van een onherleidbaar verschil der geslachten maar ook als de 'activiteit' van het vlees, 
vraagtt dat de relatie tussen vlees en Woord, inclusief de relatie tussen het vlees en God, opnieuw 
wordtt vormgegeven en wel zo dat het Woord uitdrukking geeft aan 'de levende waarden' en aan 
hett vlees als 'levende beweeglijke materie'. Deze nieuwe vormgeving vraagt allereerst om een 
onderzoekk naar Luce Irigaray's voorstelling van het 'vlees'. Deze breng ik in kaart in het vierde 
hoofdstuk,, The Flesh: maternal, sensible, tangible and libidinal matter, door een exegese van de 
woordenn bloed, vlees, materiële elementen. De vele connotaties van het woord 'bloed' betekenen 
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hett vlees als moederlijke materie en als vloeiende materie, dus als materie in beweging. De 
connotatiess van 'vlees' maken duidelijk dat het gaat om zintuiglijke, tangibele, libidinale materie. 
Lucee Irigaray benadrukt dat het vlees het meest elementaire niveau van zijn en van zijn in de wereld 
vertegenwoordigt.. Het is wat lichaam en de wereld gemeen hebben. Dit elementaire zijn is een 
zintuiglijkk zijn dat wordt gekenmerkt door 'aanraken/ geraakt worden/ het raken'. Dit zintuig 
onderspantt alle andere zintuigen, omdat het 'aanraken/ aangeraakt worden' een prikkeling, een 
bewegingg in en van het vlees veroorzaakt. Het idee dat het vlees gedacht moet worden als 
beweeglijkee materie wordt versterkt door het beeld van het slijmige. Hiermee wordt het vlees 
getekendd als permanent in beweging zonder een vastomlijnd volume. Onzichtbaar voor het oog, maar 
well  ervaarbaar voor het sensibele subject, reageert het op aanrakingen van de ander. Dit laatste 
maaktt duidelijk dat het verlangende, passionele een belangrijk aspect is van het zintuiglijke, tangibele 
karakterr van het vlees. Deze karakteristieken keren terug in Luce Irigaray's gebruik van de taal van 
dee elementen als beeld voor het vlees. Deze beeldspraak biedt haar de mogelijkheid om over de 
passiess te schrijven als onderhevig aan verschillende krachten, maar ook om het materiële karakter 
vann het vlees te onderstrepen, evenals de overeenkomst tussen het menselijke zijn en het zijn van 
dee wereld om ons heen. Ik concludeer daarom dat Luce Irigaray het vlees presenteert als mogelijk-
heidsvoorwaardee voor het zijn en het denken. Dit impliceert vervolgens dat het denken en spreken 
geworteldd is in het vlees, dus dat belichaamde subjectiviteit en identiteit niet tot stand komen door 
eenn onderwerping van het lichaam aan het Woord, maar in een dialectische verhouding tussen vlees 
enn Woord, waarbij sporen van het sensibele, verlangende, vlees altijd gevonden kunnen worden in 
hett spreken en denken van het subject. 

Kenmerkendd voor Luce Irigaray's interpretatie van seksuele differentie is dat dit vlees niet 
geslachtsneutraall  is, maar gesexueerd. Dit betekent dat geboren worden altijd betekent geboren 
wordenn in en met een bepaalde, geslachtelijke morfologie. Dit begrip 'morfologie' verklaart dat het 
doordenkenn van seksuele differentie gericht is op het denken van het menselijk zijn als twee vormen 
enn niet als 'veel' vormen van zijn en denken. In hoofdstuk 5, Morphology: corporeal, imaginary, 
linguisticlinguistic differences between the sexes, maak ik duidelijk dat het begrip 'morfologie' niet alleen 
betrekkingg heeft op de morfologie van het lichaam maar ook op de vorm van het imaginaire en van 
dee taal. Luce Irigaray presenteert geboren worden als de entree in een morfologie. Dit idee breekt 
mett de filosofische voorstelling van materie als vorm-loos, maar ook met het idee dat het kind 
polymorff  pervers ter wereld komt. Dit betekent dus aan de ene kant dat het lichaam niet alle kanten 
opp kan worden gevormd, maar ook dat het worden begrensd wordt door de vorm van het lichaam. 
