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Helene Cixous 
b. 1937 

Helene Cixous (pronounced sik-soo) was born to Jewish parents in Oran, 
Algeria, when the country was still a French colony. From the beginning, her lin
guistic environment was complex: Her father, a Sephardic Jew from Morocco, 
spoke Spanish as his first language, and her mother and grandmother, from Austria, 
spoke German. Cixous studied Hebrew and Arabic with her father and learned 
French and English in school. This mixture of languages may help to explain why 
Cixous has been drawn to fiction written in several tongues; among her favorite au
thors are Shakespeare, Joyce, Rimbaud, Rilke, Kafka, and the Brazilian writer 
Clarice Lispector. It may also explain why her own written French is so verbally 
complex, so full of allusions, wit, and word play. Cixous has also suggested that her 
background as a Jewish woman and as a colonial has given her a critical perspective 
on French history and culture: 

So I am three or four years old and the first thing I see in the street is that the world is di
vided in half, organized hierarchically, and that it maintains this distribution through 
violence .... The routine "our ancestors, the Gauls" was pulled on me. But I was born in 
Algeria, and my ancestors lived in Spain, Morocco, Austria, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, 
Germany; my brothers by birth are Arab. So where are we in history? I side with those 
who are injured, trespassed upon, colonized. I am (not) Arab. Who am I? I am "doing" 
French history. I am a Jewish woman. 1 

Cixous has concentrated on siding with women. 
Cixous's earliest education took place in a school for Jewish children, who were 

not allowed to study with non-Jews. She was a brilliant student, traveling to France 
to finish her lycee work (at the high school level), receiving her license-es-lettres 
(equivalent to a B.A.) in English literature in 1957, and, in 1968, at the age of 31, 
becoming the youngest person ever to receive the docteur-es-lettres degree (equiva
lent to a Ph.D.), with a dissertation on James Joyce. Cixous also married at a young 
age, giving birth to a daughter in 1959 and a son in 1961 before her divorce in 1964. 

While completing her doctoral work, Cixous taught in French universities, and 
by 1968 she had moved to the University of Nanterre. This was the most radical of 
French universities and the site of much of the action during the student uprisings of 
1968, in which Cixous participated. In response to student demands for reform, the 
French government appointed Cixous to establish an experimental branch of the 
University of Paris at Vincennes. Here the hierarchy of professor over student was 
to be undermined by admitting students who did not have traditional academic 
preparation, allowing them to organize their studies across academic disciplines, 
and evaluating them more informally, without career-determining exams. Although 
Cixous would now say that not all of these reforms were successful-and most no
tably, that the professor-student hierarchy cannot really be dismantled-she has 

'Helene Cixous, "Sorties," in Helene Cixous and Catherine Clement, The Newly Born Woman, trans. 
Betsy Wing (Minneapolis : University of Minnesota Press, 1986), pp. 70-71. 
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continued to teach English literature at the University of Paris-VIII (now located in 
Saint Denis). In 1974 she began the first women's studies program in France at 
Paris-VIII (there are still very few such programs). 

Cixous's thought has been strongly influenced by Jacques Derrida (p. 1471)
like her, a Jew from Algeria - and by other poststructuralists. She analyzes West
ern culture in terms of binaries, such as France and colonial Algeria, or men and 
women, in which the dominant term defines itself by putting the other in a subordi
nate position. To attack these oppressive binaries, Cixous takes a two-pronged ap
proach. She deconstructs them as she encounters them in literature, calling their 
seeming inevitability into question, and she also attempts to develop a nonhierarchi
cal writing practice, which she calls "feminine," that offers a way out of binary 
thinking. Cixous sees masculinity and femininity as culturally constructed for each 
individual from birth, and hence as having profound psychological implications 
that she is most interested to explore. Indeed, questions concerning the psychologi
cal impact of culturally defined gender identities are central to the work of the 
Paris-VIII Centre d' Etudes Feminines. 

Cixous is known in France primarily as a writer of experimental fiction and 
drama, in which she attempts to develop nonhierarchical and psychologically nu
anced writing practices. Her first novel, Dedans (Within), published in 1969, won 
the prestigious Prix Medicis. She has since published more than forty books, most 
of which are difficult to categorize because they consistently employ poetic lan
guage whether her intent is primarily to create fiction or to pursue critical analysis. 
In her approach to writing, Cixous has been particularly interested in Freudian and 
post-Freudian psychoanalysis as a method of interpretation. She treats the texts of 
other writers as expressing their inner lives, whether consciously or unconsciously, 
and she attempts to represent her own inner life in her novels. Her earliest works 
were the most autobiographical, focusing on what the loss of the father does to the 
female narrative voice (Cixous's own father died when she was eleven years old) 
and making use of dream imagery and highly allusive, sensual language. Gradually 
her fiction focused more generally on "ecriture feminine," a kind of writing that 
aims to reflect women's sexuality and awareness of their own bodies. Most re
cently, Cixous's work has incorporated both introspective and historical elements; 
her plays focus on actual historical people such as Prince Norodom Sihanouk of 
Cambodia and Phoolan Devi, a low-caste Indian woman who became a bandit 
leader and political rebel. Little of this work has been translated into English, and 
indeed, it would be difficult to do so, given that her French is full of metaphors, 
word play, cryptic allusions, and esoteric wit. French literature scholar Lynn Penrod 
recommends reading Vivre /'orange/To live the Orange (1979) to get a sense of 
Cixous's fiction; this book prints the French text on pages facing an English transla
tion prepared under Cixous's direction by two long-time collaborators of hers, 
Sarah Cornell and Ann Liddle. 

Cixous is best known to Anglophone readers as a theorist of ecriture feminine. 
Her ideas on this kind of writing are found in a 1975 essay, "Le Rire de la Meduse," 
translated in 1976 as "The Laugh of the Medusa" (included here), and in la Jeune 
Nee (1975), translated as The Newly Born Woman (1986; includes "A Woman 
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Mistress," included here). Cixous's collaborator on The Newly Born Woman is 
Catherine Clement, a French intellectual in charge of cultural exchanges at the Min
istry of External Relations. "The Laugh of the Medusa" both calls for and demon
strates what Cixous hopes is a new way of using language, specifically female but 
also powerful. This writing avoids linear and hierarchical textual structures and 
rather organizes itself diffusely around key themes. It provides a generous flow of 
allusive language and remains open to many viewpoints without trying to enforce 
just one. Cixous suggests that such diffuse, flowing, open writing parallels the ways 
women experience erotic sexuality. 

Cixous is concerned to rebut French intellectual Jacques Lacan' s notion that 
women lack some key ability to use language because they lack a penis. The title of 
her essay alludes to the monster from ancient Greek mythology that has been taken 
as a negative image of the female sex. The Medusa's beautiful female face, sur
rounded by hair made of poisonous snakes, grimaces horribly . To see the Medusa is 
to be turned to stone. In the Freudian interpretation, the Medusa's open mouth 
ringed with curling "hair" resembles the female genitalia, at once arousing and terri
fying because no penis is there. The viewer turned to stone is a man with an erec
tion, or a man struck dead with horror. Cixous refashions the grimacing lips into a 
laugh and the threatening void into a mouth filled with beautiful language. She 
hopes to bring about, by celebrating in this essay, a rejection of male-dominated 
systems of interpretation that classify female bodies, mouths, and words as inferior. 
Hence Cixous is said to advocate women's "writing their bodies." 

At the same time, Cixous has cautioned against thinking that ecriture feminine is 
the exclusive province of those who are biologically female . Indeed, in her view, 
French writer Jean Genet is one of its chief practitioners . She has said that she 
"would like to rid us of words like 'feminine' and 'masculine"' because they refer 
"to a classical vision of sexual opposition between men and women ... that is what 
burdens us." A more careful terminology, she suggests, would be "writing said to 
be feminine or masculine" because for her, ecriture feminine denotes "a decipher
able libidinal femininity which can be located in a writing that can have been pro
duced by a male or a female." 2 

Cixous explores the difficulties of employing such women's writing in all kinds 
of discourse in The Newly Born Woman. Included here is the brief concluding dia
logue, "A Woman Mistress," by Cixous and Clement commenting on the stylistic 
"dialogue" set up by their two essays, which constitute the bulk of the book. Clement 
is aware that her essay ("The Guilty One," a critique of Freud's treatment of hyster
ics) could be considered complicit with an oppressive society-she nominates her
self for the "dunce cap" of the academic style- but Cixous says that she too will 
use what she calls "the discourse of mastery" to assert her authority over her stu
dents. Cixous also terms this a rhetorical discourse, though not because she imag
ines it as employing classical devices. Rather, it is "rhetorical" in trying to master or 
control the audience, a power Cixous seeks for women while at the same time re-

2 Helene Cixous, "voice i . . . " [interview with Verena Andermatt Conley), boundary 2 12 (winter 
1984): 51- 52. 
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maining wary of its potential dangers of co-optation. If there is to be a "Woman 
Mistress," as the title of the dialogue suggests, she must ultimately wield a new, less 
imperious kind of rhetorical power. 

Cixous has been cautious about identifying herself as a feminist, and critics have 
argued that she does not go far enough. The feminist movement in France began as 
part of the 1968 uprisings, and Cixous has said that at that time she was not at
tracted to the movement because "it seemed violent, hard, aggressive." 3 She re
jected political feminism because it merely attempted to reform existing patriarchal 
structures and hence was in danger of reproducing their inequalities. Even though 
she was criticized for thus neglecting action against women's social problems, such 
as sexual abuse, Cixous concentrated on defining a sort of psychological feminism 
that would explore the inner bases for men's sexism and women's complicity in 
their own oppression, especially as these are expressed in literature. Cixous now de
scribes herself as being "in complete solidarity" with the women's movement, a 
phrasing that carefully avoids claiming membership in this movement.4 She thus 
distances herself from political feminism's tendency to adopt what she sees as a 
typically male dualistic stance toward its opponents - an "us or them" mentality. 
Cixous has implied that she would like to see a politics based on attempting to un
derstand and collaborate with others, which could address not only women's issues 
but also other inequalities. In general, Cixous has been in favor of pluralism and 
multiple viewpoints, and against attempts to establish a dominant power, whether 
the field is literary interpretation, personal interactions, or political struggle. She 
values poetic language, as literary critic Susan Sellers has explained, because it re
sists single interpretations and calls attention to its resistance. 
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of ecriturefeminine can be used to analyze other writers; examples are Judith Wilt on Emily 
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The Laugh of the Medusa 

I shall speak about women's wntmg: about 
what it will do. Woman must write her self: must 
write about women and bring women to writing, 
from which they have been driven away as vio
lently as from their bodies - for the same rea
sons, by the same law, with the same fatal goal. 
Woman must put herself into the text-as into 
the world and into history-by her own move
ment. 

