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Luce Irigaray’s Critique of
Rationality

Margaret Whitford

This paper is about a feminist philosopher, Luce Irigaray, whose
work raises particalar difficulties for the Anglo-Saxon reader
unfamiliar with the Continental tradition of philosophy.! In
atteraping © ciucidate, with reference to its context. one of the
strands of her critique of Western metaphysics, [ hope to make her
work more accessible for discussion te a wider readership. i must
emphasise that this paper is only attempting to deal with one aspect
of trigaray’s thought and will inevitably touch on issues that i wou'c
have space to develop. '

The work of Irigaray raises questions about the edifice of Western
rationality. I would like here to approach these questions indirectiv.
to clarify their import by means of a detour through the concept of
the timaginary. The term imaginary as a noun is current in French
thevretical work, but not in English (except via Lacan, who gives the
Imaginary, with a capital I, a major rofe in his theory). Like its
English cognate, imagination, however, it is rich in connotations and
operates differently in the different conceptual frameworks of the
different authors who use it (authors as varied as Sartre, Bachelard,
Barthes, Lacan, Castoriadis, Althusser). My view is that Anglo-
American feminists have tended to assimilate, and then dismiss
irigaray’s work too quickly, in part because the concept of the
imaginary has not been closely examined. Either the imaginary has
been ignored altogether, in which case lIrigaray is mistakenly
described as a biological essentialist (Sayers, 1982, p. 131; 1984,

_pp. 42-8). or else it has been interpreted as purely and simply a

Lacanian concept, in which case the conclusion is that Ingaray has
misunderstood or misread Lacan, and has not taken on board the
implications of his theory (see Mitchell and Rose, 1982, pp. 54-6;
Rose, 1985, pp. 136, 140; Ragland-Sullivan, 1986, pp. 273-80). In
either case, the challenge to the Western conception of rationalitv
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110 Litce Irigaray’'s Critique of Rationality

has largely been ignored. ! will suggest that the smplications of this
challenge cannot be clearly seen if one merely looks at Irigaray

through a Lacanian window.

I will begin (first section) with a description of the difference
between e male and the fumnele imaginary a3 characterised by
Irigaray, without at this point trying to say what exaclly the
imaginary is, or to explain or account for the elements in the
description. I will then {second section} examine the evolution of the
concept of the imaginary in lrigaray’s work, and its origins in
psychoanalytic theory. This section will clarify the initial description
of the imaginary and sbuw what is meant by the claim that

\ rationality is imaginary. Firally, in the third section, I will return to
/the categories of male and female as applied to the imaginary, and
[ argue that frigaray does not see them primarily as empirical

categories, but as reconceptuaiisations which might help us change
and transform our sociely in a direction which i less ininiical to
| women, Although Irigaray is not what is commoniy theught of as a
polincal philosopher.  would like to suggest that it might be usetul
to see her work as a contribution to political philosophy, in so far as
she is dealing with the issue of change: how to alter women’s status
in Western society.” For as she writes in This Sex Wich Is Not One
(19%3¢), “There is no simple manageable way to leap to the outside of
phallogocentrism, nor any possible way fo situete onreself there. that
aaishd ressdt from e simple fact of being g woman’ (p. 162). The problem
with which she is dealing, then, is that of creating the conditions in
vhicls hange can take place. Horsim, Thelivue i nottoformulate a

programme, but to sct a process in Inotion,

THE SYMBOLISM OF MALE AND FEMALE

There have been a number of discussions recently, which [ shall not
“attempt to summarise here, about whether it makes zense to talk of
the ‘maleness’ of philosophy (see Harding and Hintikka, 1983;
Liovd, 1984; Grimshaw, 1986, ch. 2). Very bricilv, the argument
concerns what it would mean to describe philosophy, or rationality,
as mate. Lloyd, for example, argues that ‘our ideas of Reason have
hjg,{nricfd”}' incorporated an exclusion of the temitoine, and . .
femininity itself has been partly constituted through such processes
of exclusion” {p. 2}, Grimshaw suggests that conceptions of
mascu]inity are built into certain philosophical theories, arguimg, for
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example, that Kant defines moral worth in such a wav that woinen —
as described by him elsewhere - are incapable of it (p;p. 42-5). From
the point of view that concerns me here, the problem 1'.5 that .,
conceptions of rationality seem to have been tased upon exclusion -
models, Male—fomale svmbolism has been used “o exproee
subordination relations between elements of a divided ;'mman
nature’ (Lloyd, p. Z8) and reason, conceptualised as transcendence
in practice came to mean transcendence of the feminine, because .o;'
the symbolism used, despite the fact that ‘it can of course be pointed
out that mere bodily difference surelv makes the female no more
appropriate than the male to the symbolic representation of ““lesser”
intellectual functions’ (Lioyd, p. 32).

[F1garay’s work constitutes an attack upon such exclusion maodels,
drawing for its svmbolism on psychoanalysis, of which Irigaray is
critical, but to which she is also indebted. There 1% 51'-..'\\" in
psvchoanalvtic theory, based on clinical evidence, thal psyvenic
health may be conceived of, unconsciously, as a state in which both
parents, 1.e. both the maie and the female elements, are felt to be in
creative mtercourse within the psyche. Along these lines, then.
frigaray argues that for rationality Lo be fertile and creative, rather
than infertile and sterile, il nivst not be conceived of as transcending
or exclisive of the female element. The model is that of a creative
{sexualj relationship in which the twao elements in intercourse bring
fort‘h offspring, rather than a domination-subordination model zf:

passicns, tor exameled For Triporay, the

e hom the

onceplicaisation  of  radonality o wanepa
conceptuaiisation o <exual difference; thus the imbalance in the
fsymbolisation of sexual ditference is a clue to other forms of
imbalance that have far veaching consequences: sexual difference is
a problematic which might enable us to put in clhieck the manitold
forms of destruction of the worjd . Sexual ditfesence could
constitute the honzon of worlds of a fertility which we have not vet
experienced” (lrigaray, 1984, p. 13), Ideas of fertility/sterility,
creationidestruction, healthssickness (e, sclerosis) form part of her
‘-'Uifa'l.buli] rv, and reflect the eihical Jdimension of her analvsis.

