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Introduction.

Rethinking crisis.

“Move me, surprise me, rend my heart, make me tremble, weep, shudder, outrage me:
delight my eyes afterwards if you can”, Diderot wrote in 1766. (Raven, Langer, Frueh,
1991, p. 153.) He believed that art criticism was “an empathetic occupation”. Empathy
is described as the power of understanding, imaginatively entering into another one’s
feelings, to experience a sense of association. Diderot “demanded passion from art”.
(Raven, Langer, Frueh, 1991, p. 153.) He sought connection with the artist through the
artist’s work, to arouse inner, unrecognised, power and feeling. He sought “erotic
connection”.

The art critic desires to know “truths” about art, about its meaning and function, and so
wields coition between the “historic context and contemporary culture”. The feminist art
critic wants to know about difference and so will question art practice with difference in
mind. Feminism has always questioned difference in terms of sexual difference and has
used this not only to identify but to change the movement of history and culture. The
term “Woman” has always provided grounds for changing difference, and feminism, in

this way, has provided a space for the female artist to partake in “cultural production”.

Today however the statement “I’m not a feminist but...”, has become almost a creed to
female art and critical practice. (f/m, 1997, p. 1.) Why? It is believed that feminism has
caused its own negation because the terms of debate that have directed feminist thinking

over the last two decades have proved inadequate to account for the reality of difference,






differences between the sexes and differences between women. The direction of feminist
epistemology, it is believed, has actually centred on theoretical antagonisms (between sex
and gender, nature and culture, theory and experience) that has resulted in creating
divisions among social and cultural groups. These divisions are first and foremost based
on exclusion. This has encouraged a disassociation from feminism in art and critical
practice today. Identity is, rather, formed on a conscientious disassociation or removal
from feminism, which many term as “postfeminism” or “postfeminist”.

The interests however are still the same. Mary Mulholland expresses it, “everything has
changed - and nothing has changed”. (Smyth, 1996, p. 6.) The term “postfeminism” is
problematic if it signifies a movement that has caused its own death or, on the bther
hand, if it suggests that problems feminism has addressed have been completely solved.
Many theorists, of different cultural and geographical backgrounds, are not happy with
either of these conclusions.

Joanna Frueh, a contemporary American performance artist and art critic, believes that
“feminism has not proved itself”, the term is not redundant, rather feminism is “just
taking another turn”. The nineties presents a critical assessment of the movement, and
she believes the period of disassociation is short term. It has become a cross cultural
objective to revive the term and redirect the movement. As Irish feminist writer and
researcher Ailbhe Smith believes, the “naming of persistent inequalities between women,
of political differences and of hurtful conflicts” should not “signify the collapse of
feminism as a radical social movement™ but “rather the reverse”. (Smith, 1996, p. 7.) In

“Feminism, Politics, Community” she also said:

“For as long as we continue to rigorously analyse and debate the issues, confront






divisions, failures and absences, and work to resolve conflict, we are at the very least
affirming our commitment to feminism as a life-changing, life-enhancing politics and

vision”. (Smith, 1996, p. 7.)

This thesis sets out to identify if and where feminism and art practice can meet again.

If one considers Susan Griffin’s suggestion, that it is necessary to create “a theory of
liberation” in order to articulate “the feeling of oppression”, a turning point for feminist
epistemology can be identified. (Frueh and Raven, 1991, p. 8.) For feminism to survive,
it has to prove that it can basically embody difference as a collective movement. Frueh
believes that the artist and the feminist can work together to redirect a new feminist art
and critical practice that can speak difference. This can all happen through the erotic
space under the representation of female sexuality. She believes in using that which has
been excluded from feminist discourse, the body and the terms of debate that caused its
exclusion, conflicts between deconstructionist theory and individual experience, she can

recreate a space for female subjectivity that recognises and emerges from difference.

Frueh believes that body has not had a chance to speak for itself or rather feminism has
not really respected or understood the body or what the body can do for female
subjectivity. She also acknowledges that this has remained basically a white American
feminist sensibility. The expression of experience and difference of female sexuality, that
has caused a muting of the female body, in feminist art critical practice, remains a white
American feminist project. In a sense, her voice has represented mainstream feminism

and it has become difficult to accept as empathetic to differences among women.






Methodology:

Seeking (a) new body of thought.

Chapter one assesses the terms of debate that have caused the exclusion of the body in
feminism. It engages in a process of re-defining a space for the body to speak with
feminism through the artist. Frueh’s position and perspective as a feminist art critic
directs this process. She engages with American feminist art critics in this project and
with the piece “Has The Body Lost Its Mind? " she questions the ethics of recent past
feminist epistemology. It is from here that conditions for the erotic space emerge. It is
within the erotic space that the meaning of difference can be re-assessed and re-

experienced, as a communicative project.

