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E HAD KNOWN each other since the late 1960s,

had shared similar interests in the human sciences,

in philosophy, and in psychoanalysis as well as in
politics. The experience of motherhood, of writing novels, and of no-
madism had brought us even closer together, but the chance events of
life always kept us apart: a mutual respect persisted, punctuated by
brief encounters, warm or suspicious, and acquaintances in common.
Very recently, Catherine wrote a sensitive response to my view of
women’s lives as a detective novel, an unfulfilled revolt, a latent athe-
ism. For myself, I had liked her travels among Charcot’s hysterics or
through the religions of India, her passionate female characters, the
way she was tuned in to cultural and social events.

As for me, I liked Julia’s vigor, her precision, the vast store of knowl-
edge judicionsly dispenseds; I also liked her imagination, her black humor,
the musicality of her language, the savagery of her novels. A day came
when the long association vevealed its friendly face, a day when the collab-
ovative work gently took hold. Like this.

IN A PERSONAL and professional trajectory, there comes a time
when you want to pursue the essential thing, within the shelter of soli-
tude and without the strictures of the group. Sometimes, for a woman,
it also happens that the essential thing appears to be what is shared
with other women. Why, then, not try to do that jointly, between the
two of us?

For myself, “that” could only be what had always preoccupied us,
visible in our trajectories as intellectuals and novelists, on the edge of
the unconscious and of the social tie, which the imminent end of the
second millennium charged with burning relevance: the sacred. Not
religion or its opposite, atheistic negation, but the experience that be-
liefs both shelter and exploit, at the crossroads of sexuality and
thought, body and meaning, which women feel intensely but without
being preoccupied by it and about which there remains much for
them —for us—to say. Does a specifically feminine sacred exist? What
place is there for women in that history dating from the birth of Jesus,
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what chance for them two thousand years after him? What about the
feminine in Judaism, in Buddhism, in Confucianism, in Taoism, in
Islam, in the animist religions of Africa and elsewhere? How is it un-
derstood or misunderstood, but also, what future, what prospects does
it have? If, as we believe, it is true that women will awaken in the com-
ing millennium, what can the profound meaning of that awakening, of
that civilization, be?

It was Julin who proposed the “subject” to me, as one novmally says
in the case of a book. What a surprise! For many long years, I believed
myself in the clutches of a lonely song that, from my essays to my novels,
did not let me go, an obsessive pevsonal little tune. And who turned out
to be on the same path? Kristeva in pevson. I had not expected it. But as
soon as it was proposed, I knew we would get along well, like violin and
piano, soprano and mezzo. The choice of & book in two voices stems from
chamber music; between us, the tacit agreement needed only a line of
melody to exist.

“The awakening of women in the coming millennium.” On this last
point, I hesitated. But Julin was like that, a visionary. She convinced me.
It was not easy. As a matter of fact, in eleven years of living abroad, I
have seen women everywhere more advanced than they ave in France.
And everywhere I have seen them use the sacred with more intelligence
than we do: in Indin, in Africa, and even in Austria, the beginning of
the East. Other women have explained very well the causes of the French
delny, the misogynous tradition of the French Revolution, the vestrictions
placed on givls’ education, a false notion of republican equality: that'’s all
well known by now. As for the sacved, that was another matter, to be han-
dled with kid gloves. Feminine— for women only? What about men in all
that? We werve not about to start up the war between the sexes again!

That wasn’t my style or hers. So that was it, then—awakening civiliza-
tion, the future.

THAT WAS A vast plan, as engaging as it was impossible to deal
with. Unless we limited ourselves to raising questions rather than giv-
ing answers, to giving a rough sketch of the fields rather than fencing
them in within definitions—beginning with the very themes of the de-
bate, the “feminine” and the “sacred” Because we were living thou-
sands of miles away from each other, working out this puzzle “live”
was out of the question. We were left with correspondence. Nobody
writes letters anymore, I said, taken aback. Oh yes, some people do,
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Catherine maintained. An archaic genre? No, a space for precision. An
artifice? Perhaps, but a place for sincerity as well. Why not try?

That’s vight. At first, Julia wanted nothing to do with correspon-
dence. And yet, nothing is move up to date, since faxes and “c-mail” on
the Internet ave vestoving the true essence of that ancient genve: writing
to the other. And is not the fuke interview the worst artifice—spoken,
recorded into a tape vecorder, transcribed vight down to the “uwm, wms,”
duly erased, its style polished after the fuct? No such escape routes. We
thus corresponded in the very classical way, taking our time. It is not cor-
vect that time plays no part in the matter: in passing through space, it
does its work.

FROM THE BEGINNING, our correspondence was true: every-
day life occupied a place in it, and both women and the sacred had to
submit to our very profane concerns. More than that, our correspon-

dence helped us face them.

In a letter written to & woman friend, one cannot avoid telling of
one’s problems, great or small. We might have evased them upon reread-
ing, but they allowed us to advance in our ideas, and that is why they have
vemained in their place, naturally. That is how we came to understand
that veal worries, though profane, have something to do with the sacred.
We were no longer “outside,” but “inside” That’s life—in effect.

AND SO A book came into being, as happens with any writing
that collects questions in order to shed light on them. But it is a book
in two voices, on two themes, which ask only to find a particular reso-
nance within every woman, within everyone. We would like it to be
read in the spirit of trust and polemics that animated us throughout

this journey.

Julia Kristeva
Catherine Clément.



Dakar
NOVEMBER 7, 1996

Dear Julin,

EVER SINCE YOU told me about the strange link between
women and the sacred, I run into it at every turn, right here in Africa.
Nothing surprising about that, yow'll say, on the “dark continent” to
which Freud compared femininity in general. But let me describe to you
what I saw yesterday, since, as surprises go, it was really something . . .

There was a Catholic pilgrimage in honor of the black Virgin of a
large town called Popenguine, about twenty miles from Dakar. Imag-
ine a huge crowd on a raised strip of ground, barely shaded by a few
spindly trees, facing a platform where the bishops of Senegal are cele-
brating a solemn mass together, under the authority of the cardinal of
Dakar. If’s noon, the sun is at its zenith, 104 degrees in the shade, in-
digo sky. We dignitaries are sheltered next to the altar. By my rough es-
timate, there are at least eighty thousand men, women, and children in
the congregation.

The mass begins. All of a sudden, there’s a shricking from the
crowd—a woman’s voice. The medics rush in immediately, stretcher in
hand, discover the source of the voice, firmly strap down the woman
who’s screaming, and disappear. “A nervous attack,” I tell myself. But it
happens all over again ten minutes later. And for the two hours of the
ceremony, at regular intervals, there’d be a woman’s screams, medics,
stretcher, evacuation. Again and again. A strange, sacred phenomenon
was breaking out at a religious ceremony. Is the mass sacred? No
doubt. Nothing is lacking, not chasubles, or censers, or church choir.
Why, then, do I have the impression that the screams of these women
were introducing a form of the sacred that is different from that of a
Catholic mass?

Nevertheless, the first aid workers knew the drill. They were obvi-
ously used to these screaming women, whom you could still hear in
the distance, like a plaintive opera chorus; they were strapped down
but they didn’t stop screaming, one after the other, in canon. What ex-
actly were they saying in the middle of the mass? What were these
bound women expressing with their screaming?

The word came to me: tramce. All the fallen screamers were black.
In the assembly, I noticed many white-skinned nuns, who did not
budge. But the African nuns did not budge either. The “stricken”
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ones were young African laywomen, often with children at their
sides. No men, not even an adolescent boy. The cries were absolute-
ly identical: same tessitura, same modulations. But what stunned me
most was what the African man beside me—buttoned up tight in his
suit and tie, a dignitary, since he was there with me—whispered in
my ear.

“Hysterical fits” he declared. “It’s not uncommon.”

Damn, and I hadn’t even asked him anything! So here was a mem-
ber of the African elite giving the name hysteria to what I called a
trance. He was thinking like a zoubab, a word used to designate the
white man in Africa. Perhaps because he was speaking to a European,
he put himself in the skin of a black toubab, that is, a Westernized
African. (Thus, in Senegal, some of President Senghor’s adversaries
called him the “black Toubab) And that too is not uncommon in
Africa, especially when the receiver of the message belongs to the na-
tion that colonized the country. What name to choose? Trance or hys-
teria? After all, the word trance is no less Western than the other. . . .
He’s upset me, that man standing next to me. Now I’'m complete-
ly lost.

The women are black and Catholic, they throw fits during a solemn
mass in the sun. They were born on the coast of West Africa, the place
where the first Portuguese colonizers and the first Muslim preachers
arrived at the same time, in the fifteenth century. The introduction of
Islam and African Catholicism dates from that era. But since Senegal is
now 9o percent Muslim, Catholicism represents only a tiny portion of
the population: the women who cried out belong to a religious mi-
nority. And what about animism from before the fifteenth century?
Quite simply, it has remained everywhere.

All the monotheistic religions introduced into Africa have kept
their animist past almost intact. Muslims worship both Allah and their
spiritual leader, whether caliph or marabout; they invoke genies by
chanting “Bismillah”; initiates are sprinkled with blood after a Chris-
tian baptism. None of that bothers anyone, and the jinns get along
quite well with the one and only god. But, for the piercing cries
stirred up by a mass, the word uttered by the officials refers to a West-
ern pathology! Hysteria, don’t you see, just like in Vienna at the end
of the nineteenth century. . . . It seems clear to me that this is an an-
cient phenomenon, rebaptized in the language of the toubabs; and, in
a country where the elites speak French perfectly, they can’t possibly
be unfamiliar with the word trance to designate such attacks. No, it’s
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something else that my dignitary friend was expressing: denial,
embarrassment. Hysteria would seem to be less disturbing than the
trance, that great secret of Africa.

In Senegal, it’s difficult to analyze what exactly connects these
trances to animism, which has been repressed since the fifteenth cen-
tury. The Serer in the coastal regions knew Marranos, Portuguese Jews,
and Protestants; then Catholicism glazed everything over with a deep
faith, but with hybrid modes of expression. Under the glaze, the
African trance emerges. The trance, African? What am I saying? The
trance is universal: it is found everywhere in the world! And yet, I can-
not let go of the idea: African trance. Probably because I imagine a par-
ticular porousness in black women, I think I can make out a fulminat-
ing access to the sacred, similar to that of their African-Brazilian
cousins during the candomblé ceremonies in Bahia: their bodies are to-
tally uninhibited, their eyes rolled back, and, as in Popenguine, they
have shaking fits.

Yet, once you get past appearances, it’s a very different thing in
Brazil. The trances of the candomblé are anticipated, expected. Under
the influence of African gods duly named by the saints’ calendar—
Shango, Saint Jerome; Yemanja, the Virgin Mary; Ogun, Saint An-
tony—the possessed are guided by the “Father;” the officiating voodoo
priest. In Brazil, because of slavery, Aftican rites have once more as-
sumed the upper hand and the women in trances do little screaming,
or it’s the normal state of affairs. Here, in Popenguine, they are not
“guided.” they are strapped down. Those who break loose must be put
in chains, whereas, in the candomblé, the “breaking loose” is contained
in advance. A strange reversal of the chains of slavery. . . . In Bahia, the
bond between the “Father” and the possessed is purely spiritual; in
Popenguine, the bonds between the clergy and the screaming women
are material, they’re straps. Over there, in Bahia, Catholicism has
bowed under the weight of Africa in exile; here, in Popenguine it
doesn’t quite know what to do with this sacred disorder from the past
mounting a resistance on native soil. For lack of anything better, first
aid workers limit the damage. With straps.

Let’s move on. When I was living in India, I did not see any sacred
disorder in the religious practices of middle-class Indian women,
thoroughly “bound” by a century of British Puritan occupation, and
also by their caste of origin. In the high castes of the Hindu social sys-
tem, in fact, the body’s porousness is not part of the code of good
manners. Letting oneself go is out of the question. But, having seen



8  Clément and Kristeva

the mass pilgrimages of Indian peasant women, who also break loose,
I suspect that the trance and its porousness probably have something
to do with the caste of origin. The caste of origin? Careful . . . Let’s
take a closer look.

A caste is a kind of file drawer into which the newborn individual
is classified at birth and from which it cannot escape. The caste has
nothing to do with “social class,” that’s certain. But it maintains a very
close relationship with the old Marxist concept of “class origin,” that
mental file drawer that determines the drives and thoughts from
birth. For Marx, you can obviously change your social class, but you
cannot rid yourself of your “class origin” any more than, according to
Sigmund Freud, you can rid yourself of the unconscious. That being
the case, the “caste” of origin plays the same role as the return of the
repressed: the slightest opening and it comes out. Impossible to get
rid of it. A little emotion and it reappears. It takes a very disciplined
setting to be able to contain the return of your origins. . . . That’s
why, in India, the high castes, bound by the strict manners of Hin-
duism, are capable of resisting the trance; and that’s why, in Popen-
guine, the African nuns, “bound” by the training of their order,
did not yield to it, any more than the wives of the dignitaries on
the podium. The women who screamed were Serer women, villagers
or servants.

They are minorities and servants, and they fall into a trance. Well,
no need to go to Africa to observe that phenomenon. I remember see-
ing, in Paris in the 1960s, a true “hysterical” fit at Sainte-Anne Hospi-
tal, unintentionally set off by Dr. André Green, chief physician at the
time. That day, the young woman, who was from Brittany, pulled out
all the stops: a stunning feat of hysterical acrobatics, perfectly execut-
ed, her head and feet holding up her stiff body, curved into an arc, her
mind gone, her eyes far away, without a care, uninhibited. The good
doctor’s comment: “You don’t see this archaic phenomenon anymore,
except in illiterate Breton women when they come to town via the
Gare Montparnasse” There was no need to explain why illiterate Bre-
ton women were arriving in Paris: it was well known at the time that
they came to be “placed” as domestic servants.

In the nineteenth century, during Charcot’s and Freud’s time, mid-
dle-class European women still had zi&obatics in their hysterical reper-
toire. Partly because of education, the opisthotonos—that’s the scien-
tific term for the arced figure—retreated to the countryside; it has
probably disappeared by now. But, in the 1960s, illiterate Breton wo-
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men still possessed that archaic art of the acrobatic trance: the culture .
shock of the city made them lose consciousness and caused that brutal
somatization. Such was precisely the case of that young woman in *
1964. But we were at the psychiatric hospital, where the sacred has no
place. When she came to, the Breton woman was said to have had a
hysterical fit, and neither she nor the doctors knew exactly what to do
about it. In psychiatry, no one knows how to deal with a “secular”
trance; and, since the sacred is not among the classifications, it is de-
clared an opisthotonos. That’s a technical term, and a bluff. A lot of
good it did her, that Breton women arriving at the Gare Montpar-
nasse. Elsewhere, she might have used her gift for the trance to reli-
gious ends; perhaps she might have attained the status of a visionary.
But she was a patient in the emergency ward of a psychiatric hospital
in Paris. There you have it.

To tell the truth, P’m more certain about class origins than about
the porousness of the body, your field. Not that I’m all that knowl-
edgeable about social class! But through travels and extended stays all
over the world, everywhere I have seen women in the grip of the sa-
cred. The fact is, Dve rarely seen it when they knew how to read and
write, except as a kind of trendiness, like the European women so taken
with the primal scream American style. Even today, in Senegal, women
rarely venture far from the traditional family, and national education is
deteriorating. Is it for that reason that Senegalese women display a
kind of “porousness™? In this country, which has become largely illit-
erate, majestic African women saunter through the streets with an os-
tentatiously sexual gait, their boubous slipping off their shoulders. The
porousness of these six-foot-four-inch goddesses literally leaves some-
thing to be desired.

That is not really the case for my screamers in Popenguine. There
is nothing majestic about them; on the contrary, their appearance is in-
significant. I told you they were villagers or servants. That’s not in-
significant. In Africa, what is so easily called an “ethnic group” also
depends on the caste system—very concealed but still extremely pres-
ent—as well as on social roles. Serer women from the Popenguine re-
gion are often placed as “maids” in the capital, in middle-class homes
in the big city. In Dakar, a “maid” (sic)! is Serer, just as a maid was Bre-
ton in Paris in the carly part of this century. There is even a union of

1. Bonne, the French term for “maid}” can also mean “good woman”—Trans.
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Serer maids. In plain language, they are some of the most exploited
women in the Senegal metropolis.

From that I infer, perhaps a bit hastily, that they achieve a trance
state more easily than their mistresses. Yes, I think that the capacity to
accede violently to the sacred truly depends on one’s minority status or
on economic exploitation. “Id”? must find an out somewhere, and, in
the absence of education, that place of expulsion is the sacred. Or
crime. Or both—that’s been known to happen. Do you remember the
violent fit observed in Le Mans in the 1930s, when the two Papin sis-
ters, excellent servants, fine in every respect, knocked off their employ-
ers, a mother and a daughter, one stormy night? They dismembered
them in a raptus, or, in other words, in a trance. They were exhausted
after the crime and showed no remorse, like the murderous heroines of
Greek tragedy overcome by passion. Supposedly, as they carefully
cleaned their carving knives, they simply said, “What a fine mess this
is” The Papin sisters were also good maids.

But, after all, to be a “good maid” in other people’s homes gives
rise to revolt, and the trance is one form of that. There’s good reason
to turn nasty when you’re enslaved. There’s good reason to take ad-
vantage of a mass to scream at the top of your lungs if you’re a peas-
ant or servant woman, a Catholic and a Serer in Senegal. You don’t be-
long to the Muslim majority, you’re not one of the powerful. And
then, too, you’re not the sex that rules the nation. In short, youre
right to rebel, and the setting of a solemn mass does the trick. Through
the sacredness of a monotheistic rite, another form of the sacred, the
ancient form, slips in. Choirs, incense, gold on the chasubles, glitter,
the sun at its zenith, a little black Virgin placed at the base of the altar,
and, all of a sudden, the breach . . . I’s come out. Who will stand in
its way? Not the straps or the clergy. The cry is irresistible, and that’s
what it’s made for.

Let me propose a first pathway to you, one effaced by the centuries.
The sacred among women may express an instantaneous revolt that
passes through the body and cries out. Now it’s your turn to shed
some light on porousness.

Catherineo

2. When placed in quotations marks in the original French, ¢#, both “that” and
the psychoanalytic “id,” is translated as “id”—Trans.

Paris
DECEMBER I, 1996

Dear Catherine,

YOUR LETTER WAS waiting for me in Paris for over two
weeks, while I was rediscovering the hustle and bustle, and the bru-
tality, of New York. I always have trouble landing in France, the un-
pleasantness of the time change is combined with the increasingly
painful impression that the French are sulking: sulking over history,
which, to be sure, is no bed of roses, but which is actually unfolding
elsewhere. . . . In fact, what remains of a nation in the “United States
of the World”? That’s an extremely grave question, but it is not the
subject of our correspondence. . . .

