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Ukraini~ Dute~ Itali~ Bengali., Trinidadian., African., Asian., Mennonite, and Jewish. 

Native writers, black writers, white writers, lesbian writers, and heterosexual writers are 

included in the text. While some have experienced sexism and/or racism and some are 

survivors of sexual abuse, others recount no such experiences. 

The use of personal experience by many of the writers to situate themselves also 

helps to reveal points of consubstantiality. All of the writers classified themselves as 

feminists, and most would agree with a general statement like that made by Edith Iglauer: 

'"I feel very strongly about giving women an equal chance in jobs, equal treatment and 

equal pay" (152). But when it comes to more specific issues, such as the question of the 

role of theory in feminism or the role of politics in art, the points at which the writers 

agreed were never universal. Some writers, for example, are ambivalent about the role of 

theory. Margaret Atwood expresses the view of a number of writers when she comments 

that '"Theory is a positive force when it vitalizes and enables, but a negative one when it 

is used to amputate and repress, to create a batch of self-righteous rules and regulations, 

to foster nail-biting self-consciousness to the point of total block" (24-25). Roo Borson 

underlines this when she reiterates, '"I'm riveted by the raw details of others., experience 

and more often than not disappointed by the rhetoric of theory" (44). Others such as 

Paulene Jiles and Anne Cameron express much stronger reservations about the use of 

theory: 

Theory, like jet travel, is a limited tool with limited applications; it is not 

oracular, divine. If overused it tends to destroy the ozone layer. But: think 

of the advantages! It doesn't require consensus to arrive at, or input from 

the Common People, it can be applied to people without their knowledge 

or agreement, and it can be arrived at without Experience, and each theory 

goes down in flames every ten years or so taking with it its passengers and 

some innocent bystanders. (Jiles, 162) 



149 

Still other writers within the collectio~ such as Barbara Godard, Linda Hutcheon, Erin 

Moure, Gail Scott, Aritha Van Herk, and Betsy W arland., incorporate theory into their 

writing. For these women, theory is indispensable., but they do not always agree on how 

theory functions in feminist writing. A number of writers describe theory as an active 

revolutionary agent for feminism. As Godard describes it., '"feminist theory has explored 

difference, problematizing language and the text by shifting attention to the ways in which 

meaning is produced" (112-3). In Godard's description, theory, not feminists., carries out 

the action. Libby Scheier repeats this idea giving to theory agency that verges on that of 

liberator. She suggests that the "project of deconstructing traditional notions of canon,, is 

responsible for opening the canon "to the previously marginalized voices of women and 

oppressed racial groups'" (237). 

For writers like Elspeth Cameron., feminists must take the role of agent and 

develop methodologies that reflect feminist ideals and ''redress some of the biases of the 

androcentric and phallocentric scholarship" (73-74). She goes on to emphasize a 

connection between scholarship and experience: ''Research starts from people" s 

experience of and within everyday life'' (77). But while some of the writers in the 

anthology agree with this perspective, others, such as Warland and Moure, warn against 

demands for accessibility that are linked to the notion of everyday life. They link notions 

of accessibility to the value systems of the dominant oppressive language. According to 

Moure., 

There are views of writing that tend to accuse writing-that-displaces of 

being academic, of being inaccessible to our women's, or most women's 

experience. But. Literal meanings of the 'accessible' just place wome~ and 

working-class people, as the lowest common denominator in the 

reproduction of the social order. It's the cannon-fodder mentality. What 

is 'accessible' is what can be read by agreed-upon methods. Who agrees? 

The class for whom ~reading' and 'the book' has the greatest value: the 
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white, middle-class, the patriarchal order and those who have internalized 

it. (206) 

Other points of differing consubstantiality also occur. A number of writers suggest that 

politics and art must be separate. They insist that they are feminists and writers., but 

never feminist writers. Others argue that if a writer is a feminist then her work will 

naturally reflect her feminism. Still others insist that being a feminist has enabled them to 

become writers but question whether feminism materializes in their work. Many writers 

agree that a writer can write from whichever perspective her art demands, but some insist 

that how this is done is what must be questioned. Margaret Hollingsworth states that 

myths, culture., and stories cannot be owned (143). After showing how many women 

have written from other perspectives and voices, Atwood grants an advantage to writing 

from within a group: 

r 11 add that in my opinion the best writing about a group is most likely to 

come from within that group - not because those outside it are more likely 

to vilify i4 but because they are likely, these days and out of well-meaning 

liberalis~ to simplify and sentimentalize it, or to get the textures and 

vocabulary and symbolism wrong. (23) 

Moure goes much further and argues that, in fact, a writer does traduce the ''other" group. 

She argues that we ''create them in our own image, out of our own class and cultural 

background, our own values and processes .... Perpetuating our own Law. -Our own 

privilege. Thus placing these women we speak of in a double silence" (204-5). 

Many of the writers who argue for freedom of imagination do not address the 

issue of racism that accompanies these notions of representation. Most of the 

contributors assumed that taking another viewpoint meant writing from a male 

perspective. And they also assumed that the question regarding considerations of race, 

class, or sexual orientation, asked them to position themselves accordingly. As a result, 

many recount in their personal narratives how their ethnicity, class, or sexual orientation 
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affected their lives as writers, not how others might be affected. Atwood, however, does 

bring to the fore the standard argument used to explain why blacks and Natives are not 

published. The argument claims that publishers need to sell books to succeed and for that 

they need an audience. Without an audience, they cannot publish the works of special 

groups ( 19). Keeshig-T obias counters such an argument by pointing out that there is a 

demand worldwide for Native writing. She contends that white writers writing about 

Native culture will get their books published while Native writers are told by publishers 

that their work "is 'Indian,' "too Indian,' or "not Indian enough"' (174). 

Maracle seems to concur when she points out that publishers are rarely the focus 

of censorship debates since they are granted the right to choose (183). Nourbese Philip's 

essay appears to best summarize the debate from the perspective of Native women and 

women of col01.1r5: 

Artistic freedom appears to be alive and well in Canada for some; these 

writers, however, pay not the slightest heed to the fact that the wider 

context includes many who, because of racism, cannot fully exercise that 

artistic freedom, In Canada, that wider context is in fact very narrowly 

drawn around those artistic freedoms of white writers. (219) 

Of the 44 writers represented in the collection, only nine speak to the issue of racism in 

the publishing industry. Many more speak for freedom of imagination. In general, the 

only universal point of agreement is that all classify themselves in one way or another as 

feminists. Most points of consubstantiality are not universal but are shared amongst 

smaller sub-groups of the writers published in the anthology. 

5It should be noted that Maracle's, Moure's, and Nourbese Philip's essays were originally 

written for another work and were reprinted in this anthology. Thus, they were selected by 

the editors to address specific issues and provide a specific context: they would not have been 

written to directly address the questions posed by the editors. 
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Given contemporary feminism's penchant for valuing difference, the overall effect 

of the anthology would not at first seem problematic. After all, through personal 

narratives the writers show how the personal becomes political; they reveal the infinite 

difference that characterizes feminism; and they expose the multiple and differing sites 

(though not universal) for consubstantiality. The lack of universal agreement should not 

create difficulties, at least, according to poststructuralist or postmodern feminism, since 

universality has been deemed the means by which subjugation is carried out. But the 

anthology proved to be anything but unproblematic. Its publication was followed by a 

series of articles in the journal A Room of One ·s Own~ which contested the intent and 

practice of the anthology. The debate over Language in Her Eye begins with Margaret 

Christakos' article, '-Axioms to Grind." 

Christakos attacks the anthology for its white solipsism, arguing that the majority 

of questions asked by the editors privilege "a critique of gender oppression" which 

"exhorts'' the contributors to use "a discourse of sexual difference" (Christakos 64). 

Christakos makes it clear that such an approach is, for her, not relevant to the nineties. 

She asserts that to be effective, feminism must become ''integrative feminism." 

Integrative feminism requires that feminists be committed ( at least imaginatively) to 

"theory as a site where a multiplicity of bodies can be seen,'' and it calls for a framework 

"rooted in a critique of how power systems, like master narratives, are organized in 

Western Capitalism around systematic intersections of race, class, and gender hierarchies" 

(Christakos 58-59). Christakos claims that the editors' request for a "personal response" 

enables the white writers to avoid the issues of race and class: 

It is no surprise that only a small minority of white women writing in 

Language in Her Eye have bothered to move beyond indirect or direct 

slagging of what is often contemptuously cited as the prescriptive 

revocations of white artistic license by unreasonable and self-righteous 

anti-racist fanaticism. (Christakos 73) 
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In addition, she contends that the use of neutral terms such as '-Women writers'' is an act 

of erasure. It depends on a contradistinction with a white male standard, so that its use 

negates the existence of non-white writers and non-white experience. In other words, 

"women writers" without further qualifying markers always refers to white women. 

Christakos suggests that the white writers' failure to attend to the issue of racism signifies 

their bond with the "ideology of white privilege over any other expression of commitment 

to freedom for all individuals'' (65). 

Christakos clearly divides the contributors into two camps: good feminists 

directly address issues of racism and classis~ and '·enact a criticality of the conduct of 

white power in language and in our literature" or, at the very least, bravely "personify the 

darker precepts of self-loathing inculcated into, and meant to sustain, white femininity" 

(79, 78). The bad feminists, in addition to privileging the discourse of gender difference, 

do not ( or refuse to) speak theoretically about their writing; they leave discussions of race 

to women of colour; they use terms such as "writer" or "women writers" without naming 

which writer or which women (i.e., black female writers); or they refer to a universal 

notion of womanhood usually through the categorical ''we" (Christakos 72-79). 

Janice Kulyk Keefer, whom Christakos specifically charges with ''white 

solipsism,'" responds to many of Christakos' claims, and draws attention to the 

weaknesses in Christakos' arguments including her prescriptive utopianism, her tendency 

to universalize, her generalizations about "race anonymity,,, her failure to see herself as 

someone who co-ops the voice of others, and, most importantly, her creation of binaries. 

As Kulyk Keefer asks: 

What is to be gained by setting up a hierarchy of virtue and pitting an 

Atwood ("bitter and desperate doublespeak," ''cloaked defensiveness") 

against a Nourbese Philip ("convincing, direct and honest," ''clear 

imperative"). Is this really going to assist white readers and writers in 

achieving Christakos' professed aim of "solidarity with women of colour"? 



... Christakos' response to Language is in many ways an exercise in 

"back to the binaries", with the Goodies (the six women of colour plus 

assorted whites such as Betsy Warland and Erin Moure) vs the Baddies, 

led by Atwood. (106) 
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Kulyk Keefer's essay is one of three that are included as responses to Christakos' essay 

in the same volume of the journal Room of One's Own, but it is the only one that directly 

challenges and strongly disagrees with Cbristakos. 

Susan Rudy Dorscht' s essay agrees with Cbristakos' critique of Language in Her 

Eye, and goes so far as to borrow Christakos' approach to criticize Sharon Thesen's 

work. Dorscht, as a white woman, learns through Christakos to question her own white 

solipsism. She makes a conscious effort to note when she universalized "woman/' and 

'-When clearly the experiences and assumptions ascribed to her were those of white, 

middle-class, heterosexual women" (111 ). Once enlightened, Dorscht questions Sharon 

Thesen's essay which argues against theory.6 Dorscht points out that Thesen does not 

indicate the racial identity inherent in her use of'-Women." Dorscht goes on to challenge 

Thesen's critique of theory by bringing into play Thesen's solipsistic use of the term 

'-writer'': 

Thesen's arguments against theory are particularly troubling because they 

are made so unself-consciously. What goes without saying in Thesen's 

argument is that writers are white, (white) women writers live in the "dark 

shadow'' cast by the (dark monster), "Literary Theory," and white women 

writers don't need to understand the assumptions in which we/they are 

drenched. (112) 

6The Thesen essay was not one of those included in Language in Her Eye. It was an 

unrelated article published in a newspaper. 
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Dorscht goes on to argue against the opposition of theory to practice which she sees as 

Thesen's main thrust. Dorscht contends that theory and experience must be brought 

together if we wish to change practice. When Dorscht insists on a connection between 

theory and practice and thereby prescribes theory. Returning to Christakos, Dorscht 

equates Christakos' bad feminists with those who deny theory. Like Christakos, Dorscht 

suggests that a failure to theorize results in the complicitous "'silencing ofwomen"7 (115). 

Julia Emberley, like Dorscht, responds favorably to Christakos' work calling it an 

"excellent example of ethical criticism" (88). Emberley, however, is not as wholehearted 

as Dorscht in her acceptance ofChristakos' critique. She warns against assuming women 

no longer have to struggle with oppression based on gender difference. Since women must 

still resist such oppression, they still need a feminism based on gender (Emberley 90). 

Rather than an integrative feminism, she argues for one that is historically and culturally 

constituted (Emberley 90). Most important, Emberley cautions against confusing the 

symbolic forms used to mediate experience with the reality of experience that women face 

(91 ). Emberley argues that the "self-naming of experience," the "I" narrative, is 

important, but it must be able to move into a "we" position to make social change 

possible: 

The personal narrative is itself a mediated form that not only allows the 

subject position "I" to operate in a field of utterances, it also substantiates 

the validity of this "I" slot -- who claims it and who becomes it. In 

opposition to the '"I" slot is the "we" slot .... If we cannot constitute a 

"we", is the possibility of social change within our grasp? (91-92) 

Emberley acknowledges Christakos' use of the personal narrative to "record her 

unlearning of class and racial privilege" (92); nevertheless, she points out that Christakos' 

narrative, being too particular, is unable to become a '"collective experience" (92). 

7Dorscht here fails to identify the racial identity behind her use of the term "women." 
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Emberley discloses a very significant feature of Christakos~ essay: at no point 

does Christakos establish consubstantiality (or solidarity) to formulate a collective known 

as feminism. I would argue that the written accounts of experience formulate the crux of 

the debate over Language in Her Eye. Christakos accepts some "r narratives as 

legitimate and others as solipsistic. But what makes such narratives legitimate? Why are 

the texts of Judith Thompso~ Ann Ireland., Erica Ritter, Betsy Warland, Daphne Marlatt., 

Rhea Tregebov, and Erin Moure more acceptable than the texts of other white writers? 

Warland., Moure, and Marlatt clearly work within and through theory. As Christakos 

indicates, Warland's work consists of"language-conscious explorations," Moure 

-~eorizes language,,., and, while Marlatt also theorizes language, her most redeeming 

feature is her recognition of the ~-multiple nature of the real" (79). Christakos clearly 

privileges theory as a site of multiplicity and as the framework for critiquing power 

systems (58). For her., theory appears to be the only way out of white solipsism: 

I would like to see anthologies that enter from an interrogative perspective 

which foregrounds the problematic of how privilege has gone unnamed 

within white feminism, and which recognizes that the connection of a 

political engagement to theory and writing never happens from arbitrary 

categorizing of Language in Her Eye-women-who-belong-with-women­

who-belong-of-course-to-feminism constructions of false relevance and 

axiomatic silencing. (79) 

The six "'women of colour'" writers included in the anthology are not required to 

use theory (although some do) because they directly address the issues of race and class. 

But what of the white women writers Christakos deems worthy of redemption (they are 

considered good feminist despite the fact that they do not deal directly with racial issues 

or u.se theory): Judith Thompson, Ann Ireland., Erica Ritter, and Rhea Tregevebov. What 

is this expression of'"inculcated self-loathing" of white femininity that sets them apart? 