The future must no longer be determined by 
the past. I do not deny that the effects of the past 
are still with us. But I refuse to strengthen them 
by repeating them, to confer upon them an irre
movability the equivalent of destiny, to confuse 
the biological and the cultural. Anticipation is 
imperative. 

Since these reflections are taking shape in an 
area just on the point of being discovered, they 
necessarily bear the mark of our time-a time 
during which the new breaks away from the old, 
and, more precisely, the (feminine) new from the 
old (la nouvelle de l'a11cien). Thus, as there are 
no grounds for establishing a discourse, but 
rather an arid millennial ground to break, what I 
say has at least two sides and two aims: to break 
up, to destroy; and to foresee the unforeseeable, 
to project. 

I write this as a woman, toward women. When 

Translated by Keith Cohen and Paula Cohen . This is a re
vised version of "Le Rire de la Medusc," which appeared in 
L'Arc (1975), pp . 39-54. 

I say "woman," I'm speaking of woman in her in
evitable struggle against conventional man; and of 
a universal woman subject who must bring women 
to their senses and to their meaning in history . But 
first it must be said that in spite of the enormity of 
the repression that has kept them in the "dark" -
that dark which people have been trying to make 
them accept as their attribute-there is, at this 
time, no general woman, no one typical woman. 
What they have in commo11 I will say. But what 
strikes me is the infinite richness of their individ
ual constitutions: you can't talk about a female 
sexuality, uniform, homogeneous, classifiable into 
codes-any more than you can talk about one un
conscious resembling another. Women's imagi
nary is inexhaustible, like music, painting, writ
ing: their stream of phantasms is incredible. 

I have been amazed more than once by a de
scription a woman gave me of a world all her 
own which she had been secretly haunting since 
early childhood. A world of searching, the elabo
ration of a knowledge, on the basis of a system
atic experimentation with the bodily functions, a 
passionate and precise interrogation of her eroto
geneity. This practice, extraordinarily rich and 
inventive, in particular as concerns masturbation, 
is prolonged or accompanied by a production of 
forms, a veritable aesthetic activity, each stage of 
rapture inscribing a resonant vision, a composi
tion, something beautiful. Beauty will no longer 
be forbidden. 

I wished that that woman would write and 
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proclaim this unique empire so that other women, 
other unacknowledged sovereigns, might ex
claim: I, too, overflow; my desires have invented 
new desires, my body knows unheard-of songs. 
Time and again I, too, have felt so full of lumi
nous torrents that I could burst-burst with 
forms much more beautiful than those which are 
put up in frames and sold for a stinking fortune. 
And I, too, said nothing, showed nothing; I didn't 
open my mouth, I didn't repaint my half of the 
world. I was ashamed. I was afraid, and I swal
lowed my shame and my fear. I said to myself: 
You are mad! What's the meaning of these 
waves, these floods, these outbursts? Where is 
the ebullient, infinite woman who, immersed as 
she was in her naivete, kept in the dark about her
self, Jed into self-disdain by the great arm of 
parental-conjugal phallocentrism, hasn't been 
ashamed of her strength? Who, surprised and 
horrified by the fantastic tumult of her drives (for 
she was made to believe that a well-adjusted nor
mal woman has a ... divine composure), hasn't 
accused herself of being a monster? Who, feeling 
a funny desire stirring inside her (to sing, to 
write, to dare to speak, in short, to bring out 
something new), hasn't thought she was sick? 
Well, her shameful sickness is that she resists 
death, that she makes trouble. 

And why don't you write? Write! Writing is 
for you, you are for you; your body is yours, take 
it. I know why you haven't written. (And why I 
didn't write before the age of twenty-seven.) Be
cause writing is at once too high, too great for 
you, it's reserved for the great-that is, for 
"great men"; and it's "silly." Besides, you've 
written a little, but in secret. And it wasn't good, 
because it was in secret, and because you pun
ished yourself for writing, because you didn't go 
all the way; or because you wrote, irresistibly, as 
when we would masturbate in secret, not to go 
further, but to attenuate the tension a bit, just 
enough to take the edge off. And then as soon as 
we come, we go and make ourselves feel 
guilty-so as to be forgiven; or to forget, to bury 
it until the next time. 

Write, let no one hold you back, let nothing 
stop you: no man; not the imbecilic capitalist ma
chinery, in which publishing houses are the crafty, 
obsequious relayers of imperatives handed down 

by an economy that works against us and off our 
backs; and not yourself. Smug-faced readers, 
managing editors, and big bosses don't like the 
true texts of women - female-sexed texts. That 
kind scares them. 

I write woman: woman must write woman. 
And man, man. So only an oblique consideration 
will be found here of man; it's up to him to say 
where his masculinity and femininity are at: this 
will concern us once men have opened their eyes 
and seen themselves clearly. 1 

Now women return from afar, from always: 
from "without," from the heath where witches 
are kept alive; from below, from beyond "cul
ture"; from their childhood which men have been 
trying desperately to make them forget, con
demning it to "eternal rest." The little girls and 
their "ill-mannered" bodies immured, well-pre
served, intact unto themselves, in the mirror. 
Frigidified. But are they ever seething under
neath! What an effort it takes-there's no end to 
it-for the sex cops to bar their threatening re
turn. Such a display of forces on both sides that 
the struggle has for centuries been immobilized 
in the trembling equilibrium of a deadlock. 

Here they are, returning, arriving over and 
again, because the unconscious is impregnable. 
They have wandered around in circles, confined 
to the narrow room in which they've been given 
a deadly brainwashing. You can incarcerate 
them, slow them down, get away with the old 
Apartheid routine, but for a time only. As soon as 
they begin to speak, at the same time as they're 
taught their name, they can be taught that their 

'Men still have everything to say about their sexuality, 
and everything to write. For what they have said so far, for 
the most part, stems from the opposition activity/passivity, 
from the power relation between a fantasized obligatory viril
ity meant to invade, to colonize, and the consequential phan
tasm of woman as a "dark continent" to penetrate and to 
"pacify." (We know what "pacify" means in terms of sco
tomizing the other and misrecognizing the self.) Conquering 
her, they've made haste to depart from her borders, to get out 
of sight, out of body. The way man has of getting out of him
self and into her whom he takes not for the other but for his 
own, deprives him, he knows, of his own bodily territory. 
One can understand how man, confusing himself with his 
penis and rushing in for the attack, might feel resentment and 
fear of being "taken" by the woman, of being lost in her, ab
sorbed, or alone. [Au.] 
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territory is black: because you are Africa, you are 
black. Your continent is dark. Dark is dangerous. 
You can't see anything in the dark, you're afraid. 
Don't move, you might fall. Most of all, don't go 
into the forest. And so we have internalized this 
horror of the dark. 

Men have committed the greatest crime 
against women. Insidiously, violently, they have 
led them to hate women, to be their own enemies, 
to mobilize their immense strength against them
selves, to be the executants of their virile needs. 
They have made for women an antinarcissism! A 
narcissism which loves itself only to be loved for 
what women haven't got! They have constructed 
the infamous logic of antilove. 

We the precocious, we the repressed of cul
ture, our lovely mouths gagged with pollen, our 
wind knocked out of us, we the labyrinths, the 
ladders, the trampled spaces, the bevies-we are 
black and we are beautiful. 

We're stormy, and that which is ours breaks 
loose from us without our fearing any debilita
tion. Our glances, our smiles, are spent; laughs 
exude from all our mouths; our blood flows and 
we extend ourselves without ever reaching an 
end; we never hold back our thoughts, our signs, 
our writing; and we're not afraid of lacking. 

What happiness for us who are omitted, 
brushed aside at the scene of inheritances; we in
spire ourselves and we expire without running 
out of breath, we are everywhere! 

From now on, who, if we say so, can say no to 
us? We've come back from always. 

It is time to liberate the New Woman from the 
Old by coming to know her- by loving her for 
getting by, for getting beyond the Old without 
delay, by going out ahead of what the New 
Woman will be, as an arrow quits the bow with a 
movement that gathers and separates the vibra
tions musically, in order to be more than her self. 

I say that we must, for, with a few rare excep
tions, there has not yet been any writing that in
scribes femininity; exceptions so rare, in fact, that, 
after plowing through literature across languages, 
cultures, and ages,2 one can only be startled at this 
vain scouting mission. It is well known that the 

2 1 am speaking here only of the place "reserved" for 
women by the Western world. [Au.] 

number of women writers (while having in
creased very slightly from the nineteenth century 
on) has always been ridiculously small. This is a 
useless and deceptive fact unless from their 
species of female writers we do not first deduct 
the immense majority whose workmanship is in 
no way different from male writing, and which 
either obscures women or reproduces the classic 
representations of women (as sensitive - intu
itive-dreamy, etc.)3 

Let me insert here a parenthetical remark. I 
mean it when I speak of male writing. I maintain 
unequivocally that there is such a thing as marked 
writing; that, until now, far more extensively and 
repressively than is ever suspected or admitted, 
writing has been run by a libidinal and cultural 
hence political, typically masculine - economy; 
that this is a locus where the repression of women 
has been perpetuated, over and over, more or less 
consciously, and in a manner that's frightening 
since it's often hidden or adorned with the mysti
fying charms of fiction; that this locus has grossly 
exaggerated all the signs of sexual opposition 
(and not sexual difference), where woman has 
never her turn to speak-this being all the more 
serious and unpardonable in that writing is pre
cisely the ve1y possibility of change, the space 
that can serve as a springboard for subversive 
thought, the precursory movement of a transfor
mation of social and cultural structures. 

Nearly the entire history of writing is con
founded 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 
phallocentric tradition. lt is indeed that same 
self-admiring, self-stimulating, self-congratulatory 
phallocentrism. 