You mention the black women who scream in a crowd of eighty
thousand people in Senegal, around a statue of the Virgin; joyful lib-
ertines transformed by screams into possessed women; the porousness
of their bodies; the efficient indifference of the nuns and medics, who
are blasé about that ostentatious sensuality transformed into a hysteri-
cal fit, and the “psychiatric” diagnosis of a distinguished Senegalese.

As for me, I still have a vision of American “Africanness” before me.

With every trip, New York seems more black and more ethnically
mixed. But, curiously, it’s the female bodies—often so heavy and awk-
ward—that give that mutant humanity its most reassuring —appeased,
even—aspect of indelible serenity. They are not in a trance at all, these
black ladies who manage the store racks, the department offices of uni-
versities, the branch offices of banks, and even, sometimes, the panels
at symposiums and other televised or cultural events. Whereas their
husbands and sons always seem about to get worked up, when they do
not openly manifest their violence in the guise of personal or political
demands—and we both know there is plenty to be done in America,
especially when you are black—these dark matrons display profession-
al competence and unfailingly solid nerves. That has nothing to do
with the feverish agitation of emancipated women who, even a few
years ago, believed they were liberating themselves by becoming more
like men. The ones I saw this time behave like ordinary mothers, and
proud to be so, women who quite simply speak up, and, just as simply,
conduct the affairs of the city. Whether it is professionalism or indif-
ference, they indicate to us that they have the time—that they have
their whole lives ahead of them.
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That is another dimension of the sacred: self-assurance here and
now, which comes from the assurance that one has time. Not the fear
of castration, in which man dresses up his fear of death, to the point of
making the latter the sleepless lookout and ultimate support of the sa-
cred; not the catastrophe of mourning, which women know in the flesh
and which makes them eternal hired mourners, with or without dead
bodies—I’ll tell you another time about the sources of that uncontrol-
lable female melancholia. No. That attitude, so serene that one hesitates
to link it to the sacred—the word sacred has a melodramatic or “hyster-
ical” resonance, as the learned man standing next to you on the platform
of dignitaries would say—is rooted in a certainty about life. There is life
and women can give it: we can give it. Hence time is transformed into
an eternity of miraculous instants. Some women do it with more or less
desire, pain, joy, or suffering, and even manage to communicate its
meaning. The meaning of the most modest, the most nondescript life.
With a gesture of humility, a smile, the feeling of effectiveness, of pa-
tience, of tomorrow is transmitted. Those bodies have the opaque
charm of terra cotta, the warm resistance of bronze, the wherewithal to
sing Negro spirituals, but also to lead a country— gently.

I began with American Africanness and I hasten to reassure you: I
despise the “politically correct;” I do not preach the future of the black
woman, as opposed to the impasse of the black man, nor even woman’s
superiority to man, and even less the black goddess’s superiority to the
hysterical white woman—on that last point, the “soap operas” pro-
duced in the U.S., now consumed by everyone who’s tuned in, do not
spare either of the sexes, or any ethnic group, even though the middle-
class white woman seems to be a good length ahead of her black sister
in acting out nervous attacks and using emotional blackmail as a means
of financial manipulation. . . . No, I will cling to life as the ultimate vis-
age of the sacred. First, because that was one of the purposes of my
trip: to present “Hannah Arendt and the Concept of Life’ ” to the New
School; and, second, because, no doubt haunted by my subject, I saw
my intuitions confirmed in the theater of everyday life. These black,
Hispanic, and Chinese women who give the American metropolis the
cosmopolitan face of the third millennium, impose, in counterpoint to
the anxious and hectic poverty, the image of an imperturbable and even
sensual verticality.

Since “life” has become the safety valve in our advanced democra-
cies—Christian or post-Christian, as you like—we forget that this sa-
credness of life has a history; and that this history depends on the place
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that religions and societies have granted to women. I would like us to
return to the Virgin some day—she is deeroticized, it is said, perhaps
too hastily, but surely she is not without a body—and to that extraor-
dinary balancing act between, on the one hand, the cult of birth that
Mary, the mother of God, set in place, and, on the other, the “control
of the birth rate” (as it is now called), which she may have allowed to
be set in place! '

But let us stay within the modern age: it is also too quickly forgotten
that the two forms of totalitarianism, Nazi and Stalinist, have in com-
mon the monstrosity of the camps, that is, nothing other than the de-
struction of life. Moreover, the technological progress of our advanced
democracies, which has the ambition simply to “manage” life in com-
plete innocence, is laden with the same totalitarian threat: the threat of
destroying life after having devalued the question of its meaning.

What about women in all that? The freedoms we acquired thanks
to contraception and artificial insemination do not keep the desire for
motherhood from being and continuing to be the wave bearing aloft
the female experience. Nor do they keep the future of the species fr(?m
depending and continuing to depend on that desire, if we do not wish
technology to be the only one to “manage” our destinies. Love be-
tween the sexes and the tenderness of both parents, male and female,
will continue to be a shelter to the child’s psychic life—its life period—
to the life of the eternal child we all are. That life, desired and governed
by a loving mother, is not a biological process pure and simple: I am
speaking of the meaning of life—of a life that has meaning. Wc. stand

here at the “zero degree” of meaning, to borrow the expression of
Barthes, whose irony and love philosophy I have not forgotten. What
if what we call the “sacred” were the celebration of a mystery, the mys-
tery of the emergence of meaning?

Along with the Greeks, Hannah Arendt distinguished bctwc'en 200
(biological life) and &ios (the life to be told, capable of being wrlttc-n).
Since, thanks to technology, women are more likely than ever to decide
about life, they are also more ready than ever not to be simply gcnit?rs

(supposing that being a “genitor” is something “simple”), but to give
meaning to the act of giving that is life. -

That does not go without saying. It is very possible that a society
dominated by technology and profit may reduce women to being mere-
ly the possessors of “zoological” life and will not in any.l way fav?r the
inquiry or spiritual restlessness that constitutes a “destiny;” a “biogra-
phy” When I proposed this exchange regarding “women and the sa-
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cred,” I particularly had that danger in mind: the new version of “soft”
totalitarianism that, after the famous “loss of values,” erects life as the
“supreme value,” but life for itself, life without questions, with wives-
and-mothers supposed to be the natural executors of that “zoology”

Nevertheless, the penetration of the feminine into every continent,
of which I gave you an everyday picture in New York, leaves the ques-
tion open. What if the ancestral division between “those who give life”
(women) and “those who give meaning” (men) were in the process of
disappearing? What do you think? It would be a radical upheaval,
never before seen. Sufficient to herald a new era of the sacred, in fact,
which might well be the surprise of this third millennium. After two
thousand years of world history dominated by the sacredness of the
Baby Jesus, might women be in a position to give a different coloration
to the ultimate sacred, the miracle of human life: not life for itself, but
life bearing meaning, for the formulation of which women are called
upon to offer their desire and their words?

I'am not forgetting the porousness of the body in a trance. Even the
placid madonnas I ran across in the cosmopolitan streets of New York,
even the most sensible mothers, who know how to speak of their
womanly desires and of their maternal tenderness, are not safe from
“possession.” I let myself be dazzled by the delicious language of the
oyster women on my Ile de Ré, where you know I have now set down
roots—as if one could set down roots in a land of salt marshes or
fjords—but I know that language goes hand in hand with an irritable
melancholia. So many meaty bits of language with which they saturate
their children, abruptly interrupted by cries of rage, when not by sui-
cide or murder! Where is the sacred? I propose no definition to you;
you know more than I do about anthropology, philosophy, psycho-
analysis, and all the rest. Simply put, given the waters we are in now,
between the Virgin and her “stricken;” the time of absence, serenity,
and the loss of self, I claim that what comes back to us as “sacred” in

" _the experience of a woman is the impossible and nevertheless sustained

“connection between life and meaning.

The human body, and, even more dramatically, the body of a wo-
man, is a strange intersection between 236 and &ios, physiology and nar-
ration, genetics and biography. Freud drew the map of that cleavage,
adding the stages of the unconscious, the preconscious, and the con-
scious to the biological reservoir. Language moves about in those
stages but cannot be reduced to them: a borderline separates it from
biological excitation.
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The prohibition sets in place and reinforces that borderline: “Thou
shalt not kill [thy father]?” “Thou shalt not commit adultery [with thy
mother]” A prohibition on murder and incest, it is experienced by the
soma as an act of violence. The Jewish God said it just right, as it had
never been said before, something for which he continues to be criti-
cized. The prohibition “cuts”: bereshit is the first word of the Bible. All
religions, using the trenchant effects of language in various and less
conscious ways, celebrate the sacred as a sacrifice: that of a plant, an an-
imal, or a man. Judaism, and then Christianity, admit that this sacrifice
is the one that inscribes language in the body, meaning in life. And it
does so through a prohibition that does not need to kill to cut, but
confines itself to setting out a moral system. A sacré moral system,
laden with revolts and passions.?

The devotees of the sacred are careful not to emphasize the violence
that this sacredness or sacrifice or prohibition conceals and imposes.
Only the “divine marquis” de Sade drew the hyperbolic conse-
quences—now called sadomasochistic—of our condition as biological-
and-speaking beings; but his bald truths are bothersome when they are
not frightening.

And yet, since woman speaks, she is subject to the same sacrifice:
her excitability falls under the prohibition; the jouissance of her repro-
ductive body is expressed in the representation of a word, an image, or
a statue.* Nevertheless, the sacrifice does not manage to impose itself
as an absolute, capable of subduing all passion and of leaving nothing
behind. In addition, the representations themselves—hymns, words,
sculptures—do not remain in their place of representation but plunge
back into the flesh, which is not quite so sacrificed after all, allowing it
to resonate, in jouissance. The sadomasochism of the sacred connec-
tion (body/meaning) seems more obvious to a woman, more operative
in a woman. She is there, she is “in step,” she manifests it. In a trance.
Woman, a being on the borderline, biology and meaning, is likely to
participate in both sides of the sacred: in calm appeasement, where na-

3. Sacré, which normally means “sacred;” can also be used as an expletive equiva-
lent to “damned? “blasted.” or “bloody;” especially when it precedes the noun. I
have retained the French term in such cases to indicate the dual reading possible.
The adverbial form, sacrément, is similarly ambivalent. —Trans.

4. Jouissance, a term with a very weighty past in French psychoanalytic and femi-
nist theory, signifies extreme pleasure, including sexual pleasure and even or-
gasm, to the point of losing control or consciousness. —Trans.
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tivity finds assurance in eternity (my New York women who run the
city) but also in the rending of the sacred cloth, where language and all
representation are lost in a spasm or delirium (your Senegalese women
in trances). Whether she is serene or breaking loose, a women is, by
reason of that dual nature, on equal footing with the sacred, and, at the
same time, she is its most relentless adversary—a potential atheist.

“The horizon of Being is porous,” wrote Husserl, as quoted by
Merleau-Ponty: he was suggesting the oozing of sensations irreducible
to language itself. A woman—with or without the trance—is the daily
demonstration of that more or less catastrophic or delicious distillation
of flesh within the mind, and vice versa. The psychoanalysts will say
that woman, who is capable of giving life, is a subject, to be sure, but
a subject whose repression remains very problematic. Rather, she is
subject to generalized vapors. In The Flowers of Evil, Baudelaire speaks,
in more elegant terms, of perfumes: “The tyrannical Circe with dan-
gerous perfumes”; and “There are strong perfumes for which all mat-
ter is porous. It is as if they penetrate glass”

There you are. I propose perfirme as a figure for that problematic re-
pression, that troubling porousness of women. The “glass” of repres-
sion does not withstand the pressure of an internal reality: the female
ego (like the Baudelairean ego?) is “vaporous? As you can see, I link
the fate of female eroticism to the fate of motherhood: even though
they are two perfectly distinct sides of the female experience; in any
case, the vaginal body, that dwelling place of the species, imposes on
woman an experience of the “interior;” of “internal reality;” that does
not allow itself be easily sacrificed by the prohibition, or represented by
the codes resulting from the prohibition (language, images, thought,
and so on). Whether mistress or mother, a woman remains a stranger
to the sacrifice: she participates in it, she assumes it, but she disrupts it,
she can also threaten it. It is therefore understandable how that vital
depth also constitutes a social danger: in fact, what moral system, what
ethics, could exist if the sacred had to face the assaults of screaming
women with their endogenous animism?

But there is woman, and then there is woman, and since I would no
more want to give you a picture of the universe in black and white domi-
noes than one in psychiatric structures (hysterical, psychotic, and so on),
I will speak to you later about particular case histories, on the sacred as
my women patients—and my novel characters—encounter it, or not.

I know you are perfectly well acquainted with all these things I
write about in the rough, thrown-together form of the letter. I wonder
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whether this genre suits the fast pace of our lives and the complexity of
the subject. Still, for the moment I want to continue these epistolary
exchanges, which also sometimes give me the feeling that I am situat-
ing myself before and after an effort. Before and after the emergence of
an impression or a thought, even as I give its innocence back to it, in a
mood of relaxation and almost of joy, with the sole concern to make
my moments coincide with your expectations, but without the re-
quirement of exactitude. A hesitation, in short, that wagers on what is
to come. Which, after all, is perhaps the essential thing in friendship.

Julia
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Dakar
JANUARY 7, 1997

Dear Julin,

YOUR LETTER UPON your return from New York fell down on
me like the rain from a monsoon. I opened my umbrella and began to
sort out the seeds.

The African American women whose calm solidity you admired in
New York are, in fact, the worthy sisters of the Senegalese women.
But what a difference in their situation! Clearly, your peaceful Ameri-
can women are not living in poverty. Moreover, in North America,
there is no matriarchy on the horizon, whereas, in Sahelian Africa, so-
cieties live in family groups under the sole authority of the father.
Worse, despite the legal choice possible between monogamy and
polygamy, polygamy is gaining ground among the young, for all so-
cial backgrounds combined. In addition, certain marabouts are al-
lowed to practice unlimited polygamy, with thirty or forty wives, a
harem, so to speak. The prescriptions of Muhammad have been shat-
tered, and these marabouts, as enterprising in capitalist businesses as
in the capitalization of legitimate wives, adopt the pre-Islamic traditions
without encountering any resistance. It’s a long way from New York,

and yet. ..



18 Clément and Kristeva

How is it, then, that the Senegalese women resemble the New York
black women to such a degree? Obviously, one must dig deeper into
what is “of Africa” Why? Because women possess particular functions
there, which stem from the sacred above all. For example, the city of
Dakar is surrounded by a tiny people, the Lébou fishermen. Now,
since the dawn of time, when the fisherman returns to the pier, he
must give the fish to his wife, the only one entitled to sell it; along the
way, she will take her tithe, her own money, which is called “sacred”
It is also the Lébous who practice a spectacular therapeutic rite, the
N’Doeup, which is very much in force in the outlying regions.

The ceremony, designed to expel a vengeful genie from the body
into which it has “descended,” lasts seven days and seven nights. It in-
cludes infinitely sophisticated rituals for measuring the body, seances
of public possession in the streets, and the sacrifice of a bull onto
which the spirit of the genie has been transferred. Then, finally, the
worship of the spirit is celebrated in a generalized trance. I attended
the day of the preparation of the sacrifice—seven hours! I came away
from it exhausted by the psychic tension of the group, which was led
by the healer women. Yes, the N"Docup therapy is reserved for wo-
men, brought together village by village into colleges of official heal-
ers. There is only one male healer today: and, to officiate, he must
dress in women’s clothing.

A man dressed as a woman in order to heal. This bald fact would
require a flood of commentary on the bisexuality of therapists in gen-
eral, but we will return to that later. For the moment, I prefer to point
out the role of African women in the treatment of mental illnesses. As
always in Africa, the operation consists of delicately transferring the
“jinni”—genie—of a suffering body to a sacrificed animal, then to
public worship, with a millet pestle planted into the ground, a statu-
fied ancestor. Who “fixes” the roving genie? The healer. Who trans-
fers? The healer. Who repairs the group damaged by the madness of
one of its own? The healer. And how does one become a healer? A sole
condition: one has to have been oneself possessed, and then to have
recovered. The transformation is de rigueur. A woman healed by the
N’Doeup has no right to sidestep her status as a healer; otherwise, she
falls back into the clutches of her genie.

Imagine that all the women who have done time on the analyst’s
couch were obliged to become psychoanalysts: such is the situation
among the Lébou women on the outskirts of Dakar. And the Lébou
rite, far from disappearing, is gaining ground. Similarly, the Ethiopian
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ceremony of the za7, which functions in a similar way, with trances, and
is also practiced by women, has now reached even the outskirts of
Cairo! It’s clear: when poverty invades the slums, the healers deal with
it. The N°Doeup in Dakar, the candomblé in the poor neighborhoods
of Bahia, the macumba in the favelas of Rio, the zar in Egypt, and, if
we open the compass as wide as possible, Mother Teresa in Calcutta,
Sister Emmanuelle in Cairo. . . . Others will be upset, but not I. I see
that phenomenon as a good antidote to fundamentalism of every
stripe. Modernist, masculine, and extremely technological, fundamen-
talism excludes women. It strikes me as an amusing ruse of reason that
they should recover the power to heal by resorting to the archaism of
the rite, and I like the fact that historical regression might stand in the
way of the most well-spoken modernity.

Let’s get back to New York. Whereas, in South America, Catholi-
cism had no trouble integrating the African polytheism of the former
deported slaves, in North America, Protestant upbringing has confined
the expressiveness of bodies within the pigeonhole of slavery. Tom-
toms, allowed relatively early by the masters in Brazil, were long pro-
hibited in the United States, in favor of Christian hymns. The African
Americans found sanctuary only by inventing the Negro spiritual, then
the blues, and finally jazz. Choirs broke loose in Baptist and Pente-
costal churches, which leaned more toward the spontaneous expression
of faith than toward rigid supervision. Yet the Protestant trademark
gives me an insight into the enterprising aspect of the African Ameri-
cans you saw in New York: it is still true, in fact, that the Protestant
countries do better at business than the Catholic ones.

And the African origin of these beautiful entrepreneurs gives me an
insight into their calm. You are right: they look like givers of life, givers
of time. All the same, is the difference between “those who give life”
and “those who give meaning” really in the process of disappearing? I
think you are an optimist. Look at the current epidemic of philosophy
in France. The brilliant and charming “philosophers of the third kind”
are all men, just like the nouveanx Pphilosophes in 1978. The very celebrat-
ed “return to philosophy” cuts both ways: when the philosophers re-
turn, women are not among them. The French philosophical cafés
have nothing in common with the salons of the Encyclopédistes,
where women were true discussion partners in debates where morality
played only a small role. . . . We do not stand in the open space of the
Enlightenment, we are sinking back into the obscurantism of Balzac’s

aristocratic circles, to which the young duchesses of the Faubourg
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Saint-Germain did not have access. At the time, the world of meaning
was that of secret societies for men only. As for women, in Balzac they
were old by the time they were thirty. Women did not “last” What was
their role? To go off to passion as they go “off to the kitchen” Are you
really sure they are now allowed to progress toward the giving of
meaning? In politics, yes. But in the matter of thought, no.

