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Résumé

En ce qui concerne la littérature féministe, il s’y trouve un chevauchement important et
intéressant entre le manifesto en tant que forme littéraire et la fiction utopique. Les deux se
servent d’une image imaginée de l'avenir ou d'un meilleur état futur pour critiquer et dénoncer
tant les conditions actuelles que celles du passée qui ont donné naissance a celles-1a. Cette
thése aborde a la fois le manifesto et la fiction utopique / dystopique pour élaborer les
conditions de 1’espace essentiel des femmes et du féminin. Ce lieu utopique se veut plus qu'un
endroit ou aller ; il exprime les origines du féminin, lesquelles vont au-dela de ce qui est
masculin en visant un épanouissement du féminin en dehors et au-dela de la stricte dichotomie

masculin-féminin de la société patriarcale.

J'examine d'abord les termes en usage puis je discute du manifesto comme une forme littéraire
d'un intérét particulier pour les écrivains féministes. Je passe ensuite en revue des théories de
fiction utopique, lesquelles me conduisent a des possibilités fructueuses du langage pour
assurer une voix aux femmes ainsi que I’expression du féminin. Je prends comme exemple le
livre The Activist de Renée Gladman pour appuyer mes arguments concernant le pouvoir
performatif du manifesto comme une forme qui s’empicte sur la fiction utopique dans le but

d'imaginer l'espace du féminin.

Dans la deuxiéme partie de la thése, j’entre dans une utopie fictive dans le cadre d'une
exploration personnelle de ce qu’est le féminin et son expression. Le récit emmene le lecteur
au pays de Cwenaland. A chaque étape de la narration d’autres voix percent et découpent le
texte. Certaines sont sous la forme d'une image ou d'un portrait, d'autres sont des cris ou des
gémissements qui dérangent la voix narrative. Ces voix en tangente et en diagonale enracinent

mon utopie fictive dans la diversité d'expérience et d'expression féminine

Mots-clés : féminisme, manifeste, fiction utopique, le féminin, Renée Gladman, 1'hégémonie

masculine, le patriarcat.



Abstract

There is considerable and interesting overlap between the manifesto as a literary art form and
utopian fiction in regards to feminist writing. Both use an imagined image of the future or of a
better future condition in order to criticize and denounce conditions in the present, and the past
that gave rise to them. The thesis looks at both the manifesto and writings about
utopia/dystopia in order to frame a place for female and the feminine. This utopian place is
more than a place to go. It is a place that expresses what femininity is based on - more than
simply that which is not masculine - and offers some kind of fulfillment outside and beyond

the rigid masculine-feminine dichotomy of patriarchal society.

I first examine terminology then I discuss the manifesto as a literary form of particular interest
to women writers. I then review notions of utopian fiction, which leads me to the important
opportunities that language offers to women to have a voice, and to express that which is
feminine. I examine closely Renée Gladman’s book The Activist to support my arguments
regarding the performative power of the manifesto as a form that overlaps with utopian fiction

in imagining space for the feminine.

In Part Two I imagine and describe a fictional utopia as part of a personal exploration of how
to identify that which is expressive of the feminine. The narrative takes readers on a journey to
Cwenaland. At each stage in the narrative other voices pierce and slice the prose. Some are in
the form of an image or a portrait; others disrupt the narrative voice like a shout or a wail.
These voices that are tangential and diagonal to the narrative ground my fictional utopia in the

many levels of feminine experience and expression.

Keywords : Feminism, manifesto, utopian fiction, the feminine, Renée Gladman, masculine

hegemony, patriarchy
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A SALUTE TO FEMININE UTOPIA

PART ONE:

FEMINIST MANIFESTOS AND UTOPIAN FICTION



Defining the feminine

There is considerable and interesting overlap between the manifesto as a literary art form and
utopian fiction in regards to feminist writing. Both use an imagined image of the future or of a
better future condition in order to criticize and denounce conditions in the present and the past
that gave rise to them. My intention is to look at both the manifesto and writings about
utopia/dystopia in order to frame a place for female and the feminine. This utopian place is
more than a place to go. It is a place that expresses what femininity is based on - more than
simply that which is not masculine - and offers some kind of fulfillment outside and beyond

the rigid masculine-feminine dichotomy of patriarchal society.

I first examine these critical terms — feminine, feminism, women or woman, and
utopia/dystopia — then I discuss the manifesto as a literary form of particular interest to women
writers because it by definition challenges the status quo. 1 then review notions of utopian
fiction in order to support my argument that what is and is not expressed in women’s dreams
for the future tells us more about the essential feminine than straightforward declaratory
statements. This leads me to the important opportunities that language offers to women to
have a voice, and, in expressing their essential selves, to express that which is
feminine/Feminine outside masculine hegemony. My discussion of feminist thinking about
what and how women write in a voice distinct from that of men drew me to examine critically
several contemporary female authors, including the poetry of Juliana Spahr, stories by Lydia
Davis and by Diane Williams, The Obituary by Gail Scott (2011) and The Activist by Renee
Gladman (2003), in order to support my arguments regarding the performative power of the
manifesto as a form that overlaps with utopian fiction in imagining space for the feminine.
Ultimately I chose The Activist because of its theme of revolution, featuring people who find
themselves challenging political and cultural hegemony, and its still-warm connection to
recent political events, as well as its deliberate confounding of gender and racial categories.
This example of Gladman’s writing bridges poetry and prose, experiments with form, and
powerfully enters into the subjectivity of what most people like to call objective reality, thus

illustrating the feminine voice without being declaratively feminist.

In view of the difficulties pointed out by philosophers such as Irigaray, Butler and Kristeva of



identifying the feminine outside and distinct from the framework of hegemonic masculinity, I
argue that in entering an imaginary place for women — for the feminine — in the form of
utopia/dystopia, the essential feminine reveals itself. Foucault’s (1986) little developed
concept of heterotopia as places that may or may not exist, that express visions and ideals both
good and bad, and that contest prevailing versions of reality in “that they suspend, neutralize,
or reverse the set of relations that are designated, reflected or represented [refléchis] by
them...”(178) has potential for writers who seek to suspend, neutralize or reverse the social
network they are defined by while at the same time refute. Because the modern world is a
dystopia for the feminine, feminist writers have no need to imagine dystopia. Rather, they are
drawn to imagining spaces that express feminine values and priorities so as to solve problems
of feminine expression in society by laying claim to an imagined future. However, it is more
normal for feminists to be critical of what is than to define in detail what could or should be as
language itself is controlled by masculine hegemony. In Part Two I imagine and describe a
fictional utopia as part of a personal exploration of how to identify that which expresses the
feminine outside and beyond the conventional binarised category of the not-masculine.
Utopias contain ideas for an imagined spatial reality that express social and artistic ideals in a
futuristic three-dimensional framework. The language used for a manifesto-like call for
feminine utopia is critical in light of feminist concerns with language and I have written
parallel narratives in different voices. The framing narrative uses a single-voiced subject to
take the reader on a journey to Cwenaland. At each stage in the narrative other voices pierce
and slice the prose. Some are in the form of an image or a portrait: stories or RECITS in other
voices in a different pace and tone. Others are ESSENCE: an accent, a flash, a chime that
pierces the narrative voice like a shout or a wail. These voices that are tangential and diagonal
to the narrative ground my fictional utopia in the many levels of feminine experience and

expression.

The experience of writing my own vision of feminine utopia felt like a manifesto, albeit not in
the confrontational language often associated with feminist manifestos which have tended to
be more direct calls for change and attacks on male-dominated society. The manifesto and
utopian fiction have in common the drive to find a future place for woman in which the

perennial problems that dog females in today’s societies can be imagined as solved, and the



broad objective of a socially equitable society where women find fulfillment outside and
beyond the male-dominated environment is realized. They differ in form and frequently in
target audience. While both express a vision of a better future, the manifesto relates to present
circumstances, often looking back to the past that led us here; it is performative, and in recent
years has found abundant expression on the Internet. Utopian fiction expands towards the
broader horizons of the purely imaginary, tells more of a story, and is free to choose or
whether not to address the past and present circumstances where the yearning for a better and

ideal future originates.’'

