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The Rhetoric of "Experience": 
Explorations in "Experience" as a Key Term in Feminist Discourse 

This dissertation seeks to lay the groundwork for a theory of feminist rhetoric 
that recognizes the centrai and contradictory role of "experience" as a key term in feminist 
discourse. Following Kenneth Burke's example, it proposes to add "experience" as a key 
term to the "standard Iore" of rhetorÏc. While LLpersuasion'7 and "identification" still play 
a primary role, they do not adequately represent the rhetoncal strategies of feminist 
discourse. "Identification" is a term which emphasizes the need to create unity. 
Feminism, as  this dissertation argues, requires a term that can function equally well to 
create division and unity. "Experience" rneets this requirement, for it offers the means by 
which women can distinguish their dserences fkom others and the means by which 
women can identiQ sùnilanties with others. 

Chapter One examines the changing place of "expenence" in feminist temllnistic 
screens. It specifically looks at the poststnichiraiist challenge to the use of "experience" 
in feminist discourse. Chapter Two examines the substance of cbexperience" in early 
discourses The fxst section of the chapter begins with an account of the devaluation of 
the t e m  in the discourses of Plato and Aristoùe; it then analyses the rnedievai notions of 
the terms and the use of "expexience" in Chaucer's "Wife of Bath." The second section 
investigates the corresponding use of "experience" in the arguments of John Locke and 
Mary Wollstonecrafi. It illustrates how Wollstonecraft uses the principles set out by 
Locke in his A n  Essay Concerning Human Understanding to argue for the rïghts of 
women in A Vindicarion of the Rights of Woman. The third section brings John Dewey's 
Art as Experience together with Virginia Woolf s A Room of One 's Own and Three 
Guineas to explicate Woolf s use of "experience." Chapter Three looks at the use of 
"experience" in defuiing moments of feminist literary criticism and the debates that 
follow. The debates center on Barbara Smith's essay "Toward a Black Feminist 
Criticism," and the Canadian text "Language in Her Eye." Chapter Four examines the 
bringing together of theory and practice in the use of metaphor as experience in the work 
of HéIène Cixous. 
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Introduction 

'Experience"' as a Key Term in Feminist Rhetoric 

Rhetoric, since Anstode, more often than not, is presented to us as a catalogue of 

persuasive techniques represented through specific terms such as "ethos," "logos," 

"pathos)' "analogy," cbexampIe," "iltutration," "part and whole," "scene," "act," "agent," 

and "agency." The tems are as numerous and varied as those who construct and 

reproduce them, signifying strategies which are employed in a variety of situations 

according to diverse motives, and which function to persuade others to maintain or change 

attitudes, beliefs, a n d h  behaviors. As Kenneth Burke aptly States, ''[w]e must use 

terministic screens, since we can't Say anything without the use of terms . . -" (On 

S'bols 121). The power of the terms. however, creates a double-bind as Burke aiso 

notes: 

Not only does the nature of out terms affect the nature of our 

observations, in the sense that the tems direct the artention to one field 

rather than to another. Also, many of the "observations " are but 

irnplica~ions of the parricular terminology in terms of which the 

observations are made. In brief, much that we take as observations about 

"reality" may be but the spinning out of possibilities implicit in our 

particular choice of ternis. (On Symbols 1 16) - 

If we accept Burke's premise, we must recognize that the tems of rhetonc also direct our 

attention and control our observations about reality. Key terms maintain existing power 

' The term "experience" is never separate fiom its meaning, but at times I wish to 

emphasize the term rather than the term's rneaning (what it refers to). To do this, 1 use 

quotaLion marks when the term "experience" is k i n g  emphasized. When there are no 

quotation marks, the meaning of the term is being foregrounded. 



structures by blinding us to those structures and by preventing us from seeing other 

possibilities that might undermine or challenge the established systems. The tenninistic 

screens of rhetoric, until very recently, have been constnicted by men who, like Burke, 

benefit fiom the power structures of a patrhrchal society. When attempting to wield the 

te- of rhetoric, feminists have had to confiont a double bind- Selected to refiect certain 

aspects of society, the terms continually spin out the possibilities of patriarchy and 

deflect our attention away fiom the oppression that arises with the resulting delimited 

possibilities. 

Key terms are particularly potent because they determine the nature of the 

tenninistic screens that direct our field of vision and ultimately our understanding2. Titular 

and original in nature, they appear to generate all  other terms within their given field 

(Motives 21). Although key tems ofien appear static and monolithic, they are inevitably 

changeable and inconsistent Marking the strategic location where ambiguity &ses, they 

constitute the ultimate sight of transformation. Not surprisingly, for feminists, who seek 

to alter existing ways of seeing and understanding, the key terms of rhetoric become the 

principal sites of contestation. They are, however, rarely, if ever, replaced. Instead, they 

can be transformed so that new distinctions and terms can be generated within the domain 

of existing key terms; aitematively, new key terms may be created to coexist dongside 

established key terms which, in turn, alter the pre-existing tems. 

'Burke's discussion of IogoIogy provides a succinct synopsis of this phenornenon. As he 

notes, '' The cclogoiogicai" or c?erministic" counterpart of  "Believe" in the formula would be: 

Pick some particular nomenclature, some one terminisfic screen, And for m a t  you may 

understand," the counterpart would be "That you rnay proceed to pack down the kinds of 

observarion implicir in the ferminology you have chosen, whether your chaice of terms was 

deliberate or spontaneous. " (Language as Symbolic Action 47) 



A rnaster of terministic screens, Kenneth Burke chooses the latter option when 

positing "identification" as  a key term for rhetonc. He recognizes that "persuasion" has 

traditionally been the key term for rhetoric, but he insists that "Our treatment in terms 

of identification, is decidediy not meant as a substitute for the sound traditional approach. 

Rather, as we try to show it is but an accessory to the standard lore" (Rhetoric, xiv). 

Burke's use of the pronouns 'our' and 'we' and the term 'accessory' is very instructive. 

The plural pronouns implicate the reader in the act of shifting key tems  and7 in facf take 

for granted the identification of the reader with the author. thereby embedding Burke's 

theoreticai perspective into the language of the text. The term 'accessory,' on one level, 

implies a minor attachrnent or decorative addition such as a man's necktie: hence, Burke 

feigns to pose no senous challenge to the rhetorical tradition. On another level, however, 

the term suggests an accompaniment or accomplice of equal worth (such as an accessory 

to a crime) and assumes for Burke's theory a place within the established rhetoricai 

tradition. 

Burke's strategy was obviously effective. Today, his theory is indispensable to 

an understandhg of communication. Highly generative, his work provides one of the 

more flexible and well used methodologies in contemporary rhetoric.' Indeed, many 

'Even while attempting to point out the lirnits o f  Burke's theory, critics cannot help but 

praise him. For example, in a forum specifically designed to  outline the "Limits to the 

Burkeian System" (Chesebro 356), Bernard Brock notes that "Burke has becorne the rnost 

popular rhetorical theorist in the field" (347); Celeste Michelle Condit concedes that 

"Kenneth Burke has offered us one of the most important corpora of works of the twentieth 

century,"( 349) and James W. Chesebro begins his conclusion by stating: 

From the beginning of  the 1980s, Burke has been increasingly cast as a 

recognized major social critic of the twentieth century. . . . The balance of 



feminists have also found Burke's theory insightful. However, like the nineteenth 

century sentence described by Virginia Woolf as reflecting the "weight, the pace, the 

stride of a man's mind" (A Room 73)' Burke's theory often becomes a rather clumsy and 

awkward tool when applied to feminist tasks. One primary source of this awkwardness 

may lie in Burke's chosen key term: identification. #en Burke argues for "identification" 

rather than "persuasion" as the key term of rhetoric, he suggests that rhetoric fiuictions 

primarily by "describing the ways in which members of a group promote social cohesion 

by acting rhetoricdy upon themselves and one another" (Rhetoric xiv). Accordingly, 

consubstantiality and identification form the foundation for 'acting together.' While Burke 

recognizes that division constitutes a counterpart to identification, he clearly subsumes or 

backgrounds division. In other words, his theory assumes that division and conflict form 

the initial state of being; the necessity of rhetoric &ses fkom this state, for rhetoric 

functions to create unity and cooperation in 'Wie state of Babel after the Fall" (Rhetoric 

23). According to Burke, then, "Identification is affirmed with earnestness precisely 

because there is division. Identification is compensatory to division. If men were not 

apart fiom one another, there would be no need for the rhetoncian to proclaim their 

unity" (Rhetoric 22). 

Like most contemporary rhetoncians, Burke assumes a universal tone. His 

approach and attitude suggest that he intends his theory to apply to dl people, at al1 

times, and for al1 situations, But his basic assumpttion concerning the relationship 

between division and identification is highly problematic for understanding feminist 

discourse. Identification and its associative term, consubstantiality, cannot act as the 

primary key terrns in feminist rhetoric. While it is generally recognized that women need 

to act together to form a feminist rnovemenh it is important to realize that the initiai state 

the 1990s may well be a period in which Burke is celebrated as a profound 

social critic and thinker of our age. (365) 



from which feminists work is not one of division but rather one of dl-consuming 

identification. Ferninist theories continually reiterate this point. For example, M d y n  

Frye points out that woman within patriarchy is socialized so that "Al1 of the will and 

resources she would draw upon to survive are . . . channeled to the service of his [man's] 

interests" (64). In other words, "her [woman's] substance is organized toward his 

[man's] 'transcendence"'(Frye 66). Simone de Beauvoir describes a similar phenomenon 

in her work The Second Sex: 

Women lack concrete means for organizing themselves ïnto a unit . . . 

They have no past, no history, no religion of their own; and they have no 

such solidarity of work and uiterest as that of the proletanat. . . . They live 

dispersed among males, attached through residence, housework, economic 

and social standing to certain men, (xxii) 

While it may be temphng to argue that ferninists need this "concrete means for 

organizing themselves" and, if we follow Burke's notion of rhetoric, we might look for the 

ways in which feminists become consubstantiai despite their dserences, but in so doing, 

we miss the point. De Beauvoir argues that woman has become the permanent Other to 

man as Subject (xix), and she seeks to break this interrelationship and to have woman 

"regain her place in H ~ a o i t y "  (297) by renouncing her role as Other and asserting herself 

as Subject. 

To break a social relationship in which women are subservient to men constitutes 

the prirnary goal of most feminist rhetoric. Ferninists work not to create unity and 

cooperation in "the state of Babel &er the Fall," but rather to create division in the state 

of Patriarchy before its Fall. Feminists endeavor to tear down the phallogocentnc tower 

which insists on singular meaning and universal truth and replace it with a plurality of 

meaning and a concept of truth which incorporates multiplicity. To achieve its goal, a 

feminist theory of rhetoric can develop a key term that directs attention to a process in 

which division and identification occur simultaneously while assuming that the pre- 



existent state of being consists of a disadvantageous unity in which women are bound to 

men enabling men to exploit the energy and resources of women, while denying women 

the choices necessary for fulfilïment, self-actualization, and even, in some cases, survival. 

A feminist theory of rhetonc aiso needs to take into account the divisions and 

identifications within feminism. Ferninists become consubstantial through the strategies 

and acts of liberation they endorse and practice. In this context, consubstantiality 

becornes a by-product of the acts of division or, more accurately, the acts of difference, 

and the attributes which distinguish different types of feminisms are really points about 

how, and to what degree, women should separate nom or challenge the dominant social 

structure of patriarchy. If a spectnim were created, liberal feminism with its desire to 

work for change within existing social structures would occupy one end and radical 

feminism with its cal1 for complete separation from exidng social structures would 

occupy the other, 

For feminists the choice is not as simple as Burke seerns to assert with his 

uisistence that there are only two kinds of terms: "terms that put things together, and 

t e m  that take things aparty' (On Symbols 120). In choosing the terms "identification" 

and "consubstantiaIity," he opts for terms that emphasize continuity. However, as A. T. 

Nuyen notes, "identification is the standard tool of totalization employed by any 

totalizing structure, politicd or otherwise9'(79-80). As Virginia Woolf suggests in Three 

Guineas, the masculinist structure often uses uniforrns and rituais such as those found in 

the arrny or in the court to mark identity. Burke does not problernatize the totalking 

nature of his key term, and this totalization forms another major point of discodort for 

feminist cntics. 

In "Kenneth Burke's Appendicitis: a Feminist's Case for Cornplaint," Lynn 

Worsham takes issue with the "phallic authority of universal 'man'" which appears 

throughout Burke's texts (74). According to Worsham, Burke characterizes human beings 

as c'bodies-that-leam-language" and identifies the body as the locus of difference (82). 



But Worsham argues that Burke's undifferentiated body is inevitably a gendered body. 

Moreover, his representation of the body follows a circular logic which reduces difference 

to sameness and universdizes and totalizes by substituthg the part for the whole (e-g. the 

phallus for the whole of sexuality and then for the whole of human experience or, in 

Burke's case, the "substitution of symbol for body, one that specifically silences the 

specificity of the ferninine bodyY'(86)). In other words, Burke's theory is blind to the 

gendered body on which its terministic screen is consmicted. As a result, the key term of 

his theory spins out the possibilities of a particuiar body-the masculine body- 

entrapping feminists within a patriarchal field. Worsham suggests that feminists cm, to 

some extent, counter the phallocentrism of Burke's hermeneutic by using figures other 

than synecdoche (one of Burke's master tropes) to "read and write and speak- 

imperftectiy, transgressively, anti-logically" (86)". 

Similarly, in "Rhetorical Cnticism as Ethicd Action: Cherchez la Femme," Janice 

Norton also centers her feminist discornfort with Burke's theory in his notion of the 

body. Norton revisits the question of "identification," 66consubstantiality," and the 

"body" in Bilrke's work. Focusing on the concept of body, Norton argues that Burke 

fails to escape the standard ideology of the rhetorical tradition. Like many before and 

after him, he constmcts the body as sexualiy undifferentiated (32). By doing so, "Burke 

seals 'woman' ever tighter into the body of 'man,' . . . such that her sexual specificity 

cannot be interrogated within a Burkeian model, and her identity is always--aiready 

shared wirh 'man"' (Norton 37). According to Norton, Burke's choice of an un-sexed 

'For other figures she suggests those 'that are not recognized as the master tropes or proper 

figures: catechresis, of course, but aIso anoiconemeton (a disease of  proper arrangement); 

maltage (a disniption in the consistency of gender, the transvestite trope, as it were); 

pIeonasm (the trope of hysteria perhaps, for it corrupts plain speech by excess); and other 

so-called barbarian figures" (86). 



body biocks any serious inquiries into the effects of sexual difference on his theory of 

'identification' (36)- In the end, Norton tums away from the Burkeian tradition and asks 

that we create an alternative 'Vieory of rhetoric that takes sexual difference senously" 

(42)- 

WhiIe for Norton and Worsham, Burke truiy has become an accessory to and 

accomplice in the rhetorical tradition and its ongoing phailocentric terministic screen, 

feminists are not the oniy ones to take issue with Burke's tendency to universalize. Both 

CeIeste Michelle Condit and James W. Chesebro iden- this as a major limitation to 

Burkeian theory. Condit notes that Burke mes  to play with both universalism and 

particuiarism but his definition of man directs our attention more toward universals 

(349). Chesebro identifies what he labels a 'monocentric bis' as the primary Limitation 

of Burke's work. Chesebro argues that "Burke has made identifiable choices as he hm 

described human communication, which constitute biases in his system. The first of 

these choices is Burke's quest to find one universal way of charactenzing human 

communication" (357). Other choices that Burke makes, such as his reliance on dualisms 

and his acceptance of hierarchy, also contribute to the awkwardness of his theory for 

feminists. 

However, Burke's understanding and insights into human communication and 

Language are too valuable to be discarded by feminists. Rather than completely casting 

out the theoretical tools of rhetoric Burke has provided, feminists need to redesign them 

so that they fit feminist discourse and h c t i o n  more adequately in a feminist context 

Feminists may retain many of the general concepts but make different choices about how 

to describe them. To begin, they rnay constnict a different temiinistic screen, thereby 



altering the reflection, selection, and deflection of reality2 The construction of an 

alternative tenninistic screen starts with the selection of the key tenn. 1 seek to begin that 

process here by borrowing Burke's 'accessory' strategy. I am not suggestuig feminists 

replace the term "identification" or, for that matter, the term "~ersuasion." Instead, 1 

suggest that feminists create an alternative term. To start this process of re-construction, 

ferninists need to determine what they want the key terni to reflect. The answer to this 

question will naturally determine their selection of the key term. To some extent, the 

previous examination of Burke's theory has already provided some answers: feminists do 

not want universalinng terms. A feminist key term must also provide ample opportunity 

for dserence. Feminists have leamed well the lessons of their past", and they have corne 

to recognize their positions in systems of hierarchies. Acknowledging and valuing 

difference, particularly in terms of race, class, or semal orientation, is one means by 

which femlliists seek to avoid repeating cycles of oppression. Vduing difference also 

means accepting a variety of divergent approaches, both practical and theoretical, within 

feminism itself. Feminism, d e r  dl, is a philosophy constnicted on the negative. 

Feminist theory focuses more on what should not be (inequality, pabiarchy, hierarchy, 

discrimination, and oppression), and in the process, suggests values (choice, multiplicity, 

difference, equaiity) that must be enacted to change the present system. Such values need 

reference is to Burke's now well known line: "Even if any given termiriology is a 

reflection of  reality, by its very nature as a terminology it must be a selection o f  reality; and 

to this extent it must fùnction aiso as a deflection o f  reaIity" (On Symbols 115). 

Second wave feminists found themselves confionted with the charge of  racism, classism, and 

heterosexism when they left many o f  their own assumptions unquestioned and attempted to 

apply their principles to al1 women. See chapter three for more specific examples of  these 

charges. 



to be reflected in any feminist theory of rhetoric and primarily in the key term of that 

rhetoric. To do so, the key term must accommodate division, contradiction, and even 

codict, and must ais0 be able to bnng about continuiw. In other words, the terni must 

be able both to take things apart and to put things together. The key term of a feminist 

rhetoric needs to escape the snare of dualism and its binary oppositions, offering a 

both/and mode1 rather than the eitherfor perplex so prevalent in language theory. Hilary 

Rose reminds us this is not a new project for feminists: 

A major feminist project of the 1980s was to locate a distinctively feminist 

epistemology fkom within wornen' s expenences rather than frorn 

exclusively within women's biologies, yet to do so in a way which refuses 

the Cartesian dichùtomy and so admits bodily dong with other differences. 

(Rose, 2 1 8) 

What is new is that this notion should be brought into developing a key term for feminist 

rhetoric. 

1 contend that the key term for a feminist rhetoric is "experience." Although the 

term is fiaught with difficulties, I argue that it works in many ways to fulfil the hc t ions  

and values required by feminists as well as diose needed, generally, by a key term. The 

prevalence of the term in feminist discourse cleariy points to its significance and 

recommends it as a key tem. In fact, the vast majority of feminist texts use "experience" 

in one form or another suggesting that notions oP"experience" have played a central role 

in the development of feminist philosophy and theory. Even as many recent theonsts 

atternpt to dissociate feminisrn fiom the texm "experience," they find themselves unable 

to banish it completely. In "A Genealogy of Expenence," for example, Elizabeth B e l l a y  

and Artimis Leontis, after constmcting a case for the elimination of cbexperience" fiom 

feminist discourse, concede: 

The easiest and the most predictable move wodd be to 

argue for an elimination of the vocabuiary of ccexperience" 



fiom political discourse altogether as a concept too 

burdened with outdated (i.e,, "modernist") preoccupations 

with selfhood, -interests," etc., to be usefûl any longer. 

But appeals to "expenence" will undoubtedly persist-and 

this peeistence may not be altogether undesirable. (178) 

Another significant example of this dificdty with "expenence" appean in Joan Scott's 

essay "Experience." She admits that 

expenence is not a word we can do without aithough it is 

tempting, given its usage to essentialize identity and r e w  the 

subject, to abandon it altogether- . . . Given the ubiquity of the 

tem, it seerns to me more useful to work with it, to analyze îts 

operations and to redefme its meaning. (37) 

The work of theorists in feminist rhetonc suggests that "expenence" acts a central 

and substantial term. In their discussion of the feminist challenge to rhetonc, Sonja K. 

Foss, Karen A. Foss, and Robert Trapp identiq three primary assumptions that 

characterize the feminist perspective. Here, the term, "expenence," plays a defining role. 

The fnst assumption, for example, States that "gender has been constructed so that 

women's experiences are subordinate to those of men" (275), while the second 

assuption insists that "women's perceptions, meanings, and experiences" should be 

valued (276). Foss, Foss, and Trapp conclude that: 

In their revision of rhetorical constructs and theones to incorporate 

women7s experiences, feminists provide the greatest challenge to the 

rhetorical tradition as they clarie the masculine orientation of rhetorical 

theories and construct alternative and more comprehensive ones-theories 

that acknowledge wornen's ways of constructing and using rhetonc (287). 

Kariyn Kohrs Campbell has also played a significant role in the recovery and 

development of American feminist rhetonc. Her project points to the centralit. of the 



t e m  "experience" in the acnial practice of rhetoric. Outlining the nature of a ferninine 

style in rhetoric, Campbell notes that "the discourse will be personal in tone . . . relying 

heavily on pesonal expenence, anecdotes, and other examples," and "efforts will be made 

to create identification with experiences of the audience and those descnbed by the 

speaker" (1 3). 

In conjunction with the term's prevalence and centrality, "experience" possesses a 

titular quality due pady to its long philosophical history as well as its currency in 

everyday parlance. The term7s monolithic facade hides its highly ambiguous, volatile, and 

transfomative nature. Moreover, the substance of "expenence" contains many key 

oppositional dualities such as rational/irrational, reasodemotion, knowledge/intuition, and 

social/personal. Ohen the term functions as a bridge between the duaiities or, more 

importantly, as a site where the terms in the dualities may shift places. However, 

"expenence's" most usefül trait is its ambiguity . 

"Experience" constitutes what Chairn Perelman refers to as an ambiguous or 

confused notion. That is to say, like the te- "freedom" and "justice," bbexperïence" 

presents a concept or notion we all feel that we are familiar with and understand Yet, if 

asked to define the term, we would soon discover that a variety of contradictory meanings 

are possible. Moving quickly fkom the concrete into the abstract, the term becornes fixed 

oniy when placed within a given formalized context. Thus, a woman who is asked to 

descnbe her experience by a women's discussion group will produce a verydifferent 

answer thari when she is asked to descnbe her experience by a potentiai employer. The 

term becornes more vague when we consider its usage in different philosophies: Plato's 

and Aristotle's use of the term diEers substantially from John Locke's, which daers 

fiom John Dewey's, which dBers again fkom Joao W. Scott's, and so on. The term's 

substance, the history of its meaning, contributes to its power, providing the ground on 

which we can shift the field of the term, reconstnict if or even, at times, make it appear 

univocal- 



The strongest feature of "experience" as  an ambiguous notion is its plasticity. 

This feature enables feminists to reach agreement and consubstantiaiity while maintaining 

diversity and difference, for the ambiguity of the meanhg allows for enough common 

ground to achieve accord between individuals while leaving them fiee to make their own 

interpretations of the term in relation to their own ideologies or perspectives. As 

Perelman and Olbrecht-Tyteca state, 'when their system of reference is not indicated and 

cannot be supplied in a univocal way or even when they are integrated hto  widely 

differing ideologicai systems, ambiguous notions do make possible the crystallization of a 

global effort of goodwill" (134). Of course, whîIe the plasticity of the term makes the 

term useful, it aiso makes the term highiy problematic. When a theonst such as Marilyn 

Frye says that "one of the great powers of ferninisrn is that it goes so far in making the 

experiences and lives of women intelligible" (xi), we do not dispute or express difficulties 

with the tem, but when a term transforms into action, it must be temporarily ossified. 

The evolution of a notion, after d l ,  "presents o d y  fragmentary aspects, formulations and 

approximations of a single concept that react upon one another. Each tirne, the speaker 

will have to emphasize certain aspects, to make them present, at the expense of others" 

(Perelman 1 3 7-8). 

When "experience" as a key term is put into practice, it produces contestable 

results. Such is the case, for example, in Susan David Bernstein's essay "Confessing 

Feminist Theory: What's "I" Got to Do with If" where she notes that the use of 

personal experience by a well known feminist critic, Jane Tompkins, achieves unintended 

results: 

In Tornpkins's rendition, the author's personal "experience" becomes the 

new uncontested authority that displaces any accountulg for its discursive, 

culturai, and ideological positionhg. Knowledge of the leader, which 

replaces knowiedge of the text, issues precisely eom the transmission of 

"their own experience" and "my own experience" as ifrepresentation were 



a matter of forthright transcription with confessional "1" as transcendent 

purveyor of a truth of self. . . . Tompkùls rehearses a retreat into 

sameness-"a reader like me"-and an aversion to dzerence. (129) 

Elements such as %.ncontested ted~th~rity" and "purveyor of a tmth of self' are not 

essential to the term "experience" but are simply part of a particular ossification of the 

term. While any given understanding of "experience" can be problematic for feminists 

who work fiom differing frameworks, a given understanding is essential for those working 

within a particular perspective. "Expenence" is significant because it allows for the 

ossification of a terministic screen and for the undermining and even deconstruction of 

such screens. 

Exploring the central and often contradictory role of bbexpenence'7 as a key term in 

feminist rhetonc is the primary goal of this dissertation. In other words, I wish to 

position this work in what Foss, Foss, and Trapp refer to as the "second stage of the 

feminist challenge" to rhetoncal theory. The work offers a revisioning of rhetoric7s key 

term. Its purpose is not to develop a new theory but to illustrate the prevalence of 

"expenence" and the role it plays in discourses accepted as feminist. A richer 

understanding of the term can be reached by examining the rhetoncal function of 

"expenence" and by illustrating how "experience" operates as a key term in femuiist 

rhetonc. 

Chapter One provides an overview of the theory surrounding "experience," 

examining the use of experience by various feminists in the construction of co-existing and 

sometimes conflicting terministic screens. Poststructudists pose the strongest challenge 

to the use of cbexperience" in feminist discourse, but this challenge takes place against a 

background of feminist theorizing that treats "experience" as centrai to a feminist 

constmc tion of knowledge. Feminists such as Foss and Foss view experience as essential 

evidence in feminist research and scholarship. Others, such as Maria Lazreg, Nancy 

Tuana, and Lynn Hankinson Nelson seek to alter the existing frameworks of rationalism 



and empiricism to make those h e w o r k s  conducive to feminist objectives. 

Poststnicturaiists such as Joan Scott and Chris Weedon b ~ g  into play the previously 

unquestioned notion of the subject, arguing that experience is so tied into the humanist 

fkmework that it cannot function adequately to bring about socid change. With its 

emphasis on language and its view of expenence and subjectivity as constructed through 

language, the poststmctural hmework provides important critiques of feminist theories. 

M e n  poststructuralists insist on privileging their framework over others, they fail to 

recognize the changing nature of the other fiameworks or the rhetoncai hc t ions  

'bexperience" performs in reconfiguring £i-ameworks. In the end, they are unable to reject 

the term "experience." Instead, they either reconstruct the term so that it is compatible 

with their fiamework or attempt to displace it by making it a secondary term in their 

tenninistic screen, 

Chapters Two to Four anaiyze various discourses that exploit and debate the term 

"experience." Chapter Two examines the development of "experience" in relation to the 

terms %ornad' and "rhetonc." The chapter begins with an account of the devaluation of 

the three tenns in the discourses of Plato and Arîstotle, Those discourses influence 

medieval notions of the terms and, partïcularly, the use of ccexperience'7 in Chaucer's tale 

and prologue of the "Wife of Bath" in the Canterbwy Tales. Chaucer's text exploits two 

notions of "expenence's" relationship to knowledge. How a critic interprets the work 

depends on the critic's conceptualization of experience and knowledge. A   ri tic who 

views experience fiom a platonic perspective will generally understand it as an infierior 

fonn of knowledge to that sanctioned by authority. ùi this case, the Wie  of Bath will be 

viewed as a character who demonstrates excess and folly and embodies the rnisogynist 

stereotype of women. A critic who views experience as a source of knowledge superior 

or equal to knowledge based on authority will interpret the "Wife of Bath" as a criticism 

of church doctrines and anti-feminist dictates which attempted to control women's 

behavior while leaWig their own corruption unquestioned. Hence, "expenence" becornes 



devalued when a notion of knowledge as authonty is in play, and access to knowledge 

becomes restricted. If only those who have authority have access to knowledge, 

knowledge becomes the domain of an elite few. Chaucer's text shows how the authority 

of experience challenges this construction of knowledge. 

The second section of the Chapter Two moves to the penod of the Enlightenment 

to investigate the corresponding use of "expenence" in the arguments of John Locke and 

Mary Wollstonecrafi. "Experience" is central to Locke's philosophy. No longer an 

infierior fom of knowledge, expenence becomes the source of true k.now1edge and reason. 

While knowledge based in authority is accessible only to a few, knowledge based on the 

authority of expenence becomes accessible to d. The gatekeeper in this case becomes 

reason. In A Vindication of the Righrs of Woman, Wollstonecraft uses the principles set 

out in Locke's An Essay Concerning H m a n  Understanding to argue for the rights of 

women. In her text, Wollstonecrafi rejects rhetonc and disassociates it fiom women 

linking it to men and their 'wrong reasoning.' She then atternpts to link women to 

reason-a dominant term in Locke's philosophy- in order to make her daim for women's 

rights. Her appeais to reason give her goals a consemative appearance, but her use of the 

Lockean conneccion between experience and reason and her appeal to expenence suggests 

a more radical intent. The third section of Chapter Two brings together John Dewey's 

Ar t  as  Erperience with Virginia Woolfs A Room of One S Own and Three Guineas to 

explicate Woolf s use of 'kxperience." Although Dewey's work was published after 

those of Woolf, 1 would argue that Woolf works with a similar notion of "experience" 

and, through her art, anticipates Dewey's philosophical development of the term. Woolf 

places experience at the root of art and knowledge. Experience provides the materid for 

invention and provokes the questioning of custom and authority when they inhibit 

individual or cultural developrnent and the process of communication. Woolf uses her 

construction of experience and knowledge to develop a rhetorical strategy that atternpts 

to collapse the binaries that feed into and maintain authority and hierarchy. Her implicit 



argument that women need to have access to fully lived expenence to create art foms the 

basis of her claim for women's e q d  rights. 

Chapter Three continues the examination of the deployment of 'experience" by 

looking at defining moments of feminist literary criticism (the moments at which a new 

critical identity is asserted). The definhg moments show how "expenence" is used to 

establish both difference and consubstantiality within feminist practice of literary 

criticism. Here, we see how "experience" is used to establish a group's identity and how 

it links into our notions of literature. This chapter also examines the debates that arise 

fiom these moments: the fïrst debate centers on Barbara Smith's essay Toward a Black 

Feminist Criticism." Although the work is generally recognized as a founding work of 

Black femuiist cnticism, critics have charged that Smith's use of "'experience" makes the 

work essentialist and exclusionary. Most of the critiques corne fkom a poststnicturdist 

perspective and equate the use of "experience" with an absolute notion of sameness. 

When "experience" is used as common ground it appears monolithic and static, but this 

appearance is needed to create a sense of unity and identification in the group. The terni 

"experience" must be ossified to be rhetorically effective in this situation. The critics 

who reject this use of the term fail to see its rhetorical hc t ion .  They also do not see that 

appeals to experience not only locate commonalties (the grounds for consubstantiality) 

but also identiQ differences and produce plurality. The sarne is tme for the second 

debate, which centen on the Canadian te- Language in Her Eye. A collection of essays 

that explores the relationship between feminism and writing, this text also invokes a 

poststructuralist critical response. Here, however, the prescriptive demands of theory 

become more apparent. Demands that femuiists must use a pdcular  theory blind those 

who make the demands to the rhetorical context of the texts they challenge. Such 

dernands do not recognize the importance of consubstantiality and its role in allowing for 

clifference. 



Chapter four examines the bringing together of theory and practice in the use of 

experience-as-metaphor in the work of Hélène Cixous. It begins with an overview of the 

criticai analyses that identiQ metaphor as a major component in Cixous's rhetoric. While 

many critics recognize Cixous's use of metaphor, few agree on what metaphor actuaily 

does. To dari@ how metaphor functions in Cixous's work, the chapter turns to the 

theory of Ernesto Grassi to postdate the conneciion between metaphor and rational 

discourse. His primary argument places metaphor as prior to rational discourse: it 

becomes the ground upon which rationalism is built. Grassi ais0 suggests that metaphor 

may form the bridge between imaginative language and rationai language, but he does not 

elaborate on how metaphor acts as the bridge. The theory of Lakoff and Johnson offers 

just such an explmation. Their theory provides a mode1 for how experience, through 

metaphor, shapes language and for how language, in nim, shapes our understanding of the 

world and determines our behavior. Together these two theones illuminate the d e  of 

metaphor in Ckous's "Laugh of the Medusa" and "Castration and Decapitation." C ~ O W  

adds to these theories of metaphor by introducuig the notion of the gendered body. By 

so doing, she suggests how women can change language to incorporate women's 

expenence and in the process change social and cultural discursive power structures which 

detemiine the meaning of expenence. 



Chapter One 

CIashing Frameworks: Questioning the Centrality of "Experience" in 

Contemporary Feminist Theory 

Foregrounding "experience" as a key term for ferninist rhetoric does not ignore or 

overlook the controversy that surrounds the term within feminist theory. "Expenence" 

has fallen out of favor with many contemporary feminists pady  because the temllnistic 

screens to which "expenence" has been linked are seen as perpetuating patriarchy, and 

pady  because "expenence" has proven treacherous since it is easily co-opted to invoke 

terministic screens that inhibit or work in opposition to feminist objectives. Today 

feminists continually work to change terministic screens by rejecting, reconfiguring, andior 

displacing the term "experience." The feminist struggle with the term reveals the term's 

malleability and problematic nature, but, more importantly, it reveals how indispensable 

"expenence" is to ferninism. 

While many rnainstream feminists view experience as central to a feminist 

development of knowledge, they must grapple with notions of authority and hierarchy 

that typically accompany the deployment of the tem. While some suggest centering 

expenence as a means of creating alternative epistemologies, others work within 

traditionally non-feminist tenninistic screens to restructure and r eamge  the 

interconnection of terms. Still other feminists working with newly established 

frameworks reject the clairn that wornen's experience can fiinction as a source of tnie 

knowledge or evidence. The primary criticism leveled at 'cexpenence" is the charge that 

the term carries with it assumptions about knowledge, reality, and subjectivity that make 

it untenable fkom a ferninist perspective. I will argue, however, that terministic screens 

are alterable and that it is advantageous, ifnot essential, that feminists have access to and 

exploit as  many terrninistic screens as possible. 



"Experience" in feminist challenges to the mainstream is given shape through both 

theory and practice. While theory and practice work together, many contemporary 

feminists give theory precedence because it deals directly with the structures that control 

perception and determine the docation of power. According to Alison Jaggar, systematic 

theones that integrate very specific notions of expenence and value with concepts of  

redity and modes of understanding to fom explanatiuns about the human world 

constitute fiameworks' (Jaggar, xv). In the twentieth century, feminists have altered and 

created numerous frameworks in their attempt to theorïze about and change the ex idng  

structures of social power.' Many feminist h e w o r k s  still rely heavily on "experience" 

as a key term in the constitution of and access to knowledge: liberal feminism, for 

example. is a direct descendent of Mary Wollstonecraft7s work. It makes use of similar 

notions of experience, reason, and knowledge with some variations on woman as an 

individual subject. Marxist feminism resmctures the h e w o r k s  developed by Friedrich 

Engels and Karl Marx to incorporate women's experiences of capitalism and patriarchy- 

particuiarly women' s experience of motherhood (Hartsock 23 7). Radical feminists seek 

to create a separate framework based on women7s experience and perspective, arguing 

that the phallocentrïc terministic screens discount or exclude women's perceptions (Frye 

166). 

Obviously, the scope of this chapter (and this study) does not permit an analysis 

of aII the termiristic screens of the various ferninist frameworks. This chapter examines 

' 1 consider the terms "frameworks" and "terministic screens" interchangeable. 

'Feminist frameworks include liberal feminism, marxist feminism, sociaiist feminism, radical 

feminism, psychoanalytic ferninism, anarcha feminism, ecological feminism, 

phenomenological feminism, poststmctural feminism, postmodern feminism, black feminism, 

lesbian feminism, and post-colonial feminism-to name many but not al1 of the possibilities 

and variations. 



the chdlenging and questioning of the term "expenence" carried out prirnarily by 

poststnicturalist feminists. Yet, challenges and interrogations can only be conducted 

against a background in which the term, if not highly revered, is central to the established 

theories and practices of feminists. Poststnicniral feminists tend to present other 

theones in terms of a linear evolutionary progression with theones developing and then 

dying out as they fail to adapt to the changing environment of gender ~tniggles.~ Such, 

however, is not always the case. Terministic screens constitute ways of seeing the world 

and organizing social structures. They are, therefore, as various and differing as those 

whose interests they reflect, and they play a key role in the stniggle for power within 

society. Terministic screens do not exist as singular sequential entities. They operate side 

by side and function sirnuitaneously with other screens. Lorraine Code provides an 

example of how temiinistic screens coexist and function together. She argues that two 

differing constructions of knowledge are used in the determination of expert status to 

3As part of their critique of "experience," Bellamy and Leontis, for exarnple, ciassi@ 

anything hinting at modernist tendencies as outdated (e-g., ". . . a concept too burdened with 

outdated (i.e., 'modernist') preoccupations with selfhood, 'interests,' etc., to be usefil and 

longer" (Bellamy and Leontis 178)). In addition, they place the different feminist 

frameworks on a linear time-line suggesting in the process a privileged evolutionary position 

for postmodem feminism: "it may be argued that one of the paths fiorn modernity to 

postmodernity has been via the poststnicturalist critique of epistemology" (Bellamy and 

Leontis 164). They atso refer to feminisms as opposing "camps," descrïbing them as hostile 

and unable to communicate wiih each other: "poststructuralisrn features a major probtem 

with the privileging of experience that renders dialogue virtually impossible between post- 

structuralist and mainstream ferninists whose ideas remain antitheticai to the 'nominalism' of 

post-structuralism and who seek stable ground for their categories of analysis" (Bellamy and 

Leontis 167)- 



create a double standard detrimental to women. Through her discussion of the Grange 

Inquiry,' Code illustrates how "expenence" functions simultaneously through Empincist 

and Aristotelian epistemologies to create a hierarchical distinction between possible 

knowers or experts. Quoting Nice Baurngart, Code notes that during the inquiry lawyers 

asked male doctors questions about "what they knew," but they questioned female nurses 

in terms of their "experience" (222). In this inquiry, expenence was construed as infenor 

to knowledge, and Code notes that such a distinction between knowledge and experience 

limits the cognitive status and credibility granted to professional women while 

rnaintaining that granted to professional men. In this case, the nurses are not seen as 

possessing expert knowledge even though they have professional training and the most 

contact hours with patients. The doctors, on the other hand, are deemed because of their 

status and training to possess expert knowledge. 

Typically, Code points out, the empiricist methodology-the accumulation of 

sensory experience as data-is highly valued and deemed the source of knowledge in 

contemporary understanding (241). In this case, the nurses' experience should be 

regarded as credible knowledge, but it is not Instead, an Aristotelian terministic screen is 

brought into play with its emphasis on authority, knowledge that "'transcends 

experience," and its ranking of rationai powers which stipulates that women Iack 

deliberative authonty (Code 246-7). Overlaid onto the empiricist screen, the Aristotelian 

construction of knowledge reifies the standard dichotomies of traditional masculinist 

philosophies. Knowledge/expenence is aligned with the binaries of mind/body, 

reasordemotion, publiclprivate, and malelfemale, the lefthand t e m  signiSing the more 

highly valued attributes while the nght-hand tenns mark the denigrated traits (Code 242). 

A division of expenence into two categones results. On the one han& expenence, 

T h e  1984 Grange Inquiry into infant deaths from cardiac a m s t  at Toronto's Hospital for 

Sick Children (Code, 222). 



although originally abstracted fkom sensory perception, becomes theoretical in nature. In 

this case "an expert applies established knowledge" Ieamed fkom an authoritative source 

(i.e., textbooks) (Code 243). On the other hand, expenence denves fkom practice and is 

accumulated through £kt-hand encounters. Although theoretical howledge emerges fiom 

and rnust, at some point, be tested in practice, it nonetheless falls on the Ieft-hand side of 

the dichotomy and becomes, in the process, a more vdued form of knowing. This 

distinction between types of expenence (theoretical and practical) means that the gender 

of the knower becomes epistemoIogically significant : 

niese facts attest to certain truths about the politics that S o m  the 

theory/practice dichotomy in ordinary appeals to knowledge: expenence, 

w i t h  the middle-class professions, gains credibility for its possessos 

according to a gender-linked double standard. With women, it is just 

experience: wornen do not quaifi as experts on its basis, and it is 

discounted as merely subjective. But men's experience carries a tacit 

assumption that it is not just expenence; it is objective expenence, 

informed by theory. (Code 245) 

For many contemporary feminists, however, the use of expenence as evidence 

remains a necessary part of their methodology. Foss and Foss, for example, emphasize 

the importance of personal experience to feminist scholarship when they equate 

expenence with truth5 (39). Their h e w o r k  constitutes one of the primary terministic 

screens used by feminists. Foss and Foss argue that the use of pesonal experience as 

data functions both as a subversive act and as an act of empowerment since it takes 

women's perspectives seriously enabling them to gain trust in their own knowledge 

'A quotation fiom a commencement address at Bryn Mawr by Unula Le Guin is used to 

epitomize the relationship between experience and feminist scholarship: "Offer your 

experience as your truth" (qtd in Foss, Personal, 39). 



claims (Foss and Foss 42). Through that trust, the evidence of experience facilitates 

women "claiming their cognitive competence and authority, their knowledgeability, and 

their right to know" (Code 218; Foss and Foss 42). 

The benefits of using personal experience as evidence, according to Foss and Foss, 

are three-fold: expenence-as-evidence generates a rnultiplicity of tmth and ensures that 

diversity and difference are not compromised; it produces both knowledge ("information 

about other's lives" (41)) and understanding ("a capacity for insight, empathy, and 

attentive caring" (41)); and it "contributes to the improvement of participants7 lives by 

encouraging them to discover their own truths" (42). But this view of experience also 

requires the implementation of two distinct categories of experience: experiential expertise 

and presentationd expertise. Accordingly, the experientid expertise belongs to the 

participants and involves d l  persona1 expenence--"the conscioumess that emerges from 

persona1 participation in events" (Foss and Foss 39). Foss and Foss stipuiate that each 

individual has experientid expertise because she is an expert on her life (40). 

Presentational expertise belongs to the researcher by virtue of her education and 

training and involves analyzing and organizing accounts, locating theones, matenais and 

funding, and accessing publication outiets (Foss and Foss 40). Although presentational 

expertise closely resembles the theoretical expenence outlined by Code, Foss and Foss 

carefully downplay the notion of authority embedded in the notion of the trained expert. 

Instead, they insist that one fom of experience is not supenor to the other, invoking the 

image of the midwife rather than the doctor as a metaphor for the researcher. The image 

of rnidwife focws  on coaching and assisting rather than on recording and examining. 

Foss and Foss's concept of experience attempts to bridge the need for data upon which to 

build knowledge with the feminist rejection of authority, absolutes, and universals. 

Clearly, they are unwilling to dispense with 4authontyy altogether. Personal accounts 

may be valued equally, but the researcher still has the authority to decide which accounts 

are the most relevant and are worthy of study: ''As feminists analyze, theorize about, and 



report their data. linking personal experiences to larger patterns, they necessarily sort and 

organize the personal accounts in particular ways and feature some participants over 

others" (Foss and Foss 40). 

Because of the tendency to use experience to establish authonty and universals, 

experience-as-evidence has become a strongly contested point in feminist theory. Take, 

for example, the work of Marnia Laneg. She offea an example of how feminists work to 

alter traditionally non-ferninist tenninistic screens to make the screens more conducive to 

feminist goals. In "Women's Expenence and Feminist Epistemology: a Cntical Neo- 

rationalia Approach," Lmeg  examines experience as it exists in various feminia 

firameworks, and she rejects those uses. Lazreg situates her cntique of expenence in the 

feminist questionhg of the objectivity of science, arguing that such a concept of 

experience assumes that women share cornmon and universal characteristics. In this 

particdar constmction, experience becomes a critical tool for examining and challenging 

the estabfished theories and methods of both the sociai and natural sciences (Lazreg 46). 

This form of feminist critique notes the omission of women from previous studies and 

fiom the development of methodology. It claims, as a result, that knowledge korn such 

sources presents a distorted view of women, for it neglects feelings, emotions, 

subjectivity, the domestic domain, and the gendered body. According to Lazreg, such a 

feminist critique depends on an ontological daim %at women's expenence is a source of 

tnie knowledge as well as the substance of the world to be known" (52). In-making such a 

claim. feminists fail to examine the empiricist and positivist tradition nom which such a 

use arises. As a consequence, Lazreg suggests, this ferninist cntique commits the same 

sins as the fiameworks it challenges. In other words, according to Lazreg, it opposes 

objectivity to subjectivity thereby reifjring rather than eliminating the dichotomy: the 

cntique becomes monolithic by presenting experience as the only valid way of knowing, 

inevitably founding feminist epistemology on an essentialized notion of 'female nature,' a 

concept many feminists had sought to dispel because it lends itselfso easily to abuse: 



most significantly, it "confines women to the r e a h  of the expenenceable" thus relegating 

anything which cannot be experienced to the unknowable (Lazreg 53). 

Lazreg asserts that this approach is but a moment in the development of feminist 

thought ( L m e g  58), a moment whose time has corne, for its reliance on expenence has led 

to stagnation and un certain^ (Lazreg 45). Lazreg proposes an alternative that she 

believes will overcome the major weaknesses of this feminist approach. Her alternative 

moves the term "'experience" back into the realm of science and rationalism through an 

approach she labels 'neo-rationalia.' L m g  brings together the modified rationalism of 

Gaston Bachelard and the matenalistic redism of Roy Bhaskar to create an aiternative 

concept of knowledge. According to Lazreg, "knowledge of women must be scientific 

without necessarily being positivistic" (55). She defines knowledge as "a social product . 

. . [which] constitutes a 'material cause' of cognitive acts" and includes "antecedent 

knowledge, facts, and theories" (Lazreg 51). Not anaiyzable "in terms of individuai 

experience," knowledge must be analyzed "in terms of the social category of experience" 

(This means that 'my experience inciudes the experience of other. "')(Lazreg 51). Such 

an approach, Laneg contends, will be less exclusive, for it wili include men as a 

'constitutive componenty and integrate how both men and women envision and interpret 

reaiity (52); it will also, Laneg implies, address the issue of the social character of 

knowledge (SI), yield access to knowledge of social structures, deal with 'Vie woman 

question" as a historically evolving process (54), and f?ee itself from the body (52). 

Rejecting the "discursive/deconstructionist approach to social reality" (54), Laneg 

insists on maintaining a notion of tnith independent of individual expenence and more 

ciosely comected, via a rationdist perspective, with reason. Cdturdly bound, this 

reason takes us beyond immediate experience into " s c i e n ~ c  experience" which is "a 

rectification of knowledge, a broadening of the k e w o r k s  of knowledge" (57). In 

addition to rehabilitating rationalkt notions of science, knowledge, and truth, Laneg also 

brings into play the notion of objectivity. She States that %the choice is not between 



science and experience, objectivity and subjectivity. The point is to realize that 

objectivity is an ever-receding goal and to strive to reach it is an unending historical 

process" (Lazreg 59). Lazreg, however, clewly repudiates feminist notions of 

subjectivity: she asserts that knowledge cannot be grounded in the female subject and 

insists on a distinction between body and subject. She claims that, "the establishment of 

a subjectivist epistemology based on the body may only end where it began: in the body" 

(Lazreg 58). 

How Lsizreg avoids reinforcing established systems of knowledge, or how her 

work avoids a contaminated epistemology is not aiways clear. She relies heaviIy on a 

notion of "culturai-bound rationalism" in order to distinguish her fonn of rationalism from 

the "one that feminists have rejected" (Lazreg 57). Lazreg implies that this moderate 

reiativisrn safeguards against an Aristotelian "imperid affirmation of a consensus of al1 

human beings" (57). However, she contradicts this when she insists that objectivity is 

the goal, and the real task is to "capture what is human in women and men" (59). In fact, 

the terrninistic screen she invokes, with its knowledge that transcends experience, its 

objectivity, and its independent tmth, resembles closely the AristotelianLockean 

combination that Code identifies in her uncovering of a gender-linked double standard. 

The one alteration that Lazreg makes is a move away fiom experience as particular and 

individual to experience as social and communal. 