How do these essays differ from those Christakos rejects as solipsistic? After all, 



Atwood's essay also recounts the process of"inculcated self-loathing'' that goes with 

white femininity: 
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Things we heard from men: Put a paper bag over their heads and they're all 

the same. She's just mad because she's a woman. Nothing wrong with her 

a good screw won't fix .... We were told that there were certain •right,' 

'"normal' ways to be women, and other ways that were wrong. The right 

ways were limited in number. The wrong ways were endless. (15) 

Ann Ireland's story, although. clearly different in details, communicates the same process 

of feminizations: ""'Hey Ireland, you a girl or what?' ... I tried. Beginning with the 

outside clues; clothes, hair, gestures ... there were lots of rules to this feminine life but I'd 

learn!" (158). Cbristakos indicates that as a '"white middle-class woman," she can relate to 

Ireland's story because it presents a version of"our specific colonization?" (79) She 

asserts that the essay names gender "in relation to whiteness as a condition, a 

construction, an epistemic narrative" (79). Why then can she not relate to Atwood's text 

as a white middle-class woman? Is Atwood's not equally a version of''our specific 

colonization." Clearly~ for Christakos, it is not. Atwood errs when she brings into play 

"a categorical "we"' which she uses, according to Christakos, '"to refer to an imagined 

homogeneity of'women' being socialized into codes of femininity of the pre-feminist 

fifties" (75). In other words, the key to the other white writers' salvation (if they did not 

use theory) is their use of the particular. Ann Ireland never goes beyond ••rr and 

Thompson never goes beyond her "r and ''she" narrative. They do not attempt to move 

into the realm of the collective. As Cbrista.kos says of Rhea Tregebov, she •~tes from 

her own specificity"8 (79). 

8 Tregebov does use "woman" and "we" as categorical terms in her essay: "Within the 

patriarchy, femaleness is perceived in so distorted a fashion that we cannot act simply as 

women. but are compelled to act as female impersonators" (269). Christakos appears to 
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As Emberley has indicated, Christakos' focus on the particular inhibits the 

formation of a collective, or, in Christakos' own terms, a solidarity. In other words. 

Christakos' use of'"experience," her '"T' narrative, does not offer a means for creating 

consubstantiality: it can only articulate difference. This is why Christakos must insist on 

theory as the source of white women's potential liberation from solipsism, and their 

"solidarity with the dispossessed women of Canada" (77). This is also the reason, as 

Dorscht recognizes, that theory and "experience" must be connected, with "theory" being 

the privileged term. Christakos does not acknowledge the use of''I" narratives by 

feminists as inevitably connected to theory. According to Susan David Bernstein, the 

intrusive ·"I" is a rhetorical event that '"carries the capacity to accentuate and overturn 

convention of authority, particularly the pretense of objectivity as an ideological cover for 

masculine privilege. Along with this challenge to discursive authority and the motivated 

interests that inscribe i½ the confessional mode of contests redesigns what constitutes 

legitimate 'truth"' (121). Connecting these personal narratives to theory and using them 

in feminist discourse does not automatically equate with political action. Such 

confessional approaches may "furnish a strategy to explore the discursive and social 

constructions of subject positioning," but they can also, when they become mandatory or 

assume that Tregebov's use of "Jew" specifies the "woman" and ''we" as Jewish. I would 

argue, however, that Tregebov's use of the term "woman" is meant to refer to all women not 

just Jewish women. By comparing the oppression of women and Jews, Tregebov makes 

visible what may otherwise be invisible. She is also able to collapse the terms so that women 

can identify with (or at least come to an understanding of) what it is like be discriminated 

against as a Jew: "As women and Jews we share a common posture; tenuous, ambiguous 

position in a social structure which is emphatically not our own and yet which we know and 

understand intimately, profoundly" (2 71 ). 
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function by '•interpolating a subject into a particular identity/' reify the discursive power 

structures they originally contested (Bernstein 123,122). 

I claim that Language in Her Eye, because it contains a multiplicity of"I" 

narratives which do not act as a '\miversalizing source of knowledge" (122), succeeds in 

presenting a plurality of meaning. It achieves this, however, via its one point of 

consubstantiality, the notion gender difference equals feminism. As stated earlier, on all 

other points, the ""I'' narratives continually undermine a notion of universal identification. 

To persuade individuals to act, you must first persuade them to identify with a common 

interest. Christakos tries to do just this by shifting the site of consubstantiality. But she 

cannot rely on the collectiviz.ation of individual experience recommended by Elspeth 

Cameron because the writers she challenges use this strategy. Nor does she attempt to 

enact Marlatt's notion of'"the multiple nature of reality" (Christakos, 79). Marlatt, in 

her essay, advocates the use of"i"(sic), but contends that we must learn to move between 

the •"i" and '·we" positions without implementing hegemony: 

Becoming aware of this dialogue on the (many) fringes, listening to other 

women's words / realities, is to engage in a delicate balance between 

recognition of difference and recognition of shared ground. The balance 

between i and we, neither capitalized not capitalizing on the other. (192) 

Instead, Christakos implements her own "I'' narrative. But her narrative of experience 

does not attempt to move into the "we." Her narrative, as a result, becomes what 

Bernstein refers to as '"exhibitionist confession," a form of "I'' narrative which ''uses 

personal disclosure as rhetorical striptease to entice readers with juicy tidbits that flaunt 

the mutuality of body and mind underwriting the audacious 'I'" (125). This mode of 

confession reinforces the hegemonic subject position of the author: "The author's 

personal experience becomes the new uncontested authority" (129). Christakos 

establishes herself as an authentic subject whose experience reflects the learning process 

that liberates her from white solipsism. Once liberated, she is free to speak on behalf of 
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the other. And she attempts to wield her authority to enforce her theoretical framework 

by relying on guilt or shame (if you don "t conform you are guilty of white solipsism or 

collusion with patriarchy, both of which equate with racism). As Kulyk Keefer suggests, 

Christakos does more to create divisions than she does to create solidarity. 

Christakos also overlooks the fact that many Native women writers reject theory 

as another form of colonization. While some Native women writers do theorize, like 

Christian., they are careful to warn against using theory according to the institutions of 

academe: 

Among European scholars there is an alienated notion which maintains that 

theory is separate from story, and thus a different set of words are 

required to "prove an idea', than to show one .... By presenting theory in 

a language no one can grasp, the speaker ( or writer) retains authority over 

thought. By demanding that all thoughts (theory) be presented in this 

manner in order to be considered theory (thought), the presenter retains 

the power to make decisions on behalf of others. (Maracle, Give Back, 87-

89) 

Christakos' attempt to establish the more abstract terrain of theory as common ground 

'¾Illounts to basing identification on belief -feminists must share the same theoretical 

framework for them to reach common ground. But feminists tend to reject hegemonic., 

prescriptive belief systems. It would seem that consubstantiality must be experiential for 

feminists. As we have observed in the critical moment and the debates that follow, 

·"experience" inevitably betrays difference for sameness and sameness for difference. 

""Experience" can create consubstantiality along certain lines of difference ( class, race, and 

gender), but when feminists try to cross or bridge those lines, establishing common 

ground through experience becomes more difficult and tenuous. 

"'Experience" in the development of feminist literary criticism is tied closely to 

identity. Establishing, preserving, or controlling how one's identity is constructed 
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constitutes a matter of survival for groups such as black women, Native women, and 

lesbians. ··Experience" at the '"critical moment' functions to establish both 

consubstantiality and division by delineating the attributes of a specific group. In other 

words, ''"experience'' works to define the qualities the group shares, while indicating their 

difference from others. In this process of identity formation, literature becomes a means 

for mapping experience. As such, it has the power to give meaning to experience, to 

validate and value experience., and to render certain experiences invisible. To take control 

of literary criticism or theory is to take control of the stories and to begin the process of 

drawing one's own map. 

The three critical moments identified in this chapter share a common pattern of 

development: each begins with the recognition that texts designated as literature reflect the 

values and interests of the dominant groups within society; each responds by creating a 

definition of what constitutes its given category of criticism (i.e., black feminist literature, 

lesbian literature, or Native women's literature); each also creates a set of principles for 

developing the new critical approach. The duality of the critical moment (its use of 

'"experience" to create both division and identification) inevitably produces debates about 

the practice of criticism and the role of experience in that practice. 

In the debate over Smith's "Toward a Black Feminist Criticism,'' a number of 

feminist critics take issue with Smith's use of experience and the principles she 

establishes. The main arguments take two basic forms. In one., Smith has not been 

specific enough in defining the attributes of the group (black women): her definitions 

could apply to black men or even white women. In the second, Smith has been too 

exclusive: her definition excludes black men and even black women from differing social 

backgrounds. The poststructural readings of Smith's text view her use of experience as 

essentialist, producing a reductive sameness. These readings do not account for how 

Smith names difference or how she often constructs experience as polyvalent. Most 

significantly, they do not recognize the rhetorical function of"·experience" in Smith's text. 
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Written for a specific audience at a given time, Smith's text attempts to meet the needs of 

that audience. It operates, as Christian notes, as a gathering place and a resting poin~ a 

temporary pause in the process of change. Christian's work demonstrates that ifwe 

recognize the rhetorical function of these moments, we can build upon them rather than 

expend energy trying to give primacy to one approach over another. 

The Language in Her Eye debate demonstrates what happens when experience 

informs critical practice. In many ways, the practice of invoking ''experience'' appears to 

meet the demands of feminism. It allows for difference, creates a multiplicity of voices, 

and appears to break down hierarchies. For those who take issue with this use of 

"experience,'' the problems arise from the simultaneous occurrence of division and 

identification. When an individual writer expresses her experience, the feminist reader 

assumes that the writer is inviting her to recognize the experience as shared. If the 

experience is shared, identification takes place. If, however, the experience is not shared, 

the reader may feel excluded and division occurs. The strongest critique of Language in 

Her Eyes, articulated by Christakos. accuses the majority of writers included in the 

anthology of'white solipsism': the writers render other women's experiences invisible 

because they assume that their experience applies to all women when it does not. 

In making this charge, however, Christakos invokes her own experience to 

establish her source of knowledge. She thereby uses experience to claim for herself a 

privileged position, but she also rejects experience as a means for consubstantiality, and 

turns to theory to establish common ground. But theory requires expert knowledge; it 

limits the frameworks by which feminists can view and interact with the world; and it 

limits the critical practices of feminism. Christakos fails to recognize that theory cannot 

liberate women: theory is merely one of the frameworks that directs our attention. 

Christakos appears to reject the both/and possibilities of experience. For her experience 

is only a totalizing sameness. She does not see how it allows for movement between the 

particular and the general. As Marlatt indicates, feminism is a balancing of the 
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'recognition of difference and a recognition of shared ground.' In refusing to allow for the 

use of a collective experience, Christakos unwittingly invokes experience to establish her 

own authority. While she may demonstrate that she does not use the term ''woman" 

without qualifying it, the results of her actions, as Kulyk Keefer pointed out, are the same 

as those she rejects. 

"Experience" offers the means by which feminists can balance difference and 

consubstantiality, for it produces and allows for both. ··Experience'' bridges the particular 

and general. Certainly, the use of~'experience" can produce essentialism; it can operate in 

favor of authority and hierarchy, but understanding how "experience" functions helps 

feminists both to exploit the term's potential and to avoid its disadvantages. Despite all 

the attempts to denigrate "experience," and to give preference to theory, critics inevitably 

refer back to experience as theory's point of origin. The dichotomy, theory/experience, 

often requires a privileging of one term over the other. The apparent incompatibility 

between the terms has led feminists to reject theory, as Jiles does, or to reject experience, 

as Christakos does. But feminists are still working to break free of the dichotomy and to 

bridge the two terms. Helene Cixous offers feminists a model by which the opposition 

between theory and experience can be collapsed. The next chapter examines how 

experience-as-metaphor offers an alternative to rationalism. It looks at how metaphor 

comes out of our experience of constructing language while being constructed by language. 

Understanding the relationship between experience and metaphor may assist feminists in 

using language to change social reality. Cixous' s theory of ecriture feminine helps to 

illustrate the connection between experience and metaphor, and how the connection can 

work for feminism. 



Chapter Four 

Experience as Metaphor: 

Helene Cixous's Rhetoric of Metaphor in "The Laugh of the Medusa" 

and "Castration and Decapitation" 

As we have seen, the charge of essentialism seems to accompany a rhetorical 

appeal to '"experience." Implicit in this connection is an understanding or assumption 

that "experience" names the essence or, in Burke's terms, substance. Why is this such a 

problem? For those who reject essentialis~ to fix or to name is to make something 

reductive and, even~ to declare it a universal quality, thereby excluding those who do not 

possess or share the essence. Even when the term ••experience" is not actually invoked, 

the cry of essentialism follows close on the heels of any rhetorical strategy that brings 

"experience" into play. 

The debate surrounding the texts of Helene Cixous1 demonstrates this type of 

response. But to discount the power of Cixous' s work is to seriously misconstrue the 

1Cixous's work is heavily indebted to both Jacques Lacan's psychoanalytic theory of language 

and Jacques Derrida's theory of difference. The Imaginary and Symbolic Order are of 

primary importance in Lacan's work. Accordingly, the Imaginary corresponds to the pre­

Oedipal phase in which the child believes itself to be one with the mother. [n this phase the 

child does not experience a sense of difference or lack only identity and presence (Moi 99). 

The entrance into language constitutes the Oedipal phase. Here, the implementation of the 

Law of the Father separates the child from the mother. Experiencing a sense of loss or lack, 

the child then desires the mother and so must repress this desire. This primary repression 

opens up the unconscious requiring an acceptance of the phallus as the representation of the 

Law of the Father: .. All human culture and all life in society is dominated by the Symbolic 

Order, and thus the phallus as the sign of lack" (Moi 100). Cixous also uses Derrida's notion 
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transformative powers of the rhetoric of'"experience." A number of academic feminists, 

Leslie Rabine, Katherine Binhammer, Domna Stanton, Diane Griffin Crowder, and 

Barbara Biesecker, have become interested in Cixous's theory for the rhetorical structures 

and techniques, especially that of metaphor, she appears to recommend through her work. 

In this chapter, I will look at some of the rhetorical strategies apparent in Cixous's use of 

metaphor that manifest themselves in the English translation,2 beginning with the critical 

of difference which postulates the free play of the signifier and defines writing as an ··endless 

displacement of meaning which both governs language and places it for ever beyond the reach 

of a stable self-authenticating knowledge" ( l 07). On one level, Cixous's use of difference 

lends to her text an "anti-essentialist and anti-biologistic" slant (Moi l lO), but on another 

level, Cixous undermines this anti-essentialism by linking ecriture feminine to the mother 

and the feminine libido both of which are closely associated with the Imaginary. With the 

feminine libido linked to female sexual organs and the feminine located in the unconscious or 

Imaginary (Weedon 68), Cixous's theories at times appear essentialist. According to Chris 

Weedon, Cixous fails to escape "the dual problems of women's continuing marginalization .. 

. and the reduction of women's subjectivity to sexuality" (72-3). For a more detailed 

explanation see Weedon's text or Tori Moi's Sexual/Texual Politics. 

2 It should be noted that I have not used the original French version, but come to an 

understanding of Cixous's theory through the English translations. As one of her translators 

notes, meaning does not move in a one-to-one correlation between languages: 

The difficulties of translating a writer like Helene Cixous are immense. No 

translation is ever faithful, since the translating language will inevitably erase, 

add to or alter the meanings of the original, a process that becomes especially 

significant in the case of a writer like Cixous who actively incorporates the 

possibilities generated by language into her text. The translator is forced to 

obliterate, invent, distort. producing a version of the original which, except 
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analysis of Cixous's application of metaphor. While critics identify metaphor as primary 

to Cixous's rhetoric, they do not analyze how metaphor functions in Cixous's discourse 

to create change in language and in social structures. To begin such an analysis, I turn to 

Earnesto Grassi to establish a relationship between metaphor and rationalism, where 

metaphor becomes part of a semantic (rhetorical) language similar to the ecriture feminine 

developed by Cixous. While Grassi reconstructs the role of metaphor in the formation of 

meaning and knowledge, he does not delineate the relationship between metaphor and 

experience. The theory of George Lakoff and Mark Johnson fills this gap by making the 

connection between experience, metaphor, and social structure more explicit. 