Frueh believes in bio-logic, where knowledge of our bodies is essential to our
understanding of being. Like Irigaray, who has been accused of biological essentialism
by Anglo/American feminists of the eighties, she believes that speaking with the body is
the key to speaking difference about female sexuality. Frueh adopts a particular
methodology: in bringing together antagonistic differences that represent each decade of
feminist movement, seventies celebration of the female body and individual experience,
and eighties rejection of the female body with deconstructionist theory, she believes that
she can initiate a form of bio-logic that can, in turn, create a form of female subjectivity
that is autoerotic. This becomes a collaborative process between her performance art

and art criticism; art and criticism practice together on erotic terms.
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In chapter two and three auto-eroticism is orchestrated through a poiesis of the body. In
a process of speaking through the body, Irigaray, Gallop and Frueh bring body and word
together to re-invent new meanings of femininity. Femininity is based on the idea of
multiplicity. A poiesis is basically a reconstruction of female sexuality that is based on
the merging of nature and culture, logos and eros, theory and experience: it is femininity
redefined from a female perspective. In chapter two this is brought about through

Irigaray’s “This Sex Which Is Not One”, and Gallop’s “Lip Service”.

In chapter three Frueh believes the erotic space is the space from which one can fly.
Through “Mouth Piece” Frueh uses the idea of the multiple body to express her
experiences of female sexuality. Through her “Pornoerotic body” she deconstructs
barriers that have rendered the body immobile to making a difference for feminist art and
critical practice. “Mouth Piece” constructs the space for erotic connection between the
female artist and her audience. Through the process of risk taking and pleasure seeking
she believes she can recreate the body and experience as medium for re-thinking
difference and in this re-connecting feminism.

Frueh believes that female subjectivity emerges from the multiplicity of being. Through
the re-invention of language with the body, and with the reality of difference, she
believes she can re-define femininity. Re-defining femininity in this way, and with the
idea that re-inventions do not have to be paradigmatic, she is creating a route for
multiple speaking. It is at this point, with difference in mind, that the artist and the

feminist can begin to re-think and to transform the meaning of political.
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This thesis engages in a critical analysis of this American performance artist and art
critic’s perspective of the relationship between feminism, body politics and art. It was
necessary to discuss with Frueh feminism and her relationship with feminism, body
politics, sexuality and difference and three telephone conversations with her
accommodated this. We also discussed articles she contributed to and wrote on feminist
art criticism, various figures that proved extremely influential for feminist re-movement,
and past and contemporary readings on feminism and cultural studies.

The direction of the thesis moves from a theoretical discussion of the feminist movement
and art practice to a close analysis of the video piece and the accompanying transcript of

Frueh’s work, “Mouth Piece”. (Appendix 1.)
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Chapter one

Defining a space for the contemporary female artist with feminism.

Introduction.

Woman and feminist epistemology, changing concepls.

As an umbrella term feminist epistemology may be described as a theory of knowledge
which centres on women’s lived experiences. In Maggie Humm’s Dictionary of Feminist
Theory, feminism embodies an ideology to “create a world for women beyond simple
social equality” and signifies a “knowledge of existing things in a new light”. (Humm,
1989, p. 94.) She correlates these two ideologies to suggest that feminism centres its
epistemology on de-establishing knowledge that misinterprets a woman’s sense of self

and knowledge that basically imprisons female sexuality.

It is from early enlightenment feminist writers such as Mary Wollstonecraft who declared
in the eighteenth century the right of women to “freely engage in any social contract
where their own natural aptitude will dictate their social standing ” that feminist
epistemologies emerge and progress. ( Whelehan, 1995, p. 30.) Part of this progression
involves questioning established epistemologies on ideas of the social contract and

women’s place or role in it.

In the eighteenth century enlightenment, feminists acknowledged that traditional liberalist

philosophies on social being were prejudicial, that is when social basically meant white
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male eurocentric. Traditional liberal feminism introduced the question of sexual
difference into male orientated studies and government of social being and
Wollstonecraft, according to Imelda Whelehan, was one of the earliest feminist thinkers
to challenge essentialist notions of femininity - the principle message demanding that
biological or physical differences should not be used to augment perceived distinctions
between the mental or rational capacities of men or women. ( Whelehan, 1995, pp. 30-

33)

Traditional liberal philosophy theorised that humanity naturally accepted subjugation and
empiricism as the social contract where woman and any other being apart from the white
middle class male remained the victim. From these positions, laws of social order and
“truths” of “natural” differences would be established. She, because of her body, her
anatomy, her ability to reproduce, was placed closer to nature and to the irrational.
Liberal feminists explained that “woman” only existed to signify the superiority of man
and simultaneously he could not exist without her 7o raise himself from. The terms
woman and man signified socially constructed “truths” based on a binary system of
opposition. These were the basic tenets that organised traditional Western philosophical
discourse on the condition of “being”, and difference essentially was considered only in

relation to one central figure, the white western male. (Whelehan, 1995, pp 30-40.)

Since its inception feminism has centred theoretical discourse on deconstructing this
binary system of opposition where sexual difference signified “woman” as man’s other
and inferior. Feminism has centred theory on reconstructing female sexuality literally out

of the “sameness” category, that the French psychoanalyst and theorist Luce Irigaray has
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identified with traditional continental philosophies on being and difference, and that

essentially coincides with this binary system. (Irigaray, 1981, pp. 91-106.)

Psychoanalysts like Irigaray have explained how continental philosophy on being has
worked on principles which deliberately excluded the nature of woman’s sexuality.

In “This Sex Which Is Not One” Trigaray referred to a phallocentric logic of sexual
difference which is described in terms of physical form and viewed from male parameters
only. Phallocentric study of being basically centred on sexual difference in terms of
anatomical difference, the sex act and the function of two parties, male and female, in
this act. What Irigaray pointed out was that firstly this analysis existed within a system
of thought which was based on sight, where the act of seeing physical differences
between male and female created differences as sexual differences, and secondly in
conjunction with the former, difference was anything that deviated from male and what
was considered the norm. She therefore existed only within a “sameness category”, and
within this category she was conceptualised as the “other” and this “otherness” was
negatively conceived. (Irigaray, 1981, pp 91-106.)

