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reported by Loretta Loach and Gill
ian Rodgerson, about S-M and les
bian erotica and porn. Nor does it do 
justice to variation and change in the 
social and historical determinants of 
attitudes to sex: to the anti
liberation backlash in 1970s 
England, for instance, that 
prompted Kenneth Clark's differ
entiation of art from porn, here docu
mented by Lynda Nead; or to 1920s 
outrage at Mae West's Broadway 
no-frills rendering of working-class 
sex, with which Marybeth Hamilton 
ends Sex Exposed. 

She and the book's other con
tributors rescue for feminism the 

Luce Irigaray: Philosophy 
in the Feminine 
Margaret Whitford 
Routledge: London 1991 

ISBN0415 059681, £35.00hb 
ISBN 0 415 05969 0, £9.99 Pbk 

Given that some of the major 
writings of Luce Irigaray engage 
closely with, and are steeped in 
knowledge of Western philosophical 
traditions, it is perhaps surprising, 
as Margaret Whitford points out, 
that her English-speaking reader
ship in particular has not recognized 
her primarily as a philosopher. Her 
work is studied (and classified) as 
psychoanalysis, literary theory or 
feminist theory, but rarely as philos
ophy. In this book, Whitford offers a 
reading oflrigaray that sees her first 
and foremost as a feminist philos
opher; but a philosopher for whom 
the boundaries between philosophy 
and other domains are not clearly 
demarcated. Irigaray is engaged, 
Whitford argues, in 'that most philo
sophical of enterprises: philosophy 
examining its own foundations and 
presuppositions' (p. 2). While not 
claiming to be offering a fully com
prehensive study of Irigaray's work, 
Whitford nevertheless offers read
ings of a large range of her writings 
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historically and individually vari
able pleasures of sex and porn. But in 
doing so they arguably fail ad
equately to address the obverse of 
erotic pleasure and desire - its mis
eries and discontents. Certainly 
these cannot be resolved through 
doing away with porn. Nor is it any 
help, however, to reject antiporn 
feminism out of hand without engag
ing further with the complexities of 
women's sexual unease that it both 
crudely over-simplifies yet also im
portantly expresses. 

Janet Sayers 

that are not only detailed and care
ful, but combine philosophical acu
men with a keen eye for the ways in 
which Irigaray's work connects with 
contemporary tensions and debates 
that have become central to feminist 
theory and philosophy. 

Whitford argues that a number 
of English-speaking writers have 
misinterpreted Irigaray's work, 
sometimes in contradictory ways. In 
a great deal of recent feminist 
theory, the term 'essentialist' is one 
of the most pejorative that can be 
used of any feminist writer, and the 
charge of 'essentialism' one that 
legitimates a fairly quick dismissal. 
Irigaray has been accused of varying 
forms of 'essentialism': of a 'biologi
cal essentialism' that derives a view 
of female nature from the suppo
sition of an unmediated morphology 
of the female body, or of a 'psychic 
essentialism' that misreads Lac
anianism and takes the feminine to 
be a pre-given libido, prior to lan
guage. Irigaray has also been ac
cused of a sort of regressive 
Utopianism which offers an almost 
romantic picture of a pre-Oedipal 
imaginary closeness between 
women; and of offering a picture of 
'the feminine' that amounts to a 
reactionary celebration of tra
ditional gender ideologies. Some
what in tension with this reading is 
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that which sees lrigaray's critique of 
'language' and of male rationality as 
consigning women forever either to 
irrationality and incoherence, or to 
the alienation of themselves in the 
male Symbolic. 

Whitford takes issue very con
vincingly with all these interpre
tations of Irigaray. lrigaray herself, 
Whitford shows, has refused to offer 
a 'theory of woman'; (that, she has 
said, is a task that can be left to men). 
She has also warned of the danger of 
'blueprints' that suppose it possible 
to articulate any fully clear vision of 
a different future for women. No 
form of thought can transcend the 
limitations and parameters of its 
own origins. The problem for !riga
ray is not that of what sort of'Utopia 
of stasis' we might devise, but of 
what strategies of subversion we can 
adopt, how it might be possible to 
'deconstruct' or expose that which is 
'hidden' in Western philosophy, how 
we might imagine new possibilities, 
while at the same time (necessarily) 
making use of that of which we are 
proposing a critique. This is a task 
which, far from being unique to 
Irigaray, is one which no attempt to 
think through the relation of women 
to philosophy can avoid. The strat
egy of 'mimesis', which Irigaray 
sometimes uses in Speculum of the 
Other Woman, needs to be read in 
this light. 