Mett behulp van de chaos theorie van Ilya Prigogine maak ik duidelijk dit niet hoeft te leiden tot een 
essentialistischee opvatting van zijn of identiteit. Ik interpreteer de morfologie van het lichaam als 
parameterr voor de ordening van de chaos van zintuiglijke prikkels van het vlees tot een lichamelijk 
Ego,, dus tot een imaginair lichaamsbeeld. Dit lichaamsbeeld kan veranderen als reactie op 
aanrakingenn van de ander. Het is ook individueel omdat ieder subject aan andere prikkelingen 
blootstaat.. Aan de andere kant functioneert de morfologie van het lichaam als begrenzende parameter 
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voorr dit worden. Daarmee biedt chaostheorie de mogelijkheid om te spreken van 'het vrouwelijk 
geslacht'' als een alle vrouwen omvattende categorie en aan de andere kant de verschillen tussen 
vrouwenn onderling te doordenken. De ordening van de chaos van prikkels in een imago ligt aan de 
basiss van het Imaginaire, dat als kruispunt van vlees en Woord moet worden gezien. Daarom 
vertoontt de morfologie van het imaginaire ook het sporen van de morfologie van het lichaam. Om 
zichh te ontworstelen aan de dominante orde van het vertoog moet deze morfologie volgens Luce 
Irigarayy in kaart worden gebracht, want alleen zo kan het vrouwelijk subject vormgeven aan haarzelf 
enn haar geslacht. De belicht vervolgens twee aspecten van de morfologie van het vrouwelijk geslacht 
diee in Luce Irigaray's werk worden genoemd: de twee lippen als alternatieve verbeelding van het 
vrouwelijkk geslacht, en het draaien om de moeder-dochter axis als alternatief voor Ernst's spel met 
klosje.. Beiden brengen mij tot de conclusie dat de aandacht voor de morfologie van het vrouwelijk 
geslachtt mogelijkheden biedt tot een andere verbeelding van de verhouding tot de ander, tot een 
anderee stijl en esthetiek, waarbij de nadruk valt op openheid, beweeglijkheid en nabijheid in 
onderscheid.. Wil deze mogelijkheid gerealiseerd worden, wil het vlees van vrouwen Woord worden, 
dann moet ook aan de morfologie van de taal worden gewerkt, met name aan orde van de grammatica. 
Dezee wordt nu verbeeld als een neutrale, universele, onveranderlijke, transcendente, goddelijke orde, 
terwijll  Luce Irigaray's taalkundig onderzoek heeft laten zien dat deze orde door en door mannelijk 
is.. Aangezien deze orde niet alleen de inhoud van de communicatie bepaalt, maar ook de structuur 
vann de communicatie is het noodzakelijk dat het vrouwelijk subject een talig huis genereert waarin 
dee derde term in de structuur van de communicatie vrouwelijk gesexueerd is, dus als 'zij'. 

