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text despite the exclusion and diminished roles allotted to women in the
biblical narrative.

How well founded is Schiissler Fiorenza’s presupposition? What pro-
vides the foundation for her own women-centred configuration? It is
actually based on the connections between her reading of certain
women-centred texts and her own experience. Schiissler Fiorenza is able
to say that women were present as leaders at the beginnings of Christi-
anity because of evidence provided not only in the Bible itself but also
in certain non-canonical texts which were written at about the same time
as the New Testament and whose meanings frequently contradict or
challenge those of canonical texts. By bringing into collision the mean-
ings of canonical and non-canonical texts, Schiissler Fiorenza brings into
question the patriarchal means by which some texts were selected to
constitute the Bible and others, particularly those suggesting the leader-
ship of women, were excluded (1983:48ff). To explore the collision of
meanings within and between canonical and non-canonical texts is an
exercise in suspicion. It is the means by which Schiissler Fiorenza con-
structs the particular historical communities which produced these texts.
And this exercise is not confined to interpreting ancient texts, for woven
through her reconstruction are references to modern texts, particularly
feminist texts. So out of this conflict of interpretations within and be-
tween ancient and modern texts, Schiissler Fiorenza configures her own
women-centred work. She moves, in Ricoeur’s terms, from refiguration
to configuration, from mimesis 3 to mimesis 2.

How is this move related to Schiissler Fiorenza’s own life experience,
to the “opaque depths of living and suffering” that Ricoeur names mi-
mesis 1? We cannot, of course, say exactly how her refiguring and

‘configuring are related to her own life because as readers of her work
we do not have access to the author herself, but only to the implied
author who is configured in the work. This is not to say the connections
between text and flesh-and-blood author are not there, but only that
they are inaccessible to the reader, (and often to the author herself). Still,
some comments can be made. We can deduce that Schiissler Fiorenza is
able to follow the thread of androcentrism or gynocentrism in various
texts, able to read the gender plot of the narrative, because of her own
life experience. We can note that she brings a range of texts into collision
not only with each other but also with the meaning of contemporary
women’s lives. The textual evidence for this is in her choice of texts and
in her attention to the concept of gender. She selects texts that give rise to
gynocentric meanings or meanings of mutuality between women and
men and brings them into collision with the androcentric biblical text.
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Her selection is gynocentric, an unusual selection in an androcentric and
patriarchal world which does not count such texts as classics. And she
attends to gender, to the ways men and women are constructed in the
text. Moving between androcentric and gynocentric meanings, between
a hermeneutics of suspicion and consent, she finds the illusions of vari-
ous texts both untenable and irresistible. In her work is the tensive “yes
and no” we noted in Ricoeur’s. So she refigures and configures the nar-
ratives from the point of view of the contemporary self-identified woman
who, it could be said, is the implied author of her work. Implicitly, this
author is asking what does it mean to be human female. And the re-
sponse takes the form of an historical and theological reconstruction of
self-identified women, that is of women who find their identity in their
relation to themselves, to the divine and to each other, and in their dif-
ference from men, women who practise relations of mutuality with self
and other.

So Schiissler Fiorenza artlculates the time of women in three mimetic
moments, not of women subordinate to men but of women living for
themselves. To restate Ricoeur’s thesis from a woman’s perspective:
Schiissler Fiorenza’s work indicates the way towards a certain female
identity and thus heals in some degree women's experience of the dis-
cordance of time. In configuring the past of self-identified women and
anticipating our future she provides a memory and an expectation that
contemporary women can now live in a dialectical present. She pro-
vides for women a discordant concordance. Such a work is the product
of a women-centred imagination and belongs to a feminist tradition. In
this tradition the patriarchal meaning of classical narratives is trans-
formed into one of mutuality thereby disclosing possibilities of
non-hierarchical being and acting for the female (and male) self. How
does this feminist tradition arise? It is not that the female ego imposes
itself on the patriarchal text and subdues it, but rather that the female
imagination attends to the tensions between androcentric and
gynocentric meanings and engages in a hermeneutics of suspicion and
of consent. The female imagination refigures the gender plot so that the
narrative offers the possibility of a non-hierarchical self for women and
for men. In attending to possible gynocentric meanings and to the ten-
sions arising from the various gendered meanings allowed by the text,
the female ego is transformed and given its self-identity. From this
never-completed process of figuring and refiguring the tradition, the
female self is given not in any definitive and concrete way but provi-
sionally and temporally.

What I have presented here is a brief reflection on the possibility of a
feminist hermeneutic. Such a hermeneutic can be articulated by con-
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tinuing to ask gender questions in the context of the hermeneutic tradi-
tion and hermeneutic questions in the context of feminist biblical work.
This kind of dialogue can reveal both the workings of a patriarchal tra-
dition and the ways in which it can and is being changed. In speaking of
our historical relation to others, Ricoeur says that “like me, my contem-
poraries, my predecessors and my successors can say 1”7 (1978:14)." But
a patriarchal tradition has failed to acknowledge the possibility and ca-
pability of female “I-ness”. In feminist writing we witness scholars lis-
tening to the “I” of women, both living and dead, and imagining the “1”
of those to come. We witness them constructing the female “I” in rela-
tion to the self, to other women, and in mutuality with men. This is a
difficult and essential task: difficult because the female “I” is expressed
in a largely patriarchal tradition, and essential for it is only by this means
that a women-centred tradition can be configured. Women are, as Nelle
Morton said, “hearing each other into speech”. Such is the task indi-
cated by a feminist hermeneutic. It will be well underway when
self-identified women can truly say to each other, “I enjoy being 1”7/ and
men and women can say to each other, “I want you to enjoy being I as
much as I enjoy being I”. For this to be said, women and men will need to
refigure the hierarchical gender plot of the Western narrative tradition.