Not al1 challenges to the ferninist use of "e~perience'~ are as conservative as that of 

Lazreg. Many feminists work with dif5erent epistemological terministic screens to alter 

the intercomection of tenns by rearranging, transfonning, or displacing them. For 

example, in her review essay "The Radical Future of Feminist Empirïcism," Nancy 

Tuana, acknowledges the clashes between different feminist theones and argues for a 

radical "feminist transformation of empiricism" (101). Tuana tums to Lynn Hankinson 

Nelson for a "neo-Quinean feminist empiricism" which promises to bridge the differences 

between the main feminist h e w o r k s  (100). According to Tuana, feminist empiricism, 



as it exists, has become a justificatory saategy: it maintains the tenets of scientifc 

empiricism while insistllig that uncovering sexist and androcentnc bias will irnprove the 

practice of science by removing prejudices (Tuana 101). Tuana argues that feminïst 

empiricists do question the role of the researcher, but she d so  States that ferninist 

empiricists accept the importance of objectivity as a central premise of their 

epistemology. Quoting Hekman, Tuana contends, ferninist empiricism's goal is to 

"achieve the objectivity that men failed to attain" (101). Other feminist critics have 

targeted this acceptance of improved objectivity as a major flaw in the empiricist 

h e w o r k ,  and they argue that empiricism fails to recognize the "inextricable comection 

between science and politics" (102). In this case, objectivity is an illusion, a mascuiinist 

concept used to subjugate women. Tuana argues that Nelson's reconstruction of 

empiricism answers the criticisrns leveled at the h e w o r k .  To alter empincism, Nelson 

adopts aspects of W. V. Quine's theory, including his principles of holisrn and 

epistemological naturalism and the dissolution of boundaries: 

According to Quine, ail  statements have empiricai content, that is, are 

subject to revision, but no statement has empincal content in isolation. It 

is the network of al1 our theories that has empincal content. Quine 

subscribes to holism because of tùs belief that our various theones- 

science, commonsense, philosophy-are fundamentally interrelated. . . . 
Furthemore, in his support of epistemological naturalism, Quine argues 

that empiricism is a theory of evidence, not of justification. Empiricisrn, 

for Quine, offers expianations for how our beliefs have been arrived at that 

are consistent with our experïences. Such an epistemology does not 

provide a foundation for science but is itseif a part of science. (Tuana, 106- 

7) Tuana suggests that the most potent aspect of Quine's theory that 

Nelson makes use of is its ability to displace primary dualisms such as 



analytic/synthetic," observation/theory,' discovery/justification~ 

knowledge as passively discoveredlknowledge as socially constnicte4Y and 

A dichotorny that arises fiom the logical positivists' notion that theories couid be 

understood as sets of sentences. It was an attempt to rid science of anything not induced 

directly from sensory evidence; instead, the "meaning of a sentence . . . was its method of 

verification" (Nelson 44). For mathematical and logical sentences 'Iruth or falsity was a 

matter of the meanings of their terms and not a matter of fact (analytical sentences)," for 

other sentences (synthetic) truth or falsity was based on matters of fact (Nelson 45)- This 

approach to sentences apparently banishes metaphysicai and ethical statements from science 

(Nelson 44)- Quine argues that such a distinction is false. He insists that "al1 sentences both 

organize and share empirical content" thereby collapsing the analytic/synthetic dichotomy 

and rnaking al1 sentences (theories) subject to revision (Nelson 91). 

' "Quine's arguments suggest that science can Iead to berter metaphysics, provided we give up 

several myths: that objects are 'discovered7 and subsequently theorized about, rather than 

posited in the process of theorizing; that we cm separate what we talk about (the objects) 

from our ways of talking about them; that ontology is more than a way of bridging Our 

experiences; and because objects are "posits" and different theories may incorporate different 

ontological comrnitments, theories cannot be compared, and/or do not reflect--or face- 

experience," (Nelson 107) 

' A product of ' C p ~ ~ t l o g i ~ a l  positivist empiricism" that originated with Hans Reichenbach, 

this distinction creates two "contexts" for science: the "context of discovery (the ways in 

which theories are generated)" and the "context of justification (the ways in which theories 

are tested)" (Nelson 34). According to Sandra Harding, this is a key origin of the 

androcentric bias of empiricisrn which "insists that its rnethodological noms are meant to 

apply only to the "context of justification" . . . not to the "context of discovery" where 



standards of e~idence/theory.~~ Neison, through Quine, constructs a 

terministic screen for empiricism that differs substantially fiom that 

critiqued by poststrucniml feminists. In addition to the changes that arise 

fiorn the displacement of the dichotomies, Nelson makes several other 

significant changes. In her terministic screen, groups or epistemological 

cornmunities function as 'Lknowers" not individuals: "focusing on 

individuals in epistemology is inappropriate" (Nelson 256). Thus the 

gender of who theorizes becomes important: "science is a process with 

subjecrs, and . . . it bears the signatures of those subjects, or--more 

correctly-of their experiences, including their expenences of sedgender 

and politics" (Nelson 39). Nelson, however, rejects the notion of a 

problems are identified and defined. Thus a powefil source of social bias appears completely 

to escape the controls of science's methodoiogical noms" (Harding qtd. in Nelson 263). 

Y Nelson States, "and finally, on the view of science 1 am urging, neither theories nor objects 

are "discovered." The former are constnicted, the latter posited within that process, and the 

process is subject to the constraints imposed by expenence. Knowiedge, I will urge, is social 

in every sense, is constructed by us, and it is constrained by our experiences." (Nelson 39-40) 

lQ Quine rejects a distinction between 'Yhe objects we talk about and the way we talk about 

them" (Nelson 102). While Quine recognizes that our notions of reality and evidence are 

"acquired through our dealings with . . , objects," he argues that physical objects are 'Sjust 

posits": "when we recognize that our evidence for physicat objects is that they heIp us to 

organize Our experience and to predict future experiences, we recognize the natzire of 

evidence for al1 objects and theories" (Nelson, 104). According to Nelson, the implications 

of this theory is that "the standards of evidence are not "pretheoretic" but emerge within 

theorizing" (1 05). 



prïvileged standpoint. Instead, she emphasizes that the standards of 

evidence (such as objectivity) are determined by epistemological 

communities. Experience remains central and still condtutes the source of 

knowledge, but it is not foundational. Nelson stresses that sensory 

expenences are themselves shaped and mediated: they are made coherent 

by theory which is embedded in language which is by nature public 

(Nelson 22). 

Changes to terministic screens are not always as extensive as those put forward 

by Nelson. They tend to be more dong the Iines of those offered by Lazreg with changes 

revolving around one or two primary ternis within a given termïnistic screen But in ali 

cases, what needs to be noted is that change, whether singular or multiple, cari occur 

within any given termùiistic screen. Nelson, workhg within the framework of 

empïricism, has removed two main points of criticism: the posited individual and the 

notion that experience provides unmediated knowledge of transparent objects. Such 

changes, whether they involve one term or many, reverberate throughout the discursive 

system and can potentiaily destabilize that system. Paradigm shifts do not occur in a 

single instance: they transpire over time, but they can begin with the changing of a single 

tem. Feminists who reject "expenence" as a centrai term for feminism do not always 

recognize its transfomative power. Nor do they acknowledge the necessity of different 

theones. They seek to establish one theory that works for al1 feminists rather than 

allowing for different theones for different feminists. 

Bellamy and Leontis seek to establish the postmodern framework as the ferninist 

terministic screen. In their essay "A Genealogy of Experience: From Epistemology to 

Politics," they challenge the use of the term "expenence" and attempt to expose the 

term's "displaced and fragmented heterogeneity" (Bellamy and Leontis 1 64). They 

endeavor to critique the "given" status of expenence and its "revival" in feminism as part 

of theV own "intervention" (Bellamy and Leontis 163). Their suggestion that 



"'experience' fmds itself precariously situated on the threshold of the postmodern divide" 

is significant, for it points to the persistent presence and value of the term in feminist 

fhmeworks. The reconfiguring of the term, ho wever, proves highly problematic. 

According to Bellamy and Leontis, experience relies on belief Those who use the term 

avoid the question of how our knowledge is constructed, and as a result, fail '90 show 

that there is anything irztrinsicalZy true about experience and its claims to know" (168). 

Through such a de f~ t ion ,  Bellamy and Leontis attempt to render invalid a feminist 

theory that relies on the authority of experience to establish the validity of its knowledge. 

Bellamy and Leontis go so far as to reduce feminist appeals to experience as a special 

form of "essentializing Cartesianism ('1 suf5er, 1 am angry, therefore 1 am')" (170). They 

strongly express one of the most common allegations brought against the use of 

"experience," by critiquing its essentializuig (i.e., reductive) impulses: 

For it seems to be the case that, despite its recent endorsements of 

muitiplicity, heterogeneity and plurality, the project of documenthg 

women's changing 'experiences' fiom thek own perspectives proves to be 

a reductive one, whose single-minded purpose is to record cultural 

variations on the recurring theme of rights trampled, power denied, 

entitlements lost, voices unheard, &or to celebrate individual cases in 

which women achieve some equality with men. (1 76) 

Bellamy and Leontis go on to niggest that poststructuralisrn and feminism alter the debate 

surrounding "experience" by questioning what constitutes the subject of knowledge. 

Here, experi-ence is divided into two distinct forms. According to Bellamy and Leontis, 

ferninism posits a femaie subject '%hose very existence puts a wedge between the male 

subject and the object of knowing" (1 67) by offering experience as "the evidence of 

dif5erence9' (167). In this case, expenence is foundational and foms "a new kind of 

epistemology" based on gender difference (Bellamy and Leontis 167). According to 

Bellamy and Leontis, poststructural feminists reject any such stable basis for knowledge. 



They argue that no experiencing subject exists "'because the expenence of the subject is 

never identical to itself-hence, it is impossible for the subject to 'speak' its own 

experience" (Bellamy and Leontis 167). In addition, Bellarny and Leontis postulate that 

the poststnictural position disables experience as an epistemology because experience is 

revealed to be "self-validating - without goal or method" (168). 

Bellamy and Leontis clearly favor the poststructuraI notion of experience. In their 

view, expenence depends on language, for it is not a unified concept but " a  network or 

grid of separate but competing discursive 'regimes'" (BelIamy and Leontis 168). 

Embedded in discursive fields, expenence is "always already ideological" and functions as 

a means for creating the illusion of the Cartesian subject by providing "satisfj6ngY unified 

images of selfhood, which idealize hisher [the subject's] situation and conditions of 

existence and make these images appear n a d ,  unmediated a .  direct" (BeUamy and 

Leontis 173). Beilarny and Leontis argue that as such expenence cannot act as a 

foundation for stable categor-ies of knowledge. When used for such a purpose, it becomes 

reductive, essentialking, and ultimately ineffectual. Their strongest critique, however, is 

their clairn that experience does not act as the means to move fiom the individual or 

pesonal to the collective that is necessaxy for political action. They contend that 

privileging expenence only reveals reluctance and inhibits rather than promotes pragmatic 

goals (Bellamy and Leontis 171). When used to invoke the collective, experience "flattens 

out'' differences in the nature of women's oppression (Beilamy and Leontis-172). 

Bellarny and Leontis propose to transform "expenence" '%om a holdover of liberal 

essentialisrn into a genuinely posbnodern politics" (178). By so doing, they attempt to 

account for incompatible experiences and conflicting discourses that make up the 

conditions for experience (Bellamy and Leontis 178). Using the Marxist theory of 

Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Moune, they constnict experience-as-antagonism: "A relation 

wherein the limits of every O bjectivity are shown" and where final suture is impossible 

(Bellamy and Leontis 179). Instead of looking to experience to determine the pohhcd, 



feminists would look fmt to the politicai as the location for the 'hrious points of 

stniggle wherein categories of the experiencing 'woman7 are produced" (BelIamy and 

Leontis 179). 

In the end, BeIIarny and Leontis recod~gure the term "expenence" so that it fits 

within their own framework. They insist that other feminist frameworks are incapable of 

functioning politically. In other words, despite their 'endorsements of multiplicity, 

heterogeneity and plurality, ' their proj ect of docurnenting the genealogy of expenence also 

proves to be reductive as they exercise the single-minded purpose of privilegïng their 

temiinistic screen. Bellamy and Leontis seem to comprehend, in p a  the contradictory 

nature of their conclusion, for they tum to rhetoric in the last paragraphs of their essay as 

a means of both jus t - ing  their use of the term "experience" and covering over their 

positioning strategy : 

The diff~cult task of linking experience and politics will be accomplished 

not through theory but, perhaps, through rhetoric: in the realm of the 

political, there are certain rhetoncai situations in which appeals to 

experience may be persuasive . . . which is why we would not argue for the 

expulsion of "expenence" fkom discourse. . . . Thus we argue that attention 

to the rhetorical standing of expenence is the only way out of certain 

impasses in the theorking of expenence. (1 80) 

Rhetonc, however, is not simply a matter of persuasion or populist appeal; Rhetoric is 

also theory: ''the process of systematically investigating and explaining symbolic acts and 

aaifacts for the purpose of understanding rhetorical processes" (Foss 6). As any theory, 

it too selects, reflects, and deflects our view, constmcting its own field for directing 

attention. Rhetoric does not stand outside of theory and cannot provide ready solutions 

to theoreticai impasses. It can, however, reveai the stntegies and motives at work within 

and between theories, so we can see that Bellamy and Leontis have not simply explicated 



the discursive formation of "experience": they have altered and shified the term into a 

postmodem framework while devaluing other feminist h e w o r k s .  

The most formidable critique of "experience" cornes out of poststructural 

feminism. Two of poststmcturalism's strongest proponents and critics of experience are 

Joan Scott and Cbris Weedon. In her well-known essay, "Expenence," Joan Scott also 

argues against the use of expenence-as-evidence. She too contends that experience does 

not guard ciifference but naturalizes it thereby reproducing d e r  than contesting given 

ideological systems such as patriarchy. Scott begins her essay with an interpretation of a 

work by Samuel Delany, n e  Motion of Light and Wuter. The work, being 

autobiographical, provides ideal fodder for Scott's critique of experience: autobiography 

is, of course, a genre which depends almost completely on recounting personal experience 

to construct its narrative and cornmunicate its message. In her first critique, Scott notes 

that Delany uses a "metaphor of visibility" to transmit his ideas to others. Scott 

identifies the problematic nature of the basic underlying assumption of this metaphor: 

"Knowledge is gained through vision; vision is a direct, unmediated apprehension of a 

world of transparent objects" (23). This assumption about the nature of knowledge and 

experience represents one of the basic tenets of Western epistemic thought. Since 

Descartes, Bacon, and Locke, we have k e n  inauenced by the notion that expenence and 

the sense data it produces form the primary source of our knowledge: 

This new epoch [the Cartesian age] had a mighty and revoiutionary 

generative idea: the dichotomy of al i  reality into hner experience and outer- 

world, subject and object, and private reality and public truth. The very 

language of what is now traditional epistemology betrays this basic notion; 

when we speak of the "given," of cLsense-data," "the phenornenon," or 

"other selves," we take for granted the immediacy of an intemal experience 

and the continuity of the extemal world. (Langer 22) 



Scott's critique questions the efectiveness of many of the assumptions inherent in a 

hmework that uses expenence as evidence, particularly the notion of the 'irnmediacy of 

interna1 expenence and the continuity of the extemal world'. Theonsts who challenge 

conventionai knowledge by hserting and multiplying stones and subjects which provide 

"evidence for a world of alternative values and practices" have used, according to Scott, 

"conventionai historicai understandings of evidence" (24). In so doing, they have 

remained within the "epistemological fiame of orthodox history" (Scott 24). In other 

words, the success of such acts is limiteci, if not undermined, by their use of expenence as 

evidence, for they cannot effectively challenge a Western conceptualization of 

epistemology. Ultimately, such theonsts conform to, rather than change or challenge the 

dominant social and symbolic systems. The problem, as Scott sees it, is one of focus (or 

how our attention is directed). When scholars use experience as the foundation of 

knowledge, they fail to examine the construction of expenence, subjectivity, and "one's 

vision." But Scott's own focus automaticaily invokes a particular fkmework. Restated, 

her cornplaint suggests that scholan do not examine notions of knowledge and langgge 

according to a poststmcturalist framework. In her words, "the project of making 

experience visible precludes andysis of the workings of this system and of its histoncity; 

instead it reproduces its terms . . . [to avoid this] we need to attend to the historical 

processes that, through discourse, position subjects and produce their expenence" (Scott 

25). Scott points out that the term "expenence" is generally used to establish authority, 

and as such it performs a foundationalist function. She seeks to historicize bbexpenence" 

by examining various deploymrnts of the term. She begins with Raymond Williams's 

Keywords and the fiistorïcai overview it offers. 

According to Williams, the terni "expenence" has been defined as knowledge 

gathered from past events and as a specific kïnd of consciousness sometirnes 

differentiated fiom reason; it has been linked with experirnent denoting knowledge derived 

fiom observation, and later came to refer to "reai" things extemal to the individual 



(Williams 126-7). Scott charges that these defuitions posit the prior existence of a 

subject who is then perceived as the origin of knowledge: they present notions of 

knowledge as universai and accessible without questioning the role of the researcher in the 

production of those notions (28). Scott notes that ferninist theorists who have used 

expenence to challenge conventional claims of objectivity f d  prey to the temptation to 

use experience as a foundation for knowledge. According to Scotf their argument then 

becornes essentiaiist because it links experience and reaiity in order to authorize new 

knowledge conceming women. By making this link, feminist theory universalÏzes 

women's identity. Identity may uniS. individuals, but its reification fails to account for 

how systems of domination consmict expenence, and it closes down inquines into how 

female subjectivity is created (Scott 3 1). 

Scott postulates that essentidism can be avoided only if the discursivity of 

experience is recognized. "Experience," Scott writes "is a linguistic event" (34). In 

Scott's fiamework, "ianguage" is a scenic term: '?he site of history's enactment" (34). 

An analysis through Ianguage becomes "the production of.  . . knowledge itself' (Scott 

37). Such an approach, Scott claims, refuses to reproduce nahiralized categones and 

recognizes d l  foms of analysis as conteste4 contextual and contingent (36). The project, 

according to Scott, is not the reproduction and transmission of knowledge derived fiom 

experience, but an examination of the production of knowledge itself: "Experience is not 

the ongin of our explmation, but that which we must explain" (Scott 37,38). Scott's 

anaiysis aEords some important and useful insights into the uses of the term 

"experience." However, from a rheto~cal perspective, certain aspects of her approach 

prove problematic. Overall, Scott's analysis acts more as a critique of other hmeworks 

than it does as an examination of the term "experience." Undeniably, "experience" is used 

to establish authority, and it is often used referentially, but these uses of "experience" 

take place within given fiiuneworks that maintain the meaning of the t e m  through 



associations with other key terms. In other words, the term h c t i o n s  within a given 

contes. 

An empiricist h e w o r k  such as the one that Scott discusses at the beginning of 

her essay, wouid accept that "knowledge is gained through vision." M e r  ail, empiricism 

defines knowledge as ideas arising fiom sense perception. In partïcular constructions of 

this fiamework, reality wodd have a concrete existence extemal to the individual, and the 

individuai and self wodd also be stable entities. However? to state, as Scott does, that the 

"evidence of experience . . . reproduces rather than contests given ideologicai systems" is 

misleading (Scott 25). Certain approaches, especiaily those offered by feminists, may 

retain certain terms within a framework, but they radically change others. As Scott 

herself notes, an approach îhat focuses on experience can create a '%risis for orthodox 

history, by mdtiplying not only stories, but aiso subjects, and by insisting that histories 

are wrinen f?om fundamentally different . . . perspectives . . . no one of which is complete 

or completely 'true"' (24). In the empiricist ternllnistic screens, the term '?ruth" 

undergoes a dramatic alteration with this particular use of "experience": no longer unified 

and universal, anith becomes diverse, multiple, and relative. Clearly, in the restructuring 

of terministic screens such as that done by Lazreg or Nelson, resistance is not, as Scott 

claims, located outside the discursive construction; it is not decontextualized, but rather 

heavily contexhialized w i t b  its given h e .  The form resistance takes (altering the 

terms of a fiamework) does, however, fd l  outside of Scott's discursive framework. 

In applying a poststnicRiraIist approach, Scott uncovers many of the hidden 

associations or assumptions behind the term "experience," an analytical act which is 

always usefùi. However, Scott makes her h e w o r k  prescriptive when she accuses 

others of not asking the right questions: "Questions about the constnicted nature of 

experïence, about how subjects are constituted as different in the first place, about how 

one's vision is stnictured--about language (or discourse) and history" (Scott 25). In other 

words, we m u t  andyze "experience" according to a poststnichual fkamework. But the 



types of questions we ask are dependent on the hnework  we use, for they direct our 

attention. If we are to analyze language and "the production of knowledge," rather than 

merely reproduce and transmit knowledge (Scott 37), we must do so by looking at how 

terms function within their given frameworks; we must examine the associated terms; and 

we must analyze the ways in which terms are use4 abused, and changed. I agree with 

Scott that we need to "take d l  categories of analysis as contextual, contested, and 

contingent," (36) but to ask about the constructed nature of experience insists on a given 

definition of that analytic category (i-e., that it is constructed). By telling us the nature of 

the category, Scott implies that there are certain elements that are not contestable. Instead 

of irnposing such closure, we should leave the category open and examine how it is 

defined, how it fimctions over time in different frameworks or terministic screens, and 

what effects it produces. 

By using poststnicniralisrn prescriptively, Scott may change the focus and 

philosophy of "doing" history, but she does not succeed in histoncizing "experience" '%y 

situating and contexnializing that language . . . by which expenence is represented" (36). 

Inevitably, her anaiysis, fiom a rhetorical perspective, remaios incornplete; it overlooks 

the complex nature of the discursive event that is "expenence" by overlooking and 

discrediting the frameworks within which it exists; at criticai analytical moments, because 

her anaiysis fails to recognize tenninistic associations, it decontextualizes the term. 

The most thorough explication of c'experience" in differing feminist h e w o r k s  

fiom a poststmcturalist perspective is found in the work of Chris Weedon. In Feminist 

Praciice & PosistrucfuraZisf ï7zeov, Weedon focuses on the importance of experience to 

feminism in general. She discusses the construction of ccexperience" within a liberal 

humanist framework, the feminist acceptance of the humanist principles, and the 

implications of the hurnanist fiamework to feminist goals. While performïng this 

anaiysis, she not only explicates poststnicturaiism for her reader but also, like Scott, 

represents the fiamework of poststructudism as the only politicaliy adequate alternative 



for feminism. Weedon, however, does not pretend to reject the term b'expenence" only 

to concede in the end that the term may be usefüi. She recognizes fkom the beginning of 

her work the central role that "experience" plays in feminism. Her challenge is not a 

rejection or a reconfiguration of the term but rather a displacement. The significance of 

"experience" to contemporary feminisms is found in the "politics of the personai, in 

which women's subjectivities and experiences of everyday life becorne the site of the 

redefinition of patrkrchal meanings and values and of resistance to them" (Weedon 5-6). 

Such a politics, Weedon suggests, is characterized by several unexamined 

assumptions about essentialism and subjectivity that render women's attempts at 

political change ineffectual. Fust, feminists share with liberai humanists the assumption 

of an essence of human nature. The essential attribute can be a particular notion of 

rationality which becomes the foundation upon which to base demands for equality, or it 

can be altered, as in the case of some feminisms, to a notion of gendered identity where 

women's nature and identity is rendered distinct fiom that of men (Weedon 80). Arising 

fkom this assumption is a second more significant one--the understanding that human 

subjectivity is fixed with the individual acting as the agent of change and the source of 

self-knowledge and knowledge of the world (Weedon 84). According to this view, 

language reflects rneaning derived fkom and mediated through experience to produce tme 

knowledge (Weedon 83). 

Weedon argues bat  these assumptions render feminists ineffectuai politically in a 

number of ways. Feminism's goal is to alter the existing power relations between men 

and women. Each type of feminism offers different perspectives and, as a result, 

different long-term strategies for change: 

Whether acknowledged or not, every form of feminist politics, and there 

are many, implies a particula. way of understanding patnarchy and the 

possibilities of change. Theory, in this sense, is often irnplicit. Feminist 

perspectives on patriarchy will involve assumptions about sex, gender, 



femininity , masculinity , Iesbianism, identity and change. The way s in 

which we understand these t b g s  wÏll be denved fiom a range of sources 

and forms of knowledge production which may well be far fiom coherent. 

(4-5) 

Despite her recognition of the plurality of ferninist theory, Weedon goes on to contend 

that feminists are unlikely to succeed in "radically transforrning patnarchal structures and 

practices" (1 3 1 ) because the assumptions that underlie their frameworks inevitably render 

change impossible. For example, the notion of the humania subject with fiee will 

"guaranteed by individual rational consciousness" reduces oppression to a "subjective 

psychological state - feeling oppressed" because it discounts structural and institutional 

oppression of women (Weedon 84). Within this fkamework, women function as CCrationaI 

sovereignyy subjects who fieely choose their life options (84). Given such a notion of fiee 

wiil, oppression is theoreticdly not possible. More significantly, the emphasis on 

expenence has, Weedon postdates, mis-located the red site of change. Traditionally, 

feminists have assumed that expenence is prior to Ianguage, and because it is grounded in 

the individual subject, it is authentic, belonging to women not to men and the paaiarchal 

power structures. Accordingly, expenence is what we think or feel in a particular 

situation and express through language (Weedon 85). It motivates change, Weedon, 

however, argues that the real site of change is language, and expenence, or at l e s t  the 

meaning of expenence, is one of language7s offspring. 

As Scott previously stated, language, in the poststrucniral framework, is a scenic 

term. Because meaning is formed in language, Weedon tells us, it functions as the place 

where forms of social organization are defined and contested (21). It is not an expression 

of the individual, but the site where notions of self are constructed. In Weedonys words, 

"language . . . constitutes social reality for us" (22). Most significantly, it organizes and 

gives meaning to experience since it is through language that we "leam to give voice- 

meaning-to our expenence" (Weedon 33). According to poststnicturalirm, language 



exists pnor to meaningful experience, but it is not universal since many different Ianguages 

exist, and different discursive fields within any given language. ffiowledge, social 

practices, forms of subjectivity, and the power relations between them take shape 

through various discourses (Weedon 108). These discourses act as 'mctical components' 

in the competition for power. A discourse gains authority and social power when it 

obtains a secure institutional Iocation (Weedon 1 1 O), for it is institutions that organize 

social structures and processes (Weedon 35). 

According to Weedon, expenence has no inherent meaning outside of language 

(34). Given this7 experience becomes plural and conmdictory. Constituted in discourse, 

it becomes the "crucial site of political stniggle" (79) because it has the power to 

constitute individual subjects according to the dominant assumptions about subjectivity 

and know Iedge. In Weedon' s framework, experience nill basically consists of interaction 

with the environment, but it remaios meaningless until we leam to give voice to our 

expenence and understand it through the acquisition of language. Weedon argues, in facf 

that interest groups invest a substantial arnount of tirne, effort, and resources in 

maintaining certain views of the wodd that are upheld through discursive fields (79). By 

controlling which discursive fields dorninate institutions, interest groups c m  control the 

ways of undestanding situations and, as a consequence, determine how individuais will 

experience and respond to given situations. Thus, how femuiists give expression to 

women's subjectivity has serious implications in terms of social power structures. 

Ln her tenninistic screen, Weedon displaces "expenence" by privileging 

"language." c'Language" as the key and central term requires a specinc range of actions 

£iom feminists if they seek to effectively achieve their goals. According to Weedon, 

feminists must account for competing subjective realities and resistance to change; they 

must address women's experience by revealing where it originates and how it relates to 

social practices, conditions, and power relations; and they must understand the 

multiplicity of power relations to eEectively identify and exploit points of resistance. 



Weedon's framework ciearly puts other feminist heworks-that  do not center language 

or see either expenence or subjectivity" as linguistic constructs--at a disadvantage. 

According to the demands of a poststructural terrninistic screen, more traditionai feminist 

approaches will be incapable of adequately producing change. 

In Weedon's account, feminist poststrucniralism appears to have al1 the 

advantages. It offers explanations of where experience cornes f?om and how expenence is 

constituted (Weedon 41); it understands how discourses are mobilized to create or 

maintain power relations (Weedon 135); it recognizes the disunity and codict  inherent in 

a subjectivity that is formed through language and c m  therefore theorize subjectivity as a 

means of control and change (Weedon 2 1); and it can explain how people oppress each 

other. According to Weedon, "feminism insists that we work to change . . . 

powerhowledge relations. Since power is exercised through the constitution of 

subjectivity withui discourse and the production of social agents, it is important to 

understand the hierarchical network and the contradictions and weak points in the 

" Defined as the conscious and unconscious thoughts and emotions of the individual including 

both the sense of self and the ways of understanding reIations with the world, subjectivity is 

also constituted through language and, therefore, subject to change (Weedon 32-33). 

Weedon asserts that this conceptualization of the subject and subjectivity marks the main 

break from the humanist framework. No longer fixed, subjectivity becomes historically and 
- 

culturally contingent, existing and changing according to a wide range of discursive fields 

(Weedon 33). The push to fx identity in femininity, for example, is a stniggle over power. 

Concepts such as reason and logic and discourses such as that of science are fiequently used to 

temporariIy fix meaning and to give social power structures a natural quality. Each discursive 

field offers individuals a number of subject positions, and the choice of any subjectivity will 

exclude other possible subject positions and will determine how experience will be interpreted 

and acted upon. 



discursive field" (Weedon 168). Given such a view of powerknowledge relations, 

feminist poststructuratisrn would, of course, be ideally situated to carry out the required 

process of change, for it has defmed that process via its own terministic screen. 

While Weedon concedes that some of the questions that feminists ask wili not be 

compatible with a poststructural perspective but require other discursive fields, she 

nonetheless evaluates di fferent feminist frameworks according to the poststnictural 

screen. In her discussion of feminist criticism, she ofien describes the practice of other 

feminists as essentialist (Weedon 153, 156) and reductive in that "they render differences 

and contradictions invisible" (Weedon 157). Ironically, she implements the same type of 

erasure when she argues that feminists need to break with traditional liberal humanist 

notions if they are ever to effectively fight for change. The liberal humanist fhmework is 

part of the difference and contradiction that makes up feminism. Moreover, there are 

many feminists, as Weedon herself notes, who do not accept the emphasis on theory 

inherent in poststmcturalism. 

Indeed, 1 wodd argue that Weedon, like Scott, has not recognized the rhetorical 

nature of the different fiameworks. Her use of Fou~ault 's~~ definition of power as a 

"It should be noted that poststructural feminist theory is heavily indebted to Foucaultian 

theory relying, as it does, on Foucault's explication of the relationship between power and 

knowledge. Foucault saw power and knowledge as inseparable. Together, they-produce 

regimes of tnith, which means that tnith itself is never outside of power or distinct fiom it- 

Foucault also points out that power is not a matter of Iaws and restrictions but exists in "the 

complex network of disciplinary systems and prescriptive technologies" @iarnond and 

Quinby xi). Foucault's theory of subjectivity is also of primary significance to poststnictural 

feminism. Foucault argued that the subject is a product of ccdisciplinary practices and 

rationalizing discourses" (Diamond and Quinby xii). As a result, there can be no "unchanging 

or universal selfhood" (Diarnond and Quinby xiii). In addition, Irene Diamond and Lee 



"multiplicity of force relations" puts too much emphasis on force and not enough on 

persuasion. Termïnistic screens constitute rhetorical strategies whose effectiveness must 

be measured in terms of theù own context Poststnicturalism may provide significant 

insight into power/knowledge relations and provide direction on how to change systems. 

But the general population outside of academia still operates according to a liberal 

humanist framework. For hem, the notions of subjectivity and experience put forward 

by poststnicturalists will have M e ,  if any, bearing on their [ives. To influence the 

attitudes of Liberal humanists, one must work within or with the liberd hurnariist fkame. 

Feminists have, in fact, achieved change by altering and working with thïs fiamework. 

Much of the discourse of early feminists working for women's rights and suffhge relies 

upon and exploits this frame~ork. '~ The emphasis on expenence by Foss and Foss 

acknowledges the e r n p o w e ~ g  function of expenence. And Lazreg, Tuma, and Nelson 

illustrate that femuiists can change temünistic screens to make them workable for 

feminism. Together, their work also shows that feminists dif£ier on what feminism strives 

to do and how feminism can achieve its goals. 

Quinby point out that "Foucault's methodotogy is valuable not only as it pertains to 

discoune's relation to power/knowledge and practices of self, but also because of the way in 

which its epistemological tenets acknowledge uncertainty and indeterminacy. for Foucault, 

explanation is necessarily partial, blending with interpretation's capacity to illuminate, 

clarie, and decipher. He warns against the seduction o f  totalizing theory, which appears to 

resolve al1 differences and contradictions through unified and cohesive explanation" (xiii). 

L3 See, for example, the essays in volume two of Karlyn Kohrs Campbell's M m  Cannoî Speak 

for Her. Elizabeth Cady Stanton's "The Solitude of Self' provides a particularly striking 

il Iustration. 



The point is not to discredit poststmcturalism: it too can be a highly effective 

rhetoncal strategy. As Scott and Weedon indicate, this fiamework offers an important 

way of analyzing power, subjects, language, and knowledge. By recognizing that 

discursive fields-terministic screens-are not permanent and fixed, however, feminists can 

see how such screens change over tirne and are contestable and contingent. By so doing, 

feminists may recognize the rhetorical effect of implementing any given screen While 

poststructuralism can play a crucial role in this process of recognition, it would be as 

foolhardy for ferninists to reduce feminism to one terministic screen as it would be for 

them to completely abandon rational discourse. 
Poststnicturdism is but one screen among many. AI1 tenninistic screens act as 

potential sites for change. Some may be more misogynistic than others, but feminists 

need to play a role in as many of these screens as possible. That is not to Say that al1 

feminiçts must accept al1 screens as  equally valid. Individual feminists wil1 choose 

screens that best reflect or constitute the world according to their needs, interests, and 

beliefs. Feminists need to recognize these screens as part of the landscape of difference. 

Ranking screens in a hierarchy or calhg for their elimination only reduces the possibilities 

for change and repeats old patterns of suppression. It is counterproductive to dismiss a 

fkamework as outdated or essentialist as long as that h e w o r k  operates within the social 

structures of power. As Diana Fuss States: T h e  question we should be asking is not 'is 

this text essentialist (and therefore 'bad')?' but rather, 'if this text is essentialist, what 

motivates ifs depl~ymeri t?'~~uss xi). 

Feminists shodd question the frameworks they work with and, in the process, consider 

the primary question, what motivates the deployment of the terministic screen 



( b e w o r k )  and/or term? When feminists lose sight of the value of merence in the 

deployment of screens, they introduce unnecessary points of conflict. The following 

chapters look at specific deployments of the term "experience" in what are generally 

accepted as feminist texts and examine the debates that ensue. 



Chapter Two 

The Substance of "Erperience" 

To establish "experience" as the key terni of feminist rhetonc, we must fmt 

return to the substance of the term and examine the role "experience" pIays in discourses 

that are concerned with gender power structures and the nghts of women, The account 

that follows is by necessi& as is the evolution of any notion, hgmentary and 

incomplete. I seek to analyze the operations of the term "experience" through specific 

historical examples. Each example centea on a discourse that is generally recognized as 

significant to feminism by feminists. Each discourse is, of course, influenced by its 

context. While it is not feasible within the scope of this chapter to take ail contexnial 

factors into account, I have selected related discourses to illuminate the h c t i o n  of 

c'experience'7 in each given work. Chaucer's "Wife of Bath" is necessarily premised by 

Plato and Anstotle, for these two philosophers first establish and refi the division 

between authoritative knowledge and experience that cornes to characterize the dominant 

epistemology of the medieval penod and which the fictional Wife's discourse challenges. 

John Locke precedes Mary Wollstonecraft because his philosophy acts as both the 

ground of and counterpoint to Wollstonecrafc's rhetorical use of ccexperience." Virginia 

Woolf works with a conceptualization of experience that was not well established in her 

time. John Dewey offers the closest articulation of this concept of experience, and 

through his work, we gain a retrospective insight into the rhetorical function of the term in 

Woolf's essays. 

In addition to jwtaposing traditional philosophy and feminist discourses, 1 am 

also interested in establishing the comection between ternis. Since 1 focus on the use of 

c'expenence'7 in femllist rhetoric, I am naturally concerned with the intersection of the 

tenns "experience," 'koman," and "rhetoric." The classicd intercomection of these tems 

illustrates how texms gain or lose value according to their associations and positions 

within terministic screens. The relationship between the three tenns is most significant in 



Chaucer's Wife of Bath's discourse. In this tex& the three terms work together to subvert 

the medieval po wer structures governing women. In Wollstonecraft' s discourse. rhetoric 

functions as a scapegoat: the means by which Wollstonecraft disassociates "woman" Eom 

a devalued position and associates 'koman" with the power of "reason" through 

"expenence." By the t h e  we get to Woolf, the casting out of "rhetoric" is almost 

complete. Woolf uses the term, "rhetoric," to refer to persuasive speech that is empty of 

meaning. She works with the term "experience" to expose the differences between men 

and women while opening up new avenues for identification between them. How 

Chaucer, Woilstonecraft, and Woolf practice rhetoric and the role "experience" plays in 

that practice forms the central concem of this chapter. 

It is necessary, however, to begin with a definition of the term. "Expenence", as it 

is popularly used today, ofien denotes how individuals are affected by events. At times, 

"experience" is offered "as the necessary (immediate and authentic) ground for dl 

(subsequent) reasoning and analysis." ~t otber times, it is seen as '?he product of social 

conditions or of systems of belief or of fundamental systems of perception7' (Williams 

128). m e n  used in a confessional mode, experience can operate as a source of authentic 

truth. Most often, however, it is viewed as a subjective and personal phenornenon that is 

not suitable for the production of objective knowledge. In defining "experience", 

Raymond Williams claims that the term's original association with experimentation (Le., 

with the notion of observation as proof or evidence that forms the gound for knowledge) 

is obsolete in the modem context (126). While this is pue in relation to the English 

language, we nonetheless shodd note, as Burke points out, that what stands under or 

b e h d  a term, its substance, reveds the most about a term's h c t i o n  and its potential for 

transformation. A term rarely ever completely loses its past denotations And, at 

rhetoncally convenient moments, old definitions c m  be revived and brought back into 

play. in other words an examination of the substance of cbexperience7' reveals the term's 

potential for transformation and also its rhetoncal fûnction. 



Observation as a source of knowledge is f d y  grounded in the ongins of 

bLexperience." The term originates fkom the Latin verb experiri' that means to try or to 

test. In its eady form, "expenence" constituted proof or evidence and referred to the act 

of investigation carried out by testing and trial: a notion that stilï forms the bais  for the 

scientific methodology today. "Experiment", cLexpert", and "expertise" (experior, 

experiens. expertus) come from the same Latin root. (This comection is also found in the 

Greek word for "experience", peira, which also rneans to make proof of by trial or test, to 

have an expenence, or to experiment). Originaily, the two terms "experïment" and 

"experience" are strongly bound together if not interchangeable. Raymond Williams 

argues that the two tems remained interchangeable up until the late eighteenth century 

when a division between "expenment" and "experience" begins to form (1 16). However, 

the empincist, John Dewey, sees a division between the two ternis and a devaluation of 

one occurring much earlier. In outb.ing a history of "'expenence," Dewey postdates 

three histone conceptions of the term. The first, and perhaps the most significant, is that 

formulated by the classical Greeks. Dewey identifies Plato as having advocated a 

devalued notion of "expenence" by his placing it in opposition to reason, understanding, 

and rational comprehension. The result is a dishction between the kind of knowledge 

gained fiom expenence and the kind that tlanscends expenence to become authoritative. 

'Bxpenence," in this rendering of the term, becomes closely associated with habit and 

custom (empeiria-practice without knowledge of principles) rather than to make trial or 

proof of (peira). Accordingly, experience can produce only opinion and not tme 

knowledge. PIato plays with the rnorphology of expenence (empeiria-empeinon, 

empeiros, empeiria; peira-apeira) in Gorgias when he has Polus attempt to demonstrate 

his expertise in rhetoric with a sophistic edogy on the arts: 

There are many arts among mankind that have been discovered 

experimentally, as the r e d t  of experiences: for experience conducts the 

' Taken form The Barnhart Dictionary of Eryrnofugy 



course of our life according to art, but inexperience according to chance. Of 

these several arts various men partake in various ways, and the best men 

of the best. (Plat. Gorg. 448c) 

In this passage, Plato cleverly denigrates both "expenence" and "rhetoric," for Polus has 

given a circular definition that says nothing. In the process, Polus has demonstrated, 

particularly through his use of "expenence," a lack of true knowledge, and has provided 

an example of what Plato will conclude rhetoric to be: an act of concealment. Polus rnay 

have the experience and habit of a rhetor, but his material has no real content 

According to Dewey, Aristotle continues to oppose experience to reason, piacing 

his notion of experience withui a hierarchical progression of knowledge. Expenence 

becomes a form of non-scientific knowledge based on the notion of ""khd." These 

empirical classifications or "kinds" could produce specific repeatable actions (habits) and 

could be passed on through language and education as in the training and development of 

arts and crafts: in this rendering "Experience consists of standardized ways of action and 

a standardized body of beliefs, expectations, materials, and techniques" (Dewey, Sumq 

71). Linked with matter and limited to practical activity, expenence is perceived as a 

lower form of knowledge, one connected to mundane things (Dewey, Szirvey 74). It 

becomes, as Burke rnight say, a defining negative for reason.' Reason, in contrast, 

constitutes an activity of pure intellect deaiing with perfect forms, ideas, or ideals 

(Dewey, Swey 74). and therefore fiee fkom the mundane. The association of experience 

with practice places it within the realrn of the changeable and the contingent, while reason 

concerns itself with universai and necessary truths. Perceived as immutabie and eternal, 

reason garners a greater value than expenence. Dewey summarizes the negative 

construction of "experience" in classical philosophy: 

'"[no define a thing in tems of its context, we must define it in terms of what it is 

not" (Burke, Gramrnar 25). 



There is the contrast of empiricai knowledge (stnctly speaking, of belief 

and opinion rather than knowledge) with science. There is the resûicted 

and dependent nature of pactise in contrast with the free character of 

rational thought. And there is the metaphysicai bais for these defects of 

experience: the fact that sense and bodily action are confined to the reaim 

of phenomena while reason in its inherent nature is akin to ultimate reality. 

(Survey 74) 

"Wornan" and "rhetoric" as tems are connected with c'experience'7 when the term 

is defned as a product of the senses and bodily action. The early connection between the 

k e e  tems works to relegate them to an inferior statu. Denoting a lesser being, 

'%voman" becomes a terni that, through association, increases the devduation of the other 

terms. This is particularly tme of the terms "woman" and "rhetoric." Women 

historically have b e n  enjoined to silence by learned (and not so learned) men. Since S U C ~  

hjunctions discouraged if not forbade women fiom speaking @ublicly or otherwise), it is 

heavily ironic that rhetoric itself should ofkn be depicted, with all its faults, as a ~ o r n a n . ~  

Since the practice of rhetoric did not bnng together the elements of this composite 

personifkation, we can assume that other motives Iie behind its existence. One of the 

motives for this association denves fiom tradition, for the arts were often depicted as 

' ~ e s i o d  refen to persuasion as a goddess (Hes. wd 59). John A. Alford notes that Lucian's 

The Double hdictrnent (c, 165 AD.) depicts Oratory as a "Ioud, boisterous woman" who is 

immoral and adulterous. Alan of Lille in Anticlaudianm depicts rhetoric as one of the seven 

sisters o f  the liberal arts. Martianus Capella in De Nuptiis Philologiae et Mermii  provides 

one of the most welI known depictions of rhetoric as a female. 



f e d e r  However, another motive also appears to have originated with a desire to 

devalue rhetoric. This, of course, assumes that woman is a negative and devalued 

constnrct: to dress up rhetoric as a woman helps to reduce it to the ridiculous or, in a 

more positive light, to a pleasant but inessential heipmeet. The linking of "rhetoric" and 

'îwoman" ernerges fiom a particular constellation of terms with its attendant definitions 

and connections. 

For example, while surprisingly egaiitarian in his notions regarding the training of 

women for military functions, Plato assigns women not oniy an inferior social position 

but also an infenor character, suggesting that women prefer concealment and have less 

virtue than men: 

Just that part of the human race which is by nature prone to secrecy and 

stealth on account of their weakness - 1 mean the female sex - has been 

left without regdation. . . for the neglect of regdations about women may 

not only be regarded as neglect of haifthe entire matter, but in proportion 

as woman's nature is iderior to that of men in capacity of virtue, the 

consequence of such neglect is more than twice as important, (Plat. Laws 

780e) 

Aristotie extends this view when he defines woman as merely an inferior male: classified 

as weaker and colder by nature, the female character is viewed "as k ing  a sort of nanilal 

deficiency" (Aristot. Gen. An.775a 1 5) - Although woman has some deliberative faculty , 

Aristotle tells us, she is "without authority" and her excellence of character is detennined 

by her kind (Aristot. Pol. 1260a14). Thus, Aristotle concludes, "al1 classes must be 

4 The New Larousse Encyclopedia of A@thology States, for exarnple, that the "muses are 

represented as young women with faces smiling, grave, or thoughtfiil, according to their 

fiinction" (1 19). 



deemed to have their special attributes; as the poet says of worned Silence is a womads 

gloryl but this is not equally the glory of man" (Aristot Pol. 1260a30). 

The feminization of rhetoric in classical and medievai philosophy not only 

devalues it, but also permits its separation fkom a concept of pue or transcendent 

knowledge. In his early work, Plato didnguishes between two types of persuasion: that 

pex50nned in Iearning which concerns itseif with knowledge and the other perfonned in 

public &airs which concems itself with belief. Plato refea to this second form of 

persuasion as rhetonc. In Gorgias, Plato clearly characterizes rhetoric as an inferior form 

of discourse, d e f ' g  it as a habit "of producing gratification and pleasure," a mere 

cbsernblance of a branch of politics" (Plat. Gorg. 462e). He descnbes rhetoric as a "base" 

activity consisting of nothing more than flattery and going so far as to label it irrational 

(Plat. Gorg. 463b). 

In other words, Plato condemns rhetoric and assigns value to persuasion ody 

when he has incorporated it into dialectic. Rhetonc, which deals with probability and 

belief, is nothing more than a form of conceaixnent, and in this way its nature is similar to 

that of woman. This cornparison is most apparent when Plato describes rhetoric as 

flattery and then personifies flattery as femaie: 

The art of flattery which, 1 do not Say with knowledge, but by 

speculation, divides herself into four parts, and then, insinuating herself 

into each of those branches, pretends to be that into which she crept, and 

cares nothing for what is best, but dangles what is mo~pleasant for the 

moment as bait for folly . . . (Plat. Gorg. 464d). 

Having reduced rhetonc to flattery, Plato then relates rhetoric to other imitative arts such 

as cookery, self-adomment, and sophistry, while opposing it to the higher arts of justice, 

medicine, gymnastics and legislation. Rhetoric, Plato tells us, "bas no account to give of 

the real nature of things" (Plat Gorg. 465). 



En P h a e h ,  Plato descnbes the ideal fonn of persuasion as that which proceeds 

fiom dialectic: "The processes of division and bringing togethe?' (Plat Phaednis. 266b). 

This type of persuasion is found in learning and concerns itself with a universal and 

essential tnith. In Plato's conception, tmth is a divinely granted, "'colorless, formless, 

and intangible truIy existing essence, with which d l  tme knowledge is concemed" (Plat. 

Phaednis. 247c). It proceeds fiom ungenerated, indestructible beginnings or f i s t  

principles (Plat. Phaednis. 254d), and is revealed through reason, but only those with 

souls that follow after God can recollect the tmth (Plat- Phaedrus. 248c). Plato 

constructs a hierarchy of souls (those with the potential of knowing the ûuth) in which 

the philosopher is at the top followed in descending order by lawful kings, politicians or 

men of business, hard working gymnasts, prophets, poets or other imitative artists, 

craftsman, sophists or demagogues, and l ady  tyrans (Plat. Phaednis. 248d). Women 

and slaves are not even ranked, and only those at the top of the hierarchy can see and 

know tmth. According to Plato, true knowledge does not concem itself with probabilities 

or with the favor of the audience but seeks instead, like the true Iover, to better the object 

of its discourse. 

Rhetoric receives a more favorable account in Aristotle's works. Although he 

maintains the division between rhetoric and dialectic, Aristotle does not define one as the 

ideal of the other. Instead, he sees them as performing different but useful functions. 

According to Aristotle, "rhetoric may be defmed as the faculty of observing in any given 

case the available means of persuasion" (Anstot. Rh . 1 3 S b  26). He views rhetoric as an 

important means of self-defense, a way to "see clearly what the facts are" (Aristot. Rh. 

1 3 5Sa32). Aristotle still, however, insists that scientific demonstration (the source of the 

facts) is the only means for arriving at tme knowledge. Diaiectic deals with probable 

knowledge (belief), and rhetoric is assigned the role of communicating knowledge to a 

general or popular audience: T h e  dut-  of rhetoric is to deai with such matters as we 

deliberate upon without arts or systems to guide us, in the hearing of persons who cannot 



take in at a glance a complicated argument, or follow a long chah of reasoning" (Aristot. 