What is meant by mote and female in this context? Although the
ferins are sometimes used foreler to biofogical males and ]-Cl'nlﬂt.‘?-i, it
' much more common to find the pair being used as a kind of basic

2nd fundamental svinbolismtof which Genevieve Liovd gives many

examples in the history of philosophy and Alice Jardine (1983) in

T
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Luce Irigaray’s Critigue of Rationality

contemporary French thought). 1 shall keep the terms make and
female (without inverted commas) for their symbolic use, and use
the terms men and women to refer to social or biological categories.
trigaray would argue that rationality in the Western tradition has
} always been conceptualised or symbolised as male. She adds a
psvchoanalvtic dimension to this — which l will explain further in the
second section - by making a connection between the .nnrpnunw\
of the body and the morphology of different kinds of thought
processes. it must not be assumed that the body lwre is the empirical
bodv; symbolism (or representation} is selective,*and it s cear from
Specihem (19850} that Ingaray is tatking about an ‘ideal morphelogy’
(p. 320), in which the relationship o snatomy is metaphorical,
somewhat schematic, a “symbolic inte rprofatmn of ... anatomy’
{Gallor, 1983 p. 725 Anticipating, one might say that it is an
imeminary anatomy Soshe cansay thatur the phallomaorpbic sexual
metaphoricity (Spectdun, p. 47} of Western mtl(mal ty, there i-, o
change in morphology, ne detumescence ever’ (ibid., p.
Western:  ratienality,  governed by the male mmgu‘ary, is
characterised b the principle of identily folzo expressed in terms of
qwrt%:u o ownershipi: the principle of nuo-contradiction {in which
airbizuity, ambivalence or muliivalence

erergy. inertia‘mavenvmnt) — as thou;

> have been reduced o a -
minimum}; and binarisin{e.g. natur-wun.--_m subject/object, matteri
revesvihing had te be either !

1

one ihing or another {Irigaray, 19852, ¢ 313). All these principles |
N ' ¢ il . " " P . i Y
are based upon the possbility of individaating, or distinguishing .

one thing fram enother, upon the belict {o the necessity of stabde
forms.* An equation is made between the (syinbolic) phailus; stable
farm. dentity and individuation. Irigarav “\plams tn This Sex Whicl
Is et One {19853¢) that the logic of idenfity 15 male, because it is
phaifomorphic

The one of form, of the individual, oi the imale) sexual organ. o
the proper name, ot the proper mwaning . . . supplants while
separating and dividing, that contact of af feast twe (lipsy which
keeps woman in touch with herseil (p, 26

For the female imaginary, thereis no ‘possiility of distinguishing
what is touching from what is beiny teiched’ (ibid., p. 203 The
possibility of individuating is absent; woman “is neither one tov fi’
{ibid.; p. 26):

;nl al! identificalion toof seli” (Speciduey,

—
o}
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Perhaps it is time to return to that repressed entity, the female
imaginary. So woman does not have a sex organ? She has at least
twoof them, but they are not identifoble as ones. Indeed she has
many more. Her sexuality, alwavs at least double, goes even
Further: itis plurai, ) {[bid., p. 25

But it the female imaginary were Lo deploy itself, if it could bring
itself into play otherwise than as scraps, uncollected debrig,
would it represent itscl, even so, in the form of one soiverse?

{etici

It 15 not that the fomaic is unidentifiable, but that there 13 50 e
. 2300 Hw'pnnt

i.m\i)!'.\.

dichon does not apply. 00 femsie imaginat
smd fliid: “a proper(ivi that is never itxed in the possible

qclt ot some torl noor oliu r s g mm 5

it hf {T-Irrf‘w S

"v’rh("\ ﬂn e
T TIR R

termmne is describe d us Hhat which an
determening idenniv’ (p. 98). Liwe ihe
“amoerplous” origin of all morpholagy’ {srecelion, . 2
adapted).

The reader will note the correspendenys between the descrinne =
of the male and female imaginary, and the I'vihageorean tabic of
apposites, described by Arxistotie in the Aferapliysics (9862). On s
table, Genevieve Liovd {1984) cornments.

260 trans,

In the Fythagorean table of oppmn.>- formulaied in e s

century BC. femaleness was explicitiv inded with the urbounued
~ the vague, the indeterminate — as against the bounded - tw
precise and clearlv determined. The Pvlhagoreans saw the worid
as a nuxture of principles associated with determinate formn, seen
as good, and others associated with formilessness - the urnilimited,
irregular or disorderly - which were seen as bad or infenor. | ‘here
were ten such contrasts in the table: hmit/unhmited, « g
one/many, rightfieft male/female, rest/motion, strai p!* :
hght/dark, goodihad, square/oblong. Thus ‘'male’ ain!
i} ke the other mntm%ted terms, ‘.Lg. rmt here fu, an
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114
the primary Pythagorean contrast between form and
formelessness. (p. 3

This correspondence between the imaginary {a concept deriving in
the first instance from psychoanalytic theory) and the ontological
categories of the pre-Socratics, is not, of course, accidental. 1wl
suggestlater, in the third section, thatt}}g_r}_@jg_and femateimaginary
should be secn as political rather than psvchoanalyiic categuories. |
interpret the female imaginary; for example, not as an essentialist
description of what women are really like, butasa description of the
female as she appears in, and is symbolised by, the Western cultural
imaginary. And linterpret Irigaray’s work asa Derridean attempt to
Jdeconstruct the pair in order to underming its constraining puwer.
beginning by privileging the subordinate ¢ iement.”

THE IMAGINARY

in this section, 1 shail trace briefly the development of the concept of
the imaginary in Irigaray’s work. It scems to me that there is a shift
petween Specuhim and the work which foliows it; the mitial tairly
cautious appropriation of the term in a relatively uncontroversial
way is succeeded by a bolder and mere extensive deplovment with
noych more far-reaching connotations. The points to which lwantto
draw particnlar attention in this paper are:

(a) the importance of the imaginary body in philosophy;
(b) the introduction of the notion that the imaginary may be male or

female;
(¢} the description of rationality as imaginary.