A characteristic of contemporary or third wave feminism is the proliferation of non-binary
gender roles and identities that admit the feminine. These take us beyond the identity
difficulties exposed by Alcoff (1988), who criticized “Feminist theory, the explanation of
sexism, and the justification of feminist demands ... grounded securely and unambiguously on
the concept of the essential female” (408); they open a new door for the feminine voice and
shed new light on feminine subjectivity. The enrichment of literature with voices that are not
locked into male or female subjectivity argues for the disappearance of the binarised subject
and of the feminine as ‘Other’. Voices across the male-female spectrum include Gay, Lesbian,
Queer, Bi-sexual, Transsexual, Transgender and Intersex. I argue that these are expressive of
the feminine in diversifying sexual and gender identity. In view of this evolution of what used
to be considered a feminist perspective, issues of language are paramount. My challenge is to
identify an inclusive term or terms that encompass the notion of Woman or of the feminine on

which I focus.

Issues around terminology are exhaustively discussed by Sedgwick (1990), who explicitly
distinguishes between sex, gender and sexuality. These terms have different meanings which
overlap and are often deliberately confused.” Sedgwick describes ‘sex’ as biologically-based
differences arising from XX and XY chromosomes, and refers to this as “chromosomal sex” —

the “minimal raw material on which is based the social construction of gender.” Gender is “the

1] have blended writing about utopia and dystopia inasmuch as it does not serve my argument to
distinguish them. While my own writing visions utopia, some useful commentary on language is to be
found in criticism of dystopian fiction.

2 Recent journalistic reports indicate use of the term ‘transgender’ for what used to be ‘transsexual’, thus
conflating the two distinct meanings of these terms.



far more elaborated, more fully and rigidly dichotomized social production and reproduction
of male and female identities and behaviours ...”(27). So while sex is biological - what we are
born with, not as — gender is social/political: how we are seen and defined by society and so
how we define ourselves to others. Finally, Sedgwick defines ‘sexuality’ as “the array of acts,
expectations, narratives, pleasures, identity-formations, and knowledges, ... that tends to
cluster most densely around certain genital sensations but is not adequately defined by
them”(29). She points out that this definition goes beyond the “feminist-defined sex/gender
distinction”(28), being a more comprehensive term that, depending upon context, could refer
to ‘sex’ and also to ‘gender’. Sexuality might be considered psychological in its broadest
sense, that is, behavioural: how we see ourselves and respond behaviourally to what we feel

are our needs, and how we define ourselves to ourselves.

Sedgwick concludes that sexuality, while comprising a wide range of relational positions that
are “all over the experiential and conceptual map” (29), remains distinct from both
biologically-defined sex and socially-defined gender. When de Beauvoir, for example, stated
that one was not born a woman but became a woman, she was not talking about sex, because
one is (mostly) born female, but she may well have been talking about gender and was
certainly talking about sexuality. The aim of my analysis is to infer from such distinctions that
which might be considered the spirit of the feminine — which I call in this paper simply the
feminine — in terms that are not masculinist, in spite of the feminist call for eliminating both

‘feminine’ and ‘feminist’ in order to overcome conventional dichotomies.

In her discussion, Sedgwick shows how easily confused the three terms — sex, gender and
sexuality — are as the meaning of each overlaps and frequently used both inaccurately and
interchangeably. My own attempt to tabulate meanings of the three terms in a way I could use
to clarify my argument dissolved in ambiguity, so I hereby declare that the sex I am writing
about is female or woman, the gender, feminine or woman, and the sexuality, female or
feminine. This exercise makes it clear that people do not readily fall into distinct categories,
even if we actually knew what the terms really mean. Terms that blur conventional binary
distinctions include, under chromosomal sex, Intersex where people have both male and
female parts of their bodies; transgender people who identify wholly or in part with a gender

that may not correspond to their sex; and ‘queer’ - a broad-ranging term that allows for



numerous permutations and combinations of human sexuality. Thus increasingly identities
select the gender and/or sexuality that fits — with more or less reference to their biological
category — and nomenclature proliferates. The feminine can be present in any combination,
such as, for example, in biological males who define themselves as women and/or consider
their sexuality to be feminine as well as in biological females who feel like men and behave in
a sexually masculine way, and everything biologically, socially, and behaviourally in-between.
I have opted to simply use the term ‘the feminine’ without capitalisation to designate the spirit
of femininity and the female as that which is not masculine or male and in whatever form it

occurs.

This discussion bears some review of the term ‘feminist’ and whether or not seeking out the
feminine represents a feminist perspective. Feminism has come to mean holding strong
opinions about gender and sexuality in defiance of conventional binarised thinking. The term
originally (mid 19" century) referred to “feminine quality or character”, and later (early 20"
century) was used as a medical term to describe “the appearance of female secondary sexual
characteristics in a male individual”. It is now defined as “Advocacy of equality of the sexes
and the establishment of the political, social, and economic rights of the female sex.” (Oxford

English Dictionary, 2012)

There appears to be no exact male equivalent to ‘feminist’, as indeed there is not to
‘misogyny’. The lack of a male equivalent in language is one confirmation of male hegemony.
Misogyny is a "near-universal phenomenon" without a female equivalent: “Man hating among
women has no popular name because it has never (at least not until recently) achieved
apotheosis as a social fact, that is, it has never been ratified into public, culturally recognized
and approved institutions (...) As a cultural institution, misogyny therefore seems to stand
alone as a gender-based phobia, unreciprocated”(Gilmore, 2009, 10). The term ‘misandry’ has
been coined but is not in wide use. Misandry refers "not to the hatred of men as men, but to
the hatred of men's traditional male role" and a "culture of machismo. ... Misandry is
"different from the intensely ad feminam aspect of misogyny that targets women no matter
what they believe or do”(13). In a feminine utopia, misandry is shared by men and women

alike.



In Part One, I look at the manifesto as an art form, and particularly the feminist manifesto,
which leads us to an analysis of dystopian space in feminist terms. A review of negative
elements that need to be purged and rethought in a feminine utopia orients the discussion to
women’s writing and the feminine voice. I argue that the feminine voice of prose forms such
as the manifesto can provide indications of the feminine by directly and indirectly drawing
attention to the dystopian world women currently occupy. It is from within this writing that it
begins to be possible to consider a feminine utopia — that is, a world where the feminine is

unconstrained and fulfilled.

Feminism and the essential feminine

Historically there are grammatical and linguistic meanings of the term ‘feminine’, such as
“designating the gender to which belong words classified as female on the basis of sex or
some arbitrary distinction, such as form.” There are musical and poetic meanings: “Of the
ending of a verse, phrase, etc.: having the final syllable or note unaccented, esp. in feminine
ending; (of a verse, phrase, rhythm, etc.) characterized by such an ending.” The word can also
be used “Of a personal attribute, an action, etc.: characteristic of, befitting, or regarded as
appropriate to the female sex. Of a woman: having or exhibiting the qualities, behaviour, or
appearance considered as typical of the female sex; womanly”(OED, 2012). More
interestingly ‘the feminine’ means “that which is feminine; the feminine element in human
nature” and has been used as a noun since the mid-seventeenth century. This term carries a
positive connotation that has the possibility of not being dependent on definitions of the
masculine, and refers, variously, to the numinous, to enlightenment, to wisdom, regeneration,
mystery. A danger is that this be confused with ‘the eternal feminine’ - after German das
Ewig-Weibliche (1832 in Goethe's Faust): “the essential, idealized female nature; (hence) the
ideal or typical woman; (more generally) womankind” - which seems to be some combination
of the mother or mother-goddess, the young, innocent and fundamentally good or pure, and
perfect beauty — unfortunately yet another concession to the dominance of masculine values

and the imposition of an artificial dichotomy that falsifies truth.