The Critics on Cixous's Rhetoric of Metaphor 

Critical views of Cixous' s work rarely agree on the role or function of metaphor in 

her texts. While critics generally identify the maternal metaphor as primary to Cixous's 

writing, they all define the maternal metaphor differently. Moreover, many focus on 

whether or not Cixous's use of metaphor complies with feminist goals. For some it meets 

those goals and functions as a strong point in Cixous' s theory; for others it undermines 

those goals and constitutes the main flaw of her theory. Of those who deem metaphor a 

weakness, some claim it is ineffective because it does not deal with the literal (or 

everyday life) while others contend that it is ineffective because it is too literal. 

In ••Ecriture Feminine as Metaphor," Leslie Rabine acknowledges that Cixous's 

practice of metaphor poses a challenge to patriarchal language, but she does· not endorse 

the practice because of the contradictions it contains. According to Rabine, the rhetorical 

for the recourse of an occasional note, renders all such transactions invisible. 

(Sellers, 3) 

English translations may, therefore, produce different manifestations of rhetorical structures. 

[ have used English translations that are broadly accepted within the discipline. And my 

interpretation of the role of metaphor is based on these texts. 
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device predominantly employed by Cixous is that of the ''maternal metaphor'" which 

denotes "a linguistic operation different from that of paternal metaphor as substitution'" 

(20). Rabine notes that the '1:erm 'maternal metaphor' will not here denote the use of the 

Mother as a substitutive figure for female difference and absence,, (20). In the rhetoric 

developed by Cixous., Rabine argues., the maternal metaphor works as a condensation in 

which ·~e two terms of the metaphor alternate with each other in the same signifier, and 

this makes them both different and the same., both separate and united., both absent and 

present'" (Rabine 36). Such a metaphor "disrupts the unity of the symbolic order'' and 

exposes the ''heavy logic,, which insists on one meaning per term. The best known 

example of this form of maternal metaphor occurs through the Cixous's use of the French 

verb 'voler' which plays on the meanings 'to fly' and 'to steal': ''ICs no accident that 

voler has a double meaning, that it plays on each of them and thus throws off the agents 

of sense'" (Cixous, Medusa, 887). In this metaphor, women's writing is both stealing and 

flying. The metaphors layer over each other and their meanings interact complicating each 

other rather than covering over one meaning with another. Rabine gives another example 

of the maternal metaphor-as-condensation in her reference to Soujjles: 

One passage in Soujj[es plays on the signifiersji/s (threads and son). The 

passage seems to start out as narrative, but since fils is a condensation, it 

defies any attempt to establish representation (as well as translation). The 

son and the threads become entangled, to the point that "the-fathers cheat 

in order to break the son/threads and make the text disappear.'" The writer 

responds: "In me revolt is added to an unhappiness which is woven from a 

new fury: I spin/run away [filer, to spin, but also to go at great speed], 

fuming, to confront the fathers: 'you 're the bad mother."' 

Rabine recognizes that the metaphors of son as text and women's text as weaving are both 

paternal. They become maternal, however, through the terms with multiple meanings 

which layer the metaphors together revealing their contradictions: "The force which 
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unleashes the feminine 'language ofa thousand languages' and disrupts the stable 

signifieds of our symbolic order is a different. a feminine, kind of metaphor: "The mother 

too is a metaphor'" (36). The paternal metaphor as substitution belongs to a tradition 

which uses metaphor and language as clothing-a '"falseness hiding another falseness" (31 ). 

In the paternal metaphor one term covers over another and hides it. Meanings take over 

rather than interact. As a ••metaphor of metaphor as clothing" (31 ), the paternal 

metaphor constitutes a mastery of language that excludes and oppresses those who lack 

or who are denied the required language skills and knowledge to achieve such mastery. 

Theoppressed become, in a sense, the hidden term. Rabine states that the substitution 

"always comes back to signify the father" (35) and the "''ultimate object' -the phallus'' 

(36), while it displaces the feminine (i.e., the mother), or, as Jacqueline Rose states, "the 

prohibition of the father takes the place originally figured by the absence of the mother'' 

(38-39) 

Rabine's purpose, however, is not to simply delineate Cixous's feminine rhetoric. 

Rather, she seeks to investigate '"a set of impasses" or "contradictions" which emerge in 

Cixous' s texts (21 ). To do this, Rabine acknowledges the problems that ecriture feminine 

sets out to counteract or overcome, and it is in resolving these problems that the 

contradictions arise. First, and the most generally acknowledged problem, is the exclusion 

of women from language (Rabine 21 ). Ecriture feminine, or the "invention of a new 

language" (Ci.xous qtd. in Rabine 213), strives to transform the structures of-patriarchal 

language but with the understanding that it must work within a language and a theory 

which generally excludes woman or uses woman as an object (Rabine 27). As Rabine 

notes, ''this contradiction is not only Cixous' s and is not easily resolved in favor of either 

of its terms. An understanding of theoretical concepts and schemas involves complicity 

3This is Rabine's translation. Keith Cohen and Paula Cohen translate this as "the invention 

of a new insurgent writing" (Cixous. "Laugh" 880). 
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with the hierarchical power inherent in their use'.' but in order to challenge this power 

feminists need knowledge of this theory"(Rabine 32). Rabine implies that working within 

terministic screens not completely constructed by feminists is contradictory. Since no 

terministic screen could be completely feminist in nature, it would seem that all feminist 

screens and the feminists who work within them are subject to this dilemma. 

A second contradiction which Rabine identifies comes out ofCixous's notion of 

reality: Cixous' s approach is deconstructive; it assumes that '-What we consider reality, 

both inner and outer, are fictions, narrative structures ... phallocentric plots that encode 

experience and determine our interpersonal relations'' (Rabine, 3 8). While the fictional 

status of reality makes it possible for a theorist or writer to deconstruct confining 

representations, according to Rabine, it does little for the woman confronted with 

discrimination, poverty, or an abusive husband (38). Rabine concludes, -Toe realm of 

social oppression and action and the realm of writing exclude each other. Each leads to 

the other, but they do not share the same boundaries" (38-39). A third contradiction, 

Rabine identifies, appears when the maternal metaphor is brought into play. The 

multiple meanings of each term eventually give way to separate substitutive chains: 

''They cannot help but signal the inevitable return of representation and 

conceptualization, the reimposition of the law of meaning" (Rabine 41 ). In investigating 

these contradictions, however, Rabine introduces one of her own. By unraveling it, we 

may begin to go beyond the contradictions Rabine identifies in Cixous' s work. Rabine 

inweaves her own contradiction when she acknowledges that Cixous seeks to challenge 

male discourse '"'but not through opposition" (27). Rabine concedes that: 

To oppose phallocentric symbolic systems would only, according to 

Cixous, perpetuate their own fundamental structure,. that of metaphysical 

opposition. The structure of dualist, hierarchical opposition, which 

shapes thought and language and on which meaning depends, works 
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unerringly to exclude feminine difference and make woman a mirror image 

of man. (27) 

Rabine's definition of the maternal metaphor seems to be built on just such an 

opposition. It may be different from the paternal, but its difference becomes a mirror 

opposite. The paternal metaphor substitutes the same for difference (Rabine 3 7): the 

maternal metaphor frees difference through condensation. The paternal represses the 

feminine: the maternal incorporates the ''bodily signifiers of feminine erotic drives." The 

paternal demands continuity: the maternal disrupts. The paternal revolves around 

fetishism ('"an oscillation between refusing to recognize that women do not have a penis 

and seeing them as castrated" (Rabine 29-30)): the maternal revolves around '"exiting from 

language based on fetishism" or a "'recognition of difference'' (Rabine 29,30). 

In the English translation of Cixous, however, maternal metaphors, as Rabine 

identifies them, are presented in the original to clearly indicate the condensation. "Voler, '" 

for example, is presented as ''to fly" with a footnote stating, "also, '-to steal.' Both 

meanings of the verb "voter are played on'' (Cixous, Medusa, 887). There seem to be few 

equivalents in English, or at least none that has been recognized within feminist discourse. 

In English., feminists play with words by altering structure as in dis/ease, for example. 

They also reclaim words such as "hag" that have been used in negative ways against 

women by transforming the word's definition. Rarely, however, do they use words in a 

similar fashion to Cixous who brings very different meanings. into play simultaneously to 

function as an extended metaphor. The point here is not to provide a comparison of the 

nature of th~ two languages. It is simply to suggest that for English speaking feminists 

the maternal metaphor might operate differently as a primary rhetorical strategy. In 

addition, Cixous' s rhetorical strategy may not be limited to a particular type of metaphor, 

but it may be an exploitation of the nature of metaphor and the role it plays in language. If 

so, then the second and third contradictions Rabine highlights may contain their own 

resolutions. Metaphor is not an oppositional form but a pre-existing component of 
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language that brings into play strategies that can create alternatives to phallocentric 

discourse. In this case, the breaking down of metaphor into different substitutive chains 

will have limited significance because metaphor will ultimately structure those ''chains." 

Altering metaphor more effectively alters language and makes different ways of acting 

possible. In other words, women who face discrimination, poverty, and abuse may 

understand and articulate their experiences differently when they use a language 

structured by metaphors which empower them. 

Katherine Binhammer, in '"Metaphor or Metonymy? The Question of 

Essentialism in Cixous,'' attempts to resolve a confusion that arises in translation from the 

relationship between "female," ''feminine," and ''woman": "the triad of female, feminine, 

and woman is not active in French in the same way that it is in English" (78). Arguing 

against the charge of essentialism applied to Cixous' s work, Binhammer suggests that the 

charge results from a too literal reading of Cixous, a reading which collapses feminine into 

female. Binhammer notes that to read the feminine as female is impossible in many of 

Cixous' s texts. In Readings with Clarice Lispector, Cixous clearly defines a male 

character as being "the most feminine of all characters" (Cixous Readings 69; Binhammer 

68). Binhammer notes that "the feminine is divorced from any relation to female and 

functions metaphorically, to signify particular characteristics that Martin [the male 

character] has that the female characters do not'' (68). The use of the term "'feminine" is 

not intended as a direct link to the biological body. Instead, Binhammer argues, a 

metaphorical reading of feminine and masculine focuses on "cultural inscriptions rather 

than anatomical bodies" (72). Binhammer suggests that feminine metaphorically 

represents a feminine "libidinal economy that rejects narrative'~ whereas masculine 

represents an economy that "inscribes linearity'~ (70). To identify a character as the most 

feminine is to identify, metaphorically, the character as one who operates by a feminine 

economy. 
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As Binhammer points out, Cixous suggests that the metaphorization of masculine 

and feminine produces a whole system of signs which become a part of a cultural system: 

The (political) economy of the masculine and the feminine is organized by 

different demands and constraints, which as they become socialized and 

metaphorized, produce signs, relations of power, relationships of 

production and reproduction, a whole huge system of cultural inscription 

that is legible as masculine or feminine. (Cixous, Newly 80-81; Binhammer, 

72) 

Binhammer argues, however, that the metaphorical relationship between feminine and 

female does not always hold the two terms a.part: feminine does occasionally slip into 

"female" as biological and, thus, into the literal realm. She finds the opposition between 

"metaphor'' and "literal'' problematic, for the metaphorical and the literal, in the case of 

Cixous, both arise out of experience. The maternal metaphor"' with its emphasis on giving 

birth is dictated by women's experience (Binhammer, 73). However, it is the origin of the 

metaphor in experience that ties it into anatomical difference and, as Binhammer believes, 

deadens it (73). Borrowing a reference from Cixous, Binhamrner suggests that what is 

needed for understanding the nature ofCixous's text is a '1:netaphor that is not a 

metaphor" (76). And this Binharnrner believes is found in metonymy. She defines 

metonymy not as opposite to metaphor but as a trope in which "the combinatory chain 

relating the two terms to each other must be determined within a specific historical and 

social context'' (76). As Binharnmer states, 

The metonymic field is based on contiguity and combination rather than on 

identity and similarity. This difference allows us to escape the either/or 

established by traditional articulations of the essentialist problem-Le., 

4 Here, in Binhammer's te~ the '"maternal metaphor" refers to a particular metaphor, that 

of giving birth, rather than a specific type of metaphor based on condensation. 



either one reads the relation of feminine to female literally, therefore, 

biologistically and anatomically, or one reads it metaphorically and thus 

having no relation to women. (74-75) 

By selecting metonymy over metaphor, Binhammer addresses criticisms ofCixous's 

work put forward by Domna Stanton and Diane Griffin Crowder. 
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Domna Stanton criticizes Cixous' s use of metaphor but also suggests that 

metonymy is a more valuable trope. According to Stanton, the three French theorists 

Helene Cixous, Luce Irigaray, and Julia Kristeva seek to ''explore la difference feminine 

and ... to subvert a phallocratic system predicated on the perpetuation of the same" 

(156). Their chosen means for carrying out this radical act is metaphor, which Stanton 

initially defines as "the optimal tool for transporting meaning beyond the known" ( 157). 

With this definition in hand, Stanton declares that the three French theorists fail in their 

attempt to escape the "phallocentric scenes and semes'' ( 159). She argues ''female 

difference or the female as principal metaphor for difference" is a part of contemporary 

theories of modernity, and, as such, it is merely a "replaying of the age-old scene" 

(Stanton 157). In addition to implicating the connection between female and difference in 

patriarchal discourse, Stanton seeks to challenge the French feminists' claim to difference. 

Stanton ''probes" the French feminist discourse '~or traces of the same" which would 

contradict the quest for difference and place the efforts of the three French feminists 

within the phallocentric system and mark their failure. As part of this process, Stanton 

puts metaphor as a rhetorical strategy on trial to determine whether or not it can function 

adequately as a trope of difference. Her main focus is "woman as/is mother," which she 

defines as an extended metaphor that encompasses the preoccupation with female 

difference (158). This constitutes another version of the maternal metaphor, but one that 

differs dramatically from that proposed by Rabine. Stanton suggests that within a 

symbolic context, mother represents the feminine creative force including the "experiences 



of women's bodies,!' ''the ultimate love for another," and'" another 'syntax," and other 

'grammar' of culture" (159). 
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As Stanton notes, for Cixous "the mothef' is a metaphor (159), and Cixous views 

metaphor as '"both desirable and efficacious" because of its ·"capacity to transform 

existing meanings, [and] ultimately, the system of significance'' (159). Mother represents 

women's relationship to their text and to other women: in the symbolic, women give birth 

to other women without the father. Metaphor is a central component of Cixous' s 

writing, and Stanton charges Cixous with failing to question metaphoricity itself. To 

successfully condemn metaphor, however, Stanton redefines it by turning to the work of 

Jacques Derrida: 

As the trope of similitude, metaphor affirms the verb to be ... and thus 

has an ontological function, what Derrida describes as a hidden essence: 

'metaphor is able to display properties, to relate to each other properties 

on the basis of their resemblance, without ever directly fully or properly 

stating the essence, without itself making visible the truth of the thing 

itself.' ( 160) 

The use of such a definition is not only limited and somewhat Aristotelian but 

also logically fallacious, for it inevitably begs the question. Stanton finds her "trace of the 

same" by using a definition that makes metaphor into another name for the same and by 

abandoning the notion of metaphor as process ( a transforming or carrying over of 

meaning). As she herself states ''the trope of similitude itself could be regarded as 

metonymy for the philosophy of sameness" (160). She compounds this by adding a 

Lacanian notion of metaphor arguing that "the very function of metaphor is to provide a 

missing term, to say what lacks, is absent'' (161 ). Cixous, however, clearly rejects this 

aspect of Lacanian theory, particularly his notion of lack: 

Lacan preserves it [the figure of Phallic monosexuality] in the sanctuary of 

the phallus ... 'Sheltered' from castration's lack. Their 'symbolic' exists, 
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it holds power - we, the sowers 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 father. ('"Laugh'\ 

884) 

Rabine also points out that Lacan's conceptualization of metaphor and its use differs 

from Cixous' s and constitutes, in fact, the paternal metaphor: "Metaphor as substitution 

is here what Lacanians call the paternal metaphor .... In spite ofLacan's insistence on 

metaphoric substitution as the constant slippage of signified under the signifier, metaphor 

as substitution always comes back to signify the father, and more specifically the father's 

"sheaf' of fecundity" (Rabine 3 5). 