Irigaray (who was herself 
trained in psychoanalysis and is a 
practising analyst) uses the methods 
of psychoanalysis to try to dismantle 
what she sees as the structures of the 
Western unconscious, and the ways 
in which these have resonated in 
philosophy. In particular, she at
tempts to trace the fantasies which 
she sees as having haunted male 
discourse; the destructive male im
aginary which is based on a buried 
act of matricide, and the fear of 
women and of the body which follow 
from this. lrigaray 'reads' the history 
of philosophy in a way which re
sembles that in which a psycho
analyst might 'read' the utterances 

of the analysand. The analysand 
may 'speak' that which is repressed 
in ways of which s/he is not aware, 
cannot articulate. So may the history 
of philosophy 'speak' the repressed 
feminine; and just as the aim of 
psychoanalysis is not primarily to 
establish a new 'truth' but to change 
the analysand, so, Whitford sug
gests, Irigaray is trying to make an 
intervention in philosophy. 

Many feminist critics of philos
ophy, as well as Irigaray, have 
noted the ways in which it has been 
difficult for women to locate them
selves within philosophy as speak
ing subjects, without at the same 
time undergoing a profound self
alienation. The 'subject' of philos
ophy has been a male subject. It 
has also usually been, supposedly, a 
fully conscious and rational subject. 
But the idea of the conscious, 
rational subject has of course itself 
been the subject of critique, notably 
within French philosophy, and per
haps most importantly in the work 
of Derrida, much of whose work has 
been devoted to undermining the 
'phallogocentrism' of the Western 
philosophical tradition. Yet what is 
the position of women within the 
Derridean deconstructive enter
prise? Derrida himself has mobil
ized 'the feminine' as a response to 
the crisis of the subject; to under
mine 'phallogocentrism' it is necess
ary to 'speak like a woman'. But to 
'speak like a woman' is not the 
same as 'speaking as a woman'; and 
some feminist critics of Derrida 
have suggested that his mobiliz
ation of the feminine may in fact be 
simply a colonization; one which, 
moreover, has quite a long history. 
Derrida has been notoriously un
sympathetic to feminism, and his 
critique of 'phallogocentrism' has 
appeared to leave women in a 
double bind. If they continue to 
'speak like women', they appear to 
be consigned to a position of mere 
'enunciation', where a position as a 
woman cannot be spoken. If they 
attempt to appear as speaking 



subjects themselves, they are ac
cused of'speaking like men'. 

Much of Irigaray's work, Whit
ford suggests, can be seen as ad
dressing this dilemma. Subtending 
the 'rational subject' of philosophy, 
but unrecognized, is a sexuate sub
ject, governed by unconscious de
sires. And subtending philosophy it
self is the 'male imaginary' in which 
women are merely lack or 'other'. In 
philosophy, we need a critique of the 
idea of 'reason' that recognizes the 
passional foundations of reason, and 
refuses to divorce reason from the 
motivations and desires which lie at 
its foundation. And Irigaray asks 
what are the conditions for a 'female 
imaginary' that is not simply incor
porated back into the male imagin
ary as its 'other'? The morphology of 
the female body to which she appeals 
in an attempt to construct the idea of 
a 'female imaginary' should not be 
seen as a mere description of the 
female body. Rather, it is an attempt 
to offer a new symbolic mediation of 
what a 'female imaginary' might be 
like, and to counterpose this to the 
symbolic mediations of the male 
body and of male sexuality which 
have often been a subtext of philo
sophical theories. 

The problem for women is how 
to assume the 'I' in their own right, 
how to enter philosophy as speak
ing subjects, but in a way that does 
not require that the female subject 
appears as a replica of the male 
subject which has been the target 
both of feminist and of deconstruc
tive critique. And the problem for 
men is how they can venture out of 
the closed world of 'I' and recognize 
both the passional foundations of 
the male subject and of male 
rationality, and come to see women 
as interlocutors in philosophy. This 
enterprise, for Irigaray, requires 
that one retain the idea of 'speaking 
as a woman'; but always in a pro
visional and questioning manner. 
We do not yet really know what it 
might be to 'speak as a woman', or 
on what terms women might enter 
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philosophy; but we cannot eliminate 
the question without eliminating at 
the same time the task of estab
lishing new forms of co-subjectivity 
with men. 

