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1.
The signification of the phallus

At the origin of the duality of the sexes is not an unmediated recognition of biological difference as discrimination, but the psychological consequences of the differences between the sexes. In ‘The Meaning of the Phallus’, Lacan identifies in Freud the theorisation of a disturbance of human sexuality, not of a contingent, but of an essential kind – the child assumes a sex role only through a threat of genital privation; that is, the castration complex in the masculine unconscious and penis-envy in the feminine unconscious. This, Lacan suggests, makes the interpretation of the relation of the woman to the phallus particularly intractable, specifically on the following four points:

(1) as to why the little girl herself considers, if only for a moment, that she is castrated, in the sense of being deprived of the phallus, at the hand of someone who is in the first instance her mother, an important point, and who then becomes her father, but in such a way that we must recognise in this transition a transference in the analytic sense of the term;
(2) as to why, at a more primordial level, the mother is for both sexes considered as provided with a phallus, that is, as a phallic mother;

(3) as to why, correlatively, the meaning of castration only acquires its full (clinically manifest) weight as regards symptom formation when it is discovered as castration of the mother;

(4) these three problems culminate in the question of the reason for the phallic phase in development. We know that Freud used this term to specify the earliest genital maturation – as on the one hand characterised by the imaginary predominance of the phallic attribute and masturbatory pleasure, and on the other by a localising of this pleasure for the woman in the clitoris, which is thereby raised to the function of the phallus. This would seem to rule out for both sexes, until the end of this phase, that is, until the dissolution of the Oedipus complex, any instinctual awareness of the vagina as the place of genital penetration.

1.1

The Phallic Stage
Lacan argues that ‘on the basis of the clinical facts’, ‘the relation of the subject to the phallus is set up regardless of the anatomical difference between the sexes’.
 After Freud, Lacan writes of the Phallic stage of childhood development as pre-Oedipal or as lasting until the decline of the Oedipus complex. In this stage, the boy or girl considers s/he and the mother to be in possession of everything, the phallus, or perhaps considers that ‘the desire of the mother is the phallus’.
 The child wishes to be that which the mother most desires, to supplant the father in her exclusive affection. Even at this stage, the Phallic stage, desire divides the subject for while the subject is ‘content to present to the Other what in reality he may have that corresponds to this phallus’, the demand for love requires he/she be the phallus. 

Lacan claims: ‘Clinical experience has shown us that this test of the desire of the Other is decisive not in the sense that the subject learns by it whether or not he has a real phallus, but in the sense that he learns that the mother does not have it’.
 This breaks the symbiotic duality of the relation of the child and the mother, frustrating the child’s desire to remain joined to the mother even though her absence or loss becomes unbearable. The Phallic stage is brought to a close by the anxiety prompted by the so-called threat of castration or by the nostalgic sense of having been castrated, accompanied by ‘penis envy’, which in each case precipitates the dissolution of the Oedipus Complex and the assumption of gendered identity by the child. For Julia Kristeva, the mother’s desire for the child to have an identity, to be other than herself, for the father to break the dyad between mother and child, is what opens the gap. The Oedipus complex, for Lacan, is the story of the subject’s accession into language and law.
 The perceived threat to the infant’s narcissistic concern for itself becomes internalised as the law – the law of the father – in the Unconscious, and there constructs the super-ego. It is for this reason, according to Lacan, that the phallic signifier is the mark of desire, with the threat of lacking it. 

So, although there is at the origin of sex duality not an unmediated recognition of biological difference as discrimination, but the psychological consequence of the differences between the sexes, which is the Oedipus Complex, and although ‘the relation of the subject to the phallus is set up regardless of the anatomical difference between the sexes’, nevertheless in Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis, the feminine is arguably defined as falling short, the difference from the male. By inhibiting the desires that seem to the male child to have occasioned this threat (of castration), he enters the latency period adopting the gender and gender-attributions of his father (as a role model rather than a rival for his mother’s affections). This involves, in some vicarious sense, having rather than being the phallus, whereas the female child can neither any longer desire to be the phallus, nor in some vicarious sense have the phallus. Moreover the more developed super-ego in men makes them ‘submit’ to the exigencies of life, whereas women are arguably characterised by Freud as less judicious, less rational, and more emotional. 