Omm tot zo'n verandering in en van het symbolische te komen hebben vrouwen een 'God' in en voor 
haarr geslacht nodig volgens Luce Irigaray. Dit is het onderwerp van hoofdstuk 6 en 7. In mijn visie 
functioneertt het woord 'God' in deze uitspraak als een zinnebeeld voor een Woord, een talig huis 
off  horizon van en voor vrouwen. Luce Irigaray verklaart haar keuze voor het begrip 'God' als 
zinnebeeldd voor het symbolische uit het feit dat dit begrip in onze cultuur 'het absolute' of 'het 
ultieme'' aanduidt. In hoofdstuk 6 God-She the horizon or objective of a gender and the object of 
communicationcommunication maak ik duidelijk dat hett Luce Irigaray in eerste instantie gaat om de functie van het 
woordd 'God' in onze cultuur. Ludwig Feuerbach's ideeën over deze functie neemt ze op en werkt 
zee verder uit. Ludwig Feuerbach stelt dat de mens hetgeen hij wezenlijk acht voor zijn mens-zijn 
externaliseertt in en objectiveert tot 'God'. 'God' is dus een zinnebeeld van hetgeen als perfectie, 
alss onmisbare kwaliteit of attribuut voor het mens-zijn geldt. Daar waar Ludwig Feuerbach in 
neutralee termen over het menselijke geslacht schrijft, ontdoet Luce Irigaray deze term van zijn 
geslachtelijkee neutraliteit door te spreken over het vrouwelijk geslacht en haar behoeft aan een 'God' 
inn het vrouwelijke. De interpreteer haar roep om een God voor en van vrouwen primair als een roep 
omm een God-Zij op grond van de volgende argumenten. Allereerst maakt het duidelijk dat het 
vrouwelijkee taalkundig geslacht wordt gezien als de meest perfecte symbolisatie van een God van 
enn voor vrouwen. Mijn tweede argument is gebaseerd op de functie van 'God' als derde term in 
structuurr van de communicatie. Slechts wanneer deze derde term met 'Zij ' gemarkeerd wordt 
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kunnenn vrouwen met elkaar communiceren als een 'Dc-zij' tot 'Jij-zij' en kunnen zij zich ook tot 
elkaarr verhouden zonder tussenkomst van een mannelijke maatstaf. Mijn derde argument is gebaseerd 
opp het idee dat de derde term ook verwijst naar het object van de communicatie, naar het 'waarover' 
vann de uitwisseling. 'God-zij' als object van uitwisseling zou vrouwen dus samenbrengen in een 
gemeenschapp van uitwisselingen. Bovendien maakt een/dit object van uitwisselingen ook 
onderscheidingg mogelijk juist omdat het als derde term optreedt. 

Eenn 'God-zij' maakt echter niet alleen mogelijk dat vrouwen haar plaats innemen in de 
communicatie,, maar het geeft ook richting aan het worden van vrouwen. Luce Irigaray gebruikt 
daarvoorr de termen 'horizon' en 'het objectieve'. Beide termen verwijzen zowel naar een ruimte 
voorr vrouwen, gevuld met beelden, woorden, etc die haar denken en handelen richting geeft als naar 
hett feit dat 'worden' niet zonder richting of doel kan. Dit maakt duidelijk dat Luce Irigaray's om 
eenn 'God van en voor vrouwen' ook een roep is om beelden die richting geven aan het vrouw-
worden,, dus aan de constitutie van vrouwelijke identiteit. Dit is het onderwerp van hoofdstuk 7 
getiteldd God: the mirror of woman, waarin ik laat zien dat wanneer Luce Irigaray spreekt over 'een 
spiegell  van vrouwen' zij beelden, symbolen, kunstvoorwerpen, rituelen, manieren van uitwisseling 
etceteraa op het oog heeft, waarmee het vrouwelijk subject haar wereldbeeld vormgeeft, of die dit 
wereldbeeldd weer-spiegel-en. Ik laat zien dat 'God' als 'spiegel' de constitutie van identiteit 
mogelijkk maakt, doordat het samenhang geeft aan de verschillende delen waaruit individuele en 
collectievee identiteit is opgebouwd. Het wendt daarmee dus ook het gevaar van fragmentatie af 