As most readers of French theory know by now, the imaginary is a
. psychoanalytic concept developed by Lacanin his reading of Freud.
The concept, if not the term, is introduced by Lacan in his arsticle
entitled, "The Mirror Stage as formative of the function of the T as
revealed in psychoanalytic experience’ (Lacan, 1977, pp. 1-7). The
Imaginary is a developmentalmoment in the formation of the bgo or
1" the baby, whose experience of its body until then had been
fracmented and incoberent, is‘eRabled, by means of a mirror for an
image of itsell mirfored from a parental figure or figures) to see o
reflection of itself as a whole body or unity, with which it can then
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identify “in anticipation’ (p. 4). However, it must be stressed that
Lacan’s Imaginary has its origins in Freud’s theories of the Ego a:l-ucl
of narcissism (see Rose, 1981; Benvenuto and Kennedy, 1985, ch. 2)
and for my purposes here, it is the Freudian ccrpus which {s rr{oré
petiinent.

Freud does not use the term Ego entireilv consistently (see the
editorial comments in Freud, 1923, pp. 7-8), butitis possi-ble te pick
out three strands which shed light on Irigarav’s concapt ofpt-he
1mag1nary._"Fir5t]y, the Ego is something \\:hiclfdevelops: ‘a urity
comparable to the ego cannot exist in the individual from the star-:'
the ego has to be developed’ (Freud, 1914, p. 77). Freud (1923,-p. l?)
descnt.)es it as “a coherent organization of mental processes’. Thus
the unity of personal identity is constructed out of a preceding <mté
ol !ack of organisation of mental processes, which is -;leskcrbibed
variously by psychoanalysts as undifferentiation, fravmeﬁta:ion
flnd 50 on. (Lacan describes identity as illusor‘.-',}j\'\fhat i:i:n portant
is that it is not given from the beginning or ife, but is de\feisprsnz.; ir;
the context of the profound and literaily Iife-giv‘i;1g relationship .wii'h
ﬂjle pa ‘rer‘ztal tigure{s), and is thus com pIetJi v suftused with attect
Smcghlt is something which develops. it 15 therefore Capable nf
modification under certain conditions in later life {5uch 2
psychoanalvsis}. T
t Secondly, the Ego is not equivalent to conscicusness; vart ot the
Ego is unconscious (Freud, 1915, pp. 192-93; 1920, pr 19; l.ﬂ’-’%
pp- 17-18). Thirdiy, the Ego is a bodily Fgo. This third 'ﬁﬁ*irir' nc'e::f‘;
explaining in somi deteil. Freud’s comnent thai ‘i —."-,u'r\ e e
feremost a bodily ego’ (Freud, 1923, p. 20} is expandé.;d by a Iar;‘-r-
footnohte as follows: “Le. the ego is ultimately derived from bodily
sensations, chiefly trom those springing from the surface of the
body. It may thus be regarded as a mental projection of the surface
of the body, besides . . . representing the superficies of the mental
apparatus’ (ibid.) Freud describes at several points how in
phantasy: the ego represents its activities (mental or physical) to
itself as eqgitivalents of bodily activities. Probably the most well-
!!<no'.\-'n.exam‘pje of this is the identification u'hereéy gifts or money
{gold) or babies are equated with faeces (see Freud, 1905 pp 186
and T0A; 1UN . P 1734, 1908b, po. 21‘:’.-‘20; 1917, pp. 1f28ff‘and
PP. 130-3). These cquations or identifications may be shi{ting and
Pl‘i)\’llsional. or they may stabilise during the course of a person’s
dL"'\'t'JltlpI‘ut.'nl mto @ particular set of characteristics, as Freud
describes in s paper ‘Character and Anal Frotism” (Freud, 1908a).¢
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A more pertinent example of phantasy here is Freud’s essay on
‘Negation’, in which the intellectual faculty of judgement (such as
the capacity to assign truth or falsity to an assertion) is traced to this
lwer‘-,! primitive type of thinking in which evervthing 1s perceived/
’conce ved on the model of the body:

The furction of jucgement 1s concerned in the main with tiwvo
sorts of decisions. lailions or disaifirms the possessiorsby a thing
of a particular attribute; and it asserts or disputes rhat

presentation has an existence in reality. The attribute to be
decided about may originally have been good or bad, useful or
harmful. Exprossed in the language of the oldest - the oral -
instinctual imipulses, the judgement is: *1 should fike to eat this’, or
1 shouid ke mmt ii ovt ; and, put more generally: ‘Tshould like

1

ndie tec thatout.” Thatis to say: 7 lall

wrtake this e a0
be snsidoe mic’ or it s !l ke outside me'.
(Freud, 1925, pp. 2367}

To jodge that something i3 true i, in phantasy, to swailow it or to
incorporate i 1o ;qurc t,ml smiething is false is to spit it oat or to
expelit.” Freud comments on the way in which a repressed thought
may refurn inthe formafz 10_,uhvo assertion: ‘Thai is rof what f was
thm!\:ng , which is a kind of phantasy expuision of the forbidaen or
repressed thought.
¢ This i3 not a reduciive account; 1o show the origins of conceptual
~ Ithought in bodily phantasy does nct entail any }udoement about the
tiuth or faiﬂity of that thought. Phantasv is neither true nor false,
and truth and falsily a2re judgoments which belong to a different
order and are gaverne ¢ by different rules. And further, as Froud
(1908b) shows in his paper on the sexuzl theeries of childrer,
p'i'l:mtas'_natu, representations  are not  necessarily  acouram
perceptions of biclogical or coclal processes, but fferprefations o

SN -

them. These L""‘"C!E..“.’GU:: {mizjrepresentations can coexist in the

mind with the knowledge acquired it a later stage. ¢
exampie. an affective substralum which determines a
attitude towards that later knowledge. (T will retirrn io this pai
the third section.} _

The Freudian account of the (bodily) Ego and its relation to muore
intellectual activities in (unconscious) plentasy ioen ¥
subsumed by Lacan under the expianat')w coanept of the
imaginary: ‘the symbolic equation {e.g. money=facces] . . | arisas

