
10. Écriture feminine

Society, Language,
Difference



Agenda

1. Introducing écriture féminine

2. Feminism in France

3. Lacan / Derrida: language, 
logocentrism

4. Cixous: “The Laugh of the Medusa”

5. Irigaray: This Sex Which is Not One





‘I shall speak about women’s writing: about what it will 
do. 

Woman must write her self: 

must write about women and bring women to writing, 
from which they have been driven away as violently as 
from their own bodies – for the same reasons, by the 
same law, with the same fatal goal. 

Woman must put herself into the text – as into the 
world and into history – by her own movement’ 

– Hélène Cixous, “The Laugh of the Medusa”, 1976



1. Introducing Écriture 
feminine
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been represented in a limiting, passive and 
othered way

• With a structural absence of women’s 
experiences in western language, culture and 
history

• Écriture féminine set out to represent a 
specifically female consciousness, while 
critiquing what it called phallocentrism

• Over the 1970s-80s, a new kind of women’s 
writing emerges in France, associated with 
three thinkers: Hélène Cixous, Luce Irigaray
and Julia Kristeva





Three “female writers”
• Hélène Cixous (b. 1937, Algeria), poet, novelist, literary scholar

• Luce Irigaray (b. 1930, Belgium), trained in the Freudian School of 
Lacan but expelled after publication of Speculum of the Other 
Woman

• Julia Kristeva (b. 1941, Bulgaria), trains in Paris as a linguist and 
literary scholar, and involved in the avant-garde magazine Tel Quel, 
later training as a psychoanalyst.

 Cixous: “The Laugh of the Medusa” (1975)

 Irigaray: Speculum of the Other Woman (1974); This Sex Which is 
Not One (1977)

 Kristeva: About Chinese Women (1977); Powers of Abjection (1982)



Characterising 
écriture féminine

• Not uniformly French or feminist, nor a 
theoretical practice. 

• Rather, something that ‘calls into question 
the very posture of this mastery’ (Kristeva), 
a masculine-presented mastery of speech, 
of subjectivity.

• The feminine has been symbolically 
denigrated – vulnerable, emotional, bodily, 
passive; with masculinity positioned as 
powerful, reasonable, universal, of the 
mind, active

• ‘it is impossible to define a feminine 
practice of writing … for this practice can 
never be theorized, enclosed, coded – which 
does not mean that it doesn’t exist. But it 
will always surpass the discourse that 
regulates the phallocentric system’ (Cixous)



2. Feminism in France



‘One is not born, 

but rather 

becomes, 

a woman’.



The Second Sex (1949)

• Major feminist work, one of the first philosophical 
accounts of femininity

• Quickly put on Vatican’s Index

• Begins with the question: ‘what is woman?’

• In two parts explores ‘facts and myths’ and ‘lived 
experience’

• ‘it is not women's inferiority that has determined 
their historical insignificance: it is their historical 
insignificance that has doomed them to inferiority’
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forefront of philosophical and political thought

• Women are rendered the Other of man, not quite 
human, identified with the maternal, domestic. 

• ‘She is defined and differentiated with reference to man 
and not he with reference to her; she is the incidental, 
the inessential as opposed to the essential. He is the 
Subject, he is the Absolute – she is the Other’

• But some disquiet at her championing of masculine, 
patriarchal values

• “The ‘feminine woman … in making herself prey, tries 
to reduce man, also, to her carnal passivity … But the 
‘modern woman’ accepts masculine values: she prides 
herself on thinking, taking action, working, creating, on 
the same terms as men’.