Diane Crowder's critique of Cixous's theory of writing shares with Stanton this 

notion of the metaphor as substitution. She compares the work of Monique Wittig with 

that of Helene Cixous. Noting that each uses metaphor differently, Crowder favours 

Wittig and remains ·'"skeptical of Cixous's goal of refining 'difference' while eliminating 

'opposition,"' and she suggests that we "must resist the allure of neo-fem.ininity" offered 

by Cixous's text5 (143-44). According to Crowder, Wittig ''refuses metaphorization of 

the body" because she views it as a means of suppressing women. For Wittig, Crowder 

claims, metaphor covers over the female body, eliminating it from the text while treating it 

with contempt (Crowder, 122). Wittig equates the transformative process of metaphor 

5 According to Crowder "Cixous's strategy for women is to adopt many of the traits 

stereotypically attributed to women in male discourse. Flowin~ formless language, 

irrationality, the unconscious, maternal nurturance, rejection of power, and being closer to 

the body are prized in her theory of "'woman's writing." Crowder argues that the differences 

Cixous defines resemble too closely "male descriptions of women." She, thus, calls Cixous's 

an appeal to ··neo-femininity." (143-4) 



with the process by which patriarchy makes ·woman' invisible to 'man.' As Crowder 

states: 
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It is consistent with Wittig's insistence upon concrete political reality that 

her writing, though rich in symbols and similes, goes far toward banishing 

metaphor .... metaphor is always in some sense a denial of the word that 

is replaced by another. But metaphor disguises this absence with the 

presence of the substituted term. Because Wittig's writing is political, she 

consistently marks the absent term, calling it to our attention to force us 

into an evaluation of the ideological implications of 'absence' from 

discourse and language. (128) 

Crowder suggests that Wittig shuns metaphor because it is a patriarchal tool of 

suppression. Wittig' s conceptualization of metaphor matches the more classical view of 

rhetoric - as a form of dress or ornamentation it hides and deceives and therefore must be 

cast out. On the other hand, Crowder notes that metaphor is a favored technique of 

Cixous' s. Cixous uses this technique to "break down semantic hierarchy and reason" 

(142). Crowder, like Binhammer, argues that Cixous's metaphors constantly slide into 

the biological; by so doing, they become, for Crowder, inevitably reduced to the literal 

such that the maternal becomes a sign for womanhood (136-7). In Crowder's view, the 

difference that such a use of metaphor identifies for women resembles too "closely male 

descriptions of women'" (144), and she defines this as an essentialist trap (137). 

According to Crowder, Cixous reifies rather than escapes patriarchy. Crowder favors the 

use of concrete language, as exemplified in Wittig' s work., which she sees as primarily 

concerned with representation: "Writing the female experience can teach women how to 

speak" (144). The representations Crowder favors may not resemble "male descriptions 

of women," but their reliance on concrete language resembles closely a requirement of 

rationalism (a discourse traditionally deemed masculine). Crowder fails to recognize that 

the use of concrete language is a practice heavily embedded in the masculine ideal of 
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language that often eschews rhetoric in the name of objectivity. The shunning of 

metaphor complies with masculinist principles of language use, ancL as a result., offers no 

guarantee that a feminist use of language will escape the influence and control of 

patriarchy. 

Both Crowder and Stanton use definitions of metaphor that undermine the force 

ofCixous's work. Cixous does not use metaphor as a means of replacing one term with 

another, nor does she view metaphor as the trope of sameness. To suggest, as Stanton 

does, that Cixous does not bring metaphor into question is also erroneous. In '·Castration 

and Decapitation.,.,., Cixous reveals the danger of metaphor and problematizes it through 

her comments regarding Lacanian theory: "'And so in the face of this person who lacks 

lack, who does not miss lack of lack, we have the construct that is infinitely easier to 

analyze, to put in place -manhood, flaunting its metaphors like banners through history" 

('·Castration', 47). In her rejection of the ''realm of the proper,'' Cixous also seems to 

provide a critique of Derrida's construction of metaphor that emphasizes the "proper'" 

(which leads also to "propriety'' and "property',). According to Derrida, "our present 

position, then., is that metaphor is what is proper to man. And more properly to each 

individual man., according to the dominance of nature, s gift in him'., ( 4 7). The link 

between the gendered term ''man', and the "proper" is rejected by Cixous: '•We, d first 

have to imagine her ceasing to support with her body what I call the realm of the proper. 

The realm of the proper in the sense of the general cultural heterosocial establishment in 

which man's reign is held to be proper'' ("Castration", 50). 

Stanton's definition and theoretical framework for her analysis ofCixous's use of 

metaphor is heavily indebted to Lacan and Derrida, and it is, as a result, antagonistic to 

Cixous 's work. Not surprisingly, Stanton reaches the conclusion that '-this metaphorical 

body of work may be viewed'." somewhat perversely perhaps not as an elaboration of the 

unrepresented/unrepresentable, but rather-to use a metaphor-as an offspring delivered 

by/from the father; an appealing, empowering reproduction, not a different production" 
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(169). Stanton through her own rhetorical strategies brings Cbcous's work within a 

phallocentric theory. In the en~ Stanton again turns to Lacan and argues that metonymy 

(as displacement) is a more propitious rhetorical strategy than that of metaphor (173). 

Stanton's notion of metonymy and metaph.or is very similar to that ofBinhammer's 

(Binhammer, in faci borrowed Stanton's view of metonymy but rejected h.er notion of 

the maternal metaphor). Her endorsement of this strategy also points to a limited 

definition ofmetaph.or that is incompatible with Cbcous's use of metaphor. Binham.mer's 

focus on metonymy deals with the puzzle and problems posed by the terms .. feminine" 

and "female." Bui like Rabine's work, it does not provide a broad enough scope to 

explain the other uses of metaphor in Cixous' s rhetoric. 

Cixous clearly makes use of a highly developed romantic6 view of metaphor. For 

this reason, the somewhat classical7 definition suggested by Stanton and Binhammer is 

inadequate: the power of metaphor far exceeds the mere identification of similarity. 

Binhammer's use of metaphor also falls short in its understanding of the relationship 

between experience and metaphor. Binhammer correctly notes that a metaphor that has 

become literal is considered dea~ but she argues that "when anatomical difference effects 

6The "romantic view ... sees metaphor as inseparable from language which is •vitally 

metaphorical,• and 'reality' which is ultimately the end-product of an essentially 

'metaphorical' interaction between words and the 'hurrying of material' that they encounter. 

Metaphor deliberately invoked, intensities language's characteristic activity, and involves, 

quite literally, the creation of 'new' reality" (Hawkes 90). 

7The "classical view ... sees metaphor as '"detachable" from language; a device that may be 

imported into language in order to achieve specific, pre-judged effects. These aid language to 

achieve what is seen as a major goal, the revelation of the ~reality' of a world that lies, 

unchanging, beyond it'' (Hawkes 90). 
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experience'' the metaphor becomes dead, as though the literal and experience are one and 

the same (73 ). According to the romantic view, experience is an integral part of all living 

metaphors. What Cixous seems to be arguing for is the creation ( or at least an 

understanding of) metaphor that is formulated out of women's experience and in return 

allows them to construct the reality of that experience. Men create different metaphors 

according to their experiences and thus produce a different reality. 

Barbara Biesecker also seeks to identify the nature of Cixous' s metaphor. She is, 

however, not concerned with contradictions or the problem of essentialism but with 

Cixous' s '~eminist intervention into Rhetoric'' (88). Biesecker argues that ''The Laugh of 

the Medusa'' can be read as a ''treatise that seeks to provide women with the means by 

which they may, through language., actively and strategically intervene in the public 

sphere" (89). In establishing ''The Laugh of the Medusa" as a rhetoric, Biesecker 

identifies the main call to action as a call for women '"to discursively intervene in the 

public sphere'' (89). The work focuses not only on the need for women to write but also 

on the need for them to speak publicly (89). According to Biesecker, Cixous's appeal is 

based on the assumption that language functions as "'equipment for living" (90). Here, 

Biesecker provides an answer to one of the contradictions raised by Rabine (that Cixous's 

feminist discourse was not applicable to the plight of women in everyday life). 

According to Biesecker, the realm of social action and the realm of writing are not 

separate. To write is to do something: "Women must speak and write because speaking 

and writing constitute "the possibility . .. of change' ... In short, discourse, whether 

written or spoken, is posited in the essay ("Laugh of the Medusa"] as a decidedly 

pragmatic and potentially effective means for (re)shaping human reality'~ (90). 

To implement change feminists must answer the questions- how does language 

reshape human reality, and how should women use discourse to direct a reshaping of 

reality? Like Rabine, Biesecker recognizes that women must use a language which 

"constitutes 'woman' as that which must be excluded as the other in order to conserve the 
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identity of the same" (91). Biesecker suggests that it is woman's positioning in language 

that gives her a rhetorical edge, for woman is "in-between ... both inside and outside the 

center" (91 ). This state of not belonging, of having no place, allows women to "pilfer the 

discourse that regulates the system and move it in a new direction" (92). In other words, 

Biesecker endorses the practice of stealing/flying as a rhetorical tactic. She is careful to 

distinguish this from merely appropriating the masculine discourse. According to 

Biesecker, stealing is "unfixing the syntax, the grammar, and the signs of the dominant 

discourse so as to make it possible for new meanings to circulate and "fly"'(93). The 

process is a recoding of signs. Because of an imperative within Cixous's work which 

states that ecriture feminine is impossible to define (Cixous 883; Biesecker 92), Biesecker 

avoids defining how this recoding occurs.8 However, the examples Biesecker selects of 

Cixous's own recoding afford us a glimpse at what that process may be. Biesecker argues 

that one of the most significant signs Cixous targets for recoding is '"woman" (93). To 

illustrate Cixous's "plan," Biesecker uses the metaphor of the ''Dark Continent" which 

connects the sign "woman" to Cixous's notion of body: women are to return to the body 

and thereby change the function of their sign (93 ). Biesecker concludes: 

If we follow the steps of Cixous' s argument closely what we discover is 

that she neither valorizes nor fetishizes the body as such. Rather, she 

posits the move toward the body as a way into the space of the 

unconscious, a concept-metaphor that names nothing less than a structure 

or reserve of resistance ... Thus we may read Cixous's invocation of the 

body animated by a 'sexual difference' as her attempt to configure for 

8"Because this rhetoric is perpetually on the move, it is an art of improvisation that outstrips 

any attempt to define it, that exceeds all efforts to theorize it, formalize it, make it proper" 

(Biesecker 92) 



women a topos, and her summoning of the unconscious as a resource of 

invention for a counter-hegemonic rhetoric. (93) 

Biesecker continues to outline the basic characteristics of this rhetoric. She 

qualifies her previous statement by adding that the rhetoric will not be counter­

hegemonic, for, as stated earlier, Cixous indicates that ecriture feminine is not 
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oppositional (see Rabine 27; Cixous '"Castration'':' 44; Biesecker 94). This new rhetoric, 

according to Biesecker, will not be regulated by a ·"will to truth'' or -~a will to power" but 

by ·'a will to 'desire-that-gives,,, (94). Most significantly, however, Biesecker notes that 

this rhetoric ·'does not contain, [but] carries" (Biesecker 94). Biesecker's emphasis on the 

''body as a commonplace or topos" points to one of the most significant features of 

Cixous' s rhetoric (94 ). Cixous' s use of metaphor constitutes the most radical feature for 

a feminist reconfiguration of rhetoric. A more detailed examination of the nature and 

function of metaphor provides more comprehensive answers to the questions: how does 

language reshape reality, and how should women use discourse to direct a reshaping of 

reality? 

In ''The Laugh of the Medusa,'' Cixous sets out to escape patriarchal discourse 

and its construction of reality. She notes, 

Nearly the entire history of writing is confounded with the history of 

reason, of which it is at once the effect, the support, and one of the 

privileged alibis. It has been one with the phallocentric tradition. It is 

indeed that same self-ad.miring, self-stimulating, self-congratulatory 

phallocentrism. (879) 

Cixous~s view of the masculine discourse or rationalism accords closely with the theory 

formulated by Ernesto Grassi in his development of the ideas ofVico. The significance of 

Grassi' s theory to Cixous works derives not only from a shared view of metaphor but 

also from his recognition that metaphor poses a direct challenge to rationalism. 
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Metaphor as the Grounds for Rationalism 

According to Grassi, rationalism is logical thought based on the principle of 

sufficient reason. Rationalism gives primacy to calculability and technology (the 

concrete), the means by which objects are secured and fixed (Grassi, Heidegger, 43). This 

process is frequently carried over to beings, securing and fixing them and thereby 

facilitating their domination and exploitation. To escape this process of fixation and 

exploitation, we must first call into question the primacy of rationalism. As Grassi 

suggests, "'This would mean that the primacy of logic and man's calculating attitude 

towards beings would then lose its position of domination" (Heidegger 44). 

Rationalism, however, is not easily challenged. It has dominated Western thought 

since Aristotle, and was strongly reinforced through Descartes's notion of cogito and 

German Idealism. It has gained a seemingly unassailable value within Western culture 

which awards the greatest value to thought which is classified as logical and/or scientific. 

In other words, thought must be based on the rational process of providing proof in order 

to gain credence and validity: within such a system of thought, the only acceptable 

language is one based on assertion and contradiction, and this is only possible within a 

closed system: 

The rejection of all passionate rhetorical language and at the same time all 

ordinary language as the expression of common sense is based on this. On 

the other hand, this marks the emergence of the ideal language as a calculus 

with a mathematical structure that is reduced to the function of formalizing 

symbols. (Grassi, R as P 5) 

Within rationalism, rhetoric becomes little more than ornamentation which functions to 

alleviate the boredom of the purely rational (Ras P, 15). Grassi rejects this notion of 

rhetoric; he argues that the problems that concern humans are those which "urge 

themselves upon us in the construction of the world'' (Ras P, 6). Whereas rationalism 

insists that nature is the object of study, Grassi, through the humanist tradition of Vico, 
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asserts that history not nature should be the focus of study. Accordingly, nature has 

meaning for us only when it meets human existential needs. It acquires meaning through a 

process of humanization~ a process in which we find relationships between what our 

senses reveal to us and what we need. In other words, it is not through inference that we 

come to know our world, but through our interaction with nature in the process of 

meeting our needs: nature acquires meaning in use (Rhetoric 9). 