. 1
Cen ‘rp .
_Il‘u_”r;.. P

from an alrernating mechanism of expulsion and introjection, o
projection and absorption, that 15 to say, from an i
(Lacan, 1973a, p. 96, trans. Rose, 1981, po [R9L7 Tives ekt e
Lacanian psyve hoanal\ arg desorthes i uncogs e P o
describes as 1mc.1_,m:a'\' {though he then goes ande Dkl
mote complicated cdifice on the imaginary and s rehios
Svinbolic and the Rezh

Lel us ratlerns nave b e YIS B .
term imaginary, and ap ﬁh:s #to what psvehouraivas
proviously called unconscious phantasy, Abeae poins b e
she aitributes anachronsticaity the imaginary b Sreud bin
‘elsewhere, Froud insiats that in the childish i
production of a child i cquzaed with the production of &
or refers to Freud’s 1*:9.;nm TV \v‘w-w 1; I ?I LAY another _-~ N1

R

she describes godd g
. g e I, 1 -
sacrement i the cuarrene

When shie refers o1

the mirror (the concent of L i-.".‘uh_‘i'] oy s i

o . O T T P - SFon e
1.:8&-’&!0}"\‘{4 PUoLGoan s e, ey the dniroie shaaoey

iy

giving  an o alterdathve  acdonst o aomien
development, as might at Histappear, s
deconstructicr, of & dommant concepualisathon o g

P
LR A A

of sexual dHlercoee, Taling
ropresennticn i the Wess she asne
n that the flat mirror raffects e graater pan
argansoniy asahole (Specrine, . 89, notel: thes:
al"?oarto bo o soxuciorzans, and sheappo

the exploration of wopn SEEY '

Sonahiay iy

L=

srarror (licral or {igurative) rrv‘Iu i‘n ner h-( - v
concave [mno“ Er‘-&‘\\'i\.‘ e oni HAEL WOt ans e

Tl":ﬂ isapaint 1‘*-\;‘.. oo

R letl‘._in 43

she iz inany cawe making use of thaeir Hheorios ferse
bl

el

.‘-lLr"u\ g r'.]l“"" wisd s or Lacas

ging the nqyf;z;m Pl

m Specuim she is pryvchoanst
treir Lmaginary, 1.6 the unconsaous phanptasy uno

Freudian or Lacanian (\'~J satary svstems, bior r.nm;. L
fhat Freud's account of sexnaiiiy is anal. and that i She Fro oo

phaniasy, Jw slage in which ¢

vidren are i‘r?si:“.f«:-‘.r_* by
through the ands feoe o Prood, TSP continmes L mdars s
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theorsation. Freud's model of sexusiiy is muale. according to
frigaray, queting Pread. “we are . . . ubliged o recognise that the
e girlis a title man’ (Freud, 1933, p. 115). And since Bis phants asy
is anal, a phantasy in which the speaficity of wontea continues to
a:n nnrecognised, women can only appear in dus scenaric s
ective maiss,
ththa _tyoin: i alsu that an ana*cmical differcncs iy perceived wn
t;‘:e u..,A.t of the conceptuat framavwnrks avallalle, Inan important
ton, imgaray gues oni g argue that this is not an eample of the
-.-,-E."iﬁ-m phantasy of any particular Dhlinsol‘h-“r psychoanalyst,
vlaticn itseif in the West is dominated bv anality;
P bhinkis ':, in an tmaginary operation, have bt‘CO‘Ti“
both with sach viner and with cne and the same t»-:adn\
The ‘maginary jumps, then, out of the domain of the
paych G’!rﬂl fl: it the domain of social ey pm*lanom
BALYS stigrusication which, as oxplained b
soval critic, Castoriadiz (1975), has

jaatin!
4

ehucal walitnioed eviengion

magmery  significatioms, {social
rteuiely vaster thana phantasy (the
sreterved to as the Jewishy, Greek, or
Woestern iss no dounds) and thev have no
precisely iovaled existence (1 that is 10 say one can ascribe to the
vedividunt unwonsoois a paeeci ol located existence).

RTINS ¢ 5 ) B

! '-'ie‘mr..u ¢

“warid-piciure’

By eppropriating the term imaginary for his particular version of

udw'"tnec'\‘ Lacan was olc.'*mn" 2 term which was already in
cusrent use in aesthetics and hterury criticism, and changing its
meaning radically. Inigaray, in a similat fashion, wrests Lacan’s
conveptout of its Lucanian contoxt hinurder toextend its ¢ -nrficance:
the imaginary emerges trom itz relatively subordin:te nosition in
‘-m: i, o become, in D See and Lidgie, one of ihe hey netions
of 20 ambitivus socid Criticue.

To put it ay sucdinctly as possibie, the probiem as defined by
Iricarav i3 that the female h-h a parvienfar fuaction in symbedic
prm esses: to subtend them, o be that which is cuiside discourse.
Using the language of badily phantasy and of the representations of
'In\“: female body, one could say that "She functions asa fiele . . . in

he eiakeration of imeginaty and svmbolic processes” (Speculum,
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p- 713 Any orga
or individual, is an organisation which carvgs ot of an
undifferentinted continuuim a set of cialegories whu‘u nable the real
T Butitis nnoo%;biﬂ o urganise the waoild in this way
'w thour resiiye. lhe 1"’:0'-‘!\\6' 0- .1:5:111:{50115_. datn:

gl

'\ng:nal snr? of Ii On‘dlf{efenhﬁhx n from whu'\ they haue f:me.rged

astoriadis’s 'mbma 13y, such as a pre-social aature™ cr the
unconsciots.'d This outside, which i non-graspable it-itzelf, since
it is by definition outside the tategories which allow one to posit its
existence, is traditionaily conceptualised as female (the uplimited or
the formléss of the pre-Socratics). Within this sexual symbolizm, the
determinate, that which has form or identity, and 3¢ 7o facto
raticniaiity, belongs to the other pulf of the pair, and is therelore

male.