doordatt het de doodsdriften bindt. Tenslotte maakt 'God' als spiegel het vrouwen mogelijk om 
haarzelff  te willen en lief te hebben. Het geeft richting aan haar vrouw-worden. Op de vraag hoe zo'n 
godsbeeldd van en voor vrouwen tot stand komt wijst Luce Irigaray op de weg van de mimesis en 
opp het belang van de verbeelding. De weg van de 'mimesis' beschouw ik primair als een pad van 
deconstructiee en kritiek, terwijl de verbeelding synthetiserend is, en onder invloed staat van het 
imaginaire,, van de manier waarop het 'vlees' geraakt is en wordt. Luce Irigaray presenteert 
godsbeeldenn als hulpmiddelen bij het vrouw-worden. Wanneer ze het worden niet meer bevorderen, 
moett men ze laten vallen en andere zoeken. Er zijn dus meerdere beelden nodig om dit wil dit 
vrouw-wordenn in beweging blijven. Bovendien zal er een voortdurende discussie nodig zijn over de 
waardenn en kwaliteiten die met behulp van 'God' worden verbeeld en tenslotte moeten die beelden 
polyvalentt en onaf zijn, willen zij het collectief kunnen binden. Want 'worden' is voor haar van zo 
wezenlijkk belang voor de menselijke existentie dat zij goddelijke genoemd kan worden. Zonder 
wordenn geen leven, geen zijn, geen leven dat ten volle geleefd wordt. Daarom is 'worden' volgens 
haarr het wezen van 'God'. Dit betekent dat ze in haar omschrijving van 'God' waarborgt dat de 
godsvoorstellingenn open, onaf, in beweging zijn en dus mee kunnen bewegen met de bewegingen 
vann het vlees. 

Hett derde deel, Incarnation: the fruit of the encounter of the other, is gewijd aan de problematiek 
vann het worden van het Woord, opgevat als verandering in identiteit en subjectiviteit en als incarnatie 
vann het goddelijke. De presenteer deze verandering als een reactie op de aanrakingen van het vlees, 
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waardoorr een keten van transfiguraties op gang wordt gebracht, die uiteindelijk het Woord in 
bewegingg brengen. De beschouw dit proces als een dialectische beweging, die op gang wordt gebracht 
inn de ontmoeting met de ander/ het andere. Ook in deze ontmoeting is sprake van een dialectische 
verhouding,, aangezien de ander/het andere een onoverkomelijke transcendentie vertegenwoordigt. 
Inn hoofdstuk 8, getiteld The dialectical structure of the relation to the other, werk ik deze gedachte 
vann Luce Irigaray verder uit en laat ik zien dat de ander het niet-ik ten opzichte van het subject 
vertegenwoordigt.. Luce Irigaray's lokalisatie van de transcendentie in de belichaamde ander berust 
opp een fundamentele kritiek op het heersende filosofische en theologische denken over transcendentie 
enn God als de Transcendente, die volgens Luce Irigaray als 'hoeder van het vertoog en het subject' 
inn het Westen altijd mannelijk en vaderlijk is. De laat zien dat deze kritiek niet alleen opgaat voor 
dee filosofische theologie maar ook voor Emmanuel Levinas' denken over De Ander. Met name zijn 
voorstellingg van de erotische liefde herhaalt de heersende dichotomie tussen vlees en geest, het 
sensibelee en het intelligibele, immanentie en transcendentie, vrouw/vrouwelijk en man/mannelijk. Het 
ontbrekenn van inter-subjectiviteit tussen het mannelijk en vrouwelijk subject in de erotische liefde 
maaktt deze volgens Luce Irigaray onethisch en onvruchtbaar, ook al worden er kinderen verwekt. 
Inn haar visie kan de verhouding tot de ander slechts vruchtbaar zijn wanneer de belichaamde ander 
gerespecteerdd worden als transcendent ten opzichte van het 'ik'. Dit respect noemt ze ook 'de 
arbeidd van het negatieve'. Deze arbeid begint met de passie van de verwondering voor het andere 
vann de ander. Daardoor wordt een ruimte gecreëerd tussen de twee subjecten die verbindt en scheidt. 