You propose perfume as a metaphor for the porousness of women,
as a symbol for their easy access to the trance. While you’re at it, you re-
mark that women assist in the sacrifice but do not make sacrifices.
That’s right. Such is the case of the N’Doeup: it is always a man who
cuts the bull’s throat; and, in fact, that is the only masculine gesture in
the ceremony. In contrast, the very active women healers use their own
secretions. The “baptism” of the genie, once it has been identified, is
made official by the healer’s saliva: she spits the name of the invader
onto the possessed, through a wooden tube. She spits on the body of
the bull when the genie agrees to be transferred to it. You will not be
surprised that the ethnologists call that sacred operation the “vaporiza-
tion” of the saliva. Now we are truly in the realm of perfume, even if it
is spittle. Where, then, is the sacred? In the healer’s mouth, doing duty
as a vaporizer. Materialized by the stream of saliva, it becomes sacred
through the rattle of the larynx, which forces it out the open lips of a
priestess. It is up to her to sanctify what comes out of her body.

Perfiume, a poetic word, too polite to be honest. In any case, the man-
ufacture of perfume does not entail flower extracts alone, and musk is an
animal secretion of genital origin; it all hangs together. Instead of “per-
fume,” I propose secretion, humors, odors. I am thinking of what Freud
said about them, in Civilization and Its Discontents, regarding the animal
that goes from walking on all fours to standing up: when he stands erect,
the ape-turned-man loses his sense of smell. Clearly, his sex organs have
moved away from his nostrils. Only coitus, says Freud, gives the human
being back the sense and taste of the sexual humors. For that, a “letting
go” is needed, something not unrelated to the trance; and, as Professor
Charcot would say, regarding the hysterical fits he called forth before the
young Freud’s eyes in Paris, “There is something genital in all that” Is
that to say that sex is sacred? Not a sure thing. But let’s reverse the terms:
because it authorizes the brutal insurrection of the forbidden humors
during ceremonies, the sacred is sexual.

Catherineo

Paris
JANUARY 14, 1997

Dear Catherine,

WHETHER CHANCE OR necessity, I don’t know—your stay in

Dakar on the one hand, the fascination that Africa has exerted on eth-
nologists and writers for centuries on the other—but here we find our-
selves fixed on a “sacred” that is increasingly “black”! Black women,
black religions: our journey continues to link the three enigmas—the
feminine, the sacred, and the various fates of. Africanness—in a metaphor
that becomes more substantial as we write, and which further compli-
cates, if need be, what Freud in his time called the “dark”—that is, the
black— continent. I envy you for being able to take part in those seven-
hour rites, the N’Doeup therapies reserved for women who emerge
from them as . . . healers. As for me, I got no further than . . . Raymond
Roussel’s Impressions of Afica, strange not ethnologically but in a per-
sonal way, sacrément demoniacal, unless it makes you die laughing.
And, of course, the “possessions” described by Leiris, given that Mar-
cel Griaule recruited him as his secretary-archivist and researcher, and
given that, with the consent of his psychoanalyst, Adrien Borel, the au-
thor of Manhood spent two years, 1931-1933, in Dakar-Djibouti, and
came back with Afrique fantéme, Message d’Afrique, and La possession et
ses aspects thédtranx [Ghost Africa, Message from Africa, and Possession
and its theatrical aspects]. Among the Ethiopians he describes, as in the
ceremonies you observed, bisexuality and transvestism seem to domi-
nate the possessions, and, apparently, wondrously feed the imaginary .
.. African as well as European. Hence, Leiris relates a sacrifice of chick-
ens—white, black, and red—during which a man, possessed by a fem-
inine zar and rendered impotent, is made to eat the animal. In that
way, the maleficent zar is transferred onto his sister, who, as a result,
becomes a “horse” capable of bearing the evil spell better than her
brother could have done, not to mention the fact that she can in turn
practice sacrifices; all of which unfolds in a language reserved for ritu-
al use within various confraternities. It seems that participation in these
rites of totemic metamorphosis and transsexuality, and above all, in the
art of recounting them, had a more cathartic effect on the subtle writer
Leiris than did psychoanalysis. And he admits he is “sexually abnor-
mal” because affected by “an enormous capacity for boredom? By the
yardstick of boredom, which I find to be an absolute criterion, there
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would be a plethora of sexual anomalies throughout the world; but
very few perspicacious travelers who allow themselves to be possessed
and dispossessed of them.

Knowing nothing about the N°Doeup, I am nevertheless attracted
to “possession,” as you know, and have even devoted a meditation in
the form of a novel to it— Possessions. A woman this time, but one who
has absorbed, body and soul, a dead and adored brother, allows herself
to be possessed by this double male, and by an unthinkable desire for
revenge against their mother, against the Mother. In that case, the pos-
session gives way to a depression, of which my heroine manages to dis-
possess herself only through a crime: the decapitation of the body of
another woman. That was a sacré femininity I was allowed to see, on
the analyst’s couch but also in myself, and one that is not unaware of
the trenchant aspect of sacrifice. On the contrary. As a matter of fact,
perfume, or vapor/odor if you like, permeates the relation of women
to the sacred—Mary Magdalene, who anoints the feet of Jesus with
perfumed oil, is the consecrated figure for that—but it is nevertheless
charged with a great deal of violence, and also attests to a sacré sense
of unease. .

To approach sacrificial and feminine things in a less serious vein,
think of the fearsome Frangoise, the servant of the narrator in Prousts
Remembrance of Things Past: one of her favorite occupations (is it a re-
flection of her perception of the art of the writer, whom she adores
with boundless devotion?) consisted of . . . cutting the throat of a
chicken in the yard and crying ecstatically: “You nasty thing! You nasty
thing!” Like my own grandmother. Now there’s some voodoo close to
home! As a more noble replica of that butchering cook, was not the
lovely Oriane de Guermantes a cruel little girl who “kicked cats
around, gouged out the eyes of rabbits™?

All that just to tell you that I am not avoiding Africanness, that
I'am very much interested in the things you have witnessed. Even
though they come to me from far away, I am trying to understand
them from the inside. A long time ago already, I chose my ethnologi-
cal “field” by changing languages, choosing to reside in French and in
France. I do not regret meeting that tribe, which has repaid me fairly
well in curiosity and in kindness. All things considered. I even set
about moving deeper into the inquiry, first on the analyst’s couch, then
by listening to people who do me the honor of confiding to me in the
same situation. In short, it seems to me that psychoanalysis is a micro-
anthropology of the depths, where ethnic and national boundaries be-
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come permeable (am I Bulgarian or French? Both? Neither?) and give
way to our irremediable strangeness, so many singular possessions to
be shifted about ad infinitum . . .

Those who undertake an analytical experience—in any case, with
me—are rarely believers. Some have been, most are not at all, or, al-
most not at all. So I rarely hear people talk about God, and, when it
happens, as you can imagine, my “free-floating attention” momentar-
ily fastens, even crystallizes, on that word. I experience a hint of shame
at the idea of that curiosity; might it prove that God has not com-
pletely abandoned me, as I have a tendency to believe ordinarily?
That’s the way it is.

Marianne, a dramatic young woman who has suffered from anorex-
ia-bulimia, and who, after three years in analysis, is emerging from it
more and more—though she has replaced the old alimentary suicide
with passionately erotic and “killing” relations with two men—de-
scribed her relations with her partners as follows: “A force beyond my
power flattens me against the ground, it’s God, there’s no other word.
He asks me for an implacable, relentless, unforgiving offering. An ob-
ligation to suffer. To go suffer everywhere, elsewhere, without love, al-
ways-botched love” I repeat: “God, botched love” Marianne: “I say
‘God’ because it is a force outside of me, impersonal, neither feminine
nor masculine, a merciless firmness that makes the feminine and the
masculine impossible. You see what I mean? [She always questions
me—a complete waste of breath—when she knows perfectly well that
I see what she means, and especially, that she doesn’t know what sex
she is.] But when you say ‘botched love; that makes me think of my
mother: of the suffering I endured with her because she was sad after
my father dumped her, and because she favored my brother. When I
say God, I think of an absolute suffering, close to my mother, an in-
eluctable sorrow, to the point that, in the end, you become persuaded
that it’s normal, and even that it’s sweet.”

I am not quoting Marianne’s words to tell you that, in women, the
“divine” corresponds to their masochism: that side of things is not in-
significant, but I prefer to come back to it later. I quote Marianne’s
words as a way of saying that what is experienced as “sacred” is a trans-
lation of eroticism into more noble terms. It is when she does not find
the word for jouissance—strictly speaking, exorbitant, a sadomaso-
chistic jouissance with partners who humiliate her or hurt her, but
which she is the first to ask for, a jouissance that negates her, that “flat-
tens her on the ground”—that Marianne uses the word God, which,
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however, has been no more than a very bland reference point from her
Catholic upbringing, commonplace, all in all. It is the jouissance of
sacrifice, desired and submitted to, that she calls “God” Georges
Bataille wrote key pages on this subject: the internal experience is a
transgression of sexual prohibitions in jouissance, on the threshold of
self-annihilation, of consciousness, and often on the threshold of
death. Paradoxically, in evoking the divine—the absolute of spiritual-
ity—we evoke journeys to the opposite limit, where the human sinks
into animality and nothingness.

But I mention Marianne here for another reason. It is often be-
lieved, with Freud, that the benefit of religion consists of consoling
man (and woman) by proposing, against narcissistic anxiety, an om-
nipotence: the omnipotence of the thaumaturgic gods, and of the One
and Only God, who is, finally, a condensation of the father’s powers.
That view of things has its pertinence, and I do not in any way dispute
it. Still, there would be a great deal to say about the need a woman can
have for a father, but also of the distrust, the disbelief, the feeling of
strangeness itself that a woman feels toward paternal “potency” That is
another sacré subject to which we will have to return. Marianne, there-
fore, leads us farther: her “God” is . . . her dependence on her mother.
A mother whom we are never sure loves us. There is nothing more
powerful, more “divine” if you like, than & love that does not give itself;
since that is what we depend on, absolutely. If you understand that a
daughter is in osmosis with her mother, that daughter and mother do
not have secrets from each other, that the depressed mother tramsfises
herself entirely into her daughter, while, all the same, forcing herself to
seduce her son, well then, it’s a good bet that Marianne has it right. That
is, that an implacable maternal force, a “divine” omnipotence, very
often dominates the female psyche. And that the strategies that help
one to protect oneself against that “God” are not absolutely safe. In
fact, how is one to go about it: avoid femininity? repudiate the mater-
nal in oneself? immolate oneself using every means to satisfy that spec-
ter of omnipotence?

An analyst spoke to us recently about one of her patients, Clara,
who, in her sessions, proclaims her early choice of atheism, thus oppos-
ing the Catholic religion, which was primarily that of her father. And
yet, since the death of her mother, Clara again feels confused and needs
to forge an ideal for herself. Whereas, previously, she criticized her
mother, who “continued to oppress the whole family and to lay claim
to the truth,” Clara is suddenly beginning to idealize her, to the point
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that no one else is tolerable or lovable in her eyes, especially not . . . her
husband. As a result, the sessions unfold in accordance with two con-
tradictory discourses: an atheistic profession of faith on the one hand, a
“religious” justification of the mother on the other. A cleavage has come
about in Clara: on the one hand, she rejects (the father’s) religion; on
the other, she shelters her mourning in a far-from-dead idealization . . .
of the dead woman, by means of which she tries to redeem herself for
not loving her enough, and to restore to herself the “not sure at all” love
she thinks her mother had for her.

Question: if the need for idealization is undying, since it consoles
us of our frustrations, of our hardships, of our sacrifices, if it can con-
cern the father, and, even more secretly, more slyly, the mother, does
that mean that religion cannot be transcended?

Clara allows us to evoke a few figures—no longer private but very
public—of contemporary atheism. Hence, when our debt toward our
father and mother is not recognized or transcended, we can choose to
deny it. As a result, we deny the religious ideal that replaces it and we
celebrate in its place the omnipotence of thought; for example, that is
the case for the intellectual Clara. It is not God who protects me, a suf-
fering and impotent child, it is My Thought. Who could fail to recog-
nize the benefit of such a choice, the roads of intellectual and profes-
sional success it opens? It remains true that the nonrecognition of that
debt toward our parental ideals can fall back on us like a weight crush-
ing our shoulders, and can place our intellectual successes, always pro-
visional and fragile, in danger. Religious consolation does not resolve
the question but conserves the utility—illusory, of course, but no less
healing—of allowing us to “rely on someone”

In another way, many of us, still within that same tribe of Euro-
peans, and more specifically of French people, which is my own tribe
at present, have chosen, against the religion of our fathers, another “re-
ligion”: that of communist atheism, as a counterweight to their child-
hood debts and ideals. No, I am not oversimplifying, I am not unaware
that a host of reasons—and often very good reasons—have led men to
subscribe to an ideology; I am speaking of the personal, of the micro-
cosm. One need only read the critical writings of some of the old com-
munists, including some of the most lucid of them, to observe that
their atheism is described in religious terms: at issue is nothing less
than the construction of an antireligion to take the place of the previ-
ous religion (often that of the parents), and which alienates the indi-
vidual even more brutally than does the classic dogma. Edgar Morin,
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Emmanuel Leroy Ladurie, Jean-Toussaint Desanti, and Frangois Furet
have noted these new beliefs, which they call “strange,” “sacrifices of
the intelligence)” “blind submission” to the demands of the Party,
which makes you “eat worms,” that is, swallow anything. These are all
metaphors Wwith fundamentally sadomasochistic connotations, as my
colleague Martine Bucchini has noted in a brief and clear study, which
reveals that it is the shadow of a feared but idealized mother that lies
concealed in a number of dissident beliefs, so long as they remain be-
liefs. Cf. Marianne, Clara.

Let us distinguish between belief and religion, on the one hand,
and the sacred, on the other. I would like to propose the following
schema to you, succinct, as is only right and proper. Belief and religion,
as constructions, may be imaginary (as in Marianne or Clara), ideolog-
ical (as in the atheistic communist believers), scientific (where one be-
lieves in the omnipotence of science): all these constructions deny sex-
ual jouissance and the immature child’s narcissistic dependency on its
parents, but also our dependence on nature, biology, genetics. They
propose figures of consolation and of healing omnipotence. In that
sense, Freud is right in The Future of an Illusion: these illusory con-
structions— beliefs and religions—can gradually be transcended by sci-
ence, but they always have a bright future in front of them; and it is
only a certain modesty, a certain humility that, in time, can rid us of
these illusions: “The critics persist in calling ‘profoundly religious’ any
man who confesses the feeling of the insignificance of man and of
human powerlessness in the face of the universe, even though it is not
that feeling that constitutes the essence of religiosity, but rather the be-
havior that results, the reaction against that feeling, a reaction that
seeks help to fight it. Anyone who does not take that step, who humbly
acquiesces to the minimakréle that man plays in the vast universe, is,
in contrast, irreligious in the truest sense of the word”

I think, but I will tell you why another time, that a woman is more
apt to agree “humbly” to play a “minimal role” in the vast universe: that
a woman, finally, is less narcissistic than people say, and hence more . . .
irreligious, in the Freudian sense to which I have just alluded.

Even so, the sacred may not be the same as the religious. Relax,
P'm not going to launch into a definition of the sacred: theology, phi-
losophy, anthropology, and all the rest have taken on that task. I shall
give an approximate sketch so that I can continue with you to worry
over the question of women and meaning. What if the sacred were the
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unconscious perception the human being has of its untenable eroti-
cism: always on the borderline between nature and culture, the ani-
malistic and the verbal, the sensible and the nameable? What if the sa-
cred were not the religious need for protection and omnipotence that
institutions exploit but the jouissance of that cleavage — of that power/
powerlessness—of that exquisite lapse? This incompleteness is ex-
plored in metaphorical ceremonies, it is celebrated in sacrifices, it is
enjoyed while revisiting, in one’s mind, childhood, dependence, or a
more or less strange, more or less “telling” word. Women might there-
fore be otherwise placed, even, I daresay, better placed, to stand on
that “roof” . . .

But why don’t they talk about it? Never enough, and even less
today than a short time ago, you write. As a matter of fact, “they” do
not seem to want to rush to the philosophical cafés, or to the televised
debates, “they” do not really aspire to give meaning, “they” are con-
tent to give life. Even political life, “parity;” and so on, interest only a
few of them passionately, you and I, the most “evolved,” the most
masculine. . . . So, is that a regression in relation to the eighteenth
century? In relation to post-’68 feminism? In a sense, yes. But also,
perhaps, a difference that continues to carve out a place for itself and
which we ought to try to measure: what if “id” (that “roof™) were not
absolutely demonstrable, visible, expressible? What if “id” could sim-
ply be felt, done, understood? “Id,” the sacred. Of course, what I am
suggesting cannot fail to worry me as well, “rational” and “active” as
I am, and as you know me to be. In fact, does “id” exist if “id” does
not show itself, if “id” is not said? Not a sure thing. Personally, I en-
trust “id” to psychoanalysis, or to the novel. But that is surely not the
only path. Unless, when consciousness become conscious of that re-
serve, when the consciousness of women themselves becomes con-
scious of that reserve, we might be able to discover, in that “id,” some-
thing like a resistance. A resistance to the Spectacle in which the
religion of the Word culminates. But how to let the Spectacle and the
Word know? In fact, is it worth the trouble of letting them know?
That is what leads me to open the dossier on the Christian female
mystics, for next time.

Love,
Julia



Dakar
JANUARY 16, 1997

Dear Julia,

I’LL START AT the end of your last letter: with the “roof” of the
sacred that you designate with the word 74, like a drive. In reading
those lines, I had an irresistible impulse; I thought, not “ox on the
roof? but, instead, “cow on the roof2 . . . And India, the land of sacred
cows, fell on my head with its usual crash. It must be said that, between
the sacrifice of the “ox” in Africa and Indian cows, I've been stewing
among the cattle for nearly a decade.