Referring to this jraditicnal «© m:e;'--*ra"i"ation, then, Irigaray
describes women as 3 ‘residue’ (7 F' § Sex, p.o Tidy, or 25 2 sort of
magma from whidh men, b tI'ﬂ‘q"il\r, ula\u nounshment,
shettor, 1 Gurces to Live or survive for free’ (£ .uqr,‘,, p. 102). In
Specuhiim, shw had AI‘P\NI'_-’ fescsited this “cutside’ of discourse as
the womb (fe mfricel), and by extension the material body:
‘tormiess, “amorphous” onigin of el morphoiogy” (p. 263, trans,
adanted); in Eibigies she adds hut the an Wifferantiated maternal/
feminine underfies ‘-*11 pos ermining identity” (p. 98).
Oy woorinen are dercribed 55 2 as unconescious: “Thus we
mighs wosder whether artios ol 2d to the
UNCOASCIOUS THaY Ao, i part. be assibed o the feinale sex, whichis
censared by the logic of conscivusnons” (Flhis Sex, p. 73).

The unconscous s a seaim in wiich the laws of identity and
ron-coatradiction do cuiepply, 5o when Irigaray writes that fot the
tamale imaginary (oo, the laws of identity and non-contradiction {A
ot By do notapply either, itmay sound ke a dangerously
rationalist descripicn of women that merey reinforces a
vadivoral denigration, [ practical value of Mheve principles,
without which raticnality weaid be inconceivabie, is so o ident that
iLappsars vugnestionab e, lm logie of ilentity is the prerequisite of
atny language ov any sediety ot all, However, the point ix that there
VSN I residue wh.rh exceeds the categories, and this

£x0ess is conceptualised as female:

i A A
3‘_"r'., P

witll alsy

Erather wonds, the issue is not one of elaborating a new theory of

nisation of the real, whether it be linpuistic, social:
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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 ciaim o be
rivalling 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 economv of the
logos. They should not put it, then, in the form ‘What is woman?’
but rather, repeating/interpreting the way in which, within
discourse, the feminine finds itself defined as lack, deficiency, or
asimitation and negative image of the subject, they should signify
that with respect to this logic a disruptive excess is possible on the

feminine side, h {This Sex, p. 78)
The reader may remembor the Jefinition of the remale in Spcndo 53
‘an excess of all identifications tofof self” {p. 230}

From Irigaray’s point of view, she is 1ot prescribing what the
femaie should be, but describing how it functions within Western
imaginary and symbolic operations, i order o show how what is
taken to be ihe unalterable order of reality (discursive or otherwise}
is i tact inaginary and therefore susceptible to change. So she
commients on Lacan that: :

The topology of the subject as it is defined by certain theoreticians
of psvchoanalysis (cf. the Ecrits of Jacques Lacan . . J.o.would
use the symbolisation of the feminine as a basis or basement for
the {masculine) subject. (Ethique, p. 103)
Any particular organisation js taken io be the real in an imaginary
operation, since the real cannot be grasped without the framework
of a set of categnories. However, if oz iakes the imaginary to be
equivalent to the real, and implies for exampie that the real is
co-lextensi.vc.: .\-'\:'ii'h tie categories of discourse, then of course the
oniy pessibilities {or change will be permutations within the same
set of categories; no totally different reorganisation could emerge. '
Her ebjection to Lacan. then. is the way in which he talac a
particular discursive organisation to be unéhangeab!e:

What poses problems in reafily turns out to be justified by a logic
tl::at ha%‘. already ordered reality as such. Nothing escapes the
circularity of this law., (This Sex. p. 88)

-
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This ahistorical (This Sex, pp. 100 and 125) conflation of the present
categories of Western discourse with the real, thus ciiding the
question of social change, is Lacan’s imaginary (This Sex, p. 995,
wirich is also the imaginary of Western metaphysics. TFar,

we note that this ‘real’ may well include, and in large measure, a
physical reality that continues to resist adequate symbolization
and/or that signifies the powerlessness of logic to incorporate in
its writing al! the characters of nature.

(This Sex, pp. 186-7, trans. adapted)

Her pariicular argument against lacan is that he excludes in
advance the possibiiity of any real social change, because he does
not ask the guestion about the relationship between real women and
(oman - or awoman (f'aferet 5o e prefers fo say since. (0
woman does not exist” (Mitchell and Rese, 1982, p. 167}, For the
problem for real women s that although they may be symbolised as
{he cutside, they are not in fact outside the society they live in. and
its symbalic structures.

In sumimary, then, [rigazay begins with ananalysis of the itnaginary
of Westuin philosophical and psychoanalytic discourse (Specidin,
aiming tw show that the conceptualisation of sexual difference in this
discourse is governed by an imaginary whichis anal, that is o gay
which interprets sexual difference as though there were only one
sex, and that sex were male (women are defective man). For our
cuiture, identity, logic and rationality are symbolically male, and the
female is eicher the outside, the hole, or the unsymbolisabie residue
(o: at maost, the womb, the maternal function). In This Sex ard
Etninue, Irigaray goes on to argue that the imaginary is not confined
ic philosaphers and psychoanalysts, but is a social imaginary which
is taken to be the real, with damaging consequences for wornen,
who, unlike men, find themselves ‘homeless’ inthe symbolic order.
Unlike Lacan, she doas not believe this imaginary to be fixed and
unalterable:  like Castoriadis, she is arguing that radical
Hons in the social imaginary ran take place, and that &

A

nevr and previously unimaginable configuration could take shapa.