Irigaray for example described woman’s sex organs as having no distinctive form of their
own in comparison to the singular penis. Her sexual genitals or her orgasm cannot
directly be seen in contrast to man’s form of genital anatomy. Therefore her sexuality is

“form-less” and to phallocentric logic this signified mental incoherence and irrationality.

For Irigaray “Occidental sexuality” placed her as a “more or less complacent facilitator
for the working out of man’s” desire. (Irigaray, 1981, p.100.) Shared erotic pleasure

focused on sex, which centred on the penetrative act, which in turn focused on male
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stimulation and “erotic” satisfaction. According to such logic what is enacted physically
is enacted mentally, e injects into her and she passively accepts him. Levinas’ theories
of eros, and the relationship between lovers, centred on such parameters where shared
erotic pleasure “plunges her” into the “abyss” “to raise him” to the “godly heights” to his
communion with God, to his righteousness of responsibility. (Chanter, 1995, p. 115.)
The concept of “two” in the act of making love basically meant “two working for the

satisfaction of one”” where she existed basically to precipitate his fantasies of authority.

Feminism reconsidering woman and natural aptitude, the shift to contemporary debate.

Since feminism has exposed the absurdity of such phallocentric logic, feminism has had
problems redefining woman. Simone de Beauvoir pointed out in “7he Second Sex " that
in order to change her social role, from being the second sex, it was necessary to
deconstruct and reconstruct meanings of gender. (Conboy, Medina and Stanbury, 1997,
p. 1-15.) If she is not what tradition claims her to be then what is she? What is woman
to be? Clarifying this concept of /er, who she is, where she essentially comes from and
who she is speaking for has organised feminist theoretical discourse of the sixties,

seventies and eighties and continues to do so into the nineties.

Contemporary feminist theory and that of the recent past not only centres on
deconstructing traditional meanings of gender, but the whole idea of using woman as a
universal concept to re-represent “truths” of female sexuality is questioned. The
concepts of woman, female sexuality and the feminine frame contemporary feminist
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debate when they coincide with the notion of the multiplicity of being. According to
Griselda Pollock “there is neither Woman nor women” but instead and more
appropriately “specific stories of particular experiences of class, race, gender, sexuality,

family, country, displacement, alliance”. ( Pollock, 1996, pp xv.)

Returning to Humm’s idea of “lived experience”, feminist epistemology must signify the
diversity of lived experience when defining woman. This in turn means that if woman as
a universal concept is to be used to represent feminist epistemology it must immediately
be established that one voice of experience cannot speak for all. Experiences of female
sexuality for example are intricately bound up with experiences of race, class,
adolescence, family, nationality, displacement, alliances etc. and visa versa and no two

experiences of such are the same.

In Imelda Whelehan’s words, therefore, modern feminist thought speaks of equality as
difference, based on the idea that it is not only necessary to define woman’s lived
experience away from her negative phallocentric relation to man but, in re-defining truths
on woman’s lived experience, it is essential to work from the diversity of experience of
woman. Basically, contemporary feminist epistemology centres knowledge on
redirecting knowledge of woman and feminist epistemology around differences not only
between men and women but between women and around the idea that though
differences between women are generally based on contradictory terms these should not

be expressed antagonistically. (Whelehan, 1995, pp. 30-40.)
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Locating feminism with feminism and art from an American perspective.

“Feminist Art Criticism”.

To define what exactly contemporary woman’s lived experience may mean and how it
can redirect feminist epistemology, a discussion on feminism and art focuses on the
relationship between the representation of female sexuality and the use of the body in art,
and feminism’s criticisms of such, from the perspective of American performance artist
and art critic Joanna Frueh. The title of this section represents an underlying theme of
this thesis, to discuss the idea that particular locations represent particular perspectives
on how feminism should perform as a critical theoretical practice. While the first part of
this chapter focused on the changing concepts of feminist epistemology, bringing one up
to date with the most recent changes that effect the feminist movement universally, this
section focuses on how these changes are enacted and interpreted from a personal
perspective and Joanna Frueh’s concepts and work are discussed in the context of the

most prominent issues that affect feminist art practice today.

Frueh represents, in Pollock’s terms, a “specific story” of experience as a woman,
feminist, artist and art critic, and one that Frueh believes is ever changing, according to
changing ideas on the meaning of location, sexuality, gender, race, class, discipline and
choice. In “Erofic Faculties” Frueh says that feminism is “about inscribing, de-scribing,
and re-scribing the self, choices based on new information”. (Frueh, 1996, p. 125) In
discussing with her the meaning of feminist as identity it transpired that Frueh considers

herself feminist but not in the traditional sense. (Frueh, telephone conversation, Nov. 16
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1996.) She wishes to be identified as feminist in a particular way, which exemplifies
change from a past. It is possible therefore to relate Frueh’s perspective to Maggie
Humm’s suggestion, in her “Dictionary of Feminist Theory”, that a feminist recognises
herself “as a woman who has experienced consciousness-raising, a knowledge of
women’s oppression and a recognition of women’s differences and communalities”.