The main idea put forward by Vico and reclaimed by Grassi, is that humans make 

history not nature, and we can only know what we make. The ability to see relationships 

between nature and need, which in tum lends meaning to nature, comes from invention or 

discovery, both products of the imagination. In metaphor and figurative language, Grassi 

argues, we find ·~e original form of the interpretative act itself' (R as P 1), for metaphor 

is the means through which we represent the relationships and the similarities between 

the information of our senses and our needs. Metaphor becomes an important tool in that 

it allows us to transform and construct our world. According to Grassi, the rational has 

no place in this original process: he notes that '"every time that man loses contact with the 

original needs and the questions that arise out of them, he falls into the barbarism of the 

ratio" (Ras P 6). Meaning and reality are created through work (our interaction with the 

environment), but this work always occurs within the context of a social community. 

Thus, knowledge is always historically situated, since it is a product of the needs and 

problems that confront humans within a given time and place (Grassi R as P 10). 

In formal rationalism, Grassi suggests, the traditional objects of contemplatio are 

the eternal and unchanging first principles from which we derive the meanings we assign 

reality. The rational process begins at these first principles (also termed premises or 

archai), moves to deductions, and ends with conclusions, thereby producing knowledge. 

Deductions are really a matter of providing proof: 'Toe giving of reasons" (R as P 25). As 

Grassi states, '"the reason becomes evident in connection with the deduction, which 

necessarily starts from the premises and hence depends on their validity" (R as P 25). 
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The first principles are non-rational; that is to say, they are not subject to proof and are 

not based on the deductive process demanded by rationalism. Referring to Aristotle, 

Grassi notes that these first principles are prior to proof and must be known and believed 

on ··more forceful grounds"' (Ras P 25) or ·'-ro a higher degree than what is deduced from 

them'" (Aristot. Post. An. 72a 37; Grassi., R as P 26). 

Grassi's theory is based on a closer examination of these first principles. He 

posits that these first principles must have a rhetorical character., for they are indicative, 

nonderivable, primary, and they can only be expressed in what Grassi terms a semantic 

language: 

Such speech is immediately a 'showing'-and for this reason •figurative' or 

•imaginative,' and thus in the original sense 'theoretical~ [theorein-i.e., to 

see]. It is metaphorical, i.e., it shows something which has a sense, and 

this means that to the figure, to that which is shown, the speech transfers 

[metapherein [i.e., to carry over]] a signification; in this way the speech 

which realizes this showing 'leads before the eyes' [phainesthai] a 

significance. This speech is and must be in its structure an imaginative 

language. 

If the image, the metaphor, belongs to rhetorical speech ( and for 

this reason it has a pathetic character), we also are obliged to recognize that 

every original, former, 'archaic' speech ... can not have a rational but only 

a rhetorical character. Thus the term 'rhetoric' is not, nor can it be the art, 

technique of an exterior persuasion; it is rather the speech which is the 

basis of rational thought. (R as P 20) 

Grassi's reformulation of rhetoric's relationship to the rational establishes metaphor as 

the foundation or ground upon which rationalism is built. With this repositioning, Grassi 

clearly indicates that figurative language-metaphor--and the emotions invoked play a key 

role in the making of knowledge. As a result, his approach is more inclusive than 
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traditional objectivist notions of knowledge that exclude figurative language and emotion, 

and it speaks directly to the ideas formulated by Cixous. 

Grassi's attempt to escape (if only temporarily) from rationalism shares with 

Cixous's break from masculine discourse an emphasis on metaphor. Although Grassi 

does not use metaphor as a primary means for communicating knowledge in his writing 

(he mostly uses rational language), he nonetheless gives it a central place in his theory. 

Whereas Grassi theorizes about the role of metaphor, Cixous practices metaphor. In the 

.. Laugh to the Medusa,'' she uses metaphor as the primary means for communication. To 

borrow Grassi' s term, she speaks a semantic language, but her use of metaphor 

communicates a complex conceptualization oflanguage and, more importantly, a specific 

practice of writing: ecriturefiminine. She poses her use of language as a challenge to a 

masculine writing. This masculine writing, as previously noted, is linked to the history of 

reason which, in ~ is considered to be one with phallocentrism. Cixous characterizes 

the rational as an "'enormous machine ... turning out its 'truthm ( .. Laugh" 879). It is 

calculating and seeks mastery for domination ("Laugh" 881,887). It "reproduces the 

masculine view," regenerates "old patterns, anchored in the dogma of castration," and 

reduces writing to "his laws'T'Laugh" 884, 885, 883). According to Cixous, the dialectic 

is a trap that women must escape ("Laugh" 890). 

Like Grassi, Cixous sees the masculine or rational discourse as fixing objects and 

creating stasis in order to construct a notion of reality that is located outside of man and 

in nature: as she states, "they haven't changed a thing: they've theorized their desire for 

reality" (Cixous, "Laugh" 885). For Cixous, the rational (masculine) language is based on 

"the inanity of 'proprietym ("'Laugh" 888)9 . Grassi, too, makes a similar suggestion in 

9 As previously indicated, in '"Castration and Decapitation" Cixous states, "We'd first have to 

imagine her [woman] ceasing to support with her body what I call the realm of the proper. 
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his recounting of the tragedy of Cassandra. Cassandra speaks a purely semantic language 

and cannot be understood by the chorus which speaks and understands only in terms of 

'"rational'' discourse: 

The Chorus is trying in vain to enter into a dialogue with the seer 

[Cassandra]. Here its first reaction is the reproach that Cassandra's 

invocation of the god Appollo as well as the way she invoked him were 

unseemly; it considers her exclamation senseless and improper. Cassandra 

does not hear the words of the Chorus: she repeats her invocation, and 

again the Chorus reacts in a rational manner. (italics mine; Grassi, Ras P 

22). 

Cixous also identifies this lack of communication between the masculine/rational and 

feminine/semantic when she writes, ""how great a transgression it is for a woman to speak­

-even just open her mouth-in public. A double distress, for even if she transgresses, her 

words fall almost always upon the deaf male ear, which hears only in language only that 

which speaks in the masculine" (Cixous "'Laugh" 880-1). 

Cixous's conceptualization of history also resembles in many ways that of 

Grassi' s. Cixous suggests history is made when she refuses to equate biology with 

culture and the past with destiny ("Laugh" 875).10 She notes that "woman must put 

herself into the text-as into the world and into history-by her own movement," and she 

The realm of the proper in the sense of the general cultural heterosocial establishment in 

which man's reign is held to be proper" (50). 

10See also Cixous's "'Castration or Decapitation" in which she states, "Instead of being made 

by man, History's task would be to make woman, to produce her. And it's at this point that 

work by women themselves on women might be brought into play, which would benefit not 

only women but all humanity" (50). 
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recognizes that her own reflections "'bear the mark of our time', (Cixous '"Laugh'" 875). 

One of the functions of ecriture feminine is to change the signification of history by 

bringing women to their meaning in history, thereby creating a new history (''Laugh', 885, 

876, 883). Cixous concludes that writing and, '"seizing the occasion to speak,'' will 

facilitate woman's '""shattering entry into history, which has al ways been based on her 

suppression'" (880). 

As Biesecker notes, to write is to act., but the act is undermined if the existing 

rhetorical structures of rationalism are put into use. Cixous, s ecriture feminine 

exemplifies a semantic language. ''The Laugh of the Medusa" consists of multiple layers 

of metaphor combined with other forms of figurative language. Cixous metaphorically 

represents language as place. Language is divided into two continents: the White 

continent is the masculine domain, and the Dark Continent is the domain of the feminine. 

Cixous also metaphorically refers to the body as the dark continent; by so doing she 

layers together writing (language), feminine (woman)., and body into a complex 

relationship which is difficult to articulate outside of metaphor, and in itself forms a 

metaphor based on condensation rather than substitution. Unlike the maternal metaphor 

Rabine identifies, this one involves a layering of metaphor without connecting the 

metaphor through words with multiple meanings such as fils and vol er. Here the 

metaphors come together through common signifiers (in this case continent), and they 

give more meaning to each other rather than introducing contradiction. 

Characteristics of the feminine and the body carry over and become the defming 

features of ecriturefeminine. As a result ecriturefeminine possesses an imaginary (topos) 

which is inexhaustible (Cixous '"Laugh'' 876). Its language is pathetic (i.e., emotive) in 

nature: its speech is "never simple or linear or objectified" and "retains the power of 

moving us'" (Cixous "Laugh'' 881 ). Nor does ecriture feminine conform to linear notions 
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of time and progress, it reveals itself instantaneously 11 : '"woman al ways occurs 

simultaneously in several places" (Cixous ""Laugh" 882). As such it undoes "the work of 

dea~'' (Cixous "'Laugh" 883) the work of rational language, for as Grassi also notes in his 

account of Cassandra, rational language is "'the realm of time dominated by death'' (Ras P. 

24). Ecriturefeminine rejects rationalism's insistence on unity by embracing multiplicity: 

"'She lets it [the body] articulate the profusion of meanings that run through it in every 

direction-will make the old single-grooved mother tongue reverberate with more than one 

language" (Cixous "Laugh" 885). 

As Biesecker suggests, by metaphorically constructing women's writing as place, Cixous 

transforms women's writing into a topos or commonplace-the realm of discovery and 

invention. 

The most interesting act of metaphorization, however, lies in Cixous's description 

of women and their language, for here woman and ecriture feminine take on many of the 

features of metaphor. In the English translation of Cixous 's text, the verbs ·•carry" 

(convey by carrying (OED)) and "'bring" are often associated with women and their 

language. As Terence Hawkes notes," the word metaphor comes from the Greek word 

metaphora derived from meta meaning 'over', and pherein, 'to carry.' It refers to a 

particular set of linguistic processes whereby aspects of one object are 'carried over' or 

transferred to another object" (1). For example, women 'Write to "'bring women to 

writing," '"to bring women to their senses" (Cixous "Laugh" 875), and ~-her language does 

not contain, it carries" (Cix:ous "Laugh" 889). Women's 'Writing becomes almost 

synonymous with metaphor. "Carry'' and ''bring" are also both verbs that invoke a 

11 Grassi states, "The primary [semantic] speech instead reveals itself instantaneously 

{exaiphnes}. It does not lie within the historical time; it is the origin and criterion of the 

movement of the rational process of clarification" (Grassi~ 20) 
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notion of moving something from one place to another and. thus, reinforce the notion of 

topos in Cixous' s writing 

Ecriture feminine becomes a transitional space where '-flights between knowledge 

and invention" are possible. It constitutes a site of transformation and change; a 

possibility for breaking and disrupting the "arid millennial ground"12 of rational 

knowledge. If, as Grassi argues, metaphor is the basis for rational thought, then Cixous's 

ecriture feminine may truly be able to bring about "a mutation in human relations, in 

thought, in all praxis" ("Laugh" 882). For ecriturefeminine as a language of metaphor 

forms a new foundation. The use of metaphor or semantic language may, however, have 

one main drawback. In using the tragedy of Cassandra as an analogy for the relationship 

between semantic and rational language. Grassi points out that metaphor may also 

function as a bridge between the two. According to Grassi, Cassandra enters into a 

dialogical relation with the Chorus when she asks for an explanation-a reason: 

By entering the plane of explanation and abandoning the world of allusion 

with this question, she causes her historical reality to be outlined, and she 

herself moves into a historical framework of time and space .... The 

change is brought about through a metaphor, as though this were the only 

possible bridge between the rational and semantic realms. (R as P 23) 

Cixous seems to acknowledge this relationship stating, "as soon as the question 'What is 

it?' is pose~ from the moment a question is put, as soon as a reply is sought, we are 

already caught up in masculine interrogation" ("Castration" 45). Although Cixous 

stipulates that writing is "working (in) the inbetween" ("Laugh" 883), her metaphorical 

construction of the white continent strongly implies a refusal to move into the rational. 

12Here the notion that rational knowledge is "rooted in grounds, in reasons" (Grassi, 29) 

helps to clarify the significance of Cixous's metaphoric language. 
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The following statemen~ which many feminist critics have read as an imperative, suggests 

this resistance: 

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

impossibility that will remain, for this practice can never be theorized, 

enclosed, coded-which doesn't mean that it doesn't exist. But it will 

always surpass the discourse that regulates the phallocentric system; it 

does and will take place in areas other than those subordinated to 

philosophico-theoretical domination. (Cixous "Laugh" 883) 

Such a refusal and rejection appears to maintain the opposition between masculine and 

feminine that Cixous herself attempts to overcome. 

While Grassi recognizes the separation between the two forms of language, he 

avoids opposing the two. As noted earlier, he positions semantic language as the basis of 

the rational. In other words, semantic language is the first step in the formulation of 

knowledge. Metaphor reduces the multiplicity of the semantic to unity that then forms 

the first principles or original archaic assertions from which rational thought proceeds.13 

A refusal to enter into rationalism may inevitably assign women to the margin which is a 

domain Cixous asserts we should not accept ("Laugh" 881 ). How then can we escape the 

13The metaphor lies at the root of our human world. Insofar as metaphor has its roots in the 

analogy between different things and makes this analogy immediately spring into ••sight," it 

makes a fundamental contribution to the structure of our world. Empirical observation itself 

takes place through the ''reduction" of sensory phenomena to types of meanings existing in 

the living being; and this "reduction" consists in the "transferring' of a meaning to sensory 

phenomena. It is only through this "transferencet• that phenomena can be recognized as 

similar or dissimilar, useful or useless. for our human realization. (Grassi, R as P 33) 
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margin without appropriating the instruments ofrationalism?14 Can the semantic or 

ecriture feminine produce knowledge without resorting to rationalism.? Can we escape the 

dialectic? 

Metaphor as Experience 

The work of George Lakoff and Mark Johnson may offer some answers. They 

too construct an alternative theory to the traditional model of rationalism or 

''objectivism.'' According to Lakoff and Johnson, the objectivist view has at its core a 

firm notion that truth must be objective and absolute. This core notion leads to a number 

of suppositions. First, like Grassi, Lakoff and Johnson note that objectivism insists that 

the "world is made up of objects" (186). and these objects are fixed through a principle 

which asserts that the objects have inherent properties independent of our understanding 

of them. In other words, it assumes there is an absolute, objective reality that can be 

known once we come to know the properties of the objects. We can communicate this 

knowledge because words have fixed meanings, and if used precisely, in a literal fashion, 

they can refer directly to this reality (187). Lakoff and Johnson argue that objectivism 

makes use of a classical notion of language and reality. Within this "myth of 

objectivism,'' objectivity equals rationality, and metaphor becomes nothing more than a 

decorative use of language which obscures the truth rather than reveals it. 