Get along then, now! . . . Like the goddess Hathor in Egypt, the
sacred cow in India is the envelope of the universe, since it is within
the sewn skin of a cow that the first man was born. Male, that goes
without saying. The cow is thus maternal and enveloping, granted.
The Hindus draw the consequence: everything that falls from the
cow is not only sacred but useful. They drink the milk, make butter
for everyday, the same as that used to moisten the corpse during cre-
mation; they eat the leftover curds, use the urine as an antiseptic floor
cleanser, and the dung, compacted into briquettes and dried on the
walls, as fuel. In Hinduism, the coherence goes so far as to compose
the sacred drink par excellence from these five elements, dung in-
cluded. . . . I have often been offered a taste, but I chickened out,
I admit it. The curds and butter, the milk, fine, but as for the rest,
no thanks, no, really. The Hindus, however, are perfectly logical,
since, in the mother, everything is good. As you can see, the mater-
nal component cannot exempt itself from secretions, however fetid
they may be.

In that case, why the devil couldn’t that “roof™ of the world be ex-
pressed? Do not women in rebellion try to raise that roof, lift that lid?
Did not Judith, the biblical heroine, perform the same act of decapi-
tation as the character in your last novel? Are not war heroines con-
strained to raise the sacred “roof” of the world? It seems to me that
the resistance to generalized communication can accommodate itself
to a sort of public spectacle in the epic style, as Judith, Joan of Arc,
Golda Meir, and Indira Gandhi have shown. “Strong” women, they
say. “Masculine women™? No, despite breastplate, sword, dagger, ter-
rorist bombs, or silk sari. Joan of Arc was judged, and burned, in a
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chemise. Not in breeches. When things get serious, the artifice that
leads you to believe there is something of a man there disappears.

Do you really believe that women are capable of accepting more
“humbly” the human race’s modest role in the universe? Give a little
thought to the founders of religious sects in India, where women are
legion, and even to the founders of the monastic orders in Europe. In
general, whether men or women, religious founders are “modest” only
in appearance; or rather, the narcissism proper to saintliness confers on
them a propensity for the immodesty of the sublime. What did Mother
Teresa require of her nuns? The most total humility was combined with
personal macerations, the freely chosen humiliation of the person be-
fore God, in which I perceive a formidable pride, far from the modesty
you mention. Any reformist will is suspect; and I still have in my head
a few admirable lines from Lacan on the unconscious sadism of philan-
thropists, educators, reformists, and altruists. . . . Yes, anyone who
wishes, whatever the cost, to effect a profound change relies on the un-
conscious resources of sadism, the nature of which is force. To impose
a new order, in fact, one must permit a fierce resistance, an extreme
anger, a revolt of pride, to come into oneself.

But if, as you say, it is no longer God who protects, but “My
Thought;” then I don’t see why women should escape that pridefulness.
The humility of women? What about the two of us, what have we under-
taken together? Granted, neither of us is in an antireligious, anticlerical,
or antireformist tradition—that’s true. All the same, in striving to con-
ceive of the relation between the feminine and the sacred, I do not find
us either humble or modest. And, in fact, why should we be, in a world
where the sham, the bluff, the unverified, dominate? Thought has always
appeared healing to me. It is not omnipotent, far from it; it rapidly
reaches its limit. But, provided that it does not transform itself into an
implacable logical system, it is a rather good plumber, capable of plug-
ging up the holes and venting the leaks of being. Still, the exact site of
the leak must be detected.

When the sacred, a leaky being par excellence, is at issue, it is in our
interest not to get the wrong pipe. So as not to mistake one for an-
other in some impossible way, let us distinguish, please, between the
religious and the sacred. We are already confusing them, we are mix-
ing up ceremony and daily life, the exceptional and the common. So
let’s be precise. It seems to me that the sacred predates the religious.
Let me explain.
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Beyond the cleavages between Good and Evil, pure and impure,
permitted and forbidden, intellectual and sensible, the sacred is “sub-
lime” in the sense Kant understands that term in the Critigue of Judy-
ment: a short circuit between sensibility and reason at the expense of
understanding and knowledge. A strike by sensibility against the intel-
ligence. It is the enveloping sensation of the absolute when one stands
before a mountain landscape, the sea, a sunset, a nocturnal storm in
Africa. So, yes, the sacred authorizes the lapse, the disappearance of the
Subject, the syncope, vertigo, the trance, ecstasy, the “above-the-roof™
so blue.

As for the religious, I can hardly imagine it without organization.
With a clergy under papal authority as in Catholicism, or with the
question of community as in Islam, the function of the religious always
comes back to the organization of worship: one enters here, goes
through there, here one prays, there one bows, one begins and ends;
in short, time and space are well managed. The sacred does exactly the
opposite: it eclipses time and space. It passes in a boundlessness with-
out rule or reservation, which is the trait of the divine. In short, the sa-
cred is an immediate access to the divine, while the religious installs a
marked access road, with mediations provided for the difficult cases. It
goes without saying that the sacred does not vanish with the appear-
ance of religious codes: it erupts in its time, or rather, in its instant,
since its nature is to turn the order upside down. But the religious can
exist without the sacred; in fact, when it is practiced without an inner
conviction, that is its most common status.

Now, of all the bolts along the cleavages that the sacred gleefully
blasts off, the distinction between the sexes is undoubtedly the most
important. It is at this point that I shall introduce into the record the
frequent bisexuality of mystics, which I mentioned in reference to the
man who must dress as a woman to exercise the duties of the N’Doeup.
Examples of sacred transvestism are part of the classics of ethnology,
and even in the realm of the Holy Catholic Church. Michel de Certeau,
a Jesuit scholar outside the law of his order, noted that Teresa of Avila’s
nickname was . . . il padrecito. Not “the mother” but, because of her au-
thority, the “little father” In India, the most extravagant character I have
ever met is an adult male of about fifty, married with children and not
effeminate in any way. But when he is in a trance and renders the oracle
of his temple (on Tuesdays and Fridays), he is no longer called by his
legal name, he is called the “Mother” You cannot imagine the effect pro-
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duced when, in an enormous temple in the south of India, you are po-
litely introduced to “the wife of the Mother? The elementary structures
of kinship, duly learned from Lévi-Strauss, implode. It’s done on pur-
pose. Here, they unsettle you.

And yet, since, in this country, bisexuality is part of the elementary
symbolic tool kit, no one pays any attention to it. The intellectual who
knows Lévi-Strauss is unsettled by it, which is not a bad thing. My cher-
ished structures of kinship are imploded. You therefore have to rack
your brains a little and change the plumbing to understand. Where is
the leak?

Shiva, the great god of life and death, is sometimes represented in
a strange form: half woman, half man. Divided from the top of his
chignon to his cute little toes, flat chest on one side, a pretty round
breast bulging on the other, the god of ascetic virility is endowed with
a pinup’s left hip. That is because sacred bisexuality is not something
one can move beyond, it is the movement itself. I am thinking of Ra-
makrishna, the nineteenth-century Bengali mystic who dressed as a
woman for many years to seduce the “Mother” (the eternal mother in
India), the goddess Kali. The goal of that seductive disguise was illu-
mination, which flooded over Ramakrishna at the precise moment
when he rushed at the beloved Mother, saber in hand. . . . Then, mir-
acle of miracles, ecstasy spurted out in tiny drops of seawater. At that
moment, the transvestite wanted . . . what exactly? To die, or to strike
the mother goddess? He himself did not know. With sword in hand,
he hurled himself onto the Mother, and said, “Behold!” That “behold!”
is a fine headlong rush. Better to vanish from oneself and dissolve into
the infinite.

Moving from one sex to the other is common currency in the his-
tory of mysticism, but the mystic does not stop at that difference: he
passes, that is his act. He passes beyond. Woe to those who complete
that passage beyond the division of the sexes by pronouncing, like the
Iraqi Sufi al-Hallaj, the sacrilegious statement: “I AM GOD?” Neither
man nor woman but God. Because he pushed the profound logic of
the mystic contact with God to its extreme, al-Hallaj was crucified,
flayed, decapitated, tarred, burned. Yet he had done nothing but pro-
nounce publicly the essence of the sacred. He had confined himself to
saying it. But, in saying it, he brought the sacred out of its wild pre-
serve. And, although one has the right to scream, to stammer, or to
sing, it is forbidden to articulate. To fix the sacred outside the instant
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is sacrilege. As a result, al-Hallaj was not only punished, he was materi-
ally soiled. As it happens, in the register of the sacred, the “dirty” is am-
bivalent: sometimes it exalts, sometimes it punishes.

It is a commonplace of universal history that a condemned man
walking to meet his fate has garbage thrown on him. What is stranger
is the glorification of filth in the sacred. For example, the mysticism of
the Himalayas commonly has dealings with the unclean. What is called
Tantrism “of the left hand” has long resorted to the use of urine and ex-
crement: if one is to be God, it is prescribed that one do everything
backward. One must submit to the foul smelling. There are countless
initiation rituals in Africa in which the hands of initiates are tied behind
their backs and they are forced to eat on the ground from a bowl that
has never been washed, using only their mouths, like an animal. Saint
Antony, as Flaubert dreamed him up in The Temptation, escapes his
demons by sinking into an animal nature, and it is there he has an illu-
mination confusingly similar to God.

That fantasy is not rare. In “The Apotheosis of Augustus,” an out-
line for a tragedy written by the young Claude Lévi-Strauss on his
way home from Brazil in the 1930s, the author presents “Cinna” as an
ethnologist, who boils ethnology down to “id”: the act of becoming
an animal. It is a superb fable of an ethnologist exhausted by field
work. . . . When, on the eve of his apotheosis, the future Emperor
Augustus discovers that his deification will require him to let insects
mate on the back of his neck and birds cover him with their drop-
pings, he runs off at top speed. Often, in fact, the sacred is animal
and God combined. For Ramakrishna, who attached an ape’s tail to
his backside, God is an ape, a woman or mother, head and ass. Curi-
ously, when certain feminists in the 1970s began to write about wo-
men’s menses and secretions, the vox populi—ladies included —was
shocked. It is true they did a bit too much of it, but why so much
generally agreed upon repulsion? Might “id” be the unspeakable, the
roof? Might thought not have access to the scent of sex?

Of course the mama is wanted, but only her breast, please. Indians
do not stand on such ceremony; the maternal sacred cow of India pro-
vides milk, but also dung and urine. . . . But, careful. I recognize that
animal worship can threaten humanism. I have not forgotten the Nazi
law protecting animals, which explicitly placed them in a better posi-
tion than the Jews in the train cars; Luc Ferry has demonstrated that
very well in a wonderful book. In France, look at Brigitte Bardot:
everything for the animal, but nothing for her son, nothing for the im-
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migrants. The protection of animals and its unconscious reformist
sadism directly attacks the human race. Where did the generosity of
mother’s milk go? To the dogs. La vache!®

Love anyway,
Catherineo

D e e R R B s

Paris
JANUARY 22, 1997

Dear Catherine,

I TELL YOU about atheistic communism, a religious atheism
that will swallow anything, even worms, and you reply: “La vache”
Brava! There’s the proof that an exchange of letters, just as much as the
automatic writing of the surrealists or the patient’s “free association”
on the couch, can cause sparks to fly that say more about the body and
the mother of the protagonists than mountains of laborious argu-
ments. You're very good at flashes of temper, I knew that, but really—
I got the message. Things are heating up, so much the better! Cherchez
In femme, look for the woman, look for the cow—a sacré nourishing
mother, but also an obstinate producer of dung, and perhaps never one
without the other.

Let me return to humility and the unspeakable. No, I do not want
women to remain humbly at home or in the antechambers of the po-
litical parties; I even think—always in the vanguard!—that we have the
right to “parity” in the National Assembly, in the government, and in
everything imaginable in terms of national, international, and any
other political power. And far be it from me to insinuate that women
revel in their “status” as passive subjects, when not in that of the sor-
rowful martyrs of religions.

5. La vache! literally “the cow!” is used as an expletive, roughlv equivalent to
“Damn!” or “Drat!”—Trans.
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It seems, for example, that the ecstasies of Saint Teresa of Avila
(1515-1582) went hand in hand with the forcefulness of a leader, and that
her Way of Perfection did not prevent her—any more than her Interior
Cuastle—from distinguishing herself as the founder of some fifteen re-
formed Carmelite convents throughout Spain. On the contrary. Grant-
ed, she was the granddaughter of a Jewish merchant from Toledo who
had converted to Christianity. Let’s admit that she benefited from the
fervent and effective support of Saint Peter of Alacantra. And, above
all, that of Saint John of the Cross and Gratian, that goes without say-
ing. But it was she and she alone who imposed her authority on her sis-
ters, it was she and she alone who took the risk of exposing herself to
the Inquisition, before Gregory XIII sanctified the autonomy of the
Discalced Carmelites; it was she and she alone whom her charges called
“very holy Mother, our Protectress and Sovereign” (and not only
padrecito, as you remind me, and which gently caricatures her). Then,
when I read her recommendations for the humility indispensable for
entering into a state of prayer (“Well then, there is no lady like humil-
ity to oblige the divine King to surrender”), I do not think this is a case
of simple conformity to Christian obedience or to the ancestral ruses of
the feminine. I also do not think she exhibits a penchant for irrational
passivity: as a matter of fact, she also knows perfectly well how to ex-
hort her girls not to be satisfied with “praying vocally” but also to
“meditate”—since it is through “contemplation” in “meditation,” Tere-
sa recommends, that her girls can and must “stay close to the Master”

The apprenticeship in concentration, meditative mastery, and self-
contemplation through the power of thought does not strike her as a
male virtue in any way, but rather as a state perfectly accessible to
women. Nevertheless, and quite particularly when she describes the
soul as a diamond in The Interior Castle, Teresa warns us: “In truth, our
intelligence, as clear-sighted as it may be, cannot understand [the soul],
just as it could not represent God. . . . Yet if the thing is true, and it is,
there is no reason for us to tire ourselves trying to understand the beau-
ty of the castle” All the same, Teresa corrects herself. She fears that cling-
ing, to that extent, to the “very secret things” might be a “folly” Then
she bravely tries to penetrate that impenetrable diamond —beginning at
the very bottom, in the company of “reptiles,” if necessary. . . . And so
on, always guided by love, and knowing that the journey is possible but
that “comprehension” or “representation” remain forever imperfect. I
am convinced that, with that diamond —impenetrable, and nevertheless
to be known—she holds a 7eserve that confers flexibility and energy on
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her. A subtle conqueror, she is so because she feels and communicates
her limits. The limits of what we call “the unconscious? The limits of an
“other logic”? Or of no logic at all? A journey to the end of the night, a
scansion of the unknowable unknown that Freud nicely calls the “navel
of the dream”? Teresa’s diamond is her most intimate being, as lovable
or desirable as it is dazzling and inaccessible.

The Middle Ages lent themselves even better to that confession of
unrepresentable experiences. Hildegard of Bingen, Angela of Foligno,
to mention them alone at this point, say nothing less: our lives are
blazing with sense, but that fire has no direct meaning and is not directly
communicable. So they create poetry, they submerge us in metaphors,
images, plastic words, they paint and embroider in the very substance
of the words. They do not know they are “authors;” they simply aus-
cultate what is not said from the outset. Much later, Marcel Proust
would write: “Style is a vision.”

Like the Beguine nuns you mention, whose exhibit I admired and
for which I wrote a preface a few years ago, there are no written works
this time, but especially—and that is what takes hold of me as I write
to you—woven and embroidered works, assemblages of stones, dolls,
flowers, bark, grass. “Installations,” as one would say today, where
these women were celebrating their resonances with . . . the Heart.
Hearts of every ilk in that exhibition: hearts that were painted, sculpt-
ed, sewn, and knitted. . . . Hearts of love and of pain, hearts of Christ,
naturally—a sublime and impossible child, with a father just as sublime
and just as impossible, whom the Beguine nuns nevertheless managed
to reach in the silence of their works, whom they were persuaded to in-
corporate into their own hearts and bodies. Bisexuality, no doubt. Fan-
tasized motherhood of eternal daughters in love with the father, that’s
glaringly obvious. And, along with that, something more complex,
which supports all creative experience, which is in league with the ex-
perience of love. It entails passing through the nothingness of oneself
as well as the nothingness of language, to obtain a bouquet of traces
and sounds that challenge intellection, in favor of what they call the
“paradise of love? It seems to me that that ambitious expression des-
ignates an act of giving a form to sensible flesh, a delicious act always
to be begun again, but one that requires a certain annihilation of self,
of self-consciousness.

“In the middle of the chest of the figure I had contemplated within
the airy spaces of midday, a wheel of marvelous appearance appeared. It
contained signs that connected it to the vision in the form of an egg that
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1 had had twenty-eight years ago”” So writes Hildegard (1098-1179), a dy-
namic abbess who was able to separate herself from the male communi-
ty of Disibodenberg and to found a model cloister on the banks of the
Rhine, near the city of Bingen. These extravagant “visions,” which are
filled with wolf’s heads, leopard, bears, and lions, have not prevented
posterity from seeing her as one of the most enterprising personalities of
the Middle Ages. Among the most beautiful of her visions, I still see be-
fore me her gluttonous and lucid canvases of viscera and humors. Hilde-
gard of Bingen, as if equipped with a movie camera, descends into the
folds and cavities of the body, not sparing the blood and the brains, and
succeeds in capturing a precise impression of the swarms that inhabit it,
never appeased, always to be remade, decidedly unnamable—and for
that very reason to be named endlessly. “The vessels of the brain, the
heart, the lungs, the liver, and other things give the kidneys their
strength, the veins of the kidneys descend to the ankles, which they
strengthen?” Hildegard is in the process of visualizing the circulation of
blood, she discovers it before our eyes! It is as if she also has an inkling
of the flow of hormones: Listen to this: “Phlegm becomes dryer and
more virulent, it rises to the brain, it brings on headaches and pain in the
eyes; the bone marrow shrivels up, and sometimes there is an outbreak
of epilepsy in the last quarter of the moon. When thoughts are overtak-
en by savagery, harshness, and tyranny . . . they push knowledge to the
point of despair, as in epilepsy, because the light of truth that illuminat-
ed it has already grown weak. As for the humidity found in the navel of
man, chased there by his own humors, it is driven to dryness, to hard-
ness” And so on. This is at a time when the first crusaders were heading
toward Jerusalem, and Hildegard undertakes her microscopic crusade to
deliver the tomb of the suffering body from its bonds, by naming it. She
becomes the precursor of modern medicine and of the various “psychi-
atric” techniques; her experience of the sacred is a battle against the in-
visible and the unspeakable. This is an extraordinary reflection on epilep-
sy, a sacred malady as you know, which Hildegard compares to a science
“pushed to the point of despair, since the light of thought has grown
weak”! Yes, she balances on the “roof™ of words, but perched above an
ocean of suffering mucous membranes and convulsive humors.