With some exceptions, for there have been 
failures-and if it weren't for them, I wouldn't 

JWhich works, then, might be called feminine? I'll ju ~t 
point out some examples : one would have to give them full 
readings to bring out what is perva,ively feminine in their 
significance . Which I shall do elsewhere. In France (have you 
noted our infinite poverty in this lield?- thc Anglo -Saxon 
countries have shown resources of diMinctly greater conse
quence), leafing through what'~ come out of the twentieth 
century-and it's not much - the only inscription~ of femi
ninity that I have seen were by Colette. Marguerite Dura,, . .. 
and Jean Genet. [Au.] 
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be writing (I-woman, escapee)-in that enormous 
machine that has been operating and turning out 
its "truth" for centuries. There have been poets 
who would go to any lengths to slip something 
by at odds with tradition-men capable of lov
ing love and hence capable of loving others and 
of wanting them, of imagining the woman who 
would hold out against oppression and constitute 
herself as a superb, equal, hence "impossible" 
subject, untenable in a real social framework. 
Such a woman the poet could desire only by 
breaking the codes that negate her. Her appear
ance would necessarily bring on, if not revolu
tion - for the bastion was supposed to be im
mutable-at least harrowing explosions. At 
times it is in the fissure caused by an earthquake, 
through that radical mutation of things brought 
on by a material upheaval when every structure is 
for a moment thrown off balance and an ephem
eral wildness sweeps order away, that the poet 
slips something by, for a brief span, of woman. 
Thus did Kleist4 expend himself in his yearning 
for the existence of sister-lovers, maternal daugh
ters, mother-sisters, who never hung their heads 
in shame. Once the palace of magistrates is re
stored, it's time to pay: immediate bloody death 
to the uncontrollable elements. 

But only the poets-not the novelists, allies 
of representationism. Because poetry involves 
gaining strength through the unconscious and 
because the unconscious, that other limitless 
country, is the place where the repressed manage 
to survive: women, or as Hoffmann would say, 
fairies.5 

She must write her self, because this is the in
vention of a new insurgent writing which, when 
the moment of her liberation has come, will 
allow her to carry out the indispensable ruptures 
and transformations in her history, first at two 
levels that cannot be separated. 

•B . Heinrich W. van Kleist (1777 1811), a German Ro
mantic writer, whom Cixous admires. Among his works is a 
tragic play PentheJi/ea, referring to the mythic Amazon 
queen . [Ed.] 

'E . T. A. Hoffman (1776- 1822) was a German Romantic 
writer and composer known for his tales of the supernatural 
and fantastic , many of which feature magical female charac
ters who both threaten the hero and seem to offer him prodi
gious creative powers . [Ed.] 

a. Individually. By writing her self, woman 
will return to the body which has been more than 
confiscated from her, which has been turned into 
the uncanny stranger on display-the ailing or 
dead figure, which so often turns out to be the 
nasty companion, the cause and location of inhi
bitions . Censor the body and you censor breath 
and speech at the same time. 

Write your self. Your body must be heard. 
Only then will the immense resources of the un
conscious spring forth. Our naphtha will spread, 
throughout the world, without dollars - black or 
gold-nonassessed values that will change the 
rules of the old game. 

To write. An act which will not only "realize" 
the decensored relation of woman to her sexual
ity, to her womanly being, giving her access to 
her native strength; it will give her back her 
goods, her pleasures, her organs, her immense 
bodily territories which have been kept under 
seal; it will tear her away from the superegoized 
structure in which she has always occupied the 
place reserved for the guilty (guilty of every
thing, guilty at every turn: for having desires, for 
not having any; for being frigid, for being "too 
hot"; for not being both at once; for being too 
motherly and not enough; for having children 
and for not having any; for nursing and for not 
nursing . .. )- tear her away by means of this re
search, this job of analysis and illumination, this 
emancipation of the marvelous text of her self 
that she must urgently learn to speak. A woman 
without a body, dumb, blind, can't possibly be a 
good fighter. She is reduced to being the servant 
of the militant male, his shadow. We must kill 
the false woman who is preventing the live one 
from breathing. Inscribe the breath of the whole 
woman. 

b. An act that will also be marked by woman's 
seizing the occasion to speak, hence her shatter
ing entry into history, which has always been 
based on her suppression. To write and thus to 
forge for herself the antilogos weapon. To be
come at will the taker and initiator, for her own 
right, in every symbolic system, in every political 
process. 

It is time for women to start scoring their feats 
in written and oral language. 

Every woman has known the torment of get-
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ting up to speak. Her heart racing, at times en
tirely lost for words, ground and language slip
ping away-that's how daring a feat, how great 
a transgression it is for a woman to speak-even 
just open her mouth - in public. A double dis
tress, for even if she transgresses, her words fall 
almost always upon the deaf male ear, which 
hears in language only that which speaks in the 
masculine. 

It is by writing, from and toward women, and 
by taking up the challenge of speech which has 
been governed by the phallus, that women will 
confirm women in a place other than that which 
is reserved in and by the symbolic, that is, in a 
place other than silence. Women should break 
out of the snare of silence. They shouldn't be 
conned into accepting a domain which is the 
margin or the harem. 

Listen to a woman speak at a public gathering 
(if she hasn't painfully lost her wind). She doesn't 
"speak," she throws her trembling body forward; 
she lets go of herself, she flies; all of her passes 
into her voice, and it's with her body that she vi
tally supports the "logic" of her speech. Her flesh 
speaks true . She lays herself bare. In fact, she 
physically materializes what she's thinking; she 
signifies it with her body. In a certain way she in
scribes what she's saying, because she doesn't 
deny her drives the intractable and impassioned 
part they have in speaking. Her speech, even 
when "theoretical" or political, is never simple or 
linear or "objectified," generalized: she draws her 
story into history. 

There is not that scission, that division made 
by the common man between the logic of oral 
speech and the logic of the text, bound as he is by 
his antiquated relation-servile, calculating-to 
mastery. From which proceeds the niggardly lip 
service which engages only the tiniest part of the 
body, plus the mask. 

In women's speech, as in their writing, that el
ement which never stops resonating, which, once 
we've been permeated by it, profoundly and im
perceptibly touched by it, retains the power of 
moving us-that element is the song: first music 
from the first voice of love which is alive in 
every woman. Why this privileged relationship 
with the voice? Because no woman stockpiles as 
many defenses for countering the drives as does a 

man. You don't build walls around yourself, you 
don't forego pleasure as "wisely" as he. Even if 
phallic mystification has generally contaminated 
good relationships, a woman is never far from 
"mother" (I mean outside her role functions: the 
"mother" as nonname and as source of goods). 
There is always within her at least a little of that 
good mother's milk. She writes in white ink. 

Woman.for women. - There always remains in 
woman that force which produces/is produced by 
the other-in particular, the other woman. /11 her, 
matrix, cradler; herself giver as her mother and 
child; she is her own sister -daughter. You might 
object, "What about she who is the hysterical off
spring of a bad mother?" Everything will be 
changed once woman gives woman to the other 
woman. There is hidden and always ready in 
woman the source; the locus for the other. The 
mother, too, is a metaphor. It is necessary and suf
ficient that the best of herself be given to woman 
by another woman for her to be able to love herself 
and return in love the body that was "born" to her. 
Touch me, caress me, you the living no-name, give 
me my self as myself. The relation to the "mother," 
in terms of intense pleasure and violence, is cur
tailed no more than the relation to childhood (the 
child that she was, that she is, that she makes, re
makes, undoes, there at the point where, the same, 
she others herself). Text: my body-shot through 
with streams of song; I don't mean the overbear
ing, clutchy "mother" but, rather, what touches 
you, the equivoice that affects you, fills your breast 
with an urge to come to language and launches 
your force; the rhythm that laughs you; the inti
mate recipient who makes all metaphors possible 
and desirable; body (body? bodies?), no more de
scribable than god, the soul, or the Other; that part 
of you that leaves a space between yourself and 
urges you to inscribe in language your woman's 
style. In women there is always more or less of the 
mother who makes everything all right, who nour
ishes, and who stands up against separation; a 
force that will not be cut off but will knock the 
wind out of the codes. We will rethink womankind 
beginning with every form and every period of her 
body. The Americans remind us, "We are all Les
bians"; that is, don't denigrate woman, don't make 
of her what men have made of you. 

Because the "economy" of her drives is prodi-
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gious, she cannot fail, in seizing the occasion to 
speak, to transform directly and indirectly all 
systems of exchange based on masculine thrift. 
Her libido will produce far more radical effects 
of political and social change than some might 
like to think . 

Because she arrives, vibrant, over and again, 
we are at the beginning of a new history, or 
rather of a process of becoming in which several 
histories intersect with one another. As subject 
for history, woman always occurs simultaneously 
in several places. Woman un-thinks 6 the unify
ing, regulating history that homogenizes and 
channels forces, herding contradictions into a 
single battlefield. In woman, personal history 
blends together with the history of all women, as 
well as national and world history. As a militant, 
she is an integral part of all liberations. She must 
be farsighted, not limited to a blow-by-blow in
teraction . She foresees that her liberation will do 
more than modify power relations or toss the ball 
over to the other camp; she will bring about a 
mutation in human relations, in thought, in all 
praxis: hers is not simply a class struggle, which 
she carries forward into a much vaster move
ment. Not that in order to be a wornan-in
struggle(s) you have to leave the class struggle or 
repudiate it; but you have to split it open, spread 
it out, push it forward, fill it with the fundamental 
struggle so as to prevent the class struggle, or any 
other struggle for the liberation of a class or 
people, from operating as a form of repression, 
pretext for postponing the inevitable, the stagger
ing alteration in power relations and in the 
production of individualities. This alteration is 
already upon us-in the United States, for exam
ple, where millions of night crawlers are in the 
process of undermining the family and disinte
grating the whole of American sociality . 

The new history is corning; it's not a dream, 
though it does extend beyond men's imagination, 
and for good reason. It's going to deprive them 
of their conceptual orthopedics, beginning with 
the destruction of their enticement machine. 

It is impossible to define a feminine practice 
of writing, and this is an impossibility that will 

6"De-pense," a neologism formed on the verb pe11ser, 
hence "unthinks," but also "spends" (from depenser). [Tr.] 

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 dis
course that regulates the phallocentric system; it 
does and will take place in areas other than those 
subordinated to philosophico-theoretical domina
tion. It will be conceived of only by subjects who 
are breakers of automatisms, by peripheral fig
ures that no authority can ever subjugate. 

