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Susan Himmelweit is Professor of Economics at the Open University. Her research interests
include the economics of the household, the economics of caring, feminist economics and the
gender implications of economic policy. She is a member and past president of the International
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University Press (New York). She currently teaches in the department of psychosocial studies,
Birkbeck, University of London.

Adam Jones is Professor of Political Science at the University of British Columbia in Kelowna,
Canada. He is the author of Genocide: A Comprehensive Introduction (2nd edition, 2010),
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and author or editor of numerous other books on genocide and crimes against humanity, gender
and international relations, and mass media and political transition. His recent works include
The Scourge of Genocide: Essays and Reflections (2013), Gender Inclusive: Essays on Violence,
Men, and Feminist International Relations (2009), Gendercide and Genocide (editor, 2004) and
Men of the Global South: A Reader (editor, 2004). He is executive director of Gendercide Watch
(www.gendercide.org), a Web-based educational initiative that confronts gender-selective
atrocities against men and women worldwide.

Elisabeth Klatzer has a PhD in Economics from Vienna University of Economics and Business,
Austria, and an MPA from Harvard University. She is a feminist political economist working
as a researcher, consultant and activist, both on a freelance basis and partly affiliated with the
Vienna University of Economics and Business. She currently teaches feminist economics and
Gender Responsive Budgeting in Austria and in the frame of the United Nations University
Gender Equality Studies Programme at the University of Iceland. She is a founding member of
the European Gender Budgeting Network. Her main fields of interest include feminist macro-
economics, public finance and Gender Responsive Budgeting, as well as promoting sustainable
democratic, social and feminist alternatives to neoliberal globalization and hegemony.

Sonia Kruks is the Robert S. Danforth Professor of Politics at Oberlin College, USA. She
teaches Political Theory and has served as the Director of the Women’s Studies Program. Her
research has, for many years, focused on French existential phenomenology and its intersec-
tions with feminist theory. Her publications include Situation and Human Existence: Freedom,
Subjectivity and Society (Unwin Hyman/Routledge, 1990); Retrieving Experience: Subjectivity
and Recognition in Feminist Politics (Cornell University Press, 2001); and Simone de Beauvoir
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Edith Kuiper is a feminist economist in the Economics Department and the Women’s, Gender,
and Sexuality Studies Program of the State University of New York at New Paltz. She received
her PhD from the University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands. She is past president of the
International Association for Feminist Economics (IAFFE) and member of the editorial board
of Feminist Economics. Her research is in the history and philosophy of economics. She co-
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1995), and Toward a Feminist Philosophy of Economics (2003), Feminist Economics and the
World Bank (2006) and Feminist Economics: Critical Concepts (2010) with Drucilla Barker.
Her current research is on women’s economic writing in eighteenth-century Europe and the US.

Gayle Letherby researches and writes in a variety of areas, including reproductive and non/
parental identity; working and learning in higher education; crime and deviance; and travel
mobilities. She is also interested in all things methodological, particularly the politics of the
research process and product. Publications focusing on methodological concerns include
Feminist Research in Theory and Practice (Buckingham: Open University, 2003); edited
with P. Bywaters, Extending Social Research: application, implementation, presentation
(Buckingham: Open University, 2007); and with J. Scott and M. Williams, Objectivity and
Subjectivity in Social Research (London: Sage, 2013).

Sam McBean is Lecturer in Modernist and Contemporary Literature at Queen Mary,
University of London. Prior to this post, she held a Visiting Fellowship at the Gender Institute,
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LSE. Her research is broadly interested in queer and feminist literary, media and cultural
theory and questions of temporality. Her first monograph is forthcoming with Routledge, to
be included in their Transformations series. She has published on the topics of contemporary
women’s writing, feminism’s futurity, queer temporality, and lesbian intimacy in journals
including Feminist Review, Camera Obscura, Feminist Theory, and the Journal of Leshian
Studies. She is currently working on exploring remediation and intimacy in online spaces as
well as in contemporary women’s writing.

Astrida Neimanis is a Researcher with the Posthumanities Hub (Gender/Environment) at
Linkdping University, Sweden. Her work takes up the intersections of embodiment, ecology
and posthumanism from a feminist perspective, with a particular focus on water and climate
change. Recent publications have appeared in Feminist Review, NORA, Hypatia, Janus Head,
philoSOPHIA, and various edited collections. She is also co-editor of the cultural theory anthol-
ogy Thinking with Water (2013). Her practice includes critical and creative collaborations with
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Hatty Oliver is a Lecturer in Cultural and Historical Studies at London College of Fashion. She
completed her PhD, ‘News and Shoes: Consumption, femininity and journalistic professional
identity’, in the Media and Communications department at Goldsmiths College in February
2011. Her thesis explored the production of contemporary lifestyle journalism and contributed
to debates on gendered journalistic cultures, the imbrication of journalism, advertising and
public relations, the nature and definition of the journalistic profession and the relationship
between femininity and consumption. She is currently working on publishing elements of her
PhD research.

Swati Parashar is a Lecturer in Politics and International Relations at the School of Social
Sciences, Faculty of Arts, Monash University in Australia. She has previously worked at
the University of Wollongong in Australia and at the University of Limerick in Ireland. Her
research publications and teaching focus on terrorism and counter-terrorism; critical security
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security and development in South Asia. She is the author of Women and Militant Wars: The
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Jane Parpart is Visiting Professor in the Department of Conflict Resolution, Human Security
and Global Governance at the University of Massachusetts Boston. She is also professor emeri-
tus at Dalhousie University and visiting professor at Aalborg University, Denmark; London
School of Economics, Gender Institute; and Stellenbosch University, Political Science. She
has written extensively on gender and development; gender mainstreaming and empowerment;
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with Marysia Zalewski (2008), a special collection on gender, conflict and human security with
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Africa and International Relations in the 21st Century (2011).

Kevin Partridge is a PhD student at Carleton University in Ottawa, Ontario whose current
research is focused on ideas and practices of masculinities among gender activists in Canada.
Part of this research involves investigations of masculinities as embodied by men, women
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ties in Canada and the USA, and has held several prestigious visiting appointments. She is
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Introduction

Mary Evans

This Handbook attests to the richness, across continents and academic disciplines, of feminist
theory in the second decade of the twenty-first century. The five individual sections of this
Handbook have been edited by Clare Hemmings, Marsha Henry, Sumi Madhok, Ania Plomien
and Sadie Wearing, all colleagues, together with Hazel Johnstone, the editorial manager of the
collection, at the Gender Institute of the London School of Economics. The various sections
contain essays on diverse subjects from writers across the globe. These essays are brought
together by the conviction that feminist theory offers important and radical possibilities for
the understanding of many of the major intellectual and social issues of the twenty-first cen-
tury. Thus a central characteristic of this Handbook is that the authors whose work is pre-
sented here all recognize that the concerns of feminist theory reach across subjects, issues and
locations. Feminist theory does not exist within narrow perimeters of concern and engage-
ment; the impact of feminist theory has become evident both within and outside the academy.
The concerns of feminist theory and its subject matter of gender relations are now an
explicit, and pivotal, aspect of the world of the twenty-first century.

But that statement should not be taken to imply that the authors whose work makes up the
Handbook see the present state of feminist theory in terms of those problematic terms of
‘growth’ and ‘development’. Both these words carry with them implicit assumptions of move-
ment away from some form of infant state towards a desired situation of maturity and adult-
hood. It would be foolish to deny that there are more people engaged with feminist theory, both
within and outside the academy, in the twenty-first century than in the twentieth, but from this
we should not assume that feminist theory fits neatly into a chronological intellectual history
or that forms of technological and institutional change have rendered certain questions redun-
dant. Hence it is important to establish here that the history of feminist theory is not that of a
linear progress from absence to presence and that if we cling to a chronological model of
feminist theory we are in danger of situating it within an account of social change that accords
too easily with concepts of the ‘modern’ and “progress’. In linking the history of feminist
theory with these terms, feminist theory is too easily assumed to be a part of those political and
ideological aspects of the twenty-first century that in many ways refuse some of the more dif-
ficult questions about gender and its social forms. If we argue, for example, that feminist the-
ory is an aspect of the “‘emancipation’ of women in the global north we marginalize or exclude
those aspects of women’s agency that exist elsewhere today or have existed in the past.
Feminist theory, that general concern with the order of gender relations, invites us to re-think
not just the present but also the past; it is at its best when it is not collusive with a particular
model of social development or social relations.*

Thus readers of this Handbook should not expect to find within these pages accounts of
feminist theory that invoke an intellectual progress narrative from a point in the historical past
to a point in the historical present. All academic work builds on existing paradigms but this
should not be taken to assume that the issues and the questions that form the core of any subject
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matter necessarily change or disappear because the theoretical interventions on those subjects
become more sophisticated or part of both academic and more general discussion. Questions of
the gender of power, for example, remain as central today as they did in any previous century
and the fact of an accumulated literature on this, or any other subject, does not in itself demon-
strate the disappearance of a relation of subjection or inequality. A significant body of feminist
theory (as the section edited by Ania Plomien makes clear) is engaged with questions of material
reality and this case demonstrates to us that we should not confuse changes in the everyday
circumstances of our lives with changes in the underlying structure of human relationships.
‘Change’, in the sense of both material and technological development as well as the re-ordering
of social relations consequent upon changing cultures and politics, does not inevitably bring
with it changes in the social relations of power, privilege and authority.

Despite this proviso the Handbook is also a testament to the liberating intellectual chal-
lenges and possibilities of feminist theory, as important now as at any point in the past. Those
possibilities take three major forms: of engagement with the various forms of politics of the
worlds in which we live, the fusion of academic disciplines and the many possibilities of cross-
disciplinary research and — a way in which feminist theory is often particularly liberating — the
sense of personal involvement and recognition that working within, and with, feminist theory
allows.? All these possibilities cross time and continents: they allow people from diverse per-
sonal and social circumstances to work together and feminist theory has, again for longer than
is often recognized, created a sense of theoretical community between those with similar com-
mitments and interests. The well-attended conferences organized around feminist theory in the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries are part of a tradition of the making of feminist theory that
has its roots in the various meetings of women, across national and racial boundaries, that have
met and discussed questions both of specific interest to women and to men and women on
subjects such as slavery and disarmament.® As in all cases where individuals have come
together to discuss a particular subject there are implicit, as well as explicit, theories that
underlie the meetings: ‘theory’ is not just a subject for academic debate but also takes the form
of that complex mix of the empirically known and the taken-for-granted assumption that makes
up the way in which individuals interpret the world.

But over and above these important considerations is the role of feminist theory as a challenge
to much of what has existed as knowledge which is supported by the implicit and unspoken author-
ity of men, a form of authority that has existed across time and place. In all societies there is what
is described as either a normative order or dominant knowledge, ontologies which carry with
them the expectation of social obedience and compliance. Dissent from these assumptions can carry
penalties from mortal danger to various forms of more, or less, significant exclusion. Yet what
complicates this account, as far as this volume is concerned, is that there is no straightforward alli-
ance between gender and authoritative knowledge: men have dissented against the views of other
men, women have maintained, upheld and sanctioned dominant views.* So, again, we cannot write
a history of feminism that overlooks the ways in which ‘gendered knowledge’ has not always taken
the form of knowledge that is written by men and for male interests and excludes women and the
recognition of the feminine. At the same time, and certainly in the context of western traditions of
intellectual life, it is essential to recognize the longstanding identification of the human with the
biologically male (and usually white and privileged) human, not least because what has been
derived from this are feminist traditions that have been formed through the assertion of the radical
relevance of gender difference.

We need, therefore, to both assign “feminist theory’ to a long and complex life and to con-
sider the way in which what we now recognize as ‘theory’ is part of a tradition and carries
with it many of the complexities and the contradictions of the past. In this Handbook many
of the essays are written by individuals who are employed within the academy, a place of



XX THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF FEMINIST THEORY

work that has presented (certainly in the countries of the global north) various obstacles and
refusals to the presence of women, as either those studied or those studying. Many of these
aspects of the rejection of various forms of the feminine have now disappeared but what has
been left are a number of ways in which what is identified (by others and by itself) as ‘femi-
nist” theory attracts critiques of, crucially, marginality and partiality. Despite the theoretical
pluralism that is a consequence and characteristic of post-modernism there remains a sense in
which, however much ‘grand narratives’ are supposed to have become redundant, the conven-
tional narratives of the western meta-theoretical still have a central symbolic as well as a
practical importance and authority.

This issue, of the authority and the meaning of theory, is one that raises two questions which
transcend all aspects of feminist theory: the meaning and the status of the term “theory’ and the
disciplinary origins of feminist theory. To take the second question first, we should note that
from the time of the western Enlightenment the discipline outside the natural sciences which has
had the greatest status within universities and public intellectual life has been that of philosophy
(a discipline that, we should also note, has aspects of its intellectual heritage in theology, and
hence with questions of absolute knowledge). The disciplinary authority of philosophy is impor-
tant because two of the most influential writers on questions of gender in the twentieth century,
Simone de Beauvoir and Judith Butler, have been students and subsequently teachers of that
discipline. This is not to say that very powerful interventions by feminists have not been made
from and within other disciplines and other forms of social engagement (for example, in fiction
and in political organizing) but within the academy both Beauvoir and Butler have inspired
work outside the confines of philosophy. This has had interesting and important consequences
for the ways in which feminist ‘theory’ is conceived and these various manifestations of the
‘theoretical” are all evident here. This takes us to the first question raised above, that of the
definition of ‘theory’ itself, with the accompanying issues of the tensions between what is
defined as theory and what is defined as the ‘empirical’ or the ‘material’ and the ways in which
it is possible (if at all) to define the distinctive features of feminist theory.

To take the first of these questions: the definition, and the implications of that definition,
of the term “theory’, a word so confidently part of the title of this volume. Dictionary definitions
aside, the word usually carries with it the expectation that what a theory can do is to explain, to
account for, an aspect of the social or the physical world. ‘Theories’” about the relationship of
the earth to the sun, the form of matter and energy or, in another context, the making and the
components of the human psyche all figure large in most accounts of the history of the global
north. To live in a world without theory is often taken to imply that people live in worlds in
which the very possibility of explanation has not been encountered, let alone pursued in that
classic form of scientific experiment: thesis, exploration and demonstration, and then conclu-
sion. But this very method, generally referred to as “scientific’, has raised considerable concerns
and controversies. The question of “how do we know’ is recognized as important and yet certain
disciplines (and philosophy is a particularly good example here) know in ways and with differ-
ent forms of certainty that is sometimes not the case within other disciplines. When Beauvoir
wrote that ‘One is not born, but rather becomes, woman’ she made an assertion, a form of com-
ment about the world, that could be regarded with scepticism. Beauvoir went on to support her
argument with material from both the ‘real” and the imagined worlds. In both cases the evidence
that she produced is immediately questionable: individual works of literature are produced by
authors from specific circumstances and with little allowance that other authors might suggest
very different ideas, and her references to the ‘real” world were drawn from her own experiences
of a limited social context and without any qualifying recognition of those limitations. In all,
what might be said of Beauvoir’s much repeated remark is that it is an assertion supported by
some very partial and limited evidence. Nevertheless, the central argument of The Second Sex
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(that, in western cultures, women constitute ‘the other”) has come to be accepted as ‘theory” and
as a starting point for subsequent theoretical explorations. As Sonia Kruks writes in an Introduc-
tion to an essay by Beauvoir entitled Right Wing Thought Today:

she (Beauvoir) is highly attuned ... to the Eurocentric and masculinist tones of Western elite thought,
describing it as a thought that ‘monopolizes the supreme category — the human’ for itself. (Kruks, 2012: 10)°

That comment by Beauvoir — that Western elite thought conflates the human with the
masculine — is crucial to both the history and the present of feminist theory. Moreover,
unlike the assertion about how women ‘become’ there is, as a glance at any literature of
any subject of the past 200 years would suggest, no shortage of corroborative evidence. In
the history of feminist theory it has been the starting place for feminist interventions: the
starting point that asks the question about the authority of judgements made without the
recognition of gender difference. Just as important is the identification of the male with
the human today: in the work of Judith Butler we can perceive the way in which the “trou-
ble with gender’ became the starting point for Butler’s determination to refuse the resolu-
tion of the question by Beauvoir (identification with the male) by constructing an account
of gender that disallowed the presence of gender as anything other than a learned (and
repeated) performative practice. Indeed, Butler’s account of gender renders it as a fiction
in which achieved gender status is a fiction rather than an absolute state supported by fic-
tion, which is the case in the work of Beauvoir.

It is thus that Judith Butler, again a philosopher by education and professional affiliation and
again a writer whose work moves (as many of her critics have pointed out) rapidly from theo-
retical assertion to engagements with the ‘real’ world that various writers have found problem-
atic, suggests a way through the various confines that binary accounts of gender implicitly offer.
The punctuation that explicitly challenges straightforward assumptions of the way in which we
read ‘the real’ is to indicate an essential part of Butler’s argument: that the real world is no more
or less than our capacity to re-affirm or to destabilize it. The many arguments around Butler’s
work (arguments which engage with the trajectory of her work from Gender Trouble to more
recent work on state violence) have been the subject of various volumes but here what is impor-
tant is to note, as this volume will demonstrate, the range of Butler’s influence. At the same time,
both Butler and Beauvoir raise questions for feminist theory that are less about the explanatory
authority and vitality of their work and more about the issues presented to feminist theory by
writers whose very discipline poses problems about the relationship of theory to practice. Those
problems are explicit in the work of both writers: the Simone de Beauvoir who wrote The Second
Sex would not, at the time of the book’s publication in 1949, have regarded herself as a feminist,
in the same way Butler resists the term “feminist” when associated only with women because of
the essentialist connotations of the term. This would seem to present feminist theory, in the case
of both Beauvoir and Judith Butler, with a theoretical tradition in which two of its most influen-
tial writers have complex relationships with that tradition.

At this point it is worth turning to two other great theoretical traditions of the western post-
Enlightenment world: Marxism and psychoanalysis. Each tradition is associated with those often
abused figures of “founding fathers’, and both have long traditions of considerable social engage-
ment and diverse contributors. But what is interesting about these traditions — psychoanalysis
scorned by Beauvoir, Marxism largely irrelevant to Butler — is that they are formed around and
through intense engagement with the study of the real, material world, be it the means of produc-
tion in the case of Marx or individual human beings in the case of Freud. Both men too, in com-
mon with Butler and Beauvoir, never assumed the human condition to be ‘natural’; the contingent
is too powerful a part of social existence for there ever to be a fixed or final state of being human.
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Yet what is distinct in the work of Marx and Freud is that in the making of the human both
detected patterns in which the individual and the social combined to form connections that were
predictable and beyond individual control. The child and the resolution of the Oedipal drama and
the person born with only labour to provide for herself or himself constitute the (almost) general
condition of human beings; circumstances in which agency may well come to exist but is not abso-
lute or inevitable. Marx, despite the origins of his work in Hegelian idealism (and that particular
presence in what has become known as the ‘young’ Marx), subsequently came to locate the dialec-
tical implications of his account of political economy within precise historical conditions. What
remained constant in his work (and in that of Freud) was the recognition of that dialectic between
human beings and their circumstances, in which both parties change and are changed through their
relationship.

This is arguably not the case for Beauvoir nor, indeed, for Butler. In The Second Sex bio-
logically female people may well ‘become’ women but that becoming is a process in which the
female is the made person, never the subject who makes. Indeed, for Beauvoir, it would seem
that the only way in which women can acquire agency is through the reproduction of the male,
in terms of both social presence and abstract understanding. This binary is not, however, one
of a dialectical relationship: there is no mutual change, only a making of ‘woman’ in terms
from which the only escape is that of the masculine. From this, it is possible to surmise that
what is arguably the case about Beauvoir’s resolution of the apparent theoretical powerless-
ness of women, a lack of power which arises from the ways in which literal women are seen
as passive occupiers of their given social (and epistemological) space, might also be said about
feminist theory: that in its identity with the feminine and the female arise questions about the
extent to which the epistemological status of feminist theory is that of amendment or addition
to theory per se. This issue underlies many of the questions raised in the section in the Hand-
book edited by Sumi Madhok and myself on Epistemology and Marginality, in which the link
between knowledge and marginal status and identity is explored.

In the history of western feminism there are numerous examples of campaigns by women
(both with and without the support of men) for access to those institutions from which we have
been excluded. At the same time there have also been notable interventions by women about
re-thinking the very nature of public life, be it intellectual, institutional or political. All these
interventions have been generated by the assumption that the various privileges of the world,
not the least of which is power over both the self and others, have been more generally owned
and assumed by men. This has placed individuals who wish to challenge and change the gen-
dered distribution of power in the situation of both needing to demonstrate forms of inequality
and at the same time account for the differential. The *natural’ as a form of social explanation
has largely lost some of its legitimacy in the west, even if neo-liberalism has achieved (and
particularly since the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991) the feat of establishing the
authority of the assumption that the market economy is the ‘natural’ form of political economy.
Yet if relations between human beings other than the economic are in no sense ‘natural’,
feminism has to account for various social differences both between women and men as well
as for the meaning of those categories of the masculine and masculinity and the feminine and
femininity. It is ‘theory’, in the most general rather than feminist sense, that has allowed us to
consider the ways in which biologically male and female people are ‘made’.

But of the theories that most forcefully question the ways in which the human condition
is made and reproduced it is Marxism and psychoanalysis that have best retained their rel-
evance through decades of shifts in intellectual paradigms. Marx and Freud were products
of nineteenth-century western modernity, their work hugely informed by, and located within,
the history of the west and its longstanding cultural traditions. Freud is nothing without
Ancient Greek mythology, Marx depends upon an account of history stretching back to the
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most technologically simple societies for his vision of the ways in which political economies
evolve. Both men have been widely criticized by feminists: Freud for his views on psycho-
sexual development, Marx for what is read as his refusal to consider gender inequality in his
account of social inequality.® Yet from the same context — that of feminist theory — there have
come important defences and use of the work of both Marx and Freud; many feminist
accounts of works of the imagination, as the section edited by Sadie Wearing on Literary,
Visual and Cultural Representation makes apparent, owe a considerable debt to Freud. That
Freudian presence is equally evident in the section on Sexuality edited by Clare Hemmings;
it is not, in either case, that the various authors are ‘reading’ works of literature or aspects of
sexual behaviour through a particular authorial authority but rather through the further expo-
sition of the possibilities of the method, and the intrinsic connections, that Freud explored.
Throughout much of the twentieth century both Freud and Marx were interpreted, often with
very considerable hostility, as definitive and certain in their conclusions. One of the few (in
the view of this writer) positive features of what is described as post-modernism is that it has
given a greater status within intellectual life to the ambiguous and the imprecise: in this way
the work of both Freud and Marx has regained that element of the speculative that can be
detected through a lens which is not distorted by over-determined conclusions about the nar-
ratives and circumstances of history.

That space for speculation and ambiguity, a characteristic of the imaginative work of mod-
ernism that took some considerable time to manifest itself within formal academic disciplines,
was significantly assisted by women and by those men who were not afraid to consider openly
the extent of the range and complexity of human emotions and relations. In this context, a
context formed by the work of writers such as Virginia Woolf, psychoanalysts such as Anna
Freud and Melanie Klein, political figures such as Rosa Luxembourg and artists such as
Kathy Kollwitz, the feminine as a collective status was given agency and presence. In the
work of the German artist Kathy Kollwitz we see the way in which a perception of the world,
inspired by that sense of being an ‘outsider’ that was derived from being a woman in a world
dominated by men, brought together both resistance and rejection of aspects of that world
together with an assertion of those connections — between violence and sexuality — that
inform the section edited by Marsha Henry on War, Violence and Militarization. Those
forms of violence, as Kollwitz attempted to bring together in her drawings and etchings,
were various, from the murder of Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht to the ‘everyday’
violence of poverty.’

In an early edition of Feminist Review an article appeared with the title “Wiping the Floor
with Theory’ (Kaluzynska, 1980: 27-54). The essay was a contribution to debates in feminism
in the last decades of the twentieth century about questions of feminist politics and feminist
theory, many women arguing that the over-theorization of feminism and feminist issues would
make feminism a province of the well-educated and privileged. The now considerable pres-
ence of feminist scholars in universities throughout much of the world would suggest (while
also acknowledging that employment in the academy is a privileged form of work) that some
of this prediction has come true. But two arguments also intrude, both of which disturb com-
fortable assumptions about the meaning of feminism and accusations that suggest its ‘betrayal’.
The first is that feminism and feminists were never entirely explicitly hostile to the economic
order of industrial capitalism; indeed, for many feminists the crucial engagements were with
culture; what Michele Barrett described as the “cultural turn’ in sociology was indicative of the
way in which there was a considerable consensus in the late twentieth century that what was
somewhat euphemistically known as the ‘mixed’ economy was the inevitable form of political
economy (Barrett, 1992: 201-19). What disappeared (or became less publicly present) at this
time was that tradition in feminism that had linked structural inequality with gender equality.
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In an unsigned editorial published in 1982 various writers in Feminist Review reflected, with
regret, on the erosion of the relationship between feminism and socialism. In a sentence that is
as relevant today as it was then they wrote:

The continuing development of multi-national firms answerable to no government is leading to the
pauperisation of vast sectors of the globe.®

What this comment demonstrates particularly clearly — as well as the ability of writers in
Feminist Review to define central and ongoing trajectories of social life — is that feminism
has never been afraid to engage with issues apart from those of gender difference. The
point is crucial for our understanding of feminist theory: it is a theoretical position which
casts its remit across diverse contexts of analysis. The analysis may ‘read’ aspects of the
social world through the lens of gender but the focus is varied and wide-ranging.

But, to many people (certainly in the global north), the new battleground around gender was
that of cultural change, of the ‘empowerment’ of women and the more active integration into
the model of actively independent economic individual. Rafts of legislation about gender equal-
ity reinforced a sense of progress about the relevance of that model for changes in gender rela-
tions. In this, feminists could rightly claim considerable credit for organizing and mobilizing to
ensure that these changes took place. However, from this emerged three assumptions, all of
them questionable and questioned. First, that the site of feminist intervention should be concen-
trated rather more in the global south, a view which has attracted considerable criticism and fury
from feminists across the planet who see in this a new form of cultural imperialism.® A second
assumption was closely aligned to this: the view that feminism in the global north had become
redundant; in the face of the brave new world of ‘modern’, ‘emancipated’ women there was no
need for further intervention. The third was that feminism, and its principles, had become so
structurally engrained in the institutions and institutional practices of the global north that insti-
tutions and institutional practice now enshrined feminist principles (Walby, 2011: chs 4 and 5).
All these issues have attracted considerable debate. But what remains is the question of the
extent to which there are aspects of feminism and feminist theory that are entirely compatible
with neo-liberalism (Fraser, 2009: 97-117). Among those points of coincidence are the theo-
retical validation of the individual and an agenda that legitimates choice. Individual choice is
the key ideological and rhetorical formulation for the status of the individual in a neo-liberal
market economy just as much as ideas about ‘choice’ have always been, from the Enlightenment
onwards, a central part of the vocabulary of feminism.

