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males (Nussbaum 1990:1)." Women's emergence from exploitation to
creativity, whether occurring slowly over centuries or through immedi-
ate political action, involves the rejection of damaging elements: pain,
poverty, lack of access to knowledge and power, empty desire. I will
class negative and disparate experiences like these as “suffering”. Strong
women want no covert truck with suffering of this kind. Nietzsche ex-
orcised his headaches with a metaphor which groups scolded wives with
servants and dogs as instruments for venting (a master’s) “bad moods”.
For “proud” women, acceptance of passive roles in the Punch and Judy
show of life is not part of free experience.?

On the other side of the dilemma, suffering is not just “woman’s lot”.
It is the lot of humanity. Men suffer pain and injustice just as women do.
Among massive demonstrations of human deprivation today two ex-
amples stand out: the pain of refugees from war, famine or economic
devastation (Pittaway 1991) and that of the worldwide destruction of
cultures (George 1992:110). Religions acknowledge the inevitability of
pain. Some religions propose freeing ourselves from desire, rather than
from its disappointments. Yet do historical disasters represent blows from
the gods and/or Fate? Freud challenged psychiatric medicine to look
beyond alleviating neurological pain to our human tendency to engage
neurotically with what counters fulfilment and the guiding principle of
pleasure (Freud 1968a:9-10; 1968b:123). The discontents of civilisation
Freud analysed are those of ordinary human social groups. Humans not
only suffer pain; they inflict it as well, for disciplinary or military rea-
sons. Pain is part of domination, and the human struggle to come to
terms with power both rationalises pain and at the same time multiplies
it irrationally.

Set out like this as a dichotomy, the puzzle is simplified: women's
resistance to oppression by male-dominated culture needs to be situ-
ated within the context of universal human suffering. One could go fur-
ther and include here the suffering of animals — natural or caused by
humans. The pain of all sentient beings can be relieved by the efforts of
humans. Such work takes many forms: physical, intellectual, symbolic,
religious, emotional, interactive. So the original question about wom-
en’s suffering then becomes: How does the free woman encounter and
come to terms with suffering? Is there a female equivalent for the hu-
mility and arrogance of Job in the biblical parable? How describe wom-
an’s world, suffering or creative? How do women grasp, interpret and
reshape the world?

Though simplified, the puzzle is not solved at this point. To change
the question from “How do women free themselves from pain suffered
through men’s domination?” to “How can women give free and crea-
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task of culture like fate, the fate illustrated by the Oedipus tragedy”
(1970:176). It is important to note that Ricoeur’s position is not one which
leads into that of Levinas, since it chooses an ontological starting-point
which he defines explicitly as different from both Levinas and Heidegger
(1992b:381).

Vast and general problems of suffering — the exploitation of the Earth,
of underprivileged persons or classes, even of whole peoples and na-
tions — belong to “modern” thinking with its technology and disengage-
ment. One cannot solve them by proclaiming the end of modernity by
stating, for example, that a “post”-modern era now obliterates prob-
lems which stem from modernity. Just as a dualist imaginative vision
which idealises women as angelic saviours — when they are not demons
— does little more than short-circuit discussion of the human condition
as one of limitation, in the same way any periodisation of cultural and
intellectual history must tackle the problems it aims to categorise. Simi-
larly, in the name of enfranchising women, one cannot simply announce
that an overthrow of a dualist (male-female) division of reasoning and
logic will provide the tools for lessening women'’s suffering. Modernity,
with its social and conceptual divisions, has led to particular forms of
suffering. New analyses of what constitutes pain have emerged, and
these in turn offer new challenges.

Re-clarifying the Problem

Whether as specific to women, or as part of the ambiguous human con-
dition, suffering is bound up with the loss of meaning. Levinas speaks
with many others when he claims that the real suffering is meaningless
suffering. By what process is meaning conferred on one’s pain?

Hannah Arendt speaks in the second volume of her final work, The
Life of the Mind, of the world-creating work of the will, a conceptual prob-
lem for modern philosophers as for Aristotle, given that “the opposite
of deliberate choice or preference is pathos, passion or emotion ... in the
sense that we are motivated by something we suffer” (1981:60).

Yet for Arendt the move from pathos to creative action is not impossi-
ble. She refuses the common tendency to set will against intellect, and
argues strongly here, in the book whose two halves, Willing and Think-
ing, are held together by the notion of “mind” as having a “life”, for the
power of human willing to give meaning in a civilisation which no longer
claims power to find it by reasoning.

How does this power express itself? In a different reading of
Sophocles’ Philoctetes (the play chosen by Elaine Scarry to show how the
pain of the wounded warrior exiled on his island could suspend “the
fate of an entire civilization”), an article by Maria Villela-Petit, “The Is-
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