Hence the necessity to affirm the flourishes of 
this writing, to give form to its movement, its near 
and distant byways . Bear in mind to begin with 
(1) that sexual opposition, which has always 
worked for man's profit to the point of reducing 
writing, too, to his laws, is only a historicocultural 
limit. There is, there will be more and more rapidly 
pervasive now, a fiction that produces irreducible 
effects of femininity. (2) That it is through igno
rance that most readers , critics, and writers of both 
sexes hesitate to admit or deny outright the possi
bility or the pertinence of a distinction between 
feminine and masculine writing . It will usually be 
said, thus disposing of sexual difference: either 
that all writing, to the extent that it materializes, is 
feminine; or, inversely-but it comes to the same 
thing-that the act of writing is equivalent to mas
culine masturbation (and so the woman who writes 
cuts herself out a paper penis); or that writing is bi
sexual, hence neuter, which again does away with 
differentiation. To admit that writing is precisely 
working (in) the in-between, inspecting the pro
cess of the same and of the other without which 
nothing can live, undoing the work of death-to 
admit this is first to want the two, as well as both, 
the ensemble of the one and the other, not fixed in 
sequences of struggle and expulsion or some other 
form of death but infinitely dynamized by an in
cessant process of exchange from one subject to 
another . A process of different subjects knowing 
one another and beginning one another anew only 
from the living boundaries of the other: a multiple 
and inexhaustible course with millions of encoun
ters and transformations of the same into the other 
and into the in-between , from which woman takes 
her forms (and man, in his turn; but that's his other 
history). 

In saying "bisexual, hence neuter," lam refer
ring to the classic conception of bisexuality, 
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which, squashed under the emblem of castration 
fear and along with the fantasy of a "total" being 
(though composed of two halves), would do 
away with the difference experienced as an oper
ation incurring loss, as the mark of dreaded sec
tility. 

To this self-effacing, merger-type bisexuality, 
which would conjure away castration (the writer 
who puts up his sign: "bisexual written here, 
come and see," when the odds are good that it's 
neither one nor the other), I oppose the other bi
sexuality on which every subject not enclosed in 
the false theater of phallocentric representational
ism has founded his/her erotic universe. Bisexu
ality: that is, each one's location in self (reperage 
en soi) of the presence-variously manifest and 
insistent according to each person, male or fe
male-of both sexes, nonexclusion either of the 
difference or of one sex, and, from this "self-per
mission," multiplication of the effects of the in
scription of desire, over all parts of my body and 
the other body. 

Now it happens that at present, for historico
cultural reasons, it is women who are opening up 
to and benefiting from this vatic bisexuality 
which doesn't annul differences but stirs them 
up, pursues them, increases their number . ln a 
certain way, "woman is bisexual"; man-it's a 
secret to no one-being poised to keep glorious 
phallic monosexuality in view. By virtue of af
firming the primacy of the phallus and of bring
ing it into play, phallocratic ideology has claimed 
more than one victim. As a woman, I've been 
clouded over by the great shadow of the scepter 
and been told: idolize it, that which you cannot 
brandish. But at the same time, man has been 
handed that grotesque and scarcely enviable des
tiny (just imagine) of being reduced to a single 
idol with clay balls. And consumed, as Freud and 
his followers note, by a fear of being a woman! 
For, if psychoanalysis was constituted from 
woman, to repress femininity (and not so suc
cessful a repression at that-men have made it 
clear), its account of masculine sexuality is now 
hardly refutable; as with all the "human" sci
ences, it reproduces the masculine view, of 
which it is one of the effects. 

Here we encounter the inevitable man-with
rock, standing erect in his old Freudian realm, in 

the way that, to take the figure back to the point 
where linguistics is conceptualizing it "anew," 
Lucan preserves it in the sanctuary of the phallos 
(<~) "sheltered" from castration's lack! Their 
"symbolic" exists, it holds power-we, the sow
ers of disorder, know it only too well. But we are 
in no way obliged to deposit our lives in their 
banks of lack, to consider the constitution of the 
subject in terms of a drama manglingly restaged, 
to reinstate again and again the religion of the fa
ther. Because we don't want that. We don't fawn 
around the supreme hole. We have no womanly 
reason to pledge allegiance to the negative. The 
feminine (as the poets suspected) affirms: " ... 
And yes," says Molly, carrying Ulysses off be
yond any book and toward the new writing; "I 
said yes, I will Yes." 

The Dark Colllinent is neither dark nor unex
plorable. - It is still unexplored only because 
we've been made to believe that it was too dark 
to be explorable. And because they want to make 
us believe that what interests us is the white con
tinent, with its monuments to Lack. And we be
lieved. They riveted us between two horrifying 
myths: between the Medusa and the abyss. That 
would be enough to set half the world laughing, 
except that it's still going on. For the phallologo
centric sublation 7 is with us, and it's militant, re
generating the old patterns, anchored in the 
dogma of castration. They haven't changed a 
thing: they've theorized their desire for reality! 
Let the priests tremble, we're going to show 
them our sexts! 

Too bad for them if they fall apart upon dis
covering that women aren't men, or that the 
mother doesn't have one. But isn't this fear con
venient for them? Wouldn't the worst be, isn't 
the worst, in truth, that women aren't castrasted, 
that they have only to stop listening to the Sirens 
(for the Sirens were men) for history to change 
its meaning? You only have to look at the 
Medusa straight on to see her. And she's not 
deadly. She's beautiful and she's laughing. 

Men say that there are two unrepresentable 
things: death and the feminine sex. That's be
cause they need femininity to be associated with 

7Standard English term for the Hegelian A11j7,c/n111R, the 
French la rele1•e. !Au.] 
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death; it's the jitters that gives them a hard-on! 
for themselves! They need to be afraid of us. 
Look at the trembling Perseuses moving back
ward toward us, clad in apotropes. What lovely 
backs! Not another minute to lose. Let's get out 
of here. 

Let's hurry: the continent is not impenetrably 
dark. I've been there often. I was ove1joyed one 
day to run into Jean Genet. It was in Pompes 
jimebres. 8 He had come there led by his Jean. 
There are some men (all too few) who aren't 
afraid of femininity. 

Almost everything is yet to be written by 
women about femininity: about their sexuality, 
that is, its infinite and mobile complexity, about 
their eroticization, sudden turn-ons of a certain 
minuscule-immense area of their bodies; not 
about destiny, but about the adventure of such 
and such a drive, about trips, crossings, trudges, 
abrupt and gradual awakenings, discoveries of a 
zone at one time timorous and soon to be forth
right. A woman's body, with its thousand and 
one thresholds of ardor-once, by smashing 
yokes and censors, she lets it articulate the pro
fusion of meanings that run through it in every 
direction-will make the old single-grooved 
mother tongue reverberate with more than one 
language. 

We've been turned away from our bodies, 
shamefully taught to ignore them, to strike them 
with that stupid sexual modesty; we've been 
made victims of the old fool's game: each one 
will love the other sex. I'll give you your body 
and you'll give me mine. But who are the men 
who give women the body that women blindly 
yield to them? Why so few texts? Because so few 
women have as yet won back their body. Women 
must write through their bodies, they must invent 
the impregnable language that will wreck parti
tions, classes, and rhetorics, regulations and 
codes, they must submerge, cut through, get be
yond the ultimate reserve-discourse, including 
the one that laughs at the very idea of pronounc
ing the word "silence," the one that, aiming for 
the impossible, stops short before the word "im
possible" and writes it as "the end." 

Such is the strength of women that, sweeping 

8Jean Genet, Pompesf1111ehres (Paris, 1948), p. 185. [Au.] 

away syntax, breaking that famous thread (just a 
tiny little thread, they say) which acts for men as 
a surrogate umbilical cord, assuring them - oth
erwise they couldn't come - that the old lady is 
always right behind them, watching them make 
phallus, women will go right up to the impos
sible. 

When the "repressed" of their culture and 
their society returns, it's an explosive, utterly de
structive, staggering return, with a force never 
yet unleashed and equal to the most forbidding of 
suppressions. For when the Phallic period comes 
to an end, women will have been either annihi
lated or borne up to the highest and most violent 
incandescence. Muffled throughout their history, 
they have lived in dreams, in bodies (though 
muted), in silences, in aphonic revolts. 

And with such force in their fragility; a 
fragility, a vulnerability, equal to their incompa
rable intensity. Fortunately, they haven't subli
mated; they've saved their skin, their energy. They 
haven't worked at liquidating the impasse of lives 
without futures. They have furiously inhabited 
these sumptuous bodies: admirable hysterics who 
made Freud succumb to many voluptuous mo
ments impossible to confess, bombarding his Mo
saic statue with their carnal and passionate body 
words, haunting him with their inaudible and thun
dering denunciations, dazzling, more than naked 
underneath the seven veils of modesty. Those 
who, with a single word of the body, have in
scribed the vertiginous immensity of a history 
which is sprung like an arrow from the whole his
tory of men and from biblico-capitalist society, are 
the women, the supplicants of yesterday, who 
come as forebears of the new women, after whom 
no intersubjective relation will ever be the same. 
You, Dora, you the indomitable, the poetic body, 
you are the true "mistress" of the Signifier.9 Be
fore long your efficacity will be seen at work when 
your speech is no longer suppressed, its point 
turned in against your breast, but written out over 
against the other. 

9Dora is the name given to the young woman who figures 
in Freud's classic 1905 account of female hysteria. Dora 
claimed to have been molested by a family friend, Mr. 
K. Freud traced this fantasy to Dora's erotic attachment to 

CIXOUS I THE LAUGH OF THE MEDUSA 1531 

·'·' 



r 
0 
<, 

"' 

LB1.<~11....\ 
.r.t..-+;.f, 
, .... (-(~ 

(l.\ V\ \ ,~ 

In body. -More so than men who are coaxed 
toward social success, toward sublimation, 
women are body . More body, hence more writ
ing. For a long time it has been in body that 
women have responded to persecution, to the 
familial-conjugal enterprise of domestication, to 
the repeated attempts of castrating them. Those 
who have turned their tongues 10,000 times 
seven times before not speaking are either dead 
from it or more familiar with their tongues and 
their mouths than anyone else. Now, I-woman 
am going to blow up the Law: an explosion 
henceforth possible and ineluctable; let it be 
done, right now, in language. 