1.2.
The Symbolic Order
The Symbolic Order of law and language gives itself to the child in personal, subjective form: not merely a symbolic order, it takes on the guise of the Other to whom desire has now in some sense shifted. The real relationship of self to other is definitively cancelled in favour of this relation of subject to Other, yet it is a relation that is characterised by the impossibility of any unity, of any undifferentiated state of self and other, for unity of relation belongs to the Order of the Imaginary and to the ego’s objectifying identifications.
Moreover, Lacan’s purpose is ‘to promulgate as necessary to any articulation of analytic phenomena the notion of the signifier, as opposed to that of the signified, in modern linguistic analysis’.

This passion of the signifier now becomes a new dimension of the human condition in that it is not only man who speaks, but that in man and through man it speaks (ça parle), that his nature is woven by effects in which is to be found the structure of language, of which he becomes the material, and that therefore there resounds in him, beyond what could be conceived of by a psychology of ideas, the relation of speech.

[…]

It is a question of rediscovering in the laws that govern that other scene […], which Freud, on the subject of dreams, designates as being that of the unconscious, the effects that are discovered at the level of the chain of materially unstable elements that constitutes language: effects determined by the double play of combination and substitution in the signifier, according to the two aspects that generate the signified, metonymy and metaphor; determining effects for the institution of the subject. […]

It speaks in the Other, I say, designating by the Other the very locus evoked by the recourse to speech in any relation in which the Other intervenes. If it speaks in the Other, whether or not the subject hears it with his ear, it is because it is there that the subject, by means of a logic anterior to any awakening of the signified, finds its signifying place. The discovery of what articulates in that place, that is to say, in the unconscious, enables us to grasp at the price of what splitting […] it has thus been constituted.

1.3
The Phallus in the Symbolic Order
For Lacan, the phallus is not an object (e.g. part-object), or a phantasy or imaginary effect, or the organ, penis or clitoris, that it symbolizes, or anything signified. Rather the phallus is a signifier in the Symbolic Order of language and culture, in which sexual difference is understood to be based around and subjected to the rules of matrimonial alliance governing the exchange of women and the prohibition on incest. ‘The incest taboo becomes the unconscious content, the basic kinship relationship remains the visible form.’
 The demand for exogamy and the incest taboo are bound up with the exchange of women perceived by anthropologists as widespread in communities and societies. Capitalist society diminishes the need for the exchange of women, yet according to Juliet Mitchell the nuclear family maintains the patriarchal ideology implicit in this exchange. ‘A primary aspect of the law is that we live according to our sexed identity, our ever imperfect “masculinity” or “femininity”.’
 Indeed, the phallus is ‘the signifier intended to designate as a whole the effects of the signified, in that the signifier conditions them by its presence as a signifier’.

Lacan proceeds to explore the effects of this presence: ‘In the first instance they proceed from a deviation of man’s need from the fact that he speaks, in the sense that in so far as his needs are subjected to demand, they return to him alienated.’ This is because of ‘the turning into signifying form as such, from the fact that it is from the locus of the Other that its message is emitted’.
 ‘When the subject addresses its demand outside itself to another, the other becomes the fantasied place of just such a knowledge or certainty. Lacan calls this the Other – the site of language to which the speaking subject necessarily refers.’
 ‘Demand constitutes the Other as already possessing the “privilege” of satisfying needs, that is to say, the power of depriving them of that alone by which they are satisfied.’ ‘In this way, demand annuls […] the particularity of everything that can be granted by transmuting it into a proof of love’.
 Moreover that which is alienated in need re-appears as desire: ‘desire is neither the appetite for satisfaction, nor the demand for love, but the difference that results from the subtraction of the first from the second, the phenomenon of their splitting […]’.
 So ‘for both partners in the relation, both the subject and the Other, it is not enough to be subjects of need, or objects of love, but that they must stand for the cause of desire’. ‘The phallus is the privileged signifier of that mark in which the role of the logos is joined with the advent of desire.’
 But while the phallus is privileged, it is also a signifier of lack.
Lacan says, ‘I identify myself in language, but only by losing myself in it like an object.’
 ‘For Lacan, the subject can only operate within language by constantly repeating that moment of fundamental and irreducible division. The subject is therefore constituted in language as this division or splitting (Freud’s … splitting of the ego).’
 And, as symbol or signifier, the phallus signifies the loss the subject suffers by the division or fragmentation of the signifier, by the Symbolic Order of language.