Irigaray's work, Whitford sug
gests, is offered in order to create the 
space for a dialogue between herself 
and her readers, and between the 
readers themselves. 'Her work is 
offered as an object, a discourse, for 
women to exchange among them
selves, a sort of commodity, so that 
women themselves do not have to 
function as the commodity, or as the 
sacrifice on which sociality is built. 
Instructions for use of Irigaray 
would include the message: Do not 
consume or devour. For symbolic 
exchange only.' (p. 52) Much the 
same might, I think, be said about 
Whitford's own book. There is a great 
deal in the book that I have not 
discussed in this review, and much of 
Whitford's discussion of Irigaray is 
textually detailed and, at times, 
quite dense. But what I think it 
achieves overall, quite excellently, is 
a new 'map' of much of Irigaray's 
work that readers will be able to use 
both to enter for themselves the 
'map' of Western philosophy that 
Irigaray provides, and to connect her 
work with some of the most funda
mental contemporary debates about 
women in philosophy. These debates 
concern not simply the 'truth' of 
philosophical theories or the 'correct
ness' of interpretations, but some 
quite fundamental questions about 
the nature of interpretation itself 
and about the status of philosophical 
theories and claims; such questions 
are absolutely central to the feminist 
critique of philosophy. Do not con
sume or devour Margaret Whitford's 
book. Use it, rather, as a means of 
symbolic exchange, to enter, re-enter 
or re-evaluate the terrain of ques
tions about the relation between 
feminism and philosophy in ways 
which you may find, in turn, exciting, 
difficult, or extremely contentious, 
but always interesting and thought
provoking. The book provides not 
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only a much needed re-evaluation of 
Irigaray's work, but an interrogation 
of the question of the place of women 
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The Rites of Man opens with a prolo
gue containing gruesome tales of 
male violence in which Miles ex
presses the urgency to discover its 
cause. This, she claims, lies in the 
social construct of masculinity. The 
rest of the book, then, examines the 
ways in which men acquire mascu
linity, and the effects it has on them, 
on other men, and (to a lesser extent) 
on women. The central thesis is that 
murderers and rapists are not 
psychopaths, but just ordinary men 
whose violence is the result of the 
pressures inherent in socially ac
quired masculinity. Violence is, in 
one way or another, essential to 
being a 'real man', and will not dis
appear until an end is brought to the 
'rites of man', which instil mascu
linity in males. Just a few of the 
institutions held responsible for the 
reproduction of these rites are the 
family, public schools, gangs, sport 
and war. These are examined in the 
course of the argument, which is 
divided (somewhat unclearly) into 
sections on childhood, growing up, 
manhood and old age. 

However, already in the first 
two chapters, it is mothers and 
mother-substitutes who receive the 
blame for men's behaviour, particu
larly, it seems, those who are loving 
and caring. Once again the problem 
of men becomes the fault of women: 
'Quite unavoidably then [my em
phasis], adult male heterosexuality 
will contain strong elements of terror 

in philosophy which deserves wide 
reading and discussion. 

Jean Grimshaw 

and anger, fantasies of role reversal 
and revenge against women, a blan
ket urge to punish someone, anyone, 
for what mother has done.' (p. 30) 

In fact, this appears to be a book 
on masculinity which pays very little 
attention not only to feminism, but to 
women. It is a valid point that men, 
too, suffer from the ever more de
manding masculine ideal, which 
today insists that a man not only 
'succeed', and 'be a man' but a new 
man. However, Miles's desire to see 
an end to violence seems to be based 
on a wish to save men from the 
constraints and hardships (physical 
and mental) of the 'rites of man': if 
they did not have to participate in 
these rituals, they would not have to 
be hurtlkilled/upset and the world 
would be a happier place. 'Because 
the majority of young men make a 
safe, successful transition to adult
hood, are we to care nothing for those 
who do not?', she writes (p. 117). 

Relying heavily on anecdotal evi
dence (from actors, politicians, novel
ists, Cosmopolitan . .. ), this study 
lacks a strong theoretical framework. 
The analysis also suffers from the oc
casional descent into tabloid sen
sationalism as well as emotionally 
charged inaccuracies such as this: 
'And why has no government, no 
figure of authority, no campaigner, no 
parent, ever tried to stop the sensel
ess slaughter on the roads?' (p. 115) 

Despite a critique of nuclear 
families, marriage, the ideology of 
'new fathers', Miles fails to go far 
beyond the exposure of masculine 
rituals and the institutions which 
support them - something which 
was already done in the late 1980s. 
This seems to be mainly because she 
ignores the feminist critique of 
masculinity which has burgeoned in 
the past few years. When Miles 
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