Rh. 1357a2). 

According to such ciassical notions, true knowledge cornes fiom reason or a close 

relationship with ideal forms; both of which are dependent on one's position in a 

hierarchy of being. In other words, true knowledge is founded on authority. Therefore, 

the te- "experience," '%toman," and "rhetoric" constitute inferior forms: associated 

with appearance and the apparent, they are viewed as changeable and misieading, 

producing not tmth and unity but opinion and plurality. 

Chaucer and the Authority of Experience 

In the medieval period, the problems and challenges posed by "experience," 

"rhetonc," and their relationship to "woman~" are foregrounded in the literary works of 

Geofiey Chaucer, particularly in his prologue and tale of the W ' e  of Bath in The 

Canterbury Tales. As an author, Chaucer demonstrates an understanding of the authority 

that books and w-rïting possessed. In his time, writing (and reading) was a male domain 

that excluded women. And yet, according to Margaret Hallissy, much medieval wnting 

focussed on women, specifically directing men on how they shodd instnict women 

regarding speech, dress, and behavior. Chaucer's WTitings, however, recognized the 

tension that existed between what was written and what actually occurred in the 

everyday practice-the tension between knowledge based on authority and knowledge 

based on expenence. Hallissy observes that 

the House of Fume narrator also distinguishes between that which 'men 

rnay ofie in bokes rede' and that which men may 'al day sen . . . in dede,'. . 

. what is written and what happens in Life, authority and expenence. . . . 

The issue of books as instruments of authoritative discourse (things 

'wrïtten') as set agauist life itself (things 'assayed' or 'preven') is a 

recurrent one in Chaucer's work, and important in the characterization of 

women. (186) 



According to Hallissy, Chaucer's W$e of Bath and, indeed, al1 of The Canterbury Tales, 

are unusual in that the narrator is not looking for ansvers in books. He is a naive, 

inexpenenced character who spends his time observing people and events and rnost 

significantly, listering. In Chaucer's presentation, the change in the way the narrator and 

reader corne to know, affords an unusual opening for the voice of the Wie  of Bath: "On 

the subject of women, vmitten words are flawed because, as the Wife says, men wrote the 

books. Women know themselves but cannot teach. Those with a u t h o n ~  have no 

experience, and those with experience, no authority" (Hallissy 187). 

Chaucer's narrative strategy is a bold one. It foregrounds the dichotomy between 

authority and experience, and, more impoaantly, it gives Alisoun the opportunity to 

speak and to be heard (HaiIissy 187). 

The Wife, in fact, begins her prologue by directly challenging the established d e  

of who can know and who has authority: "Expenence, though nom auctonteelwere in 

this world, is nght ynough for meiTo speke of wo that is in mariage"(1II (D) 1-3). By 

putthg fonvard such a statement, the Wife of Bath daims knowledge gleaned fiom her 

past experience. Marriage, in essence, is one of her crafls, and &er five husbands, she is 

an expert artisan. Alisoun pits her knowledge fiom experience against that designated by 

the church and deportment books as eue knowledge (that emanating from authority). In a 

context in which truth and knowledge are seen as products of hielarchical authority and in 

which the ability to stipulate what is truth and knowledge depends on one's position--the 

higher the position, the more authority-the Wife is rendered powerless to name the truth, 

for she holds no position within this hierarchy, and she is subject to it. She, however, 

uses the one form of knowledge available to her to question authority and challenge its 

truth: experience, 



Alisoun's exordium5 is concemed with texts and authority. To bring the "mùid of 

the auditor into proper condition to receive" (Cicero 1. xiv. 19-xv.20) her speech, Alisoun 

does not h e d i a t e l y  introduce a narrative of her own expenence, but rather offers her 

own interpretation of the well-known authorïtative texts by men such as S t  Paul and St. 

Jerome: "Men may devyne and glosen, up and doun, But wel 1 woot, expres, withoute 

lye" (III (D) 26-27). Men have always had the power to interpret texts, and Alisoun 

boldly usurps this role by insisting on her own power to know and on her own access to 

truth. For the first half of her prologue, Alisoun reiterates %el 1 woot" (III (D) 1-79), 

and counten established arguments with her own interpretations. She makes a brilliant 

double move, violating the established hierarchy by presuming to know but aiso following 

a practice encouraged by St. Augustine himself. In his introduction to On Chrisrian 

Doctrine, St. Augustine stares that he does not want to expound his understanding of the 

text, but rather he wants to teach others how to read the text: 

So the person who knows how to read, on fuiding a book, does not require 

another reader to explain what is written in it; and in the same way the 

person who has assimilated the d e s  that I am trying to teach, on hding  a 

dficulty in the text, will not need another interpreter to reveal what is 

obscure, because he comprehends certain d e s  . . . And so by following up 

various clues he can unerringly arrive at the hidden meaning for himself or 

at l e s t  avoid falling into incongruou misconceptions (1 1). - 

Alisoun practices this form of self-suficient interpretation, recomnended by Augustine, 

to reveai hidden meaning. She follows Augustine's d e  of uing an indisputable or literal 

passage to remove the uncertainty of ambiguous ones (Augustine, 71). She takes the 

'1 am referring here to the fim part of the Wife of Bath's Prologue up until she is 

interrupted by the pardoner (III (D) 1 - 1 84). 



ambiguous statement about the Samaritan and her fi& husband6, which was traditionally 

interpreted as an injunction agauist remarrïage, and interprets it according to the passage: 

"God bad us for to wexe and multiplye" which she reads literally (III (D) 28). Alisoun's 

choice of text is instructive for it is "one of the most fkequently glossed biblical citations" 

(Roof 257). Some critics argue, conversely, that Alisoun assigns a literal meaning to that 

which is figurative, thereby violating St. Augustine's d e s  by applying a c d  gloss. 

However. as Jeny Root notes, Alisoun understands that the exegeticai tradition equates 

women and flesh figuratively and transfomis this equation into a literal justification for 

the spiritual and physical domination of wornen (257): she has experienced this 

domination fmt hand, and she adopts this strategy to her own ends by transforming the 

figurative into the literal to justiS physical freedom for women. Alisoun's choice of text 

also suggests a familiarity with and knowledge of ecclesiastical writings and the 

contradictions in interpretations they ofien present. As Root points out, in "Against 

JoWiianus," a primary focus of the Wife's prologue, St Jerome rejects the literal meaning 

of the phrase '20 wax and mdtiplye" when he discusses and prises virginity. But later 

in the same work, when he is justimg the multiple rnamiages of David and Solomon, he 

insists on the literal meaning of the phrase. 

- 

Biside a welle, Ihesus, God and man, 
Spak in repreeve of the Samaritan: 
"Thou hast yhad @e housbondes,' quod he, 
'And that ilke man that now hath thee 
1s noght thyn ho us bonde^' thus seyde he cer- 

teyn 
What that he mente therby, 1 kan nat seyn; 
But that 1 axe, why that the fifthe man 
Was noon housbonde to the Samaritan? 
How manye myghte she have in mamage? 
Yet herde I nevere tellen in myn age 
upon this nombre diffiniciourn 
(Chaucer III (D) 15-25) 



Alisoun's use of the exordium aIso demonstrates her awareness of the difficulty 

she faces in being heard by the other pilgrims. She knows that as a widow married five 

times her credibility is suspect. According to the authontative texts, widows were to 

rernain loyal to their dead husbands and embrace celibacy: 

Ideally, al1 the virtues practiced by any woman are to be practiced the 

more ferventiy by a widow, since she 'maintained her reputation by her 

modesty, her chastity, and by her acceptance of the authorities of others.' 

But in reality, the conduct book wrïters found continuhg occasion to 

remind widows of their responsibilities to behave as exemplars of sorrow, 

to devote themselves to religïous duties, to weep and to pray, to fast, and 

to give alms. Certain activities were clearly wuitab1e to widows: 

' wandering' and its concomitant speech excesses, violations of clothing 

customs and remarriage. (Hallissy, 140) 

Clearly, Alisoun has not followed the prescribed path, so her exordium takes the form of 

an insinuation. She discusses those arguments firom authority that weigh most strongly 

against her, and she questions references f h m  authority to bring into doubt the 

convictions held by her audience. In the first part of her prologue, for exarnple, she 

addresses the issue of how many times a wornan can be married, She co~l~tantly 

emphasizes that she knows the scnptures well and uses them do defend her right to 

remarry: "1 woot wel Abraham was an hooly man / And Jacob eek, as ferforth as I km;/ 

And ech of hem hadde T e s  mo than two" (III @) 55-57). The Wife aIso reiterates the 

source of her own first hand knowledge: 

Diverse scoles maken p a w  clerkes, 

And diverse practyk in many sondrey werkes 

Maketh the werkman pa- sekirly; 

Of me husbondes scoleiyng am 1. (II. 44a-44f. 76) 



By using the analogy of the clerks, Alisoun suggests not only that her knowledge is of 

equivalent value since she too is a product of "scoleiyng" and 'practyk," but also that her 

practice, Le. experience, has made her an expert wife. Alisoun, however, no more 

conforms to the ideai of medieval wifehood as professed by authorities, than she does to 

that of widowhood. The traditional medieval view, sanctioned by church fathee and by 

common law, stipulated that '%ives should be humble, obedienc and submissive to their 

husbands in ail things" (Carruthers, 209). Alisoun is never humble or obedient and 

instead requires the submission of her husbands. 

However, according to Mary Carnithers, in a social and economic way Alisoun 

does become the expert wife. As Carruthers notes, Alisoun's first and most significant 

word is "experience." Her experience encompasses her five rnarriages, her occupation, her 

travel, and her social class (Carruthers 209). As a mernber of the middle-class, Aiisoun 

can retain possession and control over property even in marriage (Carruthers 2 10). She 

c m  also inhent the property of her husband through jointure.7 Alisoun's denid of sexud 

favours to her husbands unti1 after they 'ieven ai hi lond," is, as Carnithers indicates, 

inforrned by the standards of her class: "Alisoun's behavior is simply shrewd business" 

(21 1). Despite the lessons of the authoritative te=, in practice widows were considered 

excellent matches especially if they had property that was unencumbered by children 

(Carruthers 21 3). Many of the deportment books addressed to daughters or young wives 

ofien assumed that a young wornan would remary (Carruthers 214), and parents ofien 

sold the "nght to marry their children" (Carnithers 2 1 2). The practices of the medieval 

penod strongly suggest that "rnarriage is contracted for money, and the acquisition of 

money is equivalent to the attainment of honor, respect, and independence" (Carruthers 

2 14). Alisoun gains considerable wealth and, as a resdt, independence and freedom to the 

7 Jointure occurred when the "husband agreed to hold his Iand in joint tenancy with his wife, 

which meant that she wouid inhent al1 of it when he died" (Patterson 149). 



point where she then has the ability to rnarry not as a career move but for pleasure and 

love. Her only mistake is having given too generously to her last husband who then 

attempts to wield traditional masculine authority: 

Ja&n provides the wife her most painful encounter with traditional 

authority, and the terms of her ultimate success in her marriage to him 

express the full complexity of the truth of her expenence. Jankyn believes 

in c4auctoritee," being too young to know that 'bmaistrye'' denves not fiom 

arbitrary schema, however ancien& but fiom ski11 and knowledge which are 

acquired through experience. (Carruthers 2 15) 

Indeed, the Wife's skill and knowledge, based as they are in experience, are not 

limited to marriage. Alisoun is also a successful cloth-maker, a "person who oversaw the 

whole process of cloth manufacture" (Carruthers 2 10). The fact that Alisoun is nom 

"bbeside Bathe" indicates that she is fiom one of the nchest cloth producing areas, and her 

extensive mvels may reflect the success of her business. Laura Hodges observes that the 

Wife's clothes signie more than "excessive personal adonment" (3 6 1 ). While Hodges 

recognizes that the Wife's clothes serve a satirical function in that they point out her 

pride and sexuai nature, she also notes that the depictions of Alisoun's dress emphasize 

her status as an experienced cloth-maker and travelerm8 In addition, Alisoun is not just an 

-. . 

' ~ c c o r d i n ~  to Hodges, the Wife's Sunday apparel constitutes an acceptable display of wealth. 

The naive narrator describes Alisoun's coverchiefs as weighting ten pounds, but Hodges argues 

that the veiI headdress was made fiom an elaborate weaving technique which produced a 

'Tiuted or goffered appearance, and additional weight" but also gave the illusion of being 

much heavier than it was (363). Alisoun's coverchiefs, therefore, "dernonstrates her 

knowledge of fine quality in fabric and familiarity with the special weaving techniques" (363). 

Her scarlet red hose perforrn a similar purpose, for scarlet was a "fine, costly, woolen fabric" 

(Hodges 364), and red was one of the most costly dyes, one frequently reserved for the upper 



expert traveler and weave- she is also an eloquent weaver of words. By speaking, 

Alisoun mounts her strongest chdlenge to authority. The deportment and courtesy 

books and the teachings of the church fathers d i  stipulated that wornen shodd be silent, 

To speak was to demonstrate Ioose mords whereas to remain silent was to show the 

"proper subjection" and "acceptance of authority" (Hailissy, 60-1). Moreover, women's 

speech was considered trivial, nothing more thao noise (Hallissy, 61; Root, 26 1). 

Authonties, such as St. Paul, stipulated that women were not to teach or preach, yet the 

Wife does both as she presents her prologue and tale. Knowing that her audience is 

educated in the ail-pervasive d e s  of conduct (Hallissy, 7), Alisoun attempts to ease their 

resistance by adding a gentle disclaimer: "As taketh not agrief of that 1 seye; / For myn 

intente is nat but for to pleye" (III (D) 19 1 - t 92). Through the disclaimer, Alisoun 

disassociates henelf f?om conscious intent and plays uito her audience's expectations 

regarding women. 

In the previous section of the prologue, however, ALisoun's tone is senous when 

she disputes the assigned uses of the "membres . . . of generacion" (III (D) I 16), and 

when she argues that the body is her domain, If authorities could argue that man was to 

be the head and woman the body, then the Wife will take them at their word: "Upon his 

flessh, whil that 1 am his + / 1 have the power durynge al my lyf / Upon his propre 

body, and noght he" (III (D) 157-9): 

classes. The Wife's tcaveI outfrt, however, is highly practical. As Hodges indicates, the broad 

hat Alisoun wears would be "a standard pilgrim hat . - . humble in origin and protective in 

purposeW(365). The wimple is aiso a garment of humble origins which was generaily "worn 

by nuns, widows, and elderly ladies" (Hodges 366) and designed to protect against the dust of 

the road. The foot-mantle reiterates the Wife's knowledge of travel: "Thus there is no 

social pretense in the Wife's hat, wimple, and foot-mantle; here is only the experienced 

traveler" (Hodges 366-367). 



By foregrounding the body and the organs of generation, she claims as her 

own the traditional ontological and exegetical space of representation 

available to women, but she will not consent to the subjection that this 

space implies. Men may 'gloss' the body, she will make it speak. (Root, 

259) 

In a similar vein? John M o r d  argues that the Wife of Bath is an embodiment of Rhetoric 

itself. a personification derived fiom severai rhetoricd texts that would have been weil 

known in the Medieval period, the mon significant being me Mamiage of Philology und 

Mermry by Martianus Capella Alisoun does indeed manifest al1 the features generally 

assigned to such representations of rhetoric: she dresses elaborately (rhetonc as a dressing 

up of words, a forrn of ornamentation); she is fdl figured (prone to excess as is figurative 

language); she is outgoing, loves pleasure, and ralks a great deal about herself. Alford 

notes that "experience" is the Wife7s fust word, 'Yhe domain proper to rhetonc" (123). 

Mord, however, accepts Plato's notion of rhetoric as king based on experience and 

leading "merely to belief" (Alford 1 10). In doing so, he empties ALisoun's words of 

content: "Her speech is oddly deficient - fidl of eloquence but lacking in wisdom, rich in 

invention but poor in judgement" (Alford 122). Mord tells us that the Wife7s end is 

persuasion not knowledge- He f d s  to recognize that the Wife, as a woman, does not have 

access to c'~owledge77 in a system which links knowledge to authority via hierarchy. 

Since the Wife cannot speak fiom authority (Le. a position of power), she must use 

persuasion, and her experience constitutes her knowledge. 

Root takes a more positive stance toward the Wife, arguing îhat the medieval 

confessional practice opens a space for Alisoun to speak. While he concedes that 

confession is a technique of power and control utiIized by the church, he also notes that 

in the confessional practice, "expenence in itself now constitutes an authority of a 

different order" which makes it usefùl for the individual who confesses (Root 256). 

Alisoun speaks her codiession outside of institutionalized authority, making public her 



"Privetee" and "naked the sin" (Root 255). But not al1 of the sin belongs to her alone. 

Aiisoun's self-history is ironic: the words she speaks are not aiways her own for she 

appropriates them fiom the authoritative texts which attempt to control her behavior. 

Alisoun turns the tables, using the chiding of authonty to chide her husbands into 

submission and to gain mastery over them. She becomes, in Hallissy 's terms, the 

arc hwife : 

The Wife of Bath is armed with the allied weapons of knowledge and 

rhetoric, which the medieval educational system traditionally offered to 

men only. So equipped the Wife cannot be dismissed merely as a 

shrew.. . Her sense of entitlement, her assumption that her words have 

authority, that her will shail prevail, sets her apart fkom al1 other women. 

The antithesis of the ideal wife, the wiI1-less Grisilde, the W e  teaches the 

lesson that men m u t  acknowledge and respect wornen's will. (16 1) 

Alisoun's words, then, are anything but empty eloquence. She teaches a powemil lesson, 

and completes her instruction with a romantic taie that glosses over the harder realistic 

lessons of her prologue. Alisoun's tale mimics the deportment-book vimies, only it tells 

a story of the wickedness of men (Carruthers, 21 8). Alisoun, in other words, paints her 

own lion (Carruthers, 209). In the process, however, she reiterates her differing notion of 

knowledge, that knowledge cornes not from authority alone but fiom experience: "The 

'truth' of any picture often has more to do with the prejudices and predilections of the 

painter than with the 'reaiity' of the subject" (Carruthers, 209). In Aiisoun's 

constellation of terms, truth becomes more subjective and changeable (Hallissy, 174). 

Expenence and rhetoric become important tools in Alisoun's struggle as  a woman for the 

right to know and to make known: they are essential to her challenge to absolute 

authorïty . 

In addition to recounting the Wife7s experience, Chaucer also reveals the unstable 

and changing nature of the term "experience." He opposes knowledge based on authority 



to the authority of experience. If the reader accepts a classical or Platonic notion of 

experience as mere belief rather than knowledge, then the Wife speaks only of the 

mundane, offering fi eeting pleasure instead of truth. If, however, the reader accepts 

expenence as forrning a viable foundation for knowledge, then the Wife becomes an expert 

whose experiments and expenence have plenty to teach her audience. Chaucer, indeed, 

appears to exploit both these notions of experience and knowledge to produce an 

ambiguous and lively character. His fictional exploration of the "experience" marks the 

beginning of a shift in the general constellation of terms and, in particular, the status of 

"experience." 

Mary Wollstonecraft and the Rhetoric of Lockean Understandhg 

In the Enlightenment, Dewey argues, the second historical conception of 

expenence receives its fullest articdation in the theory and work of John Locke. 

According to Dewey, "reason" had corne to be perceived as dogmatic, signiSing 

conventional and traditional doctrines. Locke would change this by insisting on the 

significance of the individual. Once considered secondary to notions of tmth and 

knowledge, the individud becomes a valued terni exemplifjring not only fieedom but also 

intellectual and politicai advancement, in contrast to the safling stnctures of a reason 

based on convention and authonty. The individual would be the root of true knowledge 

because the individual wodd be the source of expenence and be responsible for thinking 

through ideas and precepts, As Locke indicates in his address to the Earl of Pembroke, 

"if thou wilt make use of thy own thoughts . . . It is to hem, if they are thy own, that I 

refer myself: but if they are taken upon trust f?om othea, it is no great matter what they 

are; they are not following truth, but some meaner consideration; and it is not worth while 

to be concerned what he says or thùiks, who thinks only as he is directed by anothef' 

(Locke 1.8). For Locke, all the materials of reason and knowledge are denved from 

expenence (II.I.2 122). Locke defines experience as observation proceeding fkom the 

senses. He places experience in opposition to innate ideas which he sees as loaded with 



"udiounded tradition and arbitrarily exercised authority" (Dewey, 76). Locke believes 

that ideas classified as innate, which by definition were beyond criticism, were not innate 

but picked up through socialization. Locke rejects the notion of apriori knowledge in 

favor of the mind as "a white paper void of charaeters" (11.1.1 721). 

He distinguishes between two forms of experience: sensation, the perceptions 

conveyed to the mind by the five senses; and reflection, the perceptions of the operation 

of our own mind within us (111.3-4 123). Experience in the form of sensation and 

reflection fumishes the mind with simple ideas. Once the mind is stocked with simple 

ideas, the understanding "has the power to repeat, compare, and unite them, even to an 

almost infinite variety, and so c m  make at pleasure new complex ideas" (II.II.1 145). 

Knowledge, then, is the "perception of the connexion (sic) of and agreement, or 

disagreement and repugnancy of any of our ideas" (IV.I.1 16ï).' Locke's use of 

"experience7* clearly increases the value of the term. The new status of experience as the 

root of tme knowledge at fm appears to do little to alter the value of the terms ' ~ o m a n "  

and "rhetoric." These terrns still remain linked and are still devalued in Locke's 

philosophy. As a frequently quoted passage illustrates: 

' ~ c c o r d i n ~  to Dewey, Locke maintains the classical notion that experience could not 

produce universal knowledge. Tied into the individual, it can onIy produce particuiar 

knowledge. Locke concIudes that there couId be "no exact science of naturat phenomena, but 

onIy probability suscient for the conduct of Iife" (Dewey 77). Dewey notes, however, that 

Locke was not a pure sensationalist. Locke postutates that "mords and mathematics may be 

nue sciences" (Dewey 77) because the relations between the ideas are derived fiom 

observation made by the mind and thus free fiom having to agree with extemal 'archetypes' 

(Dewey 78). He regards these relations as the '%orkrnanship of understanding" and as being 

the essence of scientific knowledge. 



It is evident how much men love to deceive and be deceived, since rhetonc, 

that powertùl instrument of error and deceit, has its established 

professors, is publicly taught, and has always been had in great reputation: 

and 1 doubt not but it will be thought great boldness, if not brutality, in me 

to have said thus much against it- Eloquence, like the fair sex, has too 

prevailing beauties in it to suffer itself ever to be spoken against- And it is 

in vain to fmd fault with those arts of deceiving, wherein men fmd pleasure 

to be deceived. 'O (III.X.34 147) 

'O~hetoric's greatest weakness arises ffom the nature of words. Locke views words as signs 

for interna1 concepts (or ideas) used for conveying thoughts from one man's mind to another 

or for recording thoughts. Because of the vastness of the world around us, each sign is used to 

comprehend several particular things: "for the multiplication of words would have perplexed 

their use, had every particular thing need of a distinct name to be signified by" (111.1.3 4). 

Being Iinked to ideas, words are also linked to experience. As such their reference depends on 

individuals, for ideas are always particular to the individual. Words mark ideas but they do so 

arbitrarily: "words, in their primary or immediate signification, stand for nothing but the 

idem in the mind of him that uses thern, how imperfectly soever or carefessly those ideas are 

coltected fiom the things which they are supposed to represent" (Locke 111.11.2 9). People, 

of course, assume "heir words to be marks of the ideas in the minds also of other men, with 

whom they communicate;" they aIso assume that words stand 'Tor the reality of things" 

rather than just ideas of things (Locke 111.11.2-5 10-1 1). Such assurnptions combined with 

the nature of words makes communicating understanding very probIematic. Language by its 

vely nature is imperfect: "it is easy to perceive what imperfection there is in language. and 

how the very nature of words rnakes it almost unavoidable for many of thern to be doubtfùl 

and uncertain in their significations" (Locke III.IX.l 104). 



Locke's insistence that reflection follow fiom sensory expenence, John Patton argues, 

limits the possibility of persuasion. Persuasion deals with general attitudes, firmly held 

beiiefs, and questions of value (Patton 18-19). Locke's notion of sensation and reflection, 

Patton suggests, confines the rhetorical act to mere presentation of empirical data since 

there is nothing outside of knowledge based on sensory information. The resdt is a 

rhetoric with severely limited substance for invention (Patton 29), and which tends 

towards description and classification at the expense of the argurnentative process (Patton 

19). For Patton, Locke's approach renders rhetoric vapid: 

Locke's epistemology of expenence, then, results in a considerably 

weakened rhetoricai perspective because it admits no place for deliberation 

about moral implications, a task requiring the observer to journey past the 

bounds of sense-data aione into an area where judgernents are founded on 

values and general assumptions about the nature of man and society. (20) 

Patton, however, concedes that Locke criticizes rhetoric but does not attempt to do away 

with it altogether. While Patton ernphasizes that Locke argues for a "reformed practice of 

rhetoric based squarely on experience" (15), Jerry Weedon examines how Locke's 

conceptualization of reason affects rhetonc. He aiso recognizes the lirnits that Locke's 

philosophy places on rhetoric. Weedon argues that Locke defines reason according to 

two processes: conviction, in which reason refers "to a power of the mind to make 

accurate perceptions of agreements and disagreements among its ideas," and persuasion, in 

which reason is "used to denote man's innate capacity to harrnonize al1 the elernents 

involved in volitional acts" (J.L.Weedon 379). Each of these has various implications for 

rhetoric. 

Locke's notion of conviction wodd eliminate fiom rhetonc the concept of 

metaphor, for metaphor produces associations of ideas that are not based on the reasoning 

process. Evidence fiom opinion, since it fiequently relies on the authority of another, 

wodd be limited to cases where the witness makes "direct observations pertaining to 



matenal substance" (JLWeedon 384). Arrangement wodd aiso suffer because it would 

have to accord with reason. In other words, discourse wodd have to be arranged such 

that ;'the rnind can see al1 relations at once and experience the unity of their 

htercomectedness instantly" (J-L-Weedon 384). Conviction, with its notion that "man is 

rational because his intellectuai, affective, and moral instincts are potentially harmonious," 

would lirnit rhetoric by requiring "perfect demonstrability" and the "authority of nature" 

(J. L. Weedon 385). The resulting persuasive strategy would depend on "lines of 

arguments with fundamentai moral and political axiorns" (J.L. Weedon 386). In addition, 

the requirement that one must "speak things as they are" and use reason would seriously 

constrict invention and identification, making failure to achieve persuasion a fault of the 

audience rather than a responsibility of the rhetor: 

If persuasion, founded on these cornerstones, is insuffiicient, then 

something is wrong with the hearer and remedial mesures are in order. 

Once reason is cured of its defects, every form of immorality wiil vanish, 

and dong with it every principle of rhetoric but the authentic exercise of 

reason- (J. L. Weedon 387) 

While Locke may not, Weedon notes, create an anti-rhetoric, he certainly puts it under 

strictures which severeiy confine its practice. 

Aithough Locke spoke sharply against rhetonc, his writings did have a profound 

and often positive influence on its development. ' ' The same might aiso be said regarding 

" What are seen as limitations by one group of scholars are deemed by another to be 

advantageous. Wilbur Howell, for example, places Locke as one of the major contributors to 

the new rhetoric: a rhetoric that concerned itself with the standards o f  scientific and 

scholarly proof (Howell443) and which ernphasized plain style. While HoweII would agree 

that Locke wanted to eliminate figurative language (490), to use only arguments based on  



his views of women. Locke ofien describes women in negative and censorious ways, yet 

his philosophy would play an iduential role in arguments for the rights of women. As 

shown in a previous quotation, Locke not only characterizes rhetoric as deceit but also as 

feminine. In fact, Catherine Peaden argues that Locke's 'new rhetonc' sets up an 

opposition between a feminine rhetonc and a masculine scientific discourse in order to 

valorize philosophy and gain control over language (8 1): 

In this fashion, Locke's Essay is constmcted on universal principles which 

are, in the final analysis, maie. Woman remains bracketed, relegated to the 

origins. When woman does appear in the Essay, her image echoes that of 

the "seductress" Rhetoric. Locke repeatedly insinuates these images, in 

allusions to women as promiscuous, women as deceitful women as 

adulteresses, of women as untnistworthy in regard to child-rearing, 

constnictïng a curiously negative haginary. (Peaden 84) 

William Walker's work supports Peaden's observation regarding Locke's negative images 

of women. in Locke's Essay, Walker argues, women are depicted as the source of error: 

they introduce w t u r a i  associations into the masculine mind (the fernale maid irnpresses 

the notion of goblins and spirits onto the child's mind) (Walker252); they are responsible 

not only for monstrosities of the mind but also for natural monstrosities (women are said 

to have been impregnated by baboons) (Walker 253); and as a thing of beauty woman 

opedy deceives to give pleasure (sunilar to the role played by figurative language) 

(Walker 259). As Walker notes, "when Locke describes how women influence boys and 

men, he genedly defmes her [sic] as a root of emor which must be revealed, expunged, 

resisted as far as possible" (260). 

factual and non-artistic proof (494), and to emphasize exposition over persuasion (496), he 

characterizes these as contributions rather than limitations. 



Walker, however, also argues that Locke presents an alternative ferninine image 

when he p e r ~ o ~ e s  tmth as female, making her an object of desire for the male mind. 

The strongest image of truth as female occurs eady in Locke's Essay in the epistie 

dedicato y: 

But there being nothing more to be desired for Truth, than a fair 

unprejudiced hearing, no body is more likely to procure me that, than 1 

Lordship, who are ailowed to have got so intimate an Acquaintance with 

her, in her more retired recesses. (Locke 1 3-4) 

WaIker emphasizes the erotic depiction of truth in which woman becomes the "center of 

male reception, entertainment, and embraces" (266). Peaden argues, however, that the 

characterization of tnith as a woman courted still main& that metaphor of contro1 that 

governs both woman and language in Locke's text. In addition, Peaden suggests that 

Locke has simply created another binary with tmth as the pure woman and rhetoric as the 

corrupt (Peaden 85). Such a binas., however, does not hold. Truth may be an image of 

desire, but this image is no more than that of the mistress. The mistress is, generdly, not 

perceived as the ided pure woman. Indeed, tnith as rnistress is a figure that both appeals 

to male desire and maintains the negative male stereotype of wornan as object. 

The influence of Locke's works in western culture cannot be denied. But given the 

attitude towards women expressed in his te* the role his philosophy plays in feminist 

discoune may appear surprising: 

While Locke's texts contain much that has been important to feminism -- 
for example, ideas of non-essentiaiism, tolerance, an inchoate social 

constmctivism, and less severe child-rearing practices--they formed part of 

a shift in discursive practice that figuratively and literdy subordïnated 

women over the next two centuries. (Peaden 75) 

However, Peaden concedes in a footnote that the writuigs of Mary Wollstonecraft may be 

ï ised to deconstruct my linkage of Locke to a controlhg discourse" (88). In fact, 



Wollstonecraft's essay, A Vindication of the Righrs of W o m ,  does a o r d  an oppomuiity 

to examine how Locke's principles and practices influenced an Enlightenment discourse 

on the rights of women. 

A Vindication emuiates many of the ideas put fonvard by Locke. In her 

introduction, Wollstonecraft assures her audience that "the dictates of experience and 

reflection will be felt" even when she expresses her conviction with "energetic emotions" 

(8). She uses a standard rhetorical ploy when she dissociates herself from 'deceitful' 

rhetoric to align herself with the proponents of reason: 

I shall disdain to cul1 my phrases or polish rny style;--1 aim at being usefid, 

and sincerity will render me unaffected; for wishing radier to persuade by 

force of my arguments, than danle by the elegance of my language, 1 shall 

not waste my time in rounding periods, or in fabricating the turgid bombast 

of artificial feelings, which coming from the head, never reach the heart.4 

shall be employed about things, not words! (8-9) 

WollstonecIllft's rejection of rhetoric, her insistence on "simple unadorned tnith," and her 

strong emphasis on reason, clearly appeals to an audience familiar with Locke's 

philosophy. Indeed, Wollstonecraft seems to emulate Locke not only in his attitude 

towards rhetoric but also in his attitude towards women: her depiction of women ofien 

appears as negative as Locke's, if not more so. In A Vindication, women are depicted as 

sexudy promiscuous, vain, childish, cunning, deceitful, fEvolous, licentious, adulterous, 

wasteful, and unfit for child-rearing. Susan Gubar goes so far as to label Wollstonecraft's 

work a form of femuist misogyny in which the "demands for female iiberation" take the 

form of "an attack not on men but on wornen7' (Gubar 463). Gubar suggests that this 

feminist misogyny arises from a tension between what Wollstonecrafk "thought she 

shodd have been and what she feared she was" (461)- The tension in turn produces 

disparities and contradictions between her works (Gubar 460-61). 



Wollstonecraft, howeve. was an astute rhetor, and, as Jarnie Barlowe points out, 

she used rhetorical strategies that were suited to the dialogue she was engaged in and to 

the genre she was using (1 19). Barlowe's work effectively illustrates how WoIlstonecraft 

used or reshaped different genres to fit her political purpose (126). According to 

Barlowe, in A Vindicatiun, Wollstonecraft addresses an audience "of socalled enlightened 

men, assuming their desire to live up to the terms of their own philosophical and political 

systems," and uses the philosophical system to communkate with the men on their 

terms; in her novels, she subverts the expectations of the genre of sentimentdism to 

"reflect Iarger political ends"; and in her letters, she argues "for her personal rights" 

(Barlowe 122, 126, 128). In other words, there are few real disparïties between 

Wollstonecraft's ideals and practices in her works. In labeling Wollstonecraft's work 

misogynist, Gubar and other critics overlook the rhetoncal motivation and context of the 

work. 

As an exarnple of Wollstonecraft's intemalized rnisogyny, Gubar cites her 

constant appeals in A Vindication to a male audience: "Rarely, in other words, does she 

present herself as a woman speaking to women" (Gubar 457). Why Gubar and others 

should fmd fault with this is diffficult to understand given the context of the work. 

Wollstonecraft wrote A Vindication in response to "men such as Burke, Rousseau, Paine, 

and Talleyrand" (Barlowe 117)- and she hoped that the work wouid "influence the 

deliberaiions of the National Assembly" (Furniss 177; Barlowe 121). Given women, as 

Wollstonecraft argues, were poorly educated, her prirnary audience would have been 

educated, middle-ciass males, an audience that was politicdy capable of making the social 

changes Wollstonecraft sought. 

As indicated in the earlier quotation conceming rhetoric, Wollstonecraft accepted 

the enlightenment notion of rhetoric developed by Wilkins, Boyle, Spraî, Glanvill, and 



most significantly ~ocke"  that emphasized experience as the source of knowledge, plain 

style, perspicuity and right reasoning. As also indicated earlier, the focus on expenence 

limits certain aspects of rhetonc. One aspect that is significantly affected is that of 

identification. As Patton suggests, if communication is based on ideas which are founded 

on experïence then cornmon experience becomes the one means of identification: "If the 

experience of the speaker, then, is fundamentaily different fiom the expenence of the 

audience, the Lockean approach would not allow for the possibility of genuine 

 communication^^ (21). Wollstonecraft's intended audience clearly poses problems in 

terms of identification, Wollstonecraft states from the beginning that she is a woman (7) 

and that she pleads for her sex not her seK(1). Since men's and women's experiences will 

differ substantially, Wollstonecrafi cannot appeal to "women's experience" and expect 

her audience to identim with this experience. Instead, she speaks "'as a philosopher,' and 

'as a moralist"' (Wollstonecratt 33). The common ground that she seeks with her 

audience is philosophical. Wollstonecraft establishes identification on the prïnciples of a 

Lockean philosophy that emphasizes reason, reflection, and experience as sources of 

knowledge. As a common ground, the philosophy is advantageous because it does away 

with innate ideas that are by definition unquestionable. By ernphasizing reason13 based on 

" ~ e e  Howell for a detailed account of the developrnent of the "new rhetoric" in the 

Enlightenment. 

t3 According to Locke, reason is essential for enlarging our knowledge and regulating Our 

assent (1V.XVII 387). It "consists in a perception of the agreement or disagreement of our 

own ideas, and the knowiedge of the existence of al1 things without us" (1V.XWI 386). The 

emphasis on "our own ideas" highlights the significance that Locke placed on the particular 

which functioned as the basis of al1 knowiedge. As the source of the particutar, individuats 

had to be responsible for applying reason and expanding their own knowledge. As previously 

stated, Locke rejects blind acceptance of authority and of principles: "The way to improve 



experience and rejecting authority, Locke's philosophy opens up a space for 

Wollstonecraft to speak. Following Locke, Wollstonecraft believes that it is reason that 

"raises man above brute creation" (7)- She defines reason as "the simple power of 

improvement . . . [and] of disceming truth," and States, "every individual is in this respect 

a world in itself. More or less may be conspicuous in one being than another; but the 

nature of reason must be the same in dl" (Wollstonecraft 53). In Wollstonecraft's 

discourse reason measures, validates, and justifies al1 things. One is not bound by  du^ 

which is not founded on reason (Wollstonecraft 3); nor is one required to follow d e s  not 

constructed via reason (Wollstonecraft 32); reason provides the "sober light" 

(Wollstonecraft 35); only it can demand homage (Wollstonecraft 36); its practice allows 

individuals to become vimious (Wollstonecraft 20), and it is the only means to obtain 

knowiedge: "The power of generaiking ideas, of drawing comprehensive conclusions from 

individual observations, is the only acquirement, for an Mmortal being, that really 

deserves the name of knowiedge" (Wollstonecraft 54). 

When Wollstonecraft appeals to her audience for agreement, she invokes epithets 

of reason in phrases such as %e wise will consider" (40), b5rational men will excuse me" 

(9), "is it not more rational to expect," or images of knowing as seeing such as the 

"philosophic eye" (7), and the "eye of reason" (33). Reason in Wollstonecraft's 

discourse forrns the buis upon which she seeks to build identification and argue for the 

rights of women. Its denial means slavery, imprisonment, and oppression for women, 

whereas its practice means liberation: 

our knowledge is not, 1 am sure, blindly, and with an implicit faith, to receive and swallow 

principles" (1V.XII 346). Every individual is capable of reason and understanding, as Locke 

demonstrates through the story of the country gentle-woman who does not need syllogisrns 

to connect a series of ideas together to reach a conclusion about the weather W.XVI1 392). 

Reason, in Locke's discourse, is highly dependent on experience. 



For if it be allowed that wornen were destined by Providence to acquire 

human virtues, and by the exercise of theïr understandings, the stability of 

character which is the f m e s t  ground to rest our future hopes upon, they 

must be pennitted to tum to the fountain of Light, and not forced to shape 

their course by the twinkling of a mere satellite. (WoIlstonecraft 19) 

Wollstonecraft also follows Locke in rejecting principles based on authority or 

prescription. On the issue of women, precepts and prescriptions based on an unreasoned 

authority abound in the eighteenth century. In fact, Wollstonecraft identifies writings and 

teachings by "men of genius" as one of the main producers of such prescriptions, and, as 

such, these works become one of the primary causes of women's degradation (6). 

Wollstonecraft constantly challenges these unreasoned maxims by demanding proof and 

by appeding to reason: 

That the society is formed in the wisest marner, whose constitution is 

founded on the nature of man, strikes, in the abstract, every thinking being 

so forcibly, that it looks like presumption to endeavor to bring forward 

proofs; though proof m u t  be brought, or the strong hold of prescnption 

will never be forced by reason; yet to urge prescnption as an argument to 

justi@ the depriving men (or wornen) of their naturd rights, is one of the 

absurd sophisms which daily insult common sense. (12) 

To comprehend her view of women, we must understand the role that "reason" 

plays in Wollstonecraft's rhetonc. Indeed, Wollstonecraft pays her highest compliment 

to women when she uisists on treating women "Like rational creatures" (8). A doser 

examination of WolIstonecraft's depiction of women reveals that she did not believe 

women to be by nature 'sexually promiscuous, vain, childish, cunning, deceitfui, frivolous, 

licentious, adulterous, wastefûl, and unfit for child-rearing.' Although these are fiequently 

the tems she uses to describe wornen, the verbs and gpmmatical constructions that 

accompany these tems indicate outside forces at work. When Wollstonecraft writes of 



women, she ofien uses passive constructions. Women "are not dlowed to have sufficient 

strength of min&' (Wollstonecraft 18); they are "rendered . . . more artificial," 

(Wollstoneclaft 21) "made cyphen," (Wollstonecraft 23) "degraded by being made 

subservient to love and lust" (Wollstonecraft 26); they "have been insdated," "have been 

stripped," and "have been decked" (Wollstonecraft 36). In other words, women are not 

born as such but are made through socialization. The passive construction constitutes a 

standard rhetorical strategy in the laying of blame- When the blame falls on the audience 

and the author does not wish to dienate the audience through direct accusation, passive 

constructions leave those at fault unnamed. In other words, Wollstonecraft does not, as 

Gubar suggests, define the 'Teminine principle" when she describes the negative atûibutes 

of women. Wollstonecrafi makes it cIear that "education gives the appearance of 

weakness in women" (22 italics mine). Women have simply adapted to the conditions 

forced on them by men. For man, according to Woilstonecrafi, keeps woman in the dark, 

denies her reason, and then instnicts her "to be the toy of man, his rattle, and it must 

jingle in his ear whenever, dismissing reason, he chooses to be amused" (33). When raised 

in such educaiional systems, Wollstonecraft argues, woman acts only as she ought (48). 

Wollstonecraft goes even M e r  to suggest that under similar conditions man 

would behave no differently. Her description of military men provides the strongest 

illustration of rhis point. Like women, military men are "sent into the world too early 

before their minds have been stored with knowledge or fortified by principles. The 

consequences are similar . . , Soldiers, as wel  as women, practice the rninor virtues with 

punctilious politeness" (22-23). Wollstonecraft reiterates this premise throughout her 

work, noting that women "act as men are observed to act" when they gain status by 

unjustly obtaining power (44), and they wiil "act like men when subjected to fear" (47). 

n ie  only point of superiority Wollstonecraft allows men is that of physical strength. 

Any other argument for supenority must be subjected to proof. Proof consists of 

observation, reflection, and, their foundation, experience. 



Gubar aIso argues that Wollstonecraft represents women as a disease which 

'?hreatens-like a virus-to contaminate and destroy men and their culture" (Gubar 456). 

Gubar quotes a passage fiom Wollstonecraft which she supposes illustrates this view of 

women as contagion. But the passage? taken fiom the introduction, refers not to women 

but to the rich and great (the aristocracy) who are often depicted by Wollstonecraft as 

corrupt. The contagion that Wollstonecraft refers to is related to class not gender as the 

line following those quoted by Gubar indicates: "As a class of mankind they have the 

strongest claim to pity; the education of the rich tends to render them vain and heipless" 

(8)- 

Gubar quotes a second passage to substantiate the daim that Wollstonecraft sees 

women as a contagious disease: "Here in A Vindication of the Rights of Wornan, as in the 

next sentences I quote, femininity feels like a malady." She then quotes Wollstonecraft as 

fol10 ws: 

Wornen's senses are inflamed, and their understandings neglected, 

consequently they become the prey of their senses, delicately termed 

sensibility, and are blown about by every momentary gu~t of feeling. 

Civilized women are, therefore, . . . weakened by fdse rehement . . . Ever 

restless and anrious, their over exercised sensibility not only rendes them 

14 Gubar's passage reads, "The ferninine principle, so defined, threatens--1ike a virus-to 

contaminate and destroy men and their culture. For as Wollstonecraft explains: "Weak, 

artificial beings, raised above the common wants and affections of their race, in a premature 

unnatural manner, undermine the very foundation of virtue and spread corruption through 

the whole rnass of society" (456). But the Wollstonecraft passage begins: "Perhaps the seeds 

of faIse refinement, immorality, and vanity, have ever been shed by the great" (8). And the 

passage ends with the line quoted above. It is clear that the passage fiom WolIstonecraft's 

text refers to the rich upper-class not to women. 



uncornfortable themselves but troublesurne . . . to others . . . (Gubar's 

emphasis 456; Wollstonecraft 6 1 ) 

Ernphasizing words such as "inflamed," "%mcomfortable," and "weakened," Gubar argues 

that in A Vindication women are like a 'tirus," an "illness," and "like gangrene 

contaminating the healthy" (457). While 1 will not dispute that Wollstonecraft uses the 

language of illness and infection in reference to women, 1 question Gubar's conclusion that 

Woilstonecraft denigrates the ferninine. I wouid agree that there is a metaphor of disease 

operating in Wollstonecraft's text and that women are depicted as infected. But women 

are not the virus-the cause of the disease. In reaching this conclusion, Gubar has made a 

false diagnosis. To understand the infection that plagues women in Wollstonecrafi's te% 

we must examine her rhetoric for the image of the male that also appears there. Men in A 

Vindicarion are frequently depicted as noxious agents poisoning, intoxicating, and tainting 

women. For example, men intoxicate women with adoration or homage (7,20); they taint 

women's minds with sensualin demands. "The poisoned source of fernale vices and 

follies," Wollstonecraft tells us, "has been the sensual homage paid to beauty" by men 

(46) 

Woilstonecraft does not, as Gubar implies, argue for female Liberation by attacking 

women rather than men. If we examine Wollstonecraft's rhetorical strategies, we see that 

she holds men responsible for women's degradation, and she places the onus for change 

upon them. Like the fictional Wife of Bath, it may appear that Wollstonecraft confesses 

the wickedness of women, but she tells instead of the wickedness of men. Indeed, like the 

Wife of Bath, Wollstonecraft follows the philosophies, teachings, and practices of learned 

men, but she uses these to dramaticdly turn the tables. In her text, rhetoric is associated 

with the practice of men, and men are both the source of error and the originators of 

monstrosity . 

Whereas Locke depicts deceitfd rhetonc as ferninine, in Wollstonecraft's text 

rhetoric is clearly associated with the masculine through its practice. Wollstonecraft 



warns that the men who write to instnict women use "sinister methods to persuade": 

their arguments are "dictated by gross appetite, which satiety had rendered fastidious" 

(64). She censures Rosseau for his "eioquent periods" and '4voIuptuous revenes" (24). 

According to Wollstoneclaft, Dr. ~ordyce'' produces more disreputable work as he not 

only "spins out Rousseau's eloquence" and gives way to "sentimental rant.," but dso 

resorts to "florid appeals" and "lover like phrases of pumped-up passion." Dr Fordyce's 

words are deemed idle and empty, amounting to nothing but "delusive flattery that leads 

to vanity and folly" (95-97). While several women writers also meet with 

Wollstonecraft's disapproval, they are criticized not for their rhetoric but for their general 

lack of understanding (they imitate or rely on the work of men). The one writer who does 

receive praise is Catherine Macaulay, author of Letter on Education, who, according to 

Wollstonecraft, writes with a clear strong style that reveds no sex (107). 

Whereas women are the agents of "unnatural associationy' and the producers of 

"human monstrosity" in Locke's Essay, in Wo1Istonecraft's A Vindication, men become 

the agents of unnaturaI association and f o m  the monstrosities of civilization. In Locke's 

work, the maids are responsible for subjecting tender min& to the fearfiii apprehensions 

of goblins and other spectres. In Wollstonecraft's work, men introduce the "bugbear" of 

the masculine to keep women feamil of becoming ridiculous and unadorable so that they 

will eschew reason and the attainment of talents and virtues which "ennoble the human 

character" (7,9). In A Vindication, men become monsters when they attempt to gain 

absolute power over others. Those most susceptible to this transformation are men bom 

to wealth and power. These men, according to WolIstonecraft, become despots who 

resort to "covert corruption" to maintain power. In the process, they become c'Luxurious 

monsters" who "like gangrene" spread contagion (1 7). They wish to enthrall the few so 

I5i?arnes Fordyce ( 1  720-1 796) author of Sermons fo Young Women ( 1  765) (ed. Candace 

Ward; W o  1 lstonecraft94). 



that as "monstenn they can "tyrannize over thousands of their fellow creatures" (36). 

Men bom to power and riches become "bloated monsters who have lost al1 traces of 

hurnanity" (44). But men, regardless of class and learning, who resort to reason based on 

partial expenence to justiQ prejudice and to deny women the ability to use their faculties, 

are by analogy equally monstrous. They maintain vice which is a "native deformity" (12) 

and degrade women in the process. 

If woman is for Locke the ' h o t  of en-or which must be revealed, expunged, 

resisted" (Waiker 260), for WolIstonecraft, men epitomize wrong reasoning-the uitimate 

error. Wollstonecraft fiequently demonstrates nght reasoning by going back to first 

principles and subjecting those principles to proof? Throughout the te- Wolktonecraft 

represents herself as always following the dictates of reason, opposing her practice to the 

men who presume to instnict women on proper behavior and who inevitably resort to 

wrong reasoning. 