In using the term ‘the feminine’, I hope to elude both the formal imposition of artificial
categories and the question of essentialism criticized by de Lauretis (1990) as inappropriately
derived from biological differences and better understood as derived from “the historically
specific conditions that imparted to theories or theorists their values and assumptions,
methodological and conceptual approaches, and forms of address and of critical reflection”
(244). Along with Sedgwick, I consider the essentialist counter-argument spurious in that it is
but a loose reworking of the nature-nurture controversy. Biological science and social science
have adequately demonstrated that we are all a blend of what the environment does with and
to what we are born with, and no purpose can be served by re-imagining this (another!)
artificial division. “The immemorial, seemingly ritualized debates on nature versus nurture
take place against a very unstable background of tacit assumptions and fantasies about both
nurture and nature” (Sedgewick, 1990, 40). She refers to “a conceptual deadlock™ that has
grown up around these terms and “is built into the very structure and theoretical tools” we
have for this debate. The same criticism can be addressed to the oppositional categories of
male and female, or masculine and feminine. In both cases, one questions the pervasive use of
two separate, divided and bounded definitional categories to explain a complex phenomenon
that affects all of life on this earth. While they are not real in the sense of corresponding to
reality, they have been useful as analogies and to explain species reproduction. But it is
striking how many situations, as well as our thinking and values, are defined in terms of male-

female polarisation, from our career choices to our religions, from our names to our toilets:

(13

. nowhere are the signifiers of gender more painfully acute and subject to
surveillance than in sex-segregated washrooms. ... The elimination function is an area
of bio-political regulation that is ... central to an overemphasis upon an absolute and
unchanging sexual difference” (Cavanagh, 2010, 4).

Grosz and other feminist philosophers have struggled with essentialism in part by exploring
the work of Irigaray and her fundamental concept of ‘sexual difference’. This consistent theme
in Irigaray’s writing has evolved from her early theory of the feminine as necessary to and
defined by masculinity to her later assertion that difference is a “generative interval” that
exists between the two sexes: ”a sensible transcendental” offering an opportunity to explore

outside dichotomous boundaries, “a utopian horizon” offering space occupied by the



feminine” (Cheah & Grosz, 1998, 19). The theme is taken up by Butler, who is “interested in
where masculine/feminine break down, where they cohabit and intersect, where they lose their
discreteness” (28). Characterizing sexual difference as “this one fundamental structuring
principle ... that will affect how one is a gay man or a gay woman”, she argues that “ If one
really pursues the theoretical consequences of gayness, one finds that even the presupposition
of sexual difference is brought into a really important crisis”(29). Cheah argues that this crisis

13

draws attention to the imaginary domain as the space for the contestation and
representation of sexual identification ... that calls foreclosed subject positions into
question”(24). Such claims place the feminine in heterotopic space, where it can and does

contest conventional social definitions of sexual difference.

So while the bases for sex or gender-created identities are ‘in crisis’, it is clear that the
feminine remains ‘essential’ because “the feminine is something that Western philosophy
cannot do without in a very specific sense because it has grounded a kind of metaphysics. The
feminine is an aesthetic idea that breaks open the ground of fundamental metaphysical
concepts and the reason that comprehends them. So in that way, it always is this door to a
radical future”(23). And while “Irigaray ... occupies the space of the slippage between ‘the
feminine’ and ‘women.’ She rarely talks about ‘women.” She sometimes talks about ‘Woman,’
but usually quite critically, and she often talks about ‘the feminine,” but somehow, she's
talking about the interlacing of and slippage between the three terms”(23). Along with Grosz,
we ask, “Isn't it the potential of ‘Woman’ to unleash a feminine that has never been
understood before? Not just Woman, not just women, but something in women”(23) and in
those who acknowledge a feminine identity? This is the feminist dream, and invoking utopia
as imagined space where the feminine is unleashed is a step towards considering the feminine
an inclusive term that does not, at this stage, need closure through definition and consensus,

but needs to remain open, first needing expression so that we learn to know and become it.

While feminists of the first wave in the early twentieth century demanded the vote and a
political voice, feminists of the second wave in the 70’s and 80’s sought equality: fathers to
take care of children, admission to professional education and the labour force, no-fault
divorce, shared housework, admission to men-only clubs and organisations. Much has been

achieved since this protest movement, and now equality too is being questioned as a viable

10



objective.’ Is equality desirable for women, females, and the feminine in an environment and a
culture that remains defined and controlled by males and the masculine? A feminist
perspective more appropriate to our time now and in the immediate future may take balance —
based on “the proliferation of alternative and different discourses, knowledges, frames of
reference, and political investments” (Grosz, 2002, 13) that can be exchanged — rather than
equality as its goal. I argue that balancing male and female or men and women is not an
advance on equality, but balancing feminine and masculine as interacting but independent and
shared but not identical points the way to a balanced society and a Utopian environment that

meets the criteria of and fulfils all genders and identities.

Even in the current era of more gender equality, girls and women remain vulnerable to
kidnapping and slavery; in many places girls are seen as less desirable babies and more easily
aborted; there are still powerful forces fighting to refuse education to girls; and there are still
anomalies, such as the church of England — having admitted female clergy — refusing to allow
women bishops, and laws in many US states that allow men access to children born to women
that they raped (CBC 5 November 2012). There is still an obsession in white western culture
with naked female bodies — for selling cars and jeans, as pornography, in fashion and the
entire celebrity culture — not entirely unrelated to the obsession that is associated with Arab
culture to repress and silence females using concealing clothing, imposing strict behavioural
controls (e.g. not being allowed to drive a car, to sing in front of an audience, to dance) and
restricting their access to public space. Moreover, there are still numerous instances of casual
discrimination which society does not question. The discrimination seems to start with the
cultural compulsion — which seems increasingly irrational — to fix sex, gender and sexuality
into two distinct and immutable boxes. I say irrational because if there is one thing both
experience and science have shown, it is that almost nothing in nature fits into two neatly

based alternative options: all binaries are artificial.

In addition to the discrimination practiced against females and against the feminine in almost

every part of our planet, there is also the question of how the feminine survives in masculine

3 The new book and movement ‘Lean-In’ that claims to prepare women for more effective participation in
the upper ranks of corporations has already been criticized for failing to address the needs of culturally
deprived women who will never enter the corporate world. (Kantor, 2013)

11



cultures that force them into a subjugated position. Identifying this experience is not easy as,
first, the masculinised environment is the only one we know, and, second, people of both (all)
sexes disagree on how to identify those cultural elements that make it ‘masculine’. As both
Butler (1990) and Sedgwick (1990) have written, women are as likely as men to consider the
existing gender imbalance in our societies as ‘natural’ and to accept the hegemonic values that
we all know. To try to extract feminine from masculine ‘ways of being’ is to invite essentialist
criticism and to fall into the trap of cultural relativity. Sedgwick argues that just as sexuality
and sex are intertwined but not the same, so “the question of gender and the question of
sexuality, inextricable from one another though they are in that each can be expressed only in
the terms of the other, are nonetheless not the same question, ... [they] represent two analytic

axes.”(30)

Feminists have been making this argument for some time. An early feminist argument states
that the feminine cannot exist as long as it is defined in terms of what is known to be
masculine; the feminine is forced into an oppositional category that inevitably names it in
masculine terms. Wittig (1970) stated her goal as “suppressing men as a class, not through a
genocidal, but a political struggle. Once the class ‘men’ disappears, ‘women’ as a class will

disappear as well" (3); and in This sex that is not one, Irigaray (1977) argued that as long as

the dominant logic or logos is masculine, any other discourse or identity is subjugated and has
no identity of its own; the female is not a sex, and her subjectivity but a fragment of the
dominant subjectivity, which is male. In Butler’s terms, "It would be wrong to think that the
discussion of ‘identity’ ought to proceed prior to a discussion of gender identity for the simple
reason that ‘persons’ only become intelligible through becoming gendered in conformity with
recognizable standards of gender intelligibility"(16). Haraway (1991) — a biologist — called
the state of being female “a highly complex category constructed in contested sexual scientific
discourses and other social practices. Gender, race or class consciousness is an achievement
forced on us by the terrible historical experience of the contradictory social realities of

patriarchy, colonialism, and capitalism.”(155)

