
REDRAWING THE CIRCLE
POWER, POETICS, LANGUAGE .'

Barbara Godard

My subject is ideology and language which I shall approach through
women's writing and feminist literary criticism .

There are many who challenge the conjunction of the label of a political
movement - feminismz - and an aesthetic artifact - literature . They would
insist on the autonomy of the work of art, of its freedom from the "shackles" of
ideology that would reduce it to mere rhetoric and undermine its aesthetic
qualities . Others - and I would include myself among them - concur with
Roland Barthes whenhe writes that "It is virtually impossible to dealwith literary
creation without postulating the existence of a relation between the work and
something besides the work . -3 Feminist criticism makes this "something else"
explicit and reveals its substructure of theories, assumptions and values -
implicit in any critical theory . By exposing them deliberately, we can face the
methodological implications of the assumptions underpinning this feminist
discourse . After all, every theory of language implies a whole philosophy of
history : every form of practice implies and presupposes a form of theory whose
denial is a mask . The silence of this mask, and not ideology, continues Barthes, is
"the capital sin in criticism." Feminist criticism would argue that silence has also
been the capital sin of patriarchal ideology which has consistently denied the
fact of sexual difference in the name of a centre, of a principle of identity.
Homogeneity, objectivity are the values used to support aesthetic judgments of
"good" or "beautiful ." Feminist criticism aims to unmask this objectivity by
insisting that all judgments are context-bound, and that sex and gender are
important factors in establishing this context . This is because of the systematic
repression and appropriation of women over the centuries in our western
society .
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In Power Politics, Margaret Atwood offers a cynical view of the relationship
between power and language, symptomatic of her position as woman .

We hear nothing these days
from the ones in power

Why talk when you are a shoulder
or a vault

Why talk when you are
helmeted with numbers

Firsts have many forms;
a fist knows what it can do

without the nuisance of speaking :
it grabs and smashes .

From those inside or under
words gush like toothpaste .

Language, the fist
proclaims by squeezing
is for the weak only .4

For her, language is not performative . The gender markers it encodes assign to
woman "negative semantic spaces" This lackoffaith inthe signifying potentials
of language is a problem for a poet . Atwood's position contrasts markedly with
Shelley's belief in the power of the word when he proclaimed that "poets are the
unacknowledged legislators ofthe world,"6 male poets, at least . Here Shelley was
following Plato's recognition of the force of language, though inverting the aim
ofthe argument. For Plato banished poets from his republic because their power
threatened to subvert its established order . Plato also excluded women from full
participation in politics and intellectual activity because their private house-
hold speech lacked form and could not be considered truth . Like poetry, mere
opinion did not appeal to the mind, site of all he thought best in human activity?
With Plato originates the segregation of women's speech in the private sphere
away from the seat of government and formal utterances, a separation that has
led to power over the former, as Atwood's poem reminds us .

The power of language is reiterated in another strand of the Western
tradition . Words become worlds when God speaks . Creation is linked to the oral
utterance which becomes fiat in its written form, the books of the law . A "new
testament" is necessary when a revolution in belief occurs, when the word is
recreated, is "made flesh" and translated into action. Here the word is mediated
through the passive female body which reproduces a male divinity rather than
producing words . Mary, like Plato's women is silent, "pondering all these things
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in her heart." Forgotten are the days when god was a woman, when Inanna,
queen of heaven, by power of her decrees, enters and becomes queen of the
netherworld, bringing forth from there the tablets and styluses to record the
written word . 8 Language has become problematic for Atwood9 because of the
activity of the word in the extreme mode of God's invasion of the other . Backed
by greater physical force - the fist "grabs and smashes" - power has been
excercized overwomen . Atwood's poem invites us to see the individual feminine
text in terms ofthe dialogue ofconflicting social classes, that is as the opposed,
marginalized voice confronting the hegemonic class . By clearly exploring this
confrontation, Atwood becomes conscious of the problem of authority . It is an
issue which she must face, if she herself is to become an author, an
"authority ."

