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Luc Irigaray and the Magic Toyshop

What Irigaray says

Irigaray begins by considering the nature of women and madness, and how women’s social roles and functions are traditionally defined by men. From this she expands on the role of women as mothers, and how the bond that they form with their children (and in particular their sons) is broken by the efforts of men. 

In particular, this is done through language and the imposition of names to break what she calls the “most irreducible mark of birth”: the navel. By language though, although Irigaray means language as a whole she focuses on French and how it genders words making this harder to apply to English.

Irigaray especially focuses on disputing the theories of Freud and his theory of the Oedipus complex. Instead, she suggests that the desire to murder the father comes from the desire to kill the person who artificially cut the link with the mother in the first place. In this sense, she calls the phallic erection a masculine version of the umbilical bond, and states that it is used to dominate maternal power. 

Finally, Irigaray calls for women to discover a language which does not subject women and their experiences, but which enables them to guard their bodies. As well as this, women need to assert the genealogy of mothers to refute the power of the patriarchal society. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Rediscovering love for other women is vital to escape what she calls the “phallic cult”, which will enable women to rediscover the singularity of their “jouissence”.


How this relates to The Magic Toyshop

Within The Magic Toyshop, the Flowers’ house acts as a mini society, with Uncle Phillip as the somewhat stereotypical patriarchal figure. He defines the female characters’ roles (as well as the other males) and attempts to make them fulfill female stereotypes such as the silent submissive wife (Aunt Margaret), and even figures from myth such as Leda. The role of language in the house is particularly important, as Aunt Margaret is symbolically silenced by the collar Philip makes her – she is unable to speak from her wedding day until the fire at the end of the novel.

Mothers remain an important theme in the novel and Irigaray’s ideas that the desire to kill the father figure comes from his severing of the maternal link is interesting considering the relationship between Aunt Margaret and her brothers. Both Finn and Francie dislike Philip, but have different relationships to Margaret. Finn views her almost as his mother and Francie as his lover.

What questions this raises in relation to The Magic Toyshop?

How language is used in context of Irigaray’s beliefs that women need to discover their own language – are the female characters successful in this considering Aunt Margaret’s silence?

What roles do names have in the novel – do they act as a veneer to hide characters’ identities and hide their irreducible mark of identity?