Lacan offers reasons why this signifier is chosen or privileged, but adds that it can play its role only when ‘veiled’, which is to say, ‘as itself a sign of the latency with which any signifiable is struck, when it is raised […] to the function of signifier’.
 The phallus initiates or inaugurates by its disappearance. ‘The fact that the phallus is a signifier means that it is in the place of the Other that the subject has access to it.’ ‘[…] it is this desire of the Other as such that the subject must recognize, that is to say, the other in so far as he is himself a subject divided by the signifying Spaltung [splitting]’.

On the consequence or effects for women, Lacan writes:
Paradoxical as this formulation may seem, I am saying that it is in order to be the phallus, that is to say, the signifier of the desire of the Other, that a woman will reject an essential part of femininity, namely, all her attributes in the masquerade. It is that she wishes to be desired as well as loved. But she finds the signifier of her own desire in the body of him to whom she addresses her demand for love.

The female child enters the latency period having been ‘seduced’ symbolically by the father and, according to Juliet Mitchell, nurturing a desire to produce babies (like her mother) as a compensation for the denial implicit in the Oedipus Complex: ‘Any biological urge to do so is buried beneath the cultural demand that makes the way this wish is acquired coincident with human society itself.’
 The origin of the duality of the sexes is not an unmediated recognition of biological difference, but the psychological consequences of the signifying function of the phallus. But anatomical difference comes to figure, to stand for, sexual difference. According to Jacqueline Rose, it becomes the ‘sole representative of what difference is allowed to be’.

2.
Perseus and Medusa
One key question asked of psychoanalytic conceptualization of sexual difference is whether it is descriptive only, or prescriptive, if only in the sense that by the authority of its analytic description it serves to perpetuate the status quo. Since founding feminism, feminist critical theory has been concerned with analysing and changing the systems or mechanisms of male dominance.
2.1
Founding Feminism

The founding feminist texts were concerned with the following:

1) Sexual difference; what does it consist of? What are its origins? Is gender (femininity/masculinity) biologically determined or a product of culture (nature or nurture)?

2) Are sexual differences fixed or mutable? Under what conditions can they change?

Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (1949), on duality:

	Man
	Woman

	Subject
	Other

	The positive and the neutral
	The negative

	The essential, defined with reference to itself
	The inessential, defined with reference to Man: ‘The drama of woman lies in this conflict between the fundamental aspiration of every subject (ego) – who always regards the self as the essential – and the compulsions of a situation in which she is the inessential.’



2.2
Feminism and Structuralism
From the convergence of feminist and structuralist thought arises the view that the associations of gender are inessential and are constructed in and by language as gendered Binary Oppositions which are not originally attached to the division or difference of the sexes; that is, they are not dependent upon any empirical facts, but are superimposed on that division or difference and provide the means whereby we come to understand it. The material conditions of existence may not be readily apprehensible for they are ‘given to us’ in and through language. Note also that oppositions or dualities tend to privilege one term over the other.

	Male
	Female

	Originality, creativity (producing texts, offspring)
	Secondariness; receptacle for the male issue

OR the ‘blank page’ awaiting inscription by the male

OR ‘textuality’ (an excess of meanings)

	Content
	Empty form/vessel

	Purpose and action
	Passivity and consequence

	Form
	Matter

	Firmness, definition
	Insubstantiality, indeterminacy, changeability, boundlessness

	Logic, reason
	Irrationality, hysteria, intuition

	Art (artistic control)
	Nature, simplicity OR artifice



2.3
Feminism and the field of literature
Although the field of feminist critical theory is characterised by debate and controversy, a basic premise of feminist criticism relates to male dominance in the field of literature:

1) Predominantly, literature through history has been written by men; moreover the canon of English literature, which reflects the evaluative judgement of the critical and scholarly community, is overwhelmingly made up of male authors.

2) Literature and literary criticism through history have been predominantly phallocentric (privileging the male, and male-centred values, over the female and values associated with the female) and patriarchal (reflecting a male-oriented, or male-dominated, cultural and political order and conception of the world).

3) Reasons for this are seen as historical and material, practical, ideological, psychological and cultural.