The more melancholic Angela of Foligno (1248-1309) sincerely
confesses the gap, the distance, the nothing that separates the pounding
of her desires or anxiety from a potential and always imperfect grasp.
“The body relaxes and sleeps, the tongue is cut off and motionless,’ she
writes in The Book of Visions. “Neither laughter nor ardor nor devotion
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nor love, nothing on the face, nothing in the heart, not a tremor, not a
movement” Negative and nihilistic, Angela describes herself as “com-
posed of nonlove”

The divine (a diamond palace for one, a palpitating heart or mu-
cous membrane for the other) is, for Angela of Foligno, an “abyss,” “a
thing that has no name . . . and defies the desire to ask beyond it” At
this point, “nothing can even be stammered any longer. . . . Do not ap-
proach, human wovd?

Let me say that this sacred, this “thing without a name” may betray,
beyond the depressive silences of our mystic, a suggestion of disbelief.
In fact, if the divine has no name, does it truly exist? One may believe
in it, one may also doubt it. The latencies of a mystic atheism (perhaps
the only one, which has nothing to do with the atheistic religion of the
so-called materialist intellectuals I told you about last time), and, I
think, of a subtle, specifically feminine atheism, take root, it seems to
me, in that suspicion borne aloft on the powers of the Word, in that re-
treat to the unfathomable continent, concealed from the sensible body.
“Cow body;” said . . . Saint Bernard. Yes, him too! But, precisely, it is
not a matter of saying that this body does not exist, or that it is identi-
cal to the Word. But of approaching it in its difference, in its resistance.
Otherwise, woe to the religion of atheists, they are not done “cating
worms” and committing other acts of abjection . . .

Until modern times, women’s familiarity with their intense and
evasive body made their religious experience a confrontation with ab-
jection precisely, and with nothingness. The most spectacular, and per-
haps the most pathological, of these explorers of nothingness is un-
doubtedly Louisa of the Nothingness, for that is what Mlle. de Bellicre
du Tronchay, in the seventeenth century, asked to be called. In aban-
doning her prestigious “name-of-the-father” to nullify herself, while at
the same time nullifying paternal authority, that maiden of Anjou be-
came “a hospital tramp” out of pure love for an abject Jesus Christ. She
identified with the humiliation of Christ, allowed herself to be con-
fined to Salpétriére in 1677 —well before Pinel’s madwomen and Char-
cot’s hysterics—where everyone was delighted, and considered it a
duty, to go see the figure of Nothingness. With boundless suffering in
a theater of madness and of cruelty, which she endured and where she
performed —something Artaud does not fail to recall—Louisa changed
her pseudonym in mid-life: in the end, she asked to be called Louisa-
the-poor, Louisa-servant-of-the-poor. She adopted the attitude not of
a nihilist but of a child, and died serene in Loudun.
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So, could that unnameable secret/sacred be simply the overexcited
body of the hysteric? We’re making a mountain out of a molehill!
Some might congratulate themselves, saying: Psychiatry gets to the
bottom of it, brutally perhaps, but effectively. And psychoanalysis does
the same with kid gloves, others might murmur. I know you do not
agree with those hasty people. I read your book, The Madwoman and
the Saint, with Sudhir Kakar, and I like the way you show that one can-
not bypass desire by confining it within pathology. That is why we get
along so well, you and I, all things considered, and why we have tried
to travel this road together for awhile.

Indeed, that unspeakable jouissance is at once provoked in me by the
other—by “my neighbor,” by language—and érreducible to their trans-
parency. The indomitable excitability of the hysterical body attests to
that paradox, and the sacred was the space where woman could give
free rein to that abjection and to that pleasure, to nothingness and its
glory. That does not mean that the sacred experience can swing entire-
ly into (psychiatric) pathology or (psychoanalytical) symptoms. What
remains—the irreducible thing—is the very dynamic of splitting in two,
which makes my being an irreconciled being, a being of desire. Psy-
choanalysis as I understand it attempts to leave open that freedom—
the freedom of the “navel of the dream”; it seeks to restore #llusion’s
rights—which must truly be said to be salubrious. Winnicott, even
more firmly than Freud (who is accused a bit hastily of “rationalism,”
even though he predicted—however much a man of science he may
have been—a beautiful “future” for our “illusions,” which proves his
clear-sightedness rather than a scientistic bias), bases creativity on the
“transitional space;” which is none other than the space of reverie or il-
lusion that the mother leaves open to her young child . . .

In leafing through my old books in order to quote you a few sen-
tences I underlined when I read them long ago—for I must say that it
has been a long time since I have returned to these archaeologists of
faith, to which the love of my father once propelled me (but that’s an-
other story, for another time), I happened to lay my hand on an art cat-
alogue by Georgia O’Keeffe (1887-1986), which seems to me to have
turned up at just the right moment. I adore that sober and sensual
painter, her fleshy flowers, her visions of eggs (her too!), of wet bones
and of skulls picked clean. Yet another modest explorer of the un-
nameable, whom I would like to add to the list of prestigious ances-
tors, from whom I have just copied a few fragments for you. She does
not miss a chance to trace mysteries, but of what? Her body, a flower/
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sex organ, life, death, the cosmos, being? Secretly, modestly, she moves
about—she does not name but keeps quiet. And she draws. She does
not draw what she draws, but something else in the thing itself; an in-
significant thing, almost nothing, God knows what, but which is
everything, or rather a “roof” from which I see and sense what cannot
be seen or interpreted, and which seduces me. I try to say something
about it, I cannot, I would have to write a poem, a novel. . . . In the
meantime, I am making you two photocopies, which I hope you will
like: Serdes I, No. 1 (a title that means nothing, but the spiraling color
of that obscene bud thrills the eyes and the flesh) and Cow’s Skull with
Calico Roses (here we are again, at another stop, and a very beautiful
one, along the infinite metaphors of the cow).

Finally, a very down-to-earth question: how to square all that—that
fervor and that doubt, that intensity and that nothingness, that enthu-
siasm and “god knows what” . . . with the issue of “parity”? Impossible?
Undesirable? Perhaps. And yet, what if so-called parity allowed a slight
breath of all that “id” to quiver in so-called political life? . . . But P'm
dreaming, naturally, necessarily, along with those sacré women . . .

Julia
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Oxford
TUESDAY,
FEBRUARY 4, 1997

Dear Catherine,

I HAVE NOT yet received your letter, it seems to me you are trav-
eling, and, in any case, nothing requires us to pursue this correspon-
dence as call and response, question and reply, stimulus and reflex. . . .
Night has fallen over Oxford, a very English rain is pouring down on the
lawn under my windows, and I do not feel like sleeping. That is often
how it is after a lecture, especially after a “successful” one, as they say: a
lot of people, an audience of students and professors, heterogeneous and
attentive, perfect silence—who would not be flattered by that? No dis-
cussion, naturally—the ritual of these prestigious Zaharoff Lectures is
too ceremonious for that; the wine, in contrast, loosened tongues and
revealed lucid and cordial listeners, sharp, faithful, unexpected friends.
Then dinner finally, in a half-religious, half-studious elegance, succulent,
with plenty to drink besides. . . . How could I sleep after that? Especial-
ly since I don’t know who had the perfidious idea of putting me up at
the French House—a hospitable place, to be sure, but so ugly! So de-
pressing! A sort of seedy motel on the outskirts of the city, which makes
me yearn desperately for the old Gothic or Renaissance stones I just left,
the splendors of the Bodleian Library, the sumptuous guest room at
New College where I stayed on my first visit here, and the “Voltaire
Room” in which I just gave my paper, escorted, as is only fitting, by
what they call the “beadle;” and with the indispensable and august au-
thorization, as is only fitting as well, of the vice-chancellor, both of them,
as you may imagine, in period gowns.

So here we are in the heart of another form of the “sacred;” don’t
you think? I like the academic rituals of the English, I like them very
much now, though a few years ago they seemed to me ridiculous in a
sinister way. I remember my first visits to Cambridge before and after
May 1968: the fact that the great sinologist Joseph Needham, the ob-
ject of my admiration and the reason for my visit, could sing in a
church choir seemed to me a most extravagant whim. And I burst out
laughing when I was invited to lead the prayer procession before din-
ner with those gentlemen, when my shoes with platform heels—as dic-
tated by the fashions of the time—echoed terribly on the old waxed
parquet floor, as my friend, Marian Hobson, the only woman in that
learned assembly, blushed with embarrassment or pleasure, I don’t
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know which. For both of us and for the infamous “sacred” . . . Since
then, I’ve been exposed to other cases, and I know how to behave my-
self. Not so long ago, in Canada, I myself had to put on a violet arch-
bishop’s robe, at the University of Western Ontario, where I was voted
doctor honoris causa. While the orchestra and all the people present—
more than a thousand graduates assembled with their families—sang
“God Save the Queen” in my honor (and in their honor, let’s be fair!),
well, T had tears in my eyes thinking of my parents. Of them and noth-
ing but them, that goes without saying. They would have been so
proud! A sacré debt, the debt to one’s parents, of which one is never
finished paying the sacré dividends.

And, on my return to Paris, I became convinced that the hideous
poverty of Jussieu was not really a requirement for carrying out the
work of science and the pursuit of secularism. I even attempted to per-
suade our president that the university needs money, of course, to de-
velop and acquire prestige, but it may also need to return to it its sym-
bolic values, its celebrations, its rites, its ceremonies—medieval,
Renaissance, Encyclopédiste, why not? Per Diderot, since he is now
our patron saint! He looked at me as if I thought I was the Joan of Arc
of an a intra- or infra-academic spiritual renewal, and that was the end
of the matter.

In short, these English get on my nerves a little with their obsolete
formality, but they intrigue me. Granted, they’re in no rush to have
women move into the university, and many of my English friends are
champing at the bit in inferior positions. True, the realm has a queen at
its head, but her graceful crowned head cannot hide the misogynous
forest any better than Mrs. Thatcher’s iron grip could: the Anglicans and
the Protestants allow their ministers to marry, they even have women
deacons and priests, but they continue to eject women from the realm
of the spirit, and nothing prevents women from being excluded from
the highest positions. I have my own idea about that: what if it were be-
cause they have forgotten . . . the Virgin Mary? —who was not her son’s
slave as Simone de Beauvoir believed. Didn’t Mary make it possible for
women to hold up their heads? It scems to me that her absence is se-
cretly and even cruelly felt in the male chauvinism and its exclusive clubs
on the other side of the Channel. This is a question that deserves to be

raised, but I will speak to you about that dear Virgin Mary another time;
as a matter of fact, an Englishwoman, Marina Warner, has written the
finest and most complete of modern books on her, Alone of All Her Sex:
The Myth and Cult of the Viggin Mary (1976).
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What impresses me this evening is the ceremonial: I had the phys-
ical sensation that, when everything is collapsing, their ancient ballets
confer a certain dignity on the poor bodies we are, and draw our words
upward. Which words? Neither obvious nor very clear, but isn’t it bet-
ter that way, in the chiaroscuro of a high church or a more or less Goth-
ic hall? Just now, it was a cross between the medieval rite and . . . the
memory of Voltaire. As you know, thanks to Besterman, the Voltaire
archives ended up in Oxford, precisely, and not in one of the temples
of our republican university. And the Voltaire Room where I did the
honors is a center that welcomes everyone who thinks throughout the
world at the present time, or is supposed to do so.

By chance, the nondescript “French House” motel is nevertheless
endowed with a sumptuous edition of the complete works of—you
guessed it—Voltaire, in forty-two volumes, dating from 1829, thanks to
M. Dupont, the publisher and bookseller in Paris. Can you imagine! A
treat on this sleepless night, and I am thinking of you, of us. I go di-
rectly to the words sacred and women. Nothing on the sacred in the Dic-
tionnaire philosophique, but a few nasty things about women all the
same, which this great friend of Emilie did not fail to set out in black
and white—humor requires it, with humor the noble face of hatred, by
virtue of which we (men and women) separate ourselves from our
mothers and become what we call “ourselves” I'll pass them on to you.
For example:

“It is not surprising that, in every country, man has made himself
the master of woman, since everything is based on force. Ordinarily, he
is very much superior in body, and even in mind.”

“There have been very scholarly women just as there were women
warriors; but there have never been any women inventors.”

All the same, he acknowledges women’s right to love —taking a few
swipes at the “Greek” smugness of his dear Montesquieu—going so far
as to maintain that the “divine” is nothing other than “the love of
women.” That is a subject we must take up again!

“Montesquieu, in his Spirit of Laws, in promising to speak of the
condition of women under the various governments, maintains that
‘among the Greeks, women were not considered worthy of sharing
true love, and that, for them, the only form love took is one that dares
not speak its name’ He cites Plutarch as his authority.

“It is a mistake, hardly forgivable except of a mind such as Mon-
tesquiew’s, who is always swept along by the speed of his ideas, which
are often incoherent”
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Pow!

“Plutarch, in his chapter ‘On Love; introduces several interlocu-
tors; and, under the name of Daphneus, he himself refutes with the
greatest force the argument made by Protogenes in favor of the de-
bauchery of boys.

“Tt is in this same dialogue that he goes so far as to say that there is
something divine about the love of women; he compares that love to
the sun, which animates nature; he attributes the greatest happiness to
conjugal love and concludes with magnificent praise for the virtue of
Eponine” .

I admire that man, who, even two centuries ago, was able to write
as follows on “faith” Pope Alexander V1, a voluptuous and incestuous
man, not knowing if the newborn of his daughter Lucretia was his own
child, that of his son, or perhaps that of his son-in-law who passed for
impotent, called on Pico della Mirandola and received this response:

« believe it’s your son-in-law; replied Pico. ‘Oh! How can you be-
lieve that foolishness?’ ‘I believe it by faith’ ‘But don’t you know that
an impotent man can’t produce children?’ ‘Faith replied Pico, ‘consists
of believing things because they are impossible; and, in addition, the
honor of your house requires that the son of Lucretia not appear to be
the fruit of incest. You have me believe more incomprehensible mys-
teries. Must I not be persuaded that a serpent spoke, that, since that
time, all men are damned, that the ass of Balaam also spoke very elo-
quently, and that the walls of Jericho fell at the sound of the trumpets?’
[The pope replies to his teasing:] “Tell me, what merit can there be in
telling God one is persuaded of things of which, in fact, one cannot be
persuaded? What pleasure can that give God? Between you and me, to
say that one believes what is impossible to believe is a lie”

“Pico della Mirandola made a large sign of the cross. ‘Oh, God
our Father? he cried, ‘may your holiness forgive me, you are not
Christian? ‘No, by my faith; said the pope. ‘I suspected it; said Pico
della Mirandola”

And Voltaire says of “sects”:

“Every sect, of whatever kind it may be, is the rallying of doubt and
error. Scotists, Thomists, Realists, Nominalists, Papists, Calvinists,
Molinists, Jansenists, are only assumed names.

“There is no sect in geometry; one does not speak of a Euclidean or
an Archimedean”

“When the truth is obvious, it is impossible for parties and factions
to rise up. No one has ever argued whether there is daylight at noon . . .
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“You are a Muhammadan, hence there are people who are not so,
hence you might actually be wrong.

“What would the true religion be, if Christianity did not exist? That
in which there.are no sects; that in which all minds necessarily agree. . . .

““What my sect teaches is obscure, I admit it; said a fanatic; ‘and it
is by virtue of that obscurity that one must believe it; for it says itself
that it is full of obscurities. My sect is extravagant, hence it is divine;
for could what appears so mad be embraced by so many peoples, if
there were no divine?’. . .

“But who will judge that trial? . . . The reasonable, impartial man,
knowledgeable in a knowledge that is not that of words, the man freed
from prejudices and the lover of truth and justice; the man, finally,
who is not a beast, and who does not believe he is an angel?”

It is not only thanks to Besterman that the Voltaire archives ended
up in Oxford, along with Montesquieu’s, in fact. The ritualism of the
English may also confer a lightness on the way they experience the sa-
cred— constantly performed—a lightness that frees the sacred even in
the management of profane life, of social space. And that allows minds
as insubordinate as Voltaire’s to live as exiles among them, to express
themselves among and before them, to reach the point of disbelief, al-
most atheism. Is that possible anywhere other than in this English cul-
tural context, where the “sacred” (and hence the gravity and weight of
the “sacrifice”) both comes into being and is toned down through ges-
ture, custom, example?

This sarcastic, tonic Voltaire, causing upheaval with his disobedi-
ence, echoes in my rainy night as I copy these sentences for you, as if
he were an extraterrestrial, as if he were not of our world. In fact, we
have become so used to worshiping idols, ideals, or simply “differ-
ences,” that his laughter, which mocks the pious, looks like a sacrilege
to many. It is because I am in strong agreement with his sarcasm—even
though I am incapable of articulating it—that I proposed this book on
the sacred to you. Religious souls will find that paradoxical, but not
you. In fact, it is only when one “does not belong” that, it seems to me,
one can appreciate both the strengths and the impasses of an alle-
giance. And yet, I do not feel the Voltairean need to thrash the “evil-

doer? Times have changed, religious wars, still fundamental and fierce,
have taken on new faces. It is up to us to root out the reason they ap-
peal to men and to women.

Even before reading the salutary texts by the sage of Ferney, I felt I
had no capacity for God. Is it the company of Voltaire? Moments from
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my childhood and adolescence, never clearly recalled before today,
have suddenly come back to me tonight.

Under an icon representing my namesake, Saint Juliana, which my
father had hung above my bed, and of which I retain no precise image—
a mark of how much the tale of her ordeals must have terrified me in the
past—I remember that, one night, I was trying to feel the faith whose
prayers my family had taught me to recite. The Communist school dis-
approved of it, and I was wavering between the desire to please my par-
ents by sharing their faith, on the one hand, and revolt on the other,
which impelled me to displease them by aligning myself with the
school’s orders, per Oedipus. I had reached the age when I needed to dis-
cover what I myself believed, sincerely, personally. A friend had confid-
ed to me that she had found faith because of death, since, she said, only
God is capable of giving us immortality, ergo . . . T struggled to think of
my own death—in the hope of getting closer to Him. What was my sur-
prise when I observed that the eventuality was, properly speaking, un-
thinkable to me! If I try to restore the components of that “flash” of in-
sight, I remember that the idea of my body, which I had set about to
imagine lifeless, filled me with terror, since I imagined it devoid not so
much of heat or desire but, fundamentally, of thought. Was I already an
“intellectual”? Perhaps, in a country where thought was the only resist-
ance possible to evil and poverty. . . . T thus assimilated thought to the
freest part of life and its charms, and I was petrified with horror at the
idea of one day being deprived of it. But that glaciation did not last. I
had the physical sensation that thought was not my own in any way,
that, on the contrary, it went beyond or transcended me, and that it was
indestructible. Not “my” thought: no, an apperception had permeated
me with the discontinuous thought of the species, if I can formulate that
inclusion of the finite within the infinite in that way. Eternity was quite
simply that infinite discontinuity beyond individual death, that is, the
thought of the species—so long as men survive—clashing on the border
of every body or thought of one’s own. The idea that someone or some-
thing can claim to take the place of that infinity of thought, marked off
by the unthinkableness of death, and, even more, that one can claim to
remedy one’s improbable, unthinkable extinction—that idea, which my
friend had expressed to me, seemed illogical, pointless, incongruous.
What need or desire was there for such a supreme being, since thought
endured without me?