Binary thinking is at best a tool or mechanism for helping the human mind understand and
name complex phenomena; it is an overlay on reality, not reality itself. And perhaps it is

growing awareness of the falsity of the sex-gender binary that is causing so much emphasis to

12



be placed on it now: from the compulsion to know the baby’s sex in utero, to the unspoken
rule that she wears pink from birth and he wears blue (the difference being that she is pretty
much stuck with pink into adulthood whereas he can wear other colours as long as they are
dark and neutral) to choice of toys, clothes, behaviour, education, sexuality, and adult social
roles. With the growing interest in neuroscientific research there are now scientists claiming
brain differences that rationalise belief in male and female differences — claims that have little
empirical support but which have been enthusiastically embraced by parents, educators and
politicians (Fine, 2010). These and other similar studies, as well as art, fiction and poetry,
oblige one to ask, Why? Of what value or use is it to our society, our humanity and our planet

to force everyone into two categories, of which one prima facie dominates the other?

The contemporary third wave of feminism, if popular writers and movements are any
indicator, recognises female gains in terms of equality in recent years and celebrates
differences. A recent article describes male heroes in contemporary fiction as more inclined to
be ‘loser’ types, as though being self-abnegating and ineffectual is the new way to get the girl
(Blair, 2012). Since the feminist declarations and manifestos of the 70’s and 80’s, recent

popular writers, such as Wolf (Vagina: A New Biography) and Rosin (The End of Men),

novelists (e.g. Enright Making Babies: Stumbling into Motherhood) and philosophers

(Badinter, Le conflit: la femme et la mere), and Joan Didion and Joyce Carol Oates telling

their stories of widowhood, have moved away from the call for revolution and are expressing
their subjective experience as females (vagina, economic power, motherhood, wife-dom) as
accessible by all and therefore a legitimate voice of the feminine subject. This third wave trend
to express female subjectivity is a move towards recognition of the inherent value of female

subjectivity.

Somewhere between these extremes can be heard the voices of contemporary women writers
who neither display the female subject nor apply a feminist perspective but make the case for
the feminine by inhabiting it: “Write, let no one hold you back, let nothing stop you: not man;
not the imbecilic capitalist machinery, ... and not yourself. ... I write woman: woman must
write woman.” (Cixous, 1976). The feminine is a quality and a truth that goes beyond
categories of sex, gender and sexuality to mean something precious and necessary to our

existence as humans. Its attributes can be inferred from an imagined universe based on that
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which is other than masculine. The emergence of transgendered, transsexual, homosexual and
intersexual identities illuminate ways of achieving balance, admitting the feminine and the
masculine into a shaded and nuanced mix that precludes one prescribed way of being and

lights the way towards the freedom and flexibility of choice.

Much is invested in maintaining conventional man-woman categories: major societal
institutions in the areas of religion, community, economics and medicine rely on being able to
identify two distinct sexes, and consequently notions of gender and sexuality are conflated
with limited biological categories. In view of society’s blind adherence to this binarised
worldview, articulating the feminine is a challenge. Women writers have been reclaiming their
identity and their territory in manifestos since feminism’s first wave, and continue to do so.
Manifestos written by women provide important clues to how women of different generations
feel about their lives in masculine society and how such protests have evolved both their
themes and their goals. Manifestos that protest the status quo by implication envision a future
ideal, and thus link to feminine utopias born of unfettered imagining of how the feminine

might find expression.

The manifesto-ing of the feminine

The manifesto is a form of artistic expression: writers and artists who disparage the status quo
with which they no longer identify demand artistic and political change. The feminist
manifesto has evolved to express the feminine voice in a hostile environment. The social and
artistic changes called for in manifestos comment on feminine subjectivity by reflecting those
features of contemporary culture that women find particularly unbearable and on which they

base their call for change, and they do not all agree.

The manifesto was popularised by artists and writers during the Modernist period of the early
twentieth century. Indeed it was practically impossible for a new —ism to become recognized
and defined without one or more manifestos being issued by key figures. Manifesto is derived
from the Italian word manifesto, itself derived from the Latin manifestum, meaning clear or

conspicuous. Its first recorded use in English is from 1620 - or even 1581 - in England, but it
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is a word that translates readily into a variety of languages, making manifestos of all types

easy to disseminate.

Somigli (2003) defines the manifesto as a form of negotiation and legitimization of the artist’s
role at a time of profound social and cultural transformation. The interaction of poetry and
politics for women is expressed in manifestos that can help us trace the evolution of feminist
thinking through the 20" century and into the 21 Starting perhaps with Lewis and Pound’s
(almost explicitly anti-woman) Blast! manifestos for the Vorticist movement, of which Part 1

was issued in 1914, examples include Marinetti’s Futurist Manifesto (1909) and Technical

Manifesto of Futurist Literature (1912). Later Modernist movements were marked by the

Symbolist manifesto (Moréas, 1886), and the Dadaist manifestos, of which the best known is

Tzara’s published in 1918, although numerous artists considered their manifestos appropriate
to the aims and values of the Dadaist movement. The first Surrealist Manifesto was published

by André Breton in 1924.

The Modernists’ anti-feminine stance drew fire from women who considered themselves
artists belonging to Futurism or Vorticism, or more generally participating in the Modernist
revolution. In 1912, Valentine de Saint-Point wrote a direct rebuttal to Marinetti in Manifesto

of the Futurist Woman, and Mina Loy’s Feminist Manifesto was published two years later.

These had both been preceded by English suffragette Christabel Pankhurst’s more political
manifesto, The Great Scourge and How to End It (1913), which Lyon (1999) argues should be

aligned with the feminist avant-gardistes “to show how the rhetoric and tactics of the militant
woman’s movement were enfolded into the foundations of English modernism, and how,
conversely, helped to produce the public identity of the militant suffrage movement” (94).
These early twentieth century feminist manifestos provide a basis for the contemporary
manifesto as society has changed and as successive waves of feminism have redefined the

changes women are calling for.

Since these early Modernist movements and the compulsion to state explicitly what both
political and artistic movements were for and against, the manifesto has become not only more

commonplace, with numerous examples both published and on the Internet, but also more
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likely to be considered a legitimate literary form. It is therefore important to define what a
manifesto is and what it is not. For Puchner (2006):

“Manifestos tend to present themselves as mere means to an end, demanding to be
judged not by their rhetorical or literary merits — their poetry — but by their ability to
change the world. ... This desire for openness and manifestation is central to the
manifesto, defining its creative practice ... articulating what hitherto has been
unarticulated.” (2)

Lyon, on the other hand, focuses on the manifesto as political expression through art:

“the nascent fury embodied in the form: like a fist striking through the scrims of civic
order, the manifesto aims to challenge false conciliation in the name of a truth that fills
the hearts and minds of its putative constituents. ... The manifesto is ... a genre that
gives the appearance of being at once both word and deed, both threat and incipient
action.” (14)
In spite of the numerous manifestos authored by women, Lyon describes the manifesto form
as masculinist: “The manifesto declares a position; the manifesto refuses dialogue or
discussion; the manifesto fosters antagonism and scorns conciliation. It is univocal, unilateral,
single-minded. It conveys resolute oppositionality and indulges no tolerance for the faint-
hearted ...”(9). Nevertheless, as performative expression of the feminine, the feminist

manifesto contests the status quo, challenges patriarchal hegemony and claims territory for

women.