Notes

1  Self-identity is a problematic term. Postmodern writing dismisses the very
possibility of a self. Paul Ricoeur explores the many concepts of self in his
recent work (1990). In particular he distinguishes between two versions
of identity, idem or identity as sameness and ipse or identity as selfhood,
exemplifying the former by the notion of character which implies perma-
nence through time and the latter by the phenomenon of promise which
implies self-constancy. These distinctions are refinements to the narrative
identity Ricoeur explores in Time and Narrative. Mediating between mod-
ern constructions and postmodern deconstructions of self, they present
yet another fertile field for the raising of gender questions. The postmodern
dismissal of the various concepts of self in the work of Jacques Derrida
and Michel Foucault is taken up enthusiastically and adapted in various
ways in response to the question of female identity in the feminist writ-
ings of Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva. Some feminist scholars are begin-
ning to question such wholesale dismissal of the concept of self, however,
because it provides poor consolation for women currently engaged in a
search for female identity. Morny Joy discusses this problem and the vari-
ous possibilities of articulating female selfhood in a recent article (1993).

2 Definitions of postmodern hermeneutics can be found in Madison (1988)
and in Klemm (1986). Both these authors classify Hans-Georg Gadamer
and Paul Ricoeur as postmodern hermeneutical thinkers and would rec-
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ignate yourself as an ‘I’ (1992b:111). To the extent that the Western tradi-
tion does notsay “you” to women, women are deprived of the possibility
of becoming subjects with rights. Ricoeur goes on to say: “Like me, the
other may designate himself /herself as I when he /she speaks. The phrase
‘like me’ already implies the recognition of the other as equal to me in
terms of rights and duties” (1992b:111). It is this “like me” with its implied
recognition of equality, that the androcentric tradition has not addressed
to women.

One of the finest examples of these is Mieke Bal’s reading of the two ac-
counts, prose and poetry, of Sisera’s death in the Book of Judges (1988a).
She deals with six methods or codes, historical, theological, anthropologi-
cal, literary, thematic and gender, and judges them according to what they
make of the differences between the two accounts. She finds that the last
two which are the interdisciplinary codes, and particularly the gender
code, have the greatest hermeneutic power in interpreting this text.

“For it seemed to me that they would not be ‘my’ readers but the readers
of their own selves, my book being merely a sort of magnifying glass like
those which the optician at Combray used to offer his customers — it would
be my book, but with its help I would furnish them with the means of
reading whatlay inside themselves” (Remembrance of Things Past 111:1089).

This has been a theme of Ricoeur s work since his hermeneutic turn in The
Symbolism of Evil (1960). It is also a theme of Gadamer’s Truth and Method
(1960). Gadamer says, for example, that “we cannot extricate ourselves
from the historical process, {cannot] so distance ourselves from it that the
pastbecomes an object for us.... We are always situated in history” (quoted
by Ricoeur, 1981:73). For Gadamer we belong to history and the tradition
much more than they belongto us, so that our understanding and even
our critique of the traditiori come from the tradition itself.

I use the term “deconstruction” in a non-technical sense, though mention
of it brings Jacques Derrida to mind. Deconstruction and hermeneutics
disagree over the possibility of meaning. For the deconstructionist, mean-
ing is constantly deferred in an endless play of signifiers; for the
hermeneuticist, meaning is provisionally possible as the joint work
of text and reader (Ricoeur’s third mimetic moment of refiguration).
The deconstructionist judges the hermeneuticist as too trusting and
conservative, while the hermeneuticist believes the deconstructionist too
iconoclastic and suspicious. Hermeneutics draws closer to deconstruction,
however, in the form of critical hermeneutics or a hermeneutics of suspi-
cion, Ricoeur calls Freud, Marx and Nietzsche the three great “masters of
suspicion”, and his large work Freud and Philosophy, is devoted to the place
of a hermeneutics of suspicion in relation to a hermeneutics of consent or
of recollection. My reference to the work of deconstruction performed re-
ciprocally by text and reading community should be read in the context of
Ricoeur’s own work on the necessity for a hermeneutics of suspicion. For
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discussions on hermeneutics in relation to deconstruction, see Gallagher
(1992:19-24) and Madison’s chapter “Beyond Seriousness and Frivolity: A
Gadamerian Response to Deconstruction” (1988).

12 Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza may not agree with the way I have constructed
her work here. In her latest work, But She Said (1992), she writes of the
need to shift from a hermeneutical paradigm to a critical feminist rhetori-
cal model (40-50). She understands a hermeneutic method as interpreting
the meanings of texts, and rhetorical interpretation as attending to “the
kind of sociosymbolic worlds and moral universes biblical discourses pro-
duce and to the way these discourses produce them” (46). In her view, the
hermeneutical paradigm remains entrenched in the Western tradition’s
“logic of truth” or “logic of identity”, whereas a critical feminist rhetorical
model is concerned with the “logic of democracy” (151). Given this un-
derstanding of hermeneutical method, I suspect Schiissler Fiorenza would
judge my construction of her work as apolitical and universalist, whereas
I see it as highly political because it challenges the androcentric assump-
tions of the Western tradition. Such a challenge is I believe relevant for
women whatever their particular experience of oppression may be. My
own understanding of hermeneutics (after the manner of Gadamer and
Ricoeur) would include the practical political concern for a “logic of de-
mocracy” which Schiissler Fiorenza places under the rubric of rhetorical
method.

13  Seenote 7.
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