That state suddenly made me serene, with a troubling calm whose
silence and peace I still understand today. It had nothing to do with an
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exaltation of the omnipotence-of-thought-denying-the-fear-of-death
kind. On the contrary, in the face of the limitlessness of thought ouzside
myself, 1 was confronted with the limits of my mind, beholden to my
flesh. It seemed natural to me that they were perishable, and, logically
speaking, natural and regrettable, but in no way frightening that they
should be so. I had the feeling, in the confusion of that train of
thought, of a strange humility, a version of what is called in learned
terms “castration”: I had only my thought, it was limited, and there
was nothing without it or beyond it. Nothing but the indestructible
discontinuity of limited thoughts, ad infinitum. It was a feeling of
poverty combined with pride that made me feel ashamed. I wanted to
reawaken the fear, the fear of death, to call for help as my friend had
done, but I was not afraid. I was quite simply alone with my limited
thought, without fear, within the silence of the thinking species. Un-
doubtedly, one had to be a pubescent girl, a woman, to transfuse the
passing from one generation to the next for which my sex prepared me
into the fragile destiny of a given thinking body. To imagine thought
as a life beyond life proper, and life as a thought more powerful than
death or one’s personal destiny.

Years later, while I was in charge of a group of children during
summer vacation, I made another discovery. These children caused me
a great deal of worry: I wanted them to be better than they were, I
wanted to be the best counselor: you see the adolescent neurosis, the
anxiety of competition, and the phallic ambition to improve the world
at every turn? I was crying from rage, powerlessness, failure, up to that
very clear and naked instant, which I see again today on this torrid
evening. The children were making an infernal racket instead of nap-
ping, and I was supposed to discipline them. All of a sudden, I had the
certainty that there was nothing to be done. Not with them, and not
in any other case: there was nothing. Of course, one had to “do;” and I
was doing, and I would do. But it was because there is absolutely noth-
ing to be done that one did the best one could. Otherwise—if there
were something absolute and not nothing—it was a race toward mar-
tyrdom, toward war. And I did not love either of them, my adolescent
body was barely awakened to other pleasures.

These two moments became telescoped that day: the absence of a
fear of death, under my quilt in front of the icon of Saint Juliana, and
the conviction that there was nothing to be done at summer camp. . .
. But it is only now that I can make out their shape: humility and the
endurance of thought, apart from which there is nothing—to the point
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that death itself naturally retreats into the unthinkable and the nothing.
Thats not all. I am convinced that that conjunction of thought and of
the nothing can and ought to be celebrated as “sacred” But it could in
no way lay itself open to the sort of faith Voltaire makes fun of, a faith
that is potentially fanatical.

Later, I read this in Dostoyevsky, which might sum up my illumi-
nations of the moment: “Every man will know he is entirely mortal,
without resurrection, and he will welcome death proudly and calmly,
like a god? I could take that sentence for an epitaph, if it had not been
pronounced by the devil addressing Ivan Karamazov, but instead in
positive terms, by a clear mind—which would mean that the pride it
contains would not need the word god to make itself understood.

You will perhaps find this version of my atheism too sober, unap-

pealing, drab. Perhaps I allowed myself to be permeated by the re-
straint of the Anglican sacred, by the banality of the lawns at Oxford,
soaked by a winter rain, and by my childhood, which, come what may,
obstinately resisted Communist enthusiasm and Orthodox antienthu-
siasm. Even so, it is true that I still seek variants of that conjunction be-
tween the power of thought and the nothing, . . . You who are famil-
far with every religion, might you know of one that would celebrate
my own simple sacredness, which I imagine to be the turf from which
the sparkling Voltaire was able to extract his burning-hot embers? Un-
less it is not a religion I was invoking there, under the icon of Saint Ju-
Jiana or in the neurosis of the Girl Scouts, but, quite simply, something
like literature. I have not yet told you that, this evening in the Voltaire
Room, I was speaking on Proust, that ironist, that blasphemer.

Juliao

00000000000000000000000000000

FEBRUARY 20, 1997

Dear Julin,
I AM BACK from a film shoot in India; my sacred cows are pres-
ent and accounted for in the urban landscape. But there is no dearth ei-
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ther of Indian women behind the wheel and women on the streets
equipped with portable phones. In contrast, in the villages and on
roads, where women break stones on road crews, nothing has
changed. They are not lacking in the calm self-assurance of the Ameri-
can black women you ran into in the streets of New York, but their im-
poverished condition has not yet been affected by the so-called trickle-
down theory, namely, that the middle class is getting richer and that
the wealth will “trickle down” to the poor. . . . Oh, really?

There, as everywhere else in these times of accelerated moderniza-
tion, temples proliferate. The increasingly rich middle class is becom-
ing computerized and is returning to its Hindu identity. And it takes
its pick of deities. Shiva, the great bisexual of the old pantheon, is
being set aside in favor of cute gods shaped like big babies or like
apes, faithful servants of their masters. Wealth, air conditioners, tele-
?/isions, computers, obedience, and kids. The sacred is losing ground
in favor of family life. All of a sudden, the move into bisexuality is be-
coming rarer.

Let us therefore speak again of that bisexuality, which we have been
dragging from one epistle to the next. As a matter of fact, what strikes
me in your last letter is the strange power of the saints you describe. If
only by virtue of their profoundly rebellious heads, creative impeni-
tents from religious orders or with the internal methods of mystical
anatomy. It’s a curious act, the revolt that impels Sister Louisa to nul-
lify the father’s name in favor of Nothingness. “I am unbegotten”—an-
other way of saying “I am God”: remember that, in Islam, nothing is
more sacrilegious than to identify with the unbegotten. Like al-Hall3j,
Sister Louisa resorts to the declaration of the absolute: apart from
dying from love, there is none stronger than that.

Are these saints feminine or masculine? The response require a di-
gression, which leads us back to the Englishman Winnicott. Yes, he’s
the only one to detect the zone of creativity, of freedom even, which he
calls “transitional,” that space of formidable potential that is established
between the baby and the mother the moment she withdraws from the
child. Until then, the child has no body of his own. Then comes the
precise moment when the mother’s body separates itself from his. He
is no longer “her;” he becomes a little bit “him?> Then, in the absence

of the breast, the child catches hold of a piece of anything at all with
his fingers, provided “id” is soft and gentle, can be sucked as much as
one likes, masticated at will. It is that object, subjected to all the baby’s
destructive aggression, that Winnicott calls the “transitional object”
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And yet, the object will not disappear. Damaged, enucleated, torn, at-
tacked, the object remains indestructible. A teddy bear, a scrap of un-
derwear, a cuddly toy, or a pair of tights belonging to the mother, the
object in question allows the baby to occupy the space of play abrupt-
ly opened between the mother’s body and himself before he has had
the experience of his own sack of skin. He is going to acquire it with
the first object, the “not-me,” the seed of the future “me’”

It is forgotten in a corner. It is not thrown away. It is no longer
thought of, but it is there. My own transitional object was a rubber
Snow White that I clutched under the screaming sirens as Paris was
being bombed. My father told me every time: “Take what you love
most in the world” If I have any relation at all to the sacred, its secret
source lies in that threatening memory. I do not have the capacity to
believe in a god, but the day-to-day sacred returns to me from the war.
A lamp being lit (signal), dawn through the window (the milkman’s
hour, or the Gestapo’s), dusk (will there be bombs tonight?), my fam-
ily leaving on a one-way train trip, no return ticket, the end of a text.
Absence and nonreturn are commonplace in child psychoanalysis.

Here’s something more interesting: after describing the object of
the transitional zone, Winnicott takes on the task of explaining how
that potential space is also that of bisexuality. He begins by getting
rid of any confusion between homosexuality and the bisexuality of
the transitional zone. Much more is at issue as well. Every man has a
pure feminine principle within him, every woman, a pure masculine
principle within her. Everyone has an enclave containing the princi-
ple of the opposite sex. This cannot be demonstrated, but it conforms
to so many mythologies that one must attend to it. Winnicott is quite
capable of reinventing the most archaic myths regarding the birth of
humanity. . . .

I am thinking of the African myths of twinship, of which the
Dogon myth is the most famous. Let me give a summary of its major
features. Because of the sin of an ambitious traitor, the clever Fox, hu-
manity has lost its initial twinship, inherited from a god who was be-
trayed. Tainted by the traitor, it now belongs to God alone: except for
unusual births, there are no more twins on earth. For men, it is a cruel
loss. But traces remain in each of us of the lost male twin and the dis-
appeared female twin: out there in the pond dwells the boy’s secret girl
twin, who guides him, and, as for the girl, her male twin is concealed
in the water. Let us add that God, the imperfect creator, does not suc-
ceed at his job and leaves to humanity the task of repairing the dam-
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age: the pure masculine and pure feminine principles encysted in each
of the two sexes are the amends made for God’s shortcomi'ngs. And he,
weary, withdraws without saying a word. Work it out yourselves! It is
done, Lord. We humans invented the zone of play. '

In the margins of the game defined by Winnicott, the pure femi-
nine is being itself: it is primal, up to the time of weaning. Then, when
the child leaves the place of fusion, the first true act of the pure mas-
culine principle makes its appearance, with the fingers clutching the
manipulable object: “doing? The feminine principle stems from being
in the pure state, while the masculine principle takes charge of doing—
and the acceptance that comes with it. I like the way Winnicott sums
up his thinking: “After being, doing and being done, but first, being”
Being is the feminine. Doing and being done is the masculine.

What relation does that have with our cogitations? Well, Winnicott
characterizes the transitional zone very well: it is sacred. The bisexual
transvestism in shamanistic ceremonies, the porous fluidity of a free
space that is not closed off by any sexual norm, the pure masculine
force that animates your favorite female saints and, last but not least,
their fabulous capacity for creation, are all explained thereby. Thus
their ecstatic passivity is set in place, since “doing” and “being done”
acting and being acted upon, are part of the same pure masculine prin-
ciple: to reduce oneself to nothingness is not to return to the being of
the feminine. On the contrary. Angela of Foligno is not in pure being
when she lies writhing with her tongue cut off: no wailing, no scream-
ing, active silence. We are truly located in the split—the problem is that

man is located there as well.

As a matter of fact, I do not see any reason to leave the privilege of
reactivating the transitional zone, and of thereby acceding to the sa-
cred, to women alone. If you want to be rigorous, we have the obliga-
nF)n to imagine that man might accede to the sacred by rediscovering
his feminine principle, being. Could that be Heidegger’s philosophical
solution? Perhaps. In terms of the philosophers, I observe that the
Supreme Sweeper of Thought in Progress, as I call G. W. Hegel, posits
woman along the dialectical path on the side of stone, the immediate:

she is there, and it is her function to be there. As for man, he provokes
the act and mediation. War, then negotiation. Family, that is, contract
and exchange. The social, then the state. Religion, then ecstasy. And,
during all that time of thought on its way, woman was there, is there,
will have been there.

THE FEMININE AND THE SACRED 53

As for bisexuality in the narrow sense, it’s not an issue. But Hegel
does not fail to analyze a feminine character with a masculine soul, dear
Antigone. The symbol of the contradiction between sacred laws and
the laws of men, Antigone, the ideal young woman in the philoso-
pher’s mind, is the one who dares bury her brother despite the prohi-
bition by the commonwealth. Of course, there is an act of Antigone.
She comes out at night, she scratches at the ground, she covers her
brother’s dead body. But, when she is discovered, “she is there.” stub-
born, motionless, made of stone. When the guards approach Antigone
to arrest her, she does not run off. It seems to me that a new path is
opening: society governs by the pure masculine principle, whereas the
sacred resists by the pure feminine principle. “Resist” would be the
word befitting the sacred.

But Hegel hardly insists on this. At the very most, in The Phenome-
nology of Spirit, he lets it slip in passing that woman is “the irony of the
community” He does not explain himself, and yet, what an intuition!
The feminine is a troublemaker, truly situated on the margins of play,
in the sense that assembled pieces of joinery always leave a space to ac-
commodate the “play” in the wood. Not that women are eternal rebels,
out-and-out anarchists. The irony of the community does not require
a radical commitment. On the contrary. Just, at the right moment, a
shift. A flick of the finger, or the fin mot, the heart of the matter. Never
the mot de Ia fin, the final word.

What could the feminine spring of that secret mechanism be?
There’s little to choose from. We can only observe that, whether or not
a woman is a mother, her body does not entirely obey the norms of so-
ciety. Its natural cycle does not correspond to the months of the year;
it is not synchronized with the calendars of the modern city. For a long
time, feminist litanies on the menses and the moon set my teeth on
edge—as if it were a matter of founding a new cult of Artemis, or a new
witchcraft, American style—but it is undeniable that, side by side with
social time, you can’t get around the cyclical time of women and its re-
lation to the lunar system.

That question of the differences between the Copernican astro-
nomical system regulated by the sun and the Ptolemaic system regu-
lated by the moon bothers me. In India, the sum total of life com-
mitments is regulated by the lunar system: the sun plays no role. The
astrologers, masters of the moon, decide the date of weddings, of

contracts, of elections, of business affairs, of relocations, and so on.
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No one complains about it, so the astrologer plays the role of a no-
tary of time. And it is not for no reason that, in English, India calls
itself “Mother India”; the title of a famous populist film of the fifties,
or the nickname of Indira Gandhi in the electoral campaign, Mother
India is evoked constantly. In Varanasi, there is even a temple of
“Mother India,” whose deity is the map of India, in white marble. Re-
frain: “But in India” . . . In short, on this continent, the transitional
zone occupies almost the entire terrain: one slips fluidly from one
god to another, from one sex to the other, from one life to another;
time is cyclical and astronomy necessarily lunar. As a result, the sacred
is everywhere.

It appears to be established that Aditi, the first deity of India, was
female. Only later did the male gods install themselves. It is as if that
distant feminine memory were endlessly returning, for better—fluidi-
ty—and for worse—the incredible violence of the vindictive goddess-
es. It is as if the masculine polytheistic universe had not succeeded in
suppressing its maternal source and its potential horrors, except by in-
voking the feminine energy, Shakti, equally shared between man and
woman, between male gods and female deities: for lack of anything
better, nobody’s jealous. Everyone has his or her “shakti” within. De-
cidedly, it’s the relation between the masculine and the sacred that in-
trigues me. There is no doubt that a relation between man and God ex-
ists. But what about between man and the sacred? What if, by chance,
in other regions of the world, including our own, the worship of the
only god barred the masculine from acceding to the sacred?

I may be raving. Examples: however dominant the masculine may
be in Hindu polytheism, the presence of divine spouses makes it pos-
sible for any male individual to identify easily with the “woman” in the
godly couple. That is the claim of one of my male Indian friends, who
experienced ecstasy by identifying with the beautiful Radha, mistress
of Krishna. In contrast, on the side of Christian monotheism, I do not
see how a male saint could identify with any female figure whatever, es-
pecially not the Virgin. As for Islamic monotheism, it is implacable: no
quarter. Except for the moment when Ramadan begins, there is not
even a quarter moon on the horizon. In the Koran, it’s clear, woman is

weak, dangerous, confused, fit for service. Unless she dies in child-
birth: then she’s a saint and a martyr.

Until the fall of the Jerusalem temple, Jewish monotheism also
brooked no quarter. After that, there was a female double of God,
whom the Jews call the Shechinah. But that beautiful and plaintive fig-
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ure, who resembles Rachel grieving the death of her children, makes
her appearance only to count the tears of Israel in exile. It’s th'c sar.ne
thing in Buddhism, which, in its Tibetan version, allowed a twin deity
of the bodhisattva to be instituted: Tara, the Tibetan twin deity, repre-
sents only the tears of the bodhisattva, that is, the secretion of his com-
passion. In many regions of the world, the feminine share of the sacred
is tears.
Only the men and women of the mystic branch of Islam, the Sufis,
truly let identification with the feminine, bisexuality, and “the whole
lot” get by. They reach ecstasy by panting, shaking, spinning, scream-
ing i necessary. Rabhia, the first woman Sufi, was Iranian; people
came from afar to venerate her. It is known that male Sufi saints often
fancied men: in Turkey, the master and founder of the brotherhood of
the whirling dervishes was desperately in love with a certain Shams,
who vanished. The loss of the young man he loved led the lover to the
deity: although homosexuality is forbidden by the Koran, in Muslim
Sufism it is a matter of indifference. Only “love plain and simple”
counts, whatever its object. The Sufis, victors of the transitional zone,
grab hold of any human being whatever to practice divine love. As it
happens, the Sufis, as if by chance, champion tolerance in the matter of.
religion: everything that is divine is equivalent, man and woman, tem-
ple, church, mosque, fetish. I see that as additional proof of the free-
dom proper to the sacred transitional zone: it knows it is amoral. I be-
lieve that is its function.

I realize I have not given you an answer about parity. As it is pro-
moted, it seems to me that it is governed by the universe of separate
but equal sexes, which is very masculine in its conception. For my.sclf,
I know it is necessary, but I put up with it only as a stopgap solution.
’m afraid that, via parity, the cleaving machine will reduce the “slight
breath” you mentioned to a monkey’s fart. Women’s prcdisposition- for
the sacred better accommodates itself to naked rebellion, insurrection-
al heroism, the enthusiasm of the moment, in short, to the gaps in so-
cial time. To have it move legally into parliamentary representation is a
disagreeable—but good—detour from the ideal. We would need a
breath of public discourse, a period of eloquence. But right now, cl.o-
quence, you know . . . It’s celebrated, but who applies it? The socialist

left, sometimes . . .

Catherineo



Paris
MONDAY,
MARCH 17, 1997

DearCatherine,

I HAVE RECEIVED your letter just as I am preparing to ac-
company David to the hospital for an operation, and only one thought
occupies my mind as I read it: “Nothing is more sacred, for a woman,
than the life of her child” That is one of those commonplaces of pop-
ular wisdom that has been fixed for all eternity, and which could lead
to denigration: what a shame that women stick to children, don’t you
find? The proof, if any were needed, that they lack a relation to the sa-
cred. . . . Allow me to fasten on that sentence, which both eats away at
me and sustains me. Hospital ordeals cause me anxiety as they do
everyone, and, since I’m not sleeping and can’t do anything else, writ-
ing you this evening forces me to wait, and in some way comforts me.
This correspondence may thus be in the process of becoming vital.
Naturally, Pm exaggerating, I always exaggerate when I’m anxious.