In 1966, in an early paper on the imaginary, she referred w ‘the
i 3 y I g I ‘!: 1 e ]
iimpossible retusn to the body” ( liigaray, 1983a, p. 15). in F.- e,
es the moderit neglect of the body, and emphasises the

she deplore: _ ’
fact that ‘Torn’s body is the thresiwld, the perch, of the construction
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o ;-:\;;; LE rgg{g,}" (n_ a0 o5 chere a conirdiction here? Noti one
wiebers that the relation to the body is always an anaginary o

_-'-.'r;-_}‘ e ong; it is tt e il boady, fike the real of the wodld, which is

sutof reach. The moertance of the imagirary body is that it

§Cseta vaelapiysics, W owrach the subject s alwanys
ed az male. Thought is stil), as it were, in the and stage;
i ':erence does not yet exist in the social imaginary of the
nate body ig symobelised as outside. ‘But this fauit, ti‘d

'.Iu‘s “hole”, inevitably  affords woman too  few
imeges or represéntations by which to represent

harselt” (Speciduin, p. 71).
Theve mmght be anoiher proliem here. Since Lacan deseribes
wentity as imaginary, and i identip y aworaing to Irigaray, is mals

::dCIZL ived in the first section), the problem arises: either the idea
nf 2 fomaleimaginary is seli-contradic L'u) or the female imaginary
r. 50 far as i attribures ide ity Lo the fernale populace, would stili
fali within the parameters of male 1.hc-::;.,‘nt would be a mals
Jeiinition of the f““‘ ale. | think Irigay ﬁ_l, answer to that would be
that prodisely what we need te anafyse iy the unconscicus of
westarn {maiz) thought, i.e. the femnsle TRAGIMETY. Not unil this
soed aneginary has been more edeguately symboiised wiil we
b able fo articuiaie the relation betiveen male and female elements

aa differentivay. Which leads on o the question of strategy and the
final section.

-

THE POLUITICS OF MALE-FFMALE SYMBOLISM
i E‘.ope to have shown ia the previcus section that Jrigicas’s
Imaginary, althonugh o »f\ncepk which derives from psychoanaivsis,
cannot be understeod in pure:y psychoanalytic terms, but also has
an irreducible sociai dimension which makes its anatormical
reference a symbolic ur cuitural one. She is not referring to a disect
and unmediated relation to the body, but to an imaginary and
symbolic representation of the body, an “ideal morphology” which,
as she puts it, jeaves residues that are imsymbolised (or inwhich the
tc wale body may be symbolised as residue). L row warit to conclude
© discussing briefly the implications of using male-fenzle
5_\‘mbuli'xm to describe rationality as male and the female as
unconscious/magmalresidue i what might eppear 1o bo a
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sytaboiicaily retrograde move. s it not politicaily dang::f‘ous 0
e gam wamen as the irrational, oy a3 the vnconsdous ¢ cu::“{'e?
The problem is that one cannot alter sy ‘mbolic meanings by fint."”
Cine cannet simply rezerse the svimbolismyg and it i3 not encugh o
im that woemen ars in fact tational, since thatis not the point. {Th
“:m 4 is the relation of woren o i!le sywibolic siructures which’

exclude them.) frigaray’s cwi strategy is mimicry, or mimesis:

oy

Ore must assure the feminine role detiberately. Which maons
already 1o convert a form of subordination into an afficmation,
: it . . . To play with mimesis is thus, fo'r-::
ihe place f!.e* expiottation by discot

rsolf o be sinply reduced to it It maans 0
g --‘if - dnnsmuch a2s she I8 on ihe side of the
v - 1o fideas’, in (':A.’chicu to ideas about

’..
=

and thus ’oegit o thwart
ran, oy to lacate

W

heraelf that w2 E'“‘"‘(‘ﬂrl*t_*‘! iny a massuiine logie, bui so az lo
make ‘visibley', Ly o effect of plavini copotiion, what was

nat invisible: recovering a e NSib[P pomhf' nof

surpesad o rem 3
{Thiz w’x, p. 76, frans. adlaproa)

tha ferninine I langaugs,

She insists chough thai ibinests 5 only o strategy (Thes Sy, p. 77),
ot a solution. An‘,i again, to unhderstand her strategy, ?hr?l\ Ne
ad to refer back fo the psychoanalyiic model. 18
In the individnal psvche, uncaenscious phantasy is detennining to
e evient that if teing
Hieas an actoss B Cur1ouanss via

2 tan T T
ing unconsacus. YWhen, notne peyuho

SR DglaLe
TErrnar g s ‘oz o

(what inbar ers b as 5}'¥1=o*|"at--\n or ‘the operanons of
sublimation’}, it becomes possible to effect a shift or change i the
phartasy which chacies the ana.:}'send io change and brings about
reai transformations in the personaiity, - the direction if‘:f greater
flexibility and crentivity, and less dgidity or repression.” T would
Suggest that one way ‘o read fpgaray is to see her as coru:eii.-'i_ng of
H SO L
her work as iniitating o process of changz= at the level of the social
unconsaicus {or inaginacyi, by oifering interpretations of the

‘material’ ofiered by sodiety in its philosophical or metaphysical
discourse:

'-e
] B
o
5
= -

This process of interpretive rereading has aiways been a
psycloanaiytic wideriaking as well. That is why we need {o pay
attention to the way the unconsdous works in each philosophy,

and perhaps in philvsophy & general. We need to listen




— ¢ Aominated or reprasced, and ‘transcended’. Irigaray su
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(psycho)apa]ylica]]_v to its procedures of repression, to the
structuration of language that shores up its representations
separating the true from the false, the meaningful from the
meaningless, and so forth. (‘fhis Sex, p. 75)

These interpretations would verbalise the unconscious phantas
and begin the process of lifting the repression, a process which 01)1(
the model of psvchoanalysis, might lead to change. On £his reaciin
of Irigaray, what is described as the female imaginary is not tht?:
]essenh’al feminine, common to all women, but a place in the
symbolic structures,
hln‘f‘he’fnrst SEC'tE\(fl;‘., discussing :}‘19 d.e'f'eiopn:lent of the Ego and its
phantasies, I poinied out that the individual Ego, in psychoanalviic
theory, is said to take shape in the context of a relationship ‘\;'iifﬂ
parental figures. Futhe:: this anathe. woay, one might sav tijwi"tl'ﬂe
ac-qt.zisi{'ion of one’s knowledge of the world is paélsinn‘att;i‘v
mon.vated Later, epistemology loses touch with its sources. This is
precisely Irigaray’s diagnosis of what has gone wreng with the
rationality of the West. [n Ethigue, she suggosta ) |
contrary to the usuval methods of dialectic, love shorid not have to
be abandoned in: order to become wise or iearned. It is love whic!;
leads to knowledge [science] . . . It is love which jeads the wan
and is the path, both. {rp ?-7—5*;