Although a pressing issue for women writers, it is essential for all women to
raise questions about the nature of language and power . Sheila Rowbotham
summarizes the issue :

(Language) is one of the instruments of domination . . . It
speaks only for (the) world (of the oppressors), from their point
of view . Ultimately arevolutionary movement has to breakthe
hold of the dominant group over theory, it has to structure its
own connections . Language is part of the political and.
ideological power of rulers . . . We can't just occupy existing
words. We have to change the meanings of words even before
we take them over."'°

Women's long silence, or ineffectual speech, may be an advantage here in
constituting a challenge to present economic and political systems in feminists'
denunciation of the appropriating subject and of rigid subject/object
boundaries . But there is still an inherent paradox in this . How can one be an
object, be constructed by thatruling discourse and still constitute an opposition
to it, be outside enough to mark an alternative? If outside, how can one be heard
at all? But the creation of new worlds in words is the essence of writing, which
seeks always to question the cliche or convention, to deconstruct figures of
rhetoric orreading . By following the paths ofwomen writers, I would suggest, we
shall discover how they are claiming the prerogative of naming so that we can
begin to see and live afresh . We shall find some of the "fiction which (would)
make us real"." These selves-in-becoming-in-words redraw the circle for us,
shift the relationships of centre and periphery, of authoritative word and
marginal silence .

How to write as a women? This is a question women writers have been asking
for some time, indeed it is the only question they must ask, the precondition of
their finding a voice at all in which to speak, or they remain spoken in the words
of men. Phrased variously as : how to write at all if one is a woman confronted
with a literary institution which would silence her, and how to write the
difference explicit in her sexuality intothe text when her veryfemaleness signals
her status as object not subject" - these questions are now being raised by
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feminist critics who are reflecting aloud on what it means to read as a woman. '3
What is the implication ofthis difference in terms of ourtalking or writing about
the work ofwomen (or, forthat matter, men) writers? Ifone engages in a different
and differential reading of women's writing, what impact does this have on the
practice of literary criticism, an activity carried out within the circles of
academic and literary institutions?

As has been argued by Dorothy Smith, these institutions have been
controlled by men and consequently women have been "excluded from the
production of thought, images and symbols" inwhich their experience has been
ordered . Perpetuating its forms, symbols and words in a circle of male
experience that excludes females,' 4 knowledge is not objective and neutral,
contrary to whatwe have been told in the scientific spirit ofour age and the myth
of the academy . In an initial dislocation of this myth, feminists show knowledge
to be subjectively and ideologically biased, not objective, for it reflects male
experience primarily . Literary criticism is clearly within the perimeter of the
circle, an activity of academics extending the circle of patriarchal power - the
circle of members "who count for one another" governed, as Smith says, by the
"stag effect" . But the focus of literary criticism on language and symbols, its
work in elucidating meaning and its practice of producing new metaphors offer
the means through which such a break could be made in the circle . Feminist
criticism takes advantage of such an opening by basing a reading practice and a
critical theory on atheory of sexual difference . Such an attempt has farreaching
implications, for it addresses itself not only to the position of mastery held by
scientific discourse (that is language which is culturally encoded, through
which meaning and sense is conferred on reality), but to philosophy, the
discourse of discourse, and to the logic of discourse itself. '5 Rejecting scientism
with its valorization of objectivity, the project of feminist criticism is episte-
mological . While feminist practice of criticism is an exercise in the unmasking
and displacing of alienating structures produced by criticism, as thinking,
feminism "rethinks thinking itself." 16 Re-visionist, it questions the adequacy of
existing conceptual structures .

