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Topic: “ The Power of Discourse and the Subordination of the Feminine”

                --- Luce Irigaray

I. Definitions:  ( quoted from the Oxford Dictionary )  

A. Sex                           F. Feminine

B. Gender                        G. Masculine 

C. Gender identity

D. Oedipus Complex

E. Phallocentric Order

A. Sex: 1) Condition of being male or female; gender  

       2) Either of the two main groups ( males and females) into which living thing are placed according to their functions in the process of reproduction ( childbirth ).

B. Gender: Sexual classification; sex

C. Gender identity: A person’s inner sense of herself or herself as male or female, which may or may not be the same as his or her biological sex.

D. Oedipus Complex: ( Psychology ) unconscious sexual desire of a child for the parent of the opposite sex ( esp. of a boy for his mother ), and jealousy of the other parent. The opposited word is Electra Complex ( a girl for her father ).

E. Phallocentric order : The same meaning as patriarchal order.

F. Feminine: 1) Like women, having the qualities or appearance considered characteristic of women.

            2) ( Grammar) belonging to a class of words in English referring to female persons, animals, etc. and often having a special form. 

II. Luce Irigaray’s Background:

1. She was born in Belguim in the 1930s, and received a M.A. degree from the U. of Louvain in 1955.

2. She moved to Frame in the early 1960s, and she also received a M.A. degree in psychology from the U. of Paris in 1961. In 1962, she got a Diploma in psychopathology.

3. From 1962-1964, she worked for the Foundationation Nationale de la Recherche Scientifique in Belgium ( The National Foundation of Scientific Research ).

4. In the 1960s, she joined in Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytic seminars and become an analyst. In 1968, she received a PhD degree in Linguistics. 

5. Irigaray’s second Doctorate thesis, “ Speculum of the Other Woman”, illustrated her main point: the machinery of phallocentrism cannot accept sexual differences and the existence of a different female subjectivity.

6. In Paris, she joined the Women’s Movement, being involved in demonstrations for contraception and abortion rights, and invited to give lectures throughout Europe, and influenced the feminist movement in Europe.

III. Introduction of Freudian’s Paradigm:

1. The Phallocentric system operates many binary oppositions ,e.g. Penis/vagina/nothing/clitoris/labia.

2. Male sexuality: Based on having a penis, which is privileged because it’s  visible; it’s superior.

3. Female sexuality: A woman’s sexual organ(s) cannot be seen, therefore, it’s inferior and becomes the meaning of nothing.

4. This system establishes the simple binary opposition of penis/ nothing.

5. Women are always trying to get a penis for themselves to fill their lack.

IV. The Ways for a woman to fulfill her desire to have a penis: 

1. By having a baby, ( esp. a male boy ). E.g. Oedipus Complex.—this wish is repressed and redirected to having a baby with a man other than her father.

2. She will find or attempt to find a husband who looks similar her father, who she believes can give the penis to her.

3. She will try to procure the masculine rights and privileges that the penis represents.

4. Freud claims that if a woman acts like a man, e.g. rational, logic, she is denying the fact of her castration and is neurotic.

V. French Feminism :

1. The French Feminists are interested in Cixoius and Irigaray’s ideas : Challenging the evident binary opposition in the phallogocentric system of language.

2. They explores the possibilities of a system with the notion of excess concerning female gender, female sexuality, male sexuality.

3. Gender Differences: Freud thinks that penis as a metaphor; sexuality as a oneness rather than a multiplicity , while Irigaray claims that exploring this notion of excess could impact our thinking about heterosexuality and homosexuality. 

A) Freud: a. Female sexuality is dependent upon male sexuality.

        b. In the phallogocentric model, the privileged sexuality is based on the outside looking, the sexual organ, the visible penis.  

B) Irigaray: a. Argues Freudian model of sexuality is based on the visual. 

b. Female desire is always the desire for a penis to fill the lack or nothingness; male desire, is to get back to the mother’s body, having sexual relations with his mother ( Oedipus Complex).

VI. Irigaray’s explanation of sexual desire: A difference between female desire and female pleasure.

1. The female desire to get a penis does not mean female pleasure.

2. A woman’s sexual pleasure is depended on her reproductive capabilities: a) Sex is only a reproductive act  b) The childbirth and child rearing may bring women pleasure from sexual intercourse = a child is a penis substitute.

3. Female sexual desire without the maternal instinct: to end female pleasure from a woman’s reproductive capacities. = There’s no relation between sexuality and reproduction for men.

4. Irigaray questions Freud’s notion: a) A woman gains pleasure from being a sexual object of male desire.

b) Women’s pleasure is masochistic, being a sexual object from being looked at the desired by men.

c) Women get pleasure by giving men pleasure.  

d) The visual construct of the Freudian position, the penis, symbolizing the masculine.

e) The objectification of women is also based on the visual, she is regarded as a passive role / object; while the male is seen as the active subject.

5. Irigaray’s notion : a) The sexual imaginary of Western culture have always been a male fantasy. = Maschocism is forced on women by culture, not one of their inherent qualities.

b) Men gain pleasure from sexual intercourse; women gain pleasure from emotional connection and relationship with men.

c) Female pleasure as auto-erotic: A female is always touching herself, not requiring any instrument.

d) Female languages patterns as developing this pleasurable auto-erotic self-touching of a woman’s sexual organs. = A woman’s language is filled with multiple beginnings and paths.

e) A system that will privilege the feminine as much as the masculine and will be based on the multiplicity of female sexuality. = The system includes multiple erogenouszones, where pleasure would be diffuse and plural. 

f) This system would liberate heterosexuality for both male and female.

g) The notion of female eroticism: Not based on the visual but on “ touch”. All relations privileged from “ sight” privilege distance between subject and object, therefore, true connection is impossible in a vision privileged system.

h) Female sexuality: Involving vision with touch. No boundaries between self and other ( subject vs. object ).=Multiplicity and plurality in the sexual realm and in daily life, which lead to the blurring of ownership.

VII. Conclusion: Irigaray uses Freud’s theory of sexuality to point out the limitations imposed on female sexuality.

VIII. Discussed Questions:

1. What’s the relations between Irigaray’s notion and Marxism ( Marxist Feminism) ? 

2. How did Lacan’s psychoanalysis impact Irigaray’s concept of female sexuality ? Are their theories similar or different?

3. Is it appropriate using Irigaray’s notion to analyze homosexuality in modern society ( either lesbian or gay ) ? Why or why not ? 