From this it is possible to visualize feminism, and feminist theory, as part of the flowering
of “‘mature’ capitalism, a form of political economy that can allow at least some flowers to
bloom. Such a picture, which some might read as evidence of the ultimately positive virtue of
the market economy, can, however, also be read as both a detraction and an under-estimation
of the potential, both achieved and inherent, of feminist theory. To make one immediate point:
the heavy weight of conservatism that sits on all societies will always attempt to minimize
what radical visions of the politics of the Left have achieved. The other — but in this case
similar — side of this coin is the intense anxiety created about various kinds of possibilities of
change in various forms of the gender order: if a government in Saudi Arabia can countenance
the idea that women driving cars will undermine an entire social world or if, in the case of
some groups in the United States, the view that civil marriages for people of the same bio-
logical sex will destroy the very fabric of society can be entertained, it is possible to see how
considerable are concerns around the organization of gender.

Itis in the light of these — and other — cases where a ‘natural’ order of gender is asserted and
legitimated through various forms of quasi-rational argument that the need for feminist theory



INTRODUCTION XXV

is particularly apparent. But it is also in cases such as these that the theoretical acquires its most
valuable identity: where it is not an exercise in semantics or an intervention in obscure debate
but an exercise that unites passionate and informed rationality with the wish to reach goals
other than those which are of immediate value to a particular individual. In this sense, feminist
theory (despite attempts to extend the signification of the term ‘feminist’ to contexts of ram-
pant self-enrichment) has at its core a concern with both the identification and the transforma-
tion of those ideas which regulate and enforce gender equality. This locates feminist theory as
a truly transcendent form of knowledge: one that speaks of individual cases (be they the sub-
jects of development policies or Hollywood films) but does so in the dialectical terms of prac-
tice and reflection that unite people, circumstances and understanding.

NOTES

1 See the discussion in Hemmings, 2011 and Madhok et al., 2013.

2 There are various accounts of the ways in which feminism has become an integral part of individual biogra-
phies. See, for example, Segal, 2007; Wilson, 1979 and Rowbotham, 1989.

3 See, for example, Midgley, 1992; 2007 and Alonso, 1993; and on more recent protests see Roseneil, 1995;
2000.

4 Animportant account of the various alliances of gender and race is given in Feimster, 2009.

5 In that same volume Beauvoir makes a particularly interesting comment about the cultural politics of the
west. She writes: ‘The only reality that the bourgeois writer seeks to take into account is the inner life’
(Simons and Timmerman, 2012: 175).

6 The attacks — and defences — of Marx and Freud by feminists are legion and there is no single account which
adequately represents them. However, important attempts to make the case for the relevance of Freud
were Juliet Mitchell’s Psychoanalysis and Feminism (1974) and the essays by Jacqueline Rose collected in
Sexuality in the Field of Vision (1986). Many of the articles published in Feminist Review between 1980 and
1990 discussed the question of the relationship between socialism and feminism and important essays were
published by (among others) Mary McIntosh, Angela Weir, Anne Phillips and Michelle Barrett. In an editorial
of 1982 the editors wrote (of contemporary politics) ‘What can happen to women if our interests are not
clearly and explicitly defended in the course of revolutionary struggle?’, a rhetorical question which retains
its importance to this day.

7 Writing of her 1920 drawing, The Sick Woman and her Children, Kollwitz wrote ‘Malnutrition has made
this woman very sick. She could be cured with proper care. The food to save her life is available in this coun-
try, but she cannot afford the exorbitant prices asked for it. What will become of her children? Every day
profiteers are sapping the strength of countless people and preparing them for a premature grave’ (Kearns,
1976: 163).

8 Anon., 1982.

9 Two of the many important — and now canonical — contributions here are Mohanty, 2003:17-42 and Spivak,
1999.
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PART 1

Epistemology and Marginality

For a ‘Handbook of Feminist Theory’, a
section on epistemology is important for
several reasons. Forms of epistemological
enquiries, their resultant knowledges and
the nature of sociality these uphold are cen-
tral to feminist thinking not only because of
their power to define who gets to be a ‘sub-
ject” and a ‘knower’ but also which know-
ledges and phenomena are deemed valid
‘objects’ of study and consequently worthy
of recognition, authority and legitimacy.
Epistemological enquiries and processes
uphold a particular view of the world,
endorse certain forms of gender relations
and assume a specific set of hierarchical
social and political relations as standard.
Therefore, in insisting upon uncovering the
identity of the ‘knower’ and the nature of
‘knowing’, feminist theory is committed to
knowledge as linked both to power and to a
certain politics.

In conceiving this section, we focus in
particular on the links between epistemology

Sumi Madhok and Mary Evans

and marginality. In emphasizing the question
of epistemic marginality we encouraged the
contributors to conceive their pieces in light
of the associations that feminist scholars
have drawn between the production of
knowledge and continuing social injustices
including those resulting from the setting up
of epistemic hierarchies and the production
of marginal statuses, identities and knowl-
edges and from the societal impact of deep
epistemic divides — between those who are
designated as ‘knowers’ and those deemed to
be bereft of the capacity to ‘know’ — on forms
of epistemic violence and everyday modes of
oppression. Feminist writing about epistemic
marginality and exclusion is, of course, not new.
In writing about marginality and knowledge-
production feminist scholars have reflected
on questions of who can be ‘Knowers’, what
is regarded as ‘Knowing’ and what can be
‘Known’ (Hawkesworth, 1989), and drawn
on their own institutional and epistemic
marginality to note at least three things: the
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marginal status of feminist epistemology as a
legitimate “field of enquiry’; the marginaliza-
tion of feminist epistemologists as a group
(not least in philosophy departments, where
epistemology is a central field of enquiry and
curriculum), and the marginal status of
feminist and gender studies as knowledge-
producing or a “discipline’. To be sure, while
the above can be seen as empirical ‘evidence’
of the way in which epistemic processes and
relations work in the ‘academy’, feminist
scholars use this empirical fact to ask broader
questions about marginality that are political,
structural and ethical. But why does it matter
that the connection between knowledge and
marginality — the processes of knowledge-
production and legitimation, who produces
it, for whom and to what end — be opened up
for critical and democratic scrutiny? It matters
because feminist epistemology not only con-
cerns itself with critique and producing new
forms of knowledge; it is also deeply
invested in the transformation of existing
inequitable societal relations. And, there-
fore, it follows that, if theory is both a way
of seeing the world and providing a blue-
print for political action, then the world it
illuminates, acknowledges and seeks to
define cannot simply replicate the one that is
the already normative, the always already
privileged, the powerful and the authorita-
tive. Furthermore, in order for theory to be
transformative, including implicitly engaged
in the transformation of unequal gender rela-
tions, then it must serve up a toolbox for
challenging existing exploitative structural
logics of the normative order in order to
reorient it explicitly towards social justice
and an ethical politics.

Overall, the intellectual oeuvre of feminist
epistemology includes both modes as well as
the processes of knowledge-production, but
it is in its continual insistence on ‘knowing’
the ‘knower’, on making ‘subjectivity’ count
(Code, 1993 and in this volume) and on
unmasking and assessing the epistemic impact
of the ‘sex of the knower’ (Code, 1993; this
volume) on the nature of knowing that
feminist epistemology has made important

interventions, not least in uncovering the
‘politics of epistemic practice’ (Fricker,
2007: 2). Consequently, feminist epistemolo-
gists have brought under their epistemic
scanner processes of knowledge-production
such as the *scientific method’ and its accom-
panying values of objectivity, universality,
scientificity and ‘value freeness’, examined
the politics of ‘epistemic relations’ and ‘epis-
temic conduct’ and insisted on discussing
‘the political nature of epistemology” (Fricker,
2007; Alcoff, 1993) itself. The essays in this
section reflect the concern with both the
content and the processes of knowledge-
production. The papers also reflect a multi-
disciplinary interest in epistemological ques-
tions among scholars working in feminist
and gender studies. However, they neither
provide an exhaustive ‘coverage’ of the field
of feminist epistemology nor do they present
reviews of all the important interventions;
but they do build on the latter and put for-
ward new directions for feminist epistemo-
logical work to consider. In this we do not
attempt to replicate those important antholo-
gies edited by Helen Crowley and Susan
Himmelweit (1992) and Alcoff and Potter
(1993) but, rather, suggest ways of taking
forward and developing various debates.
Over the years, feminists have become
accustomed to invoking epistemic harms and
to reading and writing about ‘epistemic
injustice’ (Fricker, 2007), ‘epistemic vio-
lence’ (Spivak, 1988) and ‘epistemic scandal’
(Chow, 2006). The intellectual potency of
this language derives its poignancy and
urgency from the structural injustices that
order the organization of everyday life. As
we write the introduction to this section,
aspects of ‘epistemic and testimonial injus-
tice’ (Fricker, 2007), ‘politics of testimony’
(Code, this volume), the withholding of
‘epistemic agency’ and the reinforcing of
epistemic marginality, are in operation across
the globe in now all-too-familiar revealing
and sinister ways, and not least in a court-
room in Sanford, Florida, where the trial of
the murdered US black teenager Trayvon
Martin has just concluded. We cannot afford
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to ignore formations of marginality and the
epistemic questions they raise; these have, as
feminist scholars have powerfully argued
and reminded us, a strong and enduring
material basis.

The emergence of the language of epistemic
harm, of course, is itself an outcome of a long
struggle not only against prevalent epistemo-
logical practices and dogmas but also against
the reproduction of existing hierarchies and of
coloniality within feminist theory itself. The
critique of feminism’s and of feminist theories’
‘internal colonialism’ is now strongly regis-
tered (Mohanty, 1991; hooks, 2000; Collins,
2000; Lorde, 2001; Rich, 1986; Spivak, 1988;
Crenshaw, 1989; Lugones, 2010; Bhavnani,
1993; Chow, 2006), and, as bell hooks notes
(2000), the feminist movement is ‘the most
self-critical’ among all movements of social
justice, but despite this self-criticism and even
self-reflexivity within epistemic practices, it is
hardly short of a *persisting epistemic scandal’
that much of feminist epistemology continues
to be ‘self-referential’ and to exhibit a ‘strange
complacency of its provincial contents’ (Chow,
2006: 13), only ‘telling feminist stories’ (Hem-
mings, 2005) about particular epistemic histo-
ries, cultures and practices. In this respect we
acknowledge the limitations of this section —
nearly all the essays here focus upon ongoing
epistemic debates within feminist epistemol-
ogy from metropolitan locations and
engage epistemic questions and scholarship
that are rooted firmly within the ‘western
canonical’ tradition. While this shortcoming
of feminist epistemological investigations
cannot be understood in isolation from present
geopolitical, historical and economic
contexts — in fact, knowledge-production, ped-
agogical, research and institutional priorities
and are conditioned by these — an acknowl-
edgement of one’s complicity in reproducing
and keeping in place intellectual hierarchies,
however, can be an important first step.
Many essays in this section are deeply
troubled by questions of coloniality and
critical of ‘othering’ practices in knowledge-
production while also accepting their own
structural implication within these. They are

in the best tradition of feminist scholarship —
not only reflexive but also concerned with
questions of accountability and responsibil-
ity. But the difficulty remains nevertheless:
how to resolve this ‘epistemic scandal’? The
reader will, we hope, understand if we refrain
from providing simple and ready-to-use
solutions here. For we doubt that these exist.
One thing we’re certain of, though, is that
simply resorting to what Sandra Harding
referred to in another context as ‘add and stir’
is not going to do. In other words, to provide
spaces for ‘other’ forms or modes of knowl-
edge-production in a mechanical way, with-
out attempting to show how these either
effectively query or even displace the epis-
temic premises upon which questions of
knowledge-production occur, hardly consti-
tutes a “solution’. In this section, contributors
re-examine existing epistemic arguments and
recalibrate epistemic questions and materials
not by seeking to displace their own privilege
(as if they could!) but through acknowledg-
ing their epistemic provincialism, their geo-
political and institutional location as also the
raced and classed identities of their readings.

By acknowledging that epistemology is
political (Alcoff, 1993) and that knowledge is
not ‘value free’ but is always a product of
certain forms of political investments, these
essays build on what is now a basic building
block of feminist epistemological analysis —
namely, that gender is not a unitary category
of analysis but one that is mediated through
the intersection of race, class, sexualities
and other forms of marginality (Crenshaw,
1989; Collins, 2000). This epistemic insight,
that gender intersects with other forms of
marginality, has been heralded as the most
‘significant’ conceptual contribution of the
last twenty years, since it not only uncovered
(feminist) epistemology’s ‘irrepressible con-
nection with social power’ (Fricker, 2007: 2)
but also dealt a blow to the ‘theoretical
framework of individualism and compulsory
rational idealization’ predominantly favoured
in epistemic arguments (see also Code
in this section). Thinking seriously about mar-
ginality has challenged the methodological
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individualism as well as the assumptions of
‘human homogeneity’ that underpin episte-
mological enquiry and unmasked the pro-
cesses through which subordinate groups are
denied subjectivity and status as ‘knowers’.
Gayatri Spivak (1988) has written powerfully
about the ‘epistemic violence’ that accompa-
nies the silencing of marginalized groups and
Patricia Collins writes evocatively about the
denial of subjectivity and the cognitive com-
petence of Black women (Collins, 2000). bell
hooks (2000) writes of the need ‘to develop
feminist theory that emerges from ‘individu-
als who have knowledge of both margin and
center’ (2000: xvii) and for ‘understanding
marginality’ as a ‘position and place of resist-
ance’ that is “crucial for oppressed, exploited,
colonised people’ (1990: 150-51). Standpoint
theorists such as Sandra Harding, for instance,
write in favour of a methodology that involves
‘starting thought from the lives of marginal-
ised peoples’, arguing that this will reveal
more of the unexamined assumptions influ-
encing science and generate not only more
critical questions but also a ‘strong objectiv-
ity’ that would both recognize the social situ-
atedness of knowledge and also critically
evaluate it in order ‘to determine which social
situations tend to generate the most objective
claims’. For standpoint theorists, the key
questions that are asked, investigated and
indeed addressed by academic disciplines are
those which affect the privileged and the
powerful. And therefore, by implication, the
intellectual investments are those which seek
to entrench privilege in place and not displace
it. As a corrective, standpoint theorists pro-
pose that if we are to challenge privileged
views of the world then we will have to start
producing knowledge about the world from
the standpoint of those who are marginalized.
But can the claim to epistemic privilege,
which is the claim to speak in a authoritative
way by marginalized groups, put forward a
distinct and discrete voice of the oppressed, a
voice that can challenge the authority of the
oppressor? Bar On (1993) cautions that, in
fact, it cannot. Although the ‘claim to epis-
temic privilege’ may be deployed by the

oppressed as a ‘tool’, she follows Audre
Lorde in arguing that it remains, in the final
instance, ‘a master’s tool ... because when
the oppressed feel a need to authorize speech,
they are acting on feelings that are a function
of their own oppression’ (Bar On, 1993: 97).
Writing in this volume, Lorraine Code, one of
the pioneers of feminist epistemology,
encourages us to think of ‘multiple margin-
alities” while also pointing out that not all
‘centres’ are equally epistemically privileged.
Although these *multiple marginalities’, she
writes, ‘may appear to operate singly in some
instances, often they overlap or are interwo-
ven in silencing, ignoring, or discrediting
certain voices and points of view’. Readers
will recall of course, that Code (1993) had
directed one of the early challenges at episte-
mological thinking when she asked whether
the ‘sex of the knower’ mattered in any epis-
temic way. For Code, asking this question
alone ‘gives rise to a range of questions about
knowledge and subjectivity ... no longer is
the “knower” imaginable as a self contained,
infinitely replicable “individual” making uni-
versally valid knowledge claims from a
“god’s eye” position removed from the inci-
dental features and the power and privilege
structures of the physical-social world” (Code,
this volume: 10). Through her now famous
formulation, S knows that P, Code argued
that contemporary epistemologies, particu-
larly their positivist—empiricist varieties, not
only insisted on “value neutrality’, ‘pure objec-
tivity” and *perspectiveless’ knowing but were
also underpinned by the idea of a universal
human nature or “human homogeneity’ (Code,
this volume). As opposed to the ‘hegemonic
model of mastery’ (Code, this volume) that
dominates mainstream Anglo-American epis-
temology, Code writes that, as most of our
knowledge is interactive and dependent on
others, ‘knowing others’ is a much more sig-
nificant epistemic practice and that ‘taking
subjectivity into account’” would reveal a very
different ‘geography of the epistemic terrain’.
In her contribution, Code, reflects on her
seminal essay while casting a theoretically
expansive eye over questions of ‘centrality
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and marginality” within feminist ‘cognitive
practices’ and also those of mainstream epis-
temic thinking. She writes that subjectivity
matters and that ‘knowledges are situated’,
and that acknowledging this fact ‘opens up’
thinking on the epistemological implications
of ‘multiple intersecting specificities of sub-
jectivity and positionality” and thereby, into
questions about credibility, testimony, mar-
ginality and epistemic responsibility

Astrida Neimanis, in this volume, is also
concerned with questions of responsibility
and accountability. She points out that the
‘master model’ that informs epistemological
thinking is held in place by a conceptual
framework organized around the opposi-
tional division between ‘nature’ and ‘cul-
ture’. This binary division is not a benign
separation but is value-laden, inscribing
value to one (i.e., culture) and ‘denigrating’
the other (i.e., nature). Neimanis writes that
this nature/culture distinction is not a refer-
ence to discrete entities alone but has come
to stand in for a whole host of representa-
tional practices and relations whereby asso-
ciations with “culture’ indicate ‘masculin-
ity’, ‘western’ and ‘cosmopolitan ways of
life’, while ‘nature’ is used to denote asso-
ciational links with ‘femininity’, primi-
tiveneness and backward, non-progressive
world views and life worlds. Neimanis pro-
vides a ‘schematization’ of the ‘various
feminist positions’, outlines a ‘detailed
evaluation of “new materialist” positions on
nature/culture’ and argues that if feminist
theory is to realize a much more expansive
idea of ethical and political accountability
then it must bring in as part of its commit-
ment to intersectional analyses not only
environmental concerns but also non-human
others.

In her contribution Gayle Letherby, fol-
lowing Lorraine Code, argues in favour of
foregrounding subjectivity in the research
process, or for a ‘theorised subjectivity’,
pointing out that ‘political complexities of
subjectivities and their inevitable involvement
in the research process’ render the search
for a ‘definitive objectivity’ ultimately

unsuccessful. Letherby explains ‘theorised
subjectivity” as one that ‘requires the constant,
critical interrogation of our personhood —
both intellectual and personal — within the
production of the knowledge’. As distinct
from standpoint theorists, Letherby is not
really interested in pursuing ‘strong objectiv-
ity’ or, indeed, in finding more theoretically
adequate ways of pursuing objectivity;
instead, she argues for starting from the point
of making research ‘value explicit’ rather
than ‘value free’. Thus, theorized subjectiv-
ity starts by recognizing the value (as in
worth, rather than moral value) — both posi-
tive and negative — of the subjective (Leth-
erby, this volume).

Sabine Grenz’s paper also examines the
process of knowledge-production. In her
contribution she reflects on the flow of
power within the research process and, in
relationships between the researcher and the
researched, in particular. In her research on
sexuality and on clients of prostitutes, she
writes that although feminist research has
demonstrated sensitivity in relation to inter-
sectional workings of power and has paid
attention to minimizing power differentials
in research relationships, it has not always
been successful in negotiating ‘reversed
power relations’ or when the researcher her-
self is marginalized, for instance, through
being subject to racist and sexist behaviour.
But, as Grenz argues, a research project
should not been seen as sealed from the
prevailing power social dynamics but is in
fact comprehensively ‘integrated’ and
plugged into the ‘surrounding discourses on
the topic in question as well as related
issues’.

However, there remains at least one prior
question to that of making subjectivity matter
epistemically and it is this: whose values and
experiences are allowed to be brought into the
research process? And, relatedly, how do we
access these values? Acknowledging the
subjectivity of knowers and their different loca-
tions means acknowledging that knowers are
positioned differently and that their position-
ing is an outcome of existing social divisions.
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Acknowledging differently located knowers
and their different subject positionings
draws into serious question knowledge
accounts that claim not only a universality
across time and space but also an unmediated
neutrality of knowledge produced from archi-
median positions which view the world from
‘nowhere’ in particular and by extension,
therefore, from everywhere and for everyone.
The question that begets is: how do we think
about difference in ways that are sociologi-
cally illuminating, intellectually meaningful
and also politically useful? And, furthermore,
if identities and oppressions are intersection-
ally experienced, how do we access and articu-
late experience? And what sort of epistemic
weight do we accord experience? Sharing
women’s ‘lived experience’ has been an
important feature of feminist consciousness-
raising exercises and of building *sisterhood’.
However, questions of whose experience
counted soon came to the fore, not least as a
result of the emerging debates over intersec-
tionality, race, class and postcoloniality
within feminist scholarship. Epistemic claims
based on an identitarian reality found them-
selves under critical scrutiny by several post-
structuralist feminist scholars, with Joan
Scott’s essay titled ‘Experience’ becoming
the most paradigmatic of this critique. In the
essay, Scott cautions against using experience
as ‘foundational’, as self-evident and as
something authentic always already present
and waiting to be tapped into, suggesting
instead that we change our object of study
from events and ‘reality’ to discursive sys-
tems that shape experience. For example,
alongside studying the experience of American
slaves in the seventeenth, eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, she writes, we should
study the discursive systems of racism and
capitalism that produced slavery as an effect.
Scott concludes by calling for the study of the
processes of subject creation, not just experi-
ence itself, and writes, “it is not individuals
who have experiences, but subjects who are
constituted through experience” (Scott, 1992:
25-6). In her contribution to this section,
Sonia Kruks revisits Scott’s critique and

reassesses the epistemological role of experience
through a phenomenological lens. According to
Kruks, the ‘lived body’ is profoundly imbri-
cated in the ‘ethical and political project of
feminism’ and, in fact, it would be ‘hard to
imagine feminist political practices in which
embodied orientations and affective experi-
ence play little part’. However, Kruks cau-
tions against regarding experience as ‘natural’
or immediate and argues for experience to be
explored and theorized through phenomeno-
logical inquiry. According to Kruks, phenom-
enology offers access to significant registers
of women’s lives and to embodied and affec-
tive ways of knowing, judging, and acting
that cannot be grasped by discourse analysis,
or by other objectivizing approaches to expe-
rience. She points to the possibilities for
building bridges of solidarity that a recogni-
tion of the inter-subjective quality of lived
bodies offer, but is equally careful to point out
that in a complex and hierarchically organ-
ized world, phenomenology also enables an
understanding of the limits of empathy and
the dangers of over-identification with and
objectification of the ‘other’ that can result
from not acknowledging one’s own location,
‘distance’ and privilege.