In advocating sexual difference which is Otherness itself," feminism
challenges the foundations of discourse, namely its centre, the concept of a
single or absolute subject, returning to itself as subject, serving as guarantor of
its own meaningfulness - the concept of God in Christian theology, the Logos
in philosophy, the phallus in psychoanalysis, etc . This absolute subject acts in a
totalitarian manner as the focal point of identification whereby individuals are
organized into subsidiary subjects, socially formed subjects of consciousness
who identify themselves with a process whose meaning is conferred by the
absolute subject. '8. Individuals are reconciled to their social positions in these
processes through myths of representation, that is, through ideology. The
characteristic of ideology is its absoluteness : discourse becomes synonymous
with power over . Ideologies are, however, "fictions" and "figures" and may be
challenged by other "fictions" or by exposing theirfigurative nature . 1 9 With their
present male God, and Phallus as Prime Signifier, these systems of represent-
ation exclude the female . She cannot be constituted as subject and conse-
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quently, as de Beauvoir points out in The SecondSex, remains an object, the Other
for a male subject, paired in a situation in which there is no reciprocity, no
possibility of inversion . The hierarchical conception of difference that de
Beauvoir works with leaves woman stranded on the periphery of the male
circle returning unto itself as centre . To enable the emergence of the female,
feminism must break out ofthis circle by exploring other concepts ofdifference .
For what is becoming clear is that difference may be conceived of in several
separate logical constructs which effectively change our perceptions of power
relationships . What has been most common is the hierarchical concept in
which, one side of a binary pair is privileged: difference is represented as
present/absent as in competitive/non-competitive . As de Beauvoir points out, it
is this model thathas subsumed a second logical setofdifferences, at leastwhen
it is a question ofmale/female . This second set could well be thought of in terms
of one extreme/another extreme as in competitive/cooperative . Irigaray is
advocating such a shift when she argues for difference as a positive value, and
not as absence or lack. A third position could also be adopted, and it is the one I
shall advocate . Here difference is represented as an indefinite series of items, as
in competitive/cooperative/solitary?°

In confronting its father discipline, feminist criticism discloses the most
basic assumptions of its thinking. On this question of difference, feminists
challenge the power relationships inherent in the prevalent formulation of
difference as presence/absence even as they argue for the other two models of
difference which valorize all the variables . Consequently, they often seem to be
speaking in paradoxes, negating even while they are advancing new values, in
the very same word and breath . For feminist critics are engaged in a vigorous
border traffic between this world defined for them and the world they aim to
bring into being, a world defined by them . Their project is to be cartographers of
new realms . Like cultural nationalists, they reject the map made for them by
denying their difference is marginal or peripheral . Placing the point of the
compass on the circumference where they are, they redraw the circle . They
suggest that alternate forms of strength and relationship have existed all along
on women's terms or among women. They seek in women's consciousness an
autonomous origin of knowledge . Their aim coincides with the efforts of women
writers to open new dimensions of space to allow women free access without
hindrance or hesitancy through geographical and political spaces, disrupting
the imaginary forms through which ideology is represented to individuals . As
Louise Forsyth writes : "the feminist critic has necessarily had to participate in
the struggle of beginning to clear these dimensions of space in order to create
appropriate conditions for the writing of her own text . The role she has to play in
the collective project is of considerable urgency in assuring poets and novelists
have a public, someone with whom they share images and in whose direction
they can write."" As well as this primary function of explicating women's texts
and identifying the "different" or marginal forms, symbols and words, to form an
interpretive community of readers who will be able to understand women's
writing, women critics are remapping the terrain of critical theory. This new
criticism deconstructs patriarchal monotheism by introducing variety and
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multiplicity in thought and expression, by being resolutely, eclectic and
interdisciplinary in nature, thus attacking the very monocentrism on which
power (presence) is founded . Moreover, the realignment of boundaries through
expansion and blurring continues in a fusion of style and content. This new
feminist literary criticism would not be a meta-language like patriarchal
discourse, but would remain open, a practice characterized by its empathy and
respect for the text, asking of it only those questions which it asks of itself .
Consequently, this criticism would be an assimilated reading, an intertextuality
in which through shared characters, quotations or languages, the reader is
intimately touched by the other's text. The critical act is re-creation, extending
life to the original text, breaking down the boundaries between creative writing
and criticism .22 "Texts circulate and remain open, like a friend's voice," 23 fluid,
in a spirit of extension and translation . Transformed from passive to active,
encircled no longer, women circulate .