Wrong reasoning is the use of pseudo-reason (a reason based on partial expenence) 

or authonty to support prejudices which cannot withstand the demand for proof and, 

therefore. the application of reason. Rousseau is most guilty of this sin agahst reason. 

"Misled by his respect for the goodness of God," he bases his arguments on fdse 

hypotheses (Wollstonecraft 13); then to support his views, he "stigmatizes, as vicious, 

l6 One such demonstration of right reasoning takes place early in the text when 
- 

Wollstonecraft acknowledges an intermediate idea through her discussion of the physical 

differences between men and women: 

I would not lead my readers to suppose that 1 mean violently to agitate the 

contested question respecting the equality or inferiority of the sex; but as the 

subject Iies in my way, and 1 cannot p a s  it over without subjecting the main 

tendency of my reasoning to misconstniction, 1 shalI stop a moment to 

deliver, in a few words, my opinion. (7) 



every effort of genius" (Wollstonecraft 14). Rousseau does not see things as they are and 

fails to trace the ongin of such things (Le., vice and evii) to their cause. He allows his 

imagination to run wild (Wollstonecraft 38), and he makes "reason give way to his desire 

of singularity, and tmth to a favorite paradox" (Wollstonecraft 38). He is also, in 

Wollstonecraft's view, unable to control his "uiflammable senses," allowing "his ruling 

appetite" to disturb ''the operations of reason" (83). He commits the greatest sin against 

reason by suggesting that women should subject themselves 70 authority independent of 

reason" (Wollstonecraft 83)- In essence, Rousseau is blind because he is unable to see 

through the "foggy atmosphere" (Wollstonecrafi 17) of his sensibilities. As 

Wollstonecraft tells us, "all of Rousseau's errors in reasoning arose fiom sensibility . . . 

When he should have reasoned he became impassioned, and reflection inflamed his 

imagination ùistead of enlightening his understanding" (92). 

In Wollstonecraft's view, Rousseau is not alone in his fa11 h m  reason- 

Wollstonecraft notes that Milton too cornes under the sway of his senses and, as a resdt, 

introduces contradiction and inconsistency into his work.17 Dr. ~regory" also fails prey 

to error when he uses the term "nature" to support his advice. Wollstonecrafl argues that 

both he and Rousseau use the tenn in an indefinite way and suggests they occasionally 

use it to invoke innate principles: "If they told us that in a pre-existent state the soul was 

17~ollstonecrafi  notes as an example that at one point in Milton's Paradise dosi, Milton 

depicts Eve as being inferior and obedient to Adam. However, in another part of his work he 

suggests that Adam requires a mate o f  equaI abilities so that together they can share rational 

delight (WoHstonecraft 19-20}. 

'8cb.lohn Gregory (1724-1773) outlined his plan [for the education o f  women] in A Father's 

Legucy io NiS Duughters (1774), which remained one of the most popuiar works on fernale 

education into the nineteenth century" (ed, Candace Ward, Wollstonecraft 2 1)- 



fond of dress, and brought this inclination with it into a new body, 1 should listen to them 

with a half smile, as 1 often do when 1 hear a rant about innate elegançe" (27). 

Woilstonecraft, tme to Lockean philosophy, rejects this notion of i ~ a t e  ideas: "[A 

fondness for dress] is not natural; but arises, like fdse ambition in men, from love of 

power" (27). 

Wollstonecraft contends that many of the generally accepted opinions regarding 

women are also founded on false reasoning. She cites the example of "Moses's poeticd 

story," arguing that the iiteral Uiterpretations of the story canot  be based on i'senous 

thought." Such interpretations rely on wrong reasoning so that man can "subjugate his 

cornpanion . . . for his convenience or pleasure" (Wollstonecraft 25-26). Other practices 

and precepts, such as the belief that physical exercise makes women unferninine or men 

ungentlemanly (Wollstonecraft 37), and the notion propagated by nahualists that women 

mature earlier than men (Wollstonecraft 7O), constitute, in Wollstonecraft' s view, ' W g  ar 

error" which has been gmnted a "degree of credit" that gives "force to false conclusion7' 

(37). Like the naturalist, men "reason on false ground" because they are "led astray by 

the male prejudice, which deems beauty the perfection of woman" (Wollstonecraft 70). 

In fact, for Wollstonecrafl it is the "homage of passion" which inevitably leads to "the 

warped reason of man" (45). 

Through the -ces of rhetoric" (Wollstonecraft 34) which lose huth in a "mist of 

words" (Wollstonecraft 12)' the unnatural association of ideas, and the practice of wrong 

reasoning, men have denied woman her legitimate rights. They have, in Wollstonecraft's 

words, stood "between her and reasonW(53) preventing the "cultivation of female 

understanding" (54). As a result, men have rendered women insignificant objects, 

artificial, and weak; made them ridiculous, wanton, and useless; enfeebled their minds (6); 

and robbed the whole sex of dignity (Wollstonecrafi 53). By degradhg women, men have 

degraded themselves, for sIavery degrades both the "master and the abject dependent" 

(Wollstonecraft 3). Man, therefore, has not just c o k t t e d  a crime agakt  wornan but 



against al1 of humanity, for, Wollstonecraft asserts, "till women are more rationally 

educated, the progress of human virtue and improvement in knowledge must receive 

continual checks" (39). Clearly, in Wollstoneclaft's rhetonc it is not women who 

co~taminate "men and their cuiture" as Gubar argues, but it is men themselves who are 

both the poison and the cure. The condition of woman is a symptorn. 

While contemporary femuiist critics have argued that Wollstonecraft bbaccepts too 

heartily the economic, sexual, and philosophic tenns of her culture7' (Yaeger, 79), 1 would 

argue that it is because of those terms, grounded as they are in "experience," that 

Wollstonecraft c m  speak as she does. Basing knowledge on experience means that every 

individual has access to the buiIding blocks of knowledge. With the development and 

proper application of reason, each individual becomes a knowing subject: an expert. 

Access to positions of authority and giving way to traditional precepts are not required 

for access to knowledge. "Expenence," in Wollstonecraft's discourse, reiterates the 

principles of Locke's philosophy, but it aiso becomes the ground upon which 

Wollstonecraft constnicts her most radical statement regarding women. At its most basic, 

in Wollstonecraft's te& expenence functions as proof which gives rise to reason (33,64, 

69, 174, 19 1). As a part of the process of obtaùiing knowledge, experience is aiso 

represented as a venerable guide-it shows, it teaches, it Zeadr to inferences and 

conclusions, and it brings home truth (48, 139, 154, 196). 

"Experience" takes its most radical form in Wollstonecraft's conceptualization of 

education. Education is an extended process that begins with knowledge acquired fiom 

observation. Ideally, children wouid be encouraged to slowly sharpen the senses to 

deveIop such knowledge. Once their temperament has formed and they have Iearned to 

regdate their passions, they can begin to "set the understanding to work before the body 

arrives at rnaturity; so that man may only have to proceed, not to begin, the important 

task of learning to think and reason" (WoUstonecraft 20). Wollstonecraft emphasizes the 

need to let leaming develop accordllig to the acquisition of experience - slowly over time 



(Woilstonecraft 1 08). She argues strongly against aîtempting to force knowledge on 

youth too soon: "1 mean to reason with those worldy-wise instructors, who, instead of 

cdtivating the judgement, instill prejudices, and render hard the heart that gradual 

expenence would only have cooled" (1 08). She stipulates that education should not teach 

precepts but, instead, should try to develop the facdties that enable individuais to 

generate knowledge on their own. To obtain knowledge, then, individuais must have the 

matenal upon which knowledge is based: experience. Wollstonecraft contends that "it is 

almost as absurd to attempt to make a youth wise by the experience of another, as to 

expect the body to grow strong by the exercise which is only talked of, or seen" (1 16). 

This use of "experience" has profound ramifications for her discussion of 

women's rights. Throughout her essay, Wollstonecraft argues vehemently that women 

must be allowed and encouraged to develop their ability to reason. Her argument thou@ 

radical in this one respect tends to remain conservative in that the primary justification 

for such a change is the claim that women wodd become better and more loyal 

cornpanions to men and better mothes. But in discussing expenence, WoLlstonecraft 

appears to belie this conservatism when she stipulates that: 

The world cannot be seen by an unrnoved spectator, we must mix in the 

throng, and feel as  men feel before we can judge of their feelings. If we 

mean, in short, to live in the world to grow wiser and better, and not 

merely to enjoy the good things of life, we must attain a knowledge of 

others at the same time that we become acquainted with ourselves. (1 14) 

The implication is relatively simple. Wornen must become creahires of reason. To 

exercise this right they must have access to the working substance of reason: they must 

have al1 experiences opened to them. They mu t ,  in Wollstonecraft's words, "mix in the 

throng." So while reason may fiee women f?om the shackles of ignorance, it is access to 

experience that offers complete liberation. 



Locke's philosophy attempts to bring the term "experience" into the same 

terministic screen as "tnith" and "knowledge" while leaving the less desirable terms, 

"woman" and "rhetoric," behind, but it does not succeed completely. Because experience, 

unlike authority, cannot be lirnited to a select few, grounding knowledge in experience, as 

Lockean philosophy does, opens the field to al1 individuais. Reason becomes the only 

factor that can l e t  access to knowledge, but being reflection this too is dependent on 

experience. Wollstonecrafi recognized the implications and the power of such a 

philosophic system and its construction of "experience," and she uses it to attempt an 

equivalent shift for the term, "woman," endeavoring, by maintaining its link to 

"experience," to move it into the same tenninistic screen as ' h W '  and "knowledge." In 

this shifMg constellation of terms, "rhetoric" becomes the means for disassociating the 

term '%roman" fiorn the negative attributes used to assign it an inferior status. By the 

Modernist period, the term 'khetoric" will be reduced to a notion of persuasive language 

empty of meaning, while its practice. since "dl language is rhetorïcal" (Nietzsche 885), 

continues. Many of the rights for which Wollstonecraft argued would corne to fIuition in 

the modeniist period, if they were not already a matter of course. Her most radical claim, 

that women should have full access to al1 the experiences that life could offer, was yet to 

be won. 

John Dewey, Virginia Woolf and the Rhetoric of Art as Experience 

Dewey argues that a third concept of expenence was being developed at the tirne 

he was writing (1930s). He postulated that this third conceptualization would align itself 

more with science by deaiing with 'The prevalence of experimental habits . . . and using 

ideas" (Survey 83) and would thereby reconcile practical science with aesthetic 

contemplation (Kaplan ix). He himselfformulaîed a complex theory of expenence 

analyzïng it as a part of education, as a methodology, and as art. Dewey confessed that 

his ideas were broadly influenced by the ideas of the t h e  that were surfacing in English, 

German, and French writings (Art 7). His philosophy coalesces, responds to, and goes 



beyond these ideas. Of most interest for the purpose of this chapter is his work Art as 

a e r i e n c e .  

A contemporary of Dewey, Virginia Woolf appears to make use of a similar 

notion of art in her essay A Room of One 's Own published in 1929". Indeed I wouid 

argue that Dewey's philosophy, although produced afier Woolf s work, provides an 

important tool for understanding the rhetoricai strategies that Woolf brings into play in 

her now classic lecture. Dewey was familiar with the work of Clive Bell and Roger Frye, 

both of whom were members of the Bloomsbury circie with strong connections to Woolf 

and both of whom wrote on the nature of art. Like Dewey, Woolf would have been 

working with ideas that were "in the air" at that tirne. Her longer fictional works strongly 

suggest that she too did not Mly accept the notion of art for art's sake that dornïnated the 

modem penod and created sharp distinctions between high and low art. She uses the 

more didactic Three Guineus to develop the political implications of the connection 

between art and expenence. 

Dewey surmises that the sources of art were in everyday expenences (Arr 1 1). 

One canno~ Dewey claims, "remain a cold spectator" (Arr 1 1). One becomes involved 

with the immediate environment, and if one is engaged, interested, and fin& satisfaction in 

he rhs  handiwork (no matter what it is), then she, as Dewey says, is "artisticdly 

engaged" (Art 11). For Dewey, expenence is intimately comected with the world around 

US: 

Life goes on in an environment; not merely in it but because of it, through 

interaction with it. No creature lives merely under its skin; its 

subcutaneous organs are means of connection with what lies beyond its 

l9 It  should be noted that WooIf also made use of this notion in her novels. Orlando 

is of particular interest because it was published a year before A Room of One's O v n  and pIays 

with many of the same ideas concerning the nature of art and life. 



bodily frame, and to which, in order to Iive, it must adjust itself, by 

accommodation and defense but also by conquest- (Art 19) 

When imbalance ensues between the individuai and the environment, discodort arises 

signded usually through the emotions. If one overcomes oppositions and conflicts that 

produce the imbaiance, one expands his or her life and grows as an individ~al.'~ If growth 

is desirable, then stabiiity is not in and of itself dways a good thing. In fact, stability 

tends to be temporary since interaction with the environment invoIves constant change: 

Al1 interactions that effect stability and order in the whirling flux of change 

are rhythms. There is ebb and flow, systole and diastole: ordered change- . 

. . The proportionate interception of changes establishes an order that is 

spatially, not merely temporally pattemed: like the waves of the sea . . . 

(Art 22) 

This change, "a combination of movement and culmination, of breaks and re-unions," 

makes aesthetic experience and its product, art, possible (Art 22). Expenence, as Dewey 

tells us, "is the result, sign, and reward of that interaction of organism and the 

environment" (Art 28). When expenence is Mly developed and complete, it transfomis 

interaction into participation and communication (Art 28). Art constitutes this 

communication." Art cornes out of the "very processes of living," and through form, art 

'O~aintainin~ balance and stability not only falls to the individual but also results fiom a 
- 

sharing of the ordered relations of a given environment (Art 20). As Dewey stipulates, 

culture also arises fiom interacting with the environment. 

" ~ o t  al1 experience, however, leads to the aesthetic. Dewey is carefül to note that you cm 

have experience without having an experience (Art 47)- He characterizes such experience as 

being "slack and discursive": it can occur as an ongoing succession without a specific 

beginning or end, or it cari occur as static and limited following a mechanical connection (Art 

47). This second type of experience is often taken as the nom in a capitalist society which 



makes clear the organization of iime and space that is prefigured in a developing life- 

expenence (Art 30). 

Dewey argues that conditions that prevent experience fkom becorning complete or 

M l  inhibit the production of art. Such conditions include the impairment o f  the sense- 

organs or the application of binaries such as the "oppositions of mind and body, sou1 and 

matter, spirit and flesh" (Art 28). Other factors that narrow or du11 life-expenence equally 

inhibit the bVth of art. The degree of completeness of an experience is what distinguishes 

art fiom other forms of expenence. In addition, Dewey postdates that the difference 

between science and art is a matter of emphasis. The artkt focuses on the process by 

which union and balance are achieved attempting to capture for "living consciousness an 

experience that is unified and whole" (Art 21). The scientist focuses on the problem that 

&ses fiom imbalance seeking to solve the problem only to move on to the next. Dewey 

suggests that the distinctions between the activities of the artist and scientist are not as 

marked as popularly believed: "The odd notion that an artist does not think and a 

scientific inquirer does nothing else is the result of converiing a difference of tempo and 

ernphasis Uito a difference in kind" (Art 21). In addition, Dewey stipulates that science 

and art relate differentiy to the concept of knowledge. Science acts as a mode of 

knowledge rendering W g s  more intelligible by reduction to conceptual fom" (Art 295). 

Aesthetic expenence, art, is not a mode of knowledge, but rather transfoms knowledge 

into something more by merging it with non-intellectual eiements (Art 294).- 

Dewey views expenence as a "heightened vitality" which involves active 

interaction: "At its height it signifies complete interpenetration of self and the world of 

objects and events," and it is not a matter of "one's own private feelings and sensations" 

(Art 25). Dewey argues art, pnor to the modernist cal1 for art for art's sake, was 

relegates art to museums and galleries thereby separating it fiom the common Iife and placing 

on it an elevated cdtural and monetary status (Art 13-14). 



communal and played an important role in the organization of the community: he 

maintains that art is dso a "remaking of the experience of the community in the direction 

of g-reater order and unity" (Art 87). Community, for Dewey, cannot exist except as a 

composition of individuals (Art 208). Most significantly, Dewey conrends that a 

community of expenence matenalizes when language is capable of breaking "clown 

physical isolation and extemal contact" (Art 33 8). If art, as Dewey States, constitutes 

communication then it, of ail the available languages, is the most universd. Art as 

language can connects us  to other cultures and other individuals by enabhg us to place 

ourselves in "modes of apprehending nature that are at first strange to us" and by re- 

orienthg our own experience (Art 337). It has the power to dissolve barriers and melt 

prejudices more effectively than reason "because it enters directiy into attitude" (Art 

337), and it functions as a communication process that generates participation and 

"makes cornmon what had been isolated and suigular" (Art 248). Within this notion of art 

as communication, Dewey gives to literature a privileged position: 

The expressions that constitute art are communication in its pure and 

undefiled form. Art breaks through barriers that divide human beings, 

which are impermeable in ordinary association. This force of art, common 

to ail the arts, is rnost fully manifested in iiterature. Its medium is already 

fonned by communication, something that can hardly be asserted of any 

other art. (Art 249) 

Woolf also places expenence at the very root of art. Woolf, however, rarely, uses 

the term "experience" as emphatically as Dewey. Her emphasis falls on "life" and a 

comection to "reality,"" both of which, 1 suggest, are directly related to "experience." 

" Woolf s definition of reality is highly experiential: 

What is meant by 'reality'? I t  would seem to be something very erratic, very 

undependable - now to be found in a dusty road, now in a scrap of newspaper 



Like Dewey, Woolf argues that art cornes out of a fûlly Iived experience, as  she argues in 

A Room of One 's Own: "1 am asking you to live in the presence of reality, an invigorating 

life, it would appear, whether one can impart it or notyy (A Room 1 18). When experience 

is thwarted by extemai conditions, when one cannot live in the presence of reality, art 

cannot be created. Wooif also suggests that binary oppositions are detrimental to the 

development of aesthetic experience. Woolf, however, goes beyond the mind/body, 

soullmatter, spint/flesh of Dewey's oppositions to include that of male/fernale: 

Sorne collaboration has to take place in the mind between the woman and 

the man before the art of creation c m  be accomplished. Some mamage of 

opposites has to be consummated, The whole of the mind must lie wide 

open if we are to get the sense that the k t e r  is communicating his 

experience with perfect fullness. (A Room 1 12-1 3 )  

Through her notion of the androgynous min& Woolf attempts to reconcile the 

gender binary. She argues that the strict division of the sexes interferes with the unity of 

the mind (A Room 104) that affects both men and women. Female artists, Woolf tells us, 

fdter in their attempt to create art when they must react to negative conditions around 

them, whether it be a longing for more practicd experience and the social intercourse with 

one's kind (as in the case of Charlotte Brontë (A Room 76)), a protest against the lot of 

women (as in the case of Margaret of Newcastle), or a deference for the opinion of others 

(as in the case of Dorothy Osborne and George Eliot (A Room 68,77)). Male artists also 

fail to produce art when they, too, become overly conscious of their sex and create to 

in the Street, now a daffodil in the Sun. It lights up a group in a room and 

stamps some casual saying. It overwhelms one walking home beneath the 

stars and rnakes the silent worid more real than the world of speech - and 

then there it is again in an omnibus in the uproar of Piccadilly. . . . But 

whatever it touches, it fixes and makes permanent. (A Room I 18) 



protest rather than to cornrnunicate life. The androgynous according to Woolf. is 

not a sexless mind, Instead. it combines male and female with one predorninating over the 

other, depending on the gender of the individual (A Room 106). While Woolf suggests 

that it is important to write as a woman or as a man, she ciairns that it is fatal to write 

only as one or the other. For the rnind to become creative and incandescent, unity must 

be achieved (A Roüm 106). 

A Room of One 's Own was written as two lectures to be given at a women's 

college. As part of her rhetorical strategy, Woolf eschews the conventional lecture format 

and opts, instead, to present her ideas and "opinion" in the guise of fiction. Such a 

strategy exemplifies the notion that art not only cornes out of experience but also is an 

experience. It transforms interaction into participation and communication (Art 28). A 

traditional Lecture disseminates factual information (knowledge) in an authoritative 

manner, involving a speaker who addresses a passive audience, providing them with the 

"nugget of pure truth" (A Room 7). Fiction, however, requires participation. In using 

fiction, Woolf intends that her audience will play a more active and imaginative role in the 

production of meaning: 

When a subject is highly controversial . . . one cannot hope to tell the 

truth. One c m  only show how one came to hold whatever opinion one 

does hold. One can only give one's audience the chance of drawing their 

own conclusions as they observe the limitations, the prejudiees, the 

idiosyncrasies of the speaker. Fiction here is likely to contain more tnith 

than fact. . . . Lies will flow fiom my iips, but there may perhaps be some 

truth mixed up with them; it is for you to seek out this truth and to decide 

whether any part of it is woah keeping. (A Room 8) 

Woolf strategically structures the text so that the audience must follow the speaker and, 

at Ieast imaginatively, expenence what she expenences. The strategy allows Woolf to 

communicate knowledge and, at the same t h e ,  go beyond it by combïning it with 



aesthetic elements. This process will have a more immediate and persuasive effect 

because it appeds directly to attitude and 'occasions a wider and fdler experience" 

resulting in an expansion of "sympathies, imagination, and sense" (Dewey, A r t  337). 

By bringing together the aesthetic and intellectual (in Dewey's terms) or fiction 

and fact (in Woolf s terms), Woolf attempts to reconcile another binary opposition. Fact 

and fiction constantly work together in Woolfs essay to create a broader understanding 

of the issue of women and writing. Fiction, however, predominates in A Room of One S 

Own. as the female does in the "womanly-man" text The story of Shakespeare's 

fictionai sister offers an apt illustration of how Woolf meshes together fiction and fact 

Woolf poses a question ofien asked of women: if women are capable of creating art, why 

had they not produced outstanding works of art like those by Shakespeare (A Room 52)? 

Woolf answers this question by juxtaposing the social history of the conditions under 

which women lived in the Elizabethan period (provided by Professor Trevelyan) along 

side biographical information available on Shakespeare's Me. She then melds the two 

lines of inquiry together to create a fictional account of what would have happened had 

Shakespeare been born a woman. Woolf shows that a woman bom in the sixteenth 

century codd not have produced great works of art such as those m e n  by Shakespeare. 

The social conditions of the t h e  would have prevented any woman fiom garnering the 

expenence necessary to create: 'Ml  the conditions of her life, dl her own instincts, were 

hostile to the state of mind which is needed to set free whatever is in the brrtin" (A Room 

57)- 

According to Woolf, the state of mind necessary to beget superb art is one of 

incandescence: "Al1 desire to protest, to preach, to proclaim an injury, to pay off a score, 

to make the world the witness of some grievance . . . [must bel fired out. . . and 

consumed" (A Room 63). As Dewey reasons, art originates fiom fully developed and 

complete experience that is itself a result of active interaction with the environment (Art 

28). When an individual, due to extemal conditions, is unable to live M y  ('?O mix in the 



throng"), art is not possible. Individuals live Mly when they grow, and they grow by 

responding to change and overcoming the resultant oppositions, crises, and Mbalances. 

The artist, afier dl, is concemed with the process by which unity is achieved. Woolf 

shows through the juxtaposition of fiction and fact that the social conditions under which 

wornen lived have sninted their growth as intellecnial beings and have made it difficult if 

not impossible for them to experience life fully therefore, to create art. 

To facilitate the consummation of fiction and fact, Woolf uses comparison as the 

primary mode of argument and arrangement. In her work, however, cornparison does not 

act as a means of measurement or evaluation, functions that Perelman suggests are 

inherent in this mode of argument (Perelman 242). Instead, the comparisons illusmite, 

without being didactic or remonstrative, the disparïty that exists in given situations; they 

suggest, in the process, the cause for women's lack of artistic production. Woolf s 

strategy consists of "laying together many varieties of error" (A Room 113). The 

comparisons also contribute to audience participation, since the audience must make 

additions and deductions throughout the essay: the audience must, in other words, 

experience the text (A Room 1 13). Some c o m p ~ s o n s  are implicit in nature: the reader 

must NI in the contrasting scenario. Others more directly Iay images and facts side by 

side. 

The first chapter in A Room of One's Own, for example, presents a sequence of 

events experienced by the fictional narrator. The events illustrate, through cornparison, 

the disparity between male and female encounters with the environment The disparity in 

these encounters reveals the detrimental effects certain conditions have on women's 

aesthetic and intellectud abilities. The &st two are largely implicit comparïsons; they 

depend on the reader to imagine a similar scenario with a male protagoni* The third is 

more direct and reiies on a juxtaposition of scenes. The first fictional account opens with 

the narrator sitting by a river at Oxbndge (an amalgamation of Oxford and Cambridge) 

contemplating the subject of her speech. Woolf represents the act of invention through a 



fishing metaphor: thought lowers a line beneath the reflective surface, until an idea tugs at 

the line. Once caught, the idea creates such excitement that the narrator does not pay 

attention to what she is doing. As she contemplates the resulting 'himult of ideas," she is 

intemipted by a man, a beadle, who enforces the nile that a wornan is not allowed to w& 

on the gras (A Room 9-10). Although a seemingly minor incident, the implications which 

arise fkom it are profound. Such d e s  of convention which attempt to restrict the 

fieedom of one sex but not the other (Feilows and Schotars are allowed to walk where 

they like) interrupt the artist's process of invention: "The only charge 1 could bring 

against the Fellows and Scholars of whatever the college rnight happen to be was that in 

protection of their turf, which has been rolled for 300 years in succession they had sent 

rny little fish into hiding" (A Room 20). A similar pattern ensues when the narrator, once 

again lost in thought, attempts to enter the Library and is blocked by a man who again 

insists on convention: "ladies are only admitted to the library if accompanied by a Fellow 

of the College or furnished with a letter of introductiony' (A Room 12). Women, d i k e  

me& do not possess the "liberty to settle down upon whatever meditahon was in 

harmony with the momenty' (A Room 10). The Oxbridge envîronment designed to 

facilitate the contemplations and intellectual pursuits of men excludes women and, in the 

process, hampes their intellectual pursuîts. 

Woolf s direct comparisons provide a much sharper perspective on the disparity 

between the environments of men and women, and ofien reveal the conflictand tension 

which characterizes such division: 'These two pictures, disjointed and disconnected and 

nonsensical as they were, were for ever comuig together and combating each other" (A 

Room 24). Through the juxtaposition of a lunch at the male university, Oxbridge, with a 

dinner at the female college, Femharn, we see how material conditions affect the artist's 

expenence of life and her ability to contemplate that experience. At Oxbridge, the lunch is 

elaborate and sumpnious consisting of rich dishes made fiom the finest and fieshest 

ingredients (A Room 15). At Fernham, the dinner is plain and austere consisting of "a 



plain gray soup" followed by "beef with its attendant greens and potatoes -- a homely 

trinity, suggesting the rumps of cattle in a muddy market, and sprouts curled and 

yellowed at the edge" (22) with prunes and custard for desert. At Oxbridge the fine wine 

flows fieely, but at Fernham there is only a jug of water. 

The effects of the meais on the intellect are equally different. The luncheon 

produces a "subtle and subterranean glow" lit "kif-way down the spine, which is the 

seat of the soul" and which, leaving the individual fiee fiom extemal concems, grudges, 

and grievances, leads to uninhibited "rational intercourse" and contemplation: 'Wo need to 

be anybody but oneself. We are al1 going to heaven and Vandyck is of the Company - in 

other words, how good life seemed" (A Room 15). M e r  the dinner at Fernbam, however, 

the conversation flags, and the "lamp of the spine does not light": the narrator concludes, 

"a good dinner is of great importance to good tak. One cannot think well, love well, sleep 

well, if one has not dined weil. . . . We are aIl probab[y going to heaven, and Vandyck is, 

we hope, to meet us around the next corner" (A Room 23). The emphasis Woolf places on 

the q u a l a h g  and i n d e f ~ t e  temis, "probably" and "hope", draws attention to the 

incompleteness of the experience. The sense of Mly lived experience so prevalent in one 

image seems almon completely absent in the other. Woolf, however, does not hold up 

one as ideai and the other as regrettable. In the recounting of the first scene, Woolf makes 

it clear that balance has not been achieved: tension and a lack exists (A Room 16). 

Without a reconciliation of the masculine and the feminine, the expenence encapsulated in 

the Oxbndge scene, although more conducive to contemplation and the fiee flow of 

thought, renains incornpiete. 

We should not rnistakenly believe that for Woolf a good rneal is al1 that is needed 

for the production of art. The good meal stands in for a whole array of matenai and 

aesthetic concems. Thus, the chapter ends with the narrator inquiring into the causes for 

the dserences between the two universities: why had women not provided the financial 

support for their daughters as the men had historically done for their sons? The answer 



reveals the complexity of the differing situations, for economic conditions cannot be held 

soleIy accountable: they connect into other conditions produced by social convention and 

tradition. 

Woolf structures her essay as an exploration into the disparities that stunt the 

creative impulses in women. Woolf moves through a series of imbalances created between 

women and the environment at difEerent histoncal periods formulating, in the process, the 

required conditions for producing art and suggesting how women might overcome the 

imbalances. The fmt chapter reveals the effect of econornics and social convention on 

women. The second focuses on the effect of prescription and opinion enforced by 

authority on women's ability to think freely. The ùiird and fourth chapters examine the 

lack of a tradition and the social conditions women have contended with throughout 

history and the effects these conditions had on women's ability to produce art. The fi& 

deals with the namator's own time period and reflects on what the emerging art of women 

might be lîke when conditions for wornen change to become more conducive to the 

production of art The last chapter provides a summary of dl that has come before and 

directly names what is necessary to enable women to create great art They must think of 

things as they are, be themselves, and write what they wish regardless of opinion and 

convention. To do this, they must have the material means for creating the conditions 

necessary for garnering the experience requked to produce art: 

Intellectual fieedom depends upon material thùigs. Poetry depends upon 

intellectual fieedom. And women have always been poor, not for two 

. hundred years merely, but fkom the beginning of t h e .  Women have had 

less intellectuai fieedom than the sons of Athenian slaves. Women, then, 

have not had a dog's chance of writing poetry. That is why 1 have laid so 

much stress on money and a room of one's own. , . . By hook or by crook, 

I hope you will possess yourselves of money enough to travel and to idle, 

to contemplate the future or the past of the world, to dream over books 



and loiter at street corners and let the line of thought dip deep into the 

strearn. (A Room 1 17) 

Ultimately, Woolf s essay deals with more than the rights of wornen or even with the 

conditions necessary for art In essence, A Room of One 's Own centers on the act of 

invention. By joining together fiction and fact, the aesthetic and the intellechial, Woolf 

tells her audience what is required to produce any work of thought whether it is art, 

history, criticism, philosophy, or science (A Room 1 18). The narrator's material for her 

speech cornes f?om imagination, contemplation, and research, but mostiy it emerges from 

a combination of these rnixed with experience. The sources for the loci communes in the 

essay are the writer's everyday rxperiences, waiking across a university lawn, eating 

lunch and dinner, visiting the British Museum, paying for lunch in a cafe with a ten- 

shilling note, or looking out a window watching a man and a woman getting into a cab. As 

Woolf states at the beginning of her essay, "1 pondered it [the subject of the speech], and 

made it work in and out of my daily life" (A Room 8). To create a work of value, 

aesthetic or intellectual, wornen, then, must look to the "world of reality" (A Room 123)- 

They must live fully and have open to them aU varieties of experience without which no 

one, man or woman, can create exceptional intellectual or artistic work. 

While A Room of One 's Own deals with the relation beîween the aesthetic and 

experience, Woolf's Three Guineas deals with the role of experience in the non-aesthetic. 

Written aimost ten years after A Room of One's Own, Three Guineas forms a counterpart 

to the earlier essay. It uses many of the same rhetorical strategies but differs in severai 

important ways. While fact and fiction stiil work together, in ïlzree Guineas fact 

predominates. The audience for each text dso differs. While in A Room of One 's Own the 

audience is clearly fernale,') in Three Guineas the audience is constnicted primarily as an 

' 3 ~  Room of One's Own was originally written as a lecture for a women's college. 

The "you" of the text is constructed as female - "Are there no men present? Do you 



oider male: "You, then, who ask the question, are a little grey on the temples . . . And 

without wishing to flatter you, your prosperity - wife, children, house - has been 

deserved" (TG 5-6). However, the fictional fknez4 allows Woolf occasionally to shift the 

audience to female. 

Three Guineas also has a seemingly different purpose. Where A Room of One 's 

Own examined the conditions that make great aesthetic and intellectual works possible, 

Three Guineas looks at the conditions that make peace possible* Although the goals 

differ, the conclusions are very similar. Like its predecessor, Three Guineas emphasizes 

the need for independence and material weli being for wornen. It suggests that women 

must eam enough to acquire educations and professions that will allow them to exercise 

disinterested influence; women m u t  write what they want not what others command 

them to write; they must eschew fame and praise; and they must remain fiee fiom unreal 

byalties. Similar conclusions c m  be reached by each essay because, for Woolf, art and 

peace share an essential characteristic. Like Dewey, Woolf believes that art could break 

through the barriers that separate human beings fiom one another. In Three Guineas she 

represents this belief through the voices of poets "assuring us of a unir/ that rubs out 

promise me that behind that red curtain over there the figure of Sir Charles Biron is not 

conceaied? We are a11 women you assure me?" (A Room 88-89). 

" ~ h e  fictional fi-ame consists of a series of letten to which the narrator replies. The first 

and most significant is a request fiom a man for assistance in preventing war. lt asks the 

narrator to sign a letter to the newspaper, to join a society for the prevention of war, and to 

donate money. The second is a request from a woman for a donation to rebuild a women's 

college, and the third is also a request fiorn a woman for a donation for "a society to heip the 

daughters of educated men obtain employrnent in the professions" (TG 48). Woolf shifts her 

discourse, occasionally, to address the women in the last two letters- 



divisions as if they were chalk marks only" (TG 163). Both art and peace are 

characterized by ?he  capacity of the human spint to over flow boundaries and make 

unîty out of multiplicity" (TG 163). On the question of how art achieves such a unity, 

however, Woolf s view differs substantially fiom that of Dewey's- Dewey argues that 

art achieves a melting of barriers partly because it functions as an extension of the rites 

and ceremonies of men (Art 275). Woolf views the rites and ceremonies of men as a 

source of division and confiict She argues that educzted men, in the public realm use 

rites and ceremonies to establish rank and supenority over other people. Such acts and 

customs create competition and jealousy which "share in encouraging a disposition 

towards war" (TG 26). 

A difference of views between men and women fonns the bais  of Woolf's 

discussion in niree Guineas. Like its predecessor, Three Guineas uses cornparison as its 

primary mode of argumentation. However, because the cornparisons rely on fact, they 

perform a different function. In Three Guineas, Woolf uses cornparison not only to 

reveal the disparity between men's and women's experience in society, but also to expose 

the hypocrisy behind engrained assumptions of consubstantiaIity and division that nui 

through patriarchy. In other words, she shows how what is accepted as similar (shared 

experience) isy in facf different (not shared), and how what is taken as different is, in fact, 

similar, 

In the fmt  chapter, Woolf draws attention to a mistaken assumption about 

coasubstantiality by addressing the appeal made to educated women in the letter 

requesting support for the prevention of war. The fictional letter assumes the audience, 

being from the same class, will share the sarne values, concerns, and expenences, and the 

audience will want to protect the cultural and intellectmi fkeedom of England just as its 

male writer does. By once again comparing the conditions under which educated men live 

with those under which women fiom the same class live, Woolf shows that the 

similarities needed to establish cornmon ground between the two are superficial. And she 



reveals how the experiences of the two groups put them at odds with one another. 

Woolf, for example, notes that being of the same class, they will speak with the same 

accent, use knives and forks in the same way, have maids to do housework, and c m  talk 

together at dinner over a variety of topics (TG 6). But the differences go deeper: women 

of the educated class do not possess the same rïghts and fieedoms as their male 

counterparts. Most of the resources for education are allocated to males, with only a 

pittance going to women. While men have full access to the professions, women are 

granted only limited access and, then, are paid a fkaction of what the men receive. 

Through the law, men inherit and acquire propew and wealth while the women have 

only a dependent satus. Under the shadow of such discrimination, Woolf argues that the 

two groups will not experience the world in t ie same way: "and the result is that though 

we look at the same things, we see them differentlyY'(TG 7 ). Through an explication of 

facts, Woolf illustrates that educated men have used both opinion and force to deny 

women nghts. She uses an irnplicit coinparison when she describes women's stntggle for 

nghts as battles (74). The war metaphor implicates the very men who seek the 

prevention of war in its instigation, and it constnicts these men not as peace Ioving but as 

just the opposite. They become "possessive" and "jealous"; they "encamp" to prevent 

the entrance of women into education and the professions, and by so doing they 'waste7 

the strength, time, and money of women (TG 76-77): "nothing wodd induce the 

authorïties encamped within the sacred gates to allow the women to enter. -They said that 

God was on their side, Nature was on their side, Law was on their side, and Property was 

on their side. . . . As usual it was asked, ought we to attack now, or is it wiser to wait? 

Who are our fiiends and who are our enemies" (TG 76). 

This transformation, where educated men become consubstantial with the very 

thing they declare they are different fiom, becomes most apparent in Woolf s more direct 

comparisons. In these comparisons, Woolf juxtaposes the statements and actions 

regarding women by the fieedom-defending men of England with those by the German 



and Italian dictators, Hitler and M u ~ s o l ~ ~ ~ .  The close similarities suggest that the 

differences between the two are only superficial, while at a deeper level the two are, in 

fact, consubstantial. After comparing a newspaper quotation concerning the status of 

women by an English male to one of Hitler's, Woolf asks, "But where is the difference? 

Are they not both saying the same thing" (TG 62). In their atternpts to deny women 

rights, the men become consubstantial with their 'enemy of fieedom'. Indeed, in Woolf s 

text the issue of consubstantiality becomes of prïmary importance. The fictional letter's 

final request, to join a society, constinites an appeal for identification that Woolf rejects. 

The ciifferences are too great, and, according to her, they are too desirable because 

women's differences make possible an alternative, less destructive, approach to life. To 

identie with men or patrïarchal society would require that women follow the same 

patterns and become like men: 

It seems both wrong for us rationally and impossible for us emotionally to 

. . . join your society. For by so doing we should merge our identity in 

yours; follow and repeat and score still deeper the old wom ruts in which 

society, like a gramophone whose needle has stuck, is grinding out with 

intolerable unaniniity 'Three hundred millions spent upon arrns.' We 

should not give effect to a view which our own expenence of 'society' 

should have helped us to envisage. (TG 121-2) 

  et us quote again: 'Homes are the real places of the women who are now compelling men 

to be idfe- I t  is tirne the govemment insisted upon ernployers giving work to more men, thus 

enabling them to rnany the women they cannot now approach.' Place beside it another 

quotation: 'There are two worlds in the life of the nation, the world of men and the world of 

women. Nature has done well to entrust the man with the care of his famiIy and the nation. 

The wornan's worfd is her family, her husband, her children, and her home.' One is wrîtten in 

English, the other in Gerrnan," (TG 62) 



Woolfdoes allow her audience an alternative means of identification. Rather than having 

the women identi@ with men, men are asked to identie with the socieq of women, an 

option presented through cornparison. And here, too, men face the possibility of 

becoming consubstantial with something they view as different fiom themselves: 

femînïsts. Moreover, the point of consubstantiality for men and women actudly 

becomes their beliefs about dictatorship. For, instead of carrying out this role themselves, 

WooLfs male audience now fin& itself experiencing dictatorship and tyranny: "You are 

feeling in your own persons what your mothers felt when they were shut out, when they 

were shut up, because they were women7' (TG 1 18). Woolf suggests that this expenence 

offers the opportunity for identification since the men and wornen are now fighting for 

the same thing: fieedom fiom tyranny and the right to intellectual liberty. Hence, the 

feminisrn to which men have been so adamantly opposed becornes "the advanced guard of 

your own movement" (TG 1 18). Given that it was a thne of war and given the strong 

emotions that Woolf identifed in her audience, it was unlikely that her audience, at the 

time, would have accepted this avenue for consubstantiality. Many of her critics. in fact, 

rejected the comection Woolfmade between the issue of women's rights and Fascism: 

Criticism of Three Guineas, which has shown marked symptoms of alarm, 

used words like 'silly ' (Maynard Keynes), ' odd' (Quentin Bell), 

'muddled.. . neither sober nor rational' (Nigel Nicolson) and 'seE- 

indulgent--preposterous-ill informed-irresponsible' (QueeMe Leavis, in 

full spate). . . The idea that the position of women in England, rather than 

the threat of Fascism in Europe, could be a major topic in 1938 was 

considered fr-ivolous. (Lee xv-xvi) 

Identification, however, becomes possible through a more subtle and, therefore, 

persuasive means: form. 

The predorninance of fact in Three Guineas. and the structure that ensues, offers 

form as another point of consubstantidity. In A Room of One S Own, Woolf suggests 



that since women's creative powers differ fiom those of men, so too would their w-riting 

(95). In other words, women's texts may take on forms that dZer from the traditionally 

more masculine ones. A Room of One S Own presents what could be deemed 'îwoman- 

mady" writing. Three Guineas, on the other hand, is more "man-womanly," as it follows 

a more traditional essay or lecture pattern. Throughout Three Guineas, Woolf repeats a 

rhetoncai pattern based on a standard mode1 of reasoning: a request is made; the request 

poses a problem and raises questions; the questions are then explored by examining 

existing opinion based on authority; this o h  produces misleading conclusions; the 

questionable conclusions are then examuied in relation to fact or reality; and another 

conclusion is reached. A constant appeal to facts in niree Guineus forxns the cornerstone 

of this approach that relies heavily upon proof. Facts are taken ficorn history, biography, 

reference books, and newspapers and are presented through quotations, examples, and 

statistics. Woolf continually admonishes her readers to "face facts," " r e m  to facts," 

and "consider facts." If educated men value objectivity and reason, then Woolf speaks to 

her audience in their langage and in a f o m  most familiar to them. In thîs discourse, 

experience is offered as another means of proof or verification. 

The term "experience" appears more often in Three Guineas than it does in A 

Room of One S Own where "life" and "reality" invoke it. In Three Guineas, when its use 

applies to the male audience, "experience" appeals to "cornmon knowledgey to invoke 

consent. Thus, Woolf prompts her audience with phrases such as ' i ou  will-admit fiom 

your own experience" (TG 20), and 'You know from your own experience" (TG 72). 

When applied to women, the term, although performing a sirnilar hct ion,  at fïrst 

highiights a disparity. For women, experience constitutes only a constncted source of 

knowledge, for it is "So narrow, so circumscribed" that an "answer based upon our 

experience . . . is not an answer of any value" (TG 9). However, near the end of Three 

Guineas, &er Woolf has revealed the hypocrisy of patriarchy, experience as it relates to 

women becomes a source for an alternative "cornmon knowledge": "the educated man's 



daughter can testiS from her own experience" (TG 146), and it is fiom that testimony 

that a new view of society can be envisaged (TG 122). 

However, the fictional framework of Three Guineas ensures that the intimate 

connection of experience to 'everyday ' reality is not 10% Descriptions of women's lives 

and the narrator7s actions (responding to a letter received in the mail, and looking at 

pictures in the newspaper) bnng experience to the forefiont. In her discussion of the 

differences between middle-class men and women, for example, Woolf illustrates how 

everyday items reflect one's view of the world: -'so magically does it [Arthur's Education 

Fund] change the landscape that the noble courts and quadrangles of Odord and 

Cambridge ofien appear to educated men's daughters like petticoats with holes in them, 

cold legs of mutton, and the boat train starting abroad while the guard slarns the door in 

their faces" (TG 8). Woolf s use of facts aiso remains closely tied to 'everyday' 

experience: the sources that Woolf favors are biography, daily newspapers, and history. 

In Woolf s feminist temiinistic screen, the term "expenence" takes a central 

position while the other two terms, b'woman" and "rhetoric," once again undergo 

transformation. Clearly, Woolf s discourse cannot do without the term "woman." But, 

d i k e  Wollstonecraft, Woolf is not concemed with recalibrating the term. She attempts to 

combine it with the term "man" not as an oppositional binary but as a metamorphic, 

hermaphroditic term marked by difference but not delking merence. The term 

"rhetoric", however, seems to undergo displacement It becomes a form ofpersuasion 

that does not communicate rather than one that deceives? Although Woolf is attempting 

to persuade her audience, she fiequently reiterates that there is no need for rhetoric, as 

though it were not a part of the persuasive process. 

' 6 ~ s  the following Iines indicate: '90 attend a meeting where pacific opinions are more or less 

rhetorically reiterated to people who already beIieve in ttiem is also easy" (TG 14); "This 

would seem . . . a simple matter, and one that needs neither argument nor rhetoric" (103)- 



But clearly, the four prirnary texts discussed here need rhetoric and make use of 

rhetoric to argue for the rights of women. To conclude, "expenence" plays a centrai role 

in both the arguments and the rhetorical strategies of each author. For Chaucer's fictional 

Wife of Bath, "experience" refea to knowledge and skills gathered through past events 

(i-e. the trials and tribulations of marriage), but it is not the 'standardized ways of action' 

or 'body of beliefs' identified by Aristotle. The Wife's actions and beliefs are mything 

but standardized. Instead, her expenence and her rhetoric contest knowledge based on 

authority alone and insist "that authority make itseif accountable to the realities of 

experience" (Carruthers 209). Her challenge is persuasive because the Wife demonstrates 

expertise. Through her experience, the character exhibits knowledge of ecclesiasticai 

writings and of the deportment and courtesy books and demonstrates a familiarity with 

interpretive practices. More signif~cantly, the Wife's knowledge is not limited to the 

abstract. She possesses hands-on expenence in mariage, trade, and travel. Her success in 

these ventures lends weight to her daim to know. The proof of her expenence is more 

immediate to her audience because it is not based on authority, nor is it a matter of a 

single trial or test. The Wife's expenence cornes out of practice and it is tried and tested 

many times. 

For Wollstonecraft "experience" refers to 'observations proceeding £tom the 

senses' and foms the matenal for reason and knowledge. Reason as a f o m  of reflection 

(the perception of the operations of our mind) is itself a kind of expenence,-but it is a 

'hd' that is essential for accessing knowledge. Wollstonecraft focuses her rhetorical 

strategies on claùning reason as part of a woman's domain. She does this by appealing 

not to %omen9s experience" but rather to the experience of her audience as 'men of 

reason.' If these men are to remain tme to the principles of theïr accepted philosophy, 

they must reject arguments that claim that women are innately idenor or innately 

incapable of reason. They must permit such assumptions to be subject to proof as 

Wollstonecraft does. She does not deny what men might observe about the character of 



women, but she seeks the cause and locates the reason for wornen's condition in men's 

failure to follow the dictates of right reason. Women lack reason becmse men have given 

into their own desires to be deceived and their own passions. They have subjugated 

women so that they might have playthings for their own pleasure. To live tme to their 

principles, men must grant women the right to develop the faculty of reason. And to 

develop that faculty, Wollstonecrafi argues, women m u t  have the ultimate right: they 

must have access to al1 expenence. 

For Woolf, "experience" refers to a heightened (fully lived) interaction with the 

environment. Like Wollstonecraft, Woolf seeks to clairn as woman's right the access to 

al1 experience which is essential not for creating modes of knowledge but for 

cornmunicating knowledge." Art constitutes such an act of communication. Woolf, 

unlike Wollstonecrafi, argues for access to knowledge and the aesthetic by appealing to 

'' With "experience" at the center and "man" and 'îvoman" combined, Woolf s terministic 

screen also alters our conceptualization of knowledge. At first Woolf s notion of knowiedge 

appears to match Locke's. Her emphasis on seeing 'things as they are' and on experience as 

the source for knowledge invokes some o f  Locke's main premises. But Wootfls construction 

of knowledge differs. Knowledge, for Woolf, is not a product. Instead, it appears to be a 

process which combines modes of knowledge (fact) with aesthetic elements (art) to produce 

communication. In other words, knowledge is a process of communication which leads to 

understanding by appealing not simply to our reason but aIso to our attitudes. A process 

which contains invention, proof, fact, and fiction. Such a notion of knowledge breaks down 

the division of knowledge into ranked kinds (knowledge fiorn experience vs knowtedge €rom 

ideal forms or authority) and undermines the binary opposition of subjectivity and 

objectivity. 



women's experience. Her appeal marks and exposes the differences between men and 

women. Woolf questions assumptions about women's lack of artistic ability and their 

consubstantiaiity with men. Woolf seeks to break women's identification with men by 

pointing out that although women may share the same class status' they do not share the 

benefits or the rights of that class. Whereas Wollstonecraft argued that men have denied 

women reason, Woolf argues that men deny women experience. Men use economic and 

sociai convention, tradition, and authority to keep fiom women the matenal well being 

necessary for fblly lived experience and intellectual fÏeedom. In other words, men create 

disparîties between women and their environment so women must struggle with the 

mundane and are unable to Live independently and to interact f?eely with the world around 

them. In appealing to women's experience, Woolf suggests that the oppression women 

face is systemic. While she argues that women must have the same rights as men, she 

does not argue that women should be the same as men. In breaking women's 

identification with men, Woolf also attempts to break their (and men's) identification 

with a particular system (patriarchy). This system relies on hierarchy and binaries such 

as male/female and factlfiction to maintain and edorce power structures. Such a system, 

Woolf suggests in Three Guineus, wili always be exploitative and, ulthately, destructive- 

Woolf3 final argument is that women use their different experience to create alternative 

values and, eventualIy, an alternative society. 