2.4
Psychoanalysis, the Phallus and the exclusion of women from the Symbolic
Because the phallus is the privileged signifier in the Symbolic Order, in Lacanian psychoanalysis, the Other – the very locus evoked by the recourse to speech in any relation, the site of language to which the speaking subject necessarily refers – is in some sense feminine. It has been suggested that this posits women in a negative relation to the Symbolic, a relation that may contribute to an explanation of women’s historic exclusion from the origin or creation of literary works. The key question, referred to above, is whether this concpetualisation of sexual difference is descriptive only, or prescriptive, if only in the sense that by the authority of its analytic description it serves to reproduce the dominant ideology. Susan Rubin Suleiman writes: 
It is the erection – if one may put it that way – of the phallus to the status of transcendental signifier that enabled Lacan to theorize the exclusion of women from the symbolic, that is, from the Law of the father and from language. Furthermore, Irigaray argues, it is the phallus – or rather its physical counterpart, the penis – posited as the single standard for the measure of sexual pleasure that has rendered Freudian-Lacanian theory incapable of recognizing, much less accounting for, the real existence and the specific nature of feminine sexuality and feminine pleasure.


2.5
The perception and interpretation of lack
To what extent are the psychological consequences of the child’s perception of sexual difference biologically or culturally determined? Freud argues that women suffer shame, a remembrance of loss, which is based in the perceived inequality between the male and female generative organs, a perceived ‘lack’. But is this response based on an interpretation, a representation, rather than the thing-in-itself? It may be possible to deconstruct the anchoring of psychoanalytic phenomena in vision, the little boy’s sight of the female genitalia and the little girl’s sight of the penis which supposedly lead to the Castration Complex and penis-envy. The process is tied to vision, but vision may be constructed rather than given. Castration is an interpretation or a representation of what is seen, and this representation is what constructs ‘difference’.

Jacqueline Rose’s essay, ‘Sexuality in the Reading of Shakespeare: Hamlet and Measure for Measure’, examines the literary-critical and psychoanalytic association of lack (or conversely excess) with femininity: 
In this essay, rather than apply psychoanalysis to literature, as if psychoanalysis were a method to be mapped onto the literary text, I will try to show how psychoanalytic and literary criticism share with the literature they address a terrain of language, fantasy and sexuality – a terrain in which the woman occupies a crucial, but difficult, place. In both these plays [Hamlet and Measure for Measure], the central woman character finds herself accused – Gertrude in Hamlet of too much sexuality, Isabella in Measure for Measure of not enough. In both cases, the same notion of excess or deficiency has appeared in the critical commentaries on the plays.

Another response to the Freudian-Lacanian conceptualization of sexual difference is that of essentialist feminist Hélène Cixous, who in ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’ also interrogates and rejects the notion of feminine desire as rooted in a sense of deficiency, ‘in order to fill up a hole, to provide against some defect of mine’.
 Following the logic of the signifier, Cixous argues that if the woman is ‘lacking’ in respect of the phallus, she is therefore also in respect of castration (anxiety), and what psychoanalysis signals as marking woman is in fact that she lacks lack: ‘Too bad for them if they fall apart upon discovering that women aren’t men, or that the mother doesn’t have one. But isn’t this fear convenient for them? Wouldn’t the worst be, isn’t the worst, in truth, that women aren’t castrated’.
 For Cixous in ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’, which was written in some measure as a response to Lacan’s ‘The Signification of the Phallus’, psychoanalysis not only describes but reproduces the ‘masculine view’ of sexual difference, ‘of which it is one of the effects’.


2.6
‘The Laugh of the Medusa’
While Hélène Cixous’s writing in ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’ is theoretical, it displays her versatility as a stylist. The essay is often rhetorical, figurative, poetic, evocative, yet there are passages of precise, incisive, sometimes excoriating analysis. This combination reflects the essay’s concerns with specifically female experience and the problem of its repression in culture, its exclusion from the Symbolic by the libidinal, cultural and political masculine economy that has purportedly dominated writing. In ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’, there is sustained intensity of commitment, both intellectual and passionate, to overcoming this repression. For Cixous, the struggle of feminism takes place in and through language; it is a struggle to create, invent, a language to inhabit, rather than be excluded from.
Cixous remarks upon a description a woman gave her of ‘a world all her own she had been secretly haunting since early childhood’:

A world of searching, the elaboration of a knowledge, on the basis of a systematic interrogation of her erotogeneity. This practice, extraordinarily rich and inventive, in particular as concerns masturbation, is prolonged or accompanied by a production of forms, a veritable aesthetic activity, each stage of rapture inscribing a resonant vision, a composition, something beautiful.