(13

Nicholls (1995) argues that the language of the manifesto “... draw[s] a contrast between
‘womanly’ preoccupation with the material — especially phonic — qualities of properties of
language on the one hand, and a virile literature of action on the other” pertaining to the
dominant male themes of “danger, war, adventure”(77). He points out that “the sadistic
fantasies of the decadent almost always embodied a strong misogynistic drive, so there was a
curious logic to the association of the female body with the excessively material nature of a
‘feminine’ language”, adding that to be a Modernist “was to be relentlessly masculinist” (61).
Lyon takes Nicholls to task for not “engag[ing] the unabashed masculinism of this single sex

male utopia; rather he seems to imply that since ‘the feminine’ stands for a nineteenth-century

aesthetic practice, its material effects as a gender construction are limited.”(101)

Students of the Modernist movements of the early twentieth century draw repeated attention to

their inherent misogyny. Misogynistic sentiments were expressed in several manifestos,
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giving rise to female counter-declarations. “At its most endearing, a manifesto has a madness
about it. It is peculiar and angry, quirky, or downright crazed. Always opposed to something,
particular or general, it has not only to be striking but to stand up straight”(Caws, 2001, xix).
Feminist manifestos that emerged in the different waves of the feminist movement conform to
Caws’ criterion that “the manifesto generally proclaims what it wants to oppose, to leave, to
defend, to change. Its oppositional tone is constructed of againstness and generally in the spirit

of a one time only moment”’(xxv). Examples include the well-known SCUM manifesto by

Valerie Solanas in the 60’s, the Combat pour le liberation de la femme by Monique Wittig and

others in the 1970’s, Donna Haraway’s Cyborg Manifesto of the 1980°s, the 100 anti-theses of

cyberfeminism published on the Internet in 1997, and the book Manifesta published in 2000.

The feminist manifesto has also been compared to new feminist writings at the juncture of
fiction and theory known as fiction/theory, because it “links the transgressive, the subversive,
and the new to violence in the order of the symbolic”(Moyes, 1994, 312). Distinguishing
marks of the manifesto include the use of ‘we’, its performative rather than constative nature,

and, as both declaration and promise, it is a “disruptive language act”(313).

The forms of a manifesto are as varied as the intentions of their authors, and manifestos are as
much about what ‘we’ are for as what ‘we’ are against. Lyon discusses the ‘we’ that is
implied in any kind of unilateral declaration; in the case of feminist declarations, ‘we’ can
mean all women, or only those women that share the same viewpoint. Other personal
pronouns used in manifestos include ‘they’ as ‘the other’ — both blasted and blessed — and
‘you’, as in everyone out there who is not but should be with ‘me’ or ‘us’. Later feminist
manifestos distance themselves from 70’s rants and reflect more on how women’s place in
society has changed (or not) since the second wave feminist movement (Baumgartner and
Richards, 2000). The authors replace ‘womanism’ with feminism, a more inclusive term, but
their thirteen-point manifesta fall far short of exhortations by Wittig, Irigaray, Butler and
others to move beyond gender categories and avoid the trap of defining female in male terms.
In its reasonable tone and bland language, there is little here that can be defined as
revolutionary; on the other hand, the very lack of revolutionary passion indicates how cautious
women that call themselves ‘activists’ for the feminist cause must be in order not to be

dismissed as “bitches, shrews, and hysterics”(Wittig, 1970), even in 2000.
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We are now some distance into the 21* century and the notion of what a manifesto is has
broadened and deepened. The dividing lines between art and politics have become less
distinct, and blurring is encouraged by the variety of new forms of communication available.
Varied and interesting developments in terms of contemporary poetics and feminism are to be
found in virtual communications, and specifically, blogs (weblogs). Blogs represent an
equitable and accessible invitation to people of all ethnic groups, gender categories and socio-
economic backgrounds to express themselves. These expressions may be manifestos and they
may be poetry, and they may be anywhere in-between, reminding us, as Gail Scott (2002)

does, blurring the lines between politics and art in her manifesto The Virgin Denotes, of “the

pleasure of sounding out, a kin to poetry.” (p.13)

Both Lyon and Puchner invoke theatrical qualities of the manifesto that aim to be disruptive,
and contemporary manifestos are promulgated on the world-wide web and spill out into the
streets.

“The performance is above all a catalyst leading to violence and even to a
confrontation with the law ... the aim being, as Walter Benjamin later put it, to
guarantee art's ‘uselessness for contemplative immersion.” Art is as it were hollowed
out, deprived of its traditional power to redeem and legitimate the social order, its
mask of human-ness falls away.” (Nicholls, 1995, 227)

In 2011, manifesto as theatre took place in Toronto, followed by New York and cities all over
the world. Called Slutwalk, women of all ages, backgrounds and persuasions took part in these
“theatrical displays” (Nussbaum, 2011): “Freed from the boundaries of print, writers could
blur the lines between formal and casual writing; between a call to arms, a confession, and a
stand-up routine—and this new looseness of form in turn emboldened readers to join in, to

take risks in the safety of the shared spotlight.”(2)

Many feminist blogs see themselves as limited to - and moving against - that which is ‘male’
and which is construed as ‘patriarchal’; acknowledging few constraints, these women’s voices
are out on their own territory. They can express themselves as artists, poets, and performers as
well as journalists and political commentators, and they can speak out on social issues that
affect not just one artificially defined half of humanity, but humanity as a single, pulsating,

living, suffering whole. The new media are making space for new gender categories and
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hopefully for no categories at all. Perhaps Wittig’s call to all women to drop gender categories
that define the feminine in male terms, to find another language that is our own, and to express

that which is unique to woman, is starting to happen.

While Héléne Cixous’s essays are not considered manifestos, The Laugh of the Medusa (1975)
is manifesto-like. The text is declarative and although addressed more to art than politics calls
on women to overthrow the status quo. Cixous wants women to write, to express their
femininity through writing, to speak that which they are gua women. To say their femininity,

to say the feminine,

“Woman must write her self: must write about women and bring women to writing,
from which they have been driven away as violently as from their bodies-for the same
reasons, by the same law, with the same fatal goal. Woman must put herself into the
text-as into the world and into history-by her own movement. “ (Cixous, Cohen and
Cohen, 1976, 875)

She called this écriture féminine, later changed to écriture dite féminine (writing said to be or
described as feminine) so as to emphasize her belief that the feminine does not equate with
females but can and should also be found in males, just as the masculine can be found in
females (Conley, 1984). In fact for Cixous (after Freud) our ‘originary’ condition is bisexual

(or pansexual, or just sexual) as all unborn humans are at first, in the womb.

Manifestos, in staking out the future, base themselves on the present as the authors live and
experience it. This present is created by events and circumstances in the past, thus the
manifesto comments on the past by disrupting the present with a vision — a promise — of the
future. Modernist art manifestos were tightly woven into the environments the authors
inhabited as part of their call for the future to change, break away, make things better. But
inasmuch as the future is factually unknown, this must be in the form of a vision or hope
rather than an endorsement of something existing. However, if and when the vision of change
takes form, going beyond the revolution to construct an imagined future, as in a utopia, the
manifesto addresses both eliminating that which is contested and putting in place the ideal that

will replace it.

Feminist manifestos show that what women call for, rebel against, denounce and hail in their

declarations are dependent on historical and political circumstances. Writers promise a future
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that has features of a feminist utopia — the present patriarchal society being itself dystopian
enough not to need reimagining in fiction. For some, feminist utopia ranges from a women-
only no-men environment, and no patriarchal institutions such as banks and religions, to
women in charge and men as slaves, to female-dominated religions, and from freedom to
initiate sexual and romantic relationships to limiting sex to only with women. For others,
utopia is based on humanistic visions of equality for all, compassion towards one’s fellow-
person, responsibility towards the planet, and freedom of movement among floating categories
of sex, gender and sexuality. The first might be considered feminist, the second feminine.
Utopian fiction offers a parallel example of thinking about the ideal — or essential (in a good
way) — feminine universe. While manifestos place their emphasis on damning the present, and
by extension the past, utopias use the imagined future to correct the wrongs of both present

and past. At some level, then, feminine utopian fiction and feminist manifestos overlap.