The texts of Chaucer, Wollstonecraft, and Woolf, reved the connection between 

the terms cbexperience," "'womanY7 and "rhetoric," and the effect these terms have when 

associated or disassociated with other terms such as "man," "knowledge," C'truth," and 

"reality ." How terms are arraaged in any given terministic screen affects how individuals 

will perceive their world and the degree of power they wili be granted, because the 

arrangement and selection of terms determines how knowledge will be constnicted and 

who will have access to it. In their attempts to challenge or change the social systems 

around them, the three authors inevitably resort to "experience" as the site of 



transformation. In the changing constellation of terms, the link between "experience" and 

"wornan," and the casting out of the term "rhetoric," but not its practice, has proved 

valuable in changing the relationship between women and know ledge and, thereb y, 

changing the relationship between women and power in society. Given that the rhetoric 

of "expenence" has played such a powerfid role in the discourses of Liberation, it is 

surprising that in the contemporary penod many feminist theorists seek to cast this term 

out- The next chapter examines the stmggle between contemporary ferninists as they 

seek to establish feminist theories of cnticism and as they atternpt to put those theones 

into practice. It examines the nature of the critical moment (the point at which a group 

forms its own critical theory), and the role "experience" plays in that moment. It ais0 

looks at the debates that ensue after the critical moment is enacted- 



Chapter Three 

Same Difference: 

Manifestations of "Experience" in Contemporary Feminist Discourse 

"Experience," as we have seen in chapter one? has become a bone of contention 

among feminist theorists. Some feminists work with the terni "expenence" and view it as 

central to the feminist enterprise. Other feminists appear to cast out the term while 

moving it uito a new terrninistic screen that constitutes their preferred theoretical 

framework. Literary cnticism, working as it does from theory, is not immune to this 

clashing of fiameworks, but within literary critical discourse the stmggle over the value of 

"experience" occurs at a different and equally crucial point: this is the point where gender, 

race, and class intersect, literary history emerges, and a literary canon is articuiated. 

Within the formation of a literary history, the positionhg of experience goes 

beyond a question of theory and becomes, for many, a question of survival. Experience, 

its expression in Ianguage, its reification in the discursive practices of a culture, 

constitutes the very basis for existence in terms of a group's history and identity: 

"Stories structure the meanings by which a culture lives," and translate private experience 

into public and shared experience (Cohen and Shires 1). Speaking of Native Iiterature, for 

example, Jeannette Armstrong writes: 'There is indeed a canon of literature that is there, 

that has aiways been there, and will continue to be there. It is centraI and integral to our 

survival as a people. It is central and integral in terms of our resistance to the conhuing 

onslaught of colonization, which erodes our communities and damages our people" (33). 

In a sirnilar vein, Barbara Christian writes about her studies of black wornen writers: 

The sustenance 1 received during those years of writing Bluck Wornen 

Novelists came not fiom the academicAiterary world but fiom srnall groups 

of women in bookstores, Y's, in my classes and writer's groups for whom 



this literatuce was not so much an object of study but was, as it is for me, 

life-saving. ("What Do We Think'' 64) 

The articulation of experience in ternis of the construction of a literary history occurs in 

its strongest manifestation at the 'critical moment' of canon formation. The term 

'bcritical," here refers to both the act of criticism and the degree of necessity and 

signincance of that act. In this chapter, 1 examine the role of "experience'? at the critical 

moment-the point at which a literary theory arises, for this is the point at which the 

principles for articulating, understanding, and examining a new canon are formed. But this 

analysis would be incomplete without an examination of the ccfallout" that occurs when 

"expenence" is brought into play as a foundational precursor to a literary history and as a 

mode of ferninist theorizing. 

At the cntical moment, "expenence" takes on a titular function: it becomes the 

ground on which a new group identity is defined, established, and named; it becomes the 

means by which the group distinguishes itself from othee. At this moment, "hpenence" 

also takes on a both/and quality, operating both as a site of difference and a site of 

sameness. Generally, at the critical moment, the new group (or its proponents) will 

emphasize division and dflerence in the attempt to separate themselves from the 

discursive and cultural images and practices of the dominant social gxoup. Those who 

seek to challenge, or add to the "new critical theory" that &ses fiom the criticai moment 

emphasize sameness, characterizing it as a negative and problematic component which 

must be dtered and even eliminated 



The Role of Critical Theory 

Creathg a "new"' canon is not simply a matter of gettiog books published 

(although this is obviously an essentiai, and often difficult, first step). Preservation is 

also necessary for the establishment of a canon. The process that deems a book worthy 

of preservation is cornplex and requires an institutionalized reiiication and reproduction of 

literary works. Here, literary criticism comes into play. As Barbara Hermstein Smith 

points out, assigning value to a literary work requires a broad range of "forms of practice" 

which in tuni are dependent on context and intended audience, Of these 'Toms of 

practice," academic criticiçm hct ions  as one of the most significant in the dissemination, 

evaluation, and preservation of literary texts: it constitutes an essential agent in canon 

formation. As Hermstein Smith notes, academic interest in a work makes "it more likely 

both that the work will be experienced at al1 and also that it will be experienced as 

valuable" (29). Or as Barbara Smith States, "for books to be real and remernbered they 

have to be taiked about" (Brave 159). 

Critical theones may not only detennine how we will experience a text but also 

determine if and how we will see and respond to the experiences, discursive or otherwise, 

represented in the text. Culture consists of "webs of significance which we ourselves 

have made and in which we are suspended," as such it functions, as Cliffiord Geertz tells 

us, as "a set of control rnechanisms . . . for the goveming of behaviof' (Geertz, 44). 

Literary criticism is one of these control mechanisms. It not ody  govems our behavior 

toward a tex& determining what patterns of meaning we will look for and h d ,  but it dso 

controls our behavior by legitimating or delegitimatùig, by making visible or invisible, by 

making meaningfbi or meaningless, the myriad experiences articulated in a text. 

1 The literatures, of which 1 speak, are never really "new," as they tend to have a long 

history. What is new is that they speak of themselves as canons and demand their place next 

to or within the canon of the dominant group. 



To undentand how criticism assigns value and the source of that value, we must 

understand the role of literature in our lives. As Burke recognizes, literature is 

"equipment for living" (Philosophy, 293). Accordingly, literature constitutes strategies 

for deaiing with situations in a given social structure (Philosophy, 297). In Counter- 

statement, Burke argues that experience arises fiom the interaction between an organism 

and its environment. While there is no one-to-one correlation between a situation and an 

expenence (e-g., lack of physical support does not always produce f e z  it can produce 

exhilaration (150)), the adjustment an organism makes as a result of experience will 

depend on the environmentai conditions. Given certain conditions, some experiences will 

be more relevant than others. Over tirne, selections of what is relevant experience become 

patterns of experience. And once patterns exist, they become creative: they are 

transferred and applied to other environmental situations (152). Once established, 

patterns tend to remake the worid in their own image. A particular plot, for example, 

becomes a symbol that is a "verbal parallel" to a pattern of experience. When a symbol is 

invoked so are certain patterns of experience.' Burke goes on to suggest that a symbol 

has the most power when it accords closely to the reader's pattern of experience, but he 

also notes that through the authority granted to hem, symbols may force patterns on to 

readers. Burke's argument highiights the close conuection between experience and 

literature. We translate the product of our interaction with environment uito plots that 

become symbols that, in tum, help us to select how we will respond to certain 

environmental conditions. But what happens when the dominant social discursive 

practices do not recognize certain patterns of experience? What happens when appeals to 

a given set of symbols ask that a particular group interpret its situation according to a 

' Of  course, Burke recognizes the complexity of symbols and acknowledges here too that 

there is no one-to-one correlation between a symbol and a pattern of experience. Different 

symbols can be used for the sarne pattern. 



pattern of expenence foreign to that group? To change the symbols that direct individuals 

on how they might respond to situations in their envkonmenf a group must access the 

mechanisms by which symbols are selected and reified. 

In rhetorical terms, theories of criticism function as tenninistic screens. Through a 

particular choice of terminology, theories of cnticism reflect, select, and deflect notions of 

reality by selecting and r e w g  ce& symbols. As noted in the introduction, "much 

that we take as observations about 'reality' may be but the spuuiing out of possibilities 

implicit in our particular choice of terms" (Burke, On Symbols 1 16). We can restate this 

to say that many of our observations about literature rnay be but a spinning out of the 

possibilities implicit in the terms that make up the critical framework The recognition of 

this ability of cnticism to direct our attention and to colour the reality (whether 

constructed or reflected) encompassing and encompassed by literary texts has been a key 

motivating factor in the development of alternative literary cnticism. Literature cornes out 

of experience and, in tum, pattern and gives meaning to our expenence. Controlling what 

is defined as "Literature" allows for the validation or negation of expenence and 

deterniines which patterns of experience will be normalized. 

Barbara Smith begins her pivotal 1 977 article "Toward a Black Feminist 

C5ticisrn" by noting that "dl segments of the literary world . . . do not know, or at least 

act as if they do not know, that Black women writers and Black Iesbian writers exist" 

(157). Smith proceeds to analyze numerous examples of how critics have - 

b'~sunderstood" and, as a resul~ "destroyed" books by black women. She concludes the 

first part of her essay: "A convincing case for Black feminist criticism can obviously be 

built solely upon the ba i s  of the negativity of what already exists" (163). She chooses, 

however, to emphasize the positive and afnrm the potential of criticism: "It is far more 

gratifying, however, to demonstrate its necessity by showing how it [black feminist 

criticism] can serve to reveal for the fmt time the profound subtleties of this particular 

body of literatureY7 (Brave, 163). Similarly, Adrienne Rich begins the 1982 foreword to 



her 1980 essay, "Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence": " m e  essay] was 

written in part to challenge the erasure of lesbian existence fiom so rnuch of scholarly 

ferninist literature, an erasure which 1 felt (and feel) to be not just anti-lesbian, but an& 

feminist in its consequences" (Forward 227). 

More recently, Native women writers have expressed their recognition of the 

erasing and distorting power of critical perspectives. In "Native Literature: Seekuig a 

Cntical Center," Kimberly M. Bkeser writes that "The insistence on reading Native 

literature by way of Western literary theory clearly violates its integrity and performs a 

new act of colonizattion and conquest" (55). In "Post Halfbreed: Indigenous Writers as 

Authors of Their Own Realities," Janice Acoose comments on how writing by non- 

Indigenous writers has perpetuated negative stereotypical images of Native women: 

"Many . . . contemporary Indigenous writers challenge Non-Indigenous writers' ways of 

seeing and subsequently writing about lndigenous women. Contemporary hdigenous 

writers positively and knowledgeably constnict aspects of their cultures that have been 

previously rnisrepresented by outsiders who knew little about the cultures about which 

they wrote" (3 1). 

By identifj4ng the biased selection, skewed deflection, and distorted reflection of 

existing critical theory, those who seek to establish an alternative canon begin the process 

of creating their own critical theories. They take control over the discursive construction 

of their identity and reality by selecting symbols which emphasize or accord closely with 

their own patterns of expenence. The refusal to accept the theories of others, and the 

subsequent notions of reali~,  these theones entail, constitutes the first step in the 

articulation of a criticism of one's own. This first step is the critical moment of canon 

formation. 



Three Critical Moments 

Although each of the three critical moments of canon formation 1 examine manifest 

themselves differently, together they share some comrnondities: each is a rhetoncal act of 

definition; each moves to a hortative strategy by stating principles that will direct the 

criticism and the selection process it produces; and each relies on "experience" as its 

central term. The act of definition, and here 1 htm once again to Burke, involves 

designating '"what some thing or agent intrinsically is" (Grammar, 21) and idene ing  a 

thing's or agent's sub-stance: that which %tands beneath or supports the person or 

thing" (Grammar, 22). To accomplish this, definitions must also refer to that which a 

thing or agent is nof to something outside of the thing or agent. In Burke's words, '20 

define, or determine a thing, is to mark its boundaries, hence to use terms that possess, 

impliciti y at lest, contextual re ference" (Gramrnar, 24). 

For black women's writing the critical moment is generally acknowledged to have 

occurred in the 1970s. It begins with f ice  Waiker's essay ''In Search of Our Mothers' 

Gardens" (1974), but reaches its fruition with the work of Barbara Smith. Alice Walker 

"posits a theory of black female creativity and defines a tradition of black women's art in 

which she can locate her owd7 (Wall, 5). Walker identifies the intrinsic nature of black 

women's creativity as being "spirituai, intense, deep, and unconscious" (2374). The 

substance of this creativity and tradition is heavily expenential, presented to us in 

detailed descriptions of black women's responses to the conditions and environment 

under slavery and oppression. Wallcer effectively presents the portrait of the artist as a 

young black woman. The story characterizes creativity as an inhented gift and tells of a 

pattern of experience that up until the 1970s was not recognized or expressed in the 

stories told by the dominant white culture. The patterns of experience reflect not the 

expenence of expressing creativity but the experience of possessing talent that is 

thwarted, oppressed, and prevented fiom developing in typical ways. Waker suggests 

that black women in the eighteenth century did not have "proper charnels" open for the 



expression of their art. No symbols (plots) suggested how they might even begin. 

Instead, what was available to black women were the symbols of the dominant discoune: 

"Matriarchs," "Super~omen~" "Mean and Evil Bitc hes", "Castraters," and "Sapp hire's 

Marna" (23 18). They did not have open to them symbols that represented them as 

painters, sculptors, or writers. 

Waiker's essay tells the story and highlights the pattern of expenence prevalent 

among black women in early Amenca-those who had to wait for 'Vie unknown thing that 

was in them . . . to be made known" (23 16). But Walker aiso tells of a less prevalent 

pattern of expenence-black women expressing themselves in the materid they had 

available. Walker also presents her own experïences of discovering the artistic 

expressions of black women in alternative forms such as a quilt made by an anonymous 

black woman and seen in the Srnithsonian by Walker and the flower garden created by 

Waker's mother. Walker's essay is significant for what it identifies as having k e n  made 

invisible and unknown-black women's creativity. 

The critical moment for black womeds writing, however, r edy  cornes into being 

with Barbara Smith's "Toward a B lack Feminist Cnticism." Smith acknowledges 

Walker's work but attempts to go beyond it by identifying patterns of expenence to 

create a cnticism which will select and value the symbols that accord most closely with 

black women's expenence. Smith's article focuses not so much on "What is" but more on 

what Burke calls a hortative "thou shall" strategy. Smith directs black fe&st critics on 

what they can do to ensure the valuation of black women's writing (163-164). She 

suggests, for example, that the black feminist critic explore how se& and racial politics, 

and black and female identity, are inextricable elements in black women's wrïting. The 

critic will assume that there is a black women's literary tradition, and she will recognize 

the common approaches m d e s t e d  in black women's writing. But as Smith exhorts, she 

dso indicates what she considers inûinsic to black women's writing-the matenal that will 

give meaning to and pattern black women's expenence: it is by and about black women; it 



encornpasses the politics of sex, race, and class; and it provides essential insights into 

black femaie experience. Black women's wrïting is not necessarïly black literature, a 

category often used in ternis of a black male tradition which does not recognize the 

implications of sexual politics, nor is it simply women's literature, for this category often 

refers to the work of white women authors while ignoring the implications of racial 

politics. 

Smith's substance for her definition aiso cornes largely fiom appeds to experience. 

With reference to Alice Walker's essay, she appeais to the historical experiences of black 

women in America She appeals to the expenence of women writers and scholars when 

contending with the bias of reviewen or colleagues who deem black women's writing 

i n ~ i ~ c a n t .  She also appeals to her own experience as a reader of black women's 

Literature, expressing her anger at the lack of space and time given to black women's 

writing by rnahstream publications. Most significantly, she records and articulates the 

effect black women's writing can have on her We: 

I fmally want to express how much easier both my waking and my 

sleeping hours would be if there were one book in existence that would tell 

me sornething specific about my life . . . Just one work to reflect the reality 

that 1 and the Black women whom 1 love are trying to create. (1 73 ) 

Smith assigns to black feminist critics the task of ensuring a reflection of black women's 

expenence will occur and enable the spinnùig out of possibilities for black women's 

reality - 

For lesbian writing the critical moment occurs in 1980 with Adrienne Rich's 

"Compulsory Heterosexuality," followed in 198 1 with Bonnie Zimrneman's "What Has 

Never Been: An Ovenlew of Lesbian Feminist Literary Criticism." In her article, 

Zimmerman not only documents a developing history of lesbian cnticism, but she also 

"poses a set of questions which has infomed and Ml challenges much of lesbian and 

feminist inquhy" (Olano 176). The act of definuig a lesbian criticism begins not with the 



delineation of the principles of criticism but rather with a definition of lesbianism. Such a 

starting point emphasizes the need to make visible and dius real sornething that has been 

denied or distorted by the dominant discourses. Lesbian existence has ken, as Adrienne 

Rich notes, the "most violently erased fact of female expenence" (653). Rich's first task, 

then, is to make visible lesbian existence, Her strategy is unique in that she begins not 

with a staternent of what lesbianism intrinsically is, but with a definition of the defining 

negative of lesbianism: heterosexuality. Using Kathleen Gough's definition of the 

characteristics of male power, Rich defines heterosexuality as a political institution that 

seeks to control women. Compulsory heterosexuality normalizes violence, subrnission, 

and misogyny while characterizhg "sensuality between women" as "cqueer" or "sick" 

(Rich 641). One of the primary means for enforcing compulsory heterosexuality is to 

render invisible "lesbian possibility" (Rich 647). 

Cognizant of the power of the dominant discourse of heterosexuality, Rich 

challenges it by revealing the way its terministic screen selects patterns of experience that 

distort reaiity and limit the possibilities available. Once she has opened her audience's 

eyes to that which is hidden about heterosexuality, she moves on to create an inclusive 

d e f ~ t i o n  of lesbian existence. Lesbian existence is a "profoundly female experience" 

(Rich 650); it is 3he  breaking of taboo and the rejection of a compulsory way of 

life"(Rich 649); it is a continuum of woman-identified experience includuig within its 

scope a sharing of a nch inner life as well as @ut not always) a sharing of a sexual 

experience with another woman (Rich 648). While Rich includes, potentially, al l  women 

within the scope of her defnition, she also draws some clear boundaries. Lesbianism, she 

asserts, is not the female version of male homosexuality: it is distinct f?om the male 

tradition Lesbianisrn is also not part of a femuiism that assumes that most women are 

h a t e l y  heterosexual. Part of its sub-stance is a long, aibeit hidden, history of women 

who have had to lead a double life in order to survive. It becomes criticism's role, 

therefore, to bring to the forefront the artistic expressions of lesbian expenence. It is also 



criticism's role to address the academic institution so that women may "begin to perceive 

a history of femaie resistance which has never M y  understood itself because it has been 

so hgrnented, miscalled, erased" (Rich 659-60)- an erasure Zimmerman's work rnakes 

visible. 

Zimmerman's essay, "What has never been-" continues Rich's process of making 

visible lesbian possibilities and d e f ~ g  an aitemative cnticai approach. Unlike Smith's 

article, however, her essay is not a call for a new criticism. Instead, "What has never 

been" sû-ategically fûnctions as a recognition of the existence of an ongoing lesbian 

cnticism. Zimmerman, like Rich, understands the power to shape reality possessed by 

the dominant discourses. She c d s  this power "the perceptual screen of heterosexism" 

(35), and like Rich, notes the importance of defining lesbianism as a fmt step in 

c o u n t e ~ g  the effect of this perceptual screen. Zimmermm, however, rejects Rich's 

definition as too broad, arguing that Rich's "position is reductive and of mixed value to 

those who are developing lesbian criticism and theory and who may need limited and 

precise definitions" (38). But Zimmerman dso rejects the more exclusive def~t ions ,  

choosing, instead, a middle ground: 'The cntic must £ k t  define the term "lesbian." . . Her 

definition . . . wiU [then] influence the texts she identifies as lesbian" (Zimmerman 41). 

Zirnrnerman goes on to suggest that the prirnary de-g feanire of lesbian cnticism is the 

unique perspective it possesses, a perspective that cornes fkom being on the margins of 

patriarchal society and which takes into consideration the influence of sexual and 

emotional orientation on Iiterary expression. 

Having identified this point of view, Zimmerman moves to a more hortative 

rhetorical strategy: that is to Say, she focuses less on what lesbian criticism is and more 

on what it should do. Zimmerman asserts, for example, that a lesbian critic should 

unmask heterosexist assumptions, develop a unique lesbian feminst perspective, 

establish a lesbian literary tradition, identiQ the codes and strategies for literary sUTVivaI 

adopted by women who are silenced by a homophobic and misogynistic society, address 



the exclusion of lesbian Iiterature from the traditional and feminist canon, and integrate the 

lesbian analytical perspective into traditional and feminist theones. Such a critical 

approach has the power, Zimmerman daims, to "establish a sense of historicd continuity 

and community." It can alter "our awareness of what is possible" (43). 

If the 70s belonged to black feminist criticism, and the 80s to lesbian criticism, 

then certaully the 90s promise to bring in to being the critical moment for Native women 

writers. The process is clearly undenvay with many critical works appearing by Native 

women and about Native writuig. It is, however, too early to pinpoint any one 

fundamental te- and it may, in fact, not be possible to do so with Native writing, since 

there appears, at this time, to be multiple voices working together to create the critical 

principles for Native literature. Jeannette Armstrong's Looking at rhe Wordr of Our 

People: First Nations Analysis of Literarure ( 1  993), is one of the most recent anthologies 

of Native critical writing, and it offiers an important glimpse at the ongoing formation of 

the critical moment for Native womenys writing. The connection between litera~rre, 

criticism, and life reaches its strongest manifestation in the articulation of a Native 

women's canon. Native women face both an erasure or denid of their experience and a 

CO-opting of their experience and their identity by a white, European, coloninng culture. 

Frorn the governments which, as Kateri Damm notes, "constructed and imposed labels 

and definitions of 'Indian' identity in an effort to limit and control treaty and aboriginal 

rights" ( S q s  Who I l )  to the stereotypes and rnisrepresentations imposed by the media, 

and cuitural myths of the colonizing society, Native women have had to contend more 

with false apd negative representations than with their absence. As Damm states: "'Who 

we are' has been constmcted and defined by Others to the extent that at times we too no 

longer know who we are" (1 1). In addition, Native women face a displacement of their 

tribal identity by a dominant society which erases the diversity of First Nation cultures 

with broad categories such as "Indiany' or, ironically, "Native women." According to 

Damm, "one, solitary label distorts the multiplicity by suggesting that there is a cohesive, 



unitary basis of cornmonality among those so labeled" (13). There are over fi* Fust 

Nations in Canada alone, each with its own culture and traditions, While blood is one 

way to defme Nativeness, it is not always sufficient in and of itself. Indeed, Damm 

herself does not attempt to provide a fued definition. Instead, she Ieaves it open to 

change and difference: "As we continue to r e h e  these definitions, to redefine ourselves, 

the question of what Native or indigenous literatme is, will necessarily be refined as well" 

(16). While it may not be possible to defme Native literature by saying what it 

intrinsically is, it is possible to indicate some d e f ~ n g  boundaries by what it is not  It is 

clearly not that which is appropriated by white writers and then presented as Native. As 

Lee Maracle argues, 

To continue appropriating our stories and misusing them in the name of 

'fkeedom of imagination' is just so rnuch racism. . . . The fact is that a 

white person appropriating our stories because they lack imagination or 

knowledge of their own is still telling a European story. Use whatever you 

like to ground your story, intellectual Canada, but be honest It is your 

story--it is not about me. (Native Myths 186). 

While there is a clear distinction made between indigenous and non-indigenous 

writers, women Native writers tend not to draw a line between a male indigenous tradition 

and a female indigenous tradition. They value highly the existence of works by and about 

Native women which deal specifically with Native women's experience, but see these 

works as part of a larger Native tradition. The substance of the tradition, that which 

supports it and stands beneath it, is the perseverance and vitality of Indigenous cultures, 

Ianguages, and mythologies. lanice Acoose summarizes this in '%st Halfbreed": 

"Indigenous peoples in Canada tenaciously clung to our cultures, our way of seeing, 

being, and doing. Despite 400 years of cultural invasions, lndigenous cultures have 

survived and are very much alive, in one way, through mythology" (35). From these 

explorations in defining Native literature, a distinctly Native criticism begins to emerge. 



Like the black and lesbian critics, Native women are aware of the power of the dominant 

discourses to control reality. As Damm notes, 'control is enforced through the functions 

of society which transmit culture" (Dispelling, 106). To control one's own reality and to 

give meaning to and pattern one's own experience, one must control one's own stories 

Kirnberly Blaeser identifies the role that criticism plays in the control of stories. 

She considers literary theory, the act of interpretation, and canonization the means for 

changing and rernakuig Native Amerïcan stories, a remakuig which ofîen transforrns them 

into what the colonizing society desires. Blaeser calls for the development of a 

distinctively Native criticism. This tribal-centered criticism "seeks a cntical voice and 

method from the cdturally-centered text outward toward the fkontier of 'border' studies, 

rather than an external critical voice and method which seeks to penetrate, appropriate, 

colonize or conquer the cultural center, and thereby, change the stories or remake the 

literary meaning" (53). Blaeser ais0 strategically acknowledges the work of other Native 

critics in the development of such a critical approach. In other words, she makes it clear 

that Native criticism has its own history and tradition. What she offers is an extension, 

but one that nonetheless calis for a certain approach. 

Conceding the use of Euro-Amencan literary theory by Native critics, Blaeser 

cautions that while such a use may offer up information about a te* it still functions as a 

f o m  of colonization with "authority emanating fiom the mainStream critical center to the 

marginaiized Native texts" (56). Blaeser insists that the critical tools for analyzing Native 

texts can be found withùi the texts themselves, and she warns against an oppositional 

practice which relies on the definhg negative of Euro-Amencan literary theory. 

Comparing Native literature to that of the Western tradition, she argues, only reinforces 

the status of that tradition as a master template. She asserts that a Native criticism rnust 

h e  its own theory without invokùig an extemal, enshrined, linear aesthetic (Blaeser 

58). She notes that experirnents in Native cntical discourse have recognized "the 

diEerences between Native and nomative perspectives and the complexity of the 



literary voice that arises from convergence of these different perspectives" (Blaeser 58). 

And they have sought "to e ~ c h  the understanding of Native literature by drawing their 

interpretation fiom the same mdticuitural expenence which informed the creation of the 

text" (Blaeser 58). She suggests that contemporary Native texts "contain the cnticai 

contexts needed for their own interpretation7' (Blaeser 60). The dialogue between Native 

texts af3ords the "Ianguage and organiMg principles necessary for the construction of a 

cnticd center" (Blaeser 59-60). She seeks to render Native literature independent of the 

colonizing tradition. To do so, however, Blaeser recognizes that one must create a critical 

voice that is also distinct from that of the dominant and, in this case, colonizing culture. 

As she States, "one way to safeguard that integrity [of the Native Arnerican story] is by 

asseaing a critical voice that cornes from w i t h  that tribal story itself' (Blaeser 61). 

After the Critical Moment: The Smith Debate 

Cntical moments act as focal points by drawing attention to the expenences 

neglected and even negated by a dominant culture and its webs of discourse. They form 

both a foundation and a sounding board for future criticism. Most significantly, the 

critical moment reconstructs the terministic screen by which literature is seiected, given 

value, and preserved. Literature, in turn, gives relevance to certain patterns of expenence 

making them transferable and lending them authority. Central to the critical momenf the 

term, "experience," hc t i ons  both as a point of separation, whereby a group and its 

literature asserts its distinctiveness fkom the dominant literary tradition(s) and criticai 

practices, and as a point of consubstantiaiity, whereby a group establishes the principles 

of identification which make it a group with a shared history and common goals, interests, 

and motives. Although the dichotomy of division and identincation is common to any 

rhetorical situation, it is rarely contained within one term. The incorporation of the 

dichotomy exploits both the advantageous and the problematic nature of "experience." 

We get a better understanding of the role of ccexperiencey7 in the criricd moment if 

we thulk of it as being analogous to a pnsrn. As is commonly known, a prism c m  



funcrion as a dispersive device: it separates "the constituent fkequency components in a 

polychromatic light beamY(Hecht, 129). When a ray of white light passes through a 

prism, the various waves of light are deflected from their original direction. This 

separates the light into various colours. At the critical moment, "experience" functions in 

a similar way to a pnsm. Rhetorically, it acts as a dispersive device taking what appean 

to be a univocal and universal criticism and separating it to reveal more distinctive, 

previously invisible p-. In the 1 96Os, for example, feminist criticism originally sought 

to aber a criticism where "it had always been taken for granted that the representativc 

reader, writer, and critic of Western literature is male" (Showalter, 3). By altering the 

critical t e e s t i c  screens, feminists sought to create a deflection which wodd reveal 

"that women readers and critics bring different perceptions and expectations to their 

literary experience, and . . . that women have also told the important stones of our 

culture" (Showalter, 3). Each critical moment thereafter creates a M e r  deflection to 

reveal another distinct identity or group. Marking the impetus behind the development of 

bIack ferninist criticism, Deborah E. McDowelI, for example, notes: 

These early theorists and practitioners of feminist literary criticism were 

largely white females W ~ O ,  wittingly or not, perpetrated agauist the Black 

wornan writer the exclusive practices they so vehemently decried in white 

male scholars. Seeing the experiences of white women, particdarly white 

middle-class women, as normative, white scholars proceeded blindly to 

exclude the work of Black women writers fkom literary anthologies and 

critical studies- (1 86) 

The pattern of the critical moment, as previously shown, is repeated with lesbian and 

hVative writers. 

But in this deflection the problematical aspects of "experience" emerge. When 

polychromatic light, a light which contains dl colours but appears as white, passes 

through a prïsm it breaks down, for the most part, into monochromatic Iight, a light that 



generally contains only one colour. Similarly, the critical discourse, that which Chns 

Weedon ternis a Iiberal-humanist tradition, supposedly contains dl of the diffierent 

perspectives that exist withh Western culture. However, it inevitably presents and 

reproduces patterns that reflect noms and values that belong to one group - privileged, 

white, maies. In other words, difference, diversity, and multiplicity are not represented as 

such but are instead reduced to a single perspective. Each critical moment reveals 

dserence, diversity, and multiplicity by bringing to light a perspective hidden or made 

invisible by traditional criticism-like the multiple colours that appear after light has 

passed through a prism. Paradoxicaily, however, each cntical moment in and of itself 

does not represent dflerence, diversity or rndtiplicity. Each attempts to present only a 

single perspective. 

As a result of this paradoxical nature, the critical approaches that arise fkd 

themselves subject to a number of charges. The first is that the criticism is not specific 

enough in defining this single perspective: the definition is too inclusive. The second 

charge accuses the new criticism with k i n g  too exclusive, and of being too concerned with 

sameness at the expense of daerence. This second charge usually takes one of two 

forms: in one version of this charge, the previous pattern of dispersion is repeated, and a 

cntic or a critical approach is generally characterized as reducing the diverse experiences 

of a group to comrnon, monolithic qualities or essentiai features-the term "reductive" 

fiequently flags this argument; in a second version of this argument, the critic or critical 

approach is characterized as shutting out diversity by limiting, through notions of 

experience, who c m  perform the criticism. In this argument, only women can do feminist 

criticism, only certain black women can do black feminist criticism, only lesbians can do 

lesbian criticism, and only Native women can do Native feminist cnticism. These charges, 

however, rarely appear separately. Mead,  arguments tend to waver between the two 

somerimes producing contradictory effects. 



While Smith's work is credited as one of the fmt to establish black feminist 

criticisrn it has faced a senes of charges and interpretations, many of which take issue 

with Smith's emphasis on experience. The ensuing debate eventually pits theory against 

expenence and highlights what appears to be the inevitable fdlout as to what could be 

considered the necessary use of experience. WhiIe Deborah McDowell, in "New 

Directions for Black Femùiist Criticism," acknowledges that Smith's work is a 

"groundbreaking piece of scholarship," she criticizes the work for lacking "'precision and 

detail" (1 88). She objects to Smith's comment that black women writers would share 

comrnon approaches to creating literature because they share common experiences 

(McDowell 189). McDowell questions whether the specific exarnples that Smith cites 

are unique to bIack women's writing, and she postulates that they may appear in the 

work of black male writers as well. McDoweH suggests that Smith has not gone far 

enough in separating black women's writing from other categories of literature, failing to 

identiQ experiences which are common o d y  to black women: "A distinction rnust be 

made before one can effectively articulate the basis of a Black feminist aesthetic" (1 89). 

McDowell's questioning of Smith's assertion that black women writers use a 

"'specifically Black female language," however, moves between a desire for greater 

distinctions and a rejection of dl-encompassing, reductive categories. McDoweil 

contends that black feminists must clearly demonstrate that actual clifferences exist 

between the language of black femaies and that of black males. But her comment that 

'''the ways in which men and women intenialize and manipulate language' are undeniably 

sex-relate&': implies that a discrimination is acknowledged as existùig (McDowell 189). 

For McDowell, however, such information or common knowledge is not sufficient: a 

black feminist theory must be based on precision. Therefore, it requires more examples 

and more specific details to identiQ authentic differences. McDowell, however, does not 

provide specific examples of her own, but only raises questions that "must be addressed 



with precision if curent feminist terminology is to hinction beyond mere critical jargon" 

(1 89). 

McDowell views Smith's notion of a black female language as too "monolidiic." 

Making distinctions between the Ianguage use of "Black fernaie high school dropouts, 

welfare mothers, college graduates, and Ph-D.s7' (1 89)' McDowell implies that these 

merences would be excluded or made invisible by Smith's category of black female 

language. McDowell also takes paxticular issue with Smith's notion of what constitutes a 

highly "innovative" critical approach. Smith had argued that "'Black feminist criticism 

applied to a paaicular work can ove- previous assumptions about it and expose for 

the first time its actual dimensions" (Smith, 164). Smith continues by providing an 

example of this "innovative" criticism, appiying Bertha Harris's definition of lesbian 

literature to Toni Momson's Sula to produce a critical analysis which highlights the 

text's lesbian qualities and illustrates "how a Black feminist critical perspective at least 

dlows consideration of this level of the novel's meaning" (Smith, 170). Smith considers 

black lesbianism and black feminism strongly Linked categones and does not separate the 

two. 

McDowell, on the other hand, considers Smith's definition of lesbianism too 

inclusive. She cornplains: ''This definition of lesbianism is vague and imprecise; it ! 

subsumes far more Black women writers, particularly contemporary ones, than not into 

the canon of lesbian writers" (190). Whereas McDowell seems concerned about 

including many different types of black women in the conceptualization of black fernaie 

language, she is adamant that a proper distinction be made between black ferninist critics 

who write fiom a lesbian perspective and those who do not. Again McDoweIl claims that 

Smith's definition is so broad it could include a "few Black male writers" within its scope 

(1 90). The claim is meant as the ultimate negation of the adequacy of a defi t ion that 

seeks to delimit a feminist and, particularly, a lesbian criticism. A defmïtion that includes 

males is not a sufncient dispersive device. As McDoweU states, k u n t i l  they cm offer a 



definition which is not vacuous, their attempts to distinguish Black lesbian writers fiom 

those who are not will be hindered" (McDowell, 190). It seems of M e  significance to 

McDowell that Smith was not attempting to make such a distinction. McDowell, on one 

hand, dernands that difference be accounted for within the category of bIack feminist 

criticism. On the other hand, however, she wants to place difference outside of the 

boundarïes of black feminist criticism. 

While McDoweli emphasizes the lack of precision and detail in Smith's work, she 

does not attempt to rectiQ the omission by incorporating detail and precision into her 

own essay. In fact, McDowell produces a definition of black femuiist criticism that 

Hazel Carby characterizes as "mystiQing'' (Carby, 12). McDowell's demand for greater 

and greater distinctions contradicts the incredibly broad d e f ~ t i o n  she offers: 

1 use the term here sirnply to refer to Black female critics who analyze the 

works of Black female writers from a feminist or political perspective. 

But the term can also apply to any criticism written by a Black woman 

regardless of her subject or perspective -- a book written by a mde fiom a 

feminist or political perspective, a book m e n  by a Black woman or 

about Black women authors in general, or any writings by women. (24) 

As Carby points out, such a definition could inchde within its scope "an antifeminist 

celebration of a racist tract . . . as long as it was written by a Black woman" (Carby, 13). 

McDowel17s critique of Smith's work includes other contradictions between her stated 

intent and her actual practice. In her rejection of Smith's dehition of Iesbianism, for 

example, McDoweIl warns against yoking political ideology with aesthetic judgement 

(1 90). In reference to Smith's work, she States, "1 suspect that 'innovative' analysis is 

pressed to the s e ~ c e  of an individual political persuasiony7 (190). She goes on to 

question the political efficacy, or even feasibility, of black feminist criticism's ability to 

produce social change. Short of denying that black feminist criticism can fûnction in any 

political fashion, McDowell qualifies her statement: 



1 should Say that I am not arguing a defeatist position with respect to the 

social and political uses to which feminist criticism c m  be put. Just as it is 

both possible and usefil to translate ideologicai positions into aesthetic 

ones, it must likewise be possible and useful to translate aesthetic 

positions into machinery for social change. (19 1) 

McDowell, however, takes Smith to task for the same rhetoncal strategy of qualification: 

"Smith vacillates between arguing forthrïghtly for the validity of her interpretation and 

recanting or overqualieing it in a way that undercuts her own credibility" (189). 

Throughout her essay McDowell cails upon others to use more detail and precision which 

translates into a call to make sharper distinctions. However, at the end of her essay, she 

moves to broader and more open boudaries, arguing for a criticism that will examine the 

"extent to which their black feminist's] cnticism intersecs with that of white feminist 

cntics" (19 1). And she argues against a separatist position suggesting that black feminist 

cnhcs must eventually explore the parallels between black women's writing and that of 

black men. 

McDoweIl uses the critical moment that Smith establishes in ways that allow her 

to position herself in a newly developing field of criticism. She identifies weaknesses in 

Smith's approach, but she does not set out to strengthen the weaknesses. Instead, she 

poses a series of questions that will help others h d  the solutions. The direction she 

takes seems to be the reverse of Smith's attempt to create a new category of criticism. 

McDowell works within that category but recommends a move to a more general, 

broader, and, we could Say, polychromatic, position. She too hims to a hortative stratew 

in suggesting m e r  principles-p~ciples that, iroaicaily, bear a close resemblance to 

those originally articuiated by Smith: 

Black feminist criticism ought to move fiom this issue to consider the 

specific language of Black women's literature, to describe the ways Black 

women writers employ literary devices in a distinct way, and to compare 



the way Black women writers create their own mythic structures. If they 

focus on these and other pertinent issues, Black feminist critics will have 

laid the comerstone for a sound, thorough articulation of the Black feminist 

aesthetic. ( 1 96-7) 

McDowell establishes a pattern of critique that is picked up and followed by others. Her 

attempt to reverse the prism effect of the critical moment by moving to a more inclusive 

approach sets the stage for more vehement critiques of Smith's work. These critiques 

bMg the role of "experience" more and more into question. 

In the introduction to Recomb-ucting Womanhood, Hazel Carby also presents a 

critical analysis of Smith's "manifesta for black feminist critics" (Carby, 8). While taking 

issue with McDowel17s definition of black femuiist criticism, Carby agrees, nevertheless, 

with many of McDowel17s points, most significantly, McDowel17s warning against 

linkiag the politicai with aesthetic judgements, her questioning of the existence of a 

monolithic black female language, and her problernatkhg of the "oversimplification and 

o b s c u ~ g  of the issue of lesbianism" (Carby 12). Carby adds to the critique by 

identiQing the "major problems" with Smith's essay as the "assertion of the existence of 

an essential black female experience and an exclusive black fernale language in which this 

experience is embodied" (9). Her arguments again focus on the need for greater 

distinctions. Carby dso cites Smith's insistence on an "identifiable literary tradition" and 

the "establishment of precedents and insights" as fadty p~c ip l e s .  These require the 

cntic to look for comrnonalities and, more detrimentally, require the reproduction of 

prevailing paradigms, which permeate bourgeois humanistic scholarship maintaining 

"hierarchical ranking and deep seated racism" (Corel West qtd in Carby 15). The 

establishment of a tradition, according to Carby, recreates the pattern of exclusion 

practised by white male tradition and its 'c~versals." 

At no point in her essay, however, does Smith suggest that her notion of black 

femaie language is monolithic. Smith clearly intends her essay as a precursory work in 



which she lays down the principles for others to build on and develop. She does not 

extensively outline a notion of black female language. In fact, she refes to four black 

women writers and notes that they use a "specifically Black female language to express 

their own and their characters' thoughts" (Smith, 164). While it is possible to interpret 

"Black female language" as a monolithic category, it is also possible to interpret this as a 

category containing difference. M e r  dl, Smith refers to four women artists each of 

whom expresses herself and her charactea in a very different style. Categones by nature 

require comrnonaiities, but this does not autornatically render them monolithic. 

Inevitably, categories can lead us to see as rnany ciifferences as we see commonalities. 

But in her questioning of Smith's work Carby brings to the forefiont what she sees as the 

source of error-namely, Smith's use of experience. Carby views the use of experience as 

essentialkt and ahistorical: it reduces "the experience of al1 black women to a common 

denominator" (1 0). Carby links this use of experience to a partïcular construction of 

reality, arguing that "Smith's essay assumes a very simple one-to-one correspondence 

between fiction and reality, and her mode1 of a black feminist critical perspective is 

undermined as a politicai practice by being dependent on those who are biologicaily black 

and femde" (Carby 9). Carby acknowledges that "Sinith's essay was an important 

statement that made visible intense repression of the black female and lesbian voice" (9). 

Smith, however, codd not make visible a repression of the black female voice without 

referring to and depending on a biological category (black female). Carby creates a catch 

22 situation: that which makes Smith's work significant, in her view, also becomes its 

main flaw. Carby's analysis appears to implicitly link experience and biology, and she 

reduces it to that which is cccommon." The term denotes a sameness across time and 

individuals. 

Smith does not insist on c'comrnon" or c'essentiai" black female experience. 

Rather, she argues that "Black women writers manifest common approaches to the act of 

creating literature as a direct resdt of the specificpolitical, social, und economic 



eqerience they have been obiiged to share" (italics mine 164). Smith uses "experience" in 

conjunction with relationai, contextual te-, "political, social, and econornic," which 

suggest that "expenence" is understood as interaction with the environment. The 

distinction is a fine one but needs to be made. Smith is not stating that al1 black women 

experience the sarne thing because they are biologically black and fernale. She suggests the 

environmental conditions have k e n  forced on these women because of these identifiable 

biological traits. A shared environmen& as Burke tells us, produces similar relevant 

responses. Of course, not all  responses will be identical: difference still rem- highly 

possible. Carby herself argues that: 

No language or experience is divorced from the shared context in which 

different groups that share a language express their d i f f e ~ g  group 

interests. Language is accented differently by competing groups, and 

therefore the terrain of language is a terrain of power relations. This 

struggle within and over language reveals the nature of the structure of 

social relations and the hierarchy of power, not the nature of one particdar 

group. (16-17) 

Although Carby uses this argument to dispute Smith's work, it could easily be 

claimed that Smith identifies a shared context for a specific group and simply suggests 

that this group develops or accents laoguage accorduigly. But before that group can 

accent language it must have an identity and a sense of consubstantiality. Given that 

Smith acknowledges the significance of context, it is diacult to see her use of 

"experience" as b'ahistorical." Nor is Smith's use of reality limiteci to a one-to-one 

correspondence. Smith's use of the term suggests that she views reality as being 

dependent on lan,wge and discursive practices. For example, she plds ''real world" in 

quotation marks and suggests that different groups (white, male) have different realities. 

At the end of her essay, she asks for, "just one work to reflect the reality that 1 and the 

black women whom 1 love are trying to create" (1730). Clearly, when she uses both 



"reflect" and "create" to refer to reality, Smith expresses a more complex 

conceptualization of reality than a mere one-to-one correspondence that generally does 

not allow for the "creation" of reality. 

Carby, however, seerns intent on equating "experience" with an uncompromising 

and absolute notion of sarneness. She seems unable to accept the possibility that 

"appeds to expenence need not be essentialist and ahistoncal, because the expenence of 

Mo-Amencan women is unmistakably polyvalent7' (Wall, 10). As Barbara Christian 

notes, Carby could not create the work she does without accepting the categories and 

principles that she seerns to decry: 

Yet Carby's approach. as she articulates it, does not seem to allow for 

other emphases within the arena of black femkist crîticism, and the work 

she can now do is possible because others pursued dif3erent orientations 

fkom her own. . . . Nor could Carby be doing the work she is doing unless a 

space for it was created by a powerful contemporary Afio-Amencan 

women's literature which in part cornes out of the very paradigm she 

denies. (7 1-72) 

The pattern of critique exemplified by McDowell and Carby £hds its most blatant 

expression in Deborah Chay's article "Rereading Barbara Smith: Black Feminist Cnticisrn 

and the Category of Expenence." Following her predecessors, Chay criticizes Smith's 

work for making universai and monolithic claims in ternis of black women (644), and for 

not being able to distinguish differences appropnately. Like Carby, Chay sees the 

greatest weakness of Smith's work as her "debilitating reliance on experience" (639). 

According to Chay: 

Hypostasizing experience to secure her claims for black women, Smith is 

prevented from making the distinctions among categories such as "black 

men" and ''white feminists" which might otherwise allow her to pursue her 



analysis and critique of black wornen's social conditions in a less 

deterministic fashion. (63 8-9) 

"Experience," however, is exactly the term that enables Smith to make distinctions 

between "black men" and '%hite feminists." Smith calls upon her experience as a reader 

and as a cntic to point out that there is a difference between what she and other black 

women encounter and what black men and white feminists encounter. In fact, Smith 

spends the first quarter of her essay documenting, through example, how reviewers and 

cntics (white and black men and white women) have made black wornen invisible and how 

they have devalued black wornen's texts. 

Chay argues that Smith "(over)determines" the cultural practice of black women 

by basing black feminist criticism on the development and experience of identity. Chay 

surmises that, as a result, Smith has stipulated that "no one but a black woman can do 

black feminist criticism, then, and black women must do black feminist criticism in order 

to 'experience' themselves as-or be-black women, feminists, lesbians" (637). Indeed, 

Smith, as do al1 other cntics at the critical moment, suggests that only black women c m  

create a black feminist criticism. But the need for the criticd moment arises fiom the need 

to alter discursive practices that are oppressive. If the prevailing discourse has 

misrepresented, made invisible, or negatively constructed a particular group's identity, to 

expect those who practice and create this discourse to change of their own accord is naive 

at best. A group's identity cornes from a history and a tradition that m u t  be reflected in 

discursive practices fomuiated by that group. As Carby notes, %e terrain of language is 

a terrain of power relations" (17); to refuse to take control of that terrain is to give power 

over you to someone else. However, in objecting to Smith's implied stipulation, Chay 

introduces a contradiction hto her own position. Earlier, she had argued that Smith can 

not make distinctions; now, she faults Smith for making a distinction that clearly requires 

a strong notion of the defining negative. 1s it r e d y  a question of (over)detemiinuig 

culturai practice? Or is it rather a question of necessity? The critical moment requires the 



use of "expenence" to draw the lines of consubstantiality and difference. Hence, the 

critical moment fûnctions as a rhetorical strategy, enacting the discursive act of identity 

construction for a very specific purpose at a particular t h e .  

Chay, McDowell, and Carby fail to recognize that " e x p l o ~ g  how difference is 

established, how it operates, how and in what ways it constitutes subjects who see and 

act in the world" (Joan Scott qtd in Chay, 638) is not enough. Certainly, 'exploring how 

difference is established' is important to our understanding, but to create change, one 

must work discursively to constitute subjects (even if they are constmcts and historically 

situated) and that requires a very different rhetorical approach than an examuiaiion of the 

"'how" of discursivity permits. In practice, "experience" fûnctions to establish histoncal 

contexts and operates to break the d e s  of the prevailing discourses. One cannot name or 

define a group in relative ternis. The act ofnaming requires, if only for a moment, the 

fixing of properties and charactenstics of a group or thuig in relation to other groups or 

things. 