Cixous’s evocation of specifically feminine/female embodied experiences as ‘many languages’ is combined in her writing with analyses of the consequence or effects for women of patriarchy’s privileging of the signifier Phallus (‘phallogocentricity’) in ‘the old single-grooved mother tongue’, as she refers to it.
 
While Cixous integrates linguistic (i.e. Structural) psychoanalysis into her intellectual and analytical apparatus, she accuses Lacan of sheltering the phallus from ‘castration’s lack’ and thereby denying the logic of the signifier in order to preserve a ‘masculine view’ of sexual difference. ‘Beware’, she warns, ‘of the signifier that would take you back to the authority of a signified!’
 As consequences of the reproduction of this masculine view, she writes of women’s confinement to the dark (the Unconscious) which they simultaneously must not enter and are horrified by; of women hating themselves and loving themselves ‘only to be loved for what women haven’t got!’

They riveted us between two horrifying myths: between the Medusa and the abyss. That would be enough to set half the world laughing, except that it’s still going on. For the phallogocentric sublation is with us, and it’s militant, regenerating the old patterns, anchored in the dogma of castration.
In ‘Medusa’s Head’, Freud had written that the terror of Medusa is symbolically the terror of castration linked to the sight of the female genitals. In a complex structure of representation, Medusa’s hair is said to be pubic but as it consists of snakes, her decapitation by Perseus is said to restore the penis/phallus. This restoration however is imaginary only; in the dream-work excess or multiplication (multiple snakes) is found to conceal castration or deficiency. In the myth Perseus advances backwards upon his enemy, guided by her reflected image in his polished shield, for to look upon Medusa directly results in being turned to stone, petrification signifying for Freud both the terror of castration and the stiffening of the sexually aroused penis. Cixous counters the psychoanalytic appropriation of this myth, saying: ‘You only have to look at the Medusa straight on to see her. And she’s not deadly. She’s beautiful and she’s laughing. […] Look at the trembling Perseuses moving backwards towards us, clad in apotropes. What lovely backs! Not another minute to lose. Let’s get out of here.’


2.7
Feminine writing and love
Essentialist feminism is sometimes concerned to posit a Symbolic based wholly on female morphology (names of body parts). Although this is not evident as such in ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’, therein Cixous does make passing reference to the ‘admirable’ hysterics studied by Freud, ‘bombarding his Mosaic statue with their carnal and passionate body words’.
 Furthermore Cixous does assert a distinctively feminine writing – writing that produces effects of a femininity that resists identification with the ‘masculine view’ of sexual difference – and she urges women to write, for by writing women will return to the body, to their censored breath and speech:

It is by writing, from and toward women, and by taking up the challenge of speech which has been governed by the phallus, that women will confirm women in a place other than that which is reserved in and by the symbolic, that is, in a place other than silence.

It is purported that the way in which this writing would be distinctively feminine is t when woman speaks all of her (body) passes into her voice; she signifies what she is thinking with her body; ‘she doesn’t deny her drives the intractable and impassioned part they have in speaking’, therefore her speech is never ‘objectified’: ‘she draws her story into history’.
 Cixous goes so far as saying, ‘women are body’, yet in her analysis, it is troublingly in and to their bodies (in binary opposition to men’s minds) that historically women have been confined: ‘in bodies (though muted), in silences, in aphonic revolts’.
 Women’s bodiliness for Cixous is therefore ambivalent: a place of banishment and reproductive teleology, yet also a source of vitality, pleasure, and crucially, writing. Paradoxically women’s domestication and banishment has made them familiar with ‘their tongues and their mouths’, and so Cixous urges, by synechdoche (body parts for the whole body) and metonymy (body parts for the speech they produce), that more body can lead to more writing, writing that would be distinctively feminine.