(Humm, 1989, p. 95.)

Frueh expressed such ideas in discussions about the relationship between the feminist and
the female artist in art practice in “Feminist Art Criticism”, which was published in
“American Art Journal, Vol. 50", in 1991, in “Erotic Faculties”, published in 1996, and
in our telephone conversations in November and December of 1996. In “Feminist Art
Criticism” she discussed the meaning of feminism in relation to contemporary female art
practice and feminist art criticism in relation to its demise and resurrection. She
suggested that in order to survive as an alternative epistemology on female sexuality and
women’s experience to phallocentric knowledge, feminism must change its framework of
reference.

This section discusses the areas of debate that Frueh identifies with the demise of
feminism. There are numerous points to consider when discussing Frueh’s perspective:
first she is an American based performance artist, therefore second she is working from a
particular location and third the problems she identifies and experiences with feminism
are first and foremost American based.

“Feminist Art Criticism” basically presented a critical analysis of the movement of
feminist discourse since its rebirth in the early sixties. It introduced a collaboration of

critical writings on the position of feminism in art from the sixties to the early nineties.
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Joanna Frueh and Arlene Raven, the editors, characterised what they believed to be “the
most pressing issues” for feminism in art at the beginning of the nineties decade ; the
expression of female sexuality and of the diversity of female experience, the meaning of
feminist art criticism and the of diversity of feminist voice, and the options open to the
feminist artist in post modernism concerning the question of female subjectivity. (Frueh

and Raven, 1991, pp. 2-10.)

Topics “Sex Into Sexuality, A Feminist Agenda For the Nineties”, by Joyce Fernandez,
“The Essential Representation of Women”, by Flavio Rando, “Where’s The Artist?
Feminist Practice and Post structural Theories of Authorship”, by “Linda S Klinger,
and “Feminist Art Criticism, Turning Points and Sticking Places”, by Cassandra L
Langer signified a changing consciousness for feminist epistemology in its relationship to
art, particularly female art that focused on the body. Frueh and Raven described the
process of this review as one of “self analysis” where “Feminist Art Criticism” would
initiate a transition not only in feminism’s approach to art criticism but in the meaning

and source of feminist epistemology.

What initiated this project was the expressed idea that feminism had come to represent a
narrow bourgeois demand for egalitarianism by, for example, writers who though they
have similar objectives to create spaces for women as cultural producers simultaneously
seem to challenge the validity of feminism as a collective political movement. Frueh and
Rando as critical insiders also recognised a feminism “drowning in a drab sea of

insularity, academicism and doctrine”. (Frueh and Raven, 1991, pp. 6-10.) Why? Frueh
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identified the source of feminism’s problems at the meeting of feminist epistemology and

feminist art criticism, where body based art acted as the centre of study.

“Has The Body Lost Its Mind? .

“Has The Body Lost Its Mind? " was published as part of a collection of essays in
“Erotic Faculties” in 1996, but it is based on an earlier discussion “The Way We Look,
The Way We See; Art Criticism for Women in the ‘90s” organised by the Women’s
Building in Los Angeles, in January 1988. A central theme to each discussion focused
on the idea that if feminism is responsible for re-positioning the female body in art for
purposes of re-defining cultural knowledge of female sexuality and subjectivity, feminists
must be careful of their techniques of identification. That is, feminist art critics must be
careful of how they identify with the use of the body in female art practice. (Frueh, 1996,
pp. 113-121))

This is where “Feminist Art Criticism” and “Has The Body Lost Its Mind? "~ meet.
Frueh identifies problems for feminism in its theoretical sphere of the eighties because of
the restrictions it imposed on body based art practice. “Feminist Art Criticism” and
“Has The Body Lost Its Mind? " both identify a feminist critical theoretical practice
based on antagonisms between experience and theory, essentialism and deconstruction,

that effectively “literally writes out” the use of body in female art practice.

“Has The Body Lost Its Mind?” effectively questions the ethics of feminist discourse of

the eighties. Frueh’s paper seems to suggest that the basic principle that seemed to
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organise eighties theoretical practice was that in order to seriously conduct
reconstructions of female experience, in efforts to re-invent ideologies of female
sexuality, away from traditional representations of her, the female body must basically be

excluded from female art practice. How did Frueh arrive at such a conception?

When philosophers like Beauvoir for example illuminated the fact that woman is a
cultural construct and that “her gendered” meaning was the cause of all her problems,
socially, economically and politically, feminist epistemology centred on changing gender.
(Conboy, Medina and Stanbury, 1997.) Since her gender meant that she had always
been fied to her body , in the negative way that Irigaray’s philosophy has explained, the
only way to use the body was to deconstruct it. One must understand that the central
motivation behind feminist theoretical movement was to give female sexuality a voice, an
independence from traditional conceptions of what she was. It was necessary then for
feminists to identify how the female body had been used to construct false, in the sense

of restrictive, ideas of female sexuality in the past.

Essentialism verses Anti-FEssentialism.

This is where the debate essentialism verses anti essentialism figures. Anti-essentialist
feminists believe that because sexuality is socially and culturally constructed there is no
Jfemale essence, that means there is none outside its cultural construct and there is none
that predates culture. Beauvoir’s creed that “one is not born a Woman but becomes

one” influenced anti-essentialist theories. Since women have always been “held down”
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by their bodies in phallocentric culture, deconstructionist feminists of the eighties
believed the only way forward was to deconstruct man-made images of femaleness and
femininity. For anti-essentialists this did not allow for any body-based art that was

believed to signify a separation from culture and a return to nature.