Let us not be trapped by an analysis still en
cumbered with the old automatisms. It's not to be 
feared that language conceals an invincible ad
versary, because it's the language of men and 
their grammar. We mustn't leave them a single 
place that's any more theirs alone than we are. 

If woman has always functioned "within" the 
discourse of man, a signifier that has always re
ferred back to the opposite signifier which anni
hilates its specific energy and diminishes or 
stifles its very different sounds, it is time for her 
to dislocate this "within," to explode it, tum it 
around, and seize it; to make it hers, containing 
it, taking it in her own mouth, biting that tongue 
with her very own teeth to invent for herself a 
language to get inside of. And you'll see with 
what ease she will spring forth from that 
"within" -the "within" where once she so 
drowsily crouched-to overflow at the lips she 
will cover the foam. 

Nor is the point to appropriate their instru
ments, their concepts, their places, or to begrudge 
them their position of mastery. Just because 
there's a risk of identification doesn't mean that 
we'll succumb. Let's leave it to the worriers, to 
masculine anxiety and its obsession with how to 
dominate the way things work- knowing "how 
it works" in order to "make it work." For us the 
point is not to take possession in order to inter-

her father, whom she knew was having an affair with Mrs. K. 
Recent revisionist studies of this case have suggested that 
Dora was in fact molested by Mr. K., and that Freud's treat
ment of her confession as a fantasy constituted enforcement 
of the patriarchal or phallocentric order. [Ed.J 

nalize or manipulate, but rather to dash through 
and to "fly."'° 

Flying is woman's gesture-flying in lan
guage and making it fly. We have all learned the 
mt of flying and its numerous techniques; for 
centuries we've been able to possess anything 
only by flying; we've lived in flight, stealing 
away, finding, when desired, narrow passage
ways, hidden crossovers. It's no accident that 
vo/er has a double meaning, that it plays on each 
of th~m and thus throws off the agents of sense. 
It's no accident: women take after birds and rob
bers just as robbers take after women and birds. 
They (illes)'' go by, fly the coop, take pleasure in 
jumbling the order of space, in disorienting it, in 
changing around the furniture, dislocating things 
and values, breaking them all up, emptying struc
tures, and turning propriety upside down. 

What woman hasn't flown/stolen? Who hasn't 
felt, dreamt, performed the gesture that jams so
ciality? Who hasn't crumbled, held up to 
ridicule, the bar of separation? Who hasn't in
scribed with her body the differential, punctured 
the system of couples and opposition? Who, by 
some act of transgression, hasn't overthrown suc
cessiveness, connection, the wall of circumfu
sion? 

A feminine text cannot fail to be more than 
subversive. It is volcanic; as it is written it brings 
about an upheaval of the old property crust, car
rier of masculine investments; there's no other 
way. There's no room for her if she's not a he. If 
she's a her-she, it's in order to smash everything, 
to shatter the framework of institutions, to blow 
up the law, to break up the "truth" with laughter. 

For once she blazes her trail in the symbolic, 
she cannot fail to make of it the chaosmos of the 
"personal" - in her pronouns, her nouns, and her 
clique of referents. And for good reason. There 
will have been the long history of gynocide. This 
is known by the colonized peoples of yesterday, 
the workers, the nations, the species off whose 
backs the history of men has made its gold; those 

"'Also, "to steal." Both meanings of the verb vo/er are 
played on. a~ the text itself explains in the following para
graph. [Tr.I 

"Illes is a fusion of the masculine pronoun ifs. which 
refers back to birds and robbers, with the feminine pronoun 
el/cs, which refers to women. [Tr.I 
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who have known the ignominy of persecution de
rive from it an obstinate future desire for 
grandeur; those who are locked up know better 
than their jailers the taste of free air. Thanks to 
their history, women today know (how to do and 
want) what men will be able to conceive of only 
much later. l say woman overturns the "per
sonal," for if, by means of laws, lies, blackmail, 
and marriage, her right to herself has been ex
torted at the same time as her name, she has been 
able, through the very movement of mortal alien
ation, to see more closely the inanity of "propri
ety," the reductive stinginess of the masculine
conjugal subjective economy, which she doubly 
resists. On the one hand she has constituted her
self necessarily as that "person" capable of losing 
a part of herself without losing her integrity. But 
secretly, silently, deep down inside, she grows 
and multiplies, for, on the other hand, she knows 
far more about living and about the relation be
tween the economy of the drives and the manage
ment of the ego than any man. Unlike man, who 
holds so dearly to his title and his titles, his 
pouches of value, his cap, crown, and everything 
connected with his head, woman couldn't care 
less about the fear of decapitation (or castration), 
adventuring, without the masculine temerity, into 
anonymity, which she can merge with without 
annihilating herself: because she's a giver. 

I shall have a great deal to say about the whole 
deceptive problematic of the gift. Woman is ob
viously not that woman Nietzsche dreamed of 
who gives only in order to. 12 Who could ever 
think of the gift as a gift-that-takes? Who else but 
man, precisely the one who would like to take 
everything? 

If there is a "propriety of woman," it is para
doxically her capacity to depropriate unselfishly: 
body without end, without appendage, without 
principal "parts." If she is a whole, it's a whole 
composed of parts that are wholes, not simple 
partial objects but a moving, limitlessly changing 

"Reread Derrida's text, "Le Style de la femme," in Nietz
sche a11jo11rd'lzui (Paris: Union Generale d'Editions, Coll. 
10/18), where the philosopher can be seen operating an 
A11fheb1111g of all philosophy in its systematic reducing of 
woman to the place of seduction; she appears as the one who 
is taken for; the bait in person, all veils unfurled, the one who 
doesn't give but who gives only in order to (take). [Au.] 

ensemble, a cosmos tirelessly traversed by Eros, 
an immense astral space not organized around 
any one sun that's any more of a star than the 
others . 

This doesn't mean that she's an undifferenti 
ated magma, but that she doesn't lord it over her 
body or her desire. Though masculine sexuality 
gravitates around the penis, engendering that 
centralized body (in political anatomy) under the 
dictatorship of its parts, woman does not bring 
about the same regionalization which serves the 
couple head/genitals and which is inscribed only 
within boundaries. Her libido is cosmic, just as 
her unconscious is worldwide. Her writing can 
only keep going, without ever inscribing or dis
cerning contours, daring to make these vertigi
nous crossings of the other(s) ephemeral and pas
sionate sojourns in him, her, them, whom she 
inhabits long enough to look at from the point 
closest to their unconscious from the moment 
they awaken, to love them at the point closest to 
their drives; and then further, impregnated 
through and through with these brief, identifica
tory embraces, she goes and passes into infinity. 
She alone dares and wishes to know from within, 
where she, the outcast, has never ceased to hear 
the resonance of fore-language. She lets the other 
language speak- the language of I ,ooo tongues 
which knows neither enclosure nor death. To life 
she refuses nothing. Her language does not con
tain, it carries; it does not hold back, it makes 
possible. When id is ambiguously uttered-the 
wonder of being several-she doesn't defend 
herself against these unknown women whom 
she's surprised at becoming, but derives pleasure 
from this gift of alterability. I am spacious, 
singing flesh, on which is grafted no one knows 
which I, more or less human, but alive because of 
transformation. 

Write! and your self-seeking text will know it
self better than flesh and blood, rising, insurrec
tionary dough kneading itself, with sonorous, 
perfumed ingredients, a lively combination of 
flying colors, leaves, and rivers plunging into the 
sea we feed. "Ah, there's her sea," he will say as 
he holds out to me a basin full of water from the 
little phallic mother from whom he's inseparable. 
But look, our seas are what we make of them, 
full of fish or not, opaque or transparent, red or 
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black, high or smooth, narrow or bankless; and 
we are ourselves sea, sand, coral, seaweed, 
beaches, tides, swimmers, children, waves .... 
More or less wavily sea, earth, sky-what matter 
would rebuff us? We know how to speak them 
all. 

Heterogeneous, yes. For her joyous benefit 
she is erogenous; she is the erotogeneity of the 
heterogeneous: airborne swimmer, in flight, she 
does not cling to herself; she is dispersible, 
prodigious, stunning, desirous and capable of 
others, of the other woman that she will be, of the 
other woman she isn't, of him, of you. 

Woman be unafraid of any other place, of any 
same, or any other. My eyes, my tongue, my 
ears, my nose, my skin, my mouth, my body-for
(the)-other-not that I long for it in order to fill 
up a hole, to provide against some defect of 
mine, or because, as fate would have it, I'm 
spurred on by feminine "jealousy"; not because 
I've been dragged into the whole chain of substi
tutions that brings that which is substituted back 
to its ultimate object. That sort of thing you 
would expect to come straight out of "Tom 
Thumb," out of the Pe11i.meid whispered to us by 
old grandmother ogresses, servants to their father
sons. If they believe, in order to muster up some 
self-importance, if they really need to believe 
that we're dying of desire, that we are this hole 
fringed with desire for their penis-that's their 
immemorial business. Undeniably (we verify it at 
our own expense-but also to our amusement), 
it's their business to let us know they're getting a 
hard-on, so that we'll assure them (we the mater
nal mistresses of their little pocket signifier) that 
they still can, that it's still there-that men struc
ture themselves only by being fitted with a 
feather. In the child it's not the penis that the 
woman desires, it's not that famous bit of skin 
around which every man gravitates. Pregnancy 
cannot be traced back, except within the histor
ical limits of the ancients, to some form of fate, 
to those mechanical substitutions brought about 
by the unconscious of some eternal "jealous 
woman"; not to penis envies; and not to narcis
sism or to some sort of homosexuality linked to 
the ever-present mother! Begetting a child doesn't 
mean that the woman or the man must fall in-