As lindicated eatlier, for Irigaray the conceptuaiisation of rationality
15 inseparable fron: the conceptualisation of sexual difference, The
scission of epistemolagy from its sousces is linked to a node] ‘o{'
 rationality (symbolised as male) in which the symbol: femate 1@

i 5 a

f g has led to the apotheosis of rationality — moadern teSﬂf?iihf
ans to apparentiy unstoppable processes of destrustion. ”
Ra:}?edreft’:?S.b?pm;i?nali:y as m‘ale is notto restrict rationality to men.
Rathe 'S 0 argue against exclusion models of rationality, as
tiigaray states more or less explicitly: '

What .has been needed, in effect, is a discousse in which
sexua_n]fty itself is at stake so that what has been serving as a
F{Ji‘ldltlt‘.\:i of possibility of philosophical discourse, or rationalite
m general, can make itself heard. (This Sex, p. 165)
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Exclusion is a process governed by the male imaginary (i.e. identity,
ot Ais A, involves exclusion: A is not B); another way of putting itis
to say that it is the way the male imaginary deals with sexual
difference. What is important is that rationality iv categorised by
Irigaray as male, not in order to oppose it, which would be
self-defeating, but in order to suggest a more adequate
conceptualisation, in which, in psychoanalytic terms, the male
does not repress or split off the female/unconscious, bui
ackrowledges or integrates it. For the psycheanalytic model,
the relation between the different parts of the person, however
they are named: reason/passions, body/mind, superego/ego/id,
consciousnessfunconscious, need not be a dear-cut one; the
boundariés may flucluate, there may be a peossibility of
intercommunication which is net necessarily experienced  as
threatening or overwheiming. o Irigariy's fuzms, the sexual
relationship (i.e. the relationship between the symbolic male and
the symbolic femaie) should ideally be like a chiasma, it which each
could offer a fome {{iew or sol) to the other (Etrigue, p. 16}, in
‘exchanges without identifiable terms, without accounts, without
end’ (Tis Sex, p. 197).

In her capacity as analyst of the social psyche, Irigaray can coly
offer interprefations, not programmes or sofuticns. But it orw
remains within her symbolism, one might sav that the craative
source for change lies in the unconscious, the magma, the outside ~
and therefore precisely in the female.

NOTES

Note on the translations. References to Speculum and This Sex Whici Is Noi
One are taken from the available English translations (Irigaray, 1957 and
1985¢ respectively) except where otherwise indicated. Translations frem
CHiigue de In différence sexielte and Parler n'est jamais neutre (lrigazay, 1984 and
1985a respectively) ate my own.

1. Alice Jardine {1985), in her impressive book on woman-af;-e{'fec{ in
~ary, Gynesis, points cut the problems of irying 10
read French theory out of context. A further problem is the term
feminisl’. Since manv Prench women theorists sem ‘woman” as @
metaphysical concept, they are reluctant to calt themselves feninist
because of the unacceptable theoretical implications of this term (see
Jardine, pp. 194, and p. 82).

rradoin French they
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2. irigaray indicates the “political” aspect of her work as follows: ‘Every

1

10.

1.

cperation on and in philosophical language, by virtue of the very nature
of that discourse ~ which is essentially political - possesses implications
that, no matter how mediate they may be, are nonctheless politically
determined” (This Sex, p. 81).

. Ct. Freud's account of hysterical symptoms, which do not correspond

to neuro-physiological pathways but to symbolic or phantasmatic
palterns: ‘hysteria beirves as though anatomy did not exist or as though it had
10 kntowoledge of it (Ereud, 1893, p. 169).

The olyect of desire itself, and for psychoanalysts, would be the
sravstormation of fluid to selid? Which seals ~ this is welt worth repeating -
the trivinph of ratiuality. Solid mechanics and rationality have
maintained a relationship ot very long standing, one against which
Nuids have never stopped arguing’ (This Sex, p. 113). {Irigaray's italics ).
Sey also ‘L sujetdela science est-ik sexué? (lrigaray, 1985a, pp. 307-21),
and ‘Ethique de la Jifférence sexuelle” (Irigaray, 1984, pp. 113-24,
fzans. in Moi, 1987), fur an account of the ‘maleness’ of the' human and
physical sciences.

. ‘,r'?u_r an account of Denda’s deconsiructive method, see his Positions
(981, title interviow, and also Wood (1979). See also Mok (1985),

e L38HE., for a brief avcount of Irigaray’s use of Derrida.

. For & moving and almost entirely non-technical account of the '
vperations of unconsclous phantasy and their possible effects on the .

personality and activities of adult life, see Milner (1969).

7. See Woilhen (1973}, pp. 189-90.
- Lacan’s Imaginary is, o course, a much more far-reaching notion than -

this remark indivates. It should be pointed out that, as various Lacan

commentators have indicated, Lacan’s terms and concepts are not |

completelv stable (Bowie, 1979, p. 122; Benvenuto and Kennedy, 1986,

P 102); thev are ponosity self-defining, and their implications alter in

differeni viaienis, Um0t attempting here to do justice o the

differences between Lacan’s Imaginary and Irigaray’s imaginary, but -

these differences are crucial, since as I pointed out in an earlier paper
{Whitford, 1986, p. 4), Irigaray appears to be ignoring Lacan’s essential
aistinction between the [maginary and the Symbolic, and conflating the
two. This strategy needs much more careful examination than it has <o
far received:; in passing, 1 would just point out that Irigaray’s position is
that “from a feminine locus nothing can be articulated without a
questioning of the symbolic itself” (This Sex, p. 162). Any discussion of
her differences with Lacan would need to take into account the fact that
she is atlempling to go beyond Lacan, and is not simply missing the
point. :

. The deconstruction of the ‘mirror’ is cenlral o Speculun, 50 | have not

attempted to document it with page references.