As Lakoff and Johnson note, the myth of objectivism is deeply ingrained in our 

culture: as members of a common culture, we use it everyday to comprehend our 

experiences and to give order to our lives (185). Lakoffand Johnson argue that only 

classical mathematics can fulfil the requirements of an objectivist universe. Outside of 

this ideal and closed system, objectivism becomes inadequate for dealing with the world 

of humans: "the real world is not an objectivist universe, especially those aspects of the 

14See ""The Laugh of the Medusa" page 887: ••Nor is the point to appropriate their 

instruments, their concepts, their places, or to begrudge them their position of mastery." 
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real world having to do with human beings: human experience, human institutions, human 

language, the human conceptual system" (Lakoff and Johnson 218). In constructing an 

alternative to objectivism, Lakoff and Johnson also reject the ""myth of subjectivism," 

which turns to the purely subjective realm of senses, feelings, and intuitions as the source 

of a ·'higher truth" (189). Formed in opposition to objectivis~ it rejects the possibility of 

any objective account of human realities (Lakoff and Johnson 223). This myth insists 

that meaning is determined on a individual basis, and that meaning, experience~ and context 

are unstructured. As a result meaning, itself: cannot be "adequately represented" (Lakoff 

and Johnson 224). Lakoff and Johnson see the either/or perplex of objectivism and 

subjectivism as an illusion: each is merely the defining negative of the other. They 

attempt to offer a third option which they call an ·'experientialist alternative" (Lakoff and 

Johnson 226). The third option is founded on the premise that '"concepts" govern not 

only our thought but also our behavior: 

They [ concepts ]also govern our everyday functioning, down to the most 

mundane details. Our concepts structure what we perceive, how we get 

around in the world, and how we relate to other people. Our conceptual 

system thus plays a central role in defining our everyday realities. If we 

are right in suggesting that our conceptual system is largely metaphorical, 

then the way we think, what we experience, and what we do everyday is 

very much a matter of metaphor. (3) 

Although we are generally unaware of our conceptual systems, we can, according to 

Lakoff and Johnso°' examine these systems through language since language is based on 

and perpetuates the conceptual system we think and act through. Even objectivism 

functions through a metaphorical concept. One of the dominant concepts of objectivism 

constitutes what Michael Reddy calls a "conduit metaphor" which structures our 

language about language (Lakoff and Johnson 10). It entails three primary metaphors: 

ideas are objects, words are containers, and communication is sending containers (words) 



to an audience which then removes the objects (ideas). For example, ideas can be 

discovered and owned, and they can get lost or stolen. Words can convey meaning, be 

empty of meaning, or be loaded with meaning. And audiences, generally, 'receive' 

messages or information and may even "take away' ideas. 
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Lakoff and Johnson's third alternative shares several suppositions with Grassi' s 

rhetorical theory. According to Lakoff and Johnson, •~e understand the world through 

our interactions with it" (194). As we have seen, Grassi made a similar claim when he 

states that '"nature possesses a meaning only in regard to human needs" (Ras P, 7). 

Grassi would also agree with Lakoff and Johnson in recognizing that there is a reality 

(nature, if you will) outside of us, but we cannot directly know that reality. As such, 

Johnson suggests, there cannot be an absolute truth but only a relative truth: 

We live, move, and have our being within an environment populated with 

physical things that can stand off against us. resist us, and sometimes even 

destroy us. So, the issue known as realism does not rest on whether or not 

there is something in the physical world besides human beings, 'minds,' 

"conceptual schemes,' or "language'-that is agreed upon by almost 

everybody. The issue actually concerns what it means for there to be an 

'object' and what is required for us to be able to refer to "objects: 

(Johnson 202)1 5 

15Grassi in a similar vein states, "The historical aspects of the realization of the mind are 

never eternally valid, never absolutely 'true,' because they always emerge within limited 

situations bound in space and time: i.e .• they are probable and seem to be true [ verisimile ]. 

true only in the confines of 'here' and 'now,' in which the needs and problems that confront 

human beings are met" (Ras P, 10). 
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Lakoff and Johnson argue that truth is relative to our understanding which involves 

human categorization which, in tum, "'is a function of interactional (rather than inherent) 

properties and of dimensions that emerge from our experience'' (165). Since the 

categorizations highlight certain properties and downplay others, the truth of a statement 

will depend on the highlighted features. In addition: 

Categories are neither fuced nor uniform. They are defined by prototypes 

and family resemblances to prototypes and are adjustable in context, given 

various purposes. Whether a statement is true depends on whether the 

category employed in the statement fits, and this in tum varies with 

human purposes and other aspects of context. ( 165-6) 

Lakoff and Johnson, like Grassi and Cixous, focus on metaphor as an alternative way of 

reasoning about the world to that of objectivism. Grassi develops a theory that 

establishes metaphor as occurring prior to rational thought and from which rationalism 

develops. As he states, "metaphor lies at the root of our knowledge" (R as P, 34 ). 

Lakoff and Johnson develop an "experientialist alternative'' to the myths of objectivism 

and subjectivism, in which metaphor plays a primary and central role uniting reason and 

imagination to become a form of"imaginative rationality" (193). 

The most significant feature ofLakoff and Johnson's work is the degree to which 

they focus on the role of experience in the development, via metaphor, of knowledge. 

Grassi only implicitly suggests a connection \\tith experience both through his notion of 

knowledge as a product of work (res) and in the opening to Rhetoric as Philosophy. 16 

Cixous, in her work, makes a more explicit connection between metaphor and experience. 

In a 1988 interview Cixous states, "I could write a thesis on the theme of giving birth in 

16 "I began with this autobiographical reference because I believe it is always imponant to return to the 

personal situation out of which one's own thought arises. in order to clarify the theoretical problems that 

concern one's self" (Grassi. 4). 
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the texts by women, it would be fascinating. It~ s a metaphor which comes easily to 

women, dictated by their experience'' (qtd in Binhammer, 73). Lakoff and Johnson, 

however, provide a more detailed theory of the connection between experience and 

metaphor. They assert that ''human thought processes are largely metaphoricaln (6), and 

that ''"no metaphor can ever be comprehended or even adequately represented 

independently of its experiential basis'" ( 19). 

Within this theory., Johnson notes that experience is not understood in terms of an 

empiricist notion of ''passively received sense impressions'' (Johnson., xvi). While 

experience may include information that becomes available through the senses, it also 

includes bodily movement, perceptual interactions, and other aspects of human existence: 

"'Experience," then is to be understood in a very rich, broad sense as 

including basic perceptual, motor-program, emotional., historical .. social, and 

linguistic dimensions .... experience involves everything that makes us 

human- our bodily, social, linguistic, and intellectual being combined in 

complex interactions that make up our understanding of our world. 

(Johnson xvi) 

In addition, Johnson argues that the real working material for metaphor comes from two 

levels of experience. A ''basic lever" of experience is derived from our interactions with 

our environment. At this level, we develop gestalts of "overall shapes" and patterns. 

Using these gestalts, we can identify, manipulate, and distinguish between different 

objects and activities in our environment. In other words, the gestalts of this experience 

allow "'us to function passably well in our environment'' (Johnson 208). 

Lakoff and Johnson also note that experience is not separate from culture: '"'"We 

experience our 'world' in such a way that our culture is already present in the very 

experience itself' (57). Having said this, however, they posit that there are degrees of 

experience. Some are more physical while others are more cultural. Lakoff and Johnson 

primarily focus on physical experiences when formulating their theory of metaphor. 
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Physical experiences become the grounds for our conceptual systems. In structural 

metaphors, for example, we transfer a concept which prevails in one type of experience 

and apply it to another (i.e., we apply our concepts of commodities to our 

conceptualization of time such that we spend time, save time, and borrow time) (8-9). 

Orientational metaphors "organize a whole system of concepts" in terms of another (14). 

For example, experiential concepts of direction, up and down, front and bac~ and in and 

ou~ organize our conceptualizations of other experiences (i.e., we often experience up as 

positive and down as negative, and we describe good or bad feelings in terms of these 

directions i.e., happy is up--I am feeling up--and sad is down-I feel really low today 

(14-15). Our experiences with physical objects and substances give us ontological 

metaphors which allow us to treat aspects of our experience as distinct entities and 

objects thereby allowing us to categorize, group, quantify, and reason about our 

experiences. (The container metaphors, for example, allow us to see ourselves as distinct 

beings "bounded and set off from the rest of the world" (29) and we project this 

orientation onto our surroundings such that we can be in the clear or we can get out of this 

chore (Lakoff and Johnson 29). By projecting the structure from one domain of 

experience to another (from physical onto social, epistemic, or linguistic) we create 

meaning and understanding. 

Lakoff and Johnson define metaphor as ''understanding and experiencing one kind 

of thing in terms of another" (5).17 They see metaphors as not only coming-out of 

experience, but also forming conceptual systems with some metaphors (those termed 

conceptual) organizing and structuring other metaphors and determining how individuals 

will interpret and respond to experience. Even non-physical experiences become 

17Later, Johnson. in The Body in the Mind, refines the definition stating that metaphor is "a 

pervasive mode of understanding by which we project patterns from one domain of 

experience in order to structure another domain of a different kind" (xiv-xv). 
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conceptualized in terms of the physical. As Lakoff and Johnson explain, "we 

conceptualize the less clearly delineated in terms of the more clearly delineated'' (59). 

Through an elaborate network of entailments, metaphors interweave into 

multidimensional structures ( or experiential gestalts) which constitute coherent systems. 

These systems are embedded within our language and, therefore, our culture: they become 

the means by which we classify, make sense out of, and come to understand our own 

experience. We then act accordingly, for ··not only are they [metaphors] grounded in our 

physical and cultural experience; they also influence our experience and our actions" 

(Lakoff and Johnson 68). 

Metaphors function as terministic screens in that they select and highlight certain 

features while downplaying or drawing our attention away from others. People believe 

metaphors to be true when a large number of the entailments match up with other 

metaphors that are accepted as true. Metaphors, thus., become inextricably entangled in 

our cultural norms and values and become difficult to change. As Lakoff and Johnson 

note, "'most of our metaphors have evolved in our culture over a long period, but many 

are imposed upon us by people in power ... the people who get to impose their 

metaphors on culture get to define what we consider to be true" ( 159-160). They also 

point ou~ however, that part of the truth value of a metaphor comes from how well it fits 

our own experience. Although very difficult, it does become possible to change 

metaphors, and metaphors have the power not only to reconceptualize existing realities 

but also to create new realities (Lakoff and Johnson 144; Hawkes, 90): 

This can begin to happen when we start to comprehend our experience in 

terms of a metaphor, and it becomes a deeper reality when we begin to act 

in terms of it. If a new metaphor enters the conceptual system that we 

base our actions on, it will alter that conceptual system and the 

perceptions and actions that the system gives rise to. Much of cultural 
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change arises from the introduction of new metaphorical concepts and the 

loss of old ones. (Lakoff and Johnson 145) 

Lakoffand Johnson's approach to metaphor illuminates Cixous's work. Cixous, 

in her writing, re/presents women's experience with and in language, and metaphor 

constitutes one of her primary means for doing so. The fact that her work has gained 

broad international acceptance and has become one of the sources for feminist theory, 

suggests that the entailments of her metaphors "fit' the experience of many women or, at 

the very least, many feminists. I would suggest that it is the transformative power of 

metaphor, this ability to create and change realities, that makes metaphor such a central 

part of Cixous., s ecrilure feminine. Metaphor's origins in experience makes it a useful 

tool for bringing women's reality to language. But metaphor is not inherently 

emancipating. Cixous understands the role of metaphor in constructing cultural meaning, 

and she sees women as trapped in the meanings dictated by metaphors produced in a 

masculine symbolic: 

So between two houses, between two beds, she is laid, ever caught in her 

chain of metaphors, metaphors that organize culture ... ever her moon to 

the masculine sun, nature to culture, concavity to masculine convexity, 

matter to form, immobility/inertia to the march of progress, terrain trod by 

the masculine footstep, vessel ... While man is obviously the active, the 

upright, the productive ... and besides, that's how it happens in History. 

(44) 

For Cixous the chain of metaphors tie us into the realm of the rational (masculine 

symbolic) with its ··Absolute law" ('-Castration" 42) and its relentless move to fix 

everything into hierarchical positions and opposition. The use of metaphor, in other 

words, is never benign. Metaphors control our perception of reality so that we always 

see and even redefine our experience in terms of a phallocentric symbolic system. We 

then~ as Lakoff and Johnson suggest, behave accordingly. In this way, language truly does 
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become a way to imprison women and the Other: it becomes '"a false theatre of 

phallocentric representationalism'" (Cixous "Laugh'' 884). If we try to alter one 

conceptual metaphor, there are always several other interconnected ones that pull us back 

into the dominant structures of meaning. 

The masculine interrogation, the posing of the questions-- what Lakoff and 

Johnson call objectivism, what Grassi terms rationalism-fixes objects and entities and 

entraps them in the dialectic. This, Cixous states, is the "work of signification," the 

"'work of meaning" ( 45). Cixous, like Grassi, recognizes that the bridge, the means of 

connection, that moves one into rationalism is metaphor. But for her it is the metaphor of 

substitution, what Rabine defined as the paternal metaphor that performs this :function: 

And this interrogation precisely involves the work of signification: ''What 

is it? Where is itT A work of meaning, "This means that," the predicative 

distribution that always at the same time orders the constitution of 

meaning. And while meaning is being constituted, it only gets constituted 

in a movement in which one of the terms of the couple is destroyed in 

favor of the other. ("'Castration'' 45) 

In one way, Cixous does what Lakoff and Johnson fail to do: she recognizes 

''which" body matters, and she genders the body upon which metaphor is created and 

upon which it is enforced. Lakoff and Johnson state, '''direct physical experience' is 

never a matter of having a body of a certain sort," and while they acknowledge that "every 

experience takes place within a vast background of cultural presuppositions'' (57), they 

never recognize that the cultural presuppositions differ according to the type of body, or 

that one body is constantly highlighted while the other is constantly hidden. Instead, 

they attempt to naturalize (fix) certain metaphors by focusing on the 'more physical 

experience': "conceptual structure is not merely a matter of the intellect-it involves all 

the natural dimensions of our experience'' (235). 
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'-Natural/" however, is a loaded term. It is generally used to associate something 

with a fixed notion of reality: it locates reality outside of society and culture and places it 

in nature. It is a term that has been used continually to keep women in their place. In 

seeking to naturalize a particular set of metaphors't Lakoff and Johnson provide one of 

their most telling examples of how metaphors impose power relations. Such a process of 

naturalization is apparent in their examples of ''argument is war." To show that such a 

metaphor comes from our natural ·'dimensions of experience,'' they construct a 

hypothetical evolutionary history for the metaphor, claiming: 

This metaphor [rational argument is war] allows us to conceptualize what 

a rational argument is in terms of something that we understand more 

readily, namely physical conflict. Fighting is found everywhere in the 

animal kingdom and nowhere so much as among human animals. Animals 

fight to get what they want--food, sex, territory, control, etc.-because 

there are other animals who want the same thing or who want to stop them 

from getting it. The same is true of human animals., except that we have 

developed more sophisticated techniques for getting our way. (61-62) 

Such an ·experience" as described here differs dramatically from other "bodily" 

experiences of moving through space or encountering obstacles in our environment. There 

are many behaviors found in the "animal kingdom,,, but which ones we claim as part of 

our own repertoire of behavior is clearly a selective process. Assigning any such behavior 

a biological origin is highly problematic. It becomes more so when we consider the role 

that culture plays in valuing and structuring such behavior. Our culture is inundated with 

images, myths, and metaphors of violence: to construct these as biological is to give them 

an inevitability that does not exist. 

Such an account of the origin of a conceptual metaphor would certainly fit into 

Cixous' s notion of phallocentric ablation in which the "mystifying charms of fiction'" 

(879) are used to hide other experiences and other realities. For Lakoff and Johnson's 



account of "argument as war: is a fiction. The analogy highlights certain behaviors 

(particularly those deemed masculine) while it hides others (those deemed feminine). 