Essentialism has been criticized for its assertion that there is something essentially feminine when the structural theory of linguistics has demonstrated that meanings are the effect of differences between terms in a language system, and consequently that ‘femininity’ depends for its meaning on its place in a binary oppositional relationship to ‘masculinity’, and not on its reference to meaning inherent in an embodiment that is biologically distinct from male embodiment, since such a distinction is always already culturally inscribed as meaningful in particular ways by the symbolic order of language. However Cixous’s conceptualisation of feminine writing is more complex than something deriving merely from sexed embodiment: for example, she includes among inscriptions of femininity writings by the male novelist, poet, playwright, essayist and political activist, Jean Genet. She is also critical of the idea that writing is neuter, or bisexual in the classic conception which, she argues, is invested either with castration anxiety or with a fantasy of total being, both of which perpetuate the concept of sexual difference based on or experienced as ‘an operation incurring loss’.

Moreover Cixous distinguishes between sexual difference and sexual opposition, which she claims ‘has always worked for man’s profit to the point of reducing writing, too, to his laws’.
 In this perhaps her work exhibits continuity with that of founding feminist Simone de Beauvoir and incorporates aspects of (Post-)Structuralism in its examination of power in binary oppositions. Amid differences, Cixous nevertheless maintains that there always remains in woman that force that produces or is produced by the other.
 To this extent perhaps Cixous defines ‘woman’ not as in opposition to ‘man’. In writing she advocates a bisexuality that is the location in self of the presence of both sexes, non-exclusion of either the difference or of one sex. This writing she describes as stirring up differences, pursuing them, increasing their number (rather than reducing them to binary oppositions).

The following passage, which illuminates aspects of Cixous’s thinking on woman, bodiliness, sexuality, the unconscious, and language, characteristically seems to create as much as it describes ‘woman’ as signifying all that is marginalized by the ‘masculine view’:
If there is a “propriety of woman,” it is paradoxically her capacity to depropriate unselfishly, body without end, without appendage, without principal “parts.” If she is whole, it’s a whole composed of parts that are wholes, not simple partial objects but a moving, limitlessly changing ensemble, a cosmos tirelessly traversed by Eros, an immense astral space not organized around any one sun that’s any more of a star than the others.

This doesn’t mean that she’s an undifferentiated magma, but that she doesn’t lord it over her body or her desire. Though masculine sexuality gravitates around the penis, engendering that centralized body (in political anatomy) under the dictatorship of its parts, woman does not bring about the same regionalization which serves the couple head/genitals and which is inscribed only within boundaries. Her libido is cosmic, just as her unconscious is worldwide. Her writing can only keep going, without ever inscribing or discerning contours, daring to make these vertiginous crossings of the other(s) ephemeral and passionate sojourns in him, her, them, whom she inhabits long enough to look at from the point closest to their unconscious from the moment they awaken, to love them at the point closest to their drives; and then further, impregnated through and through with these brief, identificatory embraces, she goes and passes into infinity. She alone dares and wishes to know from within, where she, the outcast, has never ceased to hear the resonance of fore-language. She lets the other language speak – the language of 1,000 tongues which knows neither enclosure nor death. To life she refuses nothing. Her language does not contain, it carries; it does not hold back, it makes possible. When id is ambiguously uttered – the wonder of being several – she doesn’t defend herself against these unknown women whom she’s surprised at becoming, but derives pleasure from this gift of alterability. I am spacious, singing flesh, on which is grafted no one knows which I, more or less human, but alive because of transformation.

Cixous defends herself against the accusation by ‘defenders of “theory”’ that she is an ‘idealist’ or a ‘mystic’ (one senses that she sees the latter category as invented by a phallogocentric strategy to disarm and marginalize a threat to ‘masculine’ theology).
 She begins the final section of ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’, entitled ‘Other love’, by interpreting or rewriting the first verse of John’s Gospel in accordance with the logic of the signifier: ‘In the beginning are our differences’. The love that ‘cuts through defensive loves, motherages, and devourations: beyond selfish narcissism’, has something of the quality of unconditional divine love:
I am for you what you want me to be at the moment you look at me in a way you’ve never seen me before: at every instant. When I write, it’s everything that we don’t know we can be that is written out of me, without exclusions, without stipulation, and everything we will be calls us to the unflagging, intoxicating, unappeasable search for love. In one another we will never be lacking.