In “Ethics of Eros” Tina Chanter described that the purpose of the body in feminist art
discourse of the eighties was essentially one that formed the meeting point of two
feminist paradigms, the sex/gender ideology and the essentialist verses anti-essentialist
debate. Feminist art criticism of the second wave centred ideological debates of female
sexuality and female experience within these boundaries. Chanter explained that these
two ideologies worked in such a way as to cause the antagonisms between feminists in
the eighties. She suggested that the essentialist/anti-essentialist debate was
superimposed on the sex/gender map, which resulted in sex, nature and essentialism
forming one side of the divide and gender, culture and anti-essentialism forming the
other.

Chanter explains that sex was seen as something that was biological, natural and
relatively unchanging, that is one’s anatomical make-up, whereas gender embodied the
symbolic meaning of anatomical difference. As phallocentric logic considered her the
inferior sex because of her anatomy and bodily functions, as explained in part one of this
chapter (Beauvoir and Irigaray), anti-essentialists believed it was more appropriate to
move away from the body, that is away from celebrating the biology of the female body.
Feminist artists and critics of the eighties centred discourse and trajectories on proving
that women are more than their reproductive organs, that women’s sexuality does not

just involve the ultimate destiny of motherhood, and that basically there is more to
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female sexuality. Anti-essentialists therefore could not see an advantage of celebrating
motherhood and all the physicality’s of being female, like menstruating and giving birth
as seventies artists had done. Art based on such, it was believed, just re-inscribed
phallocentric definitions of femininity. Eighties deconstructionist feminists labelled

seventies body based art as essentialist. (Chanter, 1996, pp 1-44.)

Questioning essentialism.

Frueh identifies body-consciousness with what deconstructionist feminist theorists of the
eighties have labelled essentialist. She considers essentialism basically as a “misnomer”.
The term she describes has been applied to artists who used the female body “whole” or
“part” to express ideas that direct experience of body, lived experience of the body,
equals some sense of experience of female sexuality. According to “namers”, she says,
“essentialism is biological determinism”, and a “glorification of a female essence”, and it
is believed that “such an essence is transhistorical and transcultural”. (Frueh, 1996, p.
114.) Frueh signifies the dangers of labelling, that such categorisation leads to dismissal
and seventies female and feminist body-based art was labelled, criticised, used as

examples for deconstructionist theory, on how not to “make art”.

In “Sex into Sexuality” Fernandez, delineating “A Feminist Agenda for the 90’s”,
comments on what may be seen as the culmination of the eighties feminist discourse |

feminists basically have painted themselves “into a political corner” and this has occurred

as a result of unrelenting “cultural trashing of women” in feminist art criticism.
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(Fernandez, 1991, p. 35.) Fernandez identifies a feminism dealing with a “hygienization”
of cultural images of women that leaves very little room for manoeuvre. Visual artists
find themselves faced with a feminist agenda of analyses that is based on a binary
opposition framework that categorises images of woman into good and bad areas. This
depends basically on what is considered anti-essentialist - good, and what is considered

essentialist - bad. (Fernandez, 1991, pp. 35-38.)

This is where Frueh questions the purpose of feminist art criticism. Frueh identifies a
feminism “grown frigid” with eighties consciousness-raising, and a feminism basically
losing track of its position, with a discarding of the body and sex and the re-creation
instead of “sexuality disciplines”. Instead of “setting sexuality free” and the body free
feminism has found itself trying to make sense of disciplines, self-employed, that have
refused the body entry into serious discourse, apart from its purpose to be denied.
(Frueh, 1991& 1996.)

Frueh seems to comment on the absurdity of the extreme positions that feminism of the
eighties has adopted. The question “Has the body lost its mind? " asks: how can one
combat absence with absence? Where can the female body go if it cannot take part in the
expression of lived experience? How can feminism recreate female sexuality if the body
is excluded from experience? Body, Frueh believes, provides a channel for discussion of
ourselves, our real experiences of ourselves. “Body-consciousness comes from thinking
about the body as a base of knowledge and using it as such”, just like seventies artists

have done. (Frueh, 1996, p. 114.)
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The Erotic Space.

Rediscovering beauty and pleasure.

Seventies feminist artists and critics were aware that “ideas of identity” and “knowledge
of what self might be” are socially constructed, of all the stigma attached to the female
body and also of the dangers of using the body as medium for self expression. Hannah
Wilke for example used the body as medium to explore her sexuality specifically through
the knowledge that it is culturally inscribed with meaning. She played around traditional
ideologies of “perfect female beauty” and “femininity”, for example the “Venus”
ideology, which represented essentially traditional Western ideals, that is, “male ideas of
beauty and femininity”. For S.0.S. Starification Object Series (1974-1975) she defaces
her own body by covering her body with chewing gum twisted into shapes, representing
female genitals, “vulva, womb, and tiny wounds”, assumes the Venus position and
comments on the suffering endured by women to be “beautiful” (Figure 1). (Frueh,
1996, p. 142-143.) This would evoke the artificial process of beautification, the physical
pain of plastic surgery and diseases such as anorexia that the modern female body
endures to become an accepted body.