Bovendienn is de verwondering een erkenning van de grenzen die de ander stelt aan de subjectiviteit 
vann het subject. Tegelijkertijd bemiddelt deze ander ook het worden, 'de wedergeboorte' van het 
subject.. Want in de confrontatie wordt het vlees van het subject geraakt, waardoor 'vaste' patronen 
omm op waarnemingen te reageren in beweging worden gebracht. Dit genereert vervolgens andere 
beeldenn van het zelf, waardoor identiteit en subjectiviteit veranderen. Luce Irigaray ziet de 
confrontatiee met de alteriteit van de ander als een vruchtbaar moment, dat ook te benoemen zou zijn 
alss een manifestatie van het goddelijke: een ervaring die haar neerslag vindt in incarnaties als een 
veranderingg van identiteit, kunstwerken, in gedachten, kortom in een scheppende vormgeving van 
dee wereld rondom het subject, van haar/zijn relaties met deze wereld en met de ander. 

Dii  de hoofdstukken 9 en 10 ga ik vervolgens dieper in de op verschiUende gestalten van de 
anderr die in Luce Irigaray's werk te onderscheiden zijn namelijk de horizon van het vrouwelijk 
geslacht,, opgevat als 'canon' van literatuur, kunstwerken, rituelen die de neerslag zijn van denken, 
doenn en verbeelden van het vrouwelijk subject; de andere persoon van hetzelfde geslacht en de 
anderee persoon van het andere geslacht. Zo bespreek ik in hoofdstuk 9, Incarnation: the fruit of the 
encounterencounter of female subject with the horizon of her gender, verschillende vragen die te maken 
hebbenn met de ontmoeting met de horizon van het eigen geslacht aan de hand van het kijken naar 
kunst.. De presenteer kunst als materiële uiting oftewel als incarnatie van de horizon van het 
vrouwelijkk geslacht, dus als uiting van hetgeen van wezenlijk belang geacht wordt voor het 
vrouwelijkk bestaan. Deze uiting geeft vorm, richting en waarde aan ervaringen van vrouwelijke 
subjecten.. Deze horizon is transcendent aan het vrouwelijk subject, omdat het allereerst als 
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'objectiviteit'' richting geeft aan haar worden; ten tweede omdat het als verbeelding van een 
wereldbeeldd een contextuele invulling van het universele van het vrouwelijke geslacht vertegen-
woordigt;; en ten derde omdat de horizon de functie van derde term in de communicatie met anderen 
vervult.. Kijken naar kunst presenteer ik daarom als een ontmoeting met de vormgeving van een 
wereldbeeldd en spiritualiteit die het andere andere vertegenwoordigt voor het kijkende subject, waardoor de 
dialectischee beweging tussen Woord en vlees op gang wordt gebracht. Dit 'andere' is echter ook 
gelijkk aan het kijkende subject, hetgeen de vraag oproept hoe naar kunst moet worden gekeken om 
dee spanning tussen het andere en hetzelfde - het kunstwerk behoort immers tot de horizon van het 
eigenn geslacht - te bewaren. Luce Irigaray's antwoord op deze vraag benadrukt het effect van kleur. 
Kleurr drukt volgens haar het ritme en het volume van het vlees beter uit, dan tekst, maar het heeft 
ookk een onmiddellijk doch onzichtbaar effect op het vlees, omdat het het slijmige van het vlees in 
bewegingg brengt. Wil het vrouwelijk subject haar liefde tot zichzelf versterken dan is een verhoogde 
sensibiliteitt voor deze beweging noodzakelijk. Volgens Luce Irigaray stelt dit laatste echter ook eisen 
aann kunstwerken, met name ethische eisen. Zij benadrukt dat kunst levenslust moest schenken aan 
degenee die maakt en degene die kijkt. Ze moeten bijdragen aan de spiritualisering van de zintuigen. 