While problematizing experience is an
important aspect of the politics of subjectiv-
ity and identity, we are still frequently con-
fronted with the question ‘what do women
want today?’ From the popular media to key
psychoanalytic texts, this question occupies
our popular and political imaginations.
Campbell argues that this question is, in fact,
a ‘key question for third wave feminisms’
and for feminist epistemologies. Engaging
with the question of what ‘we want today’,
writes Campbell, means not only asking how
we come to ‘know ourselves’ but also how
we know ‘our others’. “Third Wave Episte-
mologies’, writes Campbell, is not meant to
indicate a ‘fixed referent’ or a ‘framework’ or
a ‘taxonomy’; it is, rather, a “‘collective’ pro-
ject which seeks to examine the intersection
between the politics of subjectivity and the
politics of knowledge. In her contribution
she sets out elements of what she calls a
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‘post-Lacanian feminist epistemology’,
which, she argues, will help us negotiate the
relationship between *feminist knowing sub-
jects’, feminist epistemic practices and femi-
nist politics. She writes: ‘A feminist psycho-
analytic approach can help to understand the
operation of ...social fictions of femininity
and the pleasures and pains of these ‘femi-
nine’ desires. However, it also reveals that
the operation of feminist knowledges can
intervene in these discourses, and how these
knowledges can symbolize more liberating
forms of what women might want. This sym-
bolization of new social subjects and rela-
tions represents both the most radical prom-
ise and the most difficult task for third wave
feminist epistemologies in these times of
neoliberal politics and consumer cultures’
But what if the answer to the question
‘what do women want today?’ is, in effect,
that what they really want is religion? How
will feminist epistemology respond to such
an answer? Not very well, as it happens.
Both Sfan Hawthorne and Mary Evans
examine the fraught history of feminist
responses to this answer. Sian Hawthorne
writes that, when it comes to religious sub-
jectivities, feminist sensitivity to intersec-
tionally positioned subjects somehow seems
to get temporarily abandoned. Feminist
scholars are deeply invested in and thereby
unable to extricate themselves from the
well-entrenched narrative that posits an
unguestioned ‘inimical relationship” between
religion and gender oppression; in fact, reli-
gion, Hawthorne points out, is never seen in
an emancipatory frame, and only always as
oppressive — the familiar argument being
that the more religious observant societies
are, the more observably gender oppressive
they are likely to be. The important point
that Hawthorne makes is this: religion is not
only epistemological but also an ontological
marker/maker of difference and, therefore,
epistemic judgements on religious subjec-
tivities are not simply epistemological but
also carry a civilizational weight. As a conse-
quence, “religion” has become an identity
marker as well as an intellectual category’

and, therefore, ‘our focus cannot merely be
to be concerned with epistemological reflec-
tion; it must also necessarily be directed
towards the ontological dimensions of cate-
gory formation ...". In her contribution,
Mary Evans notes that while debates over
social progress measured in the successful
mobilizations of secular world views and the
consequent rolling back of religious ones
have more often than not been played out on
the terrain of gender, the ‘negative’ repre-
sentation of religious socialities within secu-
lar, humanist intellectual projects is not
without resonances in feminist theory too. In
fact, as Saba Mahmood has argued (2005),
the normative bias in favour of the secular
liberal subject has resulted in the denial of
subjecthood to religious women. The epis-
temic divide between religion and feminist
subjectivity, however, writes Evans, has
more often than not been overplayed and
there are, at least epistemologically speak-
ing, areas of both ‘similarity’ as well as dif-
ference between the epistemic structures of
both religion and feminism. For both, ‘the
transcendence of the limits of the human
person’ is an important goal — all world reli-
gions ‘encourage the possibility that each
human being is malleable into a form’, and
feminism, too, demands a future different
than one determined by one’s biology. Sec-
ondly, Evans points out that both religious
and feminist epistemologies begin their
enquiry into the world from the starting
point of social relations, although, of course,
they diverge quite radically both in their
analysis of these and also in relation to pre-
scribed paths and goals of emancipation.
Feminist theorists, writes Evans, should note
that religious discourse is neither stable nor
coherent and therefore offers many possi-
bilities for engagement — an engagement that
feminists must urgently take up if they are
not only to avoid misdescriptions of the
relationship between the secular and the
modern but also to both ‘recognize’ and
actively engage with the growing ‘legiti-
macy’ that religious discourse is acquiring
across the globe.
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CONCLUSION

In this section our purpose has been to
explore various issues associated with the
concept of a ‘feminist’ epistemology. What
emerges from the various papers is both
agreement and dissent: agreement that the
question of gender and gender relations has to
become an issue for the discussion of episte-
mology, not least because feminist theory has
so convincingly demonstrated the presence of
gendered relations of power within human
interaction. This does not mean, as might
once have been understood, that epistemo-
logical transformation can be achieved
through the challenge to male power, but that
the dialectic of human gender relations has to
become part of any epistemology. The papers
here all suggest ways of considering this
impact, not least of which is a critical discus-
sion of the concept of a specific ‘feminist’
epistemology, one which is somehow
divorced from fixed assumptions about the
relations of gender. We propose that taking
forward the importance of gendered episte-
mologies is crucial to the development of less
partial understandings of human existence.
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1

Feminist Epistemology and the
Politics of Knowledge: Questions of

Epistemology was a late-comer to feminist
analysis and critique. Although various
explanations for its tardiness might be
advanced, central among them must surely
be the intransigence of a conviction that,
while ethics and politics might well be
shaped by gender relations and other human
‘differences’, knowledge worthy of the
(honorific) title must transcend all such spe-
cificities. Thus, although feminist ethical
and political theory were rapidly growing
areas of inquiry during the 1960s and 1970s,
only in the 1980s was a set of questions and
proposals articulated to address the possi-
bility that there could, after all, be so seem-
ingly oxymoronic an area of inquiry as
feminist epistemology. In twentieth-century
Anglo-American philosophy there were
good reasons for such resistance. Episte-
mologists sought to establish universal,
necessary and sufficient conditions for the
existence of knowledge in general: knowl-
edge that could serve as a model at which
knowledge-seeking as such should aim —
that could yield empirical certainty, and

Marginality

Lorraine Code

silence the sceptic. Any hint of relativism
such as is implicit in the suggestion that sex — a
non-intellectual, non-rational, individual
characteristic of putative knowers — could
play a constitutive part in the production of
knowledge threatened to undermine the
founding principles of ‘the epistemological
project’. It unsettled taken-for-granted beliefs
about human sameness across putatively
incidental and inconsequential bodily differ-
ences, and thus appeared to contest the very
possibility of achieving knowledge worthy
of the name. It is no surprise, therefore, that
few epistemologists, feminists or other,
would have given an affirmative answer to
my 1981 question: ‘Is the sex of the knower
epistemologically significant?’ (Code, 1981).
Indeed, to some interlocutors the implica-
tions of responding in the affirmative seemed,
in those early days, to suggest that if indeed
the sex of the knower were declared episte-
mologically significant, then it would be to
the detriment of women’s aspirations to
knowledgeability. It would consolidate the
time-worn assumption that women could not
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know in the well-established, descriptive
and normative, sense of the word.

Yet whether such a confirmation would
amount to reaffirming women’s epistemic
marginality is a more subtle issue. So long
as the view prevails that women cannot
know according to the highest criteria for
establishing knowledge, it seems that they
are in fact not just marginalized but
excluded, confined somewhere beyond the
limits of both marginality and centrality.
This way of putting the point may exceed
the parameters of an analysis designated
specifically to address marginality, but |
think it does not stretch the purpose of the
discussion to observe that in at least one
sense of the word, in one central exclusion-
ary preserve — namely, universities and
other institutions of higher education —
when women are refused admission then the
implication seems to be that they cannot
know, that they are incapable of, not mar-
ginalized within, the kinds of knowledge
disseminated there. So even moving to the
fringes in the form of women’s colleges,
colleges of *home economics’, nursing
schools is, in the institutions of knowledge-
production and validation, already a move
to the margins — if indeed only there. When
women are restricted to studying/learning in
such institutions, which claim less prestige
than universities, they clearly are marginal-
ized, both institutionally and epistemologi-
cally (cf. Rossiter, 1982: esp. 65-70, 240).

Nonetheless, with respect to the content
and methodology of the empirical knowl-
edge that functions as exemplary for early-
to-mid-twentieth-century epistemologists,
both descriptively and normatively, the con-
tention that women are marginalized is apt in
the sense — and this is no small point — that
the subject S, in the standard S-knows-that-p
formula in which propositional knowledge
claims are ordinarily stated, is presump-
tively male to the extent that there is no need
even to mention his maleness. That he is
white and of the privileged classes is also an
uncontested given. Thus women enter the
philosophical scene as would-be knowers

usually in token substitutions of female for
male pronouns: instead of ‘Sam knows that
the book is green’ we read ‘Sally knows that
the book is green’. Ordinarily, such knowl-
edge claims are made about perceptual ‘sim-
ples’: they refer to medium-sized physical
objects that are presumptively part of every-
day life in the materially replete societies
tacitly taken for granted as the backdrop for
references to such knowing. Normally, too,
the sex of the knower would in such circum-
stances be regarded as being of no greater
significance than the size of her or his feet,
while her or his race, ethnicity, sexuality,
age would figure not at all in the analysis. In
short, the formal structure of empiricist/
post-positivist twentieth-century Anglo-
American epistemology prior to the feminist
challenges of the 1980s was such as to rein-
force settled presumptions of human homo-
geneity.

The idea that the sex of the knower could
be epistemologically significant gives rise to
a range of questions about knowledge and
subjectivity which were just as startling at
first posing, but have come to be integral to
subsequent feminist inquiry. No longer is
‘the knower’ imaginable as a self-contained,
infinitely replicable ‘individual’ making uni-
versally valid knowledge claims from a
‘god’s eye’ position removed from the inci-
dental features and the power and privilege
structures of the physical-social world. Once
inquiry shifts to focus (following Haraway,
1988) on ‘situated knowledges’, it is no
longer feasible to assume before the fact
which aspects of situatedness will be signifi-
cant for the production, evaluation and circu-
lation of knowledge. Inquiry opens out into
analyses of multiple intersecting specificities
of subjectivity and positionality in their
social, political and thence epistemological
implications for the production of knowledge
and knowers; and into questions about credi-
bility, marginality, epistemic responsibility
and the politics of testimony, none of which
would have been meaningful in the discourse
of orthodox epistemology. My analysis in
this essay pivots on these questions.
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BEGINNINGS

In the mid-1980s Sandra Harding, in The
Science Question in Feminism (Harding,
1986), began to map the developing theoretical
divisions in feminist epistemological inquiry,
first distinguishing between feminist empiri-
cism and feminist standpoint theory.
Empiricists, on this analysis, sought to develop
a method of evidence-gathering that would be
cleansed of androcentrism, paying attention to
evidence neglected or discounted as worthy of
notice in received theories of knowledge. The
idea was that an empiricism committed to
objective evidence-gathering and justification,
yet informed by feminist ideology, could pro-
duce more adequate knowledge than classical
empiricism, which is ignorant of its complicity
in sustaining a ubiquitous sex/gender system.
An enhanced sensitivity to such issues enables
feminists to enlist empiricist tools to expose
the sexism, racism and other ‘isms’ that (often
silently) inform knowing. Such exposures
often depend on examining the so-called
‘context of discovery’, where aspects of a situ-
ation, inquiry or experiment are singled out for
investigation, yet where sex/gender specific
features may be ignored or deemed irrelevant
from the get-go, so to speak. A well-known
example from the 1990s is the tardy recogni-
tion in cardiac medicine that symptoms sig-
nalling heart disease in women commonly
failed to show up in standard tests developed
from testing male patients alone. Only in con-
sequence of persistent feminist lobbying were
testing practices revised to address specifi-
cally female manifestations of the disease
(Harvard, 1984). Investigating assumptions
that structure and pervade processes of
experimental design — contexts of discovery —
often expose limitations whose effects are
analogously gender-specific. The ‘strong
objectivity’ feminist empiricists and standpoint
theorists demand, if differently, opens the way
to generating more inclusive, and hence more
just, inquiry than older conceptions of objec-
tivity had allowed (cf. Harding, 1993).

Hence, for example, in Helen Longino’s
social empiricism (1993), it is communities,

not individuals, who are the knowers: their
background assumptions shape knowledge
as process and product. In genetic research,
Longino shows how assumption-(value-)
driven differences in knowledge-production
contest the possibility of value-neutrality. Yet
she endorses community respect for evidence
and accountable, collaborative cognitive
agency. Similarly, Lynn Hankinson Nelson
(1990) develops from (Quinean) ‘naturalised
epistemology’ a neo-empiricism for which
again communities, not individuals, are the
primary knowers; and knowers come to evi-
dence through webs of belief, open to com-
munal endorsement and critique. Because
those who are socially marginalized cannot
realize their emancipatory goals without
understanding the intractable aspects and the
malleable, contestable features of the world,
they have to achieve a fit between knowledge
and ‘reality’, even when ‘reality’ consists in
such social artefacts as racism, power,
oppression or pay equity. Because an empiri-
cism alert to gender-specificity (and, latterly,
a range of other specificities) is well equipped
to achieve just such knowledge, politically
informed inquiry, according to Harding,
yields a better empiricism than the received
view allows, based in what she has called
‘strong objectivity’.

Standpoint theorists, by contrast, were
turning their attention to the historical-
material positioning of women’s practices
and experiences. For such theorists as
Nancy Hartsock (1983) and Hilary Rose
(1983), empiricists do not have at their dis-
posal the conceptual tools required to
address the historical-material diversity
from which people produce knowledge.
Standard-setting knowledge in western
societies derives from the experiences of
white, middle-class, educated men, with
women (like the marxian proletariat) occu-
pying underclass epistemic positions. As
capitalism “naturalizes’ the subordination of
the proletariat, patriarchy ‘naturalizes’ the
subordination of women; and as examining
material-social realities from the standpoint
of the proletariat denaturalizes these
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assumptions, so starting from women’s lives
denaturalizes the patriarchal order. A femi-
nist standpoint is a hard-won product of
consciousness-raising and social-political
engagement in which the knowledge that
enables the oppressed to survive under
oppression becomes a resource for social
transformation.

While these two positions seemed to cap-
ture the principal differences between feminist
approaches to epistemology in the late 1980s,
neither empiricist nor standpoint feminism
succeeded in resolving all of the issues.
Empiricists were unable fully to address the
power-saturated circumstances of diversely
located knowers or to pose interpretive ques-
tions about how evidence is discursively
constituted and whose evidence it suppresses
in the process. Nor, in the absence of a unified
feminism, could standpoint theorists avoid
obliterating differences. The theory’s ‘located-
ness’ offered a version of social reality as
specific and hence as limited as any other,
albeit distinguished by its awareness of that
specificity. But empiricism’s commitment to
revealing the concealed effects of gender-
specificity in knowledge-production cannot
be gainsaid; nor can standpoint theory’s
production of faithful, critical, analyses of
women’s experiences, with its focus on how
hegemonic values legitimate oppression.
Thus, in the years since empiricism and stand-
point theory seemed to cover the territory, with
postmodernism addressing anti-epistemological
challenges to both, feminists have found these
alternatives neither mutually exclusive, nor
able, separately or together, to explain the
sexual politics of knowledge-production and
circulation. Indeed, perhaps a more accurate
reading of the positioning of all three
approaches — feminist empiricism, standpoint
theory and postmodernism — would be to
emphasize the postmodern implications of all
three as they are manifested, for example, in
a sometimes tacit, sometimes explicit rejec-
tion of the very possibility of dislocated
(=un-situated) knowledge, epistemic indi-
vidualism, perspective-less a-political know-
ing and top-down positivistic—empiricist

methods of inquiry. Among its commendable
aspects are an acknowledgement of the pro-
ductive, innovatively postmodern implica-
tions of feminist inquiry that distances itself
from the ‘essentialisms’ that characterize
modernity, with its convictions about the
singularity of method, the replicability of
knowers, the affect-free nature of knowledge-
production and the universality of knowledge
worthy of the name.

I have noted that a commitment to ‘strong
objectivity’ seems to inform both feminist
empiricism and standpoint theory, albeit dif-
ferently. Indeed, cross-fertilizations across
disciplines and methods have often proven
more productive than adherence to any meth-
odological orthodoxy. Nor do all feminists
cognizant of the differences that difference
makes hope to achieve a unified standpoint,
given that it is impossible to aggregate such
differences either in their empirical detail or
their effects, and imperialistic to attempt to
do so. Hence, Patricia Hill Collins (1990)
advocated an ‘outsider-within’ black feminist
standpoint: an Afro-centered epistemology
which she adduces as exemplary of how
knowledge produced in a subordinated and
marginalized group can foster resistance to
hegemonic norms while producing knowledge
good of its kind; and Maria Lugones, writing
from within a different difference from an
uncontested white-affluent norm advocates
‘world travelling and loving perception’
(1987) as a practice that can afford a way of
escaping too-particular, self-contained and,
indeed, self-satisfied locations. Donna Hara-
way (1991) recasts both the subject and the
object of knowledge as radically located and
unpredictable, conceiving of knowledge-
construction as an ongoing process of learn-
ing to see, often from positions discredited
or marginalized in dominant accounts of
knowledge and reality. Pertinent here is
Evelyn Fox Keller’s (1983) biography of
Nobel laureate geneticist Barbara McClintock,
where she shows a hitherto marginalized
scientist attuned to unexpected differences
and anomalies in her objects of study, dwelling
with those differences to initiate a major
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theoretical breakthrough. Lorraine Code
(1991; 1995) examines how power and
privilege yield asymmetrically gendered
standards of authority in medical knowledge,
in the experiences of welfare recipients, in
testimonial credibility and in women’s
responses to sexist and racist challenges.
Her ecological model of knowledge and sub-
jectivity (2006) challenges the hegemony of
the model of ‘mastery’ that governs main-
stream Anglo-American epistemology. Taking
women’s cognitive experiences seriously
enables feminists, in these diverse ways, to
eschew the individualism and universalism of
mainstream theory and to examine specifi-
cally located knowing, where theory and
practice are reciprocally constitutive and
knowers are diversely positioned and active
within them.

Conceptions of ‘margin’ and ‘centre’ have
functioned variously in feminist epistemology,
from critical analyses of the situations of
putative knowers at the centre or at the mar-
gins of the social order to the marginalization
of women as philosophers and to the margin-
alization of feminist epistemology within
epistemology as such, to name only the most
salient variations. These factors may operate
separately or in concert, but either way they
work to reinforce a cluster of hierarchical
divisions and evaluations whose effects are
to sustain patriarchial structures of centre and
margin within philosophical practices that
mirror those within the larger society in the
affluent western—northern world.

In a landmark analysis of the politics of
marginality in feminist theories of knowledge,
Bat-Ami Bar On engages critically with the
contention that living on the social-political
margins affords epistemic privilege in the
sense that ‘subjects located at the social mar-
gins have an epistemic advantage over those
located at the social center’ (1993: 85). The
central idea, derived from Marxist theory and
endorsed in the late 1970s and early 1980s by
such socialist feminists as Nancy Hartsock
(1983) and Ann Ferguson (1979), is that peo-
ple who live at a distance from the social-
epistemological centre are epistemically

privileged in the sense that, simply in order
to survive, they must know the structures and
implications of lives at the centre more accu-
rately than those at the situated at the centre
have to know their (=marginalized) lives.
Thus, for example, workers have to know
how to navigate and negotiate the structures
and strictures of the social—political order in
which they occupy the underclass positions
far better and in greater detail than those at
the centre need to know their (=the work-
ers’) lives. For those at the centre the work-
ers are mere place-holders, cogs in the wheel:
the detail of their situations beyond their
place in keeping the machinery, both literal
and metaphorical, operating smoothly is of
no consequence. Yet standpoint epistemolo-
gists, as they came to be called, maintained
that starting epistemic inquiry from the posi-
tion of the workers’ lives — and subsequently
for feminist epistemologists speaking from
within patriarchy, starting epistemic inquiry
from the standpoint of women’s lives — made
it possible to see, understand and ultimately
unsettle the structures of centre and margin
that had been hitherto invisible in ‘one-size-
fits-all’ epistemological inquiry. Hence Hart-
sock, for example, maintains: ‘(L)ike the
lives of the proletarians according to Marx-
ian theory, women’s lives make available a
particular and privileged vantage point on
male supremacy ... which can ground a
powerful critique of the phallocratic institu-
tions and ideology which constitute the
capitalist form of patriarchy’ (1983: 284).
While such claims have not been univer-
sally accepted by feminist theorists, they
have generated productive debates in the
development of a feminist politics of knowl-
edge. Following Marx, Bar On notes the
basic idea is that although all knowledge is
perspectival, some perspectives ‘are more
revealing than others ... [especially] the
perspectives of [those who] ... are socially
marginalized in their relations to dominant
groups’ (1993: 83). The claim, then, would
be that a feminist standpoint gives access to
epistemic privilege by virtue of removing
the blinkers that inhibit a clear view of the
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unnaturalness of the entrenched patriarchal
order in knowledge, as elsewhere in gen-
dered social-political-epistemological
power—knowledge structures.

These claims are both provocative and
contentious in bringing feminist issues into
the hitherto putatively neutral domain of
epistemology. Noteworthy and in some ways
definitive for thinking, now, about standpoint
is Alison Wylie’s (2003) analysis of ‘why
standpoint matters’, especially in social sci-
ence. Numerous questions arise, many of
which bear on issues of epistemic marginal-
ity. Among the most probing is the question
of whether standpoint really is a theory, or
more properly a methodology. Wylie writes:
‘[T]o do social science as a standpoint femi-
nist is to approach inquiry from the perspec-
tive of insiders rather than impose upon them
the external categories of professional social
science, a managing bureaucracy, ruling
elites’ (2003: 27). Here there is no place, and
indeed no residual longing, for any idea(l) of
a view from nowhere, a god’s eye view, as
the vantage point from which accurate, neu-
tral vision and hence the best objectivity pos-
sible can be achieved, nor can ‘the knower’
any longer be conceived as a faceless, disem-
bodied place-holder in old and now-tired ‘S
knows that p’ formulaic knowledge claims.
Taking subjectivity into account becomes a
worthy and indeed an urgent practice for
feminist epistemologists and moral—political
theorists (see Code, 1995).

Noteworthy and initially promising in the
1980s, among attempts to contest the puta-
tive neutrality yet tacit masculinity of estab-
lished conceptions of knowledge worthy of
the name, and the consequent invisibility/
erasure of female subjectivity and women’s
experiences, was Belenky et al.’s Women’s
Ways of Knowing (1986). In my discussion of
the text (Code, 1991) I note its appearance on
the epistemological scene as a challenge to
established convictions that it is logically
possible for every human mind, at least in
principle, ‘to attain knowledge defined as the
ideal product of closely specified reasoning
processes’. Yet | also observe that such logical

possibilities ‘are of little relevance when
practical—political processes ... clearly struc-
ture the situations under analysis’ (1991:
251). Women’s Ways of Knowing initially
garnered some feminist approval for its care-
ful charting and analyses of women’s experi-
ential reports as these had routinely been
silenced, marginalized in and indeed
excluded from the epistemologies of the
mainstream. Ironically, however, the promise
of the analysis was truncated in ways that
work inadvertently to reproduce women’s
marginal status even as they endeavour to
contest and challenge it. As | have observed,
the book ‘risks making of experience a tyr-
anny equivalent to the tyranny of the univer-
sal, theoretical, and impersonal expertise it
seeks to displace’ largely in the ways the
authors assume that *autobiographical evi-
dence can be read “straight”, unequivocally,
without subtexts, hidden agendas, or gaps in
the narrative line’ (1991: 256). The point is
not that women’s experiential knowledge
claims should not be accorded a fair hearing
after all: the purpose of the project was to
open spaces for just such a hearing. But over-
arching assumption of experiential validity
refuses to bring those experiences into the
kinds of conversation, the debates among
putative ‘equals’, into which experiential
claims among colleagues and other interloc-
utors would ordinarily enter. The idea that no
one’s experience can be called ‘wrong’ closes
the door on potentially productive discus-
sion: indeed, on the interpretations and
debates feminist consciousness-raising prac-
tices sought to foster. Such closure counts
among the practices a viable standpoint
approach aims, | believe, to avoid.

The question remains open, then, as to
whether or how speaking and knowing from
the social-epistemic margins truly counts as
a situation from which epistemic privilege
can be claimed. As Bar On rightly notes,
‘Both the assumption of a single center from
which the epistemically privileged, socially
marginalized subjects are distanced and the
grounding of their epistemic privilege in
their identity and practices are problematic’
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(1993: 91). Part of the problem is the pre-
sumably guilt-infused view on the part of at
least some of ‘the privileged’ that, once those
from the margins speak, because they have
hitherto been silenced, there is a tacit obliga-
tion on the part of the erstwhile silencers to
take them at their word, to refrain from cri-
tique or challenge. Yet Elizabeth Spelman
aptly reminds us that: ‘... white women
marginalize women of color as much by the
assumption that as women of color they must
be right as by the assumption that they must
be wrong’ (1988: 182). An analogous
assumption restricts the promise of practices
that attest to a conviction that ‘granting’ the
subaltern a place to speak simultaneously
confers a presumption of truth upon her/his
every utterance. On such a view she or he
remains excluded, if now differently, from
full participation in the deliberative spaces
where knowledge is made, remade, con-
tested, established, put into circulation.

As | have noted, marginality has many
aspects. At the very least, it includes being
left out as known or knowable and being left
out, side-lined, as a putative knower; being
diminished or damaged by/in bodies of
knowledge; being denied credibility in testi-
monial and other epistemic processes and
practices; being discredited within a certain
hegemonic formula or set of directives for
what counts as bona fide knowledge.
Although these aspects may appear to oper-
ate singly in some instances, often they
overlap or are interwoven in silencing,
ignoring or discrediting certain voices and
points of view. In the next section of this
essay | endeavour to elaborate these modali-
ties of marginality singly and in some of
their intersections.

MULTIPLE MARGINALITIES

Particularly insightful is Rae Langton’s analysis
of how ‘when it comes to knowledge’, as she
puts it, women get left out, or women get hurt
(2000: 129). These are large claims, yet
Langton amply illustrates their pervasiveness

in the history of western philosophy, from the
writings of Mary Astell in the eighteenth cen-
tury through to such twentieth-century philo-
sophers and theorists as Simone de Beauvoir,
Betty Friedan and Marilyn Frye. Being left
out in this respect involves more than a sim-
ple (or not so simple) failure to take note of
women’s contributions to the philosophical
canon: it also, and frequently, involves figur-
ing women as unknowable, mysterious, enig-
matic and, hence, located ‘beyond the pale’ of
who or what needs to be, or is worthy of
being, known, addressed, taken into account.
Notable is Beauvoir’s caustic reference in
The Second Sex to the ‘myth’ of feminine
‘mystery’, whose pervasiveness enables a
man who ‘does not “understand” a woman ...
instead of admitting his ignorance’ to recog-
nize ‘a mystery exterior to himself’, thus
allowing him “an excuse that flatters his lazi-
ness and vanity at the same time’, offering
what, for many men, is ‘a more attractive
experience than an authentic relation with a
human being’ (2009: 268-9). Variations on
such exclusions and ignorings are well docu-
mented. Throughout the so-called ‘second
wave’, from Genevieve Lloyd’s detailed
mappings in The Man of Reason (1993) of
how ideals of reason and of masculinity have
mirrored one another in their historical evolu-
tion and consistently defined themselves by
exclusion of ‘the feminine’, feminist philoso-
phers have, variously, chronicled women’s
absence/exclusion from or denigration within
the panoply of reason, rationality and knowl-
edgeability. Peculiarly significant, in this
regard, has been women’s lack of knowledge
of their “‘own lives and experiences as women’
(Langton, 2000: 131). From Betty Friedan’s
(1963) reference to ‘the problem that has no
name’ to Nancy Tuana’s (2006) analysis of
the significance of epistemologies of igno-
rance for the women’s health movement,
startling lacunae have been exposed in wom-
en’s knowledge about their lives, bodies,
selves and subjectivities: lacunae famously
addressed in 1973 in the politically remarka-
ble publication by the Boston Women’s
Health Collective of Our Bodies, Ourselves
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(OBOS), since republished numerous times,
with ‘A New Edition for a New Era’ appear-
ing in 2005 (see Davis 2007).