That great, subtle pediatrician, the English psychoanalyst Winni-
cott, has a curious idea I like, namely, that the mother’s primordial
connection to her child stems from “being,” and is distinguished from
“doing;” which will occur only later, with the drive, desire, and acts.
Like you, it occurred to me that the “serenity of Being” imagined by
Heidegger may be rooted in these zones of experience, if one chooses
to see such things with an anthropologist’s eye. She is simply there, the
mother, with a part of her that is already an other. Being there with: the
dawn of difference. Peace, recognition, devotion. It is not that she
“does” nothing, but the eagerness for action is suspended in a capable
tenderness. Seduction, affect, drive, desire—the assets of the lover she
was, barely nine months earlier, are not destroyed but deferred, “in-
hibited regarding the goal” (as my colleagues, the female psychoana-
lysts who have read their Freud, would say). I distrust that suggestion
of inhibition; I prefer to speak of waiting. The serenity of maternal
love is a deferred eros, desire in waiting. By deferring and waiting, that
love opens the time of life, of the psyche, of language—the time of the
unknown, about which one cannot or does not wish to know any-
thing, for better and for worse. It is truly at the dawn of the mother’s
connection to the child that a miraculous alchemy occurs: the “object”
of erotic satisfaction, the father (or some relationship, profession, or
gratification) is slowly resorbed into a loved, and only loved, “other”
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Love-tenderness takes the place of erotic love: the “object” of satisfac-
tion is transformed into an “other”—to care for, to nourish. Care, cul-
ture, civilization. Outside motherhood, no situations exist in human
experience that so radically and so simply bring us face to face with
that emergence of the other. The father, in his own, less immediate
way, is led to the same alchemy; but, to get there, he must identify
with the process of delivery and birth, hence with the maternal experi-
ence, must himself become maternal and feminine; before adding his
own role as indispensable and radical distance. I like to think that, in
our human adventure, we can encounter “the other”—sometimes,
rarely—if, and only if, we, men and women, are capable of that ma-
ternal experience, which defers eroticism into tenderness and makes an
“object” an “other me”

Do you follow me? What I am telling you may be insolent, pre-
sumptuous, scandalous, and yet it seems obvious to me—this evening,
more than ever, because of my worries, no doubt, and everything that
connects us to our children, and which certain circumstances suddenly
bring to light. If all love of the other is rooted in that archaic and fun-
damental, unique and universal, experience of maternal love, if mater-
nal love is the least ambivalent kind (for a son, according to Freud; in
any case, since it is in “Being,” insists Winnicott), then, the carizas of
Christians and the human rights of secular people . . . are built on ma-
ternal love. Another heresy? I’'m still exaggerating, granted! In any
case, is not the ethics of love always a “herethics”? I had fun writing it
that way, precisely at David’s birth . . . in my Tales of Love.

Nevertheless, it is here that I take my distance somewhat from the
kindly Winnicott. Even though I find that serenity of the mother-baby
being seductive, I only half-believe in it. Per female narcissism, that
“other me” of the child is a “me-me” all the same: the mother is never
short on the tendency to annex the cherished other, to project herself
onto it, to monopolize it, to dominate it, to suffocate it. Everyone is
familiar with the tragic games of mirrors and settlings of accounts that
surreptitiously transform fairies into witches, beneficent mothers into
dead mothers or horrible stepmothers. . . . Moreover, the mother also
remains a woman, with her desires and her erotic or professional
“doing?” and that tension of existence (that bisexuality, if you prefer) is
continually interfering with her serenity and her connection to the
child. A warm, conflictual connection, laden with all the noise of the
world. And fortunately so! Without that pulsating, active, phallic share
of maternal love, where would the call of language come from, the
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thrill of breaking free, that erection (yes, I say the word and insist upon
it), which allow the mother and baby to stand up, to move beyond
each other toward third parties?

In short, the woman and the Phallus: here we are again, with the
scandal our feminist friends have condemned so, leaving old Freud be-
hind! In the meantime, there has been talk, based on the discoveries of
the genetic code, of the early feminine nature of every human being,
with the male chromosome appearing only at a later stage—it is said to
take more time, in short, to become a man, which exposes you to the
risk of catching a little genius . . . and a few malformations. As a result,
there has been a desire to speculate on “the universality of the feminine
nature” of every man and woman, and so on, forgetting that human
beings are speaking beings, psychosomatic, and that the bisexuality
one speaks of, that you speak of, is shaped by connections to others;
that it is, therefore, in the last instance, a psychic bisexuality. Which
means that, if psychic bisexuality exists, it is not because men have an
X and a Y chromosome: which chromosome would women’s bisexual-
ity be based on, then, since our sex is defined by two X’s and we do not
have the Y marker of the male?

In fact, if psychic bisexuality exists, it is truly because women, like
men but differently, are not unfamiliar with the Phallus—yes, I’ve said
the dirty word, what a fuss! Many sects attest to the fact that the Phal-
lus is fundamentally sacred, perhaps even the sacred par excellence,
from the Greek Dionysus to the Hindus’ lingam. The veiling and un-
veiling of mysteries were often, if not in the first place, an unveiling
and veiling of the Phallus, especially among the Romans, and that rite
has been resilient, as had to be expected. Recently, in Naples, I was able
to observe that, in Pompeii, the cult of the . . . veiled Christ in the form
of a Baroque marble in the church of San Severo was celebrated on the
same site, seventeen centuries later, as the mystery of the veiled Phallus
with Elagabalus. From the organ to the body as a whole, the passion
of the Phallus seduces, still and forever. Why does the male organ lend
itself to that troubling ceremony of hide-and-seek? Because it is visible,
apparent proof of jouissance and fertility? No doubt. But also because
it detaches itself, no mistake about it. It is detachable, likely to ap-
pear/disappear, to be present/absent, and, as a result, to inscribe oppo-
sition, the minimal condition for meaning, on the surface of the body
itself: yes/no, one/zero, being/nonbeing. It is as if the male organ “in-
carnates” logical potentialities, which make it our corporeal . . . com-
puter: the condensation of the o/1 binary system, which lies at the
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foundation of all systems of meaning (beginning with language and
ending with . . . computers). An extraordinary encounter between sex-
uality and thought, that phallic experience, where physiology intersects
symbolization. Indeed, what is called a Phallus is precisely that co-pres-
ence of sexuality and thought that defines our human condition—we
are neither pure biological or animal body nor pure mind, but the con-
junction of drives and meaning, their mutual tension: sacré tension!

The little girl, who loves her father and compares herself to her
brother, does not escape that phallic encounter. She observes it, con-
fronted with the male body, father or brother, and with her own, but
with her clitoris as the sole equivalent of the penis—at once disadvan-
taged because lesser and mysteriously intimate because invisible. The
phallic phase is structural, therefore, for both sexes, but it is so in a dif-
ferent way for the girl and for the boy. Each confronts (phallic) power
and (paternal) meaning (removed from the sensible connection to the
mother), a power and a meaning both erotic and symbolic; but the boy
tries out that confrontation with the conviction of “belonging to it,”
and the girl with the impression of a strangeness. Because she will ac-
quire and strengthen her capacity to speak, her capacity to assess her-
self in terms of the law of the other, to enter the order (of thought and
of society), the girl will be part of the phallic order. But since she will
remain a stranger there, she will preserve a sense of inferiority, of ex-
clusion, or, at best, of irony: “I belong to it, but not really, I play the
game, I act as if”

In his study On Female Sexuality (1931), Freud perceives that strange-
ness when he asserts that bisexuality is more prominent in woman than
in man. By that, he means particularly that the girl must tear herself
away from her osmosis with the mother and choose the father—and
the Phallus—as an erotic object, whom she will ask, indefinitely, to
give her a child, to try to satisfy (without ever succeeding) the desire
for the missing penis. That osmosis with the primal mother, which
Freud compares to the Minoan-Mycenaean civilization at the founda-
tion of ancient Greece, might be the source of woman’s splitting in
two. I also see it as the reason why women cling more firmly to the sen-
sible, to prelanguage, to “perfumed paradises™so many imponder-
ables that make women seem a little absent, not really in their place in
the phallic order, not at ease in its stilted language. . . . There is, in fact,
nothing reassuring about that strangeness. That sense of being the
pariah of the phallic sacred, in fact, can lead just as well to depression
(“I am nil, PIl never get there”) as to the relentless competition of the
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phallic virago, which produces the well-known figures of the stuck-up,
argumentative woman, the mannish lesbian, or the scoutmistress. . . .
But it is also that sense of strangeness that confers on certain women
the appearance of a disabused and benevolent maturity, a serene de-
tachment that, it seems to me, is the true sense of what Hegel so enig-
matically calls the “eternal irony of the community? In fact, women do
not remain on the near side of phallic power, but they accede to it only
to better learn their way around its omnipotence. That detachment,
which is the very mark of femininity, stems from our immersion in
Being and sensible timelessness. Which gives some of us (most of us?
the best of us?) the chance to realize asocial sociability, which the world
receives as intimacy or tenderness. Of course, the child is a 7eal presence,
which no Phallus in the world could replace. But he also is not “id”;
nothing is “id” “It is not id”: that, in substance, is what the irony of
the eternal stranger to the sacred phallic order says, an order in which
she nevertheless takes part. What if that distance, that disabused with-
drawal, were the guard rail that, precisely, prevents the sacred from
being transformed into fanaticism?

Let us venture another step. I claim that that distance, that irony,
that placing in doubt of the Phallus-Word via the Minoan-Mycenaean
intimacy of the sensible, is the true path of atheism. I am not speaking
of secularism, understood as a battle against religion, but of atheism as
the resorption of the sacred into the tenderness of the connection to
the other. And that sober and modest atheism relies on the maternal.
You will say that is not self-evident. On the one hand, the churches are
filled with women; on the other, feminism has dispersed iron ladies,
who are not tender at all, nearly everywhere. But do they believe? Sure-
ly, but how? Always inside and outside, being and nothingness, neither
one nor the other, both at once, sorrow and delight.

Does not feminine faith identify more with the crucible of mysti-
cism than with a dogma, whatever it may be? It is the path open to
doubt—to skepticism—to pragmatism: always along the edge of the
most essential connection, that between the mother and her other,
looking down toward our children, when we have them; and up to-
ward our mothers, whose shadow we carry with us in all our relation-
ships with women. . . .

The figure of Mary, for two thousand years already, has diffused
throughout Christianity and the rest of the world, always under her
spell, that combination of power and sorrow, sovereignty and the un-
nameable. I already told you, I never understood Simone de Beauvoir,
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who rebels against what she believes to be the humiliation of the Vir-
gin before her son: the kneeling Mary is supposedly the passive servant
of a male power. I have looked at the Nativity of Piero della Francesca
to which the philosopher refers; but to no avail, Mary appears delight-
ed and trusting, in no way defeated in her gentleness. There is no
doubt that, in effacing the body and female sexuality in favor of the ear
and virginity, Christianity dangerously censors female fertility, battles
paganism and its mother goddesses, and imposes a Mary, pure priest-
ess of asceticism, in opposition to Eve the sinner. Nevertheless, if
women have found recognition beyond that denigration, it is because
Mary points to the “deferred affects” of motherhood that I mentioned
to you earlier, and that are essential to feminine jouissance. Moreover,
the mater dolovosa is not simply an encouragement to female maso-
chism: the pietis recognizes the participation of the stranger in the un-
canniness of her son, in man as “man of sorrow;” in castration, in his
mortality—an inseparable stand-in for his “power” Mary, Mother of
God (theotokos), and finally, quite simply, Mary the queen (rggina), also
sends all women a very flattering picture of their own phallicism.
Those Maries confirm our participation in the order of the powerful,
and encourage our latent paranoia. Who would deny herself that?

It is not pointed out often enough that, in reality, the Gospels are
very discreet about Mary. The story of her own miraculous, so-called
immaculate conception by Anne and Joachim after a long and sterile
marriage, and her life as a devout young girl, appear only in apocryphal
sources from the late first century. The book of James, the Gospel ac-
cording to Pseudo-Matthew: these “particulars” were cited by Clement
of Alexandria and Origen, but were not officially recognized; and, even
though the Eastern Church willingly tolerated them, they were not
translated into Latin until the sixteenth century. Yet the West, for its
part, was not long in glorifying her in its own way, always finding in-
spiration from the Orthodox Church: the first Latin poem, “Maria;” on
the birth of Mary was, as you know, written by the nun Hroswitha of
Gandersheim, a playwright and poet, who died in 1002. How many
logical debates on causality and temporality—for example, to reconcile
Christ God and Christ Man—elect as their privileged terrain the body
and biography of Mary! A true treat for the mind, and I sometimes
reread these texts, which I discovered while writing my book on the
history of the feeling of love. No one reads them today, it’s really a
shame, you ought to take a look at them if you have not already done
so: a treat, I assure you. After Saint John Chrysostom and Saint Au-
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gustine, it’s Saint Bernard and Duns Scotus who distinguish them-
selves. One would have to salute in passing, very particularly, the art-
ists, painters, and musicians who did not wait for the Vatican’s green
light to celebrate the maternal: perhaps because they secretly share its
ambiguities. Vergine Madre, figha de tuo figho, exclaims Dante, in The
Divine Comedy, condensing the three female functions (daughter-wife-
mother). Monteverdi exalts the Blessed Virgin Mary in his Vespers, a
true sacred opera; you know it better than anyone. But it was the Je-
suit counterreformation that prevailed: from then on, Catholics vener-
ated Mary for herself. And all the churches blossomed with her picto-
rial beauty and reverberated with her orchestrated rapture. I admit my
weakness for the Stabar Mater, which, in the text attributed to Jaco-
pone da Todi, still intoxicates us in music, from Palestrina to Pergole-
si, Haydn to Rossini. Eia mater; fons amoris. 1 know nothing more sa-
cred than that, and no love escapes it.

As for the feminine of man . . . a vast topic. I don’t follow you when
you write that monotheism closes access to the sacred, understood as a
“transitional space” or “bisexuality” Without question, monotheism ex-
hibits it much less than Hindu polytheism. Nevertheless, even Yahweh
is said to have a “womb;” and the Song of Songs describes the believer
as the “beloved” of his God “husband” Moreover, the central place of
Mary—not only as an acknowledgment of women but as an invitation
given to man to identify in his faith with the Marian experience, since it
is through and by it that Christ is human—is an open invitation to
man’s femininity. Christ himself, in his passion and the offering of his
body, has often been interpreted, especially on the basis of the iconog-
raphy that makes his flesh and the expression of his feelings excessively
beautiful or ugly, as exhibiting man’s bisexuality. As for the mystic, he
completed the topos. You say you do not know of any Christian saint
who identified with any feminine figure whatever. I don’t know much
about it, but I know at least one: Saint Bernard of Clairvaux (1091-1153).
In his commentary on the Song of Songs, he insists at length on the am-
biguity of the passage that describes the breasts of the beloved offering
herself to the divine spouse, and does not hesitate to assert that the
spouse himself possesses breasts: “Thy breasts shall be as clusters of the
vine, and the smell of thy nose like apples>” These are supposedly words
addressed by the beloved to the husband . . . which suggests that the be-
liever (if he is the beloved) and God (if he is the husband) would both
be . . . equipped with breasts—hence maternal? As a result of which,
God himself, the bishop, the priest, and Bernard in person would real-
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ly and truly possess breasts! Which are nothing other—the analogical
meaning requires it—than “patience” and “clemency”” Oof! That was a
close one. As for the painters, they don’t make such a fuss about it:
iconography abounds in representations of Bernard receiving the milk
of the Virgin between his lips; others show that “milky way” emerging
from his own breasts without mediation. Not surprising, all things con-
sidered, since that holy man, who was a crusader but also chronically ill,
referred to his body, I told you already, as a cow—I come back to that
to give you pleasure, you who adore the Indian sacred cows: “Our body
finds itself situated between the spirit it must serve and the desires of the
flesh or the power of shadows, which wage war against the soul, as a
cow would be situated between the peasant and the thief” Breast body
or cow body? For Saint Bernard, it amounts to the same thing

I am not unaware that the same Bernard was criticized for having
referred to women as “sacks of garbage”! No less! That does not sur-
prise me coming from him, though his defenders claim that the image
can be traced back to a medieval figure of rhetoric predating Bernard
by a great deal, and that it was rather his brother André who designat-
ed their sister . . . Hombeline, that way—a dreadful socialite, she sup-
posedly got the message and changed her life right then and there. . . .
In any case, the body/sack-of-garbage is the male body as much as the
female, before it becomes a glorious body through Christ . . . say the
theologians. Duly noted . . .

All of which remains suspect, we agree on that. For myself, I take
very seriously the allegations of Guizot and a few others who —speak-
ing as anticlericals, that’s understood, but all the same—remind us that
the Church, not so long ago, maintained that women have no soul. In
reality, that may be a misinterpretation on the part of Gregory of Tours
who, in Historin Francorum, reports that, at the council of Micon, a
“bishop claimed that woman could not be called ‘man’” Those who
seek to exonerate the Church of all misogyny maintain that the poor
bishop, quite simply, was not a very subtle Latinist and confused homo
with vir and femina with mulier: he did not know, apparently, that
Latin possesses a generic term, 4omo, to designate all human individu-
als, without distinction of sex. Let me enlighten you with an abridged
version of that shady affair: even though she is homo, since she is not
vir, femina has no soul. Which would mean that the soul is virile,
whereas we know, thanks to Freud, Jung, and a few others, who came
well after the council of Micon, T’ll grant you that, that there are (at
least) two souls, hence a psychic bisexuality. I will refrain from criticiz-
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ing the council of Mécon, and also Guizot, but we are well situated to
observe that, whether or not woman is equipped with a soul, in the
Church and elsewhere she is sacrément undervalued, despite the gentle
efforts of Mary . . .

Nevertheless, the defenders of women in the Church remind us
that, when God created men, he created male and female, and gave
them the name “Adam” (Genesis s5:2). Others, on the contrary, are
firmly rooted in their suspicions and learnedly cite the words of John
2:4: “Woman, what have I to do with thee?” And so on. The question
is far from settled, that’s the least one can say, since psychological dar-
ing (the daring needed to recognize the feminine of man, the mascu-
line of woman, and other fine points of the maternal mystery) and in-
stitutional exclusions (to consolidate paternal power) join the fray.
Christian women, though undervalued, are nevertheless protected, es-
pecially by marriage, until the latter becomes a new form of oppression
in turn. Not to mention the fact that there is no obvious way to give a
political (or religious) equality to the two sexes while preserving their
psychological différences and the contribution these difference might
make to the institution. Personally, I do not see what women could
gain from being priests, from becoming like the priests, the faithful
and acknowledged officiants of the cult of the father and the son. What
interest do they have in that ratification by the males? Unless women
want to introduce their strangeness, their irony, their latent atheism
into that paternal cult? But then, why in the Church, what do they ex-
pect from the Church? That the Church allow itself to be transformed,
invaded, reformed? Why should it? Shouldn’t these anxious women in-
stead found another sacred space, other spaces for questioning the sa-
cred, who knows? Shouldn’t they leave the Church, since it develops
its own logic and would not know how to transform itself without de-
stroying itself?