That this making it new is simultaneously subversion and celebration is
demonstrated in the ways women writers and critics rethink the literary space in
order to allow their work to circulate and thus to escape the exclusion of
discourse . This has taken three basic forms, roughly analogous to the three
logical models of difference : 1) dislodging the centre, through the subversion of
fixed hierarchies by defamiliarization or distancing; 2) new circles, the creation
of a world upside down, through inversion or an active decentering within a
double circle ; 3) spiralling out, as when the circle is completely broken as a new
concept of the subject comes into being . As Mary Daly describes this, the fixed
perimeter of the circle becomes mobile as "Radical feminist consciousness
spirals in all directions, dis-covering the past, creating/dis-closing the present
future ."z4 This punning and spinning of metaphors, as we shall see, is not just
"icing on the cake" but cognitive activity central to the forging of new
(conceptual) worlds . It is also word play, and free wheeling play, as Jacques
Erhmann reminds us, is "articulation, opening" through language, its ludic
function holding out the goals of true culture and civilization . 25

Dislodging the centre

The circle itself is duality, containing the contradiction of a still, fixed centre
and a moving, infinite circumference . Moreover, its inner and outer areas
effectively present us with an image of negative and positive space, of absence
and presence . This dualism is forgotten when all focus is on the centre . Through
a process of defamiliarization, feminists draw attention to the fact that women
have been excluded from the circle . They do this by foregrounding the fact of
male domination . Naming the oppressor has not been an easy task, for one of the
semanticrules of language is that ofmale-as-norm . 26 Indeed, in women's writing
the awareness ofthe constrictions concomitant with the feminine conditionhas
often been limited to just that - ageneral sense ofalienation and malaisewhose
cause is not directly identifiable . A study of the language of Virginia Woolf
reveals this feature of her writing . Her favoured syntactic patterning is the
passive, a structure ideally suited to expressing the causative agent in women's
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oppression, an agent Woolf chooses not to name . Instead, she uses the
truncated passive in sentences like the following from ARoom ofOne'sOwn:"..a
woman was not encouraged to be an artist . On the contrary, she was snubbed,
slapped lectured and exhorted.'27 Women readers may well complete her phrase
with the missing words "by the male critics", and thus weave even more densely
the web of hidden assumptions shared with her implied female readers, but
Woolf has not challenged these critics' dominancy directly and leaves them with
a general impression of feminine passivity . Nonetheless, her statements cast a
haze over the centre ofthe circle forreaders who share her hidden agenda, for no
longer can they apply the definition of artist equitably to males and females .
There now appear to be differences in accession to this activity, for Woolf has
shown women must overcome greater obstacles . Her work has effected a shift in
the meaning of the word artist, at least for females . It has acquired a certain
strangeness .

The "images of women" criticism that has dominated North American
feminist literary criticism, at least until very recently, has been responsible for
such a displacement of meaning and defamiliarization. Aiming to show the
warped, distorted and objectified status of women in fiction, their fictionalized
selves being the representations of the dominating patriarchal ideology, this
criticism provides us with a list ofpassive victims, failed women heroes, so many
stories of the divided self which Lorraine McNullen has told us . 28 In its other
face, when such feminist criticism ceases to be expressive and becomes
aggressive, it denounces the oppressor, following in the mode of Kate Millett's
Sexual Politics (1971) which conclusively demonstrated the misogyny at the heart
of the modern literary pantheon . The Great Tradition is not great because of its
universality, but because of the hegemony its ideology extends . In fact, it is less
than whole, excluding as it does the female presence . Working still within the
dominant literary institutions, critics like Mary Ellman (Thinking About Women,
1968) and Margaret Atwood ("Paradoxes and Dilemmas : the Woman as Writer",
1975) outline the double standard at work in literature as in life, denouncing the
"phallic" criticism and writing which has led to the marginalization of women on
the literary scene, doing so in such a way as to introduce the possibility of
mobility and multiplicity of the centre . But their focus remains the male
tradition : the great tradition is implicitly honouredby yet other critical studies of
its activities . We have yet to discover the meaning of women's writing and it
remains veiled and muffled .