201 

This becomes even more evident when we look at their use of pronouns. As they 

construct the story of origin, they use the •~e•' pronoun, including in their discourse a 

universal audience. The '-We" and ••our' pronouns are used throughout the text as the 

standard appeal to the generic reader. The pronoun then shifts to 'yo~' a direct address 

and includes the reader in one of their basic premises-we are animals: "Part of being a 

rational animal, however. involves getting what you want without subjecting yourself to 

the dangers of actual physical conflict" (italics mine 62). They then shift back to the all­

inclusive ~e" before moving into the most telling part of their example. Here, they refer 

to a ~domestic quarrel' in which husband and wife both try to get what ••each of them 

wants" (62), but in the next sentence the pronoun becomes obviously gendered: ''Each 

sees himself as having something to win and something to lose, territory to establish and 

territory to defend" (italics mine 62). The pronouns '-we" and "you" are subsumed into 

the "himself." and the feminine aspect of the example, the wife, is lost, hidden, or 

destroyed in the process. Here, the use of the male pronoun exemplifies the process of 

the paternal metaphor. Lakoff and Johnson rarely use gender specific pronouns, so this 

passage stands out. Given the proliferation of feminist scholarship concerned with gender 

and language in the l 970s, it is surprising to find Lakoff and Johnson '"unconsciously" 

using the masculine pronoun as generic. This is especially so if we consider that their text 

was published (1980) five years after Robin Lakoff's Language and Woman's Place 

(1975).18 

18The reader may find it instructive to note Robin Lak.off's comments in her preface to her 

work in which she writes: "George Lakoff has been my teacher, advisor, and friend, 

linguistically and otherwise. for many years; most of what I know about language can be 

traced to him. I have also learned by having to argue him out of male-chauvinist ways and 
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What Lakoff and Johnson find ''natural" is the phallocentric discourse of the 

masculine symbolic. As Cixous states, "you know those metaphors: they are most 

effective. It's always clearly a question of war, of battle. If there is no battle, it's 

replaced by the stake of battle: strategy. Man is strategy, is reckoning ... "how to win' 

with the least possible loss, at the lowest possible cost" ('"Castration" 4 7). The 

examples used by La.koff and Johnson do not reveal the ''naturalness" of metaphors, but 

rather how metaphors are imposed to maintain power relations in society (see La.koff and 

Johnson 159-60). Once certain metaphors become conceptualized and conventionalized, 

they control how others within society see the world. •~atural" in the given examples is 

merely a matter of convention and domination. In other words, metaphors can and do 

play an integral role in the subjugation of women. 

The presence of power formations within metaphorical structures is most 

effectively illustrated in a passage from Johnson's book The Body in the Mind. The 

example describes a passage from an interview taken from a text entitled Men on Rape 

(see Johnson 5-12). In this passage, Johnson seeks to illustrate how metaphorical 

structures are necessary for understanding. The example starts with an interview of a law 

clerk who is discussing the issue of rape. In this passage the law clerk confesses that 

when he sees a "really pretty, and clean" sexy worn~ he wants "to make love to her'' 

(6). Because she is not interested, and he cannot act on his desire, he feels degraded and 

humiliated. He concludes by stating that ifhe was "desperate enough to rape," it would 

be out of spite: a chance to say, "I have power over you and I can do anything I want 

with you" (6). The law clerk considers this an act of revenge for the unjust power the 

woman has exercised over him. 

assumptions many times over the years; probably I would never have started thinking about 

the questions posed here had he not forced me to defend myself in arguments about linguistic 

sexism" (2). 
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Johnson uses the example to ''reenact the logic of the clerk's discourse'" (6). He 

argues that to understand what the clerk ''means," we must do so through "our 

understanding of shared metaphorical projections'" (italics mine 6-7). Johnson asserts 

that the dominant schema or metaphorical structure that functions in the clerk's text is the 

''PHYSICAL APPEARANCE IS A PHYSICAL FORCE" metaphor. Johnson stipulates that this 

proposition is simply a name for "the complex web of connections in our experience and 

understanding formed by this mapping across domains of experience'" (7). Citing 

numerous examples., Johnson illustrates how this metaphor is often used in our culture in 

everyday expressions (he was blown away by her, she's a bombshell, he is strikingly 

handsome, etc). Johnson works through a series of propositions that accompany the use 

of the metaphor as it moves through the law clerk's text. He reminds us that 

metaphorical structures are non-propositional; an awareness of the ''propositional 

content'" of the metaphor is possible "only by virtue of a complex web of non­

propositional schematic structures that emerge from our bodily experience'" (5). 

His analysis starts with the combining of two statements: "a woman is 

responsible for her physical appearance" and '"physical appearance is physical force'" (8). 

After working through a number of these statements which he deduces from the text, 

Johnson ends with the two statements: "A WOMAN WITH A SEXY APPEARANCE MAKES A MAN WHO 

IS ACTING MORALLY BECOME LESS THAN HUMAN" AND ''ONLY AN INJURY IN LIKE MEASURE AND OF LIKE 

KIND CAN REDRESS THE IMBALANCE OF JUSTICE" (9). He concludes that through metaphor ''we 

make sense of even the most ordinary discourse," and he asserts that "we have reenacted 

a certain unnoticed logic that would need to be at work for this to be experienced by us as 

a reasonable explanation" (italics mine 10). Johnson assumes that his reader will agree 

with him and find the text and its "logic" "ordinary" and "reasonable" given his 

explanation. Johnson presents this example as an illustration of an alternative means of 

reasoning (which we use everyday) to that of the "ideal standard of rationality'" (which 
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individual's reasoning process but implicates himself and the reader in that process: 
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We are concerned here with how real human beings reason and not with 

some ideal standard of rationality. We are concerned with what real 

human beings grasp as meaningful. In order to be able to understand the 

passage, we. the readers, must be reasoning that way, too. (italics 

Johnson's. 11) 

Johnson does not adequately distinguish between process and content, and he 

attempts to generalize from one male individual to all human beings. We would not 

consider it ••ordinary" or "reasonable" for an individual to use such a metaphor to 

conclude that a car dealer has provoked a theft ofhis19 cars. After all, the dealer displays 

the cars publicly in an enticing fashion (polished and clean, with the hoods up). The 

appearance of a car is also described in terms of force: it can "'knock one out," or ••blow 

one away'' or appear "striking." Not to be able to possess or drive the car can also affect 

self esteem making one feel humiliated and degraded. Few would agree, however, that if 

desperate a person is justified in stealing the car as an act of revenge or to regain a sense of 

power. Most ofus would not see this as reasonable or ordinary. Why then would this 

be the case for Johnson's example? 

While I would not dispute that metaphor plays a key role in the reasoning 

process-- the metaphor "physical appearance is physical force" is applied to a vast array 

of our experiences-but I would argue that Johnson's example does not show what he 

intends: that is how "image schemata are abstract patterns in our experience and 

understanding" (2). He shows how certain image schemata are abstracrpattems for some 

men's experience and understanding. A woman would not experience such a pattern 

19With this pronoun, I do not wish to suggest that all car dealers are male, but for this 

example the masculine pronoun works best. 
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unless it is used to justify violence inflicted against her as a woman - as it often has been. 

The reader would only agree with Johnson's conclusions and understand the given 

passage as ··ordinary'' ifs/he shared the cultural myth or, in this case, metaphorical 

reasoning process, which suggests that a woman provokes and wants (or at least asks for) 

rape. I am not suggesting that Johnson is advocating rape, but I am suggesting he fails to 

acknowledge the gendered nature of his example and the power relations which are 

supported by certain metaphors. Johnson's failure to recognize the political aspects of 

metaphor reifies the power difference and violence contained in his example. He sees the 

metaphorical reasoning process of the clerk as ''reasonable'' and "ordinary" because he 

does not acknowledge the implications of the gendered body behind the experience that 

formulates the metaphors. 

Johnson claims that image schemata can have an '·objective character" (196) and 

that they can produce truth, albeit truth-as-correspondence, because "we can see the 

world through shared, public eyes that are given to us by our embodiment, our history, 

our culture, our language, our institutions, etc." (211 ). While he concedes with Lakoff, as 

previously mentioned, that which metaphors predominate depends on who has power 

within a social system, he does not recognize or acknowledge that the metaphors he and 

Lakoff identify are contaminated with these power structures. He does not acknowledge 

that to see with these "shared, public eyes" we must become blind to the experience of 

others, those outside the mainstream or, in the case of Johnson's example, malestream. 

Johnson insists on a shared undifferentiated body, "because our bodies are very much 

alike with respect to their physiological makeup, we would expect to find commonly 

shared (if not universal) gestalt structures for many of our physical interactions within 

our environment'' (62). In his example, however, the body is not neuter but clearly 

masculine. 

In fact, in Lakoff and Johnson's work, the body becomes so abstract that it 

virtually disappears. Johnson reduces it to a notion of embodied understanding: "The 
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term 'body' is used as a generic term for the embodied origins of imaginative structures of 

understanding, such as image schemata and their metaphorical elaborations'' (xv). Even 

emotion is reined in and given a limited role in Johnson~s vision of an ''imaginative 

rationalism." But bodies do differ, and what passes as '\miversal" or ''objective" is not 

necessarily shared. Although we all learn to interpret and govern our experiences and 

interactions according to these metaphors, the metaphors do not always fit or correspond 

to the experience of the female body. In fac~ the experiences of the female body become 

hidden, if not obliterated, by the web of metaphors that make up the masculine symbolic. 

As Cixous states, "she [woman] is given images that don't belong to her, and she forces 

herself, as we've all done, to resemble them'' ("Castration" 47). To our understanding of 

symbolic systems and the role metaphor plays., Cixous brings a notion of difference that 

arises from the body. Her work reveals that this "universal" and supposedly "shared" 

body is, in our symbolic system, masculine. There is only one body in this system, or, 

more accurately, one part that stands in for the body, the phallus--Lacan's metaphor of 

substitution always already at work. In this symbolic order, Cixous argues, ''woman'" 

inevitably becomes a signifier associated with the negative ("Laugh'" 884): i.e., nothing, 

death, or, in Lacan's terms, a double lack ("Castration" 46). 

According to Cixous, ''woman" becomes caught up in the chain of metaphors that 

organize our culture ("Castration" 44)., metaphors that create of"woman" and the 

feminine, an automaton: a constructed silent entity/object who serves to define the 

masculine via the negative. "Woman" thereby maintains a set of hierarchical oppositions 

which keeps man in his place of power, preserves his '!;glorious phallic monosexuality," 

(''Laugh'' 884) and maintains the phallus as the central monument of language an~ 

consequently, culture. The signifier "woman" is not only controlled by the position it is 

forced to hold within the symbolic order, but also by the philosophical-historical 

meanings that have been attached to and associated with the sign ''woman." As Cixous 
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argues, masculine constructions of 'woman'" and the "feminine"' have turned women away 

from their own bodies and taught them to view the body with shame and even disgust: 

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? ("Laugh'" 885) 

Cixous 's call for a return to the body through a "new insurgent writing'' ("Laugh"' 

880) identifies her main strategy for changing not only language (although that is certainly 

the first step), but also social and cultural structures ("·Laugh'' 879). To escape or avoid 

being ensnared in the masculine symbolic order, women and others must create 

alternatives. Cixous is not suggesting we create a new language. As Rabine indicates, 

Cixous is well aware that we must work within the symbolic order. As she says, "'as 

soon as we exist, we are born into language and language speaks (to) us, dictates its law, a 

law of death"' ("Castration'' 45). At the same time, she does not endorse, and argues 

against, becoming the defining negative (another opposition) to the masculine. 

Cixous recognizes with Grassi the role of metaphor as a precursor to the rational 

and masculine codes and law. The production of metaphor occurs in our interaction with 

our environment: its beginning is in experience. To return to the body is to return to this 

realm, to the commonplace of metaphor. But before we can begin to recognize this 

commonplace., we must first free ourselves from the influence of the 'white continent.," a 

metaphor for the masculine symbolic order which is a place of old patterns., traditions, 

conventions. This masculine symbolic dominates the language of our culture that 
~ 

surrounds us ·!veryday, and it controls the specialized metalanguages of the social 

institutions ("Castration" 51 ). As Cixous points ou~ it manifests its power in 

metaphors, myths, stories, and the "human" sciences. 
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Once we understand how pervasive and all encompassing this masculine domain 

is, then we can come to understand the strategy needed to escape its hold. Cixous 

encapsulates this strategy in ecriture feminine. As noted earlier, the feminine operates 

here metaphorically, but Cixous also recreates '"woman." The term, "woman,'' (in the 

English translation) functions as a metaphor for the female experience throughout history 

of and in society, culture, and language. While Cixous speaks of a -1.lniversal woman 

subject'" c--Laugh'" 875), she is careful to emphasize that there is "no general woman, no 

one typical woman," and she reinforces the importance of individual constitutions 

c--Laugh" 876). What we have in common is not simply a biological body, but a body of 

experience that has been unspoken/unwritten, and that has not made its way into 

language: this is ·-woman." That is not to say. as the essentialist charge mistakenly 

assumes, that women all have the same experience. The bodies of experience may differ, 

but what is common is their absence from language. 

We must also note that experience for women has been named and conceptualized., 

but more often than not this is done from the masculine perspective through masculine 

metaphors (with their dividend of power)-Freud's notion of motherhood is a prime 

example (as is the notion of woman as mystery). Cixous is careful to reject these 

representations: 

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 historical 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 

narcissism. ("Laugh" 890) 

Woman must, according to Cixous., break these codes of the masculine order, ''break the 

old circuits'' of reproduction, and ''"get away from the dialectic'' (890). She does this by 

recognizing and conceptualizing her own experience and using its schematic structures to 
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understand other domains of experience: ,;'These drives are our strengths, and among them 

is the gestation drive just like the desire to write: a desire to live from within, a desire for 

the swollen belly, for language, for blood" (891). 

The metaphor of ";mother" does not simply refer to a biological state or process as 

Binhammer seems to suggest in her notion of the literal. ""Mother" contains the biological, 

but goes beyond this, becoming a metaphor for a type of relationship between women, 

and a metaphor for the process of creating knowledge through the body of experience 

which belongs to women: 

Everything will be changed once woman gives woman to the other woman. 

There is hidden and always ready in woman in the source; the locus for the 

other. The mother, too, is a metaphor. It is necessary and sufficient that 

the best of herself be given to woman by another woman for her to be able 

to love herself and return in love the body that was ,;"born" to her. 

('"Laugh" 881) 

"Mother" is a form of giving, but what is involved in that giving is metaphorization. If, as 

I have argued, ""woman'' acts as a metaphor for a body of experience, then for woman to 

give woman to the other woman, she must first transform this body of experience into 

metaphor -- schemata that allow us to understand other aspects of the world and other 

domains of experience in terms of experience we know. Woman thereby creates (or gives 

birth to) a new reality, and returns the body, through metaphor, to other women ("other" 

operating in a double sense indicating both another and the Other created to bolster the 

male subject in the masculine symbolic). 

The primacy of metaphor in Cixous' s writing is best seen in her practice. Her 

descriptions of woman's writing are frequently stated in metaphorical terms, and the 

results produced by this writing are indicative of the characteristics of metaphor. When 

describing the nature of a woman's text, for example, Cixous tells the reader that it "gives 

a send-off," but she emphasizes that we are to consider this "in a metaphorical sense": "I 
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think it's more than giving a departure signal, it's really giving, making a gift of, departure, 

allowing departure. allowing breaks, ·parts,' partings, separation_. _,, ("'Castration" 53). 

Cixous goes on to say that the detachment of a woman-text ""takes the metaphorical form 

of wandering, excess, risk of the unreckonable. _."("'"Castration" 53). The results 

produced by this woman-text and the implementation of the economy that accompanies it 

are often described, as previously stated, with the verbs "carry" and "transform": terms 

which constitute the function ( or action) of metaphor. 20 

Unavoidably, the use oflanguage requires a movement into meaning. But that 

movement does not have to follow the same patterns or rules dictated by the present 

rationalist system. Cixous advocates a transformation, one that must begin at ground 

level. Translating our bodies of experience into metaphor is the first step in breaking the 

'"arid millennial'· ground of rationalism. Metaphor, as Grassi has pointed out, plays a key 

role in making knowledge, not a knowledge based on first principles but one, as Lakoff 

and Johnson suggest, based on a web of metaphorical schemata. The constant 

metamorphosis of experience, if allowed to "depart/' produces difference and 

multiplicity. When we try to make the metaphors speak with one tongue (shared by all) 

we fix them and enter the realm of exploitation, domination, and essentialism. If we are to 

read Cixous's work as a treatise, as Biesecker entreats, then we must read it as one that 

enjoins us to create and use metaphor to transform the symbolic order and in the process 

culture. It is not a question of banishing metaphor as a decorative concealment. Rather 

we most come to see the intimate connection between the body, experience, and metaphor 

and how these together produce knowledge. 