Utopian fiction and feminist dystopia

The feminine is not locked into female or woman, any more than the masculine is locked into
being a man or male. The evolution of the feminist manifesto attests that the patriarchal
environment which characterises most contemporary societies represents dystopia for the
feminine and all humanity. The predominance of masculine values — in whatever sex and
gender they are found — has resulted in a dystopian society in which few institutions function
as they were originally conceived. Religions and the church, banks and finance, medicine and
health care, science, capitalism itself have been deformed and depraved and no longer meet
societal purposes for which they were intended. Many of these original purposes are in line
with feminine values that favour a safe, nurturing and flourishing environment. As patriarchal
institutions expand and become more remote from their origins, they are more adapted to the
dystopian environment they are helping create. Issues that concern females — reproductive
health and childbearing, thriving of planetary life, and social cooperation and inclusion — are

increasingly neglected if not actively disparaged.

Consequently, the meaning of utopia is increasingly that place in which the negative social
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functioning of modern life is expunged. So-called ‘original’ values or human ideals are
rediscovered and acted on in some pure form to create an environment in which all life can
thrive — an environment based not on the masculine that we are used to, but on the feminine
that it systematically neglects and repudiates. The ways in which male and female are
portrayed in utopian/dystopian writing communicate masculine and feminine ideals on which
elements of a utopian society might be based. Using language to conjure up utopia and portray
a society based on the feminine located in space for the feminine is arguably a manifesto. For

after all, what is a manifesto if it not an evocation of utopian ideals?

The ideal or utopian space for the feminine is in part a reaction to the dystopian space women
currently occupy and in part a space that does not yet exist nor is easily imagined. It is space
that contests and inverts conventional space for females. Foucault inferred cultural values and
practices — including implicit rules of behavior and insight into social status and roles — from
the spaces that we construct and the ways in which we use them. He wrote: ... we do not live
in a homogeneous and empty space, but on the contrary in a space thoroughly imbued with

quantities and perhaps thoroughly fantasmatic as well.” (Foucault,1986, 3)

In his essay Of Other Spaces, Foucault added heterotopia to ‘intrinsic’ and ‘extrinsic’ spaces.

Heterotopia means places that “have the curious property of being in relation with all the other
places, but in such a way as to suspect, neutralize, or invert the set of relations that they
happen to designate, mirror, or reflect.” Foucault distinguishes between utopia: “places with
no real place. They are places that have a general relation of direct or inverted analogy with
the real space of Society. They present society itself in a perfected form, or else society turned

upside down, but in any case these utopias are fundamentally unreal spaces” and heterotopia is

“places that do exist and that are formed in the very founding of society-which are
something like counter-sites, a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which the real
sites, all the other real sites that can be found within the culture, are simultaneously
represented, contested, and inverted.”

Linking utopia and heterotopia is the mirror:

“a sort of mixed, joint experience, ... The mirror is, after all, a utopia, since it is a
placeless place. In the mirror, I see myself there where I am not, in an unreal, virtual
space that opens up behind the surface; [ am over there, there where I am not, ... [it]
enables me to see myself there where I am absent: such is the utopia of the mirror. “
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Foucault argues that one effect of qualifying spaces in these ways is that

“I come back toward myself; I begin again to direct my eyes toward myself and to
reconstitute myself there where I am. The mirror functions as a heterotopia in this
respect: it makes this place that I occupy at the moment when I look at myself in the
glass at once absolutely real, connected with all the space that surrounds it, and
absolutely unreal, ...”.

Feminine space is a ‘placeless place’ that serves to explore the imaginary, using the mirror
(‘the utopia of the mirror’) to ‘see myself where I am not’. And by creating a fictional utopia
for a brief moment ‘makes this place ... absolutely real’ while it is, of course, ‘absolutely
unreal’, which makes it a heterotopia we can use to explore represented, contested and

inverted space for the feminine — where ‘I begin again to direct my eyes toward myself and to

reconstitute myself there where I am’.

Heterotopia defines myth as a form of communication that contains “a prophetic vision of
society that allows for the presence of constant change and improvisation. ... ”(Reid-Pharr,
1994). And, because “Within heterotopia the emphasis is always on the possibility of
possibilities”, the myth allows many alternative ideologies and belief systems to be
“expressed, challenged and defended.” (348) — as, for example, prevailing patriarchal
ideologies and challenges to them. Johnson (2006) explains how some interpretations of
Foucault’s heterotopia emphasise the differentness of those places (or ‘emplacements’) that
are “sites of marginality that act as postmodern spaces for resistance and transgression”
because they act “by outlining how heterotopia contests the space in which we live”
(Hetherington, 1997). He draws attention to Foucault’s assertion that “these ‘emplacements’
[places] ... have the curious property of being in relation with [connected to] all the other
‘emplacements’, but in such a way as to suspend, neutralize, or invert the set of relations that
they happen to designate, mirror, or reflect”(75). Johnson explains that Foucault’s reference to
the mirror illustrates the disruption of space most explicitly. Although the mirror is like a
utopia, a ‘placeless place’, it is also an actual site that disrupts our spatial position. The space
occupied is at the same time real and unreal, forming a dislocation of place and fomenting

contestation of the status quo, for example by feminist writers.

Lefebvre (1974) distinguished between perceived, conceived and lived space: space frames
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experience, it also expresses experience through cultural values and gestures, and it is
produced by experience. Space therefore defines human understanding of contexts of self
as/and subject. As feminine space is space for, of and defined by women and not by
patriarchy, it is therefore ‘other’. Lefebvre also used the term ‘heterotopy’, although his
description of utopic spaces has more in common with Foucault’s notion of heterotopia: “The
utopic is a non-place and a real place, ‘half-fictional and half-real’, closed and open,
concentrated and dispersed, near and far, present and absent. It is a paradoxical, contradictory
space, opposite the everyday”(Johnson, 84). Critical attention to the disruptive and
contradictory aspect of heterotopia gained currency for the concept among feminist critics who

see an opportunity to define space in feminine terms.

Irigaray (2004) is among those who emphasise the importance of the relational aspects of
space inhabited by women. Bringing a feminist perspective to the study of geographic space,
Massey (1994) found no value in “upgrading the status of space in terms of the old
dualisms”(260) but instead argued for overcoming and reformulating dichotomous
terminology. She uses geographical examples to demonstrate that space cannot be defined
simply as that which is outside time and therefore ‘formless’ and chaotic, as Laclau proposes.
Rather than being conceptualized in terms of an absence or lack, space must be interrelational:
“the existence of the spatial depends on the interrelations of objects” (261). By
conceptualizing space as constructed from social relations and interactions, it is possible to
infer that while “the spatial is socially constituted, the social is necessarily spatially constituted
t00”(264). A woman defining space in non-patriarchal terms, Massey concludes that by
conceptualizing space as a dynamic simultaneity of social relationships and therefore as not
static, it is reasonable to see space as having “both an element of order and an element of

chaos.” (265)

Utopian space is both chaotic and orderly; heterotopic space contests conventional dualities
and lets the feminine ‘see herself where she is absent’. Feminine utopia — that is an idealized
place devised according to the feminine — offers access to what distinguishes the essential
feminine from the feminine as defined by the present, masculinised world, providing clues
about what should be overthrown and what needs to be dreamed up in order for the feminine

to find full expression in ‘socially constituted’ feminine space. Utopian/dystopian fiction
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more commonly takes the form of an extreme characterization as a way of repudiating
Haraway’s ‘terrible historical experience of ... patriarchy, colonialism, and capitalism’ against
which protagonists rebel. While authors such as Marge Piercy and Doris Lessing have used
female protagonists to frame dystopian visions, and both these authors are feminists, they
created characters in which female rebel s are outcast sand heroines are persecuted for being
mentally ill — but is mental illness the only way to portray feminine subjectivity in social

space?