eluctably into patterns or must recharge the cir
cuit of reproduction. If there's a risk there's not 
an inevitable trap: may women be spared the 
pressure, under the guise of consciousness-rais
ing, of a supplement of interdictions. Either you 
want a kid or you don't-that's your business. 
Let nobody threaten you; in satisfying your de
sire, let not the fear of becoming the accomplice 
to a sociality succeed the old-time fear of being 
"taken." And man, are you still going to bank on 
everyone's blindness and passivity, afraid lest the 
child make a father and, consequently, that in 
having a kid the woman land herself more than 
one bad deal by engendering all at once child
mother-father-family? No; it's up to you to 
break the old circuits. It will be up to man and 
woman to render obsolete the former relationship 
and all its consequences, to consider the launch
ing of a brand-new subject, alive, with defamial
ization. Let us demater-paternalize rather than 
deny woman, in an effort to avoid the co-optation 
of procreation, a thrilling era of the body. Let us 
defetishize. Let's get away from the dialectic 
which has it that the only good father is a dead 
one, or that the child is the death of his parents. 
The child is the other, but the other without vio
lence, bypassing loss, struggle. We're fed up with 
the reuniting of bonds forever to be severed, with 
the litany of castration that's handed down and ge
nealogized. We won't advance backward any
more; we're not going to repress something so 
simple as the desire for life. Oral drive, anal drive, 
vocal drive-all these drives are our strengths. 
and among them is the gestation drive-just like 
the desire to write: a desire to live self from 
within, a desire for the swollen belly, for lan
guage, for blood. We are not going to refuse, if it 
should happen to strike our fancy, the unsur
passed pleasures of pregnancy which have actu
ally been always exaggerated or conjured away
or cursed - in the classic texts. For if there's one 
thing that's been repressed here's just the place to 
find it: in the taboo of the pregnant woman. Thi~ 
says a lot about the power she seems invested with 
at the time, because it has always been suspected, 
that, when pregnant, the woman not only doubles 
her market value, but - what's more important 
takes on intrinsic value as a woman in her own 
eyes and, undeniably, acquires body and sex. 
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There are thousands of ways of living one's 
pregnancy; to have or not to have with that still 
invisible other a relationship of another intensity. 
And if you don't have that particular yearning, it 
doesn't mean that you're in any way lacking. 
Each body distributes in its own special way, 
without model or norm, the nonfinite and chang
ing totality of its desires. Decide for yourself on 
your position in the arena of contradictions, 
where pleasure and reality embrace . Bring the 
other to life. Women know how to live detach
ment; giving birth is neither losing nor increas
ing. It's adding to life an other . Am I dreaming? 
Am l mis-recognizing? You, the defenders of 
"theory," the sacrosanct yes-men of Concept, en
throners of the phallus (but not of the penis): 

Once more you' II say that all this smacks of 
"idealism," or what's worse, you'll sputter that 
I'm a "mystic." 

And what about the libido? Haven't I read the 
"Signification of the Phallus"? And what about 
separation, what about that bit of self for which, 
to be born, you undergo an ablation-an abla
tion, so they say, to be forever commemorated by 
your desire? 

Besides, isn't it evident that the penis gets 
around in my texts, that I gtve it a place and ap
peal? Of course I do. I want all. I want all of me 
with all of him. Why should I deprive myself of a 
part of us? I want all of us. Woman of course has 
a desire for a "loving desire" and not a jealous 
one. But not because she is gelded; not because 
she's deprived and needs to be filled out, like 
some wounded person who wants to console her
self or seek vengeance: I don't want a penis to 
decorate my body with. But I do desire the other 
for the other, whole and entire, male or female; 
because living means wanting everything that is, 
everything that lives, and wanting it alive . Cas
tration? Let others toy with it. What's a desire 
originating from a lack? A pretty meager desire. 

The woman who still allows herself to be 
threatened by the big dick, who's still impressed 
by the commotion of the phallic stance, who still 
leads a loyal master to the beat of the drum : 
that's the woman of yesterday. They still exist, 
easy and numerous victims of the oldest of 
farces: either they're cast in the original silent 
version in which, as titanesses lying under the 

mountains they make with their quivering, they 
never see erected that theoretic monument to the 
golden phallus looming, in the old manner, over 
their bodies. Or, corning today out of their infans 
period and into the second, "enlightened" version 
of their virtuous debasement, they see themselves 
suddenly assaulted by the builders of the analytic 
empire and, as soon as they've begun to formu
late the new desire, naked, nameless, so happy at 
making an appearance, they're taken in their bath 
by the new old men, and then, whoops! Luring 
them with flashy signifiers, the demon of inter
pretation-oblique, decked out in modernity
sells them the same old handcuffs, baubles, and 
chains . Which castration do you prefer? Whose 
degrading do you like better, the father's or the 
mother's? Oh, what pwetty eyes, you pwetty lit
tle girl. Here, buy my glasses and you'll see the 
Truth-Me-Myself tell you everything you should 
know. Put them on your nose and take a 
fetishist's look (you are me, the other analyst
that's what I'm telling you) at your body and the 
body of the other. You see? No? Wait, you'll 
have everything explained to you, and you'll 
know at last which sort of neurosis you're related 
to. Hold still, we're going to do your portrait, so 
that you can begin looking like it right away. 

Yes, the naives to the first and second degree 
are still legion. If the New Women, arriving now, 
dare to create outside the theoretical, they're 
called in by the cops of the signifier, finger
printed, remonstrated, and brought into the line 
of order that they are supposed to know; assigned 
by force of trickery to a precise place in the chain 
that's always formed for the benefit of a privi
leged signifier. We are pieced back to the strim• 
which leads back, if not to the Name-of-. 
Father, then, for a new twist, to the place of the 
phallic-mother. 

Beware, my friend, of the signifier that would 
take you back to the authority of a signified! Be
ware of diagnoses that would reduce your gener
ative powers. "Common" nouns are also proper 
nouns that disparage your singularity by classify
ing it into species. Break out of the circles; don't 
remain within the psychoanalytic closure. Take a 
look around, then cut through! 

And if we are legion, it's because the war of 
liberation has only made as yet a tiny break-

CIXOUS I THE LAUGH OF THE MEDUSA 1535 



through. But women are thronging to it. I've seen 
them, those who will be neither dupe nor domes
tic, those who will not fear the risk of being a 
woman; will not fear any risk, any desire, any 
space still unexplored in themselves, among 
themselves and others or anywhere else. They do 
not fetishize, they do not deny, they do not hate. 
They observe, they approach, they try to see the 
other woman, the child, the lover-not to 
strengthen their own narcissism or verify the so
lidity or weakness of the master, but to make 
love better, to invent 

Other love. -In the beginning are our differ
ences. The new love dares for the other, wants 
the other, makes dizzying, precipitous flights be
tween knowledge and invention. The woman ar
riving over and over again does not stand still; 
she's everywhere, she exchanges, she is the de
sire-that-gives. (Not enclosed in the paradox of 
the gift that takes nor under the illusion of unitary 
fusion. We're past that.) She comes in, comes-in
between herself me and you, between the other 
me where one is always infinitely more than one 
and more than me, without the fear of ever reach
ing a limit; she thrills in our becoming. And we'll 
keep on becoming! She cuts through defensive 
loves, motherages, and devourations: beyond 
selfish narcissism, in the moving, open, tran
sitional space, she runs her risks. Beyond the 
struggle-to-the-death that's been removed to the 
bed, beyond the love-battle that claims to repre
sent exchange, she scorns at an Eros dynamic 
that would be fed by hatred. Hatred: a heritage, 
again, a remainder, a duping subservience to the 
phallus. To love, to watch-think-seek the other in 

the other, to despecularize, to unhoard. Does this 
seem difficult? It's not impossible, and this is 
what nourishes life-a love that has no com
merce with the apprehensive desire that provides 
against the lack and stultifies the strange; a love 
that rejoices in the exchange that multiplies. 
Wherever history still unfolds as the history of 
death, she does not tread. Opposition, hierarchiz
ing exchange, the struggle for mastery which can 
end only in at least one death (one master-one 
slave, or two nonmasters "# two dead)-all that 
comes from a period in time governed by phallo
centric values. The fact that this period extends 
into the present doesn't prevent woman from 
starting the history of life somewhere else. Else
where, she gives. She doesn't "know" what she's 
giving, she doesn't measure it; she gives, though, 
neither a counterfeit impression nor something 
she hasn't got. She gives more, with no assurance 
that she'll get back even some unexpected profit 
from what she puts out. She gives that there may 
be life, thought, transformation. This is an "econ
omy" that can no longer be put in economic 
terms. Wherever she loves, all the old concepts 
of management are left behind. At the end of a 
more or less conscious computation, she finds not 
her sum but her differences. I am for you what 
you want me to be at the moment you look at me 
in a way you've never seen me before: at every 
instant. When I write, it's everything that we 
don't know we can be that is written out of me, 
without exclusions, without stipulation, and 
everything we will be calls us to the unflagging, 
intoxicating, unappeasable search for love. In 
one another we will never be lacking. 
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Helene Cixous and Catherine Clement 

A Woman Mistress 

If tlte position of mastery c11lt11rally 
comes back to men, wltat will become of 
(011r)femininity when we.find ourselves 
in this position? 

When we use a master-discourse? 
Maste1y-k11owledge, mastery-pmver: 

ideas demanding an explanation from us. 
Other discourses? 

CATHERINE: Let's start out with the difference 
between our discourses. Yours is a writing 
halfway between theory and fiction. Whereas my 
discourse is, or tries to be, more demonstrative 
and discursive, following the most traditional 
method of rhetorical demonstration. That doesn't 
bother me; I accept that method: it is the method 
of teaching and of transmitting ideas. We see 
there can be two women in the same space who 
are differently engaged, speaking of almost ex
actly the same things, investing in two or three 
different kinds of discourse and going from one 
to the other and then on to the spoken exchange. 

HELENE: I distrust the identification of a sub
ject with a single discourse. First, there is the dis
course that suits the occasion. I use rhetorical 
discourse, the discourse of mastery, orally, for 
example, with my students, and obviously I do it 
on purpose; it is a refusal on my part to leave or
ganized discourse entirely in men's power. I 
never fell for that sort of bait. 

CATHERINE: There is no reason at all not to steal 
that discourse from men .... Besides, that doesn't 
mean anything; we don't steal anything at all
we are within the same cultural system. Granted it 
is a phallocentric cultural system but trying to 
make another in advance is unfounded; perhaps 
we can think that, hypothetically, one day there 
might be another system but to will that it suddenly 
be there-at any minute-is utopian. 

