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What kind of God do women need? 

A critical reading of Luce Irigaray’s Divine Women
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The importance of God
In the text Divine Women,
 Belgian psychoanalyst, linguist and philosopher Luce Irigaray advocates the need for a female God in order that women reach the objective of becoming subjects. Becoming has to be set in a religious framework: “Divinity is what we need to become free, autonomous, sovereign. No human subjectivity, no human society has ever been established without the help of the divine.”
 Although very explicit on the need for divinity in the endeavor of becoming, Irigaray does not enter an ontological debate on God: “These words are but a statement of reason. So far it requires no faith other than the faith in the possibility of our autonomy, our salvation, of a love that would not just redeem but glorify us in full self-awareness”
 In other words: Irigaray’s call for God is primarily instrumental. God is simply a necessity, a figure we cannot do without, because “God forces us to do nothing except become.”
 And becoming – that is Irigaray’s vision for women. 
Becoming – fulfilling our wholeness
Becoming is the key word in Divine Women. Becoming is the process of formation of a subject, a process crucial to human existence. “To become means fulfilling the wholeness of what we are capable of being.”
 Becoming is an open-ended process, it will never reach its goal in being, but always happening, dynamic and alive, always in gestation. This becoming
is set in relation to a goal, a horizon. This horizon is not mere humanity, it is not the same for women and men, it is gendered: “In order to become, it is essential to have a gender or an essence (consequently a sexuate essence) as horizon.”
 We need an essence as an idea, an objective with instrumental value, for the greater goal of becoming, of fulfilling our wholeness.
 This idea of a gender/essence is the parameter of a complete subject.
 The essence is a collective idea that not only sets the subject in a right relation to itself, but also to a collective gender and thus in a right relation to all other subjects of the same gender.  Becoming is in other words not only individual, it is also a collective process. Without a common, gendered horizon, “becoming remains partial and subject to the subject.”

Man-God and God-man
In our (Western, Christian) culture, there is only one subject: Man. Woman exists, but not as a true subject. There is no possibility to become a female subject. The only positions available to women are either the other – defined as not-man, or the same – woman must suppress herself and be as man.
 The parameter for the subject in our culture is male, true and self-grown womanhood is inaccessible. One of the things that make it possible for man – and not for woman – to become a gendered and true subject, is the male God. ”…man is able to exist because God helps him to define his gender, helps him orient his finiteness by reference to infinity. (…) To posit a gender, a God is necessary: guaranteeing the infinite.”


There is a relation and a connection between the finiteness of human existence and the infinitude of God. God is the mirror that lets man define his gendered self, setting it in relation to infinitude, to something more than mere finiteness. It is not enough to envisage an anthropomorphic or human-like gender inclusive (or gender exclusive) God to provide men and women, as human beings, a relation to the infinite and their own infinitude. Men are not only human beings, they are men, their gender is crucial to their becoming subjects. “A man, clearly, is able to complete his essence only if he claims to be separate as a gender. If he has no existence in his gender, he lacks his relation to the infinite and, in fact, to finiteness.”
 The connection, the mirroring that takes place between man and the male God reciprocally safeguards man and God – as God-man and man-God. As Mary Daly famously put it: “If God is male, then the male is God.”

The absence of a woman God

The ideal gender that is essential for becoming is for men God. Women do not have a female God to represent their ideal gender. There is no transcendent mirror of womanhood, no deity to set the finite woman in relation to the infinite, to help her become infinite. Instead, woman is defined in relation to man, as other or same. There is, in other words, a hierarchy of definition. “Man has not allowed himself to be defined by another gender: the female.”
 Whereas man is defined in relation to the infinite God, woman is defined in relation or contrast to man. There is no reciprocity or balance between female and male becoming, becoming instead descends from God to man and further from man to woman.
 