The difference between theory and practice becomes most apparent in Barbara 

Smith's response to Chay's article. In her response, Smith once again speaks from her 

expenence, positioning herself as the speaking and knowing subject of the text through the 

use of the "1" pronoun. She also grounds the essay in details of her life: "[the day 1 

received the essay] 1 was already dealing with enough stress, including the fact that one of 

m y  dearest %ends was dying of breast cancer, and 1 decided that reading your essay was 

one negative expenence I could spare myself' (653). Stating that Chay's assurnptions are 

erroneous, Smith concludes that Chay has not comprehended the "why" and 'khat" of 

the original essay. Smith thereby shifts the argument away fkom the "how" (653): 

1 did not write "Toward a BIack Feminist Criticism" a s  an inteUectual 

exercise. 1 wrote it to express my perceptions about the state of BIack 

women's literature and the dearth of usefbl criticism about this literature in 

1977. 1 wanted to challenge and inspire people who totally exclude Black 



women fiom their literary work as well as fiom their actual lives to change. 

1 also wanted to encourage Black women to delve into this Iiterature, to 

take joy in its existence, and to begin to examine its sexual politics as weil 

as its racial politics in an explicitly feminist way. My ultimate goal was 

Black woman's tiberation, i.e. more fieedom, more respect, more choices 

and less invisibility, less violence, and less a b w  for living breathing Black 

female human beings. (653-654) 

Once Smith has established the 'khy" and 'What" of ber essay, she focuses on a major 

aspect of the essay's context that has been overlooked or ignored by her critics. Smith 

indicates that she did not write the essay for an academic audience but for a "lesbian 

feminist literary magazine," one which sought to divenifi the content of works being 

published by actively seeking the work of "lesbians, women of color, and working class 

women" (Smith 654). Smith indicates that she wrote the article outside of the paradigms 

of academic theory, and she implies that the use of such theory by critics is suspect in 

that it functions as capital which the critic garnen to position herself in an academic 

market: 

Since I do not depend upon academic institutions for my livelihood, 1 have 

not been required to convert to the new scholasticism nor have 1 been 

forced to believe that obscurantist academic theory is the only Legitimate 

and intellechially valid method a critic can use to analyze literature. (654) 

Smith also answers the charge of essentialism by refemhg to experience through both 

hypothetical and concrete examples. She does not deny the use of experience, but radier 

she indicates the influence of context on one's view of experience. She suggests that 

racism and identity in everyday Life are not a matter of theory. Accorduig to Smith, to 

view identity as an intellectual construct is to be apolitical and dtimately ineffectual: 

Arguments against so-called 'essentialism' and relying upon 'the evidence 

of experience' are profoundly apolitical, because they view identity as an 



intellectual construct with insignificant political or material consequences 

within a white supremacist, rnisogynist, capitalist and patriarchal srare. 

(655) 

Smith does not reject the possibilities of theory but insists by implication that it m u t  be 

tied into practice: it must emerge fiom and feed back into our experience. Only then does 

it become transforrnative. 

Barbara Christian's critical works exemplify how theory and practice c m  be 

brought together. In her introduction to BIack Feminist Criticism, she constructs a 

personalized narrative that both reveals her context and her bias. The introduction is 

expenential in nature, focusing on a conversation between the critic and her young 

daughter. In c l a s s m g  her explmations according to the theoretical paradigms that 

influence them. Christian demonstrates an understanding and inteption of theory. She 

sets up a two layered dialogue that on the surface explains to her daughter what a black 

feminist literary critic does. Relatively simple and straightforward, the language for this 

layer of the dialogue is obviously intended for someone who is not familiar with the 

discourse of cntical theory. She also expresses what she thinks but does not Say to her 

daughter, and this constnicts a second layer of dialogue with the reader-as-critic. This 

second dialogue makes use of critical language and employs the reader-as-cntic's 

understanding of critical theory: 

I pause, trying to be as clear as possible to Najuma in my distinction of 

what 1 am doing. 

"Right now," 1 Say, 'Tm listening to the voice, the many voices created 

by Aiice Walker in this book and looking at the way she's using words to 

make these voices seem dive, so you believe them." (Ab, 1 think, 

formalist cnticism, expressive criticism, operative criticisrn.) My daughter 

does not know these referents. (Black, xi) 



Through this double layer of dialogue, Christian demonstrates an acute awareness 

of audience, Like Smith, she notes that the seeds for a black women's literature and 

criticism were sown outside of the institutions of academia. According to Christian, when 

many scholars were still very resistant to the idea of studying black women novelists, 

"ordinaryy' black women were the ones who read and discussed the work of black women 

wrïters %th an intensity unheard of in the academic world" (But Whut, 64). Christian 

thinks and writes fiom her identity, for she carefully situates henelf as a critic and makes 

her position and bias clear. She does not hide behind objective lmguage, but instead 

speaks as the 7" of her texts. She is also careful to avoid monolithic, ahistorical accounts, 

and she indicates, through the subtitle of one of her essays, that the history of black 

feminist criticism she recounts is "My Version of a Little Bit of History." She discusses 

the primary stages and key works of black feminist criticism, as do other critics, but she 

does not objectifjr that history. Instead, she includes her own history as a cntic and 

recounts black women's literary history as she, a black woman critic in a given period, 

encountered and experïenced it. 

Instead of seeking to establish a position for herself in the zcademic market by 

opposing or challenging Smith's work, Chntian builds on Smith's work, using her 

experience to answer back to other black women: "Men we speak and answer back we 

validate our expenences. We Say we are important, ifonly to ourselvesy7 (Black, xii). 

Christian enacts the principles outlined by Smith. She recognizes a black women's 

literary tradition, explores the intersection of gender, race, politics, and identity, and 

makes use of common approaches manifested through black women's writing: '4 used cal1 

and response, jazz riffs, techniques found in writers like Hughes and Huston, as well as 

the anecdote, a device 1 had found so effective in the essays of Jordan and Walker" (But 

mat,  68). Christian, however, is not anti-theory. She agrees with McDowellYs emphasis 

"on clear definitions and methodologies," viewing it as a sign "of increasing emphasis on 

theory surfacing in the academic world" (But Iyhat, 66). While Christian does not reject 



theory, she does caution against falling into the trap of theoretical discourse. suggesting 

that the black ferninist critic must always consider her audience: "As the race for theory 

began to accelerate in 1984. I became concemed that that dialogue was drying up as critics 

rushed to constnict theories in languages that rnany writers abhorred and which few 

readers understood or enjoyed or could use" (But m a t ,  68). 

Christian goes on to question Carby 's insistence that feminist criticism is reduced 

to expenential relationships which make it essentialist and ahistorical (But What, 71). She 

points out that the essentialist argument was also used to oppose the "inclusion of gender 

as central" to analysis (72). In other words, essentialism does not automaticdy 

constitute an infallible argument: it entails the bias and motives of those who bring it into 

play. Christian, however, does not deny the importance of questioning the assumptions 

about black women's writings and shared expenence. Criticism, for her, constitutes an 

'evolving process" (Black, xi), and "a resistance to art as artifact, to ideas as fme4 and a 

cornmitment to openendedness, possibility, fluidity-to change" (Bur Whar. 68).  As 

Christian observes, black feminist criticism has moved hto, and now seems centered in, 

the academic institutions (73). The interstices between expenence and theory arise fiom 

this move which, in tum, produces static divisions between wornen. The tenn 

"expenence" is related to a discourse associated with "ordinary" women and everyday 

life, whereas theory speaks primarily to those ensconced in the academic institutions. 

The gap that ensues between expenence and theory also brings with it an associated 

dichotomy between action and inteilectualism: those who rely on experience are 

concemed with creating change and those who rely on theory are characterized as 

apolitical and, therefore, static. Christian suggests that questions for M e r  exploration 

and development in black feminist criticism must center on the implications of the 

criticism's institutionalization and the gap it produces. 

One of the primary questions Christian asks helps to elucidate the fissure between 

Chay's critique and Smith's response: 



Does our emphasis on defuitions and theories mean that we will close 

ounelves to those, the many, who know or care little about the intense 

debates that take so much of our time in universities? C m  we conceive of 

our literary critical activities as related to the activism necessary to 

substantively change black wornenys lives? (But What, 73) 

Christian clearly concems herself with building bridges, using Smith's work and the work 

of other black feminist critics to develop m e r  a black critical approach. She implicitIy 

recognizes the rhetoncai necessity of Smith's work, noting, "the articulation of a theory is 

a gathering place, sometimes a point of rest as a process rushes on, insishg that you 

follow" (Black, xi)- Christian's aotion of the articulation of theory as "a gathering place" 

brings us back to Smith's daim that she does theorize. In facf Christian helps to cl- 

how Smith's work functions as "a gathering place" or "point of rest": it is a moment of 

stasis where things must be defined and named into existence. Certainly, such a cntical 

moment appears to fk and perhaps essentialise black women and black feminist criticism, 

but it does so momentarily and strategically so that a more fluid process may begin. 

Critics can pet caught up in the firameworks of theory. Relying too much on the charge of 

essentialism as an infallïble critique, they fail to see that they have made monolithic and 

ahistorical what is but a single moment of cntical development. 

"Experience" is not in and of itseif essentialist. It plays a both/and role that can 

focus our attention on commonalities and sameness. But it can also mark ciifferences, 

highlighting in the process points of division. Rernembering that c'expenence" is situated 

between consubstantiality and difference, we c m  recognize that, even though 

contemporary ferninism gives precedents to difference, it needs both. Valuing Merence 

helps feminists avoid repeahg patterns of oppression and domination, but femkists dso 

need to share common ground so that they rnay act collectively to resist and change 

existing patterns of oppression and domination. 



The Language in Her Eye Debate 

Disagreements about practice and theory are inevitabie, especially since the many 

diverse groups within feminism work according to diEerent time &es. Since the criticai 

moments seem to occur almost a decade apart, the problems that one group is working 

through may not always be the problems that are of immediate interest to another group. 

The level of privilege granted each group also varies and again affects how each will view a 

given situation. As Susan Swan writes, "1 do think i f s  tnie that the struggle to fiee 

ourselves fiom restrictions men have placed on us throughout Western culture is no longer 

a centrd subject for many white middle-class women w-riters" (260). But to use the word 

"group" is itself problematic. While "white feminist", "black feminist", "lesbian", and 

"Native women" (more refinements are possible such as black lesbian, or Native lesbiq  

or middle-class white etc.) al1 operate as categories by which we name a group of 

feniinists with cornmon interests, the notion of a group is ofien a couvenient fiction. 

Women may know each other as friends or colleagues, may even work in a feminist 

organization, and may even meet at a conference such as the International Feminist Book 

Fair, but there is no given group of individuals that constitutes any one category. Women 

writers and critics often work separately fiom one another, producing work individuaily. 

And any one woman could ident* with a number of categories simultaneously or 

individually, depending on the context. 

When an issue arises, how a woman classifies herself can determine how she will 

respond to the issue. But when is an issue of interest only to a particular group within 

feminism and when is an issue of interest to al i  ferninists? Failure to ciassify an issue as 

common to al1 can lead to charges of inWerence or collusion with patriarchy. But a 

demand that all respond to an issue that belongs to the particuiar c m  produce, in its tum, 

charges of dogmatisrn or attempting to control behavior through prescription. Because 

experience piays a key role in how a woman wiIl d e h e  or classi@ herself, it can often be 

found at the heart of disputes regarding the nature of a pdcular issue. Such is the case 



with a debate that occurs in and over a collection of essays entitled Lunguage in Her Eye 

(1990). The anthology includes essays written by Canadian women writing in English. 

The editors, Libby Scheier, Sarah Sheard, and Eleanor Wachtel, state that they wanted to 

respond to a debate taking place in the Canadian wrïting community regarding %e 

relationship of feminism to writing" (13). They sou& to answer three main questions: 

"[l] Was there evidence of a distinctly female or feminist point of view? [2] What 

influence were the various currents of feminist literary theory wielding on both readers 

and writers? [3] Could a w-riter authenticaliy take on a voice other than that of her own 

race, class, gender, and sexual orientation?" (13) The three questions address the main 

issues that have corne out of the cntical moment: essentidism, the roIe of theory, and the 

appropriation of voice- However, according to a footnote at the end of Padette JiIes7 

essay, the questions the editors actualiy posed to the contributors were slightly diEerent 

and include the following: "Do you consider yourself a femuiist? Do you think ferninism 

has had an effect on the writing and publishing climate in Canada? Do you . . . have a 

specific female or feminist point of view? How do you feel about writing in which the 

author takes a viewpoint other than hisher own? Do considerations of race, class, or 

sexuai orientation affect how you write? Are you familiar with the various currents of 

feminist theory?" 160-63) 

The answers produced by most of the writers in the anthology tend to touch on 

the issues inherent in the editors' onginal questions, but the issues are not dways 

addressed directly. Instead, the wrïters who respond to the questions3 rely heavily on 

persona1 "I" narratives. M e r  dl, the questions they received emphasize how  OU" 

think, feel, and are af5ected. The questions do not indicate that the writers are to respond 

30f the 44 contributions eight were selected fiom previous works. While closely refated to 

the topic, these essays were not written to directly answer the questions posed. Their works 

were setected by the editors to fit into the themes suggested by the questions. 



to a specific incident or debate. However, the writers received these questions shortly 

after a particular debate concemuig the property of stones and who has a nght to tell 

certain stories was prevalent in the Canadian media, The debate dealt with Native stories 

and stories by "wornen of colour." At this tirne a number of Native writers had taken 

issue with white Canadians who used Native scenes, characters, and mythologies to 

recount stones that were supposedly about Natives. Lee Maracle draws attention to the 

case of Darlene Barry Quaife, who wrote about "Native" spinniality in Bone Bird 

Quaife' s depiction and use of Native spirituality was highly quenionable to Natives. 

When queçtioned about her sources, Quaife confessed that she had rnisrepresented them. 

As Maracle reports: 

She adrnitted that she had lied and used us [Natives] as cover; when 

challenged, she squirmed, squeaking censorship to unnamed persans and 

the Wornen's Press. The truth is that creeping around librarîes fidi of 

nonsensical anthropocentric drïvel, imbuing these findings with fdsehood 

in the name of imagination, then peddling the nonsense as "Indian 

Mythology" is literary dishonesty. ("Native Myths," 185) 

W.P. Kinsella's Hobbema stories and the fiim, "Where the Spirit Lives," were also 

challenged for their depictions of Native Iife. What the debate highlighted was not only 

the "theff' of Native material and stories, but also the lack of access to publishing 

oppominities and support available to Native wrïters in compatison with white writers: 

Canadians al1 too often use Native stones, symbols and history to sel1 

things . . . But why hasn't Basil Johnston's Indian School Days become a 

best-seller? Why hasn't HaZfBreed by Marie Campbell been reprinted? 

(Why, for that matter, has Ms.Campbel1, as one of Canada's "ceiebrated" 

authors, never received a writer's grant?) (Keeshig-Tobias, Stop Stealing 

546) 



Native writers voiced a strong belief in the power of stories to preserve, heal, and 

liberate a culture: stories are a vaiuable source of knowledge. Their assertion was 

reminiscent of the early clairn by second-wave feminists that images of women in 

literature, stories by and about women, and other female role models, could alter the way 

women saw and lived their lives.' The Native claim is best articuiated by Keeshig-Tobias 

when she states, "Native stories deal with the experiences of our (Native) humanity, 

expenences we have laughed, cried, sweated and shit for. Experiences we have learned 

fkom. Stories, fiction and non-fiction, are not just entertainment" ( B e  Magie 176). 

The debate over Native stories and material was accompanied by another debate 

concerning the publication or non-publication of stories by the Women's Press in 

Toronto. The Women's Press had rejected short stories fiom three white writers because 

they had %sed the voice of and characters fiom cultures and races other than their own" 

(Nourbese Philip, 209). The Press also rejected one of these stories because it had made 

use of magic realism, a style that the Press claimed was of Latin Amencan ongin. The 

Women's Press went on to issue policy guidelines that indicated that it wouid "avoid 

publishing manuscripts in which the protagonist's experience in the world, by virtue of 

race or ethnicity, is substantially removed fiom that of the writer3' (rpt. in Nourbese 

Philip, 209). With this action, the issue quickly tumed fiom one of racism to one of 

censorship and fieedorn of imagination. As Nourbese Philip points out, such a tum in the 

debate ensured that the issue of racism in the publishing industry would be placed on the 

back burner: 

4 Leona Gome expresses a similar sentiment in Language in Her Eye . Afier suggesting that 

women writers cm create male characters, she writes, cbbShould we bother?' As a reader, 1 

love books that give me women's voices, women by women, sornething I've felt deprived of 

throughout many years of reading both for fùn and education" (125). 



Al1 the available energy in the writing cornmunity went into cüscussing, 

arguing and debating whether white women writers, or white writers in 

generai, ought or ought not to be using the voice of the Other. There was 

no discussion about how to enable more Black women to get into print, or 

how to help those small publishing houses committed to publishing work 

of Black authors, or any of the many tasks that must be undertaken to 

rnake the writing and publishing world mily non-racist. (2 13) 

These debates formed the context for the anthology, Language in Her Eye. and 

constituted the impetus for some of the questions that the editors posed to the writee. In 

answering the questions, the majority of writers combined 'Y stories with responses to 

other questions regarding theory and point of view. The "1" stones situate the writer by 

using her own expenence to describe her position in regards to feminism. Although she 

begins with the %e7' pronoun, Margaret Atwood fkequently shifis to the "1" to recount 

her expenence as a reader reading Canadian women authors, as a &ter who did not 

experience sexism in the publishing industry, and as a woman who dthough aware of 

feminism was not actively involved Dionne Brand begins her essay: "1 am writing this in 

Cuba Playas del Este. It is January" (45). She tells of writing the essay as she reflects 

back on the situation in Canada and on the process of making a film about black women 

highlighting racism and sexism in Canada, while also recounting her personal experience 

with heterosexisrn. Rhea Tregebov also moves between the "we" and "I" as she discusses 

the similarities and differences in society's reaction to Jews and women. 

These three exarnples provide only a small glimpse at the type of experiential 

stories recounted in the collection. The narratives of experience reveal the broad range of 

diversity and difference that exists arnong the women wrïters. As writers, they are 

joumalists, poets, novelists, and acadernics. While some come nom very privileged 

backgrounds, others come f?om middle-class, working-class, and poor-working class 

backgrounds. Although Canadian, many come fkom various ethnic backgrounds, including 



Ukrainian, Dutch, Italian, Bengali, Trinidadian, Atncan, Asian, Mennonite, and Jewish. 

Native writers, black writers, white writers, lesbian wnters, and h e t e r o s e d  writers are 

included in the text, While some have experienced sexism andlor racism and some are 

survivors of sexual abuse, others recount no such experiences. 

The use of penonal expenence by many of the writers to situate themselves also 

helps to reveal points of consubstantiality. All of the writers classified themselves as 

feminists, and most would agree with a general statement like that made by Edith Iglauer: 

"1 feel very strongly about giving women an equal chance in jobs, equal treatment and 

equal pay" (152). But when it cornes to more specific issues, such as the question of the 

role of theory in feminisrn or the role of politics in art, the points at which the writers 

agreed were never universal. Some writers, for example, are ambivalent about the role of 

theory. Margaret Atwood expresses the view of a number of writers when she comments 

that "Theory is a positive force when it vitalizes and enables, but a negative one when it 

is used to amputate and repress, to create a batch of self-righteous d e s  and regdations, 

to foster nad-biting self-consciousness to the point of total block" (24-25). Roo Borson 

underlines this when she reiterates, T m  riveted by the raw details of others' experience 

and more ofien than not disappointed by the rhetoric of theory" (44). Others such as 

Paulette Jiles and Anne Cameron express much monger reservations about the use of 

theory : 

Theory, like jet travel, is a Limited tool with limited applications; it is not 

oracular, divine. Ifovenwd it tends to destroy the ozone layer. But: think 

of the advantages! It doesn't require consensus to arrive at, or input fiom 

the Common People, it can be applied to people without their knowledge 

or agreement, and it can be acrived at without Expenence, and each theory 

goes down in flarnes every ten years or so taking with it its passengers and 

sorne innocent bystanders, (Jiles, 162) 



Still other w-riters within the collection, such as Barbara Godard, Linda Hutcheon, Erin 

Mouré, G d  Scott, Aritha Van Herk, and Betsy Warland, incorporate theory into their 

w r i ~ g .  For these women, theory is indispensable, but they do not dways agree on how 

theory fiinctions in feminist writing. A number of writers describe theory as an active 

revolutionary agent for feminism. As Godard describes if 'Yeminist theory has explored 

difXerence, problematizing language and the text by shiftïng attention to the ways in which 

meanhg is produced" (1 12-3). In Godard's description, theory, not feminists, carries out 

the action. Libby Scheier repeats this idea giving to theory agency that verges on that of 

liberator. She suggests that the "project of deconstructuig traditional notions of canon" is 

responsible for opening the canon ?O the previously rnargindized voices of women and 

oppressed racial groups" (237). 

For writers like Elspeth Cameron, feminists must take the role of agent and 

develop methodologies that reflect feminist ideals and "redress some of the biases of the 

androcentric and phdocentric scholarçhip" (73-74). She goes on to emphasize a 

connection between scholarship and experience: "Research starts fÏom people's 

experience of and within everyday Iife" (77). But while some of the writers in the 

anthology agree with this perspective, others, such as Warland and Mouré, warn against 

demands for accessibility that are linked to the notion of everyday life. They link notions 

of accessibility to the value systems of the dominant oppressive language. According to 

Mouré, 

There are views of w-riting that tend to accuse writing-that-displaces of 

being academic, of being inaccessible to our women's, or most women's 

experience. But. Literal meanings of the 'accessible' just place women, and 

working-class people, as the lowest common denominator in the 

reproduction of the social order. It's the cannon-fodder mentaliq. What 

is 'accessibie' is what can be read by agreed-upon rnethods. Who agrees? 

The class for whom 'reading' and 'the book' has the greatest value: the 



white. middleslass, the patriarchal order and those who have intemalized 

it. (206) 

Other points of dBering consubstantiality also occur. A number of writers suggest that 

politics and art must be separate. They insist that they are feminists and writee, but 

never feminist writen. Others argue that if a writer is a feminist then her work will 

naturally reflect her feminism. Still others insist that being a feminist has enabled them to 

become writers but question whether ferninism materializes in their work. Many writers 

agree that a writer can *te from whichever perspective her art demands, but some insist 

that how this is done is what must be questioned. Margaret Hollingsworth States that 

myths, culture, and stories cannot be owned (143). M e r  showing how many women 

have written fiom other perspectives and voices, Atwood grants an advantage to writing 

fkom within a group: 

1'11 add that in my opinion the best writing about a group is most likely to 

corne fiom within that group - not because those outside it are more likely 

to vil* it, but because they are likely, these days and out of well-meaning 

liberalism, to simpli@ and sentimentalize it, or to get the textures and 

vocabulary and symbolism wrong. (23) 

Mouré goes much M e r  and argues that, in fact, a writer does traduce the "bther" group. 

She argues that we "create them in our own image, out of our own class and cultural 

background, our own values and processes. . . . Perpetuating our own Law.-Our own 

pnvilege. Thus placing these women we speak of in a double silence'' (204-5). 

Many of the writers who argue for fkeedom of imagination do not address the 

issue of racism that accompanies these notions of representation Most of the 

contributors assumed that taking another viewpoint meant writing fiom a male 

perspective. And they also assumed that the question regarding considerations of race, 

class, or sexual orientation, asked them to position themselves accordingly. As a result, 

many recount in their personal nanatives how their ethnicity, class, or sexuai orientation 



affected their Iives as writers, not how others might be affected. Atwood, however, does 

bring to the fore the standard argument used to explain why blacks and Natives are not 

published. The argument claims that publishers need to sel1 books to succeed and for that 

they need an audience. Without an audience, they cannot publish the works of speciai 

groups (19). Keeshig-Tobias counters such an argument by pointing out that there is a 

demand worldwide for Native wrïting. She contends that white writers WTiting about 

Native culture will get their books published while Native writers are told by publishers 

that their work "is 'Indian,' 'too Indian,' or 'not Indian enough"' (174). 

Maracle seems to concur when she points out that publishers are rareiy the focus 

of censorship debates since they are granted the right to choose (183). Nourbese Philip's 

essay appears to best summarize the debate fiom the perspective of Native women and 

women of colou?: 

Aaistic fkeedom appears to be dive and well in Canada for some; these 

writers, however, pay not the slightest heed to the fact that the wider 

context includes many who, because of racism, carmot fully exercise that 

artistic freedom, In Canada, that wider context is in fact very narrowly 

drawn around those artistic freedoms of white writers. (22 9) 

Of the 44 writers represented in the collection, only aine speak to the issue of racism in 

the publishing industry. Many more speak for fieedorn of imagination. In general, the 

only universal point of agreement is that all classi@ themselves in one way o r  another as 

feminists. Most points of consubstantiality are not universal but are shared amongst 

smaller sub-groups of the writers published in the anthology. 

5 ~ t  should be noted that Maracle's, Mouré's, and Nourbese Philip's essays were onginally 

written for another work and were reprinted in this anthology. Thus, they were selected by 

the editors to address specific issues and provide a specific context: they would not have been 

written to directly address the questions posed by the editors. 



Given contemporary feminism's penchant for valuing difference, the overail effect 

of the anthology would not at fust seem problernatic. After dl, through personal 

narratives the writen show how the persona1 becomes political; they reveal the infinite 

difference that characterizes feminism; and they expose the multiple and d i f î e ~ g  sites 

(though not universal) for consubstantiality. The lack of universal agreement should not 

create difficdties, at least, according to postst~icturalist or posmiodem ferninism, since 

universdity has been deemed the means by which subjugation is carried out- But the 

anthology proved to be anything but unprobletnatic. Its publication was followed by a 

series of articles in the journal A Room of One 's Uwn, which contested the intent and 

practice of the anthology. The debate over Language in Her Eye begins with Margaret 

Christakos' article, "Axioms to Grind," 

Christakos attacks the anthology for its white solipsism, arguing that the majonty 

of questions asked by the editors privilege "a critique of gender oppression" which 

"exhorts'? the contributors to use "a discourse of sexual difference" (Christakos 64). 

Christakos makes it clear that such an approach is, for her, not relevant to the nineties. 

She asserts that to be effective, feminism must become "integrative feminism." 

Integrative feminism requires that feminists be committed (at least imaginatively) to 

'?heory as a site where a multiplicity of bodies c m  be seen," and it calls for a k e w o r k  

"rooted in a critique of how power systems, like master narratives, are organized in 

Western Capitalisrn around systematic intersections of race, class, and gender hiemchies" 

(Christakos 58-59). Christakos claims that the editon7 request for a "personal response" 

enables the white writers to avoid the issues of race and class: 

It is no surprise that only a srnall minor* of white women writing in 

Language in Her Eye have bothered to move beyond indirect or direct 

slagging of what is often contemptuously cited as the prescriptive 

revocations of white aaistic license by unreasonable and ~e~r îgh teous  

anti-racist fanaticism. (Christakos 73) 



In addition, she contends that the use of neutral terms such as "women writers" is an act 

of erasure. It depends on a contradistinction with a white male standard, so that its use 

negates the existence of non-white wrïters and non-white expenence. In other words, 

"omen wrïters" without M e r  qudifying marken always refers to white women. 

Christakos suggests that the white writers7 failure to attend to the issue of racism signifies 

their bond with the "ideology of white privilege over any other expression of cornmitment 

to f?eedom for al1 individuals" (65). 

Chnstakos clearly divides the contributors into two camps: good ferninists 

directly address issues of racism and classism, and "enact a criticality of the conduct of 

white power in language and in our literature" or, at the very least, bravely "personify the 

darker precepts of self-loathing inculcated into, and meant to sustain, white femininity" 

(79,78). The bad feminists, in addition to privileging the discourse of gender difference, 

do not (or refuse to) speak theoretically about their writing; they leave discussions of race 

to wornen of colour; they use terms such as "writei' or '%amen writers" without naming 

which writer or which women (Le., bIack female writers); or they refer to a universal 

notion of womanhood usually through the categorical '%e" (Christakos 72-79). 

Janice Kulyk Keefer, whom Chnstakos specincally charges with "white 

solipsism," responds to many of Christakos' claims, and draws attention to the 

weaknesses in Chnstakos' arguments including her prescnptive utopianism, her tendency 

to universalize, her generaiizations about "race anonymity," her failure to see herself as 

someone who CO-ops the voice of othen, and, most importantly, her creation of binaries. 

As KuIyk Keefer asks: 

What is to be gained by setting up a hierarchy of virtue and piaing an 

Atwood ("bitter and desperate doublespeak," "cloaked defensiveness") 

against a Nourbese Philip (%onvincing, direct and honest," "clear 

imperative"). 1s this realIy going to assist white readers and writers in 

achieving Christakos' professed aim of "solidarity with women of colour"? 



. . . Christakos' response to Language is in many ways an exercise in 

"back to the binaries", with the Goodies (the six women of colour plus 

assorted whites such as Betsy Warland and Erin Mouré) vs the Baddies, 

led by Atwood, (106) 

Kulyk Keefer's essay is one of three that are included as responses to Chnstakos' essay 

in the same volume of the journal Room of One S Own, but it is the only one that directly 

challenges and strongly disagrees with Chnstakos. 

Susan Rudy Doecht's essay agrees with Christakos' critique of Language in Her 

Eye, and goes so far as to borrow Christakos' approach to criticize Sharon Thesen's 

work. Dorscht, as a white wornan, learns through Christakos to question her own white 

solipsism. She makes a conscious effort to note when she univenalized '%voman," and 

‘%ben clearly the expenences and assumptions ascribed to her were those of white, 

middle-class, heterosexud women" (1 1 1). Once enlightened, Dorscht questions Sharon 

Thesen's essay which argues against the or^.^ Dorscht points out that Thesen does not 

indicate the racial identity inherent in her use of "women." Dorscht goes on to challenge 

Thesen's critique of theory by bringing into play Thesen's solipsistic use of the term 

'%ter3: 

Thesen's arguments against theory are particdarly troubling because they 

are made so unself-consciously. What goes without saying in Thesen's 

argument is that writers are white, (white) women writers live in the "dark 

shadow" cast by the (dark monster), "Literary Theory," and white women 

wrïters don? need to understand the assumptions in which we/they are 

drenched. (1 12) 

6 The Thesen essay was not one of those included in Language in Her Eye. It was an 

unrelated artide pubIished in a newspaper. 



Dorscht goes on to argue against the opposition of theory to practice which she sees as 

Thesen's main thnist. Dorscht contends that theory and expenence must be brought 

together if we wish to change practice. When Dorscht insists on a connection between 

theory and practice and thereby prescribes theory. Reniming to Christakos, Doncht 

equates Chnstakos' bad feminists with those who deny theory. Like Christakos, Dorscht 

suggests that a failure to theorïze resdts in the cornplicitous "silencing of ~ o m e n " ~  (1 15). 

Julia Emberley, like Dorscht, responds favorably to Christakos' work calling it an 

"excellent example of ethical criticism" (8 8). Emberley , however, is not as wholehearted 

as Dorscht in her acceptance of Christakos' critique. She wams against assurning women 

no longer have to stmggle with oppression based on gender difference. Since women must 

still resist such oppression, they still need a feminisrn based on gender (Emberley 90). 

Rather than an integrative feminism, she argues for one that is historically and culturally 

constituted (Emberley 90). Most important, Emberley cautions against confusing the 

syrnbolic forms used to mediate experience with the reality of expenence that wornen face 

(91). Emberley argues that the "seE-naming of expenence," the "1" mat ive,  is 

important, but it must be able to move into a ' ke"  position to make social change 

possible: 

The personal narrative is itself a mediated form that not only allows the 

subject position "1" to operate in a field of utterances, it also substantiates 

the validity of this '9" slot - who claims it and who becomes it. In 

opposition to the "1" slot is the 'We" slot. . . . If we cannot constitute a 

'%ve", is the possibility of social change within our grasp? (91 -92) 

Emberley acknowledges Christakos' use of the personal narrative to "record her 

unleaming of class and racial privilege" (92); nevertheless, she points out that Christakos' 

narrative, being too particular, is unable to become a experienceyy (92). 

7 Dorscht here faits to identia the racial identity behind her use of the term "women." 



Emberley discloses a very significant feature of Chnstakos' essay: at no point 

does Chnstakos establish consubstantiality (or solidarity) to formulate a collective known 

as feminism. 1 would argue that the written accounts of experience formulate the c m  of 

the debate over Language in Her Eye. Christakos accepts some '4" narratives as 

legitimate and others as solipsistic. But what rnakes such narratives legitimate? Why are 

the texts of Judith Thompson, Ann Ireland, Erica Ritter, Betsy Warland, Daphne Marlatt, 

Rhea Tregebov, and Erin Mouré more acceptable than the texts of other white writers? 

Wariand, Mouré, and Marlatt clearly work within and through theory. As Christakos 

indicates, Warland's work consists of "language-conscious explorations," Mouré 

"theorizes language," and, while Marlatt also theorizes language, her most redeeming 

feature is her recognition of the "multiple nature of the real" (79). Chrktakos clearly 

privileges theory as a site of multiplicity and as the fiamework for cntiquing power 

systems (58). For her, theory appears to be the only way out of white solipsism: 

I would like to see anthologies that enter from an interrogative perspective 

which foregrounds the problematic of how privilege has gone unnamed 

within white feminism, and which recognizes that the connection of a 

political engagement to theory and writing never happens fiom arbitrary 

categorïzhg of Language in Her Eye-women-who-belong-with-women- 

who-belong-of-course-to-feminism constructions of fdse relevance and 

axiomatic silencing. (79) 

The six 'ZYomen of colouf w-riters included in the anthology are not required to 

use theory (although some do) because they directly address the issues of race and class. 

But what of the white women writers Christakos deems worthy of redemption (they are 

considered good femlliist despite the fact that they do not deal directly with racial issues 

or use theory): Judith Thompson, AM Ireland, Erica Ritter, and Rhea Tregevebov. What 

is this expression of "inculcated self-loathing" of white femininity that sets them apart? 

How do these essays differ fiom those Christakos rejects as solipsistic? After ail, 



Atwood's essay also recounts the process of "inculcated self-loathing7' that goes with 

white femininity: 

Things we heard fkom men: Put a paper bag over their heads and they're ali 

the same. She's just mad because she's a woman. Nothing wrong with her 

a good screw won't fix. . . . We were told that there were certain 'right,' 

'normal' ways to be women, and other ways that were wong. The rîght 

ways were limited in number. The wrong ways were endless. (15) 

Ann Ireland's story, although clearly different in details, cornmunicates the same process 

of feminizations: "'Hey Ireland, you a girl or what?'. . - 1  trïed. Beginning with the 

outside clues; clothes, haïr, gestures ... there were lots of d e s  to this ferninine life but I'd 

learn!" (158). Christakos indicates that as a "hite middle-dass woman," she can relate to 

Ireland's story because it presents a version of "our specific colonization?'(79) She 

asserts that the essay names gender "in relation to whiteness as a condition, a 

construction, an epistemic narrative" (79). Why then can she not relate to Atwood's text 

as a white middle-class woman? 1s Atwood's not equally a version of "our specific 

colonization." Clearly, for Christakos, it is not. Atwood e m  when she brings k t o  play 

'a  categorical 'we"' whîch she uses, according to Christakos, '?O refer to an imagined 

homogeneity of 'women' being socidized into codes of femininity of the pre-feminst 

fifties" (75). In other words, the key to the other white wrïters' salvation (if they did not 

use theory) is their use of the paaicular. Ann Ireland never goes beyond "I,? and 

Thompson never goes beyond her "I" and "she" narrative. They do not attempt to move 

into the realm of the collective. As Christakos says of Rhea Tregebov, she %rites from 

her own specificity'" (79). 

Tregebov does use "woman" and ckve" as  categorical terms in her essay: "Within the 

patnarchy, femaleness is perceived in so distorted a fashion that we cannot act simply as 

women, but are compelled to act as female impersonators" (269). Christakos appears to 



As Emberley has indicated, Christakos' focus on the particular inhibits the 

formation of a collective, or, in Chrïstakos7 own terms, a solidarity. In other words. 

Christakos' use of "experience," her 7" narrative, does not offer a means for creating 

consubstantiality: it c m  only articulate ciifference. This is why Chnstakos must insist on 

theory as the source of white wornen7s potential liberation fkom soiipsism, and their 

"solidarity with the dispossessed women of Canada" (77). This is also the reason, as 

Doecht recognizes. that theory and "experience" must be comected, with "theory" being 

the privileged term. Christakos does not acknowledge the use of '9" narratives by 

feminists as inevitably comected to theory. According to Susan David Bernstein, the 

intrusive is a rhetorical event that "carries the capacity to accentuate and overturn 

convention of authority, particularly the pretense of objectivity as an ideological cover for 

masculine privilege. Along with this challenge to discursive authority and the motivated 

ixiterests that inscribe it, the confessional mode of contests redesigns what constitutes 

legitimate 'truth"' (121). Connecting these personal narratives to theory and using them 

in feminist discourse does not automaticaily equate with political action. Such 

confessional approaches may "furnish a strategy to explore the discursive and social 

constructions of subject positioning," but they can also, when they become mandatory or 

assume that Tregebov's use of "Jew" specifies the 'Cvoman" and 'ke" as Jewish. 1 would 

argue, however, that Tregebov's use of the terrn ‘%aman" is meant to refer to al1 women not 

just Jewish wornen. By comparing the oppression of women and Jews, Tregebov makes 

visible what may otherwise be invisibie- She is aiso able to colIapse the terms so that women 

can identi@ with (or at least corne to an understanding of) what it is like be discriminated 

against as a Jew: "As wornen and Jews we share a common posture; tenuous, ambiguous 

position in a social structure which is emphatically not Our own and yet which we know and 

understand intimately, profound1y7' (27 1 ). 



function by "interpolating a subject into a particular identity," re@ the discursive power 

structures they originally contested (Bernstein 1 23,122). 

1 claim that Language in Her Eye. because it contains a multiplicity of "1" 

narratives which do not act as a "universalizing source of knowledge" (122), succeeds in 

presentïng a plurality of meaning. It achieves this, however, via its one point of 

consubstantiality, the notion gender clifference equals feminisrn. As stated earlier, on ail 

other points, the "I" narratives continually undermine a notion of universal identification- 

To persuade individuals to act. you must f m  persuade them to identiQ with a common 

interest Chnstakos tries to do just this by s&g the site of consubstantiality. But she 

cannot rely on the collectivization of individuai experience recommended by Elspeth 

Cameron because the writers she challenges use this strategy. Nor does she attempt to 

enact Marlatt's notion of "the multiple nature of reality" (Christakos, 79). Mariatt, in 

her essay, advocates the use of '~i"(sic), but contends that we must leam to move between 

the "i" and "we" positions without irnplernenting hegemony: 

Becomuig aware of this dialogue on the (many) f i g e s ,  Listening to other 

women7s words / reaiities, is to engage in a delicate balance between 

recognition of difference and recognition of s h e d  ground The balance 

between i and we, neither capitalized not capitalizing on the other. (1 92) 

Instead, Christakos implements her own 'TT narrative. But her narrative of experience 

does not attempt to move into the "we." Her narrative, as a result, becomes what 

Bernstein refers to as "exhibitionkt confession," a form of "I" narrative which '?.ses 

personal dixIosure as rhetoricai striptease to entice readers with juicy tidbits that flaunt 

the mutuality of body and mind undenvriting the audacious '1"' (125). This mode of 

confession reinforces the hegemonic subject position of the author: 'The author's 

personal expenence becomes the new uncontested authority" (1 29). Christakos 

establishes herself as an authentic subject whose experience reflects the leamuig process 

that liberates her fiom white solipsism. Once liberated, she is fiee to speak on behalfof 



the other. And she attempts to wield her authority to enforce her theoretical framework 

by relying on guilt or shame (if you don? conform you are guilty of white solipsisrn or 

collusion with patriarchy, both of which equate with racism). As Kulyk Keefer suggests, 

Chnstakos does more to create divisions than she does to create solidarïty. 

Christakos aiso overlooks the fact that many Native women wrïters reject theory 

as another form of colonization, While some Native wornen wnters do theorize, like 

Christian, they are careful to wam against using theory according to the institutions of 

academe: 

Arnong European scholars there is an aiienated notion which maintains that 

theory is separate from story, and thus a different set of words are 

required to "prove an idea" than to show one. . . . By presenting theory in 

a language no one can grasp, the speaker (or writer) retains authority over 

thought. By demanding that al1 thoughts (theory) be presented in this 

manner in order to be considered theory (thought), the presenter retains 

the power to make decisions on behalfof others. (Maracle, Give Buck, 87- 

89) 

Christakos' attempt to establish the more abstract terrain of theory as comrnon ground 

wnounts to basing identification on belief -ferninia must share the same theoretical 

h e w o r k  for them to reach common ground. But ferninists tend to reject hegemonic, 

prescnptive belief systems. It would seem that consubstantiaiity must be experiential for 

ferninists. As we have observed in the critical moment and the debates that foilow, 

"experience7' inevitably betrays ciifference for sarneness and sameness for merence. 

"Expenence" can create consubstantiality dong certain lines of ciifference (class, race, and 

gender), but when feminists try to cross or bridge those lines, establishing common 

ground through experience becomes more difncult and tenuous. 

"'Experience" in the devebpment of feminist literary criticism is tied closely to 

identity. Establishing, preserving, or controlhg how one's identity is constructed 



constitutes a matter of survival for groups such as black women, Native women, and 

lesbians. "Expenence" at the 'cntical moment' functions to establish both 

consubstantiality and division by delineating the attributes of a specific group. In other 

words, "experience" works to define the qualities the group shares, while indicating their 

difference fiom others. In this process of identity formation, literature becomes a means 

for mapping experience. As such, it has the power to give meaning to experience, to 

validate and value experience, and to render ce& experiences invisible. To take control 

of literary criticism or theory is to take control of the no r i a  and to begin the process of 

drawing one's own map. 

The three critical moments identified in this chapter share a common pattern of 

development: each begins with the recognition that texts designated as literature reflect the 

values and interests of the dominant groups within society; each responds by creating a 

definition of what constitutes its given category of criticism (i.e., black feminist literature, 

lesbian literature, or Native women's Iiterature); each also creates a set of principles for 

developùig the new critical approach. The duaiity of the cntical moment (its use of 

"expenence" to create both division and idenufication) inevitably produces debates about 

the practice of criticism and the role of expenence in that practice. 

In the debate over Smith's "Toward a Black Femulist Criticism," a number of 

feminist critics take issue with Smith's use of experience and the principles she 

establishes. The main arguments take two basic forms. In one, Smith has not been 

specific enough in defining the attributes of the group (black women): her definitions 

could apply to black men or even white women. In the second, Smith has been too 

exclusive: her definition excludes black men and even black women fiom diBering social 

backgrounds. The poststmctural readings of Smith's text view her use of expenence as 

essentialist, produchg a reductive sameness. These readings do not account for how 

Smith names difference or how she ofien constructs experience as polyvalent. Most 

significantly, they do not recognize the rhetoricd function of "expenence" in Smith's te% 



Written for a specific audience at a given time, Smitb's text attempts to meet the needs of 

that audience. It operates, as Christian notes, as a gathering place and a resting poinf a 

temporary pause in the process of change. Christian's work demonstrates that if we 

recognize the rhetorical function of these moments, we can build upon them rather than 

expend energy trying to give primacy to one approach over another. 

The Language in Her Eye debate demonstrates what happens when experience 

informs critical practice. In many ways, the practice of invoking "expenence" appears to 

meet the demands of feminism. It ailows for difference, creates a muitiplicity of voices, 

and appears to break down hierarchaes. For those who take issue with this use of 

"experience," the problems mise fiom the simdtaneous occurrence of division and 

identification. When an individual writer expresses her expenence, the feminist reader 

assumes that the writer is invithg her to recognize the experience as shared If the 

expenence is shared, identifcation takes place. If, however, the expenence is not shared, 

the reader may feel excluded and division occurs. The strongest critique of Lunguage in 

Her Eyes, articulated by Christakos. accuses the majority of writers included in the 

anthology of 'white solipsism': the wrîters render other women's experiences invisible 

because they assume that their experience applies to al1 women when it does not. 

In making this charge, however, Christakos invokes her own experience to 

establish her source of knowledge. She thereby uses experience to claim for herself a 

privileged position, but she also rejects experience as a means for consubstantiality, and 

tums to theory to establish common ground. But theory requires expert knowledge; it 

limits the fiameworks by which feminists can view and interact with the world; and it 

limits the critical practices of feminisrn. Christakos fails to recognize that theory cannot 

liberate women: theory is merely one of the hmeworks that directs out attention. 

Christakos appears to reject the bothland possibilities of experience. For her experience 

is only a t o t a l h g  sameness. She does not see how it allows for movement between the 

particular and the general. As Marlatt indicates, feminism is a balancing of the 



'recognition of difference and a recognition of s h e d  ground.' In refusing to allow for the 

use of a collective experience, Christakos unwittingly invokes experience to establish her 

own authority. While she may demonstrate that she does not use the term "woman" 

without qualifjbg if the results of her actions, as Kulyk Keefer pointed out, are the same 

as those she rejects. 

"Experience" offers the means by which feminists can balance ciifference and 

consubstantiality, for it produces and allows for both. 'cExperience" bridges the particular 

and general. Cerrainly, the use of "expenence" c m  produce essentialism; it c a .  operate in 

favor of authority and hierarchy, but understanding how "experience" fünctions helps 

feminists both to exploit the tem's potential and to avoid its disadvantages. Despite al1 

the attempts to denigrate "experience," and to give preference to theory, critics inevitabiy 

refer back to experience as theory's point of ongin. The dichotomy, theory/experience, 

often requires a privileging of one term over the other. The apparent incompatibility 

between the terms has led feminists to reject theory, as Jiles does, or to reject expenence, 

as Christakos does. But feminists are still working to break free of the dichotomy and to 

bridge the two terxns. Hélène Cixous offers feminists a mode1 by which the opposition 

between theory and expenence can be coliapsed. The next chapter examines how 

experience-as-metap hor offers an alternative to rationalism. It loo ks at how metaphor 

cornes out of our expenence of constmcting language while k i n g  constnicted by language. 

Understanding the relationship between expenence and metaphor may assist feminists in 

using language to change social reality. Cixous's theory of écriture féminine helps to 

illustrate the connection between expenence and metaphor, and how the connection cm 

work for ferninism- 



Chapter Four 

Experience as Metaphor: 

Hélène Cixous's Rhetoric of Metaphor in "The Laugh of the Medusa" 

and "Castration and Decapitation" 

As we have seen, the charge of essentialism seems to accompany a rhetoncal 

appeal to 44experience." Implicit in this connection is an understanding or assumption 

that "experience" names the essence or, in Burke's terms, substance. Why is this such a 

problem? For those who reject essentialism, to £ïx or to name is to make sornethuig 

reductive and, even, to declare it a universal quality, thereby excluding those who do not 

possess or share the essence. Even when the term "expenence" is not actually invoked, 

the cry of essentialism follows close on the heels of any rhetoncal strategy that brings 

"experience" into play. 

The debate surrounding the texts of Hélène CixousL demonstrates this type of 

response. But to discount the power of Cixous's work is to senously misconsmie the 

'~ ixous ' s  work is heavily indebted to both Jacques Lacan's psychoanalytic theory of Ianguage 

and Jacques Derrida's theory of dixerénce. The Imaginary and Symboiic Order are of 

primary importance in Lacan's work. Accordingly, the Imaginary corresponds to the pre- 

Oedipal phase in which the child believes itself to be one with the mother. In this phase the 

child does not experience a sense of  difference or  lack only identity and presence (Moi 99). 

The entrance into language constitutes the Oedipal phase. Here, the implementation of the 

Law of the Father separates the child fiom the mother. Experiencing a sense of loss or lack, 

the child then desires the mother and so m u t  repress this desire. This primary repression 

opens up the unconscious requiring an acceptance of the phallus as the representation of the 

Law of the Father: "Al1 buman culture and al1 life in society is dominated by the Symbolic 

Order, and thus the phallus as the sign of lack" (Moi 100). Cixous also uses Demda's notion 



transfomative powers of the rhetoric of "experience." A number o f  academic feminists, 

Leslie Rabine, Katherine Binhammer, Domna Stanton, Diane Griffin Crowder, and 

Barbara Biesecker, have become interested in Cixou ' s  theory for the rhetorical structures 

and techniques, especiaily that of metaphor, she appears to recommend through her work- 

In this chapter, 1 will look at some of the rhetorical strategies apparent in Cixous's use of 

metaphor that manifest themselves in the English translation,' beginning with the critical 

of dzzerénce which postdates the free play of the signifier and defines writing as an "endless 

displacement of meaning which both govems language and places it for ever beyond the reach 

of a stable seIf-authenticating knowledge" ( 107). On one level, Cixous's use of dzyeerénce 

lends to her text an "anti-essentialist and anti-biologistic" slant (Moi 110), but on another 

level, Cixous undermines this anti-essentialism by Iinking écriture féminine to the mother 

and the feminine libido both of which are closely associated with the Imaginary. With the 

feminine libido linked to female sexual organs and the feminine located in the unconscious or 

Imaginary (Weedon 68), Cixous7s theories at times appear essentialist. According to Chris 

Weedon, Cixous fails to escape "the dual problems of women's continuing marginalization . . 