According to Tuana, a major task facing
women’s health activists is still that of show-
ing how women’s bodies were ignored and/
or their health issues misrepresented, partly
in consequence of sedimented androcentric
or sexist beliefs about female sexuality,
reproductive health issues and/or responsi-
bility for contraception, many of which per-
sist even after OBOS. When women are
constructed as ‘objects of knowledge not as
authorized knowers’ (2006: 9) the situation is
not significantly better, epistemologically,
than it is in the passage from The Second Sex
Langton cites. Here issues of women being
left out and women being hurt overlap and
reinforce one another: either way, a mode of
marginalization is being enacted. Ignorance,
as Tuana reminds us, is often constructed,
maintained and disseminated. It is linked to
issues of cognitive authority, doubt, trust,
silencing and uncertainty. But Langton’s
overarching point also needs to be under-
scored: “Women may fail to be counted as
knowers ... because of a spurious universality
ascribed to a merely partial story of the world
as told by men ...” (2000: 132-3). These sins
of omission, as Langton calls them, translate
or evolve readily into sins of commission,
especially when it becomes apparent that
traditional ‘norms of knowledge’ that leave
women out can also have the effect of objec-
tifying women simply by assuming that
whatever needs to be known about them can
be known without their participation or input,
or can be derived without remainder from
knowledge about or made by men. In this
regard, Langton draws the reader’s attention
to circumstances in which the world can be
said to ‘arrange itself’ to fit what the power-
ful believe — as, for example, in situations
where ‘believing women to be subordinate
can make women subordinate: thinking so
can make it so, when it is backed up by
power’ (2000: 139). Beauvoir’s phenomeno-
logical analysis of what we might call the
‘making’ of woman into/as the second sex is

an elaborated case in point: ‘She is deter-
mined and differentiated in relation to man ...
she is the inessential in front of the essential.
He is the Subject; he is the Absolute. She is
the Other’ (2009: 6). And, in a similar vein,
Langton aptly cites Marilyn Frye’s powerful
image of ‘the arrogant eye’, where, as she
puts it:

the arrogant perceiver ... coerces the objects of
his perception into satisfying the conditions his
perception imposes. ... How one sees another
and how one expects the other to perceive are in
tight interdependence, and how one expects the
other to behave is a large factor in determining
how the other does behave. (Frye, 1983: 67)

Such patterns of conformity to the
expectations of the powerful, even when
these are not strictly codified or enforced, are
apparent throughout the social structures of
patriarchal, white, class-based and other
power—privilege differentiated societies and
social groups, from the family to the wider
society. Women, blacks, other non-white
persons, children, slaves and servants are
enjoined to ‘know their place’ and to occupy
that place as befits one variously subject to
the expectations and limitations that infuse
the social-political imaginary of a given
society or segment thereof. Failing to do so
routinely invites censure, or worse. Yet when
their place is defined and monitored by
others, knowing their place can hurt and
diminish women and Others (from the white
male norm), truncating their potential for
achieving well-realized lives.

The imperative to ‘know one’s place’ oper-
ates unevenly and with multiple degrees of
hurting and discrediting across western/north-
ern societies. So far, and presumptively, | have
referred to ‘women’ generically in ways that
fail to capture the complexity and indeed the
epistemic injustice involved in adducing such
a unified category. It may indeed be true that
women “as such’ are hurt, diminished, left out
in the epistemologies of the Anglo-American
mainstream and in the knowledge produced
under their aegis, but the identity ‘woman’ is
never uninflected: poor women, black women,
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old women, Hispanic women, uneducated
women, highly educated women, indigenous
women, eminent women, to name just the
smallest sampling, are hurt and left out differ-
ently, required to ‘know their place’ differently
across all known social orders. These so-
called ‘identities’ rarely come singly: they
intersect and function in complex intersec-
tional ways across every society however
large or small, where the term ‘intersection-
ality” derives from a metaphor coined in the
late 1980s by US critical legal theorist
Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw to explain
how race oppression and gender oppression
interact in black women’s lives (see Cren-
shaw, 1991). More recently, theorists have
expanded and elaborated the term to capture
a greater range of the multiple aspects of
‘identity’ that may operate in diverse social-
political-epistemological situations (see, for
example, Bailey, 2010; Garry, 2012).

Some or all of these differences will
undoubtedly be salient in all of the many
situations where women are hurt, discred-
ited, left out, ignored in knowledge and in
their knowing practices. Here | will start with
one particularly urgent example which brings
together questions about knowing, testimony
and epistemic agency that cut generically
across the category ‘woman’ and specifically
across diverse, intersecting groups of women.
The issue is the testimony of female rape
victims, which has notoriously and routinely
been discounted and discredited universally,
but is more viciously and egregiously dis-
counted across certain targeted groups of
women, who are exceptionally vulnerable to
incredulity, indeed of the crassest kind. All of
these practices reflect profoundly sexist
assumptions: that rape happens only to sexu-
ally ‘pure’ or ‘virtuous’ women or that it
matters only when it happens to them; that
women are likely to lie about having been
raped; that women who are raped ‘have
asked for it’. Demeaning references to a
woman’s appearance, attire, status, location,
sexual history or relationship to the alleged
rapist may be cited as evidence of consent, of
‘asking for it’. Moreover, in the USA black

women’s ‘unrapeability’ was written into law
in a racial ideology that defined them as
naturally lascivious and promiscuous; and
portrayals of women in pornographic and
mainstream media as enjoying, and therefore
consenting to, forceful, violent sex reinforces
these stereotypical assumptions and tells
against according women’s testimony the
credibility it otherwise merits. Ann Cahill
rightly observes: ‘rape must be understood
fundamentally ... as an affront to the embod-
ied subject ... a sexually specific act that
destroys (if only temporarily) the intersub-
jective, embodied agency and therefore per-
sonhood of a woman’ (2001: 13). In my
view, such a victim’s epistemic subjectivity
and agency is likewise fundamentally
destroyed: an extreme form of marginaliza-
tion in its erasure of a woman’s capacity to
know her ‘own’ experiences. (Germane is
Wittgenstein’s remark: ‘If | were contra-
dicted on all sides and told that this person’s
name is not what | had always known it was
(and I use ‘know’ here intentionally), then in
that case the foundation of all judging would
be taken away from me’ (1969: §614).)
Patterns of incredulity are widespread
across social-epistemological exchanges and
events: they are especially intransigent blocks
to credibility and to claiming epistemic status
in the rhetorical spaces of any society. In their
intransigence they install and enforce mar-
ginal status, and are exceptionally difficult to
dislodge. Thus, for example, in Ecological
Thinking (Code, 2006) I read Rachel Carson’s
epistemological—-scientific practice to show
how she, as a knower who did not fit easily
within the received scientific orthodoxy of
her day, was and continues to be marginal-
ized, discredited within ‘normal science’ for
aspects of her life and work that were open to
criticism as variously ‘irregular’. That she
had no PhD and no accredited academic posi-
tion clearly counted against her, as did her
practice of drawing just as respectfully on
testimonial reports from lay people about
ecological damage as she drew on reports of
laboratory findings. Admittedly, Carson lived
and worked at a time and in an epistemic
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climate where (prior to the advent of social
epistemology) testimony as such counted as a
lowly and unreliable source of knowledge by
contrast with the putatively greater certainty-
achieving perception and memory favoured
in empiricist orthodoxy. Many scholars now
applaud the place she accords to lay testi-
mony in documenting damaging practices. In
her time, Carson was rarely discredited
because she was a woman, although subse-
quent scholars have shown that such forms of
denigration hovered just beneath the surface
in evaluations of her life and work (Lytle,
2007; Sideris and Moore, 2008; Oreskes and
Conway, 2010; Code, 2012a). But the larger
point is to confirm what can reasonably be
called the methodological tyranny of a scien-
tific orthodoxy that discounts valuable and
indeed life-enhancing knowledge claims that
have not been derived in purified laboratory
conditions. Biologist Karen Messing, whose
work | also discuss in Ecological Thinking,
documents a politics of knowledge and exclu-
sion wherein women’s experiential reports of
workplace illness, suffering and long-term
damage are routinely discounted as anecdo-
tally unreliable by contrast with statistical
analyses in which, because of their rarity and
idiosyncracy, the symptoms such women
report often fail to register (Messing, 1998).
Too briefly summarized, these examples tell
of kinds of knowing that are readily side-
lined, marginalized in analyses where they
simply (or not so simply) fail to fit within an
uncontested set of assumptions about how
valid knowledge will look. It is by no means
fanciful to suppose that some of Messing’s
subjects were not taken seriously because
they were women: many were poor, unedu-
cated, working in jobs that carried little pres-
tige or status and thus, in view of the intel-
lectual climate of the time and place, minimal
presumptions of testimonial credibility.

THE POLITICS OF TESTIMONY

Testimony as such, on which both Carson
and Messing rely, occupies an unstable and

uneven place in the epistemologies of the
mainstream well beyond its egregious dis-
crediting in the politics of rape. That uneven-
ness is exacerbated in places and
circumstances where the putative ‘knower’
can, for a range of personal and situational
reasons, be discounted because of who he or
she is. Emblematic in this regard is black
feminist legal theorist Patricia Williams’s
response to the incredulity she encountered
in response to her attempt to publish an
account of a blatantly racist incident at a
Benetton’s shop in New York City: ‘I could
not but wonder ... what it would take to make
my experience verifiable. The testimony of
an independent white bystander? ... The blind
application of principles of neutrality ...
acted either to make me look crazy or to
make the reader participate in old habits of
cultural bias’ (1991: 47, 48). There can, |
suggest, be no contest to the claim that being
treated as crazy or viewed through lenses
tainted with persistent cultural bias count as
forms of blatant social-epistemic marginali-
zation. The incident is continuous with a
well-known history of testimonial marginali-
zation in which, in the western world, only
men counted as bona fide testifiers and at
least in the southern USA blacks could not
testify at all, in the sense that their testimony
could not claim acknowledgement as evi-
dence. | mention these facts not to ignore or
discount the significance of ‘taking subjec-
tivity into account’ in evaluating testimonial
evidence, but to show how recognitions of
subjectivity can be misused, can be turned
into damaging ‘ad feminam’ dismissals and
discrediting of a woman’s testimony on the
basis of her female identity alone. Analogous
claims of a black or Hispanic, unemployed or
too-old person’s evidence (to hame just a few
of the options) can readily be cited and
invoked to justify or excuse acts of epistemic
marginalization.

Such practices have acquired a new
vocabulary and claimed new rhetorical
spaces in consequence of Miranda Fricker’s
innovative work in introducing into circula-
tion the discourse of epistemic injustice
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(Fricker, 2007). The conceptual apparatus
Fricker articulates and others have elaborated
puts in place new resources for addressing
practices of epistemic marginalization as they
are enacted in gendered, raced or classed
social spaces. Among other examples, Fricker
details practices of discounting the testimony
of a black witness in a courtroom, of conceal-
ment consequent upon the homophobia of a
society where a young homosexual man is
deterred from acknowledging his nascent
sexuality, of perhaps inadvertent silencing
when women cannot name behaviours that
violate their personal, physical space prior to
the conceptual breakthrough effected by
inventing the language of sexual harassment.

Traditional adherents to epistemological
orthodoxy who were sceptical about testi-
mony from the outset will undoubtedly con-
tend that such unresolvables are inevitable
once testimony, with its subject-specific
uncertainties, is accorded a respectable place
in epistemic inquiry. But feminist and other
social-political epistemologists welcome
this new focus which, in effect, promises to
relocate epistemology down on the ground,
in the world, with its inevitable variations,
instabilities and diversity. It opens the way to
moving subjectivity and questions of credi-
bility, responsibility and trust onto the
epistemic terrain. Testimony will, inevitably,
be someone’s testimony, and will vary quali-
tatively (as well, perhaps, as quantitatively)
according to who that knower is/those
knowers are; to how well she, he or they
adhere to principles of responsible epistemic
inquiry which, variously, go beyond straight-
forward truth-telling, accuracy, to ensure that
the knowledge conveyed is good of its kind
(see Code, 1987). None of these admittedly
vague requirements can be spelled out in a
checklist of rules to be followed and errors to
be avoided, but thinking about epistemic
responsibility moves close to the realm of
virtue epistemology where, indeed, no hard
and fast rules are to be found, but where vir-
tues are social attributes realizable by emula-
tion and aspiration in social deliberative
practices where the idea of epistemological

individualism recedes from centre stage and
knowledge-construction becomes a commu-
nal, interpretive and deliberative practice.
Developing practices of epistemic responsi-
bility and trust involves moving away from a
spectator epistemology to situations where
speakers and hearers make, deliberate, take up
or contest attempts to know as well as pos-
sible within and across situations and popula-
tions where knowing takes place. Shifting
from a perceptual, top-down model of
knowing to a horizontal model of knowledge-
making as a communal activity requires
rethinking some of the dominant assump-
tions of Anglo-American epistemology,
especially those about the interchangeability
of knowers, situations and subject matters. It
opens the way to tacit or explicit reconsidera-
tions of centrality and marginality: the issues
that concern me here.

Although the language of margin and cen-
tre has been the point of entry for some of the
issues | have been discussing, especially in
its indebtedness to the title of bell hooks’s
landmark text Feminist Theory: From Mar-
gin to Center (1984), it is worth reconsider-
ing whether so seemingly linear a formula as
the one about the superiority of and the epis-
temic privilege attached to knowledge from
the margins can make sense, without merely
replicating or reversing older hierarchical
structures. It is with such cautionary thoughts
in mind that | turn to revisiting these thoughts
about ‘the centre’, thinking that while there
can be little doubt about the centrality
claimed for and occupied by white western
affluent masculine lives and the knowledge
made there, it also needs to be acknowledged
that, of the many margins surrounding and
excluded by this multifaceted — indeed, oddly
shaped — centre, not all are equivalently
privileged epistemically, if they are privi-
leged at all; nor are knowers who are indeed
commonly privileged by a single distancing—
decentering aspect of their ‘identity’. In short,
it is important to contest the tacit assumption
in western societies that there is only one
‘centre’, since it is clearly apparent that there
are multiple forms of marginalization and
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oppression that intersect variously and are
variously distant from and occluded by the
concerns of ‘the centre’.

Given the radical shifts in global politics
during the first decades of the twenty-first
century, with their exposure of global igno-
rance, and given the innovatively unsettling
developments in feminist theory and practice,
the very idea of ‘the centre’ is increasingly
troubling, to the point where a new beginning
seems to be in order. Such a beginning might
be something akin to a quasi-Cartesian
radical doubting, a phenomenological brack-
eting, or what Charles Mills calls “an operation
of Brechtian defamiliarization, estrangement,
on [y]our cognition’ (2005: 169). Mills’s
recommendation derives from his distrust of
‘ideal ethical theory’ and the dislocated pre-
suppositions on which it rests, but such a
project has as much to recommend it with
regard to ideal epistemological theory, in
itself and in its uneasy relationship with the
ethics and politics of knowledge. The thought
is not new to feminist epistemologists, but
taking it seriously involves recognizing that
a significant component of responsible epis-
temic agency, now, across a range of issues,
is for ‘us’ to come to know, responsibly and
in its existential-ecological detail, the extent
of ‘our’ ignorance. Such ‘estrangement’ —
such acknowledgement of ignorance — need
not paralyse inquiry. In response to the chal-
lenge early naysayers posed to Genevieve
Lloyd’s The Man of Reason, asking her what
she proposed putting in the place of Reason,
she observed that it had taken so long to
understand the changing historical inter-
mappings of reason and masculinity that it
would be facile, irresponsible, to offer up a
new construct, at once, to take their place.
Yet, equipped with the understandings her
analysis made available, feminist and other
post-colonial philosophy has proceeded with
new, provocatively cautionary assessments
of its own local character. An analogous situ-
ation could evolve from the kind of estrange-
ment Mills proposes, as is evidenced more
dramatically in the myriad debates generated
out of his pathbreaking publication of The

Racial Contract (1998), which has been
inspirational in generating creatively innova-
tive feminist and post-colonial work in the
new ‘epistemologies of ignorance’ (Sullivan
and Tuana, 2007).

An ‘estrangement’ or bracketing project,
in my view, amounts, provocatively, to a
plea for ignorance: indeed, to an acknowledge-
ment of the need to know our ignorance so
as to engage well with some of the most
urgent conundrums of our time. It could not
be addressed in disingenuous disavowals
analogous to those white western women,
historically, were trained to utter in defer-
ence to the superior cognitive powers of the
white men of their time and station. Yet it
points toward ways of counteracting the
arrogance of white western perceptions
(thinking of Marilyn Frye, 1983) while pro-
ceeding, if the lesson is well learned, with a
renewed, but not deferential, humility. (As
an aside, it is worth noting that humility is
an intellectual virtue often attributed to
Rachel Carson.) It is about acknowledging
and countering white ignorance but, follow-
ing Alison Bailey (2007: 81-2), not only
about knowing and deploring injustices done
but about learning — in her words — from
‘strategic uses of ignorance by people of
color’, which is achievable, she maintains,
not by moving out from the local with its
presuppositions and its logic intact but ‘by
learning to think in new logics ... develop-
ing (following Maria Lugones) an account
of subjectivity that centers on multiplicity’,
which turns away from the abstract individual
of classical liberal ethics and epistemology,
and the punctiform, monological proposi-
tional knowledge claim.

Epistemologically, certain narratives evince
a capacity to map knowledge-enhancing and
knowledge-impeding structures and forces,
structures of ignorance and knowing, to derive
normative conclusions that — deliberatively,
negotiably — translate from region to region,
not without remainder, but as instructively
in the disanalogies they expose as in the
analogies they propose. In my essay ‘They
Treated Him Well’ (Code, 2012b) | take as
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exemplary of an ordinary ignorance that fails
to see itself for what it is the situation of a
woman named Maureen, the hitherto affluent
white South African protagonist of Nadine
Gordimer’s novel July’s People. She, in her
everyday life, takes universal human same-
ness for granted: sameness of relationships
and feelings, of conjugal arrangements and
gendered divisions of labour, of the signifi-
cance of places and objects. She persists in
these assumptions even when she is uprooted
from her affluent life to the village of her
black African servant, July, and does so
despite her avowed commitment to acquir-
ing a sense of how it is for him and the people
of his village, where he has provided refuge
for her and her family from racial riots in the
city. For her, Gordimer writes, ‘The human
creed depended on validities staked on a
belief in the absolute nature of intimate rela-
tionships between human beings. If people
don’t all experience emotional satisfaction
and deprivation in the same way, what claim
can there be for equality of need?’ she wonders
(Gordimer, 1981: 64). Even when she is
removed from the taken-for-granted certain-
ties of her then-time life she cannot recog-
nize the specificity of her conceptions of
sexual loyalty, ‘suburban adultery’ and love
to the white middle-class society where she
learned them; cannot wonder self-critically
whether these apparently universal verities
might not count as universal after all. Such a
move is beyond the scope of her imagining.
My aim in reading the novel is, in part, to
show how little this white woman is able to
realize of the sheer local character of the
local, even in human intimacy: how ill-
placed and ill-advised she is to make of that
‘local’ a touchstone from which to imagine
the world from his position, for July, her
erstwhile black servant, her ‘boy’. (Bailey
notes ‘Ignorance flourishes when we confine
our movements, thoughts, and actions to
those worlds, social circles, and logics where
we are most comfortable’ (2007: 90)). A
quasi-Cartesian bracketing might have
served this woman well: had she been able
to realize how narrow the range of the local

was, she might have been better able to see
the presumptuousness of merely stretching
its scope and terms of reference to explain
the less local, the hitherto more remote, now
right before her eyes. She fails to understand
the value of engaging with July and with ‘his
place’, of constructing a narrative that would
enable her to know how it is for him and his
people. That failure to move away from the
tenacity of life at ‘the centre’ is ultimately
her undoing.

MARGINALIZATION WITHIN

So far | have been discussing centrality and
marginality as they are internally operative in
cognitive practices within the feminist episte-
mologies of the late twentieth and early twenty-
first centuries. But it is crucial, too, to turn
our attention to a quasi-meta-epistemological
issue that is also of notable concern: the mar-
ginalization of feminist epistemology as
such, within the epistemologies of the main-
stream. For many feminists and other post-
colonial theorists, epistemology is not a
self-contained philosophical pursuit engaged
in for the sake of resolving perennial intel-
lectual puzzles. Indeed, Heidi Grasswick
(2012b) rightly observes that many feminist
social epistemologists are committed to
establishing connections between knowledge-
producing practices and democratic social—
political social orders. For my purposes here,
one of the most telling implications of such
a commitment would be in its (learned)
capacity for addressing and countering some
of the modalities of marginality | have articu-
lated, with the injustices they produce. Such
overarching goals do not dispute the more
narrowly epistemological principle that
knowledge pursuits have to be evaluated
for their empirical-historical-situational
adequacy, although they do contest the nar-
rowness with which ‘adequacy’ has often
been conceived. Thoughts such as these
prompt my contention in Ecological Thinking
that ‘thinking ecologically carries with it a
large measure of responsibility — to know
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somehow more carefully than single surface
readings can allow ... ecological thinking is
about imagining, crafting, articulating,
endeavouring to enact principles of ideal
cohabitation’ in epistemic and moral—political
deliberation (Code, 2006: 24). Crucial here is
the challenge such an exhortation presents to
traditional divisions between ethics, politics
and epistemology. Many feminist analyses of
the social implications of knowing suggest
that there are choices to be made in matters
of knowledge-production that go beyond
simple verification or falsification of S knows
that p claims (and sometimes even there).
Eschewing epistemic individualism opens
inquiry into larger and arguably more com-
plex questions about credibility, testimony,
ignorance and trust where decisions have to
be made that are responsible to the subject
matters under investigation — be they animate
or inanimate — and responsive to the specifi-
cities and larger commonalities between and
among knowers and known. None of this is
easy, but all of it is richly promising and seri-
ously challenging. Such thoughts underscore
the imperative of ‘taking subjectivity into
account’ | have referred to earlier: knowing
people well, whether singly or in groups,
requires knowing them at least in some
aspects of their specificity, their distinctness
from and their commonalities with others;
their circumstances of privilege and/or
oppression: knowing what matters to them,
the detail of their ‘situations’. Episte-
mologically, once testimony moves onto the
epistemic terrain as a recognized source of
knowledge, aspects of subjectivity — testifiers’
trustworthiness, their credibility, reliability —
come to play a part in how their testimony is
received, evaluated, acted upon. Such factors
pertain variously in specialized scientific and
social scientific inquiry, and variously again
in a range of everyday circumstances from
quotidian to legal to medical exchanges of
knowledge and information, and beyond.
For feminist epistemology, with its commit-
ment to fostering deliberative democratic
knowledge exchanges, it matters to nurture
inclusive knowledge-making and respectful

critical-contestatory practices. Hence, for
example, when Elizabeth Anderson proposes
that justice and equality of respect are crucial
for realizing the goals of higher education, in
an article entitled ‘The Democratic
University: The Role of Justice in the
Production of Knowledge’ (1995), | am pro-
posing that the title can and indeed ought to
be read two ways, where the second reading
would be ‘the role of knowledge in the pro-
duction of justice’, thereby signalling the
multiply entangled nature of these issues and
the difficulty of determining which of these
requirements is fundamental. The inquiry
feminist epistemologists are engaged in has
to go both ways.

These thoughts refer back to the
quasi-meta-epistemological issue | have
mentioned. In a sobering and wholly persua-
sive diagnosis of ‘the marginalization of
feminist epistemology’ Phyllis Rooney
observes that, in the eyes of mainstream epis-
temologists, the conviction persists that fem-
inist epistemology is not epistemology
‘proper’ (2012: 3). Startling within the body
of significant evidence she adduces in sup-
port of this claim is the observation that
critics of feminist epistemology commonly
develop their critiques without adhering to
the norms of research, reading and reasoning
they would bring to bear on critiques of
positions and subject matters they were pre-
pared to take more seriously. Rooney’s apt
observation conjures up a reversal of
Spelman’s contention about marginalizing a
woman of color by assuming she must be
right (cf. supra, p. 11): clearly, from such a
dismissive point of view feminist epistemol-
ogy has no claim even to be taken seriously
enough to demonstrate why or how it must
be wrong. To suggest that this issue is meta-
epistemological has a certain plausibility, for
the marginalization of feminist epistemology
seems to derive from some intransigent
assumptions about the “nature’ of epistemol-
ogy as such, so to speak, in standing above
and remaining impervious to issues of human
specificity and/or embodiment in an ongoing
if tacit commitment to the goal of determining
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necessary and sufficient conditions for the
existence of knowledge ‘as such’. The very
attribute ‘feminist’ vitiates the project. But
this issue is also, and equally significantly,
‘sub-epistemological’ in a perhaps curious
sense, for the very act of ignoring the claims
of feminist epistemology to occupy a posi-
tion on the epistemic terrain seems to rely on
certain antiquated and sedimented subterra-
nean convictions about the very possibility of
there being, in women (here generically
conceived), a capacity for reason, rationality,
judgement, objectivity, clarity, discrimina-
tion, intellectual authority. Hence Rooney
notes that feminist work in epistemology ‘is
still regularly framed as an attack or “assault”
on reason and objectivity, as something hos-
tile to the very ground of epistemology
“proper”” (2012: 12): a point Carla Fehr
underscores in her subtle analysis of diver-
sity in epistemic communities, where she
offers impressive arguments in support of her
contention that, for women, ‘uptake and
equality of intellectual authority prove to be
particularly challenging criteria to meet’
(2012: 135). Women, Fehr notes, tend still to
be ‘in marginal positions within the acad-
emy’ (2012: 151) now, more than three dec-
ades since questions about the sex of the
knower were first articulated.

Rooney returns to the question of margin-
ality and epistemic privilege with which we
began, to contend that *being on the margins
is not all bad — especially when one has good
company there!” (2012: 14); and she allows
that there may indeed be some advantages to
this location. Cautioning against the implau-
sibility of claiming that epistemic privilege
automatically follows from or counts as an
adjunct benefit of marginality, she nonetheless
observes ‘the lived experience of marginali-
zation can enable one to see and understand
things that are quite ‘invisible’ to those not
marginalized’ (2012: 14), here referring
again to Patricia Hill Collins’s claims for the
value of the ‘doubled consciousness’ availa-
ble to the ‘outsider within” with the creative
tensions it generates (2012: 14). It would be
a mistake to revalue marginality with a ‘sour

grapes’ argument to the effect that the inside
is so uncomfortable that no woman would
want to be there anyway. But it is important
not to undervalue what women — many
women, of multiply intersecting colours,
races, classes, capacities, nationalities and
other Otherings — have achieved in their/our
excluded situations.
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Natural Others? On Nature, Culture

What is the relation between nature and
culture? How does the political grammar of
these terms inform the concerns of feminist
theory — namely sexual difference, gender
oppression and its connections with racism,
heteronormativity, coloniality and other mar-
ginalizations? And how might the nature/
culture relation be relevant for feminist
knowledge projects? Sherry Ortner’s essay
‘Is Female to Male as Nature is to Culture?’
(1972) benchmarks a lively and ongoing
debate within anthropological scholarship
about the limits of an affirmative answer to
her question (for example, MacCormack and
Strathern, 1980; Moore, 1994; Franklin,
2003). Beyond serving as a touchstone for
feminist anthropology, the nature/culture
debate has also proliferated throughout many
strands and schools of feminist thought,
arguably constituting a foundational question
for feminism more generally.