HELENE: There will not be one feminine dis-

Translated by Betsy Wing. 

course, there will be thousands of different kinds 
of feminine words, and then there will be the 
code for general communication, philosophical 
discourse, rhetoric like now but with a great 
number of subversive discourses in addition that 
are somewhere else entirely. That is what is 
going to happen. Until now women were not 
speaking out loud, were not writing, not creating 
their tongues - plural, but they will create them, 
which doesn't mean that the others (either men or 
tongues) are going to die off. 

CATHERINE: In any case, there is no reason for 
women not to assume that transmission of 
knowledge. The term causing a problem is the 
word maste1y in the phrase "discourse of mas
tery." If inspired by Lacan, it refers to a relation
ship between mastery and university, which is 
such that the master's discourse-from the point 
of view of its political and economic power-is 
transferred onto and shapes any discourse deal
ing with knowledge to be transmitted. 

HELENE: It think one has a hard time escaping 
the discourse of mastery when using, for ex
ample, as a teacher, discourse I'll call "objec
tive"; by that I mean a discourse that does not in
volve an easily located subject of enunciation, 
that speaks at that particular moment not just in 
the name of but as universal knowledge itself. 

The law does not exist. 

In the little chapter "The Dawn of Phallocen
trism," I took, on the one hand, a text by Freud 
on the origin of patriarchy, and I compared it 
with a Kafka text called Before the Law. It is a 
story that is both extraordinarily clear and as un
clear as the question that is its crux: "What is the 
law?" There is a peasant who was an honest man: 
he was the only one who could have gone to the 
other side and seen the law-seen, therefore, 
that it doesn't exist. Because the door could be 
opened only for him. He didn't go in there. How 

CIXOUS AND CLEMENT [ A WOMAN MISTRESS 1537 



could he have gone "there" since the law that 
doesn't exist was himself? All that was needed 
was a door and a doorkeeper: he was the one who 
constantly fabricated the law, and he never saw 
that the law did not exist. 

CATHERINE: Do you know what that story 
makes me think of? The mirror stage - the fact 
that the chimpanzee looks behind the mirror to 
see who is there, another chimpanzee, itself, or 
nobody-whereas man identifies and constitutes 
himself with the mirror. It reflects his image to 
him,fixes it as a subject and subjects it to the law, 
to the symbolic order, to language, and does it in 
a way that is both inalienable and alienating. The 
law exists. 

HELENE: Except that the chimpanzee actually 
is the chimpanzee and we are the result of our re
lationship to the door. What is the discourse of 
mastery? There is one. It is what calls itself "the 
law" but is presented as "the open door" in pre
cisely such a way that you never go to the other 
side of the door, that you never go to see "what is 
mastery?" So you never will know that there is 
no law and no mastery. That there is no master. 
The paradox of mastery is that it is made up of a 
sort of complex ideological secretion produced 
by an infinite quantity of doorkeepers . 

Mastery ensures the transmission 
of knowledge. 

CATHERINE: I wouldn't say that in the same 
terms. It has to be said straight out: for me 
mastery is fundamental and necessary. I don't 
particularly think one can transmit certain know!-

Culture, which is superstructure, must not be considered 
as a thing, a good, the result of an evolution, a stock con
verted into intellectual luxury, but rather as a factor in evolu
tion (which cannot be solely a factor of income) and espe
cially as a process. (Brecht, Writings 011 Politics and Society) 

One can say that general culture is what permits the indi
vidual to fully feel his solidarity with other men, in space and 
in time, with the men of his generation as' well as with the 
generations which have preceded him and those yet to follow. 
To be cultivated, then, is to have received and constantly de
veloped an initiation to different forms of human activity in
dependently of those which correspond to a profession, so as 
to be able to enter into contact and communion with other 
men. (Paul Langevin) 

edges-the knowledges-except through mas
tery. That involves everything having to do with 
democratic transmission. Paradoxically, informa
tion contained in a system of knowledge cannot 
be transmitted outside of mastery. It is dependent 
on the "law" of the Symbolic, like the door
keeper, like the honest man. Subjectivity can be 
taken in, deluded, by it, of course, but it can also 
find there an explicit coherence, a certain number 
of connections shared by all, so that when the 
statement is transmitted, the receiver has access 
to it either immediately or through mediation. 

Transmitting. 

What is at stake is connection and consistency. I 
know perfectly well you are not about to tell me 
that truth sticks to what is consistent and that you 
are going to call into question the existence of 
other consistencies. As for me, the discourse of 
mastery exists; of course, it is ambivalent and 
full of traps as far as subjectivity is concerned: 
subjectivity finds the positions of psychoanalyst 
and professor to be almost equally untenable. But 
despite that, it is through the discourse of mas
tery that knowledge of the analytic act is trans
mitted. I am not talking about the rest of it. 

HELENE: I can't go along with you there. Your 
position, which I understand, disposes of a prob
lem that is fundamental and primary for me: how 
is one to think and struggle against what mastery 
inevitably entails as a form of repression? A mas
tery's contradiction, if it isn't thought differently, 
is that, far from transmitting knowledge, it makes 
it still more inaccessible, makes it sacred. That is 

Common public instruction for all citizens is to be created 
and organized and to be free with regard to those fields of in
struction which are indispensable to all men. ([French] Con
stitution of 1791) 

The institutions of instruction in their entirety were 
opened up to the people free of charge, and, at the same time 
they were cleared of any interference by the Church and the 
State. Thus, not only was instruction made accessible for 
everyone, but knowledge itself was set free of the chains 
which class prejudices and governmental power had laid on 
it. (Karl Marx, 011 the Commune) 

The peoples whose women must work much more than is 
proper according to our ideas often have much more real con
sideration for women than our European populations. Civiliza. 
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Law's dirty trick. Only those people who already 
have a relationship of mastery, who already have 
dealings with culture, who are saturated with cul
ture, have ever dared have access to the discourse 
that the master gives. 

CATHERINE: Now, in this social and cultural 
system. But certainly you can conceive of soci
eties structured differently, in which the condi
tions of access to knowledge would be pro
foundly different. 

HELENE: That's why [ believe one has to take a 
thousand precautions. At the present time, it is im
possible for me to use the term "mastery" as it is 
currently used because of the repression it implies. 
Does someone already allied with a certain knowl
edge want to communicate it to others? Why does 
one want to communicate it to others? It's the 
usual question-"what's the use?" Does it serve 
any purpose? I would say yes, obviously, it has to 
serve-not serve itself and not serve a superior 
cause, et cetera. There is a drawback we all know 
as teachers, which is the almost insurmountable 
difficulty of occupying a position of mastery. 

Givi11g. 

The one who is in the master's place, even if not 
the master of a knowledge, is in a position of 
power. The only way to bar that is to execute the 
master, kill him, eliminate him, so that what he 
has to say can get through, so that he himself is 
not the obstacle, so it will be given. Something 
on the order of a personal gift, a subjective one. 

CATHERINE: l don't like that term-personal 
gift, it tends toward oblation and sacrifice .... 

tion's "lady," who is surrounded by feigned respect and who 
has become a stranger to any real work, has a far lower social 
position than the woman who is a barbarian, who worked hard, 
who counted as a real lady (dame, froxa, Frau: domina) and 
who, moreover, was one because of her character . .. . 

We are confronted with this new form of family in all its 
severity among the Greeks. As Marx noted the position of the 
goddesses in mythology represents an earlier period, when 
women still occupied a freer and more respected place, in the 
Heroic Age, we already find women degraded owing to the 
predominance of the man and the competition of female 
slaves .... The modem conjugal family is based on ... admit
ted or masked domestic slavery of woman, and modem society 
is a mass made up exclusively of conjugal families, like so 

What 011e knows . ... What one does11 't 
k11ow. 

HELENE: Giving isn't sacrificing. The person 
who transmits has to be able to function on the 
level of knowledge without knowing. I'm not at 
all referring to Socrates now. Just that one should 
be in a state of weakness, as we all are, and that it 
be evident. That one have the guts to occupy the 
position one has no right to occupy and that one 
show precisely how and why one occupies it. I 
set my sights high: I demand that love struggle 
within the master against the will for power. 

Mistress woman or woman master? 

CATHERINE: Just the same it will be mastery. 
When I hear mastery, I think of the present mean
ing of the word, which must come more or less 
from Hegel. Mastery, in Lacan, is inseparable 
from something fundamentally bound up with 
woman, with the hysteric, her referential figure. 
The hysteric puts the master and the academic, 
both power and knowledge, in check. What's 
more, this conjunction "power-knowledge" and 
this division between the two seem to me to be 
on the order of myth, with its mythic power and 
arbitrary nature. Admitting these terms for what 
they are, would that mean that the hysteric and 
hence, somehow, the woman does not have the 
right to move in the direction of mastery or aca
demics or perhaps even toward the position of 
analyst? She has only one position, she "puts in 
check." That is inadmissible-grotesque. But 
the way you have defined a knowledge ex
pounded with limits and holes is no longer, in 

many molecules. In this day and age, man in the great majority 
of cases, must support and nourish the family, at least in the 
propertied classes; and this gives him a sovereign authority 
which does not need legal privilege to back it up. Within the 
family man is the bourgeois; woman plays the part of prole
tariat. But in the industrial sphere, the specific character of eco
nomic oppression that weighs on the proletariat is only mani
fested in all its severity after all the legal privileges of the 
capitalist class have been suppressed and complete legal equal
ity of the two classes has been established; the democratic re
public does not suppress the antagonism between the two 
classes, the contrary is true: that is what, first of all, provides the 
ground where the struggle is going to be resolved. (F. Engels, 
Tire Origin oft/re Family, Privwe Property and tire State) 
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effect, entirely mastery. It does correspond just 
the same to what I meant just now, that is to 
say, a discourse that- for its own subject, for 
what concerns knowledge-offers some connec 
tions, punctuations, scansions, demonstrations -
through which the data of knowledge are trans 
mitted. I see no way to conceive of a cultural sys
tem in which there would be no transmission of 
knowledge in the form of a coherent statement. 
Right now, for social and ideological reasons, 
this coincides with a position of mastery. 

HELENE: I don't know what you call "right 
now"; it has always been like that in our western 
societies. In our own history, the one we are still 
reacting to, that is what has happened and keeps 
on happening. 