Seventies feminists like Wilke used the body in art as part of a deconstructionist process,
in order to present the reality of experience of the body and present this experience as
female. Wilke showed that the real female body deteriorates because of sickness and
ageing and her essence is experiencing this. The body is a changing body, not the “static
erotic myth” that the traditional canon constructed and true eroticism lay in transgressing

the fear of this reality that the body grows old, the body experiences periods of sickness
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and “ like it or not women menstruate, swell in pregnancy, give birth and go through

menopause”. (Frueh, 1996, p. 117.)

According to Frueh, Wilke was a female artist who took control of the female body as
she has been constructed, and then deconstructed and reconstructed her on her own
terms. In this process she represented a deconstruction of the power of the traditional
male canon, which centred much of its “art” on using the female body to represent male
genius. ( Frueh and Raven, 1991, p. 8.) Simultaneously she used this process to assert
her sense of subjectivity, she converted the body as object of desire into a body as
subject (Figure 2).

Wilke allows the body to speak through a process of change. She remodels Venus on
female experience. In her early work her body related to the ideal of a Modigliani or a
Renoir painting but as time passed the “whole-limbed”, slender and “well-proportioned”
body became somewhat “looser”, fleshier, old(er). She called this process a “beauty to
beast” transformation but the Venus at the end of her life represented an “IN7RA
VENUS" (Figure 3). (Frueh, 1996, p.148.) Wilke opens up beauty to experiencing
sickness and decay. She repositions her cancerous body as the seated “dreamy” nude of
a Renoir painting (Figure 4). She desired not only to exemplify that the body’s
boundaries are basically erratic and insecure but also to show her acceptance of this, in
facing death. She wanted this closeness to death to redefine beauty and pleasure.
Subjective beauty emerges through the identification, experience and transgression of
fear of what the changing body can do. In subjugating the erotic trophy of male genius,
its exclusive powers, she creates a language for her self to speak. She does this with

and through her body.
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Frueh believes that women artists and critics who “represent and write (about and from)
the body are engaged in a reconstruction of reality, so that the body, loosened from the
constraint of an absolutist cultural determination, can speak as an origin of experience,
knowledge, and possibility”. (Frueh, 1996, p. 118.) She believes there is a way to work
through the body that enables one to express a sense of self and subjectivity and that is
by playing around with disciplines imposed upon the female body. It is only in facing
body and its boundaries, as Wilke has done, can the female artist experience hidden
pleasures with the body. Hidden, in this sense, signifies denied or unacknowledged
pleasure that “Venus envy” or “fear of the flesh that moves” has effectuated for many
women. Wilke has created an “/NTRA-VENUS” subjectivity that emanates from
subjugating disciplines that are imposed on erotic exploration through “Venus envy” and
bodily insecurity.

In saying we can “alter reality by asserting our presence” Frueh means this presence to
be bodily first and foremost. Through a flaunting of bodily insecurity, Frueh believes,
that myths of what is considered “real beauty” can be deconstructed. When one
recognises that Venus is a myth, an ideal created by male fantasy, one is re-creating a
space for redefining erotic pleasure. Experiencing body, that means experiencing both
mentally and physically the changes that the body endures, is the first step. Seeing and
feeling this change positively is the next step. This is what Frueh means by body-
consciousness and using bodily insecurity to create erotic social security. She believes
that one must, in a certain sense, risk being vulnerable, by making a spectacle of oneself,

as other than “ideal”, to really experience pleasure with the body.
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Frueh focuses on bringing the body back into art practice in ways that seventies artists
did with the objective to disrupt disciplines imposed upon the body. She does this
through the erotic, she affirms the erotic as both a “form of communication and
transcendence and as a critical practice”. (Frueh, 1996, pp. 1-24.) In “Erotic Faculties”
she presents herself as “familiar erotic terrain” but through her own words, experiences
and particularities of body gesture she invents new grounds for, or experiences what she
believes is, female autoeroticism. (Frueh, 1996, ibid.) She does this through the idea of

bodily insecurity.

Frueh agrees with feminism that “we all speak through the damage of male dominance”
but unlike feminism so far she does not believe that “revolution” lies in a muting of the
female body until a new body has been created. ( Frueh, 1996, p. 115.) Rather to create
a new body, that is, to re-conceive the body and its boundaries, it is necessary to work
through boundaries first and foremost, not to avoid them, as deconstructionist feminists
of the eighties have done. This for Frueh initiates a process of speaking through the

body.
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Chapter two

Reformations: The process of speaking through the body.

Introduction.

Irigaray and Gallop making (a) difference for Frueh.

This chapter considers the idea and process of reforming knowledge on eroticism and
female sexuality. Particular writings and performances centre methodologies on
recreating theory on female eroticism and sexuality and orchestrate such through a
process of deconstruction and reconstruction. These would include Irigaray’s “7his Sex
Which Is Not One”, Jane Gallop’s “Lip Service” and Joanna Frueh’s “Mouth Piece”.

In chapter one Frueh has identified an area where the contemporary female artist can
either bring feminism into her work or enter into feminism. This occurs at the conflict
between two decades of feminist work. It is only when differences between generations
of feminists can be viewed positively can the contemporary female artist seriously
consider “keeping feminism alive”. Frueh believes this can happen when one begins to
think and work through the body. She performs this through “Mouth Piece”.

Here she uses her body, her particular experiences of the body “to break tradition”.