Charting ‘the’ genealogy of the nature/
culture question within feminism would be
impossible: there are many paths along
which to trace this debate, and any narrative

and Knowledge
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of progress would also be one of gathering,
subversion, repetition, interruption and anach-
ronism (see Colebrook, 2009; Hemmings,
2011; Bianchi, 2012; Chidgey, 2012). No
linear tale will do. The objective of this
chapter is instead to interrogate how ‘nature’
and the ‘natural’ have been interpreted within
feminist theory — as an innate givenness, as
a naturalization of what is acceptable, but
also as the ecological (and sometimes bio-
logical) milieu of the more-than-human.
As we shall see, there is no necessary agree-
ment among feminists about what the ‘natural’
means, or about how such a term might relate
to feminist objectives. More specifically,
this chapter explores how taking environ-
mental concerns and non-human others into
account can intersect with, challenge and
expand feminist theory and the ethics and
politics it champions. In its (provisional)
schematization of various feminist positions,
this chapter also provides a more detailed
evaluation of ‘new materialist’ positions on
nature/culture. It concludes by sketching
some of the epistemological implications of
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rethinking nature, culture and their relation
in a new materialist vein.

NATURE/CULTURE AND THE ‘MASTER
MODEL'

The nature/culture dichotomy is a pervasive
and enduring aspect of how the world is con-
ceptually organised within ‘our European
thought system’ (MacCormack, 1980: 8).
This bifurcation of nature/culture provides
the basis for what feminist theorist Val
Plumwood calls the ‘master’ identity or
model, whereby the interconnected whole of
life is structured and understood instead
according to atomistic, dualized pairs
(Plumwood, 1993). Within this conceptual
framework, not only are *nature’ and ‘cul-
ture’ defined in opposition but other terms
such as ‘female’ and ‘male’ are understood
according to the same oppositional logic —
where culture stands in for (active) masculin-
ity and nature for (passive) femininity. This
western apparatus is also fraught by racism
and coloniality. Culture is primarily aligned
with western, cosmopolitan ways of life,
while notions of (unspoiled/unformed)
Nature and (innocent/primitive) indigeneity
are conflated (Strang, 2005; see also Smith,
2005a: 55-78). These conceptual linkages
expand to include other pairs as well: mind/
body; reason/emotion, production/reproduction
and so on, where one side becomes valourized,
and the other denigrated.*

Even as a pervasive worldview in the
west, this gendered and racialized bifurcation
of nature/culture cannot account for all indi-
vidual or community values and actions
toward nature and those associated there-
with, and, as noted below, this value system
is hardly universal.? Worldviews are neither
static nor impervious, and can change over
time. It would be difficult to argue that,
today, all women and racialized groups are
imprisoned by an association with nature. At
the same time, a worldview or conceptual
framework establishes a norm that guides
orientations toward the real — and, perhaps

even more significantly, can serve as a fall-
back position, particularly where the hegem-
onic social order is challenged. A worldview
is thus not ‘just” a conceptual apparatus. In
the case of the nature/culture bifurcation, the
effects extend beyond the theoretical estab-
lishment of chains of meaning to guide nor-
mative beliefs and behaviours towards those
human and more-than-human bodies situated
‘on the wrong side’ of this framework. Plum-
wood’s work, for example, underlines how
this dualistic way of imagining the world
leads to at least five concrete orientations
towards ‘natural others’. These include back-
grounding (a ‘forgetting’ of that which is the
condition of possibility of the privileged
term — for example, failing to account for the
reproductive labour upon which productive
labour depends); radical exclusion (positing
the chasm between the two sides as absolute —
as in the humanist error that does not readily
count humans among ‘animals’); incorpora-
tion (defining the other in terms of and in
relation to the self — such as colonial views of
the ‘noble savage’ who ‘completes’ civilized
Man as a foil); instrumentalism (valuing the
other only as a resource that can benefit the
privileged term — such as valuing a river only
for its capacity to produce hydroelectric
power for humans); and stereotyping (essen-
tializing so as to deny variation within each
pole, or beyond them — as in an exclusive
gender binary) (Plumwood, 1993: Ch. 2; see
also Gaard, 2001: 159).% Where valued at all,
the denigrated side is never valued for its
intrinsic worth.

As a result of these orientations, power is
concentrated at the “intersection of privilege in
terms of race/class/gender/species/sexuality’
(Gaard, 2001: 158). This way of engaging
the world has specific discursive and material
effects on all sides, but notably on those
deemed ‘natural others’. Disparities in eco-
nomic and health indicators between indige-
nous and settler populations in colonial
nation states, a persistent gender pay gap and
devaluation of care work, and the ongoing
privatization and commodification of natural
resources for the profit of privileged elites
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are a few basic examples of these conse-
quences. This conceptual apparatus thus
strongly bears upon many feminist projects
of liberation and transformation and the theo-
ries that support these projects. But what
exactly is meant by the concept of ‘natural
others’? Who or what does it designate?
Importantly, the idea of ‘natural others’
has multiple, overlapping and mutually rein-
forcing senses. In the first place, ‘natural
others’ brings to mind the historical truism in
the West that the subordination of women,
people of colour, indigenous people and
other marginalized peoples was viewed as
entirely ‘natural’ — meaning commonplace
and acceptable by virtue of ‘commonsense’
agreement. The closely related and overlap-
ping second meaning of the ‘natural’ implies
that the ‘otherness’ of others — be those
women or other deviations from the white,
straight, able-bodied western standard of
subjectivity — stems from those others’ own
‘nature’. Whatever denigrated qualities they
might possess are simply ‘the way they are’.
‘Natural’ in this second sense is a synonym
for innate, inherent or intrinsic, where such
qualities are again assumed to be immutable.
‘Natural’ in both of these senses is closely
linked to the concept of naturalization — a
process whereby the givenness of certain
qualities or associations becomes accepted as
innately true, and the mutable premises upon
which such a ‘given’ has been established are
hidden from view. Because oppositional
dualisms are manifest both politically and
psychologically, ‘naturalness’ in both of
these senses is integrated into psychic struc-
tures and resists critical scrutiny. Importantly
for feminists, one of the most significant
ways in which gender differences have
acquired a social meaning has been in the
naming of the ‘natural’. This is demonstrated
in the allocation of tasks, responsibilities,
forms of work and public participation justi-
fied by the ‘naturally’ passive or emotional
characters of women or the “naturally’ intel-
ligent and leadership-oriented characters of
men. Claims that the logics of global capital-
ism and the market economy ‘naturally” befit

humans — that it is ‘natural’ for people to
want to work for themselves, and so forth* —
similarly naturalize both personal traits and
political and economic orders as either innate
or commonsensical. This blinkers public
appreciation of the social injustices that
accompany these viewpoints and systems,
while also depoliticizing and dismissing pro-
test or dissent. Such naturalization describes
the ‘tenacious “natural order”” of things’ to
which feminist epistemologist Lorraine Code
refers in recalling the entrenched pre-1960s
power structures that were at once antifemi-
nist, racist, imperialist and militarist (Code,
2006: 15), and which persist in various
guises today. Many feminist theoretical and
political interventions have been spurred by
the desire to resist such naturalization and to
challenge this deployment of the ‘natural’
that has acted as a major force for social dif-
ferentiation, often in a negative sense.®

In these first two senses, then, nature/
natural refers to that which is acceptable or
which cannot be altered. Both meanings
reinforce the power of the other. But Code
also explicitly identifies a third meaning of
nature/natural in this *‘natural order of things’:
natural is a referent for what we call the envi-
ronment or the (non-human) natural world.
Here, nature is aligned with that which is
othered (subordinated, oppressed) in relation
to a not only colonial or masculinist but also
distinctly human norm. In Code’s ‘natural
order’ and Plumwood’s ‘master model’, racism,
sexism and coloniality are intricately bound
up with anthropocentric environmental disre-
gard. In its third meaning, then, natural
becomes synonymous with the presumably
brute matter and non-human life that popu-
lates our ‘environment’. Drawing on the
Western Enlightenment mind/body dualism
that also informs the master model, the third
sense of ‘nature” moreover includes the bio-
logical substrata — visceral life, organic life,
molecular life and so forth. Not only is
nature non-human or more-than-human, but
it is also less-than-human (even when liter-
ally enclosed within the human). Taking this
third sense in the light of the first two, we see
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that “nature’ becomes ensnared in a circular
logic: “nature’ is denigrated because its own
‘nature’ (essential way of being) is ‘natu-
rally’ (commonly accepted as) subordinate;
there is no room here to define ‘nature’ in any
other way. Caught in such a trap, nature
draws all of its associated terms into the
same snare of subordination.

The maddening slippage between these
three understandings of ‘natural’ is crucial
for keeping in place the hegemony of binary
thinking. A chain of meaning is enacted
whereby enough reinforcements are ready at
hand to maintain the othering effects of this
model, even when a single term, meaning or
association does not quite fall in line with its
logic. The master model is flexible in this
way. Rather than a rigorous inquiry into the
meaning and content of any one term, the
implicated terms of one side of the binary
come to stand in as attributes for any other
term: ‘woman’ or ‘indigenous’ comes to
mean irrational, primitive, body, emotion and
so on, just as ‘body’ or ‘emotion’ equally
comes to mean woman, nature, physicality or
other denigrated attributes. The only scope
for difference is an exclusive opposite. Each
side of the master model’s binary represents
a persistent and convoluted tautological
gymnastics: nature is naturally inferior
because it is natural, and woman is inferior
because she is natural, and the natural is infe-
rior because it is feminine, which is inferior,
which is natural ... and so on.® While frus-
tratingly circular, this modus operandi also
underlines one of the most pressing chal-
lenges for feminist theory in these debates:
the need to be clear about what exactly we
mean by ‘nature’ and the ‘natural’. Interrupt-
ing this chain of meaning requires exposing
the errors upon which it is based. As we shall
see, there is no necessary agreement among
feminists about what the ‘natural’ refers to,
or which ‘errors’ in these meaning-chains
require exposure or correction.

As noted above, the master model logic
is rooted in a western cosmology (e.g.
MacCormack, 1980; Moore, 1988; 1994). To
naturalize and dehistoricize this worldview

as universal is indeed problematic. At the
same time, the global survival of western
coloniality — in cultural, economic and geo-
political terms — means that the effects of
this conceptual bifurcation demand ongoing
interrogation not limited to western contexts.’
A western conceptual framework becomes
part of the project of colonization, determin-
ing value and even what counts as ‘real’
(Tuhiwai Smith, 1999: 42-57). If we take
seriously the master model’s chains of
mutually reinforcing denigrations (of women,
colonized people, non-human animals and
other “natural others’), then any feminist theory
would seem incomplete without (at the very
least) an acknowledgement of its connection
to these other marginalizations. In its recogni-
tion of the inseparability of multiple axes of
oppressions, a master model analysis shares
elements with feminist theories of intersec-
tionality (see Crenshaw, 1991). Plumwood’s
critique identifies the values and behaviours
of this model as ‘stemming not from a single
system such as patriarchy, capitalism, or
anthropocentrism — as suggested by the anal-
yses of radical feminism, Marxism, and deep
ecology, respectively — but from a system of
interlocking, oppressive structures’ that are
central to western culture (Gaard, 2001: 158).
We might also ask what oppressions or mar-
ginalizations are unwittingly shored up by
feminist theories that do not adequately
account for these connections. The work of
black feminisms, anti-colonial feminisms and
queer feminisms to expand feminist theory
beyond a neutralized, narrow vision of
‘woman’ has been crucial for its continued
flourishing and its related ethico-political
objectives. Feminist theory has thus taken
important strides to address the natural human
others of the white, straight, western master
identity.?

At the same time, the species-based privi-
lege of anthropocentrism as one of the master
model’s axes of oppression is yet to be
widely accepted as an intrinsic feminist con-
cern. Why not? Feminism, it seems, in the
most universal sense it can muster, is about
gendered human bodies. Ongoing and crucial
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debates about what feminism is and who it is
for (including which women are excluded
from feminism’s purview, who counts as
woman, and the place of men and transgen-
der people in these discussions) all point to a
human person with some claim to some gen-
der at their pivot. Questions of coloniality,
race, class, sexuality, ability, age and other
intersectional axes can all be discussed as
facets of feminist concern, and their relative
importance, precedence, compatibility, over-
lap and inextricability in relation to the cate-
gory ‘woman’ can all be debated. When we
move to the plane of the non-human or more-
than-human nature, however, a different sort
of conceptual leap is required; the Venn dia-
gram of feminist intersectionality needs
another dimension. How, then, should ques-
tions about our non-human ‘natural others’
be included within feminist theories?

The normative claim of this chapter is that
feminism should be concerned with anthro-
pocentrism. Earlier ecofeminists such as
Plumwood (1993) and Ynestra King (e.g.
1989) argued for the place of environmental
degradation alongside other feminist con-
cerns. More recently, Claire Colebrook has
made a similar observation, but not from an
explicitly ecofeminist perspective. Given
feminism’s committed exploration of other-
ness in general, Colebrook notes, an exten-
sion of this to the non-human would be
‘neither an addition nor supplement’ but ‘the
unfolding of the women’s movement’s proper
potentiality’. At the same time, ‘feminists’
criticisms of man would not be add-ons to
environmentalism but would be crucial to
any reconfiguration of ecological thinking’
(Colebrook, 2012: 72).

If the anthropocentrism of feminism is to be
acknowledged as an inextricable dimension of
the master model that helps keep gender and
related oppressions in place, a nuanced under-
standing of what is meant by nature and the
natural, and how these are configured in rela-
tion to an often implicitly human culture, is
required. Despite general feminist agreement
that an association of women with a deni-
grated nature is problematic, feminist theory

provides numerous responses to the nature/
culture dilemma, each with different implica-
tions. In order to make some sense of this
diversity, | propose a four-fold schematiza-
tion: (1) the “switching sides’ response; (2) the
‘revaluing nature’ response; (3) the ‘repudiat-
ing nature/empowering culture’ response;
and (4) the ‘rethinking nature/rethinking
culture’ response. This categorization inevitably
blunts the nuances that characterize the many
positions on this question and, moreover,
many of the arguments rehearsed below are
already well known to feminist theory. Yet,
schematizing these arguments in specific
relation to the nature/culture debate not only
allows us to appreciate the complexity of the
‘nature’ question for feminists but, looking at
the conceptual investments that follow from
these arguments, might also better equip us, as
feminist theorists, to be accountable for our
own orientations and positions within the
nature/culture debates.

FEMINIST RESPONSES TO THE
NATURE/CULTURE DILEMMA

‘Switching Sides’

According to the master model of nature/
culture, women are devalued because of their
association with nature. One response to this
denigrated association is to make room, as it
were, within the privileged side of the binary,
for women to enjoy its benefits. Here, women
‘switch sides’. The idea is that a repudiation
of women’s necessary association with
physical, fleshy, bodily life and reproduction
can unencumber them to meet men on equal
terms in political and economic arenas. A
nuanced version of this position is taken up
by Sherry Ortner in her widely cited (and
critiqued) essay ‘Is Female to Male as Nature
is to Culture?” (1972), mentioned above.
Ortner suggests that a pan-cultural (although
with various gradations) association of
woman with nature is responsible for her
oppression. The only way out of a (culturally
constructed) circle that keeps women more
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closely associated with nature, she contends,
‘involves society’s allowing women to par-
ticipate in, and women’s actively appropriat-
ing, the fullest range of social roles and
activities available within the culture. Women
and men can, and must, be equally involved
in projects of creativity and transcendence.
Only then will women easily be seen as
aligned with culture’ (Ortner, 1972: 28).

In the ‘switching sides’ response women
are rescued from their association with a
devalued ‘nature’, but, importantly, this
move only makes sense when the chains of
meaning associated with the nature/culture
binary are left intact — that is, where culture
becomes associated if not synonymous with
intellectual, rational and civilized, and nature
is left as its subordinated outside. Such a
position might be, at best, naive and, at
worst, pernicious. For many feminist think-
ers, this ‘rescue’ from nature represents a
desire to ‘be like’ men and does not tackle
the question of how to account for men’s
own inevitably biological, fleshy and other-
wise ‘natural’ aspects. Moreover, this posi-
tion maintains a dangerous reliance on a
denigrated outside: if women move over to
the side of culture, then it is clear that this
switch is available to only a limited group of
women. The master model logic nonetheless
keeps in place other terms — such as black,
Third World, indigenous, as oppositional to
white, First World and colonizer/settler — as
unrecuperated, while qualities that had been
associated with women (body, spirituality,
emotion, passivity, reproduction and so on)
are disavowed. Moreover, nature itself
remains a foundational term on the deni-
grated side. In her appraisal of Ortner’s
work, Stacy Alaimo writes: ‘If woman’s
proximity to nature is responsible for her
oppression, then her liberation, it would
seem, is contingent on her distance from
nature’; Ortner ‘does not argue that we need
to reevaluate why cultures debase nature, but
instead accepts the nature/culture hierarchy
in order to transfer woman to the elevated
category’ (Alaimo, 2000: 4). While it is criti-
cal to create a conceptual imaginary where

women are not tied to a particular set of
terms and values, a response to the nature/
culture question that posits the *‘switching
sides’ of only some of the model’s operative
terms is untenable. Not only are the sticky
associations not that easy for women to
escape, but, moreover, this response neither
acknowledges nor challenges how the exploi-
tation of women and various ‘natural others’
are connected.

‘Revaluing Nature’

A second approach to the nature/culture
dilemma has been to reject not the association
of the denigrated terms but the denigration
itself. In other words, if ‘woman’ is tied to
‘nature’, this should not be understood as
imbuing women with negative value. If we
revalue nature — if we recognize it as a neces-
sary, positive and valuable element — we might
also recuperate the denigrated terms and bod-
ies associated therewith. This position has
been primarily associated with ecofeminism,
even if this strand of feminist theory is some-
times unjustly caricatured. (Many feminist
thinkers who seek to revalue nature explicitly
challenge the idea of nature, as well as wom-
en’s essential relation to it, as static or inert.
This is discussed in more detail below.) Such
revaluation also resonates with feminisms that
value women rather for their (presumably)
non-masculine attributes, or which are broadly
concerned with rejecting a liberal model that
aims to make women ‘the same’ as men.®
‘Revaluing nature’ nonetheless risks
another kind of naive naturalization. Many
feminists are wary of equating women with
nature, invoking notions of Earth Mother,
Mother Nature, woman as ‘naturally’ mater-
nal, peace-loving and committed to the pres-
ervation of ecological integrity. Such views
have been subject to charges of biological
essentialism, reductionism and determinism,
whereby women’s association with the home
and the natural world, and her innate capaci-
ties to give birth and nurture life, become the
reductively defining features of her ‘essential
nature’ and predetermine how she will engage
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the world as a social agent. Early ecofeminist
works such as Mary Daly’s Gyn/Ecology
(1978) and Susan Griffin’s Woman and
Nature: The Roaring Inside Her (1978) have
met with such charges and, despite their radi-
cal nature, are connected to what Catriona
Sandilands calls a ‘neoconservative rhetoric
of motherhood environmentalism’ (1999: 4).

The debates surrounding whether or not
there is any biologically or socially privi-
leged relation between women and nurturing
of nature continue, and will probably remain
inconclusive (advocates in both camps con-
tinue to provide indisputable proof of their
position). It nonetheless seems prudent to be
sceptical of any formulation that naturalizes
a relation between women and the environ-
ment (Sandilands, 1999: 4); such associa-
tions themselves remain caught up in the
very problem of ‘natural others’ that needs to
be challenged. Moreover, as Stacy Alaimo
points out, invocations of ‘Mother Earth’ do
not necessarily result in better custodianship
of the natural world, but might only serve to
reinforce a trope of both woman and nature
as the beleaguered domestic servant, clean-
ing up whatever messes we might throw at
her. Here, environmental stewardship is
depoliticized, domesticated and privatized
(Alaimo, 1994: 137).

Nor does nature’s recuperation offer a
foolproof solution to the discursive and
material violences done to all ‘natural oth-
ers’. For example, in her evaluation of the
links between environmental degradation
and coloniality, Andrea Smith points out that
environmentalists are not necessarily sup-
portive of indigenous struggles to exercise
treaty rights to their traditional territories.
Some environmentalisms, in their calls to
limit human presence so that other species
can flourish, are also guilty of obfuscating
the colonialism and racism attendant in these
calls. As Smith underlines, the brunt of such
‘limiting’ is borne by Native and racialized
populations, whose genocide from epidemic
diseases or other socially induced crises are
too often viewed as ‘nature’s way’ in a social
Darwinist sense.’® While the impulse to

revalue nature in response to the master
model logic should build solidarities between
human and more-than-human others, in this
case it is the human ‘natural others’ who
remain instrumentalized and expendable.
Meanwhile, Smith notes, the self-removal
from “nature’ by settler human populations in
order to ‘save’ it serves to ‘reinforce, rather
than negate, the duality between humans and
nature’ (Smith, 2005a: 63; see also Smith,
2005b); humans are still viewed as outside of
and separate from the natural processes that
otherwise require conservation.

Citing Gitksan-Wet’suwet’en tribal coun-
cillor Marie Wilson, Smith also reminds us
that indigenous cosmologies reject the con-
ceptual bifurcation between nature and
culture — from this point of view, removing
humans to make room for ‘nature’ is illogi-
cal. Donna Haraway puts it similarly thus:
‘Efforts to preserve “nature” in parks remain
fatally troubled by the ineradicable mark of
the founding expulsion of those who used to
live there, not as innocents in a garden, but as
people for whom the categories of nature and
culture were not salient ones’ (Haraway,
2008: 158). Addressing the nature/culture
problem requires, in this case, not so much a
shifting around of terms and values within
the bifurcation of nature and culture but a
rethinking of the bifurcation itself. The
‘revaluing nature’ response is problematic
primarily when this revaluing is framed as a
reversal that maintains the dualism, if not the
current hierarchy. Here, revaluation even
depends on keeping the dualism itself intact.
And, like ‘switching sides’, the ‘revaluing
nature’ response is also inadequate when it
recuperates some of the bifurcation’s terms at
the expense of the continued denigration of
others. We need to continue cultivating ways
of revaluing nature that do not subscribe to
an either/or logic.

‘Repudiating Nature/Empowering
Culture’

A third response reconfigures the very catego-
ries of nature and culture: culture becomes a
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powerful agent that shapes and controls what
more essentializing views take to be nature’s
givenness. This response is associated with the
‘cultural’ or ‘linguistic turn’ in critical theory
and the argument for discourse as a productive
and determining phenomenon. Whether or not
this ‘turn’ is a legitimate matter of chronologi-
cal progression has been debated elsewhere
(see, for example, Hemmings, 2011; Colebrook,
2009). Our issue here is not so much the time-
line but the substance of this position, and its
continued theoretical purchase. In the coarsest
of terms, this position would claim that nature
exists only to the extent that it has been con-
structed as such; anything deemed to be ‘natu-
ral’ is in fact a cultural construction. In other
words, there is no nature, if what we understand
as nature is self-evidently given, replete with an
essentialized meaning that is always already
there.1!

Judith Butler has become widely known
for her assertions that not only is gender a
cultural construction but sex — often assumed
to be a ‘natural’ or ‘biological’ fact — is as
well. For this reason her work is sometimes
seen as emblematic of the ‘repudiating
nature’ position. As Butler so famously
argues, the ‘production of sex as the predis-
cursive ought to be understood as the effect
of the apparatus of cultural construction
designated by gender’ (Butler, 1990: 7). Karen
Barad points out that misleading caricatures
of Butler’s assertions would have her claim
that bodies are constructed from nothing but
words, discourses and ideologies — their
fleshy matter vanishing into the thin (but
immanently textualized) air (Barad, 2007:
192). More accurately, Butler’s work can be
used to show that ‘repudiating nature’ in
favour of cultural or discursive construction
is not necessarily a denial of ‘nature’ — as
physical, fleshy, materiality. The ‘nature’ of
the body in Butler’s accounts is certainly
material, but this materialization is a “pro-
cess’ that ‘stabilizes over time to produce
the effect of boundary, fixity and surface’
(Butler, 1993: 9). On Butler’s reading, ‘male
sex” and ‘female sex’ appear as ‘natural’ ana-
tomical ‘facts’ only because we have already

constructed a gender binary into which all
bodies must fit. Butler’s argument is sup-
ported by research in feminist science, such
as Anne Fausto-Sterling’s work. In terms of
the so-called ‘naturalness’ of a male-female
binaristic understanding of biological sex,
Fausto-Sterling’s research shows that once a
predetermining gender binary is bracketed,
the biological expression of sex in humans
expresses considerable variation (Fausto-
Sterling, 2000). For Butler, culture sets limits
on what is able to ‘matter’, where (natural)
existence demands intelligibility. The “natural’
attributes and materiality of bodies, Butler
proposes, may be just as constructed as their
meanings. Here it serves to recall the slip-
pery exchange between various meanings of
‘nature’ and ‘natural’ outlined above. What
Butler repudiates is not the (natural) material
stuff of bodies, but the (natural) accepted
view of them as (naturally) innately belong-
ing to one of only two sexual morphologies.
These are the “discursive limits’ of bodies to
which the subtitle of her book, Bodies that
Matter (1993), refers. Caricatures of a social
constructionist argument that deny the exist-
ence of materiality altogether have probably
succumbed to the contagion of meaning that
circulates between the various senses of the
‘natural’.

At the same time, Butler does boldly dem-
onstrate that even if the materiality of bodies
requires more than discourse to literally
bring those bodies into being, their material
facticity is also profoundly shaped by cul-
ture. Culture, in other words, not only plays
a serious role in shaping the ‘mattering’ of
nature as intelligible but also intervenes in
the very material, physical mattering of
‘natural’ bodies. This point is illustrated by
Butler’s ongoing commitment to supporting
intersex individuals’ demand for cultural
intelligibility and their right to be free from
unwanted interference in the physical shap-
ing of their flesh. A lack of such recognition,
Butler reminds us, can result in a very literal
and material construction of sex, through
undesired genital reassignment surgery and
other medical interventions, in order to fulfil
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the (cultural) requirements of a gender
binary (Butler, 2004). Butler’s insights here
resonate across other feminist theories,
where sex is not the only ‘natural” matter
that is literally (re)shaped by culture. In their
examinations of medical experimentation,
inequitable access to health care and chemi-
cal dumping in areas inhabited by poor,
indigenous and other marginalized popula-
tions, feminist scholars of health and envi-
ronmental justice underline the ways in
which sexist, racist, colonial and disability-
phobic ideologies make literal inroads into
the flesh of those bodies subordinated
according to the master model. Andrea
Smith (2005a) notes that colonial ideologies
have literally constructed the sterilized bod-
ies of indigenous women; Anne Fausto-
Sterling (2008) notes that racist ideologies
can literally materialize the bone density of
people of colour; Stacy Alaimo (2010a)
describes the “proletarian lung’ — a diseased
mound of tissue literally fashioned by cul-
tural exploitation of working-class miners in
the US. In insisting on the coming to matter
of even our fleshy, bodily selves, these and
other feminist theorists challenge the notion
of ‘biological essentialism’ where certain
bodies are this way or that way naturally.
The meaning of bodies, biology or any other
purportedly natural process or phenomenon
is neither fixed nor immutable. By denatu-
ralizing biology and the natural state of bod-
ies, feminist theories such as these open up
nature for a different sort of inscription.
This third response to the nature/culture
dilemma thus offers two key and connected
insights on nature/culture: first, approaches
such as Butler’s demonstrate that the natu-
ralization of certain constructed meanings
of “nature’ (in this example, ‘sex’) must be
questioned. The second insight is poten-
tially more radical in claiming that not
only is meaning constructed but matter
itself is constructed (shaped, moulded,
injured, eradicated) in response to cultural
values or pressures. Clearly, then, not all
social constructionist positions deny the
existence of nature. What we find instead

is an empowerment of culture — an instill-
ing of social and cultural processes with a
potent agency over nature.