Irigaray explains how both psychoanalytic theory and philosophy exclude women from
genuine social existence as autonomous subjects and relegate them to “the realm of inert,
lifeless, inessential matter”(Donovan, 2005). While Irigaray suggests how women can begin to
reconfigure their identity such that one sex does not exist at the expense of the other, “she is
unwilling to definitively state what that new identity should be like. ... She refrains from
prescribing a new identity because she wants women to determine for themselves how they
want to be defined”(ibid ). She points out ways of approaching a new definition arising
out of “a mimetic engagement with the old definitions” — such as those challenged by feminist
manifestos. Irigaray’s claims for the feminine include novel use of language and words that
lead to new notions of the transcendental in terms of the feminine divine; new and different
civil laws aimed less at protecting or asserting female equality than at creating new space for
women’s social existence; and ways of enhancing and enabling the mother-daughter

relationship to thrive — a set of utopian ideals that provide a firm basis for feminine utopia.

Part of the difficulty of proclaiming a feminine identity, as Haraway (1991) explains in A

Cyborg Manifesto, is that “There is nothing about being ‘female’ that naturally binds women.

There is not even such a state as ‘being’ female, itself a highly complex category constructed
in contested sexual scientific discourses and other social practices”(155). Seidenberg (1999)
confirms, “Gender is a nightmare. To inhabit, to enact one gender, to embody one gender all
day and all night, every day and every night is a nightmare ... To speak as a woman ...[is] too
many and too limited.” As Kristeva succinctly puts it: “It is not possible to say of a woman

what she is without running the risk of abolishing her difference.”(Moi, 1986, 161)
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While Butler’s patriarchal ‘standards of gender intelligibility’ indicate the challenge of
understanding and expressing the feminine, others emphasise the importance of language in
giving women a voice:

“The silencing of women by men has surfaced in a number of ways: ... [which] expose
the interweaving of linguistic manipulation and dominant patriarchal ideologies ...,
metaphors for the historical silencing of women. “(Cavalcanti, 2000, 153)

Like Irigaray, Cavalcanti feels that “language has a liberating potential in the feminist
dystopias. ... Women's resistance is observed in these fictions in terms of the strategies they
develop to evade a dystopic linguistic order by means of the construction of ... utopias of and

off language.” (153)

Language is a key to liberating the feminine from masculine control. Moylan (2000) calls
language a “crucial weapon and strategy. ... by regaining language [misfits] also recover the
ability to draw on the alternative truths of the past and ‘speak back’ to hegemonic
power”’(149). Echoing Cixous, Wittig (1992) has argued that while “The universal has been,
and is continually, at every moment, appropriated by men", language can destroy gender
categories: "For each time I say ‘I,” I reorganize the world from my point of view and through
abstraction I lay claim to universality"(81). "This absolute grounding of the speaking ‘I’
[affords] women [the ability to] speak their way out of their gender"(117). In her novel Les
Guérilleéres, women ‘speak their way out of their gender’ by rejecting cultural (masculine)
myths and symbols, finding a new language, and rewriting their history, falsely invented by
men. Wittig’s does not want to feminize the world but to make categories of sex obsolete in

language"(85): in fictional feminine utopia, Irigaray’s sexual difference disappears.

Causse (1999) points out that feminist writers locate “Utopia in language: a language which
transcends gender opposition; a language which would make the feminine an integral part of a
shared universe”(87); and one form that language can take is “The revivification of epistolary,
diary, and journal modes of writing, ... [which] results more from feminist attention to forms
of women's writing than from historical genre influences, at least when practiced by female
authors”(Murphy, 1990, 27). By writing a memoir, the female subject engages in what
Kristeva (1987) calls a fight against corporeal decline and disintegration, with the writer as

warrior facing oncoming death: her "aesthetic and particularly literary creation [sets] forward a
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device whose prosodic economy, interaction of characters and implicit symbolism constitute a
very faithful semiological representation of the subject's battle with symbolic collapse"(35).
This is a defensible and recognized way of countering Cavalcanti’s ‘silencing of women’ and
giving voice to the “self-defined woman who would not be satisfied with sameness, but whose
otherness and difference would be given social and symbolic representation.” (Whitford, 1992,

24)

All feminist writing lays claim to utopia (/'utopique), in that it seeks to solve problems of
women’s place in patriarchal culture (Lindsay, 1986). There is feminist utopia as an imagined
feminine-confirming reality; and then there is feminist utopia as “a project that seeks to
transform not only the bias but also the basis of all recorded cultures, feminism [as] a form of
fantasy”’(Gubar, 1986). Although both imply un[male]reality, the emphasis on interpretation of
history and using feminist eyeglasses to alter traditionally accepted descriptions of what was
and by extension what is, is a transforming project. The challenge is the unimaginability of
that which will be after transformation, in part because femininity is known heretofore in
masculine terms, and in part because woman is not an undifferentiated monolithic category.

Moreover, the feminine is increasingly present through proliferating gender identities.

Kristeva and others assert that patriarchal oppression of femininity originates in masculine
desire to control reproduction and therefore women’s bodies. Haraway (1991) defines cyborgs
as “theorized and fabricated hybrids of machine and organisms” resulting from the control of
the Other over human bodies — the Other being patriarchal capitalism. “Modern biology
constructs theories about the body and community as a capitalist and patriarchal machine and
market: the machines for production, the market for exchange, and both machine and market
for reproduction”(44). Feminists agree that “there is sexual oppression in all societies and
that, in neocolonial globalization, the maternal body is the support of the global capitalist
system. ... woman has always been regarded as a (maternal) envelope for man, ... the

maternal body has been made the substrate of existence in many societies.” (Cheah,16)

Deery (2000) considers this an expression of the “old male desire to procreate independently
of women”(97). “There is a powerful argument to be made that a primary ... issue in gender

differentiation and gender struggle is the question of who is to have control of women’s
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(biologically) distinctive reproductive capacity”(Sedgwick, 28). That this continues to be true
well into the second millennium, echoes in USA Planned Parenthood’s Director Cecile
Richards remark: “When those guys can’t figure out what to do about jobs, and they can’t,
their first target is women”(Lepore, 2011, 46); and, in Egypt, “Women are an area where [the
Islamist movement] can plant a visible flag. Making women wear the hijab ... is easier than

dealing with health insurance.” (Steavenson, 2012, 34)

Haraway (2004) emphasizes the drive of scientific progress towards reducing the ever-
diminishing distance “between natural and artificial, mind and body, self-developing and
externally designed, and many other distinctions that are used to apply to organisms and
machines”(152), that explains the pervasive oppression of women across the globe and leads
to the patriarchal drive to control women’s bodies. She too calls for a new and different
language to explore alternatives and express something new and outside conventional
categories, without which we will not find answers to this or to any of the other critical moral

dilemmas posed by scientific progress.

Most of the reasons why women continue to inhabit a dystopic environment are socio-political
and politico-religious. It is therefore reasonable to assume, with the feminists, that in a
feminine utopia political and religious institutions are overthrown and that women regain
control over their reproductive capabilities and choices. Social change on this scale does not
lend itself to rational (masculine) argument and advocacy but to the imagining of a fictional
utopia in which new values, behaviours, relationships, gender choices and views of the body
are expressed by and for the feminine. Language is needed to invoke a feminine utopia:
women’s writing as voice of the feminine questions fixed-gender identities of both masculine
and feminine in ways that ‘create space’ for the female, contesting the status quo, shifting the

body out of a fixed spatio-temporal framework and the feminine out of the female body.