New circles
We might conceive of another area of female writing and feminist criticism

as a double circle, the circle expanded to a double foci as in the ellipse or in the
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helix. The figure of the ellipse is an excellent one for our purposes because it
respects the concept of two separate centres combining to form one object. It
obliges us to talk and think in terms of unequal relationships instead of
matching qualities or quantities, forcing everything into a homogeneous mould .
Our definition begins with there being more than one term . Variously the two
foci may move closer, reactions to any point on the circumference then
becoming equal or they may separate as the centres of two independent though
intersecting circles, each obeying its own laws, no point on the circumference of
the one having any necessary relation to the other circle . Still, they remain
within a single figure, and thus express an intentionality ofunity which the term
sexual difference would call into question.z 9

A more appropriate figure might be the double helix, with its two centres
spiralling around each other, intersecting and diverging in turn . As described by
Jim Watson, the geneticist who discovered DNA, this figure came to him when
he abandoned the concept of like-to-like bonding within the molecule .
Consequently, he discovered the secret of life in the doubleform . With its duality
of generating centres, this figure has been suggested as an appropriate one for
comparative studies of Canadian literatures, 3° for it can account for similarities
and describe the absence of such convergences . And for feminists interested in
the question of sexual differences (as opposed to women's studies) it provides an
appropriate model for breaking free from the circle in a thorough decentring.

James D. Watson. The DoubleHelix. aPersonalAccountoftheDiscovery ofDNA . (New
York : Atheneum, 1968), p . 210 .

Such an approach would invite us to explore the differences between men's
and women's use of language, for instance . In this way, Dian McGuiness has
suggested that men use language in an object-oriented way for naming, while
women use language contextually to explore the emotions and meanings of
other human beings in a given situation . She traces these differing functions
back historically and biologically to the primate phase . In the present, she
observes men and women functioning at cross purposes, in the conference
setting where males define and women perform in dramatic interaction with the
audience . 3 1
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These figures are helpful in exploring the literary use of language, especially
the use of metaphor in men's and women's writing, an approach that illuminates
the degree to which men's and women's perceptions of reality differ. Meta-
phorical systems encapsulate a group's heritage and trace its psychological and
historical development. New metaphors are new phenomena, calling forth,
containing and stylizing our experience . New metaphors imply cognitive
developments and provide ways of disrupting the symbolic systems through
which ideology is represented to the individual . A brief look at the differential
use made by men and women of a fundamental metaphor of Canadian society
and literature will illustrate how in men's and women's lives there are two stories,
two differing perceptions of the same reality .

The land-as-woman metaphor is central to North American society . It
opposes male possession and aggressive reduction of the Other to female
discovery of an integrated, inviolate self, power over versus empowerment .
Among the metaphor's most common forms, as Annette Kolodny has pointed out
in The lay oftheLand,3 z is the topos of the violation of the land, its virginity taken
in acts of aggression and control by plough or railway . This exploitation of the
land is something North American women novelists denounce . In an inversion
ofthe metaphor that decentres it, they offer a counter view of the male drive for
possession which they believe ends tragically in dispossession through
abstraction or self-anihilation . In the work of the American writer Willa Cather,
thispossession is contrasted with the view of the land as sentient but impersonal
being whose otherness is to be respected, notviolated, in ecological harmony, as
I have shown elsewhere . 33 Translated into Canadian terms in Wild Geese by
Martha Ostenso, this counterview is reinforced by a direct denunciation of the
patriarchal drive for possession when Judith throws the hatchet to behead
Caleb-Holfernes on behalf of all violated women . Judith then inverts the
metaphor by wrestling her lover Sven to the ground, overturning the struggle to
possess women and the land . In French Canada, women writers' refusal to use
this key metaphor of expansion led to an opposing metaphor. Gabrielle Roy's
pioneer women dislike the "naked prairie" and assert their own presence as
creative centre in a pioneering activity which would make of the wilderness a
home. For her ability to create people, feed and clothethem inthe wilderness, for
the "homemaking capacities", the Grandmother in La route dAltamont is called a
god . "My Almighty Grandmother", is the title of Christine's story, a title that
underlines the alternate theory of origins in loving concern rather than in the
violent rape of the plough .