We will undoubtedly take up that institutional question another
time, a question that, to tell the truth, does not interest me in the first
instance. I must let you go now, since I still have to pack a suitcase for
the hospital, and I am beginning to feel very tired. . . . It’s not writing
you that tires me, don’t believe that. It’s this feeling of powerless love
that assails me when, with my son—even more than when it’s just
me—I am at the mercy of the medical system. And when I know that
the more I love him the less I can do anything about it, and that the
more powerless I am the more attached I am to him. I gave life, as they
say. Or, more exactly, life passed through me, and I can’t do anything
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about it, either in biology or physiology. Except to give of myself end-
lessly, for the remainder of time and in the time remaining us, which is
a great deal and, all things considered, keeps me going.

Julia
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Dakar
MARCH 12, 1997

Dear Julin,

WHAT AN ODD letter! Julia in archbishop’s violet, with Vol-
taire’s irony lodged in her heart, in the face of an unprogressive ritual,
Julia in a universe of men that recognizes her, without it being clear from
what you say whether they are integrating her as a woman. . . . And, in
conclusion, you call on me to unearth a religion just for you, capable of
reconciling thought and the nothing?

It exists. ’'m not sure you’ll like it: it is Buddhism. Since, clearly, the
“nothing” of your desires does not signify nothingness, the “noble
truths” formulated by the Buddha correspond to your ideal. But you
must let the first of them sink in: all is suffering. If you admit that,
move to the second stage. The cause of all suffering is impermanence;
nothing lasts. Directives: to avoid the suffering of impermanence, cast
off the illusions of the self, move away from phenomena, situate your-
self beyond time and duration, at the exact junction between thought
and the nothing. Refute every position with a radical “neither-nor”:
neither joy nor suffering nor happiness nor unhappiness nor austerity
nor debauchery nor this nor that. In doing so, discover the Middle
Path. That is, place thought in a state of reserve.

An admirable approach, but perfectly atheistic, since God is not
there. In his place appears the sum total of consciousnesses in the
world, from which the equal dignity of every living thing proceeds.
That is why Lévi-Strauss, invited by the National Assembly in 1977 to
articulate a new formulation of human rights, sought inspiration from
the three great, truly cosmological, philosophies, which are, in chrono-
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logical order of their historical appearance: primitive thought, Bud-
dhism, and Stoicism. Primitive thought is connected to the order of
nature, which preserves animals and plants as the guarantors of mate-
rial survival; because, in order to eat, one must hunt, but not too
much. Stoicism is a cosmic philosophy defining a cyclical order in
which the human subject has no power over anything but the-things-
that-depend-on-him, his volitions and his desires. Obviously, primitive
thought, Buddhism, and Stoicism are centered not on man but on the
living thing.

Instead of championing the rights “of man,” instead of restricting
the universe to the rights of the human race alone (with the formida-
ble ambiguity of the feminine hidden within the notion of “man”),
these philosophies, Lévi-Strauss told the parliamentary committee, in-
tegrate the totality of living beings, of which man is a part, on equal
terms. The new rights of man would thus require from man an ab-
solute commitment to nonviolence toward the entire universe, begin-
ning with respect for living species, plant, animal, AND human. In
philosophical and legal terms, Lévi-Strauss’s approach strives to reduce
the perverse effects of the rights of the French Revolution and annihi-
lates their reflex ethnocentrism.

There is nothing to be said about it, except that it won’t work for
you. As it happens, these three forms of thought, governed by the cos-
mic sacred, release the sorrows of individuals, and only individuals.
The deliverance from suffering, the point of equilibrium of the boat in
the middle of the river, the ingenious “neither-nor;” have a price: indif-
ference. In the true sense of the word, “in-difference” is not what peo-
ple think: it consists of setting aside all differences—neither this nor
that. These are philosophies that the West formulated differently. For
example, Leibniz sought to diminish in-quietude, the opposite of qui-
etude; but, at least, for him, the slight shuddering motion of inqui-
etude at its best remained, a sharpened perception, a kind of vigilance
toward the world.

The best of Buddhist indifference is expressed in the Buddha’s
smile. A wonder of bliss, of acquiescence, a splendor of vacuity, a lu-
minous jewel . . . All right. I have often been to Bhutan, a Buddhist
kingdom wedged between Nepal and Tibet, and to Sikkim, the old
kingdom of the Tibetan religion that has become a state of India. The
Buddhist temples there exude a peculiar joy, it’s true. The idols smile,
the simplicity is peaceful, and the parquets are gentle on bare feet. At
the end of Tristes Tropiques, Lévi-Strauss hit just the right note for ex-
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pressing the sensations the Westerner feels in a Buddhist temple. “The
floor of thick bamboo, split and woven together, gleaming from the
bare feet that had rubbed against it, was, under our steps, more supple
than a carpet. That simple and spacious room, which looked like a hol-
lowed-out rick, the courteousness of the two bonzes standing beside
their straw mattresses set on bedsteads, the touching care that had been
taken in collecting or fabricating the accessories of the cult, everything
contributed to bringing me closer than I had ever been to the notion I
had of a sanctuary?” Yet he also noticed “the placid femininity, as if freed
from the conflict between the sexes, suggested . . . by the bonzes of the
temples, blending, because of their shaved heads, with the nuns, into a
sort of third sex, half parasite, half prisoner”

After I had allowed myself to be won over by the tenderness of the
place, I felt the same sickly sweet uneasiness. In that universe of gongs
and handbells, an indefinable uncertainty hovers about. I understand
that that uncertainty is the goal pursued. All the same, it left me per-
plexed. What was bothering me? Not the chants or the prayers. Was it
the smile? No. It was olfactory. In temples in the Himalayas, the altar
ornaments are sculpted out of butter. The predominant odor has the
oily, nauseating subtlety of the still-undifferentiated primal maternal;
there is something fetal in all that. And the monks and nuns cannot be
distinguished from one another. That value of the bare skull is one of
the mainsprings of Buddhism: indeed, if indifference is the goal to be
achieved, the difference between man and woman is destined to be
obliterated. The feminine disappears into uniformity; indifference is to
be taken seriously, it gives rise to the undifferentiated. And, since noth-
ing lasts, revolt is nipped in the bud.

I know I should not linger on personal sensations, and that Bud-
dhist metaphysics is a grandiose construction, altruistic by virtue of de-
tachment. That, in championing equality between living beings, origi-
nal Buddhism, in its time, shattered the inequality of the caste system
in Hinduism. That Buddhism wins hearts through serenity. And yet, in
1947, Lévi-Strauss was already stumbling over the “chilling alternative”
of Buddhist morality: either confinement to a monastery or the prac-
tice of an egotistical virtue.

And yet, believe it or not, in a bizarre reverie on Buddhism, the
“West?” and Islam, the young ethnologist had previously indulged in a
curious train of thought. The West, he wrote, because of its historical
confrontation with an Islam that strictly separated the sexes, may have
been able to “lend itself” to a slow osmosis with Buddhism. That may
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have further Christianized us, beyond Christianity itself. Then comes
an extraordinary sentence: “It was then that the West lost its chance to
remain a2 woman” What a fantasy! Not a word on Judaism, even
though Lévi-Strauss’s grandfather was the rabbi of Versailles, and the
grandson owed his salvation during the war only to flight. . . . It is true
that, in 1957, the year Tristes Tropigues was published, the hallowed term
Holocaust did not yet exist; it took almost twenty years for the iceberg
to reach the surface. And it was in 1947 that he visited the Buddhist
temple of Chittagong. I understand how, in such a place, two years
after the war had ended, a Jewish survivor could dream of the cessation
of conflicts, even between the sexes. So, after the catastrophe, one can
share the dream of that profound peace, which might be the “female”
element in the world.

But is Buddhism the right way to “remain a woman”? That reli-
gion, which links thought and the nothing, veers toward the “neither-
nor” of the sexes. Is that really your notion? That would surprise me.
But I don’t believe it’s impossible that this “asexualization” attracts the
Western believers who have converted to Buddhism. Finally rid of all
that fuss about sex! Then you can really smile. One of my French
friends, married to a Cambodian woman, told me in tears, regarding
the twenty people in his wife’s family who had died, that, with the
Khmer Rouge, he came to understand the famous smile of Cambodia.
That smile, he said, was indifferent. It was awful.

Why is indifference so constraining? Why restrict all heads, the
same for men and women? And then, why interfere with the hair?
There are so many examples. . . . The hair of virgins is sanctified, as is
the Hindu baby’s hair, which is thrown into the river in accordance
with the rule; and that of Catholic nuns, who cut it off when they es-
pouse God; sanctified, too, are the nazirs of God in Judaism—Sam-
son and the Virgin Mary, who, conversely, must not cut off their hair
for the duration of the oath. The single lock of the Brahman is also
sanctified. It is as if that hair links heaven and earth. You keep your
hair to sanctify it for God, or you shave it to get closer to Him. Either
you weave the thread between us and heaven, or you pull it out and
begin again from scratch. Monastic Buddhism chooses to begin again
from scratch.

A sublime repression. What a quagmire! Forbidden embers; a
prayer to extinguish desire. Buddhism, emerging from the depths of
Hinduism, eradicates the latter’s contradictions, its struggles, its blood-
letting; its violent passions, the sperm spurting from its ascetics, and the
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feminine pleasure so celebrated in the sacred texts of India. You see, de-
spite its infinite grandeur, Buddhism does not hold much charm for me.
Let’s just say you were struck by a sort of “reflex Buddhism,” similar to
the “reflex philosophy” of the scholars scoffed at by Louis Althusser.
And let us go no farther. Because, in the end, you talk about the retreat
of death into the “nothing;” but then what? Give in to the asexual temp-
tation, pass into pure abstraction?

After all, who knows? To be alone with one’s thought, yes, really,
who knows? I feel a twinge of hope. What if that were possible?

Perhaps that has never happened to me. I read here and there that

women had no direct access to the symbolic, that they had difficulty
with thought. Granted, but so what? I feel neither its poverty nor its
pride nor its humility nor its disappointment. No hardship. My only
criterion in the matter of thought is excitation. Nothing could be more
opposed to the principles of Buddhism! It is bursts of enthusiasm
within the mind, trains of thought so rapid that an ellipsis makes them
jump the track, the electricity of a furtive current of pleasure and, to re-
turn to that, a short-circuit, which causes sparks. That is undoubtedly
not the thought you are talking about, but that doesn’t matter to me.
I am a hedonist in the matter of thought. How can you understand
that? I remember reading Sémiorike, the dazzling book you published
in the 1970s: hoodwinked, I told myself that you had a system of
thought, a true one. That ate away at me for a long time. And then,
with the help of analysis, it no longer had any effect on me. I am ready
to confess my lack of a system of thought regarding the world. I be-
lieve that, on this point as well, I am truly an atheist.

I’'m going to tell you what my own sacred is. The memory of the
family lineage, “the head of my children” (on which one takes an oath),
the alliances of love and friendship, respect for the dead, the Jewish
lamp in front of the photograph of my mother during the year I have
mourned her, the rites of ancestors. Am I a Confucian? No, I am truly
Jewish. The rabbi who buried my mother last June told me that, for
Jews, the only belief in an afterlife has to do with the survival of Israel
from generation to generation: the afterlife is memory itself. That is my
sacred; it is by definition faithful.

What is sacred in the English university ritual? Faithfulness to the
rite. I agree with you, contemporary France has conscientiously de-
stroyed its rites of passage. The result is edifying: no institution “takes”
A rite is a sort of mayonnaise. It is not enough to mix the elements, you
must get them to “set” A rite is an emulsion, and, to do it successfully,
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you have to know how to beat it. A little, not too much, especially not
too long a time, a question of pace, duration, temperature. You learn
on the job. If the rite is sacred in itself, that is because it refers back to
that sort of memory. Proper to women? Of course not. But it is not dif-
ficult to understand why women can have more skill at it than men: in
giving birth to living beings, they form a link between the generations.
Like the rite, the connections between generations are heading for
the hills. The Roman rule of pater incertus, mater certissima required the
acknowledgment of the father, which did not go without saying. That
of the mother was taken for granted. Well, that’s done for. That rule is
giving way in the face of surrogate mothers on the one hand, genetic re-
search on the other. It is possible not to have a mother, but, times being
what they are, not having a father is becoming very difficult. What is
that biological and social reshuffling? What does a child seek in his fa-
ther’s genetics? His chromosomal identity? What a mess. . . . So, filia-
tion can be defined by blood, as during the times of Nazism and the In-
quisition? Worse, because of artificial insemination, the order of
generations has ended up in the gutter, grandmothers give birth at the
same time as their granddaughters. And, since everyone senses the ap-
proach of a sacrilege, they seck to limit its effects. But, in fact, let us ask
the question: In what way is it a sacrilege to reshuffle the generations?
After all, the great Greek infanticidal heroines savagely put an end
to the generations. Medea cut the throats of her two sons, Agave the
bacchante tore her son to pieces with her bare hands in her Dionysian
delirium. I use them as examples because the danger, it seems to me, is
on the same order as the current violations. Let us take the example of
Agave. Queen mother and bacchante priestess of the God Dionysus,
she antagonizes her son, King Pentheus, a good traditional Greek and
very opposed to Eastern cults. The cult of Dionysus, imported from
Asia Minor, is among them. Since Pentheus is a thoughtful sovereign,
he prohibits it in his kingdom. But the offended god decides to take his
revenge and, by ruse, leads the king to the heart of the nocturnal cult,
as a way of showing him up close what it’s all about. Intoxicated with
rapture, his mother, Queen Agave, becomes delirious. Goaded by the
god, she mistakes her son for a lion and attacks him. Death of
Pentheus. Day begins to dawn. Finally, the queen sees what she is hold-
ing in her hands, her son’s bloody head. In recovering the reason she
had lost, Agave “rediscovers the purity of the heaven she has tainted”
Dionysus is a god who wears a robe, a god for women, in the first
place; and then, he comes from the East, like the Hare Krishna of to-
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day. Mother against Son, East against West, delirium against reason,
woman against man; in setting in motion the superhuman strength of
the sacred delirium, the god transforms woman into a murderer, at
night. Night against day. But there is something else, which I will call
the “stranger” Queen Agave adopts a god who is not from her own
land, and Medea, the other infanticide, kills her children in revolt, as a
stranger abandoned by her husband, Jason. It is as a “barbarian” that
Medea wreaks revenge on the children she gave her Greek husband.
This mythical incident even appeals to the dangers imputed to the for-
eign woman, as attested to by the nature of the stranger Isolde, an Irish
princess but also a witch who poisons her nephew Tristram, the Bre-
ton, with a love philter.

Oh, I see where you’re headed. You were born a stranger! But
these strangers come from beyond the sea. . . . Tristram brings
Princess Isolde back in a boat, and it is in a boat, the one in quest of
the Golden Fleece, that Jason kidnaps Princess Medea. In the times of
myth and tragedy, the sea crossing is the risk of a journey from which
one does not return. Medea’s severed roots set her loose; in going off
with Jason, she has burned her bridges—it’s all over. And “id” returns.
That infanticide, which she performs as a sacred sacrifice, is memory’s
frightening return to the native land. We experienced the diffuse re-
verberations of these memories of vengeance in the heyday of early
feminism. We heard slogans about the return of witches, the moon,
the tides, matriarchy, the primal. There was blood in the air and
slaughter on the horizon. So, too, with the innovations in the systems
of kinship.

So, who wrote, “The world belongs to women, that is, to death?
To life or to death? To both, General Sollers. To life to death. Under-
stood: the one who gives life also gives death.

One question in conclusion. It concerns the Virgin Mary. I do not
understand how she can make women hold their heads up within the
heart of Catholicism. And, since you are so knowledgeable in Mariol-
ogy, explain it to me. In return, I will tell you about the sacred danc-
ing girls of India: they did not have the right to cut or wash their hair,
they were prostitutes for the benefit of the gods; there are photographs
of the last one of them, who died in the 1960s. Hair and prostitution,
they introduce a curious difference into the sacred.

Catherine




Ars-en-Ré
APRIL 18, 1997

My Dear Catherine,

PASSIONATE WOMAN THAT you are, you do not conceal your
bad mood—your last letter, of March 12, which I received on the twen-
tieth (our letters are crossing at the moment, no matter)—persuades
me of that, if there were any need. The Virgin annoys you, thought as
well, and the rituals of British academics no less. You prefer excitation
and Buddhism. I suspected as much.

I won'’t fight for the English ceremonies. In that regard, and what-
ever my respect for the hospitality that the British cenacles offered
Voltaire’s works, I am inclined to share James Bond’s sentiment. You
know, when he returns safe and sound from his perilous adventures to
the four corners of the world, his boss always offers him, as the ulti-
mate reward, an invitation to dine at his club—one of the clubs whose
male charm you assume captivated me, an absolute and incomparable
ritual. Well, our agent oo7 unfailingly responds that he is afraid he will
have to refuse, since a personal obligation will detain him, that evening
precisely, with a charming individual. . . . A ritual to top the first:
James Bond is reason itself; I feel I am on his side, like every television
viewer in the world.

First of all, let us not proclaim too quickly our sexual proficiency,
in opposition to foolish “virginity”! The adjective virgin used to char-
acterize Mary may be an error in translation: the Semitic term desig-
nating the social and legal status of an unmarried woman was replaced
by the Greek term parthenos, which specifically designates a physiolog-
ical and psychological condition. A discriminatory atrocity, an exclu-
sion of women from sexuality, a punitive chastity? Of course, of course,
we’re against it, violently against that sort of chauvinistic manipula-
tion, that goes without saying!

I like to imagine, however, that human beings were able to
“think” . . . a beginning before the beginning. In their ramblings
about “virginity;” I choose to hear a protospace, a timelessness—
wherever it was before the Word was. Before the Beginning: a non-
imprint, a nonplace, beyond the grip of the original techne, of the
primordial furrow? Rimbaud dreams of “that region from whence
my sleep and my slightest motions come” When Meister Eckehart
asks God to leave him “quit of God” (could I say “virgin of God™?),
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does he not envision as well that nonplace, that unthinkable outside?
I like to imagine that the Virgin invites us not to cogitate on it but to
dream it, to sing it, to paint it. A radical “transcendence” and, never-
heless, one that gives itself, that becomes immanent to those who,
like Rimbaud, consent to go that far: before time, before the subjec<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>