While Butler’s theories are careful to resist
a complete slide into social determinism, her
work (along with other social constructionist
positions) has been critiqued for paying too
little attention to the agency and limits of
matter. Karen Barad notes that the most “cru-
cial limitation” of Butler’s theory of materi-
alization is that it limits itself to ‘an account
of the materialization of human bodies ...
through the regulatory action of social
forces’. While Barad emphatically supports
the need to account for these discursive pro-
cesses, she remains troubled by the exclusion
of matter’s limits; of ‘how matter comes to
matter’ (Barad, 2007: 192). Physical, bio-
logical and chemical limits are also at play in
bodies” materializations, just as various
material apparatuses of knowledge, such as
scientific instruments, also limit how matter
makes itself felt (Barad, 2007: 208).

A response to the nature/culture question
that emphasizes the agency of culture with-
out recognition of non-human nature’s own
agency risks, as Stacy Alaimo puts it, a ‘flight
from nature’ in feminist theory (2000: 1).
Feminist theory has developed sophisticated
theoretical frameworks that include multiple
kinds of agency (see Bartky, 1995; Mackenzie
and Stoljar, 2000). Some theories also
expressly challenge notions of humanist
agency that are tied to a ‘liberal progressive
imaginary’ (Mahmood, 2005: 155; see also
Abu-Lughod, 1993). Agency within most
feminist theory is nonetheless conceptualized
in terms of human (although not necessarily
humanist) agents. The idea that non-human
beings might be agential remains at the
fringe of feminist thinking.*> The ‘repudiating
nature/fempowering culture’ position risks
becoming tainted by a strong anthropocen-
trism that does not account for meaning and
intentionality beyond the human and/or
beyond human intelligibility. Again, we see
that, rather than moving beyond the nature/
culture binary with its associated hierarchies,
this response can also unwittingly result in a
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reinstatement of, rather than a challenge to,
this dichotomous framework.

Understanding the powerful discursive and
material impacts of human meaning-making
systems has no less than revolutionized critical
theory and has been groundbreaking in terms
of providing feminist thinkers and activists
with tools to contest the ‘naturalness’ of the
inferiority of women, people of colour, indig-
enous people, queer people and other “natural
others’. Yet — perhaps ironically — it is the
insights of such positions that make possible a
more radical rethinking of ‘nature’ as an intel-
ligent, social, literate, numerate agent, knower
and “constructor’, as discussed below. In other
words, such empowerment of “culture’ should
not be rejected, but we need to continue craft-
ing theories that recognize its important
insights and temper its potential oversights.

‘Rethinking Nature/Rethinking
Culture’

Part of the difficulty with the above responses
is that they all reply to the bifurcated dilemma
of nature/culture with an ‘either/or’ response
(switching, reversing, upending). In each
case, the dualism itself is kept more or less in
place. As Plumwood notes, the dualist west-
ern model of human/nature relations ‘requires
anti-dualist remedies’ (Plumwood, 1993: 41).
A fourth position attempts to sidestep this
dualistic thinking, while nonetheless benefit-
ing from some of the logics and contributions
of the responses elaborated above. Here,
nature and biological entities are understood
as social agents of production and transfor-
mation just as much as culture is; culture is
not only the purview of the human world but
is enacted in and by nature, too.

Within feminist theories, such approaches
are sometimes called the new materialisms
(for example, van der Tuin, 2011); material
feminisms (Alaimo and Hekman, 2008);
post-constructionist feminisms  (Lykke,
2010); posthuman feminisms (Barad, 2007);
or nonhuman feminisms (see Hird and Roberts,
2011). Importantly, the views of the nature/
culture relation proposed here are not entirely

‘new’” within feminist theories; Sara Ahmed
rightly criticizes the ways in which the
founding gestures of ‘new materialism’ do
not account for *how matter matters, in dif-
ferent ways, for different feminisms, over
time’ (Ahmed, 2008: 36; see also Lykke,
2010; Sullivan, 2012). We might instead
interpret these new monikers as responding
to the desire among some feminist thinkers to
find a discursive gathering place for a com-
mon theoretical commitment — a gathering of
that work which precedes these neologisms,
as well as that which is still unfolding. The
growing currency of the term ‘new material-
ism’ perhaps also signals discomfort with the
various lacunae in other approaches to the
nature/culture dilemma, as well as a mount-
ing interest in exploring what the political
and ethical obligations of feminism to other-
than-human bodies might be.*®

Gathering all of the arguments that fall into
this category is reductive of their important
nuances. These theories nonetheless share a
commitment to questioning the bifurcation of
nature and culture and, in particular, to chal-
lenging a view of nature as brute, inert matter.
If what is ‘natural’ is assumed to be passively
awaiting cultural inscription, and the subordi-
nation of women and other ‘others’ is secured
by an insistence on the immutable ‘natural-
ness’ of their deficiencies, then recasting
nature as dynamic, lively, changeable and
agential significantly interrupts the logic of
this denigration. Yes, this is a recuperation of
nature, too — but on very different terms. For
example, in a salient twist on the ‘repudiating
nature’ position that suggests that nature is a
constructed fiction, Vicki Kirby provoca-
tively asks, ‘what if culture was really nature
all along?” (Kirby, 2008). What if nature
writes, thinks, is literate and numerate, pro-
duces patterns and meanings, expresses soci-
ality, intelligence, changeability, invention?
What cultural constructionism positions as
the purview of (human) culture is actually
always already there in the complex interac-
tions of the non-human ‘natural’ world: neu-
ral plasticity in cognitive science; natural
selection in evolutionary biology; or the
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‘code-cracking and encryption capacities of
bacteria as they decipher the chemistry of
antibiotic data and reinvent themselves
accordingly’ (Kirby, 2008: 219). These exam-
ples all attest to creativity and ‘language
skills’ before or beyond the cultural human.
None of these examples evidences a determin-
istic, causal or ‘essential’ nature. Instead, each
foregrounds the open-ended possibilities that
natural matter is constantly taking up and
unfolding. Given these complex feats, Kirby
muses: ‘Should feminism reject the conflation
of “woman” with “Nature”, or instead, take it
as an opportunity ...?” (Kirby, 2008: 234).

Attending to nature’s ‘cultural’ capacities
also resonates with arguments for non-human
agency. As Donna Haraway noted over three
decades ago, ‘in some critical sense that is
crudely hinted at by the clumsy category of
the social or of agency, the world encountered
in knowledge projects is an active entity’
(Haraway, 1988: 593). In contemporary
terms, Karen Barad has most notably devel-
oped this idea in her concept of agential real-
ism. According to Barad, ‘agency is not
aligned with human intentionality or subjec-
tivity’ (Barad, 2003: 826). The material world
is replete with the capacity to enact agency —
that is, to affect other entities, or to make and
unmake them in the ongoing ‘worlding’ of the
world. No agent — no person, no biological
entity, no material artefact — controls the
world, but all of these things enter into vari-
ous relationships with one another: weather
and landforms worlding hurricanes; boats and
tides, weapons and disease, states and racist
ideologies worlding colonization. In such
intricate patterns of material relation, agency
is dispersed through the material world. This
view of agency does not undo feminist theo-
rizations of agency as human power or
empowerment to act, change or resist one’s
circumstances; rather, it situates other kinds
of feminist agency within a broader context
of the more-than-human world. In this sense,
there is no a priori ‘cut’ between human and
non-human, between culture and nature.
Instead, there are variations within a broader
more-than-human field.

As the work of Elizabeth A. Wilson and
others highlights, this nature is also part and
parcel of our human being. How can there be
any definitive cut between non-human
nature and human culture when the human is
also significantly a biological and ‘natural’
entity? Wilson wonders why ‘the body’ —
ostensibly at the centre of so much feminist
discourse — has become so ‘curiously abio-
logical’; while experience, psychic struc-
tures, discourse and culture are all permitted,
the influence of brute matter — of ‘nature’ —
is not (Wilson, 1998: 15). Wilson’s case is
probably overstated (see Sullivan, 2012), but
she makes an important point in her exami-
nation of biological and neurological pro-
cesses in various psychological disorders.
For example, she seizes on the idea of the
‘biological unconscious’ — a term coined by
Sandor Ferenczi, erstwhile student and penpal
of Sigmund Freud — to underline the point
that the unconscious is not a disembodied,
immaterial phenomenon; rather, it is mani-
fest in our biological matter. Our organs —
responding to psychological, social and
physical circumstances — are ‘knowing
things’ all the time: ‘the [biological] sub-
strata themselves [are] attempting to ques-
tion, solve, control, calculate, protect, and
destroy’ (Wilson, 2004: 82). Wilson, for
example, investigates ‘pharmakinetics’ —
that is, circuits of sociality that mood disor-
der pharmaceuticals engage not only between
brain and mood, but which also involve the
viscera, the liver, food and environmental
events such as trauma. Within these circuits,
our bodily viscera participate in managing
mood disorders in depressives (Wilson,
2008). Wilson cautions that in a ‘post-Prozac
environment’, feminist accounts of depres-
sion that separate cultural and psychic malle-
ability from biology are problematic (2008:
375). Wilson’s work does not posit a mecha-
nistic causality; rather, she traces the ways in
which biological matter ‘works things out’
as they unfold. Wilson demonstrates that
feminist work on psychic life can embrace
innovative understandings of ‘nature’ and
biological matter in game-changing ways.
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‘Rethinking nature’ has also facilitated
important connections between ecologically
oriented feminisms and queer feminisms and
sexuality studies. Once nature is recognized
as continually opening to new iterations and
recombinations of life, the nature that
emerges is not only far from essentialist but
also comes out looking rather queer — and
‘all the better’ for it (Alaimo, 2010a: 6)! One
of the ways in which the nature/culture
divide is used against women is an appeal to
biological essentialism that destines women
for heteronormative servitude. Queer eco-
logical approaches underline that nature
rarely follows the straight-and-narrow path.
Myra Hird, for example, emphasizes that
schizophyllum has more than 28,000 sexes
(Hird, 2004: 86) and that ‘most of the repro-
duction that we undertake in our lifetimes
has nothing to do with “sex” (2004: 85);
Joan Roughgarden (2004) has catalogued the
multitudinous ways in which non-human
species are far from heteronormative. The
point of these and other ‘queer ecological’
analyses is not to suggest that the lineaments
of sociality evidenced in the non-human
world are necessarily appropriate for humans.
Moreover there is a problem with imposing
human logics such as ‘queer’ onto non-
human nature. To reveal these different
patterns of sexuality as entirely ‘natural’
nonetheless challenges a master model view
that would insist on a heteronormative ‘nat-
uralness’ as a measure of acceptable human
subjectivity.

In sum, to assume that innovation, agency
and linguistic capacity are the purview of
human culture alone is both an ignorant and
arrogant anthropocentrism. To recuperate or
revalue nature and associate that with women
(or any other body — men, transgender peo-
ple, mitochondria, bulrushes) is not biologi-
cal determinism but an acknowledgement of
their changeability, capacity for innovation
and continual differentiation. This move also
intervenes in the slippage between ‘nature’
and ‘naturalness’ upon which the master
model depends: if one of the meanings of
‘natural’ is that which cannot be altered, this

corresponds very poorly with what we find in
the “natural’ world.

At the same time, the ‘rethinking nature’
position is not without its own faultlines. In a
mode of theory that locates all matter as
agential and which intentionally blurs the
once seemingly secure boundaries between
human and non-human, and life and the non-
living, there is a risk of what Stacy Alaimo
refers to as a ‘flat ontology’ (Alaimo, 2012;
2013: 162 n.45). In a flat ontology all material
entities are put on a level playing field —
everything is an agent, a player. From a theo-
retical point of view, this is a compelling and
even convincing exercise. But from the point
of view of feminists concerned with ecologi-
cal questions, the equation of toasters with
tree-frogs or a Rolex with a once-raging river
is an ethically and politically dubious move.
New materialist feminisms must continue
working out justifications — perhaps non-
ontological ones — for these differences if
this is to be a viable theory for expanding the
discussion of feminist obligations in a more-
than-human world.

Resonant with concerns over a ‘flat onto-
togy’ are more general concerns about the
borders of feminist theory, concern and obli-
gation. Ecological and new materialist femi-
nisms, in line with Plumwood’s challenge to
the master model, as described above, argue
that in order to dismantle this conceptual logic
and its consequences, none of the associated
subordinations can be left unaddressed. On
this view, the denigration of ‘nature’ must be a
feminist issue. Yet not all feminist theories
agree that environmentalisms — while espous-
ing otherwise laudable goals — should be an
explicitly feminist concern. Some feminist
theorists (more so in corridors and conference
sessions than in published writings) worry that
detracting attention from the human subject of
feminism would be a troubling dilution of its
most important tasks. These debates are ongo-
ing and point to opportunities, challenges and
insecurities within feminist thinking that are
not necessarily unproductive. A sustained
evaluation of its aims and omissions is one of
feminism’s most important engines.
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Moreover, even as the fourth position per-
forates the boundary between nature and
culture as mutually exclusive terms, it does
not eradicate the terms or their tenacious
coupledom. Claims about the ‘culture’ of
nature, ironically, still cannot entirely let go
of a dualism where culture is the elevated
term, just as championing the agency of
matter still plays off against a (presumably,
less appealing) passivity (see Chandler and
Neimanis, 2013: 65). Even innovative ways
of addressing the nature/culture question
cannot do away with some reliance on the
binary structure they seek to overhaul —if only
as a terminological starting point for common
intelligibility. Using either of these words
becomes increasingly tricky (it seems that
either everything is nature, or nothing is —
and the same could be said about culture), but
we use them nonetheless. This tenacity under-
lines the profound way in which these terms
saturate our western hegemonic thinking pro-
cesses. It is unclear whether we will ever be
able to rid ourselves of these categories — or
whether that would be even necessary, or
desirable. In the meantime, innovative reim-
aginings of both the content of these two cat-
egories, and how they relate to each other — in
non-bifurcated, non-dualistic ways — are
welcome.

NATURE/CULTURE AND KNOWLEDGE:
FROM EPISTEMOLOGIES OF
IGNORANCE TO EPISTEMOLOGIES
OF UNKNOWARBILITY

Nancy Tuana puts her case plainly: ‘The
separation of nature and culture has impover-
ished our knowledge practices’ (2004: 208).
How does a rethinking of nature, culture and
their relation to one another matter for ques-
tions of epistemology and the business of
‘doing” feminist knowledge? Some of the
ways are already implicit in the discussion
above. First, if the limits and agency of non-
human nature are to be taken seriously, and if
we are going to map the entanglements of
humans and non-human nature with rigour,

we are going to require what Stacy Alaimo,
drawing on the work of environmental femi-
nist Giovanna Di Chiro, calls ‘syncretic
assemblages’ of knowledge (Alaimo, 2010a:
19). Such a syncretism might be understood
as a mixing and melding of seemingly incom-
patible approaches in a courageous but cau-
tious transdisciplinarity. It acknowledges that
the complex relations between nature and
culture cannot be adequately grasped through
one method, or one school of belief, alone.
Biology, sociology, philosophy, political sci-
ence, physics, anthropology and chemistry
will not necessarily enjoy the comfort of cor-
roboration; rather, a sustained effort will be
demanded of feminist theorists to accommo-
date multiple perspectives on multivalent
truths.* In more concrete methodological
terms, this means continued innovation in
mixed methods approaches. In-depth inter-
views may complement meteorological mod-
elling of weather patterns in analysing low
voter turn-out in elections; examining gender
subjectivities in environmental hotspots may
demand multispecies ethnographies as well
as resource management data. Feminist theo-
rists such as Evelyn Fox Keller, Sarah
Franklin and Lynda Birke are pioneers in
bringing biology together with feminist the-
ory in a productive rather than dismissive
dialogue; more recently, Karen Barad has
done the same with quantum physics. Nancy
Tuana reminds us that such transdisciplinar-
ity is not easy (2008: 209), but challenging
and overcoming institutional and systemic
disciplinary habits can result in a situation
where knowledge is an ongoing conversation
rather than a definitive achievement. Genuine
transdisciplinarity, moreover, is itself a prac-
tical challenge to the nature/culture (natural
sciences/humanities) divide.

Epistemologies that challenge the master
model bifurcation of nature and culture should
also be, in Alaimo’s terms, ‘more capacious’.
This means allowing ‘a space-time for unex-
pected material intra-actions, be they the
actions of hawks nesting in high-rises or the
effects of genetically modified plants on bees,
butterflies, or human populations’ (Alaimo,
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2008: 251-2). An epistemology that breaks
down the nature/culture divide, and which is
concerned for feminism’s more-than-human
others, is a roomy epistemology where all
sorts of agents can thrive. The notion that
knowledge should be generated through dis-
persed conversation is again relevant here:
knowledge practices should, according to
Alaimo, ‘emerge from the multiple entangle-
ments of inter- and intra-connected being/
doing/knowings’ (2008: 253).

Crucial to this notion of capacious episte-
mological space is a rejection of mastery. By
rethinking the relation between nature and
culture as one of co-constituted entanglements
we can sidestep what Lorraine Code refers
to as an ‘epistemological monoculture’ — a
positivist post-Enlightenment legacy that
strives for omniscience and that ‘chokes out’
any ways of knowing that contest the “calcula-
bility of the world’ (Code, 2006: 8-9). Code’s
call for ‘multifaceted analyses’ should not
lead to the conclusion that with enough
transdisciplinarity — with a sufficient number
of perspectives or standpoints — the world
might finally disclose itself to us. Even the
widest array of transdisciplinary methods will
not give us mastery. Feminist new materialists
generally concur on this point: rethinking the
relationship between nature and culture under-
lines the limits of human knowledge. These
limits express themselves in two key ways.
First, if nature is not the blank slate that culture
reads and inscribes, but is rather entangled
with culture (or, in Kirby’s terms, actually is
what we call ‘culture’) in the ongoing unfold-
ing of the world, then what is to be known is
by definition never complete or definitive; ‘the
material world intra-acts in ways that are too
complex to be predicted in advance’ (Alaimo,
2008: 259). As Barad puts it, ‘the world’s
effervescence, its exuberant creativeness, can
never be contained or suspended. Agency
never ends; it can never “run out™ (Barad,
2003: 177). As such, any claim to fully ‘know’
it is absurd. Secondly, the agency and intelli-
gence of non-human natures reminds us that
we never have full access to any ‘standpoint’.
We can employ Haraway’s ‘prosthetic vision’

(1988) in accountable ways to cultivate our
own situated knowledges, but this vision will
only ever be partial. As Haraway argues, this
does not make our knowledge any less valua-
ble. Since all knowledge comes from some-
where, only by accounting for these locations —
and their limits — could one ever claim
objectivity in a feminist sense.

Epistemologies that reject mastery are not
only sound and sensible knowledge projects;
they are also ethically attuned to the ongoing
denigration of ‘natural others’ — of all kinds.
It is therefore telling to note the resonance
between new materialist epistemological
investments and post-colonial epistemolo-
gies, which are also deeply committed to
challenging claims to mastery. Both nature
and human colonized bodies have been
‘thingified’. Haraway notes that, in a master
model logic, ‘nature is only the raw material
of culture, appropriated, preserved, enslaved,
exalted or otherwise made flexible for dis-
posal by culture in the logic of capitalist
colonialism’ (1988: 592). So too does Andrea
Smith remind us that ‘the colonial/patriarchal
mind that seeks to control the sexuality of
women and indigenous peoples also seeks to
control nature’ (2005a: 55). The point here is
explicitly not to equate the post-colonial mar-
ginalized other with a natural (read: less civi-
lized, more pristine) state of being. Indeed,
slippage toward these master model chains of
meaning is the very trap that must be coun-
tered. But if this danger can be thwarted
through a rethinking of nature, as proposed
above, then post-colonial epistemologies can
help clarify a key epistemological question
for a rethought nature/culture relation,
namely: who can, or should, speak for nature?
How should nature/culture debates deal with
the question of representation?

Gayatri Spivak (1988) famously asked
whether the subaltern could speak as a way
of highlighting the fraught nature of a colo-
nial representation of the reality of colonized
peoples. In terms that reverberate with Spivak’s
groundbreaking challenge to feminist theory
and beyond, Catriona Sandilands also asks
about the possibility of representing nature:
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‘Nature cannot be entirely spoken as a posi-
tive presence by anyone; any claim to speak
of or for nonhuman nature is, to some extent,
a misrepresentation’ (1999: 180). Tellingly,
the responses that both Spivak and Sandi-
lands provide assert that this epistemological
space is also an ethical one, where represen-
tation is sometimes necessary. In equal meas-
ures frustrating and illuminating is Spivak’s
insistence that such representation, including
cultural translation, is ‘(im)possible’. This par-
enthetical ambiguity signals both the ‘must’
and the ‘can’t’ inherent in this endeavour.
Speaking for, or translating, are for Spivak acts
of intimacy that must be done responsibly and
that demand that difference — and thus the lim-
its of knowledge — be safeguarded (Spivak,
1993). Similarly, Alaimo, referencing Sandi-
lands’ work, notes that environmental politics
demands that we speak for nature, not only in
spite of but because of the impossibility of
the task (Alaimo, 2010b: 23). Haraway insists
that facile analogies between colonized peo-
ples and non-human nature are risky, as the
strategies necessary for anti-colonial and
environmental justice will necessarily differ
(Haraway, 2008), but, in epistemological
terms, both areas of inquiry involve attempts
at representation that must acknowledge the
drive to mastery. Both must instead seek out
better ways to listen. In such cases, account-
ability for one’s position is paramount, just as
facilitating opportunities for conversation,
rather than representation, need to be actively
generated: “We must find another relationship
to nature besides reification, possession,
appropriation, and nostalgia. No longer able
to sustain the fictions of being either subjects
or objects, all the partners in the potent con-
versations that constitute nature must find a
new ground for making meanings together’
(Haraway, 2008: 158).

As new materialist perspectives on the
nature/culture debates demonstrate, humans
are not separate or outside of nature. Humans
are also ‘natural’. This means that the episte-
mologies of unknowability demanded by a
rethought nature are no less applicable to our
own selves, and our human others. Nature is

never separate or distinct from culture
(human or otherwise), and we need to recog-
nize our incorporation of and contiguity with
natures of all kinds. But even this intimacy
does not give us full access, or mastery.
Given the contingent relationship between
knowledge and being, where epistemological
commitments determine what is real, what
can exist and what has value, feminist quests
to determine the terms of knowledge have
also been a matter of survival (see Tuhiwai
Smith, 1999; Smith, 2005a). Nancy Tuana
proposes that one of feminism’s key episte-
mological tasks is to pay more attention to
what is not known, and why. Tuana’s work
on the politics of ignorance is invaluable for
attending to the ways in which ‘practices of
ignorance are often intertwined with prac-
tices of oppression and exclusion” (Tuana
and Sullivan, 2006: vii). Drawing in part on
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s Epistemology of
the Closet (1990), which underlines how
ignorance can be ‘harnessed’ and used as a
political implement, Tuana reminds us that
ignorance is not simply a lack of knowledge;
it is rather ‘frequently constructed and
actively preserved, and is linked to issues of
cognitive authority, doubt, trust, silencing,
and uncertainty’ (Tuana, 2004: 195). Clearly,
there are many things that need to be known
and which require a deliberate calling-out as
manufactured ignorance. Tuana gives exam-
ples of women’s health (Tuana and Sullivan,
2006) and female sexuality (2004) to demon-
strate how ignorance is political, linked to
gender oppression, heteronormativity and
erotophobia; we could, similarly, look to
politicized lack of knowledge on environ-
mental toxins in our air- and waterways and
their effects on indigenous, low-income and
racialized communities (see Alaimo, 2010a).
These are questions of social justice as much
as matters of epistemology, as the costs of
ignorance are never distributed equally
across bodies. But calling out such ignorance
must be tempered by a different sort of epis-
temological direction — namely, a respect and
humility for that which we do not know and
cannot know — or perhaps, more precisely,
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for that which our knowledge can never fully
master. Epistemologies of ignorance meet
epistemologies of unknowability in the recog-
nition that any knowledge project is a provi-
sional effort. Truth is partial and unfolding,
and perpetually open to contestation.

Grappling with the nature/culture question
is an ongoing task for feminist theory. There
is unlikely to be a ‘right’ answer to this prob-
lem; as the above inventory underlines, radi-
cally divergent approaches can all contribute
to providing important conceptual and politi-
cal tools for feminists seeking to challenge
interrelated oppressions, including racism,
heteronormativity and coloniality. And,
while not all feminist theorists will agree on
the urgency of this question, challenging the
nature/culture binary also opens opportuni-
ties for addressing the oppression not only of
human bodies but of the more (or less)-than-
human bodies we call ‘nature’ too. There is
no guarantee that conceptual apparatuses that
challenge the master model will lead to more
equitable gender relations, or more thought-
ful environmentalisms (Alaimo, 2010a), for
that matter. But as long as nature/culture
remains a key issue for feminist theory we
should be thoughtfully examining which
oppressions we are challenging and which ones
we might be shoring up in our own approaches
to these questions — lest we be complicit in our
own epistemologies of ignorance.

NOTES

1 In her lucid summary of Plumwood’s posi-
tion, Gaard suggests a list of the terms that are
included in this binary (Gaard, 2001: 158):

self/other

culture/nature
reason/nature

male/female

mind/body (nature)
master/slave

reason/matter (physicality)
rationality/animality (nature)
freedom/necessity (nature)
universal/particular
human/nature (nonhuman)
civilized/primitive (nature)

production/reproduction (nature)
public/private

subject/object

White/non-White

financially empowered/financially impoverished
heterosexual/queer

reason/the erotic

2 Important exceptions to the separation of men
from the natural can be found, for example,
in the Romantic cult of masculinity of the late
1700s in Europe, as well as in narratives about
‘wild nature’ as excluding women and fostering
an ideal masculinity in colonial North America
(Sandilands, 2005). Importantly, though, such
exceptions were not available to all men, nor did
they mean that women were granted reprieve
from their relation to ‘the natural’ or permitted
equal access to economic and political spheres.