Werkenn die dat doen noemt ze mooi, andere werken lelijk. Haar esthetische eisen roepen de vraag 
opp welke werken bron (kunnen) zijn voor de constructie van een horizon van vrouwen. Op het eerste 
gezichtt lijk t het alsof bijna elke tekst bron zou kunnen zijn voor deze constructie, dat het echter 
afhangtt van de manier van lezen- bevestigend of in verzet. Deze laatste leeswijze vraagt echter ook 
weerr naar de bron van verzet, dan wel naar de bron van herstel van energie. Het antwoord op deze 
vraagg leidt echter weer naar de eerste vraag, omdat werken van schoonheid volgens Luce Irigaray 
dee energie herstellen. Het hoofdstuk eindigt daarom met de vraag naar de betekenis van die 
kunstwerkenn die de gebrokenheid van het vrouwelijk bestaan verbeelden, voor het vrouw-worden van 
vrouwen. . 

Inn het tiende hoofdstuk Incarnation: the fruit of the encounter of female subject with the other: man 
oror woman, staat de dialectische relatie van het vrouwelijk subject met de belichaamde ander - man 
off  vrouw - centraal. De ontmoeting met de belichaamde ander vormt namelijk de motor voor 
verandering,, voor het worden van het subject en ook voor het worden van het Woord, voor zover 
dezee ontmoeting de partners aanzet tot creatieve vormgeving van hun wereldbeeld. De heb er voor 
gekozenn om de relatie met de andere man of andere vrouw in één hoofdstuk te behandelen om de 
overeenkomstenn en de verschillen tussen deze twee verhoudingen te kunnen belichten. Duidelijk 
wordtt dat de structuur van beide relaties sterke overeenkomsten vertonen. In beide gevallen gaat het 
omm het respecteren van de transcendentie van de ander, dus om het bewaren van de intersubjectiviteit 
enn de wederkerigheid in de relatie, ook in de erotische relatie die in de dominante voorstelling leidt 
tott verlies van de één in de ander. Het verschil tussen beide vormen van verhouding tot de ander 
beschrijftt Luce Irigaray als een verschil in vruchtbaarheid, waarbij zij de relatie met de ander van 
hetzelfdee geslacht als minder vruchtbaar en mysterieus beschouwd als die met de ander van 
verschillendd geslacht. 
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Dee begin dit hoofdstuk met een bespreking van Luce Irigaray's beschrijving van de erotische 
relatiee tussen het heteroseksuele paar. In mijn interpretatie benadruk ik het belang van een 
tussenruimtee tussen beiden. Want de erotische liefde brengt weliswaar zelf-verlies met zich mee, 
namelijkk als gevolg van een zodanig geraakt worden in het vlees dat vaste patronen van identiteit 
inn beweging komen, maar dit leidt niet tot een extase, een versmelting of verlies in de ander, maar 
tott een enstasis, een in het lichaam gewortelde extase. Want de tussenruimte tussen beiden scheidt 
hen,, behoedt hun verschillen. Maar deze tussenruimte verbindt hen ook met elkaar. Het is de ruimte 
diee zij samen creëren, die zij met elkaar delen en waar zij zich mede-delen aan elkaar, die hen 
verbindtt tot een 'wij'. Daarom lokaliseert Luce Irigaray ook de 'parousia' van het goddelijke in 
dezee tussenruimte die zij beiden hebben gecreëerd. Deze parousia van het goddelijke die zich 
manifesteertt in de uitwisseling van en in genot ligt ten grondslag aan hun creativiteit: de (kleine) 
veranderingenn in zelfbeeld en het ontvouwen van gedachten, kunstwerken, liefde. 