Women’s 
Liberation

• Equality reforms are slow: 1965, married 
women are allowed to work without their 
husband’s consent; 1967 Neuwirth Law: birth 
control legalised but abortion blocked until 1974

• Mouvement de liberation des femmes (MLF) 
formed after 1968

• 1971: Choisir (‘to choose’) collective founded to 
protect the women who had signed ‘Le 
manifeste des 343 salopes’ (‘Manifesto of the 
343 bitches’), written by De Beauvoir, for 
abortion rights

• Like the UK and US, women’s liberation and 
feminist movements emerge and coalesce across 
the 1970s, many emerging out of the protest 
and new social movements

• An emerging critique and frustration with 
implicit sexism and patriarchy within leftist 
organisations



3. Phallologocentrism





Anti-humanism
• The humanism of phenomenology and existentialism conceived 

the subject as a free agent with choices, and as an originator of 
meaning

• … The subject is free in acting over the world, and they are the 
master of the meanings they produce of themselves or the world

• The “Humanist debate” from 1965-66 undermines this

• Foucault, Lacan and Derrida in different ways challenge the 
construction of ‘Man’, ‘Human’, the ‘author’, etc.

• For Lacan, the unconscious was structured like a language…
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stage, then through our entry into language, 
the symbolic

• Language precedes us. We may use language, 
but we cannot invent it; we are subject to its 
terms and limitations – language writes us

• This is a key standpoint for French feminists 
like Cixous: we are born into patriarchy, since 
language is its primary tool of subjection

• Women are doubly alienated – not just in terms 
of the imaginary order we enter in the mirror 
stage, when the subject becomes split, but in a 
language that alienates and limits women.
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• Shift from the subject to the text, replacing identity 
with différance.

• The logocentrism of Western metaphysical thought 
tried to find a single origin of truth and meaning, in 
vain. There is no ‘metaphysics of presence’. Instead 
identity is negative and relational.

• Deconstruction, as a process of critical reading, 
challenges originary meanings like ‘man’, ‘truth’, 
‘reason’, and instead demonstrates how they are 
defined by their difference to what they are not: 
man/woman, truth/falsehood, human/animal, etc. 

• In this way, Cixous writes of phallo-logocentrism: 
the false reasoning or images by which men have 
associated their power over women.



4. Cixous



‘I write this as a woman, towards 

women. 

When I say “woman”, I’m speaking 

of woman in her inevitable struggle 

against conventional man; 

and of a universal woman subject 

who must bring women to their 

senses and to their meaning in 

history.’

- Cixous, “Laugh of the Medusa”



The Laugh of 
the Medusa

• Essay published over 1975-76

• Women have been 
systematically held back 
from writing their 
experiences, in an 
authentically feminine way

• Women historically have 
become ‘dark’, mysterious, 
passive, ‘their own enemies’

• What would it mean then to 
articulate suppressed female 
speech?





‘It is impossible to define a 
feminine practice of 
writing 

… for this practice can 
never be theorized, 
enclosed, coded – which 
doesn’t mean that it 
doesn’t exit. 

But it will always surpass 
the discourse that 
regulates the phallocentric 
system.’ (883)





‘Write, let no-one hold you 
back, let nothing stop you: 

not man, not the imbecilic 
capitalist machinery, in which 
publishing houses are the 
crafty, obsequious relayers of 
imperatives handed down by 
an economy that works 
against us and off our backs, 
and not yourself. 

Smug-faced readers, 
managing editors, and big 
bosses don’t like the true texts 
of women – female-sexed 
texts. 

That kind scares them.’ (877)





Laugh of the 
Medusa

• Cixous’ manifesto calls for women to 
write their bodies, their desires

• Unleashing their power, liberating ‘the 
resources of the unconscious’

• When women write about their bodies, 
they become active subjects, their 
position in language shifts, changing the 
structure of language

• White ink: a reunion with the maternal 
body, where there is no lack or 
separation

• Sexts: female sexuality + texts = a new 
form of writing

• Phallalogocentrism: elevation of male 
language and speech norms to subjugate 
femininity and female sexuality



5. Irigaray



‘The sexual life of 

adult women is a 

‘dark continent’ 

for psychology”…





The problem: 
Freud

• Back to Oedipus and penis envy…

• In Freud’s female Oedipus, women 
make many switches in their 
sexual development, from clitoris to 
vagina, from attraction to females 
to males, from an active ‘masculine’ 
sexuality to a passive ‘feminine’ 
sexuality, in order to become 
‘normal’

• This effectively consigns female 
sexuality to being non-existent, 
defined only in male terms: the 
presence or absence of the penis

• Woman becomes a subject position 
that is inherently passive, 
heterosexual, reproductive and 
vaginal…







Irigaray, “The Power of Discourse”

Interview in The Sex which is not One

• Freud is said to be describing an ‘actual state of affairs’ 
about female sexuality, but fails to relate this to the ‘state of 
society’ and culture (70). 