3 These examples are provided by Plumwood,
Gaard and the author.

4 See, for example, Brodie (2002) for a detailed
account of how neoliberal policies of privatiza-
tion, decentralization and individualization have
been naturalized in the Canadian public sphere,
to great detriment.

5 As Charis Thompson points out, the politics of
naturalization are not unidirectional: ‘Sometimes
important political and ontological work is done
by denaturalizing what has previously been taken
to be natural and deterministic; sometimes the
reverse is necessary’ (2001: 198). Thompson
refers to the naturalization of certain kinship
arrangements in the context of infertility. The
strategic importance of naturalizing the mother—
infant bond in order to fight for maternity leave
allowances might be another example.

6 These chains of meaning persist despite alloca-
tions of cultural meaning that seem to contradict
this logic — ‘wild" mountain men or ‘unnatural’
lesbians, for instance. But such examples are also
either valourized (men) or denigrated (women)
for failing to adhere to ‘the natural order of
things'.

7 MacCormack (1980) and Moore (1994) both
point to the ethnocentric and universalizing
slant of Ortner’s claim regarding the connection
between bifurcated views of female and male as
corresponding with nature and culture.

8 Note Jasbir Puar's important critique of how the
rise and popularity of intersectionality within
feminist theory can also be read as yet another
way — ironically — of reserving the ‘centre’ of
feminism for middle-class, white women (Puar,
2012).

9 E.g. Ruddick (1989), Gilligan (1982). Patricia
Hill Collins’ black feminist thought (2000)
demonstrates a similar move, but recuperates
a specifically racialized association as well. Each
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position resists the naturalization of maternity,
femininity and blackness as intrinsically negative.

10 On a similiar view, the devastation of the HIV/
AIDS pandemic particularly among gay men, and
more recently, indigenous populations in North
America, is seen as a ‘natural’ way of weeding
out undesirable or unfit individuals and popula-
tions (Martin, 1994). While vulnerability to disease
can certainly be influenced by genetics, gender
or geography, such analyses must also consider
social inequalities, colonial legacies and racist and
homophobic health care and urban planning poli-
cies as significant and often determining factors.
See also below on environmental justice.

11 Such claims also resonate (if somewhat ironically)
in scientific and environmentalist discourses with
the contemporary naming of the Anthropocene —
our current era wherein nothing in Nature is
untouched by humans (who are presumably
‘non-Nature’). See, for example, ‘Welcome to the
Anthropocene’ at www.anthropocene.info/en/
home.

12 Feminist Science and Technology Studies is an
important exception. Donna Haraway's work is a
good example.

13 Theoretical concepts always respond to current
contexts, events and concerns. A real or per-
ceived increase in feminist thinking about the
environment and the non-human — beyond those
who call themselves ‘ecofeminists’ — is certainly
connected to an increase in public concern about
environmental issues such as climate change, as
well as increased public awareness about factory
farming and animal rights (Neimanis, 2013).

14 While this sounds similar to standpoint episte-
mologies, it differs importantly in that a privileged
perspective from below is not a key element of
these syncretic assemblages. While power plays
are certainly part of disciplinary territorial battles,
there may also be several marginalized knowl-
edges across disciplines that come together to
illuminate a multifaceted reality.
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Feminist Auto/Biography

AUTO/BIOGRAPHY AND THEORIZED
SUBJECTIVITY

Recognizing the Inevitability of
Auto/Biography

My experiences of sociological research
over the last twenty-five years have led me
to argue that all research is informed by
auto/biographical experience and is an intel-
lectual activity that involves a consideration
of power, emotion and P/politics. In 1999
the sociologist Liz Stanley described herself
as a ‘child of her time’ (see also Stanley,
2005), suggesting that intellectual/academic
socialization affects our interests and
approaches. | too am a ‘child of my time’,
which my research and writing interests
demonstrate. Much of my work — the themes
and focus of which are also affected by my
own intellectual/academic socialization — is
explicitly auto/biographical, noting the view
of C. Wright Mills (1959: 204) that: ‘The
social scientist is not some autonomous

Gayle Letherby

being standing outside society, the question
is where he (sic) stands within it ...." | agree
that we should ‘... learn to use your life
experience in your intellectual work: con-
tinually to examine it and interpret it. In this
sense craftsmanship (sic) is the centre of
yourself and you are personally involved in
every intellectual product upon which you
work’ (Mills 1959: 216).

John Brewer (2005: 672) suggests that
Mills himself practised this when ‘he made
his own biography sociological and that his
biographical experiences shaped his view
about the proper purpose of sociology as a
discipline’. Thus:

. Mills turned his own personal troubles into
sociology. They were rendered sociological in two
ways: by means of his boundless, almost rabid
energy that made him a voracious sociological
writer; more importantly, by shaping his view that
the public role of sociology was to facilitate
ordinary people to make sense of the social
condition by showing how their personal troubles
both impacted on and were impacted by public
issues .... (Brewer 2005: 674)
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In proposing that all writing is in some ways
auto/biography and that all texts bear traces
of the author and are to some extent personal
statements (Lincoln and Denzin, 1994)
within which the writer works from the self
to the other and back again I am also
emphasizing that research writings intersect
the public/private domains of both the
researcher and the researched (Stanley,
1993). As Liz Stanley (1993: 49) points out,
the use of ‘I’ acknowledges that the
knowledge we produce ‘is contextual,
situational, and specific, and that it will differ
systematically according to the social
location (as a gendered, raced, classed,
sexualized person) of the particular
knowledge-producer’. This explicitly auto/
biographical approach, with its focus on the
relationships between the self/other
relationship, also encourages reflection on
power relationships within research,
including the differential status given to
different voices and different accounts.
Robert Zussman (2000: 6) argues that one
aspect of ‘the narrative turn in sociology has
been preoccupied with *“giving voice” to
those for whom a voice has been denied’,
including women.

| agree with all of the above. In writing an
autobiography we reflect on our relationship
with the biographies of others and when
presenting the biographies of others we
inevitably refer to and reflect on our own
autobiographies. Thus, auto/biography is
not, as David Morgan points out,

simply a shorthand representation of
autobiography and/or biography but also [a]
recognition of the inter-dependence of the two
enterprises .... In writing another’s life we also
write or rewrite our own lives; in writing about
ourselves we also construct ourselves as some
body different from the person who routinely and
unproblematically inhabits and moves through
social space and time. (1998: 655)

Acknowledging this encourages the academic
rigour of our work, as self-conscious auto/
biographical writing acknowledges the social
location of the writer and makes clear the

author’s role in the construction, rather than
the discovery, of the story/the knowledge
being presented (Letherby, 2000a). Auto/
biographical sociological study - either
focusing on one, several or many lives —
highlights the need to liberate the individual
from individualism, to demonstrate how
individuals are social selves — which is
important, because a focus on the individual
can contribute to the understanding of the
general (Mills, 1959; Stanley, 1993 Oakely,
1992; Evans, 1997; Erben, 1998).

It has become commonplace for
researchers — feminist and otherwise — to
acknowledge the significance of their person-
hood, locate themselves within the research
process and produce ‘first person’ accounts.
There is also recognition among social scien-
tists of the need to consider how the researcher
as author is positioned in relation to the
research process, not least with reference to
the choice and design of the research field-
work and analysis, editorship and presentation
(les, 1992; Sparkes, 1998; Letherby, 2003a).
Research activities tell us things about our-
selves as researchers as well as things about
those we are researching (Steier, 1991). Femi-
nists researchers often go further in terms of
an explicit recognition of the researcher’s self
and insist that we need to consider how the
researcher as author is positioned in relation to
the research process and that to ignore the
personal involvement of the researcher within
research is to downgrade the personal. Thus,
feminists are concerned with who has the right
to know, the nature and value of knowledge
and feminist knowledge within this, the rela-
tionship between the methods chosen, how
they are used and the ‘knowledge’ produced
(see the Introduction to this Part of the book
and also the contribution in this volume by
Code). With this in mind I have, in my work,
argued for a position | call theorized subjectiv-
ity, which both acknowledges and exploits
this awareness of the relationship between the
process and the product of feminist research
and how epistemology becomes translated
into practice (Letherby, 2003a; 2004; Letherby
et al., 2013). In the remainder of this chapter |
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consider this further with specific reference to
the methodology of feminist (mostly socio-
logical) auto/biography.

FROM AUTO/BIOGRAPHY TO
THEORIZED SUBJECTIVITY

In an article focusing on gendered research
philosophies and practices Ann Oakley
(1998: 708) argues that the “critique of the
quantitative’ overlaps with the ‘critique of
mainstream/malestream’ and thus ‘[t]o be a
feminist social scientist one must have a cer-
tain allegiance to the qualitative paradigm’.
This situation, Oakley argues, has resulted in
a ‘paradigm war’ in which male researchers
are associated with quantitative methods of
data collection and women researchers with
qualitative methods (especially the in-depth
interview), leading to the two approaches
being represented as ‘mutually exclusive
ideal types’ (Oakley, 1998: 709). But Oakley
was not the first to point this out, nor was she
the first (or only) feminist to make use of
other methods (for discussion and examples
see Reinharz, 1992; Kelly, et al., 1994,
Stanley and Wise, 1993; Letherby and
Zdrokowski, 1995; Letherby, 2003a; Miner-
Rubino et al., 2007; Scott, 2010).
Furthermore, an analysis of British author-
ship in sociology journals suggests that
although women have always employed
qualitative methods in a majority of their
empirical articles, so have men (Platt 2007).
My own experience of empirical research has
led me to challenge the ‘in-depth’ interview
as inevitably the most appropriate method,
not least because there are other ways to give
respondents ‘a voice’ at all stages of the
research process and new technologies of
communication involve rethinking aspects of
research methodology. It is equally important
to remember that although, historically, fem-
inists were particularly critical of the survey
method it was its epistemological appropria-
tion by those who attempted a ‘scientific’,
‘value-free’ approach and the tendency of
researchers to concentrate on male issues and

experience that was the concern (Stanley and
Wise 1993).

Liz Kelly and colleagues (1994) caution
against choosing methods without a proper
consideration of research aims. They argue
that methods should be chosen to suit
research programmes rather than research
programmes being chosen to “fit” favourite
techniques. Oakley (2004: 191) agrees and
suggests that the most important criteria for
choosing a particular research method is its
fit with the research question or questions
and not its relationship to academic argu-
ments about methods. Jacqueline Scott
(2010) details ways in which a mixed
method approach can add to our under-
standing. She suggests that qualitative
research enables us to, for example, explore
how policy contexts influence the opportu-
nities and constraints that shape people’s
lives and assist us in understanding people’s
experiences in particular settings. On the
other hand, quantitative research enables us
to identify the patterns and processes by
which gender inequalities are passed on
and/or modified generationally. Such an
analysis, Scott (2010) argues, can demon-
strate the way that gender intersects with
other aspects of our identity that influence
(dis)advantage, such as ‘race’ and age.

As many feminist researchers have argued,
‘it is not by looking at research methods that
one will be able to identify the distinctive fea-
tures of the best feminist research’ (Harding,
1987: 3; see also, for example, Stanley, 1990;
Reinharz, 1992; Maynard and Purvis, 1994;
Stanley and Wise, 1993; Millen, 1997;
Ribbens and Edwards, 1998; Ramazanoglu
with Holland, 2002; Letherby, 2002a; 2003z;
Hesse-Biber, 2007). There is no such thing as
a feminist research method; rather, what is
distinctive about feminist research is a sensi-
tivity to the significance of gender within
society and a critical approach to the research
process and product. Rather than focusing on
the methods (tools for gathering evidence/
collecting data), feminists are concerned
with researchers’ methodological reflections.
Methodology, concerned as it is with the
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‘getting of knowledge’, is key to understand-
ing the relationship between knowledge and
power (Stanley and Wise, 2008: 222) and is
thus an essential part of the feminist project,
in that it is the focus on the relationship
between theory, methods and new knowl-
edge. And yet it is important to remember
that the term “feminist methodology’ is also
used to describe an ideal approach to doing
research, one which is always respectful of
respondents and acknowledges the subjec-
tive involvement of the researcher. This leads
us to the question which Mary Margaret
Cook and Judith A. Fonow (1990: 71) first
posed a quarter of a century ago: ‘is feminist
methodology that which feminists do or that
which we aim for?” (original emphasis). In
the light of this I dissent from the view that
the ‘paradigm divide’ has been the central
concern of feminists and rather suggest that
the relationship between the process and the
product/the knowing/’doing’ relationship has
(Letherby, 2003a; 2004; 2010).

There has been, both within the feminist
community and outside of it, a longstanding
discussion of objectivity and subjectivity in
social research. Among others, Max Weber,
Georg Simmel, Karl Mannheim, Michel
Foucault and Howard Becker (see Scott,
2013 for discussion here) all considered the
significance and impact of subjectivity.
Recently, in challenging the possibility of an
objective, value-free approach, a number of
authors have attempted to redefine objectiv-
ity. Arguing for situated objectivity, Malcolm
Williams (2005; 2013) claims that objectivity
is socially situated and value-laden. Richard
Jenkins (2002) argues for good enough
objectivity and insists that researchers need
to keep their hard-won critical distance dur-
ing research. And Tim May, with Beth Perry
(2011), urges us to undertake multi/interdis-
ciplinary research and engage in corrobora-
tive objectivity. Some of these positions
(Williams’ in particular) are similar to Sandra
Harding’s (1993) argument. In her discussion
of the value and status of feminist knowledge
Harding suggests that knowledge and truth
are partial and situated, power-imbued and

relational, and argues for a position she calls
strong objectivity. Other feminists writing in
the 1990s either began with or engaged more
with subjectivity. Dorothy Smith (1999), for
instance, insists that social science should
abandon the ‘pretense’ of detached, objec-
tive knowledge, while Donna Haraway
(1991) provides a critique of and challenge
to gendered binaries that position masculinity
as objective and femininity as subjective.
Lorraine Code (1995) argues that most
knowledge-production is politically invested
and that taking subjectivity into account
makes us examine political structures within
research.

In my own work | have argued, like Code
(1995; this volume) for a position that starts
with the subjective. Code’s argument focuses
on the ways in which women’s subjectivity,
their ‘place’, is defined and monitored by
others, which means that women (and others)
are hurt, diminished and discredited by/in
relation to the white, male norm. Thus,
women and ‘others’ experience epistemic
marginalization (this volume). Code and oth-
ers also remind us that while there are experi-
ences that women share there are differences
between us (see also Di Stefano, 1990;
Stanley and Wise, 1993; Kruks, this volume).
My argument for theorized subjectivity (see
Letherby, 2003a; Letherby, 2013a) involves
the constant, critical interrogation of our
personhood — both intellectual and personal —
within the production of the knowledge.
Thus, my concern has been specifically with
the significance of subjectivity (including
difference) within the research process and
product. Rather than attempt to redefine
objectivity | (like others) have instead been
concerned (and have concerns) with ‘the
pursuit of objectivity” as the starting point of
any discussion of objectivity and subjectivity
within the epistemological labour process. |
have argued that if instead we start by
accepting our subjective position — the sig-
nificance of our personhood (intellectual and
personal) within the research process — and
try to understand the complexities and the
influence of these, ‘this ‘super-sensitivity’ to
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the relevance of the personhood of the
researcher could feasibly lead to the conclu-
sion that our work is closer to objectivity, in
that our work, if not value-free, is value-
explicit’ (Letherby, 2003a: 71). Rather than
advocating objectivity as an obtainable epis-
temological virtue or struggling to redefine
the term it is better, | think, to begin from a
position that acknowledges what reflecting
on our subjectivity can do for the research
process and product. Thus, theorized subjec-
tivity starts by recognizing the value (as in
worth, rather than moral value) — both
positive and negative — of the subjective
(Letherby, 2003a; Letherby, 2013a). As such
it acknowledges both the epistemological
advantage of some and the marginalization
of others (Code, this volume) and the signifi-
cance of difference (Kruks, this volume) and
applies this methodologically with epistemo-
logical consequences.

Many researchers begin their research with
experience of what they are studying (see, for
example, Wilkinson and Kitzinger, 1996;
Katz-Rothman, 1996; 2007; Letherby, 2013b)
and/or have views on what they might find as
much as respondents do. The researcher/
respondent relationship itself impacts on the
research process and product. As researchers
we become the biographers of our respond-
ents while recognizing that the autobiogra-
phies that respondents share with us are
influenced by the research relationship.
Respondents have their own views of what
researchers might like to hear. Moreover, we
draw on our own experiences to help us
understand those of our respondents, so that
respondents ‘lives are filtered through us and
the filtered stories of our lives are present
(whether we admit it or not) in our written
accounts’ (Cotterill and Letherby, 1993: 74).
In addition, all experience is context specific
and this affects our engagement with and
perception of our own and others’ experience
(see Kruks, this volume). All of this high-
lights the need for researchers to be explicit
about the significance of their personal, as
well as intellectual (Stanley, 1993), autobiog-
raphy to the ‘academic labour process’

(Stanley, 1993: 45). Theorized subjectivity
acknowledges that research is an auto/
biographical practice in that the relationship
between self and other within research is
significant; going further, the subjective prac-
tice and privilege of the researcher(s) is
always under scrutiny. It is a reflexive
approach and | believe a ‘morally responsi-
ble’ one (Stanley and Wise, 1993: 200), as it
acknowledges the significance of both the
intellectual and the personal auto/biography
of researchers and of respondents and also
highlights the privileged position (for exam-
ple, in terms of access to resources and
numerous accounts — see below) of research-
ers (Letherby, 2003b; Letherby, 2013a).

My own primary substantive area of inter-
est has always been human reproduction and
non/parental identity, by which | mean the
status and experience of women (and to a
lesser extent men) who do and do not mother
(father). My earliest work in this area was
my final year undergraduate project, which
focused on women’s experience of miscar-
riage (Letherby, 1993), an event | had expe-
rienced four years earlier. This was followed
by my doctoral research, for which I explored
individuals’ (predominantly women’s) expe-
rience of ‘infertility” and ‘involuntary child-
lessness’ (e.g. Letherby, 1999; 2002a; 2003a;
Exley and Letherby, 2001). At the time of the
fieldwork stage of this project | fitted the
medical definition of ‘infertile’ and was
‘involuntarily childless’. Since then I have
experienced social motherhood, which has
influenced further work (e.g. Kirkman and
Letherby, 2008). Hence, some of my work in
this area (on foster caring, teenage pregnancy
and young parenthood and in managing long-
term conditions in pregnancy and early
motherhood) relates to my own autobiogra-
phy and | continually reflect on the signifi-
cance of my own experience within my
research writings. Throughout my academic
career | have also been interested in and
researched and written about the experience
of working and learning in higher education.
One of my published pieces was written
jointly with several postgraduate colleagues
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(Holliday et al., 1993). We reflected on our
position in the academy in order to challenge
the commonsense view that the postgraduate
experience is inevitably isolating. Since then,
alone and with various colleagues, | have
written/researched on women’s studies stu-
dents’ experience of university life (e.g.
Letherby and Marchbank, 2001; Marchbank
and Letherby, 2001); gender, respect and
emotional labour in the academy (e.g.
Barnes-Powell and Letherby, 1998; Letherby,
2000Db; Letherby and Shiels, 2001; March-
bank and Letherby, 2001); non/parenthood in
the academy (Ramsay and Letherby, 2006;
Letherby et al., 2005); ‘older’ women’s expe-
rience within the academy (Cotterill et al.,
2007a); feminist ways of working (e.g. Cot-
terill and Letherby, 1998; Cotterill et al.,
2007b); and multi-disciplinary collaborative
working (Letherby and Stenhouse, 2013).

| start from an epistemological position
that rejects a simplistic foundationalist/stand-
point position. | do not believe that | am in a
position to generate the ‘true story’ of non/
motherhood or academic life but | do believe
that ‘my story’ can stand in opposition to
and as a criticism of ‘other stories’ (both
feminist and non-feminist, academic and lay)
which 1, and many others, see as at worst
inaccurate and at best partial. While | agree
with Stanley and Wise (1993; 2005) that as
researchers we are not intellectually superior
to our respondents I do think it is important
that we acknowledge our intellectual privi-
leges and the implications of these. | agree
that we all ‘observe, categorize, analyse,
reach conclusions’ and that ‘people theorize
their own experience ... and so researchers
of the social are faced with an already “first
order” theorized material social reality’
(Stanley 1990: 208). So | believe that
respondents as well as researchers are reflex-
ive, theorizing individuals. Reflexivity —
both descriptive (the description of one’s
reflection) and analytical (involving com-
parison and evaluation) — are essential parts
of the research process and both researchers
and respondents engage in it. However, it is
necessary to acknowledge that those of us

who hold the title of researcher and/or writer
are in a privileged position, in terms of not
only access to multiple accounts but also
disciplinary training. This enables us to
engage in ‘second order theorizing’ which
involves ‘interpretation’, not just ‘descrip-
tion” of respondents’ as well as the research-
ers’ analytical processes (Letherby, 2002Db). |
accept that not only do most people not have
the opportunity or the resources to consider
the issues that concern them in this way but
that given inequalities within the academy
many groups of people remain unrepresented
(Wilkinson and Kitzinger 1996). Thus,
‘doing (feminist) methodology’ highlights
for me the problems in taking an epistemo-
logical position. In all of my work | have
found myself arguing for an epistemological
position somewhere between ‘epistemic
privilege’ and ‘post-modernism’/relativism. |
do not claim to have found ‘the answer’ to
anything but by starting to ask different ques-
tions of different/under-researched groups |
believe that my research highlights com-
plexities of differences of experience that
have previously not been considered. My
presentation is filtered through my under-
standings, but at the same time | make self-
conscious attempts to understand respondents’
understandings in their own terms and an
attempt to continually reflect on my own
position within the knowledge-production
process. In accepting the ‘job’ of researcher/
writer | have a responsibility to acknowledge
my privileged resources and thus stand by
the claims that | make.

Feminists are concerned to undertake
research for, rather than about, women. Not
surprisingly, because of their open political
commitment, feminists are sometimes
accused of producing biased rather than valid
and authoritative knowledge. One example
here is Martyn Hammersley (2011: 39), who
believes that objectivity is an epistemologi-
cal virtue and that any approach that does not
accept this is a threat to ‘the rational pursuit
of inquiry’. In answer to this | again suggest
that subjectivity is inevitable within the
research process and that reflecting on the
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significance of our subjectivity adds to,
rather than detracts from, the accountability
and authority of our research product. The
debate about whether or not research and
researchers should have political aims
extends beyond the feminist community but
specifically here, for many feminists, femi-
nist research is feminist theory in action,
making methodological transparency essen-
tial so that both our process and our resulting
product are clear and thus open to critical
scrutiny by others (Stanley, 1984; Stanley
and Wise, 1993; Letherby, 2003a; 2013a;
Hesse-Biber, 2007).

Reflecting on the status of knowledge and
issues of auto/biography within feminist
research, Barbara Katz Rothman (1996: 51)
suggested that there had been a fundamental
shift in methodological thinking where an
‘ethic of involvement has replaced an ethic
of objectivity’. From this perspective, writ-
ing from personal experience rather than
from a position of ‘detached objectivity’ is
likely to give the writer “credentials’:

In the circles | travel in now, if you see an article
by a colleague on breast cancer you write to see
how she is, wonder when she was diagnosed. If
you see an article on Alzheimer's you assume
someone’s got a parent or in-law to help. | can
track my colleagues’ progression through the life
cycle, through crises and passages, by article and
book titles. (Rothman, 1996: 51)

However, a decade later she argued:

Whether the stories we use are our own, or those
of our informants, or those we cull from tables of
statistically organized data, we remain story-
tellers, narrators, making sense of the world as
best we can .... We owe something ... to our
readers and to the larger community to which we
offer our work. Among the many things we owe
them, is an honesty about ourselves: who we are
as characters in our own stories and as actors in
our own research. (Rothman, 2007: unpaginated)

Rothman’s second position is, | think, more
appropriate in that it highlights the need to
work towards the production of ‘accountable’
knowledge (see also Stanley, 1999; Letherby,
2003a) rather than suggesting that researching

those whose experience is close to our own
experience an essential requirement. Personal
experience is sometimes the motivation for
research, and connections and relationships
are made between researchers and
respondents. But it is not always possible or
desirable to research issues close to us
(Wilkinson and Kitzinger, 1996). An auto/
biographical connection should not be seen
as a prerequisite to ‘good’ research and
researchers do not always identify with
respondents and vice versa even when they
share an experience and/or identity (Letherby
and  Zdrokowski, 1995). Feminists
acknowledge the need to be sensitive to
differences between women and to ‘the
conundrum of how not to undercut, discredit
or write-off women’s consciousness as
different from our own’ (Stanley, 1984: 201).
On the other hand, although individual (or
group) experience cannot be universally
generalized it is likely to resonate with the
experiences of similar others (Young, 1990;
Kruks, this volume). Additionally, as the
development and debates surrounding
feminist methodology have taken place
during a period of increasing inequality for
many worldwide, ‘[fleminism remains
inherently contradictory because gender is
only part of people’s lives. In order to
transform unjust gender relations, more than
gender must change’ (Ramazanoglu with
Holland, 2002: 68).

Acknowledging complex power relation-
ships between self and other feminist
researchers are concerned to privilege the
voices of those that they research and to
equalize the researcher/respondent relation-
ship. Stanley and Wise (2008) report on a
number of feminist research projects which
foreground the auto/biographical. Frigga
Haug and colleagues (1987), in their project
focusing on female sexualization, argue that
‘the researcher’ in this case was a collective
group who engaged in the collective co-process
of talking, thinking, analysing and writing.
They add that the ‘collective interrogation,
analysis and interpretation’ should be as
central to emancipatory research as they are



52 THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF FEMINIST THEORY

to emancipatory politics (Stanley and Wise,
2008: 233-4). For example, the origins of
Rebecca Campbell’s (2002) work, which was
centrally concerned with the emotional
impact of people who work with rape survi-
vors, lay in Campbell’s long-term experi-
ences in rape crisis work. Thus, the research
was a reflexive project undertaken by some-
one who was both researcher and worker
(Stanley and Wise, 2008: 234-5).