The position for women in Christianity is confined to that of a mother. “There is no woman God, no female trinity: mother, daughter, spirit. This paralyzes the infinite of becoming a woman since she is fixed in the role of mother through whom the son of God is made flesh.”
 This motherhood is further limited, because the relation to the father is not attended to: “a mother of the son of God whose alliance with the father is given little consideration. Is she the wife?”
 The answer is of course no: Woman is not the wife of God; she is “without a divine bridegroom.”
 In fact, her relation to the father goes through mothering the son. This motherhood is consequently only motherhood, not presupposed by a partnership to the father. Woman has to go through her (male) offspring in order to relate to God and man: Motherhood creates an indirect and subordinate access to the divine (and consequently to her becoming more than a mother or of attaining the partnership that lies inherent in true motherhood). 
The lack of a female divine not only impedes the individual woman becoming what she could be, but fragments womanhood as a whole: “If women have no God, they are unable either to communicate or commune with one another. They need, we need, an infinite if they are to share a little. (…) If I am unable to form a relationship with some horizon of accomplishment for my gender, I am unable to share while protecting my becoming.”

The vision of a woman God
In order to become, woman needs a God for herself: “If she is to become woman, if she is to accomplish her female subjectivity, woman needs a god who is a figure for the perfection of her subjectivity.”
 The lack of a God is dire because it also represents the lack of subject and self, “we are in need of our subject, our substantive, our word, our predicates.”
 Now, the God woman needs is a female God, an ideal female gender. “This God, are we capable of imagining it as a woman? Can we dimly see it as the perfection of our subjectivity?”
 


What does a female God look like? Towards which objective are we to grow, what is an ideal woman? Irigaray is not very specific about the qualities of the female God. In fact, she contends that a too rigid definition of this God would be harmful: “In order to become, we need some shadowy perception of achievement; not a fixed objective, not a One postulated to be immutable”.
 It is not obvious from Irigaray’s text what this means for the vision of the female God. Is her function – that of divine female representation – also her only tangible quality? Irigaray further warns us that a fetish-goddess is not what we need, the female God must not be a product of male imagery: “As divinity or goddess of and for man, we are deprived of our own ends and means. It is essential that we be God for ourselves so that we can be divine for the other, not idols, fetishes, symbols that have already been outlined and determined.”
 It is essential that the female God is a God envisioned by women, for women. A stylized goddess subject to man’s ends will not suffice.

Although vague on the qualities of the female God, Irigaray holds an opinion on what we need in her: “a cohesion and a horizon that assures us the passage between past and future, the bridge of a present that remembers.”
 It seems that the terms ‘past’ and ‘future’ refer to remembrance of women as not-subjects and envisioning of women as true subjects. The bridge of remembrance is the representation that leads from the former stage to the latter. However, remembrance is something more; it is a reestablishment of the lost matrilineal genealogy. Remembrance is the bridge that links us to the past, to the collective of women, replacing the male genealogy by a female one, acknowledging the bond between mother and daughter: “It is equally essential that we should be daughter-gods in the relationship with our mothers, and that we cease to hate our mothers in order to enter into submissiveness to the father-husband.”
 
So far, Irigaray’s description of the female God is constituted by its function, not its contents or qualities. Irigaray’s God is a God that safeguards female remembrance, of the female subject and her genealogy, a God that is a true mirror of womanhood, formed by woman, in woman’s own image. Although Irigaray offers scarce information on the female God, she does say something about a true woman subject. ”A woman’s subjectivity must accommodate the dimensions of mother and lover as well as the union between the two.”
 Given that God is the ideal gender, it is logical that this statement also applies to the female God. God/the ideal gender is not only mother, is not only lover, but also the logical and essential connection between the two. In our culture, at the present state, women must choose between being a mother and being a woman, the latter understood as property and prostitute.
 Coining the two modes of being, instead of opposing them, gives a truer image of woman. 
Do we need Irigaray’s God?

It seems necessary to pose some questions to Irigaray at this stage. Although expanding the image of what a woman is, this new vision also seems restricted and narrow when taken at face value. Is this all woman is – first a lover, then a mother, and then both of the two? Is it possible to move beyond the stereotypes of (Virgin)Mother Mary and Mary Magdalene by combining the two in one and the same subject? Is this all woman is, is this really the long sought-for ideal gender? Or is this passage to be understood as part of the irigarayan mimetic irony? I am unsure about the answers to these questions. Irony or not irony, Irigaray does not help us very far along the way of envisaging a female God. Although clear enough in its wording, her proposal remains obscure in its sense. The editors of Religion in French Feminist Thought construe this obscurity as willed, “Irigaray does not ascribe any specific ‘feminine’ qualities to her divine.”
 Instead, she proposes a “new mode of relationship.” The possibility of autonomy “is not subject to transcendental norms.”
 
