
 From “The Newly Born Woman” by Helen Cixous, I engage and critique her 

argument that is summarized as “tradition of gender representation as an oppositional one 

in which all that connotes women is portrayed as being secondary to male rationalist 

principles.”  French Feminism itself, and the writing that emerges from this movement, 

defies traditional male western rationalism which is seen to have repressed a more 

wholistic, circular analysis and composition of work.  In an effort to communicate with 

and represent Cixous most fully, I write in the feminine writing style.  I respond to her 

list of gender bianaries and her attempt to create a bi-sexuality in both genders through 

the letter I.  I will refer to her theory as capital I and evoke the lower case letter i in my 

own argument as root i.  In this work I imagine a movement out of the capital driven 

world at large and into the deep and essential pleasures of life. 

 

The Boundlessness of Rootedness: a reinvention of I to i  

 

Where is she?  The where.  The landscape. The genderscape. The sexscape.  Here is her 

(Cixous’) list: 

 

Activity/passivity 

Sun/Moon 

Culture/Nature 

Day/Night 

Father/Mother 

Head/Heart 

Intelligible/Palpable 

Logos/Pathos 

Form, convex, step, advance, semen, progress 

Matter, concave, ground – where steps are taken, holding- and dumping-ground 

Man  

Woman 

 

Let me add to that  

Man  

Woman  

a line both to break and to join since only between them is air.  Is space.  Which cannot 

be true.  So then it is  

 

Man  

Woman 

 

That line is the joiner/the separator, which is true of the couple because the couple is 

always dual.  By coupling there is a rejection of all else.  And so comes a solidarity but 

also toward a more complete estrangement.  The more you know, the less you know.  But 

then like Wendell Berry states, “  “.  And so it is with choosing a home, a scape, a place.  

That identity settles into and outto the shape of a person.  If land is woman and and urban 

is man (and just by reversing their order – maybe I achieve something?) then the pairing 

of the two makes something new.  New scape.   



 What kind of environment looks like the break down of  

Man 

Woman 

? 

and moves toward something more then its division.   

Back to roots I say.  Each body: each set of hands, each whole and unwhole, each mind 

and spirit (not each man and each woman) may touch the earth.  Let the earth touch them 

back.  Plant and remain passive (which shows that the planter is not always the active).  

Harvest and enter a kind of beautiful violence with the willing land (which belittles and 

condemns the violence of body against body).  Exit the market of anything at anyprice 

and enter the priceless.  Exit the oppositional list and enter the palpable intelligence of 

roots.   

 

“The dream I find most compelling is one of an androgynous and genderless 

(though not sexless) society, in which one’s sexual anatomy is irrelevant to who one is, 

what one does, and with whom one makes love,” says Rubin.  We cannot avoid the 

duality, the integration of the sides of Cixous’ lists into one another.  There is more 

androgyny than we care to see.  Activity/passivity?  Even in a sexual union these roles 

are reversed, intermingled.  Even in the most passive position, the woman must move to 

feel pleasure.  And there we get at one root of the matter.  The Value of Pleasure.   

There is a division we create, a market we build.  Who deserves pleasure?  If the 

rule of provider/receiver stands, then certainly the woman above the man.  And yet! we 

see that is not so.  It is the man who is guaranteed the gift of pleasure (though maybe his 

is less because it is irrevocably about economy – to provide his seed, his production).  

Pleasure for the dreamy sake of pleasure he cannot find he cannot achieve because there 

is no “achievement” in it.  It is moment.  Not economy, not production, not future plans 

and savings accounts and investments.  Only moment.   

Now woman, though she is not “guaranteed” the pleasure, holds the sweetness of 

spreading nothing, producing nothing by her lovely climax.  On its own, with herself, she 

wastes nothing, wants nothing.  She does not need the product of the marketable man to 

illuminate her, nor does she spill her own commodity with orgasm.  It is only pleasure, 

awake and aware of its own simplicity.  How complex!   

Move into a world of pleasure.  Of roots, of touching of roots.  Of laying down in 

the middle of the day to make love and to eat well and to rest when weary, not for the 

profit but for the moment –this is a place untraveled.  Well, perhaps it can be visited, but 

always on vacation.  Rarely a place of abode.  Rarely a home.  Oh no, the world we live 

in – it is difficult, if not impossible in that world.  And so instead we clock in and out, we 

eat quickly and without preparation in our allotted twenty minutes, and we make love in 

the dark at night when it is expected so that our bodies are covered in (not each other) but 

darkness. And the masculine and the feminine keep their sides, with steely guns poised, 

and no one shoots, but no one moves. 

 

But this world – the first – above (while it may sound utopic, dream-like, unreal 

and unattainable) can be lived.  Cixous calls to the bisexual, the I.  “There is no invention 

of any other I, no poetry, no fiction without a certain homosexuality (the I/play of 

bisexuality) acting as a crystallization of my ultrasubjectivities.  I is this exuberant, gay, 



personal matter, masculine, feminine or other where I enchants, I agonizes me.”  This I 

however, in its theoretic solidity, cannot help entrenching itself more heavily into the 

masculine then the feminine.  The I (in its aesthetic and capitalized power) is erect, 

phallic, and singular.  It cannot penetrate the (bi) of Cixous’ theory in this way.  Thus I 

call for, instead of I –i.  With this i (which by the power of technology I am forced to go 

back and correct each time I write it, engages us in the revision of the normalized.  Where 

I is power through capitalization and centrality, i is subversion, revision, re-vision.   