Uitt de beelden die in Luce Irigaray's werk opduiken als verbeelding van dit heteroseksuele 
liefdespaarr wordt duidelijk dat deze intersubjectiviteit slechts kan opbloeien als de vrouwelijke 
genealogiee wordt hersteld. Want liefde voor de ander/ het ander is niet mogelijk zonder liefde voor 
hett zelf en voor het eigen, voor de ander van het eigen geslacht. Luce Irigaray presenteert deze liefde 
alss een noodzakelijke voorwaarde voor de liefde voor de ander. Deze liefde ontwikkelt zich allereerst 
alss een liefde voor de moeder en wordt vervolgens overgedragen in de liefde voor de ander van het 
zelfdee geslacht. Luce Irigaray's voorstelling dat vrouwen elkaar liefhebben als een moeder een 
dochterr en andersom beïnvloedt haar voorstelling van de vruchtbaarheid van deze ontmoetingen en 
relaties.. Deze acht ze minder vruchtbaar dan de ontmoeting met de ander van verschillend geslacht, 
hetgeenn duidelijk wordt uit haar gebruik van het woord 'kind' als beeld voor (het effect van) de 
uitwisselingg van en in genot. Dit betekent enerzijds dat de vruchtbaarheid van het paar weer wordt 
ingeschrevenn in een heteroseksuele orde waar Luce Irigaray deze zelf uit wil bevrijden. Anderzijds 
impliceertt deze visie dat de 'parousia' van het goddelijke is voorbehouden aan de ontmoeting met 
dee ander van verschillende geslacht. Op dit punt scheiden de wegen van Luce Irigaray en mij zich, 
omdatt het project van het doordenken van seksuele differentie voor mij allereerst verbonden is met 
hett creëren van een wereldbeeld van en voor vrouwen. In mijn uitwerking van dit idee is dit 
wereldbeeldd het resultaat van een transfiguratie van het vlees dat in beweging wordt gebracht door 
dee ontmoeting met de ander. Deze ander kan in mijn visie zowel de ander van verschillend als van 
hetzelfdee geslacht zijn, omdat doorslaggevend is dat deze ander transcendent is aan het subject. En 
ditt laatste geldt niet alleen voor de ander van verschillend maar ook voor de ander van hetzelfde 
geslacht. . 

Inn de epiloog kom ik terug op de voorstelling van 'het vlees' en van 'God' zoals die in het 
voorgaandee ontwikkeld is. Ik maak duidelijk dat de betekenis van Luce Irigaray's denken over het 
vleess gelegen is in het feit dat het vlees wordt gepresenteerd als geslachtelijke, als levende en als 
productievee materie. Met name het idee dat het vlees geslachtelijke en productieve materie is heeft 
consequentiess voor het denken en spreken. Het leidt mij tot de vaststelling dat het doordenken van 
seksuelee differentie leidt tot het idee dat er twee wijzen van spreken en denken zijn of zouden 
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moetenn zijn, dus ook twee wijzen van spreken en denken over God, omdat dit spreken geworteld is 
inn en sporen vertoond van het verlangende geseksueerde vlees. Deze conclusie is voor mij aanleiding 
omm dit spreken over 'God' post-theïstisch te noemen. Daarmee maak ik duidelijk dat elke voorstel-
lingg van God een vormgeving van de wereld en de relaties in die wereld betekent. Deze vormgeving 
bevatt zowel projectie als doordachte evaluatie van de ervaringen van het vlees. Het is een neerslag 
vann die waarden die een/het vrouwelijk subject als wezenlijk beschouwd voor haar geslacht, waarden 
waarr ze naar wil leven en die volgens haar het goede leven voor allen verbeelden. Aangezien deze 
vormgevingg gevoed wordt door ervaringen van het vlees rijst de vraag of de discursieve beelden van 
Godd alleen een incarnatie van positieve ervaringen van het vlees zijn of dat die ervaringen ook 
ambiguee kunnen zijn. Hoewel verschillende aspecten van deze vraag worden genoemd, wordt ze in 
ditt boek niet meer beantwoord. Het boek sluit af met de conclusie dat hoewel de ervaring ambigue 
kann zijn, deze ambiguïteit moet worden opgelost in een positieve richting zodat de beelden van 
'God'' zin kunnen geven aan het vrouw worden. 
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