Illustrating variously the closeness and the distance of the foci or double
centres, these two metaphorical complexes foreground the activity of many
women writers as border traffic . It could also be termed double talk, for while
seeming to use the symbols of the dominant society, these writers do so only to
question them byputting forth alternate models ofperception and speaking . My
approach in discussing them is illustrative of much feminist criticism in
adopting a comparative position as initial starting point but focussing attention
on the lesser known of the centres, that of the female perspective . Most of us,
like the writers, are straddling two worlds, the world of the academy and a world
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of our own and if we would be heard in both, if we would remain within the
academy to decentre it, we must communicate with it, sending our messages in
forms it can interpret even as we try to find a vocabulary adequate for our
experience, becoming bilingual translators in the process .

There are dangers, however, in defining against, in expressing our difference
always in ambivalent language. We risk remaining locked in the embrace of a
binary world where dualism is only an illusion of difference, because it is
conceived ofalways as a hierarchical construct. In defining ourselves within the
frames of reference chosen by men we risk losing any sense of ourselves as
subjects . In order to find ourselves, we must move outside of the critical space
altogether to find meaning in what has previously been empty space .

Spiralling out

Feminist strategies to produce plurality have found support in pheno-
menological practices of dynamic empatheticreading which are also open in the
interrogation of their own processes . Central to the feminist critic's endeavour is
an attempt to reflect and clarify "lived experience" as a meaningful activity,
meaning being created in the dialectical movement of bringing to explicit
foreground what is only potentially and latently present . The word is
rediscovered in the self in an act of creative intentionality . The critical act
involves both a decentring ofthe text and a recentring throughan appropriation
of it into one's own consciousness . It is here that "the voices of friends in
dialogue" circulate, for the critic is close to the woman writer who has preceded
her outside the circle .

This world defined by and for females with reference only to themselves is an
Utopian one for, as yet, it has only a shadowy existence . However, it is
increasingly being asserted by feminist scholars that women's culture has a
specificity . "Women form a speech community", we read," with language skills
and attitudes of our own as well as those shared by the wider speech
community." Gossip is a specific type of women's language or genderlect, "a
language of intimacy"34 arising from the solidarity and identity of women as
members of a social group with a pool of common experience, a language that
circulates orally, outside the circle of male experience, uncoded and savage, in a
cultural wilderness . Frequently this hidden world is unhidden in works of
fabulation such as Gilman's Herland 35 where we enter a futuristic world of
women. Russ' The Female Man36 reveals the same distancing function at work,
recentring occuring through the creation of alternate worlds, new fictions to
disrupt those that have defined us .
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In language itself we find another Utopia . It is in and through language that
we define and categorize areas ofdifference and similarity that in turn allow us
to comprehend the world around us . 37 But what a challenge it is to invent
language! Writers ransack the dictionary to find adequate definitions as Audrey
Thomas does, only to rewrite the dictionary from the perspective of her own
experience when its inadequacy is demonstrated, as happens in Real Mothers
where, in answer to a question from her father as to who strangers are, the girl
replies "mostly men" . This answer takes into account the realities of power
politics in female sexuality, experience which makes itself clear here in a new,
contextual definition of a word . Similarly, Alice Munro seeks an adequate
vehicle to express her character's experience in Lives of Girls and Women . Like
Thomas, she questions cliches and conventions, her writing calling itself into
question in a perpetual process of becoming . She too offers new definitions for
words based on female physiological realities .

That very word pleasurehad changed for me ; I used to think it a
mild sort ofword, indicating a rather low-key self-indulgence ;
now it seemed explosive, the two vowels in the first syllable
spurting up like fireworks, ending on the plateau of the last
syllable, its dreamy purr . 38

Reflection on the material meaning of the word, on its concrete sounds, is
stimulated by an effort to articulate the sensations of female orgasm .