CATHERINE: That's not entirely true. There is a 
history of mastery, for us among others, that runs 
through the history of national education, via the 
major schools of teacher instruction, via Jules 
Ferry, via the struggles for a state school, et 
cetera. And J really think that, from women's 
point of view, there have been some rays of light 
in that history and some moments when women 
had mastery. Not that they have had economic 
mastery, of course, but it has come about that 
they had symbolic management of an intellectual 
activity. An example would be the time of the 
trouveres and troubadours ... at the same time, 
what's more, as a mythology of the "inspiring 
woman" opposing this mastery. 

I believe that cultural oppression of women 
coincides with economic evolution and is accen
tuated by the development of capitalism. Think 
of the "precieuses," who are not at all well 
known or well liked. There have sometimes been 
women in possession of knowledge. 

HELENE: There has always been a split be
tween those who are in possession of knowl
edge and culture and who occupy a position 
of mastery and the others. I don't rule out 
women's having been on that side, but even 
then they are not in the masters' position. I am 
not saying that knowledge is always associated 
with power, or that it must be: but that is its 
danger. And I am not saying women are never 
on the side of knowledge-power. But in the 
majority of cases in their history, one finds 

them aligned with no knowledge or knowledge
without-power. 

CATHERINE: By power you don't mean poli
tical power, you mean that scrap, that reflection 
of political power that the teacher exercises meta
phorically and imaginarily. What exactly is the 
teacher's "power"? 

HELENE: Where is the division between "pow
ers"? It's impossible to separate them. I believe 
teaching goes hand in hand with ideology. 

CATHERINE: I don't think so. If that was true, 
there would be no reason at all to struggle for a 
truly democratic transmission of knowledge
on the contrary! It is true that whole segments of 
knowledge are "trapped" in the dominant ideol
ogy, but still they are conveyed. There are, for 
example, Marxist historians: they teach history in 
a "history" program. It is not because they are in 
a position of mastery within the teaching struc
ture as it is now that the colltelll of their knowl
edge goes hand in hand with ideology. The divi
sion is more complex: it is between the subject's 
position in relation to knowledge and the specific 
effects of the knowledge itself. The transmission 
is effective in any kind of structure; even if it is 
attenuated by the instructional system, it is not 
wiped out. 

HELENE: It is almost wiped out. Thank god 
there is always a tremendous resistance-young 
people's flexibility, for instance. Take people 
when they get out of high school, private schools, 
no matter what school, and see what you get. Zero. 

CATHERINE: But they are receivers and under 
difficult conditions .... 

HELENE: Receivers are what they have re
ceived. Certainly there are always tightly held 
lines, like a certain type of philosophical instruc
tion. But that never has more than limited and 
postponed effectiveness. Despite absolutely in
credible setbacks, it does keep alive a certain 
kind of spirit of change. But that's not what has 
taken power. Power lies always in the same di
rection. It always has. 

CATHERINE: In the same direction because the 
bourgeoisie, the dominant class, is in power. But 
you can't say that on one side there is the domi
nant class with its power, its system of transmis
sion and the content of that system-and that is 
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ideology, and on the other side is everything else. 
I don't think that is an actual split. 

HELENE: That there could be a culture without 
culture or a world, a society without education is 
something I never thought. 

CATHERINE: At the moment, it seems to me, 
you are making mastery absolutely coincide with 
knowledge, except in a few exceptional cases. 

HELENE: Sure. But rather than mastery coin
ciding with knowledge, I would say that, with 
few exceptions, knowledge is constantly caught 
up in, is entrapped by a will for power. I know 
which people conveying knowledge don't seem 
to be dealing with the exercise of power. There 
are very few. In reality, most of the people I 
know make use of knowledge, consciously or un
consciously, and use it for something else or for 
themselves. 

CATHERINE: It is inevitable on a certain level 
that they make it serve themselves; nothing can 
ever be done about that. Satisfaction is essential 
to avoid falling into what I've called "oblativity." 
The desire to teach has to find some satisfaction! 

The non-master must be imagined. 

HELENE: It's a question of quantity. I'm saying 
that people for whom the process of return is a 
normal process of revenue are rare. They get a 
certain satisfaction, of course, that's normal, but 
that satisfaction can take any form. You can be 
gratified by the feeling of drawing others to your 
high level or, on the contrary, of going down to 
their level, et cetera. The most usual satisfaction 
is not generous. "Masters," in general, try to re
ally obtain an increase in value from mastery, a 
feeling of accrued superiority, an inflated narcis
sism .... 

CATHERINE: Partly that's true. But all the more 
so when the knowledge has less support. It is par
ticularly true, therefore, of the literary person
for example, where a personal gloss has consid
erable importance just now, where the discourse 
has progressed so slightly into theory that it is 
upheld only by a huge amount of inspiration, 
whose coherence is literally neurotic and which 
has no other way to defend itself. It is not knowl
edge that is being conveyed there but something 

on the order of the poetic. Perhaps the misunder
standing is about the idea of knowledge. When it 
is a question of knowledge, I am talking about a 
body of coherent statements that is not a neurotic 
coherence, hence one that isn't held together by 
the singular phantasmic specialty of the one who 
does the conveying. 

Cultural prohibition. 

HELENE: Mastery is at play in the Imaginary as 
well, where interpretation plays a part and is al
ways cropping up. When one talks about mas
tery, it is a mastery that can very easily become 
permeated with something going beyond the ob
ject, something that is a mythical power, an 
Imaginary power that is held sacred and that ad
joins a scene of a different sort from knowledge. 
Everything on the order of culture and cultural 
objects has a prohibition placed on it, which 
causes class positions in relation to culture. Like
wise, woman is uneasy in relation to a certain 
sort of production-the production of signs .... 
We don't go straight for it. We even wonder if 
we can go there. We say to ourselves: that pos
session is not for me. All that has been internal
ized for ever so long. What would this kind of 
power, belonging to the mastery of knowledge 
and, moreover, concealed, be in a field that 
doesn't pass through discourse? If, instead, it 
went through concrete practices, like manual 
work or even in the business world where there 
are mechanisms you can really dominate, where 
things probably don't escape you. Always for us, 
working in humanities and literature, there is a 
part that is uncontrollable. Mastery goes through 
real concrete power, in that case, political power, 
money, all the possible forms of power that are 
the equivalents of the sacred power of the mas
ter's word. 

CATHERINE: What bothers me is this collusion 
between power/knowledge, invested with an ef
fectiveness that I don't believe it has. The power 
to change-or to inhibit-knowledge comes 
through mediations that are too complex for us to 
judge what they might be. The power of power is 
first of all economic. What you describe is true on 
the level of a sort of huge, imaginary, mythical, 
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ideological space. It is not true for things that are 
part of the real functioning of those structures. 

What remains of me at the university, 
within the university? 

HELENE: For me ideology is a kind of vast mem
brane enveloping everything. We have to know that 
this skin exists even if it encloses us like a net or like 
closed eyelids. We have to know that, to change the 
world, we must constantly try to scratch and tear it. 
We can never rip the whole thing off, but we must 
never Jet, it stick or stop being suspicious of it. It 
grows back and you start again. 

CATHERINE: Let's go back to the discourse of 
knowledge, the discourse of the university; as for 
myself I'm hanging on to it, I accept the dunce 
cap so readily put on the academic's head at the 
moment, but can I say that it is as a woman that I 
hold on to it, or not? I don't think the question is 
at all pertinent. 

HELENE: You're right that it has no pertinence in 
that instance. As a subject, I always suffered from 
being made inferior or was crushed by what comes 
through the surrounding knowledge, even if, to de
fend myself and out of curiosity, I said to myself: 
'Tm going to go see what it is." I didn't do as 
Kafka's peasant did; I went to see, but that comes 
from the fact that when I was in ignorance
which I was for a very long time-when I was 
"theoretically naive," as they say, I felt myself 
constantly under attack, aggressed, because it is 
very hard for people with a knowledge at their dis
posal not to be aggressive sometimes, even the 
best of masters. I'm thinking of B .... , who is a 
very intelligent woman with extraordinary talent. 
Recently I saw she was deeply troubled; a few 
people whom she had just seen had told her, "You 
know, women don't have to enter the Symbolic 
anyhow." It's ridiculous. For her it didn't mean 
anything, and for good reason - how could one 
expect her to know what "enter into the Symbolic" 
meant? The people she was talking to didn't even 
bother to say to themselves: she doesn't know what 
the Lacanian concept of the Symbolic is. It's not ex
actly your everyday word after all. From the mo
ment one begins to use what can be called a concept, 
when it is mastered and enters your discourse and 
gets lost, it becomes an ordinary word; but that isn't 

true at all for everybody else. That is mastery's trap. 
Being so much a master that you forget you are one. 

Give me the password. 

CATHERINE: What you said was "the best of 
masters," but then you described a mockery of a 
master. In other respects, however, I gladly in
vest a positive value in aggressivity, even that of 
the master, even that of the best of masters. 
Being aggressive is also allowing the other self
definition, it is showing oneself as a subject. 

HELENE: Being able to organize or give order 
to a discourse and being able to make progress 
are absolutely indispensable, but there are oppo
site, negative effects as well. For example - con
trolling and censoring imagination, free produc
tion, other forms, et cetera. As a writer, even 
though I don't know very much, I'm already say
ing to myself, "That's enough, I know almost too 
much about it. Let's not slow down." 

CATHERINE: With that, let's get back to writ
ing, words, thought, feminine thought processes, 
whether there is coherence or not. You and I im
mediately agreed that when one made use of this 
discourse for transmitting, it didn't matter whether 
one was a man or a woman. Why did we agree so 
easily about that? Why is that so obvious? 

HELENE: Because, precisely, I think it is a dis
course that annihilates sexual difference-where 
there is no question of it. 

CATHERINE: So-in other discourses it could 
be a question? 

HELENE: It is a discourse agreeing more with 
masculinity than with femininity. 

CATHERINE: We don't have any way to know 
that. 

HELENE: Yes, I have ideas about it. There is 
something in woman's libidinal organization that 
doesn't enjoy this kind of discourse .... 

CATHERINE: When you say that, you are mov
ing in the direction of the women who say that 
feminine discourse can come only from splitting? . 

HELENE: No. I was very exact. I said, "Woman 
doesn't enjoy herself in it." I never said she was 
incapable of it. And I am sure of it-femininity 
doesn't enjoy itself there. I keep coming back to this: 
we are all bisexual. The problem is, what have we 
done with our bisexuality? What is becoming of it? 
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