This not only involves deconstructing phallocentric notions of femininity but it also
means breaking feminism’s habitual performance of working from the victim position.
That is identifying a feminism for the future. The female artist uses the essentialist verses
anti-essentialist debate to redirect feminism. Frueh considers this debate as a discipline,
imposed on the female artist who desires to use her body in her work, but also as a space
to work from. The only way to deconstruct this theoretical restriction is to work
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through and with the body. This therefore allows her to assess each argument of the
divide and come to a resolution. The objective is to reconstruct a space for the body to
speak with the artist and the critic. For Frueh the project becomes a collaborative
process for the artist and the feminist to work together.

To speak through the body Frueh believes there is certain technical facility involved and
that this occurs through the erotic space. 1 wish to consider three erotic spaces, that of
Irigaray, Gallop and Frueh. I wish to analyse each one in this chronological fashion,
Irigaray’s text was first published in the late seventies, Gallop in the early eighties and
with Frueh I concentrate on “Mouth Piece” that was published in 1996 in “Erotic
Faculties™. Irigaray bases her writing on a critique of a Western tradition of
phallocentric philosophy on being and sexual difference, Gallop bases her writing and
performance on Irigaray’s philosophy and it is evident that Frueh directs her work
through Irigaray and Gallop’s thinking process.

This chapter concentrates more on Irigaray’s and Gallop’s work while chapter three
dedicates discussion to Frueh’s critical erotics. In discussing each work I wish to show
not only the relationship between each “performer”, but also the direction that the
contemporary female artist is taking. The objective is to show how the process of
speaking through the body has progressed to allow the feminist and the artist to work

together to recreate female subjectivity.
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Setting the parameters for re-defining female sexuality.

The process of re-defining female sexuality occurs through the process of radically
changing the feminine. (Braidotti, 1996, 209-263.) This is brought about through the
merging of the spiritual with the political and nature with culture. This is particularly
important to each project, Irigaray’s, Gallop’s and Frueh’s, because this merging creates
the space for the “new female feminist subject” to emerge. (Braidotti, ibid.) Multiplicity
and decentering are the operative techniques. For Irigaray the recreation of the feminine
occurs through “L ‘ecriture Feminine”, for Gallop through “Lip Service” and for Frueh
through a “Critical Erotics”.

These works consider the “spiritual” as that which phallocentric logic has not heard, or
as Irigaray might say, has chosen to avoid: her (woman’s) expression of desire and
pleasure. The “political” aspect of their work embodies the mutual process of identifying
and changing the function of language, literal and visual. This occurs through the
process of speaking through the body. Gallop describes this as a “poiesis” of the body.
(Gallop, 1988, p. 94.) This is where body and word become one, when body and word
speak together. Irigaray, Gallop and Frueh call this a re-invention of the female body
and it is the only channel through which female sexuality can be re-conceived. Each

performance is basically a “poiesis” of the body.
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Irigaray and Difference.

Radically changing the feminine.

Rosi Braidotti discusses Luce Irigaray’s work as part of a movement to which she
designates the identity “radical philosophies of sexual difference”. For Irigaray
difference exists on numerous levels : “difference between the sexes, differences among
women, differences within the single individual woman”. (Braidotti, 1991, p. 248.) Her
theories of female sexuality and eroticism stem from these principles.

Irigaray is not only a writer but she performs through her writing. She intends not only
to change the meaning of the feminine but through this process she aims to posit a “new
female feminist subject”. (Braidotti, 1991, pp. 249.) Braidotti describes her writing
technique as one that performs a double movement : it acts as both a denunciation of
traditional Western philosophies of being, unveiling the patriarchal character of
traditional Western ontology, and in this process her writing creates a space for the
female feminist subject to emerge. (Braidotti, 1991, pp. 248-263.) Her writing therefore
acts as both a critique and a reinvention of a symbolic system. Irigaray identifies where
the female has been placed in Western philosophies of being and sexual difference, she
realises that such philosophy is basically a strategy for male power, and one that
performs only on the silencing of another - the female, and she then uses this knowledge
to reposition herself. This is brought about through the writing technique. She redefines
sexual difference under new principles that involve her (woman’s) particular perceptions

on experience and being. This is where the “new female feminist subject” emerges.
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Irigaray’s philosophy works on the premise that the female body has not had a chance to
speak for herself. She asks : “How can we speak, think and create, within structures
that are misogynist and seem to feed off the exclusion and the appropriation of the
feminine?” (Braidotti, 1991, p. 249.) She answers this with her body. Her desire to
bring her body and writing together deconstructs the masculine character of traditional
western discourse on sexual difference. Why? Because as soon as she begins to write
with her body she begins to disrupt the mind and body split that has organised the

procession of Western phallocentric thinking on being and sexual difference.

Irigaray begins “7This Sex Which Is Not One” with the statement that “female sexuality
has always been theorised within masculine parameters”. (Irigaray, 1981, p. 98.) “Freud
- and many others”, Irigaray states, claim that the process of becoming a sexually normal
woman depends on the change from ““virile’ clitoral activity” to “‘feminine’ vaginal
passivity”, where basically a woman must give up her pleasure of clitoral and autoerotic
stimulation to provide a “home” for the male penis in the sex act.