20See "Laugh of the Medusa" where these words appear most frequently in a text that relies 

heavily on metaphor. 



Conclusion 

Can we only speak, ultimately, from the so-called "truth'" of our 

experiences, or are all empirical ways of knowing analytically suspect? 

Finally, what is the pedagogical status of empiricism in the age of what 

Alice Jardine labels "the demise of Experience"? (Diana Fuss, 113) 

In answering her own questions, Fuss eventually concludes that the only way we 

can deal with "experience'" is to see it as an ideological production which allows for the 

introduction of narratives based on lived experience at the same time it brings those 

narratives under question. It equates to a double gesture of reification and deconstruction. 

To conclude this dissertation, I argue that the way we most effectively deal with 

""experience'" is by understanding its rhetorical function. Such an approach does not 

determine the essence of "experience'" once and for all., nor does it create any magical 

escapes from theoretical impasses. The rhetoric of experience offers feminists a way to 

embrace the differences highlighted by the use of ''experience'' and the controversies it 

provokes. Any declarations of the ''demise of Experience" are premature. We still 

interact with our environment, meet our needs through that interaction., and give meaning 

to that interaction. That interaction constitutes experience. 

How experience comes to have meaning is., of course, important. As we have 

seen., different theorists have offered different explanations of this process: for Plato the 

meaning of experience comes from habit and custom; for Aristotle, it comes from a similar 

notion of standardized bodies of belief and practice; for Locke., it derives from an 

understanding of the simple ideas that experience produces in the mind of the individual; 

for Dewey and Woolf, it emerges from an individual's relationship with the environment 

and that individual's level of engagement with the world around her or him; for Scott and 

Weedon, it depends on the discursive fields in which experience is constructed; for Burke, 

it forms from the symbols or plots which both arise from and pattern experience to 
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determine its relevance; for Grassi., it emerges when human needs are satisfied; for Lakoff 

and Johnson, experience becomes meaningful through metaphor. How experience acquires 

meaning depends, it appears, on the terministic screens that theorists use to understand 

the world around us. How we understand ""experience" will determine how we assign it 

meaning. 

In understanding the functioning of '"experience"' and how experience comes to 

mean, we comprehend how ·"experience" can persuade individuals to act or not to act. 

For example, a women's group wants to change the attitudes of a group of men so that 

those men will act by voting to give women the vote. Those men firmly believe in the 

independence of the individual, and they believe that through observation, testing and the 

application of reason we come to know reality and truth. They also believe that woman 

was cr~ated to be dependent on man for her well being. To argue with these men that the 

way they see the world is completely false, and to strive to change the whole terministic 

screen by which they view reality would be rhetorically ineffective. Rhetorically, it 

would be more effective to understand the screen through which they view the world and 

to use that screen to alter its own structure so that the men's behavior (not granting 

women the vote) becomes inconsistent with their firmly held beliefs (reason and the 

independence of the individual). 

As we have seen, Wollstonecraft does just that in her arguments for women's 

right, but she was not the only one to use this strategy. Many of the women who spoke 

on behalf of woman's suffrage in the nineteenth century used similar strategies. As 

indicated in the introduction, Karlyn Kohrs Campbell's research highlights the centrality 

of experience in this feminist discourse. While the scope of this dissertation does not 

permit a study of Campbell's collection of key texts by early feminists, I would suggest 

that future analysis of these texts would prove invaluable in building on our understanding 

of the rhetoric of'"experience." And such an understanding is crucial. Since feminists are 

concerned with the act of changing social power structures, they must understand how 
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'"experience'' is used rhetorically to maintain those structures and how it can alter those 

structures. 

Many feminists have found '"experience'' a significant ally in their rhetorical 

struggle for rights. It cannot be denied that '"experience,, has also proven treacherous; 

such will inevitably be the case for a term with the history of transformation that this one 

carries. But feminists must know how '"experience" has been useful to women and how it 

has worked against them before they can determine the future role of '"experience'' in 

feminism. While contemporary feminist theories have done much to critique the use of 

~"experience/' they have frequently overlooked the rhetorical role of"'experience." Of 

course .. this is not surprising, given that feminist approaches to rhetoric are a relatively 

recent phenomenon. Feminist rhetorical theory is still in its infancy. It is only within the 

past two decades that feminists have posed a serious challenge to the rhetorical tradition, 

and much of the initial rhetorical work of feminists has focussed on "'sexism in language, 

differences in communication between women and men, great women speakers, and 

women's communication as a separate culture,, (Foss, Foss, and Trapp 276). 

This dissertation lays the groundwork for an exploration into the rhetorical 

function of"'"experience.,, Its primary argument is that '"experience" functions as a key 

term in feminist rhetoric. I stated at the beginning that a key term for a feminist rhetoric 

needed to possess a number of characteristics. For a key term, the general basic 

requirements are that it be titular and capable of appearing at times as static and 

monolithic. It must also be ambiguous, possessing a degree of plasticity that allows for 

agreement and difference at the same time. ''Experience's'' titular quality comes from its 

ability to take a central or naming role in a given terministic screen. In this role it becomes 

original in that it acts as the source from which all other terms emanate. We see this most 

clearly in Locke's empiricism where experience becomes the source for ideas, reaso~ 

knowledge, and truth. "Experience" appears static and monolithic because it is 

accompanied by an assumption that everyone shares the same conception of the term 
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although a specific definition is rarely given. This is particularly true in earlier works 

such as those by Wollstonecraft and Woolf. The monolithic facade also comes from the 

assumption that we can share the same experience., as though experiences can be identical 

and directly knowable by individuals ( e.g., experience of oppression). 

Although the term ""experience" can still project this monolithic facade and is often 

used accordingly, its history reveals the term's plasticity. We have seen from its 

etymology that the original form of the word links it to both '"experiment," a term that in 

English is now strongly linked to scientific knowledge, and to "expert,'" a term that is 

linked to authority. The 'authority of experience' is itself duplicitous. Plato ranks two 

notions of expertise to make a distinction between experience and true knowledge, 

thereby allocating authority to the latter. Knowledge from experience, expertise gained 

from practice, is ranked as inferior to transcendent knowledge, expertise gained from 

possessing special knowledge which Plato associates with hierarchical positions. 

Aristotle maintains this division. Chaucer's "Wife of Bath" pits the authority of 

experience against authority based on traditio~ social convention, and hierarchy (i.e., the 

authority of the church). The Wife's experience of the teachings by men on the conduct 

of women, marriage, trade, and church doctrines make her a very persuasive, even if 

controversial, character. Chaucer's text reveals the subversive nature of''experience," and 

the power it possesses to persuasively challenge a transcendent knowledge based on 

authority. 

The questioning of "experience" by poststructuralists discloses that no one-to-one 

correlation exists between the signifier and signified of"experience"': ''the meaning of the 

sign is not intrinsic but relational'' (C.Weedon 23). In addition to this reliance on 

difference, the sign '"experience" possesses a signified that is unusually multiplicitous, 

changeable, and inconsistent. Thus, the poststructuralists expose the term's ambiguity. 

As they argue, experience is constructed, and any given experience can take on different 

meanings depending on which discursive field (terministic screen) is used to interpret that 



experience. In other words, experience becomes, as Barbara Christian describes i~ 

polyvalent. The dual nature of"experience," that it can be both monolithic and 

multiplicitous, I would argue, makes it most useful to feminists, for it gives to the term 

the attributes that make it a feminist key term. 
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As I also stated in the introduction, a key term for feminist rhetoric must possess 

several additional feminist qualities. It must perform a both/and function in that it must 

be able to establish division and consubstantiality at different times and sometimes 

simultaneously. In other words, it must allow for plurality, accommodate diversity, and 

enable unity. And it must assist feminists in working towards equality without the 

ossification of totalizing universals. As we have seen, "experience" has been used in 

feminist discourse as both the source of difference and the source of consubstantiality. 

Wollstonecraft, for example, used reason to appeal to her audience, but in using that 

appeal, she invoked the terministic screen of Lockean philosophy, and she brought into 

play a notion oC·experiencen that allowed her to make her most radical claim for women. 

Y e4 we note in her use of a general concept of '·experience", she assumes that she and her 

audience not only share a meaning of the term but also share assumptions about the role 

of experience in education. Although Wollstonecraft describes in her text how women's 

experience in terms of education dramatically differs from men, she never actually appeals 

to a specifically woman's experience and thus refrains from possibly alienating her 

predominantly male audience. She is then free, in her last argumen~ to use a general 

notion of "experience'' to establish consubstantiality with her male audience that in turn 

enables her to make a claim for rights equal to them. 

Woolf practices a very different strategy in her texts, but she still relies on the 

both/and quality of"experience.'' Woolf uses '·experience" to establish the differences 

between men and women and to uncover division. For WooU: men and women do not 

share substantial experiences because of social and economic conditions; they are not 

consubstantial. Woolf, however, assumes that she and her female audience do share 
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experiences and are consubstantial on that ground. Whereas Wollstonecraft uses 

""experience', to achieve unity with her male audience to make a demand for the same 

rights .. Woolf uses ""experience'" to reveal division between men and women and to reveal 

unity between women (middle-class white women) and uses the division and unity to 

make a claim for equal rights. 

The use of··experience'" to create division and consubstantiality simultaneously is 

most apparent in the critical moments. Here .. each group assumes some level of 

consubstantiality with women in general, but that consubstantiality based as it is on 

experience becomes problematic. In its monolithic role ··experience" functions as a 

universal: it covers over differences in experience and gains meaning according to symbols 

that reflect another more dominant group's interests. Each sub-group seeks to establish 

an identity within the category of woman by bringing into play the multiplicity of 

experience. As a result,. each uses ""experience'" to differentiate itself from a monolithic 

category of woman while appealing to ··experience'' to create consubstantiality among the 

category of women being differentiated. Thus, we saw how Barbara Smith argued that the 

"'women"s experience" of established feminism and the '"Black experience" of the fledging 

black tradition did not reflect the experiences of black women. She insists that black 

women share experience as a result of the environmental conditions they have had to 

share: an experience that is specific to them because they are both women and black. She 

contends that they need to create symbols (plots, metaphors, and other literary practices) 

that reflect and give meaning to black women's experience. Lesbian and Native women 

make the same claims. They use experience to distinguish themselves from established 

feminism and to create an identity for the group. Experience is the common ground for 

that identity. 

Poststructuralist feminists take issue with the use of experience to establish 

identity. They point out that such a reification of experience relies on a notion of essence 

i.e., that there is a lesbian experience that is shared by all lesbians. But when you try to 
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stipulate the exact content of this shared experience, the notion becomes a totalizing 

universal. In its ossified form, "experience" becomes a reductive sameness that excludes 

and makes invisible others. If we were, for example, to name what constituted Native 

women, s experience., we would immediately open ourselves up to charges that the naming 

does not reflect Native women of a certain class or it may exclude women from differing 

tribal cultures. The multiplicity of experience always works against its use as a universal 

representation for it always already introduces difference. 

I suggest that the ability to use "experience'' as a monolithic essence or universal is 

an advantage rather than a disadvantage for feminists. To create consubstantiality at any 

Level, feminists must eventually resort to totalizing terms. For it is through a sense of 

common ground that we come together to act. However, I contend that maintaining 

universals is undesirable. The monolithic quality of ''experience" serves a rhetorical 

function but exists temporarily. To accommodate diversity, feminists must, at some 

point, let difference emerge and disrupt the veneer of commonality. The advantage of 

''experience,, is that it contains the seeds of its own deconstruction. Experience is too 

multiplicitous to operate as sameness for any length of time. 

This aspect of ''experience" is highlighted in the Language in Her Eye debate. As 

each writer in the collection expresses her experience through an "I'' narrative, she reveals 

how she differs from the other writers of the text. As indicated earlier, the only point of 

consubstantiality is that all the writers consider themselves feminists, but what that 

means to each of them and how that is enacted in their lives and writing clearly differs. 

When Christakos critiques the anthology she tries to reduce the plurality of the authors' 

expressed experience into two categories. But the categories do not hold, for the slippage 

caused by ''experience" is too great. In the end, Christakos undermines her own attempt 

at inclusivity when she uses an "r narrative without moving into the collective "we." 

Christakos associates the collective "we" with universals and rejects it (as demonstrated 

in her critique of Atwood). Her "I" narrative, however, becomes an exercise in the 
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"authority of experience' which can be equally as oppressive as universals, for the 

"authority of experience, can quickly become a means of establishing power and position, 

especially when it is used to lay sole claim to a certain type of knowledge. In its extreme 

form, it claims that only those who have directly experienced a situation or phenomenon, 

such as oppression, can have knowledge of it. In the process, the "authority of 

experience' becomes a means of establishing hierarchy rather than subverting it. 

How we read '"experience" will depend on context and, most significantly, on the 

terministic screen through which one views and structures reality. The relation of the 

term '"experience" to other terms within any theoretical framework determines its 

rhetorical function. Thus, I would contend that we cannot separate "'experience" from the 

terministic screens in which it is embedded (although, certainly, we can shift its position). 

In the rhetoric of'"experience" the terministic screens or frameworks constitute the 

primary infrastructures of persuasion, but no one screen holds a privileged claim to 

'"experience_,, And no one screen holds a privileged relation to reality. As Kenneth Burke 

asks: 

Must we merely resign ourselves to an endless catalog of terministic 

screens, each of which can be valued for the light it throws upon the 

human animal, yet none of which can be considered central? In one sense, 

yes. For, strictly speaking, there will be as many different world views in 

human history as there are people .... In the unwritten cosmic 

constitution that lies behind all man-made (sic) Constitutions, it is decreed 

by the nature of things that each man (sic) is '"necessarily free" to be his 

own tyrant, inexorably imposing upon himself the peculiar combination of 

insights associated with his peculiar combination of experiences. ( On 

Symbols 123) 

Given the rhetorical power of terministic screens, it would be unwise for feminists 

to restrict themselves to any given screen. The struggle for change takes place at many 
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different levels and in many different contexts. Feminists need to be able to work within 

as many terministic screens as possible. That is not to say that they must accept all 

screens or any screen without question. All terministic screens should be examined and 

interrogate~ and where possible feminists need to change those screens to reflect their 

values and interests. As we have seen~ a number of feminists strive to make such changes. 

A primary example of such reconstruction is revealed through Cixous' s use of metaphor. 

Cixous does not create a completely new terministic screen. She is working with Lacanian 

psychoanalysis and Derridean deconstruction, but she dramatically changes those screens 

through her linking of metaphor with ""experience" and gender. 

In valuing difference, feminists must accommodate a diversity of terministic 

screens that reveal the different combinations of insight and experience that diverse 

women impose upon themselves. The explorations of this dissertation illustrate the 

central role that "experience" has played in giving feminists access to certain terministic 

screens and in allowing feminists to alter or subvert existing screens. The term is not 

without its disadvantages: it has been used to deny or limit women's access to the 

discourses of power. An~ of course, I have to concede that my account of the term's 

history, its uses and abuses, is fragmentary and incomplete. Much research into the 

rhetoric of ''experience,, still needs to be done. I have already mentioned the need to 

examine the texts of early feminists, but feminists need also to examine the work of men 

such as John Stuart Mill who argued for the rights of women, and other more 

contemporary feminist texts. The field of composition studies also offers opportunities 

for expanding our understanding of the rhetoric of "experience" in terms of pedagogical 

theory. We also need to ensure that the development of the rhetoric of "experience" 

includes within its scope the diverse voices of feminists who are of different classes, 

races, and sexual orientations as well as differing tenninistic screens. 
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