3
Woman and/as mother
The idea of woman as the source or locus for the other brings Hélène Cixous’s ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’ imaginatively to woman as mother. ‘Even if phallic mystification has generally contaminated good relationships’, she writes, ‘a woman is never far from “mother”’.
 Moreover ‘it has always been suspected, that, when pregnant, the woman not only doubles her market value, but – what’s more important – takes on intrinsic value as a woman in her own eyes and, undeniably, acquires body and sex’.
 


3.1
The politics of motherhood
Cixous rejects the Marxist-feminist argument, perhaps most famously made by Shulamith Firestone in The Dialectic of Sex (1971), that, the characteristic and ‘immutable’ facts of the reproductive unit in whatever form of social organisation arise from biological sex difference and nature’s unequal distribution of power. Firestone advocated a historical materialist thesis that the Self-Other dualism of which Simone de Beauvoir wrote in The Second Sex sprang directly from, because it was determined in the last instance by, the biological, material duality of the sexes. She argued: ‘We can no longer justify the maintenance of a discriminatory sex class system on grounds of its origins in nature’. But one becomes aware that the challenge is political ‘when one realizes that though man is increasingly capable of freeing himself from the biological conditions that created his tyranny over women and children, he has little reason to want to give this tyranny up’.
 Consequently Firestone advocated ‘not only the full restoration to women of ownership of their own bodies, but also their (temporary) seizure of control of human fertility […] as well as all the social institutions of child-bearing and child-rearing’. The result would purportedly be the elimination not only of male privilege ‘but of the sex distinction itself: genital differences between human beings would no longer matter culturally’.
 In response however Cixous urges defamiliarisation of the traditional roles of mother and father ‘rather than deny woman, in an effort to avoid the cooptation of procreation, a thrilling era of the body’.

With ‘the former relationship and all its consequences’ rendered obsolete, with the mother defetishized and therefore no longer either a phallic mother or castrated, and with all ‘systems of exchange based on masculine thrift’ avoided,
 the mother emerges, described by Cixous, as filling the child with an urge to come to language while also standing up against some kinds of separation: ‘The child is other, but the other without violence, bypassing loss, struggle’ (by which she means Oedipal struggle).
 Cixous’s concern with the mother, not only from the perspective of the child, but as a woman with her own subjectivity, is surely in some measure a response to what Jane Gallop, after Shirley Nelson Garner, Claire Kahane, and Madelon Sprengnether, identifies as a conspicuous failure of psychoanalysis to ‘develop a story of the mother as other than the object of the infant’s desire or the matrix from which he or she develops an infant subjectivity’.


3.2
‘Reading the Mother Tongue’
In an attempt to survey the contemporary field of emergent psychoanalytic feminist criticism, Jane Gallop chooses, in ‘Reading the Mother Tongue: Psychoanalytic Feminist Criticism’, to undertake a reading of a recently published anthology entitled The (M)other Tongue: Essays in Feminist Psychoanalytic Interpretation.
 According to Gallop, this title is, ‘above all, a piece of writing not easily transcribed into oral language’:
Since the second word is actually written “(M)other,” the title is both “The Mother Tongue” and “The Other Tongue,” or perhaps not quite both but neither. Not quite the mother tongue nor quite the other tongue. The title itself is no longer quite in our mother tongue (plain English), although it is not in any other. It brings out the other in the mother.

The play on mother and other reminds us that in psychoanalytic theory the mother is the subject’s first other, the other in opposition to which the self constitutes itself. Or rather, as becomes clear in object-relations theory and particularly in [Nancy] Chodorow, the mother is the site of something which is both other and not quite other, of the other as self and the self as other. Thus the monstrous word – “Mother-other” – in its fluid, double identity could be said to body forth the borderline status of the powerful, early mother, so central to psychoanalytic feminist theory.

Yet the title of the book is not “The (M)other” but “The (M)other Tongue.” The book would appear to be not just about Mother but about language.