In Specihen, lrigarny is dealing with the history of Western
philosophical discourse. In This Sex and Ethigue, however, particularly
the latter, the séeial implications of her work become more apparent.
My translation. An English transfation of part of the work from which
this quotation is taken, in which Castoriadis puts forward his theory

12,

13,

14:

15,
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about the imaginaty institutions of society, can be found in Castoriadis
(1984). The compiete English translation (Polity Press, 1987) was not
available at the time the present book went to press. Castoriadis gives as
examnples  of social imaginary significations: religious beljef
{(Castoriadis, 1575, pp. 1900i., trans. pp. 23i0.), reilication {in slavery or
under capitalism){pp. 197f(., trans. pp. 23ff.); the modern bureaucratic

‘universe and its pseudo-rationality (pp. 222{f). To call social

institutions like slavery or capitalism ‘imaginary’ might give the
misteading impression that they are ‘all in the mind". Castoriadis
stresses that ‘the social imaginary, as we understand it, is more real
than the “real”’ (p. 197, trans. p. 24). The problem is rather that
‘society lives s relation with institutions in the form of the imaginary;
.. . itdoes not recognize the institutional imaginary as its own preduct’
(p. 184, trans. p. 15). { should like to thank Dr jay Bernstein of the
University of Essex, for drawing my attention to Castoriadis’s work on
the imaginary.

‘A wagma is that from which one can extract (or in which one can
construct) an indefinite number of ensemblist organisations, but which
can never be reconstituted (ideally) by an ensembiisl composition
(finite or infinite) of these organizations . . We asgzert that everythicg
that can be effectively given - representations, nature, signitication -
exists in the mode of a magma; that the social-historical institutions of
the world, things, and individuals, in so far as it is the mstitution of the
Legein and the Teuidtern, is always also the institution of identstary jegic
and thus the imposition of an ensemblist organisation cn a first strxtum
of givenness which lends itself interminably to this operation. But also,
that it is never and can never be onfy that — that it s also always and
necessarily the icstitution of a magma of imaginary social significations.
And finally, that the relation bebween the Legein and the Tenkhein and
the magma of im1yinary s el sypnificaiions is not thinkable within th~
identitary -ensemblst hame of reterence - no more fhan are the
relatioins between Legein and representation, Legein and nature, or
between representation and signification, representation and world, or
‘consciousness’ and ‘unconscious’ {Castoriadis, 1975, pp. 461-3, trans.
in Howard, 1977, p. 297). Howard provides a useful introduction to
Castoriadis’s ideas. :

‘In any case, the attempt to find an existent stale of nature cannot, in
principle, succeed. This is not a problem of the limitations of our
existirg knowledge (the possibility of an as-vet undiscovered people
living in o purcly natural state). The reason why il cannot succeed is . . .
that the term “nature” is in the end defined only by reference to the
social, 45 that which is the non-social” (Brown and Adams, 1979, p. 37).
See Castoriadis (1975), pp. 372ff. for a discussion of the essential
heterogeneity of the unconscious on the one hand and the logic of
identity on the other.

Lacan, for example, writes: "There is no pre-discursive reality” (Lacan,
1975b, p. 33). Cf. Castoriadis’s criticism of Lacan (Castoriadis, 1975,
pp. 7-8}. Castoriadis’s point is that from a Lacanian perspective, it
becomes impossible te urderstand the emergence of a social
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organisation that did not previousiy exist. This is nul a question of an
(impossible) return to a prediscurstve reality, but of the possibility of
creation ex miftido. [n this context, see Ma:clnlyre‘s point about the

© unpredictability of future inventions (Maclntyre, 1981, ch. 8}
16. This is Irigaray’s interpretation of Lacan’s view that there is no refation

between the sexes since "'woman does not exist’ {(see Mitchell and Rose,

iggg,c'pﬁ;.‘_13{'_7;17(%}_!rigaray’s discussion is in "Cosi fan tutti' (frigaray,
;I":Ll;gr.?5&;;83t}'ltlclﬁ‘s?\f.mbuli5|n that one inherits are usefully discussed in
18. i?vf:itt;iigljtl;ggflc l have dcv.eioped this argument in more delaii
19, ‘131)1(Pl::zsze;i;:ilie:lllolfvr;{;uage of Freud’'s melapsychology, this point js

the conscious presentation comprises the presentation of the thing, plus
the presentatinn of the word Belonging 1o i, while the unconsciuu;
#YSTRRNGH - the presentation of the thing aione. The sysiem Ues
contains the thing-cathexes of the objects, tiwe first and true objeci:
cathexes; the system Prs. comes about bv this thing-presentation being
hypercathected through being linked “with the word-presentatiung
corresponding to it. It is these hypercathexes, we may suppose that
bring about a higher psvchical organization and make it possible for the
primary process to be succeeded by the secondary process which is
deminantin the Pes. . . A presentation which is not put into words, or a
psycmca! act which is not hypescathected, remains thereatter in rhé Les
in a stale of repression. (Freud, 1915, pp 700—1i
¢ P o SRl
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Feminism, Feelings and
Philosophy

Morwenna Griffiths

Women are more emotional than men, or such is the commonly held
belief in present day Western society. But is the behef true? And
does it matter? The answers are not easy ones to tind because the
meaning of the statement is so unclear. It might mean, torinstance,
that women are less in control of their emotions, or tt might mean
that they feel things more deeply, or that they are more irrational
than men. None of these statements necessarily impiies any of the
rest - though they often come as a package. Indeed, the stateinent
that women are more emotional than men has no clear mearing,.
However, it has a considerable political force because ii Js used to
justify or explain the position of women. The usual justification/
explanation runs: since women are more emotional they are less
suited to public life, But this is not the only possible political use of
the statement. It has been taken up recently bv saini rom-inists and
used in celebration of women’s values and as a ¢riticism of men and
their personal, moral or social arrangements. In other words,
feminists have stood the argument on its head. It now goes: since
men are 50 unemotional, they are unfit to run public life.

In this article 1 shall examine what lies behind this difference ot
opinion. | shall begin by looking further at commonrly held beliefs
about emotions and feelings and how they relate to various groups
in our society. I then go on to look at recent feminism and show
that the relationships it assumes to hold between emotion and
reason, mind and rationality, feelings and bodies, are not those
which are usually assumed in recent mainstream Waestern
philosophy, particularly in the Anglo-Saxon analytical tradition. If
these feminist conceptions of emotion and feeling are right, they
constitute a significant criticism of that philosophy and I shall argue
that this criticism is justified. I shall then go on to make a suggestion
about how these negative criticisms may have positive implications
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