. and the reduction of women's subjectivity to sexuality" (72-3). For a more detailed 

explanation see Weedon's text or Tori Moi's Sexual/TexuaZ Politics. 

It should be noted that 1 have not used the original French version, but corne to an 

understanding of Cixous's theory through the English translations. As one of her translators 

notes, meaning does not move in a one-to-one correlation between languages: 

The difficulties of translating a writer like Hélène Cixous are immense. No 

translation is ever faithfûl, since the translating language will inevitably erase, 

add to or alter the meanings of the original, a process that becomes especially 

significant in the case of a writer Iike Cixous who actively incorporates the 

possibilities generated by Ianguage into her text. The trandator is forced to 

obtiterate, invent, distort, producing a version of the original which, except 



analysis of Ckous's application of metaphor. While critics identiQ metaphor as prirnary 

to Cixous's rhetoric, they do not analyze how metaphor functions in Ckous's discourse 

to create change in language and in social structures. To begin such an anaiysis, 1 turn to 

Eamesto Grassi to establish a relationship between metaphor and rationalism, where 

metaphor becomes part of a semantic (rhetoricai) language similar to the écriture féminine 

developed by Cixous. While Grassi reconstmcts the role of rnetaphor in the formation of 

meaning and knowledge, he does not delineate the reIationship between metaphor and 

experience. The theory of George Lakoff and Mark Johnson fills this gap by making the 

connection between experience, metaphor, and social structure more explicit. 

The Critics on Cixous's Rhetoric of Metaphor 

Cntical views of Cixous's work rarely agree on the role or hc t ion  of metaphor in 

her texts. While cntics generally identie the materna1 metaphor as primary to C ï x o u ~ ' ~  

writing, they al1 define the materna1 metaphor differently. Moreover, many focus on 

whether or not Cixous's use of metaphor complies with feminist goals. For some it meets 

those goals and fûnctions as a strong point in Cixous's theory; for others it undermines 

those goals and constitutes the main flaw of her theory. Of those who deem rnetaphor a 

weakness, some claim it is ineffective because it does not deai with the literal (or 

everyday life) while others contend that it is ineffective because it is too literd. 

In "Ecriture Féminine as Metaphor," Leslie Rabine acknowledges that Cixous's 

practice of metaphor poses a challenge to patrïarchal language, but she does-not endorse 

the practice because of the contradictions it contains. According to Rabine, the rhetorical 

for the recourse of  an occasional note, renders al1 such transactions invisible. 

(Sellers, 3) 

English translations may, therefore, produce different manifestations of rhetorical structures. 

1 have used English translations that are broadly accepted within the discipline. And my 

interpretation of  the role of metaphor is based on these texts. 



device predominantiy employed by Cixous is that of the "maternai metaphor" which 

denotes "a linguistic operation different fiom that of patemal metaphor as substitution" 

(20). Rabine notes that the '?erm 'matemal metaphor' will not here denote the use of the 

Mother as a substitutive figure for female difference and absence" (20). In the rhetoric 

developed by Cixous, Rabine argues, the matemal metaphor works as a condensation in 

which %e two terms of the metaphor altemate with each other in the same signifier, and 

this makes them both different and the same, both separate and united, both absent and 

present" (Rabine 36). Such a metaphor "disrupts the unity of the symbolic order" and 

exposes the ''heavy Iogic" which insists on one meaning per term. The best known 

example of this form of maternal metaphor occurs through the Cixous's use of the French 

verb 'voler' which plays on the meanùigs 'to fly' and 'to steal': "It's no accident that 

voler has a double meaning, that it plays on each of them and thus throws off the agents 

of sense" (Cixous, Medusa, 8877). In this metaphor, women's writing is both stealing and 

flying. The metaphors layer over each other and their meanings interact complicating each 

other rather than covering over one rneanùig with another. Rabine gives another example 

of the maternal metaphor-as-condensation in her reference to SouHees: 

One passage in Soufles plays on the signifiersfls (threads and son). The 

passage seems to start out as narrative, but since fils is a condensation, it 

defies any attempt to establish representation (as well as translation). The 

son and the threads become entangled, to the point that &'the-fathen cheat 

in order to break the sodthreads and make the text disappear." The writer 

responds: "In me revolt is added to an unhappiness which is woven from a 

new fusr: 1 spin/run away [filer, to spin, but also to go at great speed], 

fuming, to confiont the fathers: 'you 're the bad mother. '" 

Rabine recognizes that the metaphors of son as text and women's text as weaving are both 

patemal. They become matenial, however, through the ternis with multiple meanùigs 

which layer the metaphors together revealing their contradictions: "The force which 



unleashes the feminine 'language of a thousand languages' and dismpts the stable 

signifïeds of our syrnbolic order is a differenf a ferninine, kind of metaphor: 'The mother 

too is a metaphor"' (36). The patemal metaphor as substitution belongs to a tradition 

which uses metaphor and language as clothing-a "fdseness hiding another fdseness" (3 1). 

In the patemal metaphor one terni coven over another and hides it. Meanings rake over 

rather than interact As a ''metaphor of metaphor as clothing" (3 1), the patemal 

metaphor constitutes a mastery of language that excludes and oppresses those who lack 

or who are denied the required language skills and knowledge to achieve such mastery- 

Theoppressed becorne, in a sense, the hidden term. Rabine states that the substitution 

"always cornes back to signify the father" (35) and the "'ultimate abject'-the phallus" 

(36), while it displaces the feminine (Le., the mother), or, as Jacqueline Rose states, 'the 

prohibition of the father talces the place origindly figured by the absence of the rnother'' 

(3 8-3 9) 

Rabine's purpose, however, is not to simply delineate Cixous's feminine rhetoric. 

Rather, she seeks to investigate "a set of impasses" or "contradictions" which emerge in 

Ckous's tex& (21). To do this, Rabine acknowledges the problems that écriture féminine 

sets out to counteract or overcome, and it is in resolving these problems that the 

contradictions arise. First, and the most genemlly acknowledged problem, is the exclusion 

of women f?om language (Rabine 21). Ecriture féminine, or the "invention of a new 

language" (Ciuous qtd. in Rabine 2 13), strives to transfonn the structures of-patrianihal 

language but with the understanding that it must work within a language and a theory 

which generally excludes woman or uses woman as an object (Rabine 27). As Rabine 

notes, ' U s  contradiction is not only Cixous7s and is not easiiy resolved in favor of either 

of its tems. An understanding of theoretica. concepts and schemas involves complicity 

3 ~ h i s  is Rabine's translation. Keith Cohen and Paula Cohen translate this as '?the invention 

of a new insurgent writing" (Cixous, "Laugh" 880). 



with the hierarchicai power inherent in their use, but in order to challenge this power 

feminists need knowledge of this theoryy'(Rabine 32). Rabine implies that working within 

termuiistic screens not completely constnicted by feminists is contradictory. Since no 

terministic screen could be completely femlliist in nature, it would seem that al1 feminist 

screens and the feminists who work within them are subject to this dilemma. 

A second contradiction which Rabine identifies cornes out of Cixous's notion of 

reality: Ckous's approach is deconstructive; it assumes that "what we consider reaiity, 

both inner and outer, are fictions, narrative structures . . . phailocentric plots that encode 

experïence and detennine our interpersonal relations" (Rabine, 3 8). While the fictional 

status of redity makes it possible for a theorist or writer to deconstruct confining 

representations, according to Rabule, it does little for the woman confironted with 

discrimination, poverty, or an abusive husband (38). Rabine concludes, %e realm of 

social oppression and action and the realm of witing exclude each other. Each leads to 

the other, but they do not share the same boundaries" (38-39). A third contradiction, 

Rabine identifies, appears when the matemal rnetaphor is brought into play. The 

multiple rneanings of each term eventudly give way to separate substitutive chains: 

"They carmot help but signal the inevitable return of representation and 

conceptualization, the reirnposition of the law of meaning" (Rabine 41). In investigating 

these contradictions, however, Rabine introduces one of her own. By unraveling it, we 

may begin to go beyond the contradictions Rabine identifies in Cixous's work. Rabine 

inweaves her own contradiction when she acknowtedges that Cixous seeks to challenge 

male discourse "but not through opposition" (27). Rabine concedes that: 

To oppose phailocentric symbolic systems would only, according to 

Cixous, perpetuate their own hdamental  structure, that of metaphysical 

opposition. The structure of dualist, hierarchîcal opposition, which 

shapes thought and language and on which meanhg depends, works 



unerringly to exclude ferninine difference and make woman a &or image 

of man. (27) 

Rabine's definition of the maternai metaphor seerns to be built on just such an 

opposition. It may be different from the patemal, but its difEerence becomes a mirror 

opposite. The patemal metaphor substitutes the same for difference (Rabine 37): the 

matemal metaphor fiees difference thtough condensation. The paternal represses the 

feminine: the materna1 incorporates the "bodily signifies of feminine erotic drives." The 

paternal demands continuity: the maternai disrupts. The paternal revolves around 

fetishism ('ian oscillation between refushg to recognize that women do not have a penis 

and seeing them as castrated" (Rabine 29-30)): the matemal revolves around "'exiting fiom 

language based on fetishism" or a "recognition of difference" (Rabine 29,30). 

In the English translation of Cixous, however, matemal metaphors, as Rabine 

identifies them, are presented in the original to clearly indicate the condensation. "Vder," 

for example, is presented as 'to fly" with a footnote stating, "dso, 'to sted.' Both 

rneanings of the verb boler are played on" (Cixous, Medusa, 887). There seem to be few 

equivalents in English, or at l e s t  none that has been recognized within feminist discourse. 

In English, feminists play with words by aitering structure as in didease, for example. 

They also reclaim words such as "hag" that have been used in negative ways against 

women by transfonning the word's definition. Rarely, however, do they use words in a 

similar fashion to Cixous who brings very different rneanings into play simultaneously to 

füncticn as an extended metaphor. The point here is not to provide a cornparison of the 

nature of the two languages. It is simply to suggest that for English speaking feminists 

the matemal metaphor rnight operate differently as a primary rhetorical strategy. In 

addition, Cixous's rhetorical strategy may not be limited to a particular type of metaphor, 

but it may be an exploitation of the nature of metaphor and the role it plays in language. If 

so, then the second and third contradictions Rabine highlights may contain their own 

resolutions. Metaphor is not an oppositional form but a pre-existing component of 



Ianguage that brings into play strategies that can create alternatives to phallocentrïc 

discourse. Zn this case, the breaking down of metaphor into different substitutive chains 

will have limited significance because metaphor will dtimately structure those "chains." 

Altering metaphor more effectively alters Ianguage and makes different ways of acting 

possible. In other words, wornen who face discrimination, poverty, and abuse may 

understand and articulate their experiences differently when they use a language 

structured by metaphors which empower hem- 

Katherine Binhammer, in "Metaphor or Metonymy? The Question of 

Essentialism in Cixous," attempts to resolve a confusion that &ses in translation fiom the 

relationship between "female," "feminine," and "woman": "the triad of fernale, feminine, 

and woman is not active in French in the same way that it is in English" (78). Arguing 

against the charge of essentialisrn applied to Cixous's work, Binhammer suggests that the 

charge results fkom a too literal reading of Cixous, a reading which collapses feminine into 

female. Binhammer notes diat to read the ferninine as female is impossible in many of 

Cixous's texts. In Readings with Clmice Lispector, Cixous clearly defines a male 

character as k ing  "the most feminine of all characters" (Cixous Readings 69; Binhammer 

68). Binhanimer notes that "the ferninine is divorced fiom any relation to female and 

functions metaphoncaily, to signi@ particular characteristics that Martin [the male 

chatacter] has that the fernale characters do not" (68). The use of the term "ferninine" is 

not intended as a direct link to the biological body. Instead, Binhammer argues, a 

metaphoncal reading of feminine and masculine focuses on "cultural inscriptions rather 

than anatomical bodies" (72). Binhammer suggests that feminine metaphoncally 

represents a ferninine "libidinal econorny that rejects narrative7' whereas masculine 

represents an economy that "inscribes linearity" (70). To identify a character as the most 

ferninine is to identify, metaphorically, the character as one who operates by a ferninine 

economy. 



As Binhammer points out, Cixous wggests that the metaphorization of masculine 

and feminine produces a whole system of signs which become a part of a cultural system: 

The (poiiticai) economy of the masculine and the feminine is organized by 

different demands and constraints, which as they become sociaiized and 

metaphorïzed, produce signs, relations of power, relationships of 

production and reproduction, a whole huge system of cultural inscription 

that is legible as masculine or feminine. (Cixous7 New& 80-8 1; Binhammer, 

72) 

Binhafll~ller argues, however, that the metaphorbi relationship between feminine and 

fernale does not always hold the two terms apart: feminine does occasiondly slip ùito 

''fernale" as biotogical and, thus, into the literal realm. She fin& the opposition between 

"metaphof' and "literal" problematic, for the metaphoncd and the literal, in the case of 

Cixous, both arise out of experience. The matemal metaphoP with its emphasis on giWig 

birth is dictated by women's experience (Binhammer, 73). However, it is the ongin of the 

rnetaphor in experience that ties it into matornical difference and, as Binhammer believes, 

deadens it (73). Borrowing a reference fiom Cixous, Binhammer suggests that what is 

needed for understanding the nature of Cixous's text is a "metaphor that is not a 

metaphor" (76). And this Binhammer believes is found in metonymy. She defines 

metonymy not as opposite to metaphor but as a trope in which %e cornbinatory chah 

relating the two terms to each other must be determined within a specific histoncal and 

social context" (76). As Binhammer States, 

The rnetonymic field is based on contiguity and combination rather than on 

identity and similarïty. This difference allows us to escape the either/or 

estab lished by traditional articulations of the essentidisi probiem-Le., 

4 Here, in Binhammer's text, the "matemal metaphor" refers to a particuIar rnetaphor, that 

of giving birth, rather than a specific type of metaphor based on condensation. 



either m e  reads the relation of femuiine to female Iitedly, therefore, 

biologistically and anatomically, or one reads it metaphorically and thus 

having no relation to women. (74-75) 

By selecting metonymy over metaphor, Binhammer addresses criticisms of Cixous7s 

work put fonvard by Domna Stanton and Diane Gnffm Crowder. 

Domna Stanton criticizes Cixous's use of metaphor but also suggests that 

metonymy is a more valuable trope. According to Stanton, the three French theorists 

Hélène Cixous, Luce Irigaray, and Julia Kristeva seek to 'explore la dzj%étence féminine 

and . . . to subvert a phallocratie system predicated on the perpetuation of the same" 

(156). Their chosen means for carryïng out this radical act is metaphor, which Stanton 

initiaily defines as "the optimal tool for transporting meaning beyond the known" (157). 

With this defuiition in hand, Stanton declares that the three French theorists fail in their 

attempt to escape the "phallocentnc scenes and semes" (1 59). She argues "female 

difference or the female as principal metaphor for diflerence" is a part of contemporary 

theories of modemity, and, as such, it is merely a "replaying of the age-old scene" 

(Stanton 157). In addition to implicating the comection between female and difference in 

patriarchal discourse, Stanton seeks to challenge the French feminists' c l a h  to difference. 

Stanton "probes" the French femùiist discourse 'Tor traces of the sarne" which would 

contradict the quest for difference and place the efforts of the three French feminists 

within the phallocentric system and mark their failure. As part of this process, Stanton 

puts metaphor as a rhetorïcal strategy on trial to determine whether or not it can fûnction 

adequately as a trope of difference. Her main focus is "woman aslis mother," which she 

defines as an extended metaphor that encornpasses the preoccupation with female 

difference (158). This constitutes another version of the matemal metaphor, but one that 

differs dramatically fiom that proposed by Rabine. Stanton suggests that within a 

symbolic conte* mother represents the femuiine creative force including the "experiences 



of women's bodies," "the dtirnate love for another," and " another 'syntax," and other 

'grammar' of culturet7 (1 59). 

As Stanton notes, for Cixous Yhe mother" is a metaphor (159)' and Cixous views 

metaphor as "both desirable and efficacious" because of its "capacity to transform 

existing meanings, [and] ultimately, the system of significance" (1 59). Mother represents 

women's relationship to their text and to other women: in the symbolic, women give birth 

to other women without the father. Metaphor is a centrai component of Cixous7s 

writing, and Stanton charges Cixous with failing to question metaphoricity itself To 

successfully condemn metaphor, however, Stanton redefmes it by tuming to the work of 

Jacques Demda: 

As the trope of similitude, metaphor & i s  the verb to be . . . and thus 

has an ontological hction,  what Demda describes as a hidden essence: 

'metaphor is able to display properties, to relate to each other propeaies 

on the basis of their resemblance, without ever directly fully or properly 

stating the essence, without itself making visible the mrth of the thkg 

itself? (1 60) 

The use of such a defi t ion is not only limited and somewhat Aristotelian but 

also logically fallacious, for it inevitably begs the question. Stanton finds her '%race of the 

sarne" by using a definition that makes metaphor into another name for the same and by 

abandoning the notion of metaphor as process (a transfo-g or carrying over of 

meaning). As she herself states '?he trope of similitude itself could be regarded as 

metonymy for the philosophy of sarneness" (1 60). She compounds this by adding a 

Lacanian notion of metaphor arguing that 'Yhe very h c t i o n  of metaphor is to provide a 

missing term, to say what lacks, is absent" (161). Ckous, however, clearly rejects this 

aspect of Lacanian theory, particularly his notion of lack: 

Lacan preserves it [the figure of Phallic monosexuality] in the sanctuary of 

the phallus . . . 'Sheltered' fiom castration's lack. Their 'symbolic' exists, 



it holds power - we, the sowers of disorder, know it only too well. But 

we are in no way obliged to deposit our Iives in their banks of Iack, to 

consider the constitution of the subject in ternis of a drama manglingly 

restaged, to reinstate again and again the reIigion of the father. C'LaugE', 

884) 

Rabine aiso points out that Lacan's concephialization of metaphor and its use differs 

frorn Cixous' s and constitutes, in fact, the patemal metaphor: "Metaphor as substitution 

is here what Lacanians c d  the paternal metaphor. . . . In spite of Lacan's insistence on 

metaphoric substitution as the constant slippage of signified under the signifier, metaphor 

as substitution always comes back to signiQ the father, and more specifically the father's 

'sheaf' of fecundity" (Rabine 3 5). 

Diane Crowder's critique of Ckous's theory of writing shares with Stanton this 

notion of the metaphor as substitution. She compares the work of Monique Wittig with 

that of Hélène Cixous. Noting that each uses metaphor differently, Crowder favours 

Wittig and remains 'skepticai of Cixous's goal of refining 'difEerence' while eliminating 

'opposition, "' and she suggests that we "must resist the d u r e  of neo-femininity" offered 

by Ckous's t e d  (143-44). According to Crowder, Wittig "refuses metaphorization of 

the body" because she views it as a means of suppressing women. For Witîïg, Crowder 

clahs,  metaphor covers over the femaie body, elirninating it fkom the text while t r e a ~ g  it 

with contempt (Crowder, 122). Wittig equates the transformative process of metaphor 
- 

' ~ c c o r d i n ~  to Crowder "Cixous's strategy for women is to adopt many o f  the traits 

stereotypically attributed to women in male discourse. Flowing, formless Ianguage, 

irrationality, the unconscious, matemal nurturance, rejection of power, and being closer to 

the body are prized in her theory of "woman's writing." Crowder argues that the differences 

Cixous defines resemble too cIoseIy "male descriptions of  women." She, thus, calls Cixous's 

an appeal to "neo-femininity." (143-4) 



with the process by which patriarchy makes 'wornan' invisible to 'man.' As Crowder 

states: 

It is consistent with Wittig's insistence upon concrete politicai reaiity that 

her writing, though nch in symbols and similes, goes far toward banishing 

metaphor. . . . metaphor is always in sorne sense a deniai of the word that 

is replaced by another. But rnetaphor disguises this absence with the 

presence of the substituted term. Because Wittig's writing is political, she 

consistently marks the absent term, cailing it to our attention to force us 

into an evaluation of the ideological implications of 'absence' nom 

discourse and language. (1 28) 

Crowder suggests that Wittig shuns metaphor because it is a patriarchal tool of 

suppression. Wittig's conceptualization of metaphor matches the more classical view of 

rhetoric - as a form of dress or omamentation it hides and deceives and therefore must be 

cast out. On the other hand, Crowder notes that metaphor is a favored technique of 

Cixous' S. Ckous uses this technique to "break do wn semantic hierarchy and reason" 

(142). Crowder, like Binhammer, argues that Cixous's metaphon constantly slide into 

the biological; by so doing, they become, for Crowder, inevitably reduced to the literal 

such that the matemal becomes a sign for wornanhood (136-7). In Crowder's view, the 

difference that such a use of metaphor identifies for women resembles too "closely male 

descriptions of women" (144), and she defines this as an essentialkt trap (137). 

According to Crowder, Cixous reifies rather than escapes patriarchy. Crowder favors the 

use of concrete language, as exemplified in Wittig's work, which she sees as primarily 

concemed with representation: "Writing the femaie experience can teach women how to 

speak" (1 44). ïhe  representations Crowder favors may not resemble "male descriptions 

of wornen," but their reliance on concrete language resembles closely a requirement of 

rationalism (a discourse traditiondly deemed masculine). Crowder fails to recognize that 

the use of concrete language is a practice heavily embedded in the masculine ideal of 



language that often eschews rhetoric in the name of objectivity. The shunning of 

metaphor complies with masculinist pnnciples of language use, and, as a result, offers no 

guarantee that a ferninist use of language will escape the influence and control of 

patriarchy . 

Both Crowder and Stanton use definitions of metaphor that undermine the force 

of Cixous's work. Cixous does not use metaphor as a means of replacing one term with 

another, nor does she view metaphor as the trope of sameness. To suggest, as Stanton 

does, that Cixous does not brïng metaphor into question is dso  erroneous. In "Castration 

and De~apitation~" Cixous reveals the danger of metaphor and problematizes it through 

her cornments regarding Lacanian theory: "And so in the face of this person who lacks 

Iack, who does not miss lack of lack, we have the construct that is infinitely easier to 

analyze, to put in place -manhood, flaunting its metaphors like banners through history" 

(Tastration" 47). In her rejection of the "realm of the proper," Ckous also seems to 

provide a critique of Demda7s construction of metaphor that emphasizes the "proper" 

(which leads also to "propriety" and "property"). According to Demda, "our present 

position, then, is that metaphor is what is proper to man. And more properly to each 

individual man, according to the dominance of nature's gift in him" (47). The link 

between the gendered term "man" and the "proper" is rejected by Cixous: "We'd first 

have to imagine her ceasing to support with her body what I c d  the realm of the proper. 

The realm of the proper in the sense of the general cultural heterosocial establishment in 

which man's reign is held to be proper" ("Castration", 50). 

Stanton's definition and theoretical hnework for her analysis of Cixous's use of 

metaphor is heavily indebted to Lacan and Demda, and it is, as a result, antagonistic to 

Cixous's work. Not surprïsingly, Stanton reaches the conclusion that ''this metaphorid 

body of work may be viewed. somewhat perversely perhaps not as an elaboration of the 

unrepresented/unrepresentable, but rather-to use a metaphor-as an offspring delivered 

by/fiorn the father; an appealing, empowering reproduction, not a different productiony' 



(1 69). Stanton through her own rhetorical strategies brings Cixous's work within a 

phallocentric theory. In the end, Stanton again turns to Lacan and argues that metonymy 

(as displacement) is a more propitious rhetorical strategy than that of metaphor (173). 

Stanton's notion of metonymy and metaphor is very similar to that of Binhammer's 

(Binhammer, in fact, borrowed Stanton's view of rnetonymy but rejected her notion of 

the materna1 metaphor). Her endosement of this strategy also points to a limïted 

d e f ~ t i o n  of metaphor that is incompatible with Ci.xou7s use of metaphor. Binhammer's 

focus on metonymy deals with the puzzle and problems posed by the terms "ferninine" 

and "fernale." But, lïke Rabine's work, it does not provide a broad enough scope to 

explain the other uses of metaphor in Cixous's rhetoric. 

Cixous clearly makes use of a highly developed romantic6 view of metaphor. For 

this reason, the somewhat classical' definition suggested by Stanton and Binhammer is 

hadequate: the power of metaphor far exceeds the mere identification of si mil^^. 

Binhammer's use of metaphor also fdls short in its understanding of the relationship 

between experience and metaphor. Binhammer correctiy notes that a metaphor that has 

become literal is considered dead, but she argues that %ben anatomical difference effects 

6 ~ h e  "romantic view . . . sees metaphor as inseparable fiom language which is 'vitally 

metaphorical,' and 'reality' which is ukimately the end-product of an essentially 

'metaphorical' interaction between words and the 'hurrying of material' that they encounter. 

Metaphor deliberately invoked, intensifies ianguage7s characteristic activity, and involves, 

quite Iiterally, the creation of 'new' reality" (Hawkes 90). 

7 The "classical view . . . sees metaphor as ccdetachable" fiom language; a device that may be 

imported into language in order to achieve specific, pre-judged effects. These aid language to 

achieve what is seen as a major goal, the revelation of the 'reality' of a world that lies, 

unchanging, beyond it" (Hawkes 90). 



expenence" the metaphor becomes dead, as though the iiteral and expenence are one and 

the same (73). According to the romantic view, experience is an integral part of ail living 

metaphors. What Cixous seems to be arguing for is the creation (or at least an 

understanding of) metaphor that is formulated out of womeds experience and in return 

allows them to constmct the reality of that expenence. Men create different metaphors 

according to their expenences and thus produce a different realiiy. 

Barbara Biesecker also seeks to identi@ the nature of Cixous's metaphor. She is, 

however, not concemed with contradictions or the problem of essentiaiism but with 

Cixous's 'Yerninist intervention into Rhetonc" (88). Biesecker argues that "The Laugh of 

the Medusa" can be read as a "treatise that seeks to provide women with the means by 

which they may, through language, actively and strategicaily intervene in the public 

sphere" (89). In establishing "The Laugh of the Medusa" as a rhetonc, Biesecker 

identifies the main cal1 to action as a cal1 for women '90 discursively htervene in the 

public sphere" (89). The work focuses not only on the need for women to write but also 

on the need for them to speak publicly (89). According to Biesecker, Cixous's appeal is 

based on the assurnption that language fiuictions as "equipment for living" (90). Here, 

Biesecker provides an answer to one of the contradictions raised by Rabine (that Cixous's 

feminist discourse was not applicable to the plight of women in everyday Me). 

According to Biesecker, the realm of social action and the realrn of writing are not 

separate. To write is to do something: "Women must speak and write becauçe speaking 

and wrïting constitute 'the possibiliiy . . . of change' . . . In short, discourse, whether 

written or spoken, is posited in the essay rbLaugh of the Medusa"] as a decidedly 

pragmatic and potentiaily effective means for (re)shaping human reaiity" (90). 

To implement change feminists must answer the questions- how does Ianguage 

reshape human redit., and how should wornen use discourse to direct a reshaping of 

reality? Like Rabine, Biesecker recognùes that women must use a language which 

"constitutes 'woman' as that which must be excluded as the other in order to conserve the 



identity of the same" (9 1). Biesecker suggests that it is woman's positioning in language 

that gives her a rhetorical edge, for woman is "in-between . . . both inside and outside the 

centery' (9 1). This state of not beionging, of having no place, allows women to "pilfer the 

discourse that reguiates the system and move it in a new direction" (92)- In other words, 

Biesecker endorses the practice of stealing/flyïng as a rhetorical tactic. She is carefid to 

distinguish this fiom merely appropriating the masculine discourse. According to 

Biesecker, stealing is "unfixing the syntax' the grammar, and the signs of the dominant 

discourse so as to make it possible for new meanings to circulate and 'fly"'(93). The 

process is a recoding of signs. Because of an irnperative within Cixous's work which 

states that écrimre féminine is impossible to define (Cixous 883; Biesecker 92), Biesecker 

avoids detùiuig how this recoding occurs? However, the examples Biesecker selects of 

Ckous's own recoding &ord us a glimpse at what that process rnay be. Biesecker argues 

that one of the most significant signs Cixous targets for recoding is "woman" (93). TO 

illustrate Cixous's "pian," Biesecker uses the metaphor of the "Dark Continent" which 

connects the sign %ornad' to Cixous's notion of body: women are to retum to the body 

and thereby change the function of their sign (93). Biesecker conciudes: 

If we foilow the steps of Cixous's argument closely what we discover is 

that she neither valonzes nor fetishizes the body as such. M e r ,  she 

posits the move toward the body as a way into the space of the 

unconsciousy a conceptmetaphor that names nothing less than a structure 

or reserve of resistance . . . Thus we may read Cixous's invocation of the 

body animated by a 'sexual difference' as her attempt to configure for 

'"~ecause this rhetoric is perpetuaily 

any attempt to define it, that exceeds 

(B iesecker 92) 

on the move, it is an art of improvisation that outstrips 

al1 efforts to theorize it, formalize it, make it propei' 



women a topos, and her surnmoning of the unconscious as a resource of 

invention for a counter-hegemonic rhetoric. (93) 

Biesecker continues to outline the basic characteristics of this rhetoric. She 

qualifies her previous statement by adding that the rhetonc will not be counter- 

hegemonic, for, as stated eariier, Cixous indicates that écriture féminine is not 

oppositional (see Rabine 27; Cixous "Castration" 44; Biesecker 94). This new rhetoric, 

according to Biesecker, will not be reguiated by a "11 to tnith" or "a will to power" but 

by "'a will to 'desire-that-gives"' (94). Most significantly, however, Biesecker notes that 

this rhetorïc "does not contain, [but] carries" (Biesecker 94). Biesecker's emphasis on the 

"body as a commonplace or topos" points to one of the most significant features of 

Cixous' s rhetoric (94). Cixous's use of metaphor constitutes the most radical feature for 

a feminist reconfiguration of rhetonc. A more detailed examination of the nature and 

function of metaphor provides more comprehensive answers to the questions: how does 

language reshape reality, and how shouid women use discome to direct a reshaping of 

reaiity? 

In The  Laugh of the Medusa," Cixous sets out to escape patriarchal discourse 

and its construction of redity. She notes, 

Nearly the entire history of writing is confounded with the history of 

reason, of which it is at once the effect, the support, and one of the 

privileged alibis. It has been one with the phallocentnc tradition. It is 

indeed that same self-admiring, self-stimulatirig, self-congratulatory 

phallocentrism. (879) 

Cixous's view of the masculine discourse or rationalism accords closely with the theory 

forrnulated by Emesto Grassi in his development of the ideas of Vico. The signincance of 

Grassi's theory to Cixous works derives not only fkom a shared view of metaphor but 

aiso fiom his recognition that metaphor poses a direct challenge to rationalism. 



Metaphor as the Grounds for Rationalism 

According to Grassi, rationaiism is logicd thought based on the principle of 

suffiicient reason. Rationalism gives primacy to calculability and technology (the 

concrete), the means by which objects are secured and fued (Grassi, Heidegger. 43). This 

process is frequently carrïed over to beings, securing and fixing hem and thereby 

facilitating their domination and exploitation. To escape this process of fuation and 

exploitation, we must f~st cal1 into question the primacy of rationalism. As Grassi 

suggests, "This wodd mean that the primacy of logic and man's calculating attitude 

towards beings wouid then lose its position of domination" (Heidegger 44). 

Rationaiism, however, is not easily challenged. Et has dominated Western thought 

since Aristotle, and was strongly reinforced through Descartes's notion of cogito and 

German Idealism. It has gained a seemingly unassailable value within Western culture 

which awards the greatest value to thought which is classified as logicd and/or scientific. 

In other words, thought must be based on the rational process of providing proof in order 

to gain credence and validity: within such a system of thought, the only acceptable 

Ianguage is one based on assertion and contradiction, and this is only possible within a 

cIosed system: 

The rejection of ail passionate rhetorical language and at the same fime al1 

ordinary language as the expression of common sense is based on this. On 

the other han& this marks the emergence of the ideai language as a calculus 

with a mathematical structure that is reduced to the fiuiction of formalizing 

symbols. (Grassi, R as P 5)  

Within rationalism, rhetoric becomes little more than omamentation which functions to 

alleviate the boredom of the purely rational (R m P, 15). Grassi rejects this notion of 

rhetoric; he argues that the problems that concern humans are those which ï i rge 

themselves upon us in the construction of the world" (R  as P, 6). Whereas rationalism 

insists that nature is the object of study, Grassi, through the humanist tradition of Vico, 



asserts that hîstory not nature should be the focus of study. Accordingly, nature has 

meaning for us only when it meets hurnan existentid needs. It acquires meanhg through a 

process of humanization. a process in which we find relationships between what our 

senses reved to us and what we need. In other words, it is not through inference that we 

corne to know our world, but through our interaction with nature in the process of 

meeting our needs: nature acquires meaning in use (Rhetoric 9). 

The main idea put forward by Vico and reclaimed by Grassi, is that humans make 

history not nature, and we can only know what we make. The ability to see relationships 

between nature and need, which in turn Iends meaning to nature, cornes fiom invention or 

discovery, both products of the imagination. In metaphor and figurative language, Grassi 

argues, we fmd %e original form of the interpretative act itself' (R as P 7), for metaphor 

is the means through which we represent the relationships and the similarities between 

the information of our senses and Our needs. Metaphor becomes an important tool in that 

it allows us to transform and constmct Our world. According to Grassi, the rational has 

no place in this original process: he notes that "every time that man loses contact with the 

original needs and the questions that arise out of them he falls into the barbarism of the 

ratio" (R as P 6). Meanhg and realiv are created through work (our interaction with the 

environment), but this work always OCCLUS within the context of a social comrnunity. 

Thus, knowledge is always historicaily siniated, since it is a product of the needs and 

problerns that confront hurnans within a given time and place. (Grassi R as P 1 0). 

In formal rationalism, Grassi suggests, the traditional objects of contemplutîo are 

the eternai and unchanging fïrst principles from which we derive the meanings we assign 

reality. The rational process begins at these first principles (aiso termed premises or 

archai), moves to deductions, and ends with conclusions, thereby producing knowledge. 

Deductions are really a matter of providing proof, ?he giving of reasons7' (R as P 25). As 

Grassi States, "the reason becomes evident in connecbon with the deduction, which 

necessarily starts fiom the prernises and hence depends on their validity" (R as P 25). 



The e s t  principles are non-rationai; that is to Say, they are not subject to proof and are 

not based on the deductive process demanded by rationalism. Referring to Aristotie, 

Grassi notes that these fmt principles are prior to proof and must be known and believed 

on "more forcehl grounds" (R as P 25) or ''fo a hrgher degree than whar is deducedfi.orn 

them" (Aristot, Post- An. 72a 37; Grassi, R as P 26). 

Grassi's theory is based on a closer examination of these first principles. He 

posits that these fist principles must have a rhetoricd character, for they are indicative, 

nonderivable, prîmary, and they can only be expressed in what Grassi terms a semantic 

hguage: 

Such speech is immediately a 'showing7-and for this reason 'figurative' or 

'imaginative,' and thus in the original sense 'theoretical' [theorein-Le., to 

see]. It is metaphmical, Le., it shows something which has a sense, and 

this means that to the figure, to that which is shown, the speech transfers 

[metaphereîn [Le.. to cany over]] a signification; in this way the speech 

which realizes this showing 'leads before the eyes' Iphainesthai] a 

significance. This speech is and must be in its structure an imaginative 

language. 

If the image, the metaphor, belongs to rhetorical speech (and for 

this reason it has a pathetic character), we also are obliged to recognize that 

every original, former, 'archaic' speech. . . can not have a rational but only 

a rhetorical character, Thus the term 'rhetoric' is not, nor can it be the art, 

technique of an extenor persuasion; it is rather the speech which is the 

basis of rationai thought (R as P 20) 

Grassi's reforrnulation of rhetoric's relationslip to the rationd establishes metaphor as 

the foundation or ground upon which rationalism is built With this repositioning, Grassi 

clearly indicates that figurative language-metaphor--and the emotions invoked play a key 

role in the rnaking of knowledge. As a r e d t ,  his approach is more inclusive than 



traditional objectivist notions of knowledge that exclude figurative language and emotion, 

and it speaks directly to the ideas formulated by Cixous. 

Grassi's attempt to escape (if only temporarily) fiom rationalism shares with 

Cixous's break fiom masculine discourse an emphasis on metaphor. Although Grassi 

does not use metaphor as a prirnary means for communicating knowledge in his writing 

(he mostly uses rational language), he nonetheless gives it a centrai place in his theory. 

Whereas Grassi theorizes about the role of metaphor, Cixous practices metaphor. In the 

"Laugh to the Medusa," she uses metaphor as the primary means for communication. To 

borrow Grassi's term, she speaks a semantic language, but her use of metaphor 

comrnunicates a complex conceptualization of language and, more importantly, a specific 

practice of writing: écriture féminine. She poses her use of language as a challenge to a 

masculine k t ing .  This mascutine wrïting, as previously noted, is linked to the history of 

reason which, in tum, is considered to be one with phallocentrkm. Cixous characterizes 

the rational as an "enormous machine . . . Nming out its 'truth'" ("Laugh" 879). It is 

calcdating and seeks mastery for domination ("Laugh" 88 1, 887). It ccreproduces the 

masculine view," regenerates "old patterns, anchored in the dogma of castration," and 

reduces writing to %s la~s~'('~Laugh" 884, 885, 883). Accordhg to Cixous, the dialectic 

is a trap that women must escape ("Laugh" 890). 

Like Grassi, Cixous sees the masculine or rational discourse as fixing objects and 

creating stasis in order to construct a notion of redity that is located outside of man and 

in nature: a s  she states, %ey haven't changed a thing: they7ve theorized their desire for 

reality" (Cixous, "Laugh " 885). For Cixous, the rational (masculine) language is based on 

"the inanity of 'propriety'" CbLaugh" 888)'. Grassi, too, makes a similar suggestion in 

9 As previously indicated, in "Castration and Decapitation" Cixous states, "We'd fim have to 

imagine her [wornan] ceasing to support with her body what 1 cal1 the realm of  the proper. 



his recounting of the tragedy of Cassandra. Cassandra speaks a purely semantic language 

and cannot be understood by the chorus which speaks and understands only in terms of 

"rational" discourse: 

n ie  C h o u  is trying in vain to enter into a dialogue with the seer 

[Cassandra]. Here its first reaction is the reproach that Cassandra's 

invocation of the god Appollo as well as the way she invoked him were 

unseemt'y; it considers her exclamation senreless and improper. Cassandra 

does not hear the words of the Choms: she repeats her invocation, and 

again the Chorus reacts in a rational rnanner. (ito[ics mine; Grassi, R as P 

Cixous dso identifies this lack of communication between the masculine/rationai and 

feminine/semantic when she wrïtes, "how great a transgression it is for a woman to speak- 

-even just open her mouth-in pubiic. A double distress, for even ifshe tramgresses, her 

words fall almost always upon the deaf male ear, which hears only in language only that 

which speaks in the masculine" (Ckous "Laugh" 880- 1). 

Cixous's conceptualization of history also resembles in many ways that of 

Grassi's. Cixous suggests history is made when she refuçes to equate biology with 

culture and the past with destiny ("Laugh" 875).1° She notes that %omm m u t  put 

henelf into the text-as into the world and into history-by her own movement," and she 

The realrn of the proper in the sense of the general cultural heterosocia1 establishment in 

which man's reign is held to be proper" (50). 

10 See also Cixous's "Castration or Decapitation" in which she states, "Instead of being made 

by man, History's task would be to make woman, to produce her. And it's at this point that 

work by women themseives on women might be brought into play, which would benefit not 

only women but al1 humanity" (50). 



recognizes that her own reflections "'bear the mark of our time" (Ckous "Laugh" 875). 

One of the Cunctions of écriture féminine is to change the signification of history by 

bringing women to their meaning in history, thereby creating a new history ("Laugh" 885, 

876,883). Cixous concludes thatwriting and, "seizingthe occasion to speak," wili 

facilitate woman's "shattering entry into history, which has always been based on her 

suppression" (8 80). 

As Biesecker notes' to write is to act, but the act is undermined ifthe existing 

rhetorical structures of rationalism are put into use. Cixous's écriture féminine 

exemplifies a semantic language. "The Laugh of the Medusa" consists of multiple layers 

of metaphor combined with other forms of figurative language. Cixous metaphoncdy 

represents Ianguage as place. Language is divided into two continents: the White 

continent is the masculine domain, and the Dark Continent is the domain of the ferninine. 

Cixous aiso metaphoncally refers to the body as the dark continent; by so doing she 

layers together writing (language), ferninue (woman), and body into a complex 

relationshîp which is difncult to articulate outside of metaphor, and in itself forms a 

metaphor based on condensation rather than substitution. Unlike the matemal metaphor 

Rabine identifies, this one involves a iayering of metaphor without comecting the 

metaphor through words with multiple meanings such asfils and voler. Here the 

metaphors corne together through common signifers (in this case continent), and they 

give more meaning to each other rather than introducing contradiction. 

Characteristics of the ferninine and the body carry over and become the d e f ~ g  

feaîures of écritureféminine. As a result écritureféminine possesses an imaginary (topos) 

which is inexhaustible (Cixous "Laugh" 876). Its language is pathetic (Le., emotive) in 

nature: its speech is "never simple or linear or objectified" and "retains the power of 

moving us" (Cixous "Laugh" 88 1). Nor does écriture féminine codorm to linear notions 



of time and progress, it reveals itself instantaneouslyl ' : %roman always occurs 

simultaneously in several places" (Cixous "Laugh" 882). As such it undoes %e work of 

d e a v  (Cixous "Laugh" 883) the work of rational language, for as Grassi also notes in his 

account of Cassandra, rational language is "the realm of tune dominated by death" (R as P. 

24). Ecrimre féminine rejects rationalism's insistence on unity by embracing multiplicity : 

"She lets it [the body] articulate the profusion of meanings that nui through it in every 

direction-will make the old single-grooved mother tongue reverberate with more than one 

1anguage7' (Cixous "Laugh" 885). 

As Biesecker suggests, by metaphorically constructing women's writing as place, Ckous 

transforms women's writing into a topos or cornmonplace-the r e a h  of discovery and 

invention. 

The most interesting act of metaphorization, however, lies in Cixous's description 

of women and their language, for here woman and écritureféminine take on many of the 

features of metaphor. In the English translation of Cixous's tex& the verbs " c ~ ' ~  

(convey by carrying (OED)) and "bring" are ofien associated with women and their 

language. As Terence Hawkes notes, " the word metuphor comes fkom the Greek word 

metuphora derived from meta rneaning 'over7, and pherein, 'to carry.' It refers to a 

particular set of linguistic processes whereby aspects of one object are 'carried over7 or 

transferred to another object" (1). For example, wornen write to "bruig women to 

writing," '20 bring women to their senses" (Cimus "Laugh" 875), and "her language does 

not contain, it carries" (Cixous "Laugh" 889). Women's writing becomes almost 

synonymous with metaphor. "Carry" and "bring" are dso both verbs that invoke a 

 rassi States, "The primary [semantic] speech instead reveals itself instantaneously 

{exaiphnes). It does not lie within the historical time; it is the origin and criterion of the 

movement of the rational process of clarification" (Grassi, 20) 



notion of moving something fiom one place to another and, thus, reinforce the notion of 

topos in Cixous's writing 

Ecrifure féminine becomes a transitional space where "flights bctween knowledge 

and invention" are possible. It constitutes a site of transformation and change; a 

possibility for breaking and disrupting the %id miliennial ground"" of rational 

knowledge. If, as Grassi argues, metaphor is the basis for rational thought, then Ckous's 

écriture féminine may t d y  be able to bring about "a mutation in human relations? in 

thought, in ail praxis" C'Laugh" 882). For écriture féminine as a language of metaphor 

forms a new foundation. The use of metaphor or semantic language may, however, have 

one main drawback. In using the tragedy of Cassandra as an analogy for the relationship 

between semantic and rational language. Grassi points out that metaphor may also 

function as a bridge between the two. According to Grassi, Cassandra enters into a 

dialogical relation with the Chorus when she asks for an explanation-a reason: 

By entering the plane of explanafion and abandohg the world of allusion 

with this question, she causes her historical reality to be outlined, and she 

herself moves into a historical fiamework of time and space. . . . The 

change is brought about through a metaphor, as though this were the only 

possible bridge between the rational and semantic realms. (R us P 23) 

Cixous seems to acknowledge this relationship stating, "as soon as the question 'What is 

it?' is pose4 fiom the moment a question is put, as soon as a reply is sought, we are 

alreody caught up in masculine interrogation" C'Castration" 45). Although Cixous 

stipulates that wrïting is 'korking (in) the uibetween'' ("Laugh" 883), her metaphoncal 

construction of the white continent strongly implies a refusal to move into the rational. 

" ~ e r e  the notion that rational knowledge is "rooted in grounds, in reasons" (Grassi, 29) 

helps to clarify the significance of Cixous's metaphoric language. 



The following statement, which many feminist critics have read as an imperative, suggests 

this resistance: 

It is impossible to define a ferninine practice of writing, and this is an 

irnpossibility that will remain, for this practice can never be theorized, 

enclosed? coded-which doesn't mean that it doesn't exist- But it will 

always surpass the discourse that regulates the phallocentric system; it 

does and will take place in areas other than those subordinated to 

philosophico-theoretical domination. (Cixous "Laugh" 883) 

Such a refisal and rejection appears to maintain the opposition between masculine and 

ferninine that Cixous herself attempts to overcome. 

While Grassi recognizes the separation between the two forms of language, he 

avoids opposing the two. As noted earlier, he positions semantic language as the basis of 

the rational. In other words, semantic language is the £ïrst step in the formulation of 

knowledge. Metaphor reduces the multiplicity of the semantic to unity that then foms 

the first principles or onginal archaic assertions fkom which rational thought proceeds.13 

A refusal to enter into rationahm may inevitably assign wornen to the margin which is a 

domain Cixous asserts we should not accept ("Laugh" 88 2). How then can we escape the 

')The metaphor lies at the root of our human world. Insofar as metaphor has its roots in the 

analogy between different things and makes this analogy immediately spring into "sight," it 

rnakes a firndarnental contribution to the structure of Our world. Empirical observation itself 

takes pIace through the "reduction" of sensory phenomena to types of meanings existing in 

the living being; and this "reduction" consists in the c'transferring' of a meaning to sensory 

phenomena. It is only through this 'knsference" that phenomena can be recognized as 

similar or dissimilar, usefiil or useless, for out human realization. (Grassi, R as P 33) 



margin without appropriating the instruments of rationdisrn?'" C m  the semantic or 

écriture féminine produce knowledge without resorting to rationalism? Can we escape the 

diaIectic? 

Meta phor as Experience 

The work of George Lakoff and Mark Johnson may offer some answers. They 

too construct an alternative theory to the traditional mode1 of rationdisrn or 

c'objectivism." According to Lakoff and Johnson, the objectivist view has at its core a 

firm notion that truth must be objective and absolute. This core notion leads to a number 

of suppositions. First, like Grassi, Lakoff and Johnson note that objectivism insists that 

the "world is made up of objects" (1 86), and these objects are k e d  through a principle 

which asserts that the objects have inherent properties independent of our understanding 

of them. In other words, it assumes there is an absolute, objective reality that can be 

known once we corne to know the properties of the objects. We can cornmunicate this 

knowledge because words have fixed meanings, and ifused precisply, in a literd fashios 

they can refer directly to this reality (1 87). Lakoff and Johnson argue that objectivism 

makes use of a classical notion of language and reality. Within this "myth of 

objectivism," objectivity equals rationality, and metaphor becomes nothing more than a 

decorative use of language which obscures the truth rather than reveals it- 

As Lakoff and Johnson note, the myth of objectivism is deeply ingrained in our 

culture: as members of a common cultue, we use it everyday to comprehend our 

experiences and to give order to our lives (185). Lakoff and Johnson argue that only 

classical mathematics can fulnl the requirements of an objectivist universe. Outside of 

this ided and closed system, objectivisrn becomes inadequate for dealing with the world 

of humans: "the real world is not an objectivist universe, especidy those aspects of the 

'%ee "The Laugh of the Medusa" page 887: "Nor is the point to appropriate their 

instruments, their concepts, their places, or to begrudge them their position of rnastery." 



real world having to do with human beings: human expenence, human institutions, human 

language, the hurnan conceptual system" (Lakoff and Johnson 218). In constructing an 

alternative to objectivism, Lakoff and Johnson also reject the "myth of subjectivism," 

which tums to the purely subjective realrn of senses, feelings, and intuitions as the source 

of a "higher tnith" (189). Formed in opposition to objectivisrn, it rejects the possibility of 

any objective account of human realities (Lakoff and Johnson 223). This myth insists 

that rneaning is determined on a individual basis, and that rneaning, experience, and context 

are unstnictured. As a result meankg, itself, cannot be "adequately represented" (Lakoff 

and Johnson 224). Lakofhnd Johnson see the eithedor perplex of objectivism and 

subjectivism as an illusion: each is merely the defuiing negative of the other. They 

attempt to offer a third option which they cal1 an "experientialist alternative'' (Lakoff and 

Johnson 226). The third option is founded on the prernise that "concepts" govem m t  

only our thought but also our behavior: 

They [conceptsJalso govem our everyday fimctioning, down to the most 

mundane details. Our concepts structure what we perceive, how we get 

around in the world, and how we relate to other people. Our conceptual 

system thus plays a central role in defining OUT everyday reaiities. If we 

are right in suggesting that our conceptuai system is largely metaphoncal, 

then the way we hi&, what we expenence, and what we do everyday is 

very much a matter of metaphor. (3) 

Although we are generally unaware of our conceptual systems, we can, according to 

Lakoffand Johnson, examine these systems through Ianguage sùice Ianguage is based on 

and perpetuates the conceptual system we thuik and act through. Even objectivisrn 

functions through a metaphorical concept One of the dominant concepts of objectivism 

constitutes what Michael Reddy calls a "conduit metaphor" which structures our 

Ianguage about language (Lakoff and Johnson 10). It entails three primary metaphors: 

ideas are objects, words are containers, and communication is sending containers (words) 



to an audience which then removes the objects (ideas). For example, ideas can be 

discovered and owned, and they c m  get Lost or stolen. Words can convey meaning, be 

empty of meaning, or be loaded with meaning. And audiences, generally, 'receive' 

messages or information and may even 'take away' ideas. 