Gallop argues further that, while the book’s editor’s introduction concludes on the more familiar phrase ‘our mother tongue’, proposing that ‘[f]eminists working from a number of critical approaches are concluding that it is time to learn, to begin to speak our mother tongue’,
 the figure of the mother tends to encourage covering over difference and frowns upon separation:
From object-relations theory we learn that, for the infant, differentiation is differentiation from the mother. Imagining that the mother demands symbiosis, the infant experiences the drive toward separation as a guilty betrayal of the mother. Guilty to see the mother as other, to the other in the mother; guilty thus to differentiate within the oceanic symbiosis. According to Chodorow, this atmosphere particularly characterizes the daughter’s relation to the mother, long past infancy, and finally carries over into adult relations between women. This special feminine lack of rigid separation has been celebrated by feminists, but let us not forget the corollary uneasiness that attends the drive toward differentiation, never wholly absent from this complex. I would speculate that the tendency within feminist criticism to glorify the figure of the mother might often occur along with a concomitant pressure to cover over differences between feminists.

French feminists like Cixous, in particular, owing to the influence of Lacan, when turning to the pre-Oedipal relation, are observed as having developed ‘the notion of a form of expressivity outside the dominant discourse’,
 one ‘not already shackled by the ideological weight of standard language’.
 But it is important to recognize that the centrality of language to the human psyche as advanced by Lacan problematizes ‘psychoanalytic feminism’s tendency to polarize into mother vs. father, pre-Oedipal vs. Oedipal’, for as Gallop argues, ‘[i]f, like the Oedipal, the pre-Oedipal is “narrative,” then it must be transmitted in some sort of discourse’.
 Since ‘the language we learn at our mother’s breast […] is patriarchal language’, and the dominant discourse ‘might be called the mother tongue, so the attempt to write outside the dominant discourse could be construed as a try for the other rather than the mother tongue’.
 Gallop attempts to articulate the same contradictions with which Cixous can be seen to struggle (and perhaps struggle through):
As Chodorow – among others – has shown us, the institution of motherhood is a cornerstone of patriarchy. Although the father may be absent from the pre-Oedipal, patriarchy constitutes the very structure of the mother-child dyad. The early mother may appear to be outside patriarchy, but the very idea of the mother (and the woman) as outside of culture, society, and politics is an essential ideological component of patriarchy.

Perhaps like Cixous’s attempts to invent a language to inhabit (rather than be excluded from) as a woman and a subject (not as an infant or child in a symbiotic relationship), it is not an entirely new language that is sought, ‘a radical outside’ which there may not be, but rather ‘the alterity that has always lain silent, unmarked and invisible within the mother tongue’ (and arguably within the woman and the mother) – ‘the difference within’.

According to Gallop, in her interpretation of The (M)other Tongue, the other difference that the focus on the figure of the mother tends to conceal in its appeal for togetherness, is that between feminism and psychoanalysis. For while feminism has been listening and responding (sometimes critically) to psychoanalysis, psychoanalysis, ‘whether it posits in the beginning maternal presence or absence’, invariably and regardless of the gender of the analyst, sees the mother as the (M)other of the dyad, from the perspective of the child-subject.
 So, for example, unlike Cixous who describes the mother as filling the child with an urge to come to language while also standing up against some kinds of separation, psychoanalysts ‘ignore the mother’s involvements outside her relationship to her infant and her possible interest in mitigating its intensity. Instead, they contrast the infant’s moves toward differentiation and separation to the mother’s attempts to retain symbiosis’.
 In some psychoanalytic accounts, there are tragic consequences of the child seeing not her or his own self reflected in the mother’s face, but the mother’s own face, her subjectivity; that is, of ‘seeing the mother as other’.
 
This reflects a bias in psychoanalytic theory itself, which Gallop explains:

Psychoanalysis is “a theory of childhood,” that is, not merely about childhood, but a childhood theory, theorized from the child’s point of view. That is its great strength: it has given us access to what is denied by any psychology that assumes that the child simply becomes an adult, rational, civilized. But the child’s particular blind spot is an inability to have any realistic notion of the mother as an other subjectivity.

Gallop sees this problem as more pervasive than an investment in the discipline of psychoanalysis shared by practicing analysts, for ‘the maternal figure may move many of us to wish for an embrace that obliterates otherness. And those of us who are attracted to psychoanalytic theory may be particularly susceptible to the mother’s charming figure, the dream of the mother without otherness.’
 If one of feminism’s goals is to stop women’s ‘exploitation through the ideology of maternal altruism’, then, Gallop argues, it must resist the classic psychoanalytic story and insist that ‘the pre-Oedipal mother is already other’.
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