In summary, it is clear that “Women need territory — literary, artistic, social, emotional,
physical and ecological — for cultural survival: ... We need to start hearing and speaking
again, and we need to start somewhere. We need our hallowed ground, our sacred sites”’(Weil,
1999, 37). In defining new kinds of space as part of defining a new form of subjectivity

outside the constraints of male dominance, Irigaray refers to “the necessity of returning to
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one’s own world, into oneself, for one to be capable or remain capable of approaching the
other. To open to the other, we need to preserve proximity to ourselves, to find ourselves
again, to restore the integrity of an intimacy with ourselves”(Irigaray, 2004, 6). To counter the
‘silencing of women’, woman needs to identify her ‘sacred sites’, to use ‘epistolary, diary, and
journal modes of writing’, to devise new language so that she can turn inwards, into her own
world and territory and into a safe place so as to be able to ‘speak her way out of gender’.
Language is a crucial weapon in heterotopia as it is used to depict other imagined universes
where woman’s ‘hallowed sites’ might be found. “To speak as a woman, ... one needs
provisionally a place from which to speak”(Seidenberg, 1999): women have to make that
place for themselves and dwell in it. If at the core of the mistreatment and repudiation and
belittling of the feminine in contemporary societies is the patriarchal need to control human
reproduction through control over women’s bodies, woman’s manifesto calls for repudiation
of that control as well as of the cultural-political environment in which it exists and thrives.
The language of her manifesto and her utopian vision of home are her own, and expressing
and inhabiting it brings knowledge and awareness of her own space and of feminine territory.
The feminine utopia may be ‘a placeless place’ but it will ‘suspect, neutralize, or disrupt the
set of relations that [it] happen[s] to designate, mirror, or reflect’ and, as heterotopia, it
‘simultaneously represent[s], contest[s], and invert[s]’ those spaces considered real in our

culture, the spaces of patriarchal hegemony.

Writing the body — the feminine manifests

In her discussion of aesthetics in feminine writing, Russ (1983) declares that works purporting
to express the feminine viewpoint “have chosen to avoid it by externalizing the psychological
situation, using ‘objective’ images that convey the pattern or content of a woman’s thought
without actually entering into it”(62). Feminists have long pointed out that the “feminine
writer has difficulty link[ing] up [her experience] to universals because the universals
presently in existence are based upon masculine experience, masculine norms”(65). By using
her writing to explore her own mind, the feminine writer ‘resists and transgresses’ masculine

experience without needing to state her intention to do so.
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Butler (2009a) draws attention to the political question of sexual or gender identity “that
precedes and prefigures the political elaboration of [women’s] interests and point of view”
(465)." She evokes the ways in which culture and society force a binary distinction between
‘inner’ and ‘outer’ that “consolidates” the subject. Butler’s questioning casts doubt on the
process by which “interiority and the disjunctive binary discourse” has taken hold. Feminine
and feminist writers deliberately blur identities, using ‘I’ and ‘she’ and sometimes ‘you’ and
‘we’, not interchangeably but often seamlessly. Scott (2008) draws a distinction between
‘splits’ and ‘seams’ of the writing subject, calling a visibly repaired split in the subject a
‘suture’: that is, the seam created by uniting the fractured subject is not concealed. In
representing, it contests and inverts. For Cixous, “Concept and identity give way to unending
metamorphoses without a stable ‘I’, where there is no more opposition between world and art,
real and imaginary”(Conley, 1984, 59). Thus because “Subjectivity ... is linguistically and
discursively constructed and displayed across the range of discourses in which the concrete
individual participates”(Belsey, 2009, 167), women’s ideologically and linguistically
constituted roles, behaviours, experiences and reactions are both found in and challenged by
literature. This combination of writing as part of but also challenging prevailing ideas evokes

heterotopia and is a characteristic of feminine expression.

In her manifesto, Cixous (1975) wrote “Woman must write her self: must write about women
and bring women to writing,... Woman must put herself into the text ... by her own
movements”’(417). She calls on women “to repaint the world” through expressing their unique
perspectives and experiences. She calls this “writing the body” and she refers to the “libido” as
being a driving force in women’s expression of the feminine as an “essence” and not male-
defined: “Her libido will produce far more radical effects of political and social change than
some might like to think”(421). Cixous admits that “It is impossible to define a feminine
practice of writing, ... for this practice can never be theorized, enclosed, coded — which
doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist; it does and will take place in areas other than those subordinated

to philosophico-theoretical domination(422). She compares women writing to flying: “they

4 Although Alcoff (1988) has criticized the obvious progression of such an argument to what has been
called ‘essentialism’ or the discredited urge to define what is ‘essentially’ female through “the concept, its
history, and its variable meanings.” (313)
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take pleasure in jumbling the order of the space, in disorienting it, in changing around the
future, dislocating things and values, breaking them all up, emptying structures, and turning
propriety upside down”(425). Whereas Foucault describes contemporary, socially-defined
space as messy and jumbled, and heterotopia as a blend of order and chaos, Cixous claims the
jumble and dislocation for the feminine and renounces the need to ‘bring order’ through

prevailing cultural rules and procedures.

Women writers’ voices clamour to be heard but are not all saying the same thing. As I explain
above, woman is not a monolithic homogenous category but refers to a quality or qualities that
all humanity shares. The ‘us’ of the early manifestos has changed from women artists caught
up in the literary movements of their time to a rich array of feminine art, and increasingly the
feminine ‘us’ is not limited to the female sex but embraces the feminine sensibility in
humanity: what Cixous calls ‘originary bisexuality’ and Kristeva traces to Freud. That the
feminine is not limited to the female but is present in greater or lesser quantities in every
human being means that language that is defined by and controlled by the masculine not only
gives the power edge to males but also minimizes space for and acknowledgement of that

which is not masculine.

The feminist demand for equality poses the problem of what makes language equal or not?
With our pronoun struggles, bad enough in English but worse in French where all nouns are
gendered, and the proliferation of explicatory conjoined pronouns such as ‘s/he’ and ‘his or
her’, along with efforts to dislodge entrenched masculine words used for universals and
generics - such as God, chairman, actor, mastery, even ‘chapbook’ - are what Armitt (1991)
calls “revisions” and not replacements. Cixous, Wittig and others have argued forcefully
against language revisions, calling for something new and different rather than an adjustment
to the hegemonic masculine. The feminist element that wants to go beyond equality and reject
current society outright are those that today focus on the continuing prevalence of
misogynistic values in their blogs and manifestos and performance art. Their voices speak out
against a range of situations that are adverse to women, such as rape as a weapon of war,
violations of the environment, the poverty of women and children, girls deprived of an
education, and, closer to home, discrimination against sex workers, gender oppression in

religion, and institutionalised prejudice in societal institutions such as health care and the
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criminal justice system. They also speak out against gender categories. Many of these have
been and continue to be addressed in the manifestos that women have produced over the past
century and they also figure in the utopian environment — the place for the Feminine — in
which these and other, aligned values are expressed. Manifestos are performative and,
according to Butler, so is gender:

“To say that gender is performative is to say that it is a certain kind of

enactment; the ‘appearance’ of gender is often mistaken as a sign of its internal or
inherent truth; gender is prompted by obligatory norms to be one gender or the other
(usually within a strictly binary frame), and the reproduction of gender is thus always
a negotiation with power; and finally, there is no gender without this reproduction of
norms that risks undoing or redoing the norm in unexpected ways, thus opening up
the possibility of a remaking of gendered reality along new lines.” (Butler (2009b, ii)

Feminine utopia remakes gendered reality along new lines where the feminine has a voice, has
legitimacy, has power (in a feminine way). For Cixous, it is about pleasure, or jouissance: that
is to say, the pure joy of that which is. This is in contrast to a world dominated by the
“libidinal masculine”, which has developed from the castration fear and is characterised by
“the big, ..phallocentric, ... social féte” of power, war, enslavement, battle, competition and
domination (Conley, 34). Renée Gladman's The Activist is a poetic examination of a current
trend: minority groups that see themselves as oppressed and society as unbalanced and take to
the streets to publicise perceived social wrongs, demanding change. By speaking/writing this
social movement, Gladman is giving a voice to widespread concern about western society’s
inequalities, as well as those prevalent in the developing world, and to the antagonisms that
are revealed when a minority group creates its own identity.” Gladman’s work exemplifies
ways in which the feminine voice — in her case, a black and queer feminine voice — manages
to sustain balance between be