• Irigaray writes of the need for a new feminine ‘style’ (78) of 
‘disruptive excess’, that is tactile, fluid, simultaneous, 
resistant (79). How does this view compare with Cixous’ 
écriture féminine?



‘In other words, the issue is not one of elaborating a new theory 
of which woman would be the subject or the object, but of 
jamming the theoretical machinery itself, 

of suspending its pretension to the production of a truth and of 
a meaning that are excessively univocal. 

Which presupposes that women do not aspire simply to be 
men's equals in knowledge. 

That they do not claim to be rivaling men in constructing a 
logic of the feminine that would still take onto-theo-logic as its 
model, 

but that they are rather attempting to wrest this question 
away from the economy of the logos.’ (78)
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reflecting a patriarchal silencing of the feminine

• Throughout philosophy, sexual difference has been 
erased by a male-centred perspective of universality

• Instead, like deconstruction, we should explore the 
grammar and silences of this gendered system

• The history of philosophy has been defined by a power 
to ‘reduce all others to the economy of the Same’ (74). 





T
h

e
 P

o
w

e
r 

o
f 

D
is

co
u

rs
e • Freud defined female sexuality in terms of male, 

reflecting a patriarchal silencing of the feminine

• Throughout philosophy, sexual difference has been 
erased by a male-centred perspective of universality

• Instead, like deconstruction, we should explore the 
grammar and silences of this gendered system

• Articulate the female sex and femininity in discourse

• Use mimesis (mimicry) to imitate, then internally 
challenge and thwart, female exploitation by discourse, 
‘jamming the … machinery’

• But also going beyond being merely ‘man’s equal’, or 
living up to a male-centred, reproductive ‘masquerade 
of femininity’ (84)
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y • Sexual difference is ‘one of the major 
philosophical issues, if not the issue, of our age’, 
containing the possibility of ‘salvation’, a ‘new 
age of thought, art, poetry and language … a 
new poetics’

• Throughout western culture, gendered language 
has elevated masculine nouns to more valuable, 
important items, from sun or god to computer. 
Women (and femininity) is inherently passive, 
for men.

• Women shouldn’t aspire to be the mere equals 
of men. An equal but different view has both 
genders as two ‘genres’ of the human race





Irigaray

• Female sexual difference needs 
to draw on a new symbolism 
and phenomenology of female 
genitalia to replace the old 
masculine lack

• An ethics of sexual difference 
based on wonder and the 
sublime, mutual autonomy, a 
space of distance, freedom or 
attraction 



Evaluating écriture feminine

• Irigaray, Cixous, Kristeva and others all explore how female subjectivity 
(and subjugation) is determined in language

• And in turn, discover a possible space for the female imaginary/writing

• But does this lend itself to an overestimation of language/theory?

• Cixous (and Kristeva) highlight modernist male writers like Kleist, 
Genet and Artaud while neglecting female writers

• All essentialise femininity as something biologically other, from Cixous’ 
white ink to Kristeva’s ‘herethics’ of motherhood –

• An elevation of motherhood and feminine difference De Beauvoir 
opposed…
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ts 1. What issues were feminists in France 
challenging over the late 1960s-70s?

2. Why does Helene Cixous argue for a new 
form of women’s writing and self-
expression?

3. What philosophical roots and ideas are at 
work here? (E.g. Lacan, Derrida, Beauvoir)

4. How does Luce Irigaray challenge the basic 
tenets of Freud?

5. How relevant are these ideas today?

Monday 20th July – 6pm



Next week: 
Postmodernism

• Our final week – we turn to claims 
that the West had entered a new 
postmodern era from the late 1970s

• What does (or did) postmodernism 
mean?

• How does it reflect new forms of 
work, consumption, even control?

• Does it mark a decline of 1968 
thinking, or its zenith?

• The text: Baudrillard, Simulacra 
and Simulation