Lakoff and Johnson's third alternative shares s eved  suppositions with Grassi's 

rhetoricai theory. According to Lakoff and Johnson, ' k e  understand the world dirough 

our interactions with it" (194). As we have seen, Grassi made a similar claim when he 

states that '&nature possesses a meaning only in regard to human needs" (R as P, 7). 

Grassi would also agree with Lakoff and Johnson in recognizhg that there is a reality 

(nature, if you will) outside of us, but we cannot directly know that reality. As such, 

Johnson suggests, there cannot be an absolute mth but only a relative truth: 

We live, move, and have our being within an environment populated with 

physicd things that can stand off against us, resist us, and sometimes even 

destroy us. So, the issue known as realisrn does not rest on whether or not 

there is something in the physicd world besides human beings, 'minds,' 

'conceptuai schemes,' or '1anguage'-that is agreed upon by almost 

everybody. The issue actually concems what it means for there to be an 

'object' and what is required for us to be able to refer to 'objects.' 

(Johnson 202)" 

 rassi in a sirnilar vein states, 'The historical aspects of the realization of the minci are 

never eterndy valid, never absolutely 'me,  ' because they always emerge within Iimited 

situations bound in space and time: i.e., they are probable and seern to be true [verisimile], 

true only in the confines o f  'here' and '~ow,' in which the needs and problerns that confront 

human beings are metY7 (R as P, 10). 



Lakoff and Johnson argue that truth is relative to ou .  understanding which involves 

human categorization which, in tum, "is a function of interactional (radier than inherent) 

properties and of dimensions that emerge from our experience" ( 2  65). Since the 

categorizations highiight certain properties and downplay others, the tmth of a statement 

wiU depend on the highiighted features. In addition: 

Categones are neither f~ved nor uniform. They are defmed by prototypes 

and family resemblances to prototypes and are adjustable in context, given 

various purposes. Whether a statement is true depends on whether the 

category employed in the statement fi&, and this in turn varies with 

human purposes and other aspects of context. (165-6) 

Lakoff and Johnson, like Grassi and Cixous, focuç on metaphor as an alternative way of 

reasoning about the world to that of objectivism. Grassi develops a theory that 

establishes metaphor as occurring pior  to rational thought and fiom which rationalism 

develops. As he states, "metaphor lies at the root of our knowledge" (R as P, 34). 

Lakoff and Johnson develop an "experientidist alternative'' to the myths of objectivism 

and subjectivism, in which metaphor plays a primary and central role uniting reason and 

imagination to become a fonn of "imaginative rationality" (193). 

The most significant feature of Lakoff and Johnson's work is the degree to which 

they focus on the rote of expenence in the development, via metaphor, of knowledge. 

Grassi only irnplicitly suggests a connection with expenence both through bis notion of 

knowledge as a product of work (res) and in the opening to Rhetoric as Philosophy. l6 

Cixous, in her work, makes a more explicit connection between metaphor and expenence. 

In a 1988 interview Cixous states, "1 could write a thesis on the theme of giving birth in 

'""1 began with this autobiographical reference because I believe it is always important to return to the 

personal situation out of which one's own thought arises, in order to cIariQ the theoretical problems that 

concern one's self  (Grassi, 4). 



the texts by wornen, it would be fascinating. It's a metaphor which comes easily to 

wornen, dictated by their expenence" (qtd in Binhammer, 73). Lakoff and Johnson, 

however, provide a more detailed theory of the connection between experience and 

metaphor. They assert that "human thought processes are largely metaphoncal" (6), and 

that "no metaphor can ever be cornprehended or even adequately represented 

irzdependently of its experiential basis7' ( 1 9). 

Within this theory, Johnson notes that experience is not understood in terms of an 

empincist notion of "passively received sense impressions" (Johnson, mi). While 

expenence may include information that becomes available through the senses, it also 

includes bodily movement, percepnial interactions, and other aspects of human existence: 

"Experience," then is to be understood in a very rich, broad sense as 

including basic perceptual, motor-program, emotional. historical. social, and 

linguistic dimensions. . . . experience involves everything that makes us 

human - our bodily, social, Linguistic, and inte1lectua.I being combined in 

complex interactions that make up our understanding of our world. 

(Johnson xvi) 

In addition, Johnson argues that the real working material for metaphor comes from two 

levels of experience. A "basic lever of expenence is derived fiom our interactions with 

our environment. At this level, we develop gestalts of "overall shapes" and patterns. 

Using these gestalts, we c m  identiQ, manipulate, and distinguish between different 

objects and activities in our environment. In other words, the gestalts of this expenence 

allow %s to function passably well in our environment" (Johnson 208). 

Lakoff and Johnson also note that experience is not separate fiom culture: "We 

expenence our 'world7 in such a way that our culture is already present in the very 

experience itself' (57). HaWig said this, however, they posit that there are degrees of 

experknce. Some are more physical while others are more culturai. Lakoff and Johnson 

primaiily focus on physical experiences when fomulating their theory of metaphor- 



Physical expenences become the grounds for our conceptual systems. In structural 

metaphors, for example, we transfer a concept which prevails in one type of expenence 

and apply it to another (Le., we apply our concepts of commodities to ou .  

conceptualization of time such that we spend time, Save time, and borrow t h e )  (8-9). 

Orientational metaphors "organize a whole system of concepts" in terms of another (14). 

For example, experiential concepts of direction, up and down, front and back, and in and 

out, organize our conceptualizations of other experiences (Le., we ofien experience up as 

positive and down as negative, and we describe good or bad feeiings in terms of these 

directions Le., happy is up-1 am feeling up-and sad is down--1 feel really low today 

( I l  5) Our expenences with physical objects and substances give us ontological 

metaphors which allow us to treat aspects of our expenence as distinct entities and 

objects thereby allowing us to categorize, group, quant*, and reason about our 

expenences. (The container metaphors, for example, allow us to see ourselves as distinct 

beings "bounded and set off fi-om the rest of the world" (29) and we project this 

orientation ont0 our surroundings such that we c m  be in the clear or we c m  get out of this 

chore (Lakoff and Johnson 29). By projecting the structure from one domain of 

expenence to another (fiom physical ont0 social, episternic, or Linguistic) we create 

meanhg and understanding. 

Lakoff and Johnson define metaphor as "understanding and experiencing one kind 

of rhing in terms of another" (9." They see metaphors as not only coming -out of 

experience, but also fomiing conceptual systems with some metaphors (those termed 

conceptual) organizing and struchuing other rnetaphon and determinhg how individuals 

will interpret and respond to experience. Even non-physical experiences become 

17 Later, Johnson, in The Body in the Mind, refines the definition stating that metaphor is "a 

pervasive mode of understanding by which w e  project patterns fiom one dornain of 

experience in order to structure another domain of a different kind" (xiv-xv). 



conceptualized in terms of the physical. As Lakoff and Johnson expIain, "we 

conceptualize the less clearly delineated in terms of the more clearly delineated'? (59). 

Through an elaborate network of entailments, metaphors interweave into 

multidimensional structures (or expenential gestalts) which constitute coherent systems. 

These systems are embedded within o u  language and, therefore, our culture: they become 

the means by which we classi@, make sense out of, and come to understand our own 

experience. We then act accordingly, for "not only are they [metaphors] grounded in our 

physical and cultural expenence; they also influence our expenence and our actions" 

(Lakoff and Johnson 68). 

Metaphors function as terministic screens in that they select and highiight certain 

features while downplaying or drawing our attention away fkom others. People believe 

metaphors to be true when a large number of the entailments match up with other 

metaphors that are accepted as true. Metaphors, thus, become inextricably entangled in 

our cultural nomis and values and become difficult to change. As Lakoff and Johnson 

note, "most of our metaphors have evolved in our culture over a long period, but many 

are imposed upon us by people in power . . . the people who get to impose their 

metaphors on culture get to define what we consider to be me" (159-160). They also 

point out, however, that part of the mith value of a metaphor cornes fiom how well it fits 

our own expenence. Although very difficult, it does become possible to change 

metaphon, and metaphors have the power not o d y  to reconceptualize existing realities 

but also to create new reaiities (Lakoff and Johnson 144; Hawkes, 90): 

This can begin to happen when we star& to comprehend our expenence in 

terms of a metaphor, and it becomes a deeper reality when we begin to act 

in terms of it. If a new metaphor enters the conceptual system that we 

base our actions on, it will alter that conceptual system and the 

perceptions and actions that the system gives rise to. Much of cultural 



change arises fiom the introduction of new rnetaphorical concepts and the 

loss of old ones. (Lakoff and Johnson 145) 

Lako ff and Johnson's approach to metaphor illuminates Cixous' s work. Cixous, 

in her writing, relpresents women's expenence with and in language, and metaphor 

constitutes one of her prïmary means for doing so. The fact that her work has gained 

broad international acceptance and has become one of the sources for feminïa theory, 

suggests that the entailments of her metaphors 'fit' the experience of many women or, at 

the very least, many feminists. I would suggest that it is the transfomative power of 

metaphor, this ability to create and change realities, that makes metaphor such a central 

part of Cixous's écriture féminine. Metaphor's origins in experience makes it a useful 

tool for bringing women's realiv to language. But metaphor is not inherently 

emancipating. Cixous understands the roIe of metaphor in constmcting cultural meaning, 

and she sees women as trapped in the meanings dictated by metaphors produced in a 

masculine symbolic: 

So between two houses, between two beds, she is laid, ever caught in her 

chah of metaphors, metaphors that organize culture . . . ever her moon to 

the masculine SUI, nature to culîure, concavity to masculine convexity, 

matter to form, immobilityhertia to the march of progress, terrain trod by 

the masculine footstep, vesse1 . . . While man is obviously the active, the 

upnght, the productive . . . and besides, that's how it happens in History. 

(44) 

For Cixous the chain of metaphors tie us into the realrn of the rational (masculine 

symbolic) with its "Absolute law" C'Castration" 42) and its relentless move to fix 

everything into hierarchical positions and opposition. The use of metaphor, in other 

words, is never benign. Metaphors control our perception of reality so that we always 

see and even redefine our experience in temis of a phdlocentric symbolic systern. We 

then, as Lakoffand Johnson suggest, behave accordingly. In this way, language trdy does 



become a way to imprison women and the Other: it becomes "a fdse theatre of 

phallocentnc representationalism" (Cixous "Laugh" 884). If we try to alter one 

conceptual metaphor, there are always several other interconnected ones that pull us back 

into the dominant structures of meaning. 

The masculine interrogation, the posing of the questions- what Lakoff and 

Johnson cal1 objectivism, what Grassi terms rationalism-fixes objects and entities and 

entraps hem in the dialectic. This, Cixous states, is the "work of signification?" the 

%ork of meaning" (45). Ckous, like Grassi, recognizes that the bridge, the means of 

connection, that moves one into rationalism is metaphor. But for her it is the metaphor of 

substitution, what Rabine defïned as the paternal metaphor that perfonns this hct ion:  

And this interrogation precisely involves the work of signification: "What 

is it? Where is it?" A work of meaning, "This means that," the predicative 

distribution that always at the same time orders the constitution of 

rneanhg. And white meaning is being constituted, it only gets constituted 

in a movement in which one of the terms of the couple is destroyed in 

favor of the other. ("Castration" 45) 

In one way, Cixous does what Lakoff and Johnson fail to do: she recognizes 

"which" body matters, and she gendes the body upon which metaphor is created and 

upon which it is enforced. Lakoff and Johnson state, "'direct physical experience7 is 

never a matter of having a body of a certain sort," and wtiile they acknowledge that "every 

experience takes place within a vast background of cultural presuppositions" (57), they 

never recognize that the cultural presuppositions M e r  according to the type of body, or 

that one body is constantly highlighted while the other is constantly hidden. Instead, 

they attempt to naturdize (fk) certain metaphors by focusing on the 'more physical 

experience' : "conceptual structure is not merely a matter of the intellect4 involves all  

the naturai dimensions of out experience" (235). 



'~Natural??' however, is a loaded tenn. It is generally used to associate something 

with a h e d  notion of reality: it locates reality outside of society and culture and places it 

in nature- It is a term that has been used continually to keep women in their place. In 

seeking to naturalize a particular set of metaphors, Lakoff and Johnson provide one of 

their most telling examples of how metaphors impose power relations. Such a process of 

naturalization is apparent in their exarnples of "'argument is war." To show that such a 

metaphor comes fiom o u  natural "dimensions of expenence," they construct a 

hypotheticai evolutionary history for the metaphor, claiming: 

This metaphor [rational argument is war] allows us to conceptualize what 

a rational argument is in terms of sornethuig that we understand more 

readily, namely physical conflict. Fighting is found everywhere in the 

animal kingdom and nowhere so much as among human mimals. Anirnals 

fight to get what they want-food, sex, temtory, control, etc.-because 

there are other animals who want the same thing or who want to stop them 

from getting it. The same is true of human animals, except that we have 

developed more sophisticated techniques for getting our way. (6 1-62) 

Such an 'expenence' as desc~bed here diEers dramatically fiom other "bodily" 

expenences of moving through space or encountering obstacles in our environment. There 

are many behaviors found in the "animal kingdom," but which ones we claim as part of 

our own repertoire of behavior is clearly a selective process. Assignuig any such behavior 

a biological origin is highly problematic. It becomes more so when we consider the role 

that culture plays in vduing and stnichuing such behavior. Our culture is inundated with 

images, myths, and metaphors of violence: to construct these as biological is to give them 

an inevitability that does not exist. 

Such an account of the ongin of a conceptual metaphor would certainly fit into 

Cixous's notion of phallocentnc ablation in which the "mystifjkg chamis of fiction" 

(879) are used to hide other expenences and other realities. For Lakoff and Johnson's 



account of "argument as war: is a fiction. The anaiogy highiights certain behaviors 

(pdcularly those deemed masculine) while it hides others (those deemed feminine). 

This becomes even more evident when we look at their use of pronouns. As they 

construct the story of origin, they use the ' ke"  pronoun, including in their discourse a 

universal audience. The 'We" and "ouf' pronouns are used throughout the text as the 

standard appeal to the genenc reader. The pronoun then shifts to 'you,' a direct address 

and includes the reader in one of their basic premises-we are animais: "Part of king a 

rationai animal, ho wever, involves getting what you want without subjecting yourselfto 

the dangers of actual physical conflict" (italics mine 62). They then shift back to the all- 

inclusive "we" before rnoving into the most te1ling part of their exarnple. Here, they refer 

to a 'domestic quarrel' in which husband and wife both try to get what "each of them 

wants" (62). but in the next sentence the pronoun becomes obviously gendered: "Each 

sees himselfas having somethuig to win and somethuig to lose, temtory to establish and 

temtory to defend" (italics mine 62). The pronouns b'we" and 'iouy' are subsumed into 

the "himself," and the ferninine aspect of the example, the wife, is los& hidden, or 

deaoyed in the process. Here, the use of the male pronom exemplifies the process of 

the patemal metaphor. Lakoff and Johnson rarely use gender specific pronouns, so this 

passage stands out Given the proliferation of feminist scholarship concemed with gender 

and language in the 1970s. it is surprishg to fmd Lakoff and Johnson ~ c o n s ~ i o u s l y ~ ~  

using the masculine pronoun as generk. This is especially so if we consider that theu text 

was published (1980) five years after Robin Lakoff s Language and Woman 's Place 

( 1  975).18 

18 The reader rnay find it instructive to note Robin Lakoffs cornments in her preface to her 

work in which she writes: "George Lakoff has been my teacher, advisor, and fi-ïend, 

linguisticaliy and otherwise, for many years; most of what 1 know about language can be 

traced to him. I have also learned by having to argue him out of male-chauvinist ways and 



What LakofTand Johnson fmd "naturat" is the phallocentrîc discourse of the 

masculine symbolic. As Cixous States, ' l ou  know those metaphors: they are most 

effective. It's always clearly a question of war, of battle. If there is no battle, it's 

replaced by the stake of batde: strategy. Man is strategy, is reckonuig . . . 'how to win' 

with the least possible loss, at the lowest possible cost" C'Castration" 47). The 

examples used by Lakoff and Johnson do not reveal the "naturalness" of metaphors, but 

rather how metaphors are imposed to maintain power relations in sociev (see Lakoffand 

Johnson 159-60). Once certain metaphors becorne concephialized and conventionalized, 

they control how others within society see the world. "Naturai" in the given examples is 

rnerely a matter of convention and domination. In other words, metaphors cm and do 

play an integral role in the subjugation of women. 

The presence of power formations within metaphorical structures is moa 

effectively illustrated in a passage from Johnson's book The Body in rhe Mind The 

example describes a passage fiom an interview taken fiom a text entitled Men on Rape 

(see Johnson 5-12). In this passage, Johnson seeks to illustrate how metaphoricai 

smctures are necessary for understanding. The exarnple starts with an i n t e ~ e w  of a law 

clerk who is discussing the issue of rape. In this passage the law clerk confesses that 

when he sees a "really pretty, and clean" sexy wornan, he wants "to make love to her'' 

(6). Because she is not interested, and he cannot act on his desire, he feels degraded and 

humiliated. He concludes by stating that if he was "desperate enough to rape," it would 

be out of spite: a chance to Say, "1 have power over you and 1 c m  do anything 1 want 

with you'' (6). The law clerk considers this an act of revenge for the unjust power the 

woman has exercised over him. 

assumptions many times over the years; probably 1 would never have sîarted thinking about 

the questions posed here had he not forced me to defend myself in arguments about linguistic 

sexism" (2). 



Johnson uses the example to "reenact the logic of the clerkos discourse" (6). He 

argues that to understand what the clerk "means," we must do so through "our 

understanding of shared metaphorical projections" (italics mine 6-7). Johnson asserts 

that the dominant schema or metaphorical structure that functions in the clerk's text is the 

"PHYSICAL APPEARANCE IS A PHYSICAL FORCE'' metaphor. Johnson stipulates that this 

proposition is simply a name for %e complex web of connections in our experience and 

understanding formed by this mapping across domains of experience" (7). Citing 

numerous examples, Johnson illustrates how this metaphor is offen used in our culture in 

everyday expressions (he was blown away by her, she's a bombshell, he is strikingly 

handsome, etc). Johnson works through a senes of propositions that accompany the use 

of the metaphor as it rnoves through the law clerk's text. He rerninds us that 

metaphorical structures are non-propositional; an awareness of the "propositional 

content" of the metaphor is possible "only by virtue of a complex web of non- 

propositional schematic structures that emerge f i rn  our bodily experience" (5). 

His anaiysis starts with the combining of two statements: "a woman is 

responsible for her physical appearance" and "physical appearance is physical force" (8). 

M e r  working through a number of these statements which he deduces fiom the tex& 

Johnson ends with the two statements: " A  WOMAN WITH A SEXY APPEARANCE MAKES A MAN WHO 

IS ACTING MORALLY BECOME LESS ïHAN HUMAN" AND "ONLY AN MJURY M LIKE MEASURE AND OF LIKE 

KïbiD C M  REDRESS THE IMBALANCE OF JUSTICE" (9). He concludes that through metaphor "we 

make sense of even the most ordinary discourse," and he asserts that 'tre have reenacted 

a certain unnohced logic that would need to be at work for this to be expenenced by us as 

a reasonable explanation" (italics mine 10). Johnson assumes that his reader wiIl agree 

with him and find the text and its "logic" "'ordinary" and "reasonable" aven his 

explanation. Johnson presents this example as an illustration of an alternative means of 

reasoning (which we use everyday) to that of the "ideal standard of rationality" (which 



we cannot use on a day-to-day bais). He does not offer the text as an example of one 

individual's reasoning process but implicates himselfand the reader in that process: 

We are concemed here with how real human beings reason and not with 

sorne ided standard of ratÏonality. We are concemed with what real 

human beings grasp as rneaningfui. In order to be able to understand the 

passage. we, the readers, must be reasoning that way, too. (itaiics 

Johnson's, 1 1) 

Johnson does not adequately distinguish between process and content, and he 

attempts to generalize from one male individual to al1 human beings. We would not 

consider it "ordinary" or "reasonable" for an individual to use such a metaphor to 

conclude that a car dealer has provoked a thefi of hisLg cars. M e r  dl, the dealer displays 

the cars publicly in an enticing fashion (polished and clean, with the hoods up). The 

appearance of a car is also described in terms of force: it can "knock one ouf" or "blow 

one away" or appear "strikïng." Not to be able to possess or drive the car can also affect 

self esteem making one feel humiliated and degraded. Few would agree, however, that if 

desperate a person is justified in stealing the car as an act of revenge or to regain a sense of 

power. Most of us wodd not see this as reasonable or ordinary. Why then would this 

be the case for Johnson's example? 

While 1 would not dispute that metaphor plays a key role in the reasoning 

process-- the metaphor "physical appearance is physical force" is applied to a vast array 

of our experiences--but I wodd argue that Johnson's example does not show what he 

intends: that is how "image schemata are abstract patterns in o u  experience and 

understanding" (2). He shows how certain image schemata are abstractpaîtems for some 

men's experience and understanding. A woman would not experience such a pattern 

Igwith this pronoun, 1 do not wish to suggest that al1 car dealers are male, but for this 

example the masculine pronoun works best 



unless it is used to justiS. violence intlicted against her as a woman - as it ofien has been. 

The reader would oniy agree with Johnson's conclusions and understand the given 

passage as "ordinary" if s h e  shared the cultural myth or, in this case, metaphorical 

reasoning process, which suggests that a woman provokes and wants (or at Least asks for) 

rape. 1 am not suggesting that Johnson is advocating rape, but 1 am suggesting he fails to 

acknowledge the gendered nature of his example and the power relations which are 

supported by certain metaphors. Johnson's failure to recognize the political aspects of 

metaphor reifies the power difference and violence contained in his example. He sees the 

metaphorical reasoning process of the clerk as "reasonable" and "ordinary" because he 

does not acknowledge the implications of the gendered body behind the experience that 

formulates the metaphors. 

Johnson claims that image schemata can have an "objective character" (196) and 

that they can produce truth? albeit truth-as-correspondence, because "ke can see the 

world through shared, public eyes that are given to us by our embodiment, our history, 

our culture, our language, our institutions, etc." (21 1). Whiie he concedes with Lakoff, as 

previously mentioned, that which metaphors predominate depends on who has power 

within a social system, he does not recognke or acknowledge that the metaphors he and 

Lakoff identim are contaminated wîth these power structures- He does not acknowledge 

that to see with these "shared, public eyes" we must become blhd to the experience of 

othen, those outside the mainstream or, in the case of Johnson's exampIe, malestream. 

Johnson insists on a shared undserentiated body, "because our bodies are very much 

aiike with respect to their physiological makeup, we would expect to fuid commoniy 

s h e d  (if not univenal) gestalt structures for many of our physical interactions within 

our environment" (62). In his example, however, the body is not neuter but clearly 

masculine. 

In fact, in Lakoff and Johnson's work, the body becomes so abstxact that it 

vimially disappears. Johnson reduces it to a notion of embodied understanding: 'The 



term 'body' is used as a generic tenn for the embodied ongins of imaginative structures of 

understanding, such as image schemata and their metaphorical elaborations" (xv). Even 

emotion is reined in and given a lirnited role in Johnson's vision of an "imaginative 

rationalism." But bodies do differ, and what passes as Ziniversal" or "objective" is not 

necessarily shared. Aithough we al1 leam to interpret and govern our experiences and 

interactions according to these metaphors, the metaphors do not always fit or correspond 

to the experience of the female body. In fact, the experiences of the female body become 

hidden, if not obliterated by the web of metaphors that make up the masculine symbolic. 

As Cixous States, "she [woman] is given images that don? belong to her, and she forces 

henelf, as we've al1 done, to resemble them" ("Castration" 47). To our understanding of 

symbolic systems and the role metaphor plays, Ckous brings a notion of difference that 

arises fiom the body. Her work reveais that this "universal" and supposedly "shared" 

body is, in our symbolic system, masculine. There is oniy one body in this system, or, 

more accurately, one part that stands in for the body, the phallus--Lacan's metaphor of 

substitution aiways already at work. In this symbolic order, Cixous argues, "woman" 

ïnevitably becomes a signifier associated with the negative C'Laugh" 884): i.e., nothing, 

death, or, in Lacan's terms, a double lack ("Castrationy' 46). 

According to Cixous, ''woman" becomes caught up in the chah of metaphors that 

organize our culture ("Castration" 44), metaphors that create of "womanYy and the 

ferninine, an automaton: a constmcted silent entity/object who serves to define the 

masculine via the negative. ccWoman'y thereby maintains a set of hierarchical oppositions 

which keeps man in his place of power, preserves his "glorious phallic monosexuality," 

ccLaugh" 884) and maintains the phallus as the central monument of language and, 

consequently, culture. The signifier "Woman" is not only controlled by the position it is 

forced to hold within the symbolic order, but dso by the philosophical-histoncal 

meanings that have been attached to and associated with the sign 'koman." As Cixous 



argues, masculine constnictions of '%aman?' and the "ferninine" have tumed women away 

fiom their own bodies and taught them to view the body with shame and even dispst: 

We've k e n  m e d  away fIom our bodies, sharnefully taught to ignore 

hem, to strike them with that stupid sexual rnodesty; we've been made 

victims of the old fool's game: each one will love the other sex. I'U give 

you your body and you'll give me mine. But who are the men who give 

women the body that women bhdly  yield to them? ("Laugh" 885) 

Cixous's cal1 for a r e m  to the body through a "new insurgent wrïting" rLaugh" 

880) identifies her main strategy for changing not only language (although that is certainly 

the fmt step), but also social and cultural structures ("Laugh" 879). To escape or avoid 

being ensnared in the masculine symbolic order, women and others must create 

alternatives. Cixous is not suggesting we create a new language. As Rabine hdicates, 

Cixous is well aware that we must work within the symbolic order. As she says, ''a 

soon as we exist, we are bom into Ianguage and ianguage speakî (to) us, dictates its law, a 

law of death" ("Castration" 45). At the same tirne, she does not endose, and argues 

against, becoming the defining negative (another opposition) to the masculine. 

Cixouç recognizes with Grassi the role of metaphor as a precursor to the rational 

and masculine codes and law. The production of metaphor occurs in our interaction with 

o u .  environment: its beginning is in expenence. To r e m  to the body is to return to this 

realm, to the cornmonplace of metaphor. But before we can begin to recognize this 

cornmonplace, we must first fkee ourselves nom the influence of the "hite continent," a 

metaphor for the masculine symbolic order which is a place of old patterns, traditions, 

conventions. This masculine symbolic dominates the language of our culture that 
i 

surrounds us &eeryday, and it controls the specialized metalanguages of the social 

institutions C'Castration" 51). As Cixous points out, it manifests its power in 

metaphors, myths, stories, and the "human" sciences. 



Once we understand how pewasive and aIl encompassing this masculine domain 

is, then we c m  come to understand the strategy needed to escape its hold. Cixous 

encapsulates this strategy in écriture féminine. As noted earlier, the femïnine operates 

here metaphoncaiiy, but Cixous dso  recreates "woman." The terrn, "woman," (in the 

English translation) fùnctions as a metaphor for the femaie expenence throughout history 

of and in society, culture, and language. While Cixous speaks of a "universal woman 

subject" ("Laugh" 875), she is carefiil to emphasize that there is "no general woman, no 

one typical woman," and she reinforces the importance of individuai constitutions 

C'Laugh" 876). What we have in common is not simply a biologicd body, but a body of 

expenence that has been unspoken/unwritten, and that has not made its way into 

language: this is 'Woman." That is not to Say. as the essentialist charge rnistakenly 

assumes, that women al1 have the same experience. The bodies of experience may diner, 

but what is comrnon is their absence korn language. 

We m u t  also note that expenence for women has been narned and concepnialized, 

but more often than not this is done from the masculine perspective through masculine 

metaphos (with their dividend of power)-Freud's notion of motherhood is a prime 

example (as is the notion of woman as mystery). Cicou is careful to reject these 

representations: 

In the chiid it's not the penis that the woman desires, it's not that farnous 

bit of skin around which every man gravitates. Pregnancy cannot be traced 

back, except within the historical limits of the ancients, to some form of 

fate, to those mechanicd substitutions brought about by the unconscious 

of some etemal "jealous woman"; not to penis envies; and not to 

narcissism. ("Laugh" 890) 

Woman musc according to Cixous, break these codes of the masculine order, ''break the 

oId circuits" of reproduction, and "get away fkom the dialectic" (890). She does this by 

recognizhg and concephializing her own experience and using its schematic structures to 



understand other domains of expenence: "These drives are our strengths, and among them 

is the gestation drive just like the desire to write: a desire to live &oom within, a desire for 

the swollen belly, for language, for blood" (891). 

The metaphor of "mother" does not simply refer to a biological state or process as 

Binhammer seems to suggest in her notion of the Iiteral. "Mothef' contains the biological, 

but goes beyond this, becoming a metaphor for a type of relationship between women, 

and a metaphor for the process of creating knowledge through the body of expience 

which belongs to women: 

Everything will be changed once woman gives woman to the other woman. 

There is hidden and always ready in woman in the source; the locus for the 

other. The mother, too, is a metaphor. It is necessary and sufficient that 

the best of herself be given to woman by another woman for her to be able 

to love herself and retum in love the body that was "bom" to her. 

("Laugh" 881) 

"Mother" is a form of giving, but what is involved in that giving is metaphorization. If, as 

1 have argued, "woman" acts as a metaphor for a body of experience, then for woman to 

give woman to the other woman, she must fmt transform this body of experience into 

rnetaphor -- schemata that allow us to understand other aspects of the world and other 

domains of experience in terms of experience we know. Woman thereby creates (or gives 

birth to) a new reality, and r e m s  the body, through metaphor, to other women (c'other" 

operatulg in a double sense indicating both another and the Other created to bolster the 

male subject in the masculine symbolic), 

The prirnacy of metaphor in Ckous7s writing is best seen in her practice. Her 

descriptions of woman's writing are fkequently stated in metaphorical terms, and the 

results produced by this writing are indicative of the characteristics of rnetaphor. When 

descnbing the nature of a woman's text, for example, Cixous tells the reader that it "gives 

a send-off," but she emphasizes that we are to consider this "in a metaphorhl sense": '9 



think it7s more than giving a departure signal, it7s really giving, making a gifl of, departme, 

allowing departwe, allowing breaks, 'parts,' partings, separation . . ." ("Ca~tration'~ 53). 

Cixous goes on to Say that the detachment of a woman-text W e s  the metaphorical form 

of wandering, excess, risk of the unreckonable . . ." ("Castration" 53). The results 

produced by this woman-text and the irnplementation of the economy that accompanies it 

are often described, as previously stated, with the verbs "cany" and 6?ransform77: terms 

which constitute the fûnction (or action) of metaphor.'' 

Unavoidably, the use of language requires a movement into meaning. But that 

movement does not have to follow the same patterns or d e s  dictated by the present 

rationaiist system. Cixous advocates a transformation, one that m u t  begin at ground 

level. Translating our bodies of experience into metaphor is the first step in breaking the 

"arid millemial" ground of rationalism. Metaphor, as Grassi has pointed out, piays a key 

role in making knowledge, not a knowledge based on first principles but one, as Lakoff 

and Johnson suggest, based on a web of metaphorical schemata. The constant 

metamorphosis of expenence, if allowed to "depart," produces dflerence and 

multiplicity. When we try to make the rnetaphors speak with one tongue (shared by dl) 

we fm them and enter the reaim of exploitation, domination, and essentialism. If we are to 

read Cixous7s work as a treatise, as Biesecker entreats, then we must read it as one that 

enjoins us to create and use metaphor to transform the symboiic order and in the process 

culture. It is not a question of banishing metaphor as a decorative concealment. Rather 

we most corne to see the intimate comection between the body, experience, and metaphor 

and how these together produce knowledge. 

%ee "Laugh o f  the Medusa" where these words appear most frequently in a text that relies 

heavily on metaphor. 



Conclusion 

Can we only speak, ultimately, fkom the so-called 'buth'' of our 

experiences, or are al1 empirical ways of knowing analytically suspect? 

Finally, what is the pedagogicd status of empiricism in the age of what 

Aiice Jardine labels "the demise of Experience"? (Diana Fuss, 1 13) 

In answering her own questions, Fuss eventually concludes that the only way we 

can deal with "experience7' is to see it as an ideologicd production which d o w s  for the 

introduction of narratives based on Iived experience at the same time it brings those 

narratives under question. It equates to a double gesture of reification and deconstruction. 

To conciude this dissertation, 1 argue that the way we most effectively deal with 

"expenence" is by understanding its rhetoricd function. Such an approach does not 

detennine the essence of "experienceY' once and for ail, nor does it create any magical 

escapes fiom theoretical impasses. The rhetonc of expenence offers feminists a way to 

embrace the differences highlighted by the use of "experienceY7 and the contmversies it 

provokes. Any declzations of the "demise of Experience" are premature. We still 

interact with our environment, meet our needs through that interaction, and give meaning 

to that interaction. That interaction constitutes experience. 

How experience comes to have meaning is, of course, important. As we have 

seen, different theonsts have offered different explmations of this process: for Plato the 

meaning of experience comes h m  habit and custom; for Aristotle, it comes fiom a similar 

notion of standardized bodies ofbelief and practice; for Locke, it derives from an 

understanding of the simple ideas that experience produces in the muid of the individual; 

for Dewey and Woolf, it emerges fiom an individual's relationship with the environment 

and that individual's level of engagement with the world around her or him; for Scott and 

Weedon, it depends on the discursive fields in which experience is constmcted; for Burke, 

it foms fiom the symbols or plots which both arise fiom and pattern experience to 



determine its relevance; for Grassi, it emerges when human needs are satisfied; for Lakoff 

and Johnson, experience becomes meaningful through metaphor. How experience acquirzs 

meanuig depends, it appears, on the terministic screens that theonsts use to understand 

the world around us. How we understand "'experience" will determine how we assign it 

meaning. 

In understanding the functioning of "expenence" and how experience cornes to 

mean, we comprehend how "experience" can persuade individuals to act or not to act. 

For example, a women's group wants to change the attitudes of a group of men so that 

those men will act by voting to give women the vote. Those men finnly believe in the 

independence of the individual, and they believe that through observation, testing and the 

application of reason we corne to know redi t .  and tnith. They dso believe that woman 

was crcated to be dependent on man for her well being. To argue with these men that the 

way they see the world is completely fdse, and to stnve to change the whole temunistic 

screen by which they view reality would be rhetoricdy ineffective. Rhetoricdly, it 

wouid be more effective to understand the screen through which they view the world and 

to use that screen to alter its own structure so that the men's behavior (not granting 

women the vote) becomes inconsistent with their firmly held beliefs (reason and the 

independence of the individual). 

As we have seen, Wollstonecraft does just that in her arguments for women's 

right, but she was not the only one to use this strategy. Many of the wornen who spoke 

on behalf of woman's sufnage in the nineteenth century used similar strategies. As 

indicated in the introduction, Karlyn Kohrs Campbell's research highiights the centrality 

of expenence in this feminist discourse. Whiie the scope of this dissertation does not 

permit a study of Campbell's collection of key texts by early feminists, 1 wodd suggest 

that future analysis of these texts would prove invaluable in building on our understanding 

of the rhetonc of "expenence." And such an understanding is crucial. Since feminists are 

concemed with the act of changing social power structures, they must understand how 



"experience" is used rhetorically to maintain those structures and how it can alter those 

structures. 

Many feminists have found "experience" a significant ally in their rhetoncal 

struggle for rights. It cannot be denied that "experience" has dso proven treacherous; 

such will inevitably be the case for a term with the history of transformation that this one 

carries. But feminists must know how "experience" has been usefùl to women and how it 

has worked against them before they can determine the future role of "expenence" in 

feminism. While contemporary feminist theories have done much to critique the use of 

"expenence," they have fiequentiy overlooked the rhetorical role of "expenence." Of 

course. this is not surprising, given that feminist approaches to rhetoric are a relatively 

recent phenornenon. Feminist rhetorical theory is niI l  in its infancy. It is only within the 

p s t  two decades that femùiists have posed a serious challenge to the rhetorical tradition, 

and much of the initial rhetorical work of feminists has focussed on "sexism in language, 

differences in communication between women and men, great women speakers, and 

women's communication as a separate culturei' (Foss, Foss, and Trapp 276). 

This dissertation lays the groundwork for an exploration into the rhetoncal 

function of "expenence." Its primary argument is that "expenence" functions as a key 

term in ferninia rhetoric. I stated at the beginning that a key term for a feminist rhetoric 

needed to possess a number of characteristics. For a key term, the general basic 

requirements are that it be titular and capable of appearing at times as static and 

monolithic. It must also be ambiguous, possessing a degree of plasticity that allows for 

agreement and difference at the same time. cbExperience's" titular quaiity cornes fiom its 

ability to take a cenaal or naming role in a given termuiistic screen. In this role it becomes 

original in that it acts as the source fkom which all other terms emanate. We see this most 

clearly in Locke's empincism where expenence becomes the source for ideas, reason, 

knowledge, and truth. "Experience" appears static and monolithic because it is 

accompanied by an assumption that everyone shares the same conception of the term 



although a specific definition is rarely given. This is particularly true in earlier works 

such as those by Wollstonecraft and Woolf. The monolithic facade also comes fkom the 

assumption that we c m  share the same experience, as though experiences can be identical 

and directly knowable by individuals (e-g., experience of oppression). 

Although the term "'experience" can still project this monolithic facade and is ofien 

used accordingly, its history reveals the term's plasticity. We have seen fiom its 

etymology that the original form of the word links it to both "experiment," a term that in 

English is now strongly linked to scientific knowledge, and to "expert," a term that is 

linked to authority. The 'auihority of experience' is itself duplicitous. Plato ranks two 

notions of expertise to make a distinction between expenence and true knowledge, 

thereby ailocating authority to the latter. Knowledge fiorn experience, expertise gained 

from practice, is ranked as infierior to transcendent knowledge, expertise gained fiom 

possessing special knowledge which Plato associates with hierarehical positions. 

Anstotle maintains this division. Chaucer's "Wife of Bath" pits the authority of 

expenence aga- authority based on tradition, social convention, and hierarchy (Le., the 

authority of the church). The Wife's experience of the teachings by men on the conduct 

of womec mariage, trade, and church doctrines make her a very persuasive, even if 

controvesial, character. Chaucer's text reveals the subversive nature of ccexpenence," and 

the power it possesses to persuasively challenge a transcendent knowledge based on 

authority . 

The questioning of "experience" by poststructuralists discloses that no one-to-one 

correlation exists between the signifier and signified of "expenence": %e meaning of the 

sign is not intrinsic but relational" (CWeedon 23). In addition to this reliance on 

ciifference, the sign "experience" possesses a signified that is unusuôuy multipiicitous, 

changeable, and inconsistent. Thus, the poststructuralists expose the term's ambiguity. 

As they argue, expenence is constructed, and any given experience can take on different 

meanings depending on which discursive field (temunistic screen) is used to interpret that 



experience. In other words, experience becomes, as Barbara Christian describes it, 

polyvalent. The dual nature of ccexperience," that it can be both monolithic and 

multiplicitous, 1 would argue, makes it most useful to feminists, for it gives to the term 

the attributes that make it a ferninisr key tem. 

As 1 also stated in the introduction, a key term for feminist rhetoric must possess 

several additional feminist qualities. It must perform a bothland fünction in that it must 

be able to establish division and consubstantiality at different times and sometimes 

simultaneously. In other words, it must allow for plurality, accommodate diversir/, and 

enable unity. And it must assist femùlists in working towards equality wiîhout the 

ossification of totalking universals. As we have seen, cLexpenence" has been used in 

feminist discourse as both the source of difference and the source of consubstantiality. 

Wollstonecraft, for example, used reason to appeal to her audience, but in using that 

appeal, she invoked the terministic screen of Lockean philosophy, and she brought into 

play a notion of "expenence" that allowed her to make her most radical claim for women. 

Yef we note in her use of a general concept of "expenence", she assumes that she and her 

audience not only share a meaning of the term but also share assumptions about the role 

of expenence in education. Although Wollstonecraft descnbes in her text how wornen's 

experience in terms of education dramatically differs fkom men, she never actually appeds 

to a specifically wornan's expenence and thus refrallis fiom possibly alienating her 

predorninantly male audience. She is then kee, in her last argument, to use a general 

notion of "experience" to establish consubstantiality with her male audience that in turn 

enables her to rnake a claim for rights equal to them. 

Woolf practices a very diEerent strategy in her te-, but she still relies on the 

both/and quality of "expenence." Woolf uses "expenence" to establish the ciifferences 

between men and women and to uncover division, For Woolf, men and women do not 

share substantial experiences because of social and economic conditions; they are not 

consubstantial. Woolf, however, assumes that she and her female audience do share 



experiences and are consubstantiai on that ground. Whereas Wollstonecraft uses 

"experience" to achieve unity with her male audience to make a demand for the same 

rights, Woolf uses "experience" to reveal division between men and women and to reveal 

unity between women (middle-class white women) and uses the division and unity to 

make a claim for equal rights. 

The use of "'expenence" to create division and consubstantiality simultaneously is 

most apparent in the critical moments. Here, each group assumes some Ievel of 

consubstantiaiity with women in general, but that consubstantiality based as it is on 

expenence becomes problematic. In its monolithic role "experience" functions as a 

universal: it covers over dBerences in experience and gains meaning according to symbols 

that reflect another more dominant group's interests. Each sub-group seeks to establish 

an identity within the category of woman by bringing into play the multiplicity of 

expenence. As a result, each uses "experience" to differentiate itself frorn a monolithic 

category of woman while appealing to "expenence" to create consubstantiality among the 

categoq of women being differentiated. Thus, we saw how Barbara Smith argued that the 

"women's experience" of established feminism and the "Black experience" of the fledging 

black tradition did not reflect the expenences of black women. She insists that black 

wornen share expenence as a result of the environmentai conditions they have had to 

share: an experience that is specific to them because they are both women and bhck. She 

contends that they need to create symbols (plots, metaphors, and other literary practices) 

that reflect and give meaning to black women' s experience. Lesbian and Native women 

make the same claims. They use experience to distinguish themselves fiom established 

feminism and to create an identity for the group. Experience is the common ground for 

that identity- 

Poststructuraiist feminists take issue with the use of expenence to establish 

identity. They point out that such a reification of experience relies on a notion of essence 

i.e., that there is a lesbian experience that is shared by al1 lesbians. But when you try to 



stipulate the exact content of this shared expenence, the notion becomes a totalizing 

universal. In its ossified form, "expenence" becomes a reductive sameness that excludes 

and makes invisible others. If we were, for example, to name what constituted Native 

women's experience, we would immediately open ourselves up to charges that the narning 

does not reflect Native women of a certain class or it may exclude women from differing 

tribal cultures. The rnultiplicity of experience always works against its use as a universal 

representation for it always aiready introduces diEerence. 

1 suggest that the ability to use "experience" as a monolithic essence or universal is 

an advantage rather than a disadvantage for feminists. To create consubstantiality at any 

level, femlliists must eventually resort to totalizing ternis. For it is through a sense of 

common ground that we corne together to act. However, 1 contend that maintaining 

universals is undesirable. The monolithic quaiity of "expenence" serves a rhetorical 

function but exists temporarily. To accommodate diversiv, feminists mus& at some 

point, let difference emerge and disrupt the veneer of cornmonality. The advantage of 

"experience" is that it contains the seeds of its own deconstruction. Experience is too 

mdtiplicitous to operate as sameness for any length of t h e .  

This aspect of ccexpenence" is highlighted in the Language in Her Eye debate. As 

each writer in the collection expresses her experience through an "I" narrative, she reveals 

how she differs from the other writers of the text. As indicated earlier, the only point of 

consubstantiality is that all the writers consider themselves ferninists, but what that 

means to each of them and how that is enacted in their lives and writing clearly differs. 

When Christakos critiques the anthology she tries to reduce the plurality of the authors' 

expressed expenence into two categones. But the categories do not hold, for the slippage 

caused by "experience" is too great. In the end, Christakos undermines her own attempt 

at inclusivity when she uses an "I" narrative without moving into the collective c'we." 

Christakos associates the collective %e" with universals and rejects it (as demonstrated 

in her critique of Atwood). Her 'T' narrative, however, becomes an exercise in the 



'authoriry of expenence' which can be equally as oppressive as universals. for the 

'authority of experience' can quickly become a means of establishing power and position, 

especially when it is used to lay sole claim to a certain type of knowledge. In its extreme 

form, it claims that only those who have directiy experienced a situation or phenomenon, 

such as oppression, cm have knowledge of it. Ln the process, the 'authority of 

expenence' becomes a means of establishing hierarchy rather than subverting it. 

How we read "experience" wilI depend on contea and, most significantly, on the 

terministic screen through which one views and structures reaiity. The relation of the 

term "expenence" to other tems within any theoreticai h e w o r k  detemiines its 

rhetorical hc t ion .  Thus, 1 wouid contend that we cannot separate "expenence" fiom the 

termulistic screens in which it is embedded (although, certainiy, we c m  shîft its position). 

In the rhetoric of "expenence" the teministic screens or frameworks constitute the 

prïmary infrastnictures of persuasion, but no one screen holds a privileged claim to 

"experience." And no one screen holds a privileged relation to reality. As Kenneth Burke 

asks: 

Must we rnerely resign ourselves to an endless catalog of terministic 

screens, each of which c m  be valued for the light it throws upon the 

hurnan animal, yet none of which can be considered c e n d ?  In one sense, 

yes. For, strictly speaking, there will be as many different world views in 

human history as there are people. . . . In the unwrïtten cosmic 

constitution that lies behind all man-made (sic) Constitutions, it is decreed 

by the nature of things that each man (sic) is "'necessarily fiee" to be his 

own tyrant, inexorably imposing upon hunself the pecuiiar combination of 

insights associated with his peculiar combination of experiences. (On 

Symbols 123) 

Given the rhetorical power of terministic screens, it would be unwise for feminists 

to restrict themselves to any gïven screen. The stniggle for change takes place at many 



different Ievels and in many different contexts. Femuiists need to be able to work within 

as many tenninistic screens as possible. That is not to Say that they must accept al1 

screens or any screen without question. Al1 terministic screens should be examined and 

interrogated, and where possible feminists need to change those screens to reflect their 

values and interests. As we have seen, a number of feminists strive to make such changes. 

A primary example of such reconstruction is revealed through Cixous7s use of metaphor. 

Cixous does not create a completely new terministic screen- She is working with Lacanian 

psychoanalysis and Demdean deconstruction, but she dramaticdy changes those screens 

through her linking of metaphor with -'experience" and gender. 

In valuing difference, feminists must accommodate a diversity of terministic 

screens that reveal the diffierent combinations of insight and experience that diverse 

women impose upon themselves. The explorations of this dissertation illustrate the 

centrai role that "experience" has played in giving feminists access to certain temllnistic 

screens and in allowing feminists to alter or subvert existing screens. The term is not 

without its disadvantages: it has been used to deny or limit women's access to the 

discourses of power. And, of course, 1 have to concede that my account of the term7s 

history, its uses and abuses, is hgrnentary and incomplete. Much research into the 

rhetonc of ccexpenence" still needs to be done. 1 have already mentioned the need to 

examine the texts of eariy feminists, but feminists need also to examine the work of men 

such as John Stuart Mill who argued for the rights of women, and other more 

contemporary femïnist tem.  The field of composition studies also offers oppomuiities 

for expanding our understanding of the rhetoric of "expenence" in terms of pedagogical 

theory. We also need to ensure that the development of the rhetoric of "expenence" 

includes within its scope the diverse voices of feminists who are of different classes, 

races, and sexual orientations as well as differing tenninistic screens. 
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