 To re-see Cixous’ evocative I, her attempt at a complete being, which speaks to 

the bi and the multiple, the sexual and the coupled couple is to shift the ideas into a letter 

which makes aesthetic sense,  I is agonizing but i is in motion toward peace, toward 

roots.  Look at that line with its small orb above it.  It is the animal reaching toward the 

sun.  It is the image of female anatomy and at the same time the image of male and 

female together.  It is the bud and the root.  It is the self and the other.  It is independence 

without panic.  It is pleasure without capital.   

   

 So here, a new list must be made, not of the male/female as they are, necessarily, 

but as their extreme stereotypes set them up to unnecessarily oppose one another. 

 

Urban/land 

 Screen/landscape 

 Suffering/pleasure 

Imposing schedule/natural order 

 Monetary economy/economy of the body 

 Mindless consumption of food/mindful delight in the gift of food 

 Culturally acceptable sexual practice/liberty to make love in true desire 

   

However, this list makes obvious the desired shift not from the male to the female but 

from the “male” to the i.  How can this shift occur while one is so fully a part of the latter 

list?  How is it possible to truly change, move toward the i while inhabiting the current 

world?  To begin there must be a space where all is intentionally shifted away from the 

everyday so that the i can begin to be the everyday.  Bakhtin calls to the carnival.  

“Carnival is the people’s second life, organized on the basis of laughter.”  On the basis of 

laughter.  The i is the body, head thrown back in joyful laughter.  Is there a space of 

carnival today?  There are suggestions of it but not a full realization.  Not that I have 

seen.  There are “official feasts” but no carnival.  Music festivals, holiday parties, dances.  

But all these still fit within the norms of society.  A real break is needed, not through 

hallucination, but through a communal renewal of self and pleasure in self.  A laying 

down of one’s own selfishness to step more full into selfhood.  Illuminate us Bakhtin! 

 “The suspension of all hierarchical precedence during carnival time was of 

particular significance.  Rank was especially evident during official feasts; everyone was 

expected to appear in the full regalia of his calling, rank, and merits and to take the place 

corresponding to his position.  It was a consecration of inequality.  On the contrary, all 

were considered equal during carnival.  Here, in the town square, “  (not a new space but 

a new invention of that space occurs.  It is not about leaving and returning but about 

recreating what is already there)  “a special form of free and familiar contact reigned 

among people who were usually divided by the barriers of caste, property, profession and 



age. “  (How could this not ripple out into everyday life, if two people of different social 

planes made love, truly connected with one another?  It would inhabit the space of that 

town square, of those two people even after carnival had ended!  Thereby making it part 

of everyday, part of self, part of new definition.)  “Therefore such free, familiar contacts 

were deeply felt and formed an essential element of the carnival spirit.” (freedom!  The 

spirit is not then bound to one space and time but circles about the norm, degrading the 

norm, uplifting the free.)  “People were, so to speak reborn for new, purely human 

relations.  These truly human relations were not only fruit of imagination or abstract 

thought; they were experienced.  The utopian ideal and the realistic merged in this 

carnival experience, unique of its kind.”  (The I is the i.  The theory enters the 

experience.) 

 Take up the town square, the main street, the university oval, the courthouse, the 

city park, make a carnival of it.  Not always a wild party, but a new understanding of 

these spaces outside of the patriarch, the hierarchy, the stoic.  Enter movement.  Cixous’ 

movement of the self of woman, “varied entirety, moving and boundless change, a 

cosmos where eros never stops traveling, vast astral space.  She doesn’t revolve around 

the sun that is more star than the stars.”  Boundless change allows for reanalysis.  Even 

the i may become a burden that needs to be shaken off at some point.  Don’t all labels?  

So no one I or i is the solution but rather it is the attempt to shift, to change, to become 

boundless that is the glorious idea.  Otherwise i is solipsism.  It is the ultimate sun, 

blinding the stars with its selfish light.   

 Continue to be multiple.  Irigaray muses, “We are luminous.  Neither one nor two.  

I’ve never known how to count.  Up to you.  In their calculations, we make two.  Really, 

two?  Doesn’t that make you laugh?  An odd sort of two.  And yet not one.  Especially 

not one.  Let’s leave one to them…”  Must “them” be male and we be female?  I think we 

and them are convoluted, bound up in one another.  Even in division, we see each other 

more clearly and are then within one another through that witnessing.  Make “them” 

those who will not live in freedom, and instead of condemnation, invite them into 

freedom.  Call on Bakhtin and Cixous and Freud and your mother.  It is not about the  

Male 

Female 

but rather the fe within the male the male within the fe, the nonnegotiable connection of 

the two, the root that binds them.   

“You are the root of the root and the bud of the bud and the sky of the sky of a tree called 

life”, he says.  e.e. cummings who understood his finiteness and greatness and let his 

name stand small.  And when he closes with “I carry your heart, I carry it in my heart” 

we know clearly that witnessing, that seeing, that the rooting of another in another makes 

the two one, the one two, the fixed object boundlessly in motion, always seeking a better 

position, a new definition of  

Male  

Female 

Everyday Carnival 

Space 

Place 

Hierarchy 

Economy 



Pleasure 

Patriarchy 

Matriarchy 

Self 

Other 

Marriage 

Independence 

Sexuality 

Gender 

Rootedness 

Boundlessness 

I 

i 