Munro's is just one attempt to invent a language that is not oppressive but
expresses women's realities . The women writers of Quebec are attempting to
write the sexual body in the text in an enterprise aimed at the establishment ofa
new symbolism . "My body is words," writes Madeleine Gagnon39 in a return to an
origin of sensations and gesture that precedes codification in language . Like
Atwood in Surfacing, 4° she locates this new language in the hieroglyphs of the
native people, as she does in Lueur.4 ' But language itself can constitute the
origin, as Nicole Brossard is showing, writing towards "1'Alphabet 1'origine" in
deconstructive plays on words . She also creates new words in an effort to shape a
new language for women42 Here her practice joins the punning neologisms of
Mary Daly in Gyn/Ecology, the title of which is, in her words, "a way of wrenching
back some wordpower."43 It is very much an Otherworld journey, occuring in the
"Unfield/Outfield/Outfield", "confronting old molds/models of question-
asking. "44

This spinning, like those orgasms described by Munro, wells up from a
savage world in a volcanic eruption, languages of origins rather than coded
discourse. In this lies their potential for breaking the texts in the puzzles they
pose for a reader, as they break conventions . Contradictions are introduced,
thus threatening the continuity of ego, the position of coherence, into which
ideology fixes the subject . Continued deferral of meaning in such processes
assures that this is a radical decentering. The new focus on all-female world
moves us into a new space .
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Critics following writers into this ever-mobile spiral have taken several
routes in their effort to define the world from a female centre. They have
redefined the literary canon to include genres in which women have made an
important contribution - private forms of writing such as diaries, letters and
oral ones too . In the Canadian context, this leads to the discussion ofthe oral life
history of Pitseolak, an Eskimo artist, or to the consideration of an Indian
woman's creation myth . The native woman has often served as metaphor for
women's marginalization in Canadian literature, a figure who must be embraced
before creation can begin. Criticism inclusive of these minority figures might
aptly be said to have taken to the woods, to have listened to the call of the
wild .

Yet other critics have set off into this women's wilderness to recapture a lost
all-female world in a reexamination of the relationship of mother and daughter,
devalued in present society where the fact that God was once a woman is a
carefully maintained secret45 Others again, like Suzanne Lamy46have adopted
a subjective, fluid, circulating friend's voice in works which, embodying
personal appreciations of women's books, quotations from them, reflections on
one's personal life, blur the boundaries between manifesto, fiction, poetry,
criticism . Attempting to become the author and creating a commonwealth of
literary participants, these women move toward shared spaces between reader
and writer . Here feminist engagement is framed in emotional as well as
intellectual terms as an act of love between women . The spiral moves from a new
centre as the work on language creates polysemanticity, openingthe language as
well as the forms and genres, to multiplicity, to movement.

Here is the cutting edge of our vision, a recognition of difference as several
equal variables, positively valued . For without such an attempt to create third or
fourth terms, to bring into being a more radical difference, the decentring of the
patriarchal world is in jeopardy . For the subject at the centre of a binary pair
tends to reobjectify all that comes within its embrace, fixed as it is by ideology to
this position in relation to discourse . Moreover, it may prove an easier task to
dislodge the ruling centre and to push it into the double helix from the mobile
position of the spiral, whose movement will force a corresponding movement at
the centre, than it would be from the fixed position of object on the periphery of
the circle . Nonetheless, both attempts are necessary, and all three concepts of
difference have a place in feminist criticism . To focus on the fact of domination,
to shift that centre through the naming and denunciation of the nature of
oppression, is as central a part of the work of the feminist critic as is the pursuit
of radical difference . Together these activities offer some of the most serious
creative play presently available . The power of such play to set new worlds in
motion is by now, I hope, clear. Let us join our voices with those of the
poets .