Although the unwillingness to define the female God can be a wise position, it is not unproblematic. Marcella Althaus-Reid, in an article critical of The Goddess Movement
 contends that “We need not only the goddess but the Other goddess, the Goddess who reads Capital and understands the need for agrarian reform. We need female angels illuminating the paths against the politics of globalization. We need divinities for our times.”
 Althaus-Reid points out that although goddesses have been subject to worship in e.g. Brazil, domestic violence prevails and patriarchalism is alive and thriving alongside the female deities.
 As she succinctly puts it: “To worship the Goddess does not bring instant consciousness.”
 In my view, Irigaray is making the same point when she warns against fetish-goddesses. But Irigaray’s evasiveness when it comes to defining the female God – does it really solve the problem? Especially because Irigaray opts for a female God not only for the individual, but for the whole world of women, it is hard to see how such a God can emerge and live among women when there is no definition, not even a tentative one, to tell us who she is. How will we know, how can she be our common God, if no one will try to invoke her us? And further: When Irigaray in fact does say something about the ideal gender – is the lover-mother good enough; is she enough to allow women become?
Althaus-Reid locates – and solves – the problem not by adjusting the image of the female God, but by attacking the structure of divine-human representation as a whole. What happens if each group in society makes a God for themselves? We end up having one God for women, one for Latin-Americans, one for lesbians, one for women Latin-American lesbians (etc), until we have envisioned an entire Olympus of Gods and deities. Such a politics of divine representation must yield to an envisioning of a greater God, an all-encompassing God, that is not defined by the distinctions male/female, gay/straight, white/black, because these categories always will be reductions of true humanity. “The point in Queer theology is a resistance to normativity and a subversion of the politics of representation which are essentialist and reductionist.”
 The categories are not irrelevant, but when they are used theologically to define God – and consequently the people worshipping this God – they will function as norms that eliminate the possibilities for dissidence, the possibilities for not being the same, no matter what category. The God Althaus-Reid proposes answers to the contemporary fragmentation of identity by being oblique her/himself, not by being undefined, but being defined as a being across gender and sexuality, not transcending these categories, but subverting them.
On these grounds, Irigaray’s on the one hand reluctance to define the female God and on the other hand vision of the lover-mother are both subject to criticism. Both her definition and her not-definition are problematic. Her definition because it is too narrow, her non-definition because it does not answer to Irigaray’s own demand for collectiveness. And why two Gods, one male and one female, why not a multitude of Gods, each corresponding to one separate identity? Why not 500? 6 billion?

The overall question, posed by Althaus-Reid, remains: Do we want a theology – and corresponding anthropology – that reduces by establishing new norms? 
The wedding of the spirit

Irigaray envisions a becoming for women, and does so with the help of Christian imagery. “Unless we have known only two stages in Western culture and the third, the stage of the spirit and the wedding with the bride, has yet to come.”
 There is a possibility for the wedding, the true partnership between man-God and woman-God. But – frustratingly – it is always still to come, always located somewhere else: “All too often that fulfillment has been postponed or transferred to some transcendental time and place.”
 The stage of fulfillment, in Christian language The Kingdom of God, needs to be relocated in terrestrial time and space. This stage or age lies inherent in Irigaray’s conception of God, but not without impediments: “Is not God the name and the place that holds the promise of a new chapter in history and that also denies this can happen? Still invisible? Still to be discovered? To be incarnated? Archi-ancient and forever future.”
 Being is always being in suspense, always on the brink of becoming. God tells us that it is possible, but always impossible now. Every now is the point of simultaneous not-becoming and possibility of becoming. In Lutheran terms: Already but not yet. 

Irigaray writes: “A female God is still to come.”
 

When she comes, we will see who she is.
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� Althaus-Reid identifies a certain face of feminist theology as The Goddess Movement. This “movement” seeks a female God. Except for this common pursuit, I do not suggest that Irigaray is connected with The Goddess Movement, but I still believe that Althaus-Reid’s criticism is relevant also in the case of Irigaray.
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