Irigaray speaks metaphorically, “the vagina derives its value from the “home” it offers
the male penis when the now forbidden hand must find a substitute to take its place in
giving pleasure. (Irigaray, 1981, pp. 98-106.) Woman’s sexuality and the “act of
becoming woman”, according to these theorists, (“Freud-and many others”) centres on
the idea that she must renounce clitoral activity as a secondary sexual act for the act of
coition where the vagina must perform as an “envelope”, to basically “surround and rub
the penis”. In this way Irigaray has described woman’s sexual organ as basically a
“nonsex organ” or a “masculine sex organ that is turned inside out in order to caress

itself”. (Irigaray, 1981, pp. 99.) This epitomises the “sameness” category that has been
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thought out through the mind and body split. “She is” basically for his pleasure and is so
through her body.

This in turn has represented and shaped cultures view of female sexuality and
womanhood. Her fate lies in the phallocentric conception of “penis-envy” and “lacking”
where her desire is to have a child, and is fulfilled only in having that child. (Irigaray,
1981, pp. 99.) This represents Freud’s theories on female jouissance. He believed that
female jouissance (female unconscious and desire) centred around striving to have what
her body lacked, a penis and its subsequent power.

“Phallogocentrism is the theory” Braidotti explains and “patriarchy is the practice”.
Theory and practice coincide to produce an economy, “material as well as libidinal”,
where “the law is upheld by a phallic symbol that operates by constructing differences
and organising them hierarchically”. (Braidotti, 1991, p 213.)

That which is written down has decided her(woman’s) position in society. The writing
hand and the thinking mind of Western philosophy has always privileged male according
to the mind and body split. Society has placed woman “in the body”, closer to nature,
“to the physical, as matter to be tamed and domesticated”. (Braidotti, 1991, p. 213)) In
other words man is society, she represents the other. He has the power to transcend
(his) body, his mind and his body allow him to do this. She, as Braidotti has described,
represents “the borderline image, pointing to the outside of the cultural and the symbolic
order”. (Braidotti, 1991, p. 213.) Philosophy of sexuality, desire and pleasure, and the
parameters of social life, that is, the symbolic order, are structured on her repression and

exclusion. The symbolic order cannot function without her positioned this way.
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Vulvomorphic logic or This Sex Which Is Not One.

What Irigaray disagrees with, and calls as a result, phallocentric logic, is that which
conceives her (the female) body so negatively. Her (woman’s) closeness to her body and
her form of sex, her physical multiplicity has been used in such a way so as to confine
her. She basically asks : why should she (woman) renounce clitoral activity for vaginal
activity in order to become a sexually mature woman? This “one or other” logic has
resulted only in creating a logic of sexual difference where one (masculine) feeds on the
exclusion and the fragmentation of the other (feminine).

Woman'’s pleasure does not centre on oneness, that privileges the penis, but it thrives
rather in the form of multiplicity. Irigaray centres her philosophy on this conception, she
is trying to repossess and recover a “positive”” feminine. She says that woman finds
pleasure in the incompleteness of the form of her sexuality : she has sex organs just about
everywhere and she experiences pleasure everywhere. (Irigaray, 1981, p. 103.) This is
further explained through the idea that pleasure for woman centres more so on touching
and feeling rather than “seeing”. She says that her pleasure is particularly foreign to the
phallic economy which privileges sight over touch. She criticises phallocentric logic for
placing value on sexual difference through the “act of seeing” the only definable form,
the “erect penis” or the “hard-on”. This excludes her form of sexuality because she is the
“hole”, that which cannot be seen. Irigaray basically implies that phallocentrism has
centred on fearing the unknown, woman’s internals. (Irigaray, 1981, pp. 101-104.)
When Freud said “anatomy is destiny” he based logic of sexuality on that which could be

seen. That which could not be seen but always feared must be controlled, and so Freud
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found the perfect solution. She must take pleasure only in seeking to grasp some
definable form, child-penis, that will as a result p/ace her in some way in relation fo man.

(Gallop, 1989, p. 250.)

Irigaray redefines female sexuality through the act of not being able to see but being able
to feel and imagine. A woman touches herself without any need for mediation, she
touches herself all the time, and no one can forbid her to do so “for her sex is composed
of two lips which embrace continually”. (Irigaray, 1989, pp. 100-103.)

Instead of being a pleasurable sex object, an instrument for male stimulation, she can
experience pleasure in or with herself. Irigaray creates an imaginary form of female
jouissance. She rewrites logic of female sexuality and pleasure with and through her
body, through her imaginary experiences with the body. She can take pleasure in being
through her autoeroticism. Her autoeroticism gives her power like she never realised
before. It allows her to write about her body as she desires. She has constructed a logic
that comes from the body. Her body’s formlessness does not confine her anymore,
rather this formlessness is seen in a new light. It is her badge of courage, her route to
freedom. She can base her sexuality on this multiplicity of form and this in turn allows
her to come up with her own logic of being.

This is where vulvomorphic logic of female pleasure succeeds phallomorphic logic of
female pleasure. This is where female sexuality changes and this is where the female
feminist subject emerges. Irigaray’s objective is to express this as it has not been
expressed before.

The project for the female feminist subject is to write against all the principles of the

phallic economy which privileges the penis and oneness over the lips and multiplicity and
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rewrite female sexuality on that which is closer to her essence. She can base her
subjectivity on this idea of multiplicity. She does not have to be one particular form or
image. She does not have to choose between the clitoris or vagina but instead embody
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