Epilogue

This essay is grounded in paradoxes, not the least of which is the tension
between its rhetorical and expressive functions, as it both denounces the logical
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principles which have lead to women's supposed literary silence and through
the poetic appeal ofits metaphors invites you to respond to identifying with this
muffled voice . This in turn rests on the foundation of a paradox at the heart of
contemporary feminism, .in the very understanding of ideology. In a case of the
left hand not knowing what the right hand is doing, feminists denounce the
ideology of patriarchy, ideology here being understood to have a negative
meaning, being a form of false consciousness that disturbs the understanding of
social reality, and call into question the cognitive value of ideas affected by
ideology . Simultaneously, however, they are advancing an ideology with a
positive meaning, being the expression of the world-view of a class . The
opinions, theories and attitudes formed to defend and promote its interests are
more frequently called ideologies4' the introduction of the plural here
underlining the possibility of choice and a clearer apprehension of reality . This
paradox may be further explored through a distinction between ideological
thought and Utopian thought . Both are distortions, but whereas ideological
thought fails to take account of new realities in a situation by concealing them,
thinking of them in categories which are inappropriate, Utopian thought
transcends the present and is oriented towards the future and, should itpass into
conduct, shatters the prevailing order ofthings . The feminism I have described is
of this Utopian mode. A quest for reality would avoid either pole of these
distortions . But our knowledge of reality is enriched when it assimilates
divergent perspectives of groups experiencing social reality differently .48 of the
two types of distortion, the Utopian is potentially the more flexible in its
accomodation of divergences .

For a critical theory that calls itself "revisionary", questioning conceptual
structures and "rethinking thinking," by advancing the personal, the emotional
as a conterpoint, my essay is paradoxically conventional . It offers few rough
edges or breaks for the reader to latch onto, is in no way disjointed or
autobiographical . The lyric potential of its central metaphor is subverted by the
order and control the circle exercizes in rhetorically structuring the paper .
Consequently, its ringing tones work to convince you rather than inviting you to
question established procedures . In other words, it sounds like a party line, the
tendentiousness of the feminist argument working to restrict the range of
meanings potentially available in the text . It is thus characterized by some
degree of closure, at the very time it argues against this feature of dominant
language to the extent that such a language embodies a hierarchy of meanings
and implies a subjection to meaning . Posing the issue of feminist cultural
practice in this way opens once more the question of a feminine as opposed to a
feminist text . This feminine text or "open text" is the dialogic text, or the text in
spiral, which according to Nicole Brossard, 49 subverts the linear logic of
patriarchal ideology . By way of moving us towards that heterogeneous text, I am
openly addressing you, the reader, and explicating this paradox for you in order
to subvert its appropriating power over you . Also, I am opening other frames,
shifting the perspectives, enfolding that statement within a vaster ensemble
wherein its assumptions, the nature of this particular "critical wager" are more
clearly revealed, its contradictions articulated . This consciousness of self-
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consciousness is a way of ensuring that we do not become fixed into a
representation by ideology . In such perpetual undercutting of positions, our
focus is on the process of production of meaning. An illusion of opening is
created by this recursive paradigm .
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practice andtheory and general anglo-american feminist criticism . For a more detailed working
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survey of Feminist Criticism," in Critical Difference: Feminist Approaches to the Writing o/Canadian
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this exclusion then perpetuate itself in the symbolic systems and language ofour culture, or do
these systems and this language "speak" us out of them, because they have been formed and
perpetuated in male institutions? Or is this oppression grounded in the material conditions of
our economic system where capitalism has appropriated woman's labour whether inside or
outside the home, reified her, made her a commodity?
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seeking forwomen the rights and privileges normally held by men in society . This has been the
tactic of both liberal reformers with their call for Equal Rights and Marxists with their
subordination of women's struggle to the broader class struggle against capitalism . An
opposing stream of radical feminism, socialist feminists and lesbian feminists, has sought for
women a special status which would be equally valued . Attempting to define the specificity of
women, they emphasizethe fact of difference . For a Canadian version of this latter see Angela
Miles and Geraldine Finn's Feminism in Canada From Pressure to Politics (Montreal : Black Rose,
1983) .
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the discovery of signification . Lacan's insistence on the primacy of the Oedipal complex in the
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excluded women from the production ofdiscourse . (Ecrits, Paris : Seuil, 1970) French feminists
such as Luce Irigaray have attacked this primacy of the phallus as signifier, "phallogo-
centrism", and suggested othermodes offemale differentiation on which to found a grammar
of the self. Irigaray images a female doubling in thetwo lips speaking, lips of the mouthorof the
vagina in Cesexequi n'en estpas un (Paris : Minuit, 1977), p. 26 . Sheadvocates a serial concept of
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