Other feminists have adopted a participa-
tory action-orientated research approach
(PAR) following Stringer’s (1996) four guid-
ing principles of PAR:

e democratic, enabling participation of all people;

e equitable, acknowledging people’s equality of
worth;

e liberating, providing freedom from oppressive,
debilitating conditions;

o life enhancing, enabling the expression of peo-
ple’s full human potential.

An example of this approach is Maggie
O’Neill’s (2008) research on violence at
work for female sex workers, which combines
critical theory, lived experience, creative
visual practices and praxis in her usage of
PAR. She suggests that researchers and
policy makers can use such an approach to
address and change social inequalities.
Attention to issues of auto/biography is
relevant to the analysis and presentation of
data as well as the collection of it. June
Purvis (1994: 180) writing about her research
on the suffragette movement of Edwardian
England, especially the Women’s Social and
Political Union (WSPU), insists on the
importance of finding women’s voices in the
past to enable a challenge to the dominant
narrative about prison life presented in the
majority of secondary sources. She suggests
that personal prison testimonies are the most
favoured source for historians, as they were
written in the time and place of the event.
Yet, it is important to acknowledge the con-
straints surrounding personal prison accounts,
as the women were allowed to write and
receive letters only to keep in contact with

‘respectable friends’ and not so that they
could keep informed of public events (Purvis
1994: 181). Purvis adds that as most of the
women’s published autobiographies were
written long after the events they were
describing it is likely that these were influ-
enced by some loss of memory. With this in
mind she used a range of personal documents
to explore how central the sense of collectiv-
ity and of comradeship was for suffragettes
who were sent to prison. However, she
remains concerned that she, as any other his-
torian, might be selecting data from the past
to “fit’ understandings of the present. This
concern resonates with my reflections on
some of my own research, in which I have
argued:

| am conscious that | ‘took away their words’ and
then analysed the data from my own political,
personal and intellectual perspective. As Fine
(1994) argues, research involves ‘carving out
pieces of narrative evidence that we select, edit
and deploy to border our arguments’ (p22). Thus,
| am aware that my voice is the loudest. With this
in mind | attempted to be sensitive to issues of
power and control throughout the whole research
process. When writing up my data | highlighted
my role in the selection and interpretation of
respondents’ narratives and in terms of
presentation of ‘findings’. (Letherby, 2002a: 3.7)

And:

| was aware of the danger of positioning my
experience as the norm, against which others
would be judged, and agree with Temple (1997)
that ‘It is by listening and learning from other
people’s experiences that the researcher can learn
that “the truth” is not the same for everyone’.
(Letherby, 2002a: 5.2)

Others have encountered the same issues:
writing about what she calls ‘the crisis of
representation in anthropology’, Katherine
Frank (2000: 482), drawing on the writing of
Clifford, argues that the ethnographer is
involved in much more than ‘translating the
reality of others’ (Clifford, 1986: 7). Rather,
s/he is helping to create that reality in the act
of writing, thus actively inventing, not just
merely representing, cultures (Clifford,
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1986). Frank (2000) supportsethnographically
informed fiction as a way of presenting data
which ‘renders lived experience with more
verisimilitude than does the traditional realist
text, for it enables the reader to feel that
interpretation is never finished or complete
(Diversi, 1998: 132). This form of representation
is also a way to ‘protect’ respondents. Kay
Inckle (2010:1), reporting on her research on
self-injury, suggests that the use of fictional
characters and creative writing strategies not
only anonymizes respondents and their others
but also allows an in-depth representation of
the ‘real-life’ inner worlds, emotions and
experiences.

Feminist auto/biographical work then
acknowledges the relationship between the
self and the other within research and writ-
ing. Theorized subjectivity takes this respon-
sibility seriously by not privileging the voice
of the researcher/writer over that of respond-
ents, constantly reflecting on the process/
product relationship within research and
acknowledging and taking responsibility for
differential power relations within the
research process and in terms of editorship
and representation.

FEMINIST AUTO/BIOGRAPHICAL LIFE
WRITINGS

Traditionally, autobiographers typically
regarded themselves as autonomous individ-
uals in control of themselves, their lives and
their stories (Watson and Kimmich, 1999: 1).
Increasingly, however, just as those research-
ing the lives of others recognize the interplay
between the self and the other in auto/
biographical writing, so do those writing
about themselves:

. 'autobiographylical],” writing mediates the
space between ’‘self’ and ‘life’. One definition
suggests that autobiography is an effort to
recapture the self ...This claim presumes that
there is such a thing as the ‘self’ and that it is
‘knowable’. This coming-to-knowledge of the self
constitutes both the desire that initiates the
autobiographical act and the goal toward which

autobiography directs itself. Thus the place to
begin our investigation of autobiography might
be at the crossroads of ‘writing’ and ‘selfhood’.
(Benstock, 1999: 7)

At the same time feminist auto/biographers
(and others) acknowledge that identity is
multi-dimensional. For example, Martine
Watson and Allison Kimmich (1999: xii—xiii)
argue that the concept of multiple selves has
been liberating for many feminists as this
challenges traditional ideas of selfhood where
the notion of a unified, essential self has
historically been more appropriate for and
relevant to a man’s life than a woman’s.
Autobiographical accounts by women
highlight the fragmentation of women’s lives
in their challenge to meet the expectations of
others as well as their challenge to these
expectations and their search for a positive,
coherent sense of self. As Stanley (1993)
notes, memory is always and inevitably
involved when writing about the self “after the
event’, even if aids to memory (such as letters,
notes, photographs etc.) are available. This
means that life writing is inevitably ‘highly
selective and highly interpretive’ (1993: 49).
Stanley adds that even the more immediate
diary writing is, similarly, a combination of
both selectivity and interpretation.

There are many examples of feminist auto-
biographical pieces that confirm this type of
writing as complex representations of the self
and the other. Among the best known is
Carolyn Steedman’s (1986) Landscape for a
Good Woman, which is concerned with *‘dis-
ruptive narratives’ told by her mother. In
focusing on two generations of working-class
women, Steedman provides an in-depth focus
on different lives in order to tell an analyti-
cally and politically informed story about the
lives of working-class women (Stanley and
Wise, 2008). As she herself writes:

This book, then, is about interpretations, about
the places where we rework what has already
happened to give current events meaning. It is
about the stories we make for ourselves, and the
social specificity of our understanding of those
stories. (Steedman, 1986: 11)
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Some of the complexities of the idea of
‘stories we make for ourselves’ are apparent in
the work of Simone de Beauvoir, who wrote
six volumes of autobiography in all. In the
first she wrote that she wanted her life “to be a
beautiful story’, and her autobiography did
leave a largely positive and fulfilled account
of her life, a life focused on aiming for and
achieving literary and intellectual success.
However, Mary Evans (1993) encourages us
to look closer at these works as well as at
others’ writings of de Beauvoir (and others
interested in her life) and suggests that the
version of her life presented by de Beauvoir
represents the fiction, fantasy and motivation
of her life, whereas in reality her life was more
complex and less flattering (Evans, 1993: 11).

The tension between fiction and fact is
also evident in Jeanette Winterson’s (2011)
autobiography Why Be Happy When You
Could be Normal? In it she reflects on her
auto/biographically informed novel Oranges
Are Not the Only Fruit, published in 1985.
The novel tells the story of a girl, adopted by
Pentecostal parents, who disappoints her par-
ents by not becoming a missionary and by
falling in love with a woman. Winterson
writes (2011: 2-6):

| told my version — faithful and invented, accurate
and misremembered, shuffled in time. | told
myself as hero like any shipwreck story .... And |
suppose the saddest thing for me, thinking about
the cover version that is Oranges, is that | wrote a
story | could live with. The other one was too
painful. | could not live with it.

In writing her autobiography Oakley (1984)
uses a mixture of fact and fiction. She begins
the book by acknowledging the relationship
between her own life experience and those
of others (both known to her and not): ‘I
have tried self-consciously to draw
together in this book some of the connecting
threads between my life and the lives of
others, between the issues that concern me
and those that are of general concern to
others’ (Oakley, 1984: 2-3).

All of the examples | give here demonstrate
the need for reflexivity within life writings

and are further evidence of how personal and
intellectual auto/biography/theorized subjec-
tivity should be central to all our work and
how such work demonstrates critical, analytic
practice (Cotterill and Letherby, 1993; Stanley,
1993; Letherby, 2003a; 2013a).

Life writing includes pieces about particu-
lar events and experiences as well as those
focusing on a life as a whole. Feminist exam-
ples, focusing on women’s experience,
include (but are definitely not limited too)
writings on experiences of illness (e.g.
Ettorre, 2005; Oakley, 2007), non/mother-
hood (e.g. Kirkman and Letherby, 2008;
Rogers, 2009; Murray, 2010) and work and
education life (e.g. Kennedy et al., 1993;
Malina and Maslin-Prothero, 1998). Some of
these pieces also draw on biographical data
from research, whereas in some the primary
focus is the life and experience of the writer.

From the beginning of my own publishing
career | have written autobiographically. The
following are two extracts from recent publi-
cations, which are reproduced here in order
to emphasize the often problematic relation-
ship between the self and the other in research
relationships and writings and the ways in
which our own experiences and their counter
meanings offer possibilities for theoretical
explanation.

In my first job | was employed as a nursery nurse
in the postnatal ward of a large hospital and in the
next as deputy manager in a university day
nursery. My NNEB training and these early jobs felt
like preparation for my inevitable role as earth
mother. | felt smugly prepared for parenthood,
and argued that all parents would benefit from
the training and experience that | had gained. In
addition | was sure that | was a ‘natural’ and a
couple of years into marriage | was more than
ready to start ‘trying for a family’ ....

It was fifteen months before | became pregnant
and | still remember the feelings of desperation and
helplessness and the growing sense of grief and
loss month after month. In March 1984 | achieved
pregnancy. The first hospital scan took place in
week fifteen. The baby was only of nine weeks'
gestation and wasn’t growing but as I'd lost a
little blood at weeks four and eight we were told
not to worry too much: ‘maybe your dates are
different than you think’. I was sent away and told
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to come back a week later but a couple of days
later | started to bleed and experience cramps in
my lower back. In bed that night, sleeping lightly
against the pain, | woke needing to go to the
toilet. As | stood what seemed to me and to my
husband like gallons of bloodied water gushed
from me. Once in the bathroom I felt the urge to
push, and when | stood up a tiny foetus, my baby,
our child, was in the toilet. | wrapped him or her
(we never found out the sex) in a towel and called
for the doctor.

There followed patchy and often insensitive
medical care and months of despair and
depression. Eventually, largely because of the
constant, patient support of my mother | began to
recover emotionally. My husband and | decided
against pursuing infertility treatment. We divorced
early in the 1990s and although | married again to
my knowledge | have never been pregnant since
(Letherby and Stenhouse, 2013: 186).

And what about the ambivalence of my own
identity? If good motherhood is synonymous with
good womanhood (e.g. Ruddick, 1980; Letherby,
1994, Liamputtong, 2006) surely this impacts on
my status not only as mother but also as woman?
But if motherhood is really about nurturing and
not merely (even) about biological and kinship
connections surely | am a mother, no need for the
word step. But when | came into their lives my
stepsons already had a mother, something | never
denied. So although | cared and cooked, provided
financial support and affection, | was always
Gayle, never mum. This has struck me even more
in recent years because as my husband’s sons
became estranged from him they have become
estranged from me also. But even if mother is
just about biology and biological connections | am
a mother in that | carried a child for sixteen weeks.
But | was never able to name my biological child
or hold it (you see it doesn't even have a sex) or
play with it. So in both these cases, then, am |
nearly a mother but not quite, not really? Certainly
this was the view of the editor of a feminist
journal who changed my reference to a ‘parenting
relationship with my partner’s two sons’ to ‘a kind
of parenting relationship ...".

my desires and intentions have been subject to
change and | have shifted my position on what
James H. Monach (1993) «calls the
‘voluntarily'/‘involuntary’ childless continuum. |
appreciate that my choices are constrained —
i.e. made within circumstances not of my own
making — but of course this is not unusual and
indeed is relevant of the reproductive ‘choices’
that all women make (Petchesky, 1980). So, even
though | am aware of the constraints on my
‘choice’ it feels like a choice nevertheless. Twenty-six

years ago, when | had my miscarriage, my central aim
was to be a mother, and | felt that | was only half a
woman without a child. Any doubts or ambivalences
| had about becoming a mother | denied. Now | feel
very different. | no longer feel a lesser woman (or less
than adult) for not mothering children. | am also able
to accept the equivocal nature of my desires — that is,
a part of me enjoys the freedom that | have had and
have because of my biologically childless state. If |
had become a biological mother | know that | would
have felt opposing emotions in relation to that
experience also (Letherby, 2010: 266) (original
emphasis).

In including my own experience in my
writing | hope to make clear not only the
influence my autobiography has on the work
that | do but how, in turn, that work influences
my autobiography.

SOME REFLECTIONS AND
CONCLUSIONS

Auto/biographical work for feminists and for
others is not without its challengers, not least
because of its challenge to the traditional aca-
demic orthodoxy of both writing and reading
(e.g. Mykhalovskiy, 1996; Temple, 1997;
Sparkes, 2002; Davies, 2012). Those of us
who do write auto/biographically have been
criticized by some for being self-indulgent,
for producing weak intellectual work (for
details see Katz-Rothman, 1986; Scott, 1998;
Letherby, 2000a; Sparkes, 2002). Sara
Delamont (2009) differentiates between work
that she identifies as autobiographical ethnog-
raphy and autobiographical reflexivity. For
Delamont the latter is beneficial, even essen-
tial, whereas the former is ‘the narcissistic
substation of autoethnography for research’
(Delamont, 2007: 3).

The potential (and sometimes real) threat
of professional, intellectual and emotional
attack explains why sometimes researchers
and writers write about ‘the personal’ outside
of the main report of a study, or not at all
(McMahon, 1996). So, researching and
writing auto/biographically is not without its
problems. But a reflexive critical auto/
biographical approach is not (as is sometimes
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suggested) ‘navel gazing’ and ‘self absorption’
(Okely and Callaway, 1992: 2). Indeed, those
who do not engage in such self-reflection and
instead protect the self from scrutiny presume
inaccurately that their presence and relations
with others are unproblematic. However, it is
necessary to acknowledge that auto/biograph-
ical ‘voices’ within academia remain pre-
dominantly white, educated,middle-class and
Western (Bertram, 1998). Thus, not everyone
has equal access to the public articulation of
the auto/biographical. Furthermore, as previ-
ously mentioned, auto/biography is always
partial, in that the writer has the power to edit
the final account and that silences, hidden
selves and shadows of others are present in all
our writing (e.g. lles, 1992; McMahon, 1996;
Letherby, 2003a; 2013a). As Steph Lawler
argues:

the relationship between identity and
autobiography is not that autobiography (the
telling of a life) reflects a pre-given identity: rather,
identities are  produced  through the
autobiographical work in which all of us engage
every day, even though few of us will formally
write an ‘autobiography’. The narratives we
produce in this context are stories of how we
come to be the way we are. But it is through the
narratives themselves that we produce our
identities in this way. (2008: 13)

Recent and current changes in the academy
and externally have determined ‘relevance’
and ‘usefulness’ as increasingly important in
defining what research should be done, what
knowledge should be produced and how that
knowledge will be assessed. This, | think,
makes the case for ‘theorized subjectivity’
even stronger. The influences on research
funding and the expectations of research in
terms of impact alongside the motivation of
many researchers to make a positive
difference to the lives of real people all
strongly imply the need for critical scrutiny
of the relationship between the self and the
other and the acknowledgement of researcher/
writer privilege within the research process
and product. Yet, although encouraging to
those who argue for research praxis (practice

informed by research and theory), this
approach does raise concerns, not least in
terms of the fact that it can distract us from
actually doing the research and making an
impact in its generation of another layer of
research and debate concerned with how best
to improve research impact. Another concern
for some is just whose interests are being
served. If we only do research and write
about things that focus on government
priorities this makes for a very narrow agenda
(Letherby and Bywaters 2007). Adopting a
position of ‘theorized subjectivity’ ensures
that differentials of power and privilege are
explicit within the research and writing
process, which, in turn, highlights in/
equalities and in/exclusion in terms of
research and writing agendas and products.
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Power in Feminist Research

INTRODUCTION

Power is a major concern for feminist
research as well as for feminist activism. In
terms of academic research power has an
impact on the conditions in which a project
is initiated and produced (Stanley and Wise,
1993). This question — of the conditions
through which research is produced -
involves further issues: the relatively few
women at senior levels in academia com-
pared to men, the commonplace marginali-
zation of research on gender, whether
conducted by men or women, and the
increasing levels of precarious employment,
limited access to funding and increased
workload within academia (Gill, 2010).
These are aspects of power that operate on
research projects from the outside, all of which
are important to discuss. However, in this arti-
cle I will focus on power operating within
research processes. These power workings on
the micro level of academic research are not
isolated from either social power relations on
the macro level of academia or society, on the

Processes’

Sabine Grenz

whole. Instead, from a Foucauldian perspec-
tive power is capillary and hence, more com-
prehensive power structures are reproduced in
concrete research settings.

At the basis of feminist reflections on
power within research processes we can
identify a critique of social hierarchies as
well as of the marginalization of women and
their realms of life in mainstream research
practices. As a result, one of the foremost
intentions of feminist researchers of many
disciplines has been to include women and
their perspectives into scientific research. It
would thus bring them “from the margins to
the centre’ (Harding, 1993), to make them
visible and show that they provide valuable
knowledge about the functioning of social
worlds (Harding, 1993). The aim was to
develop ‘a sociology for women’ (Finch,
1993) instead of a sociology that would
either exclude or instrumentalize them. As a
consequence, feminist researchers have
designed research projects that support that
goal. Furthermore, they have developed a
shared set of epistemological assumptions
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and methodological tools. Within this pro-
cess, they have scrutinized the relationship
between themselves as researchers and their
participants in order to transform the inherent
power relation of expert and lay knowledge
that regularly shapes social research projects
and to meet respondents on a more equal
basis.

Since the question of power between a
researcher and her participants is most central
in research projects where other persons are
involved as research objects, most methodo-
logical reflections stem from feminist social
research projects. Two texts on how to practise
feminist social research are foundational —
those of Maria Mies (1978) and Ann Oakley
(1981). In both, the authors reflected upon
their research practice and through it sug-
gested innovative and challenging research
practices.

Ann Oakley argued that the usual style of
interviewing in sociology establishes a
hierarchy between a researcher and their
respondents, and suggested that, instead,
interviewing should not be a one-way pro-
cess. Interviewees’ questions and needs
should be taken seriously and answered. This
is particularly necessary if a researcher aims
to make women’s voices heard and their sub-
jective experiences visible to others. Maria
Mies described several methodological pos-
tulates, all of which are related to power
relations between researcher and researched.
The overall tone, as well as some of her pos-
tulates, resonate in Ann Oakley’s article (and
those of many other feminists as well). The
postulates were: firstly, a conscious partial
identification with research participants
instead of a value-free and neutral research
position. This was because neutral and objec-
tive research tools do not necessarily serve
the goal of women’s emancipation (Mies,
1978; Oakley, 1981). Researchers such as
Maria Mies and Ann Oakley argued that —
even though they did not deny class differ-
ences and hierarchies — as a woman they
were in the same position as their research
participants. The second postulate concerned
the use of the perspective ‘from below’ in

order to make power relations visible. This
resonates with Harding’s (1993) formulation
of standpoint theory in which the margina-
lized and their perspectives were privileged
because this bears the promise of providing
knowledge that brings about social change
(Haraway, 1990). Although there also is a
warning against romanticizing the voices of
the marginalized (Thurmer-Rohr, 1984;
Haraway, 1990), this reflection also sensitizes
the interviewer to the needs of participants.
Furthermore, Mies suggested participatory
action research in order to avoid doing
research only for others instead of being per-
sonally involved as a woman. This should
also serve the goal of initiating change as a
tool to gain knowledge — not only a change
within academia but also a social change.
Mies also argued that research projects
should be designed and chosen to accord
with what she defined as ‘liberating’ goals, a
concept also articulated as ‘research for
women, not just on women’ (Kirsch, 2005).
As aresult, research ought to raise the aware-
ness of oppression as well as the historical
progress that has already been reached
because of feminist activism. Finally, Mies
argued for the development of feminist the-
ory derived from the experience of activism.
Overall one can agree with Carol Smart who
states that: ‘In critiquing classical sociologi-
cal approaches feminist work challenged the
distinctions  between researcher and
researched, incorporated narrative and liter-
ary genres, championed qualitative work,
and promoted reflexive standpoint research’
(Smart, 2009: 296).

Feminist and pro-feminist researchers
have widely accepted these postulates and
applied them to other contexts. By doing this
they discovered dilemmas as well as new
creative ways of dealing with them. Power
dilemmas arise, for instance, in thinking
through the representation of the marginal-
ized Other (see Gibson-Graham, 1994; Taylor
and Rupp, 2005), while others include the fact
that participants are not innocent (Haraway,
1990). Research may include male parti-
cipants or participants of higher social
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ranks — a circumstance that creates another
set of questions because power relations
between a researcher and the researched are
altered through other social inequalities (e.g.
Scott, 1984; Smart, 1984; Lee, 1997; Willott,
1998; Schwalbe and Wolkomir, 2001). Yet
another set of problematic power relations
arises in research on sexualities — mostly
related to research of so-called sexual devi-
ancy (Taylor and Rupp, 2005; Sanchez Taylor
and O’Connell Davidson, 2010). Further-
more, sexism and racism, as well as physical
dangers, were issues feminist researchers
faced in research situations (Scott, 1984;
Phoenix, 1994; 2010). As a consequence,
postulates such as those mentioned above
proved to be problematic. Subsequently, the
category ‘women’ has been widely ques-
tioned. As a result, ‘feminist research was
its own most trenchant critic; it would not be
an exaggeration to suggest that feminist
methodologies existed then in a state of con-
stant challenge and continual reformulation.
Feminist methodology could not, of course,
stand still” (Smart, 2009: 296 fn).

Even though feminists scrutinized feminist
methodological positions, early postulates of
feminist research still serve as reference
points. Interestingly, in terms of methodology
it is hard to find the same criticism or dis-
missal that has been formulated elsewhere
against earlier feminisms and feminist theo-
ries of the 1970s and 1980s (Hark, 2005;
Hemmings, 2011). Instead, the discussion
and further development of this basis contin-
ues without cutting off these research roots
(e.g. Gibson-Graham, 1994; Grenz, 2005;
Presser, 2005; Taylor and Rupp, 2005;
Markussen, 2012). However, extending those
roots has been suggested by, for example,
Lois Presser (2005), who conducted inter-
views with male sex offenders. She argues for
a widening of feminist methodology for her
male respondents, who have been, at times,
demonized by feminist researchers. From her
perspective, this renders their humanity,
regret and confession invisible. One of the
results of this ongoing debate is a differenti-
ated perspective including post-structural

theorization on power as dynamic, fluid
and also symbolic in the research situation.
Nevertheless, feminists still hold on to the
goal of doing research for marginalized people
and to initiate or support social transformation
(see Ryan-Flood and Gill, 2010; Markussen,
2012). The following discussion of research on
sexuality will illustrate the working of these
aspirations in the research practice.

CONFIDENTIALITY, SECRECY AND
PERFORMATIVITY IN RESEARCH ON
SEXUALITIES

In the social sciences it is common sense that
the interview situation ought to be *as confi-
dential as possible’ (Lamnek, 1989: 67; my
translation). Respondents need to trust that
their stories will be treated with respect by
the interviewer. This respect is crucial in
research on sexualities. For instance, even
though prostitution is not illegal in European
countries such as Britain and Germany, con-
fidentiality is an important issue for each side
of the commercial sex encounter — for sex-
workers as well as for their clients (O’Connell
Davidson, 1998). Kleiber and Velten (1994)
recognized in their research on heterosexual
clients that ‘prostitution is still a sensitive
social taboo area’ and that participants were
‘anxious about being able to preserve their
anonymity’ (Kleiber and \elten, 1994: 46;
my translation). Rothe (1997), too, was told
by participants how important anonymity is.
Similarly, they as well as other researchers
recognized that only few of their participants
had talked with others about their experi-
ences with prostitutes before (Hydra, 1991;
Kleiber and Velten, 1994; Grenz, 2005;
Gerheim, 2012). Commercial sexuality is
mostly a lonely business. Neither group iden-
tity of clients nor public campaigning for
them has been fully developed, even though
clients nowadays have their own websites in
order to support the development of a sexual
identity as a consumer of sexual services.
The need for confidentiality and trust also
applies to sexually minoritized groups such
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as LGBTI-people or people who favour sex-
ual practices such as SM or foot fetishism.
As a consequence, it can be difficult to gain
access to sexual minority groups.
Furthermore, interviewees might observe
and question the interviewer from a distrust-
ful position, and interviewers might have to
undergo a series of tests to gain access. This
is also true for research related to other top-
ics. For instance, at the beginning of her
fieldwork on secrecy cultures in contempo-
rary Guatemala Silvia Posocco (2004)
recorded a feeling of being interrogated
instead of interviewing people. Her account
questions the assumption of a powerful
researcher, since interviewees decide how
much they will disclose.

Other researchers have pointed out that
access is easier on the basis of sameness
rather than difference (Ryan-Flood, 2009;
Johnston, 2010). Roisin Ryan-Flood (2010)
interpreted her being ‘out’ as a leshian as an
advantage in finding participants and reas-
suring them. Lynda Johnston (2010) voiced
similar experiences in research projects on
lesbian women. However, she problema-
tizes this basis as possibly essentialist,
since her similar sexual lifestyle marginal-
ized other differences between her and her
research participants. Nevertheless, when
she started a project on heterosexual mar-
riage tourism to New Zealand, she acted as
straight in order not to be marginalized in a
setting that is dominated by conservative
imaginations of heterosexual relationships
(Johnston, 2010). Yet in relation to research
on commercial sexuality the assumption of
sameness as a basis to find participants has
proved to be wrong. Female as well as male
researchers who did not identify (or act) as
clients or sex-workers themselves were
able to find sufficient participants (Velten,
1994; Grenz, 2005; Sanders, 2005; Walby,
2010; Gerheim, 2012) and to gather valua-
ble data. However, it might be that partici-
pants would have been more open to fellow
prostitutes’ clients. This research has yet to
be done. Interviews with clients of com-
mercial sex also conducted by sex-workers,

however, did not disclose any more or
deeper knowledge (Hydra, 1991).

In summary, one can argue that both posi-
tions potentially create silences. Whereas the
outsider position can cause feelings of inse-
curity and create difficulties of speaking or
unwillingness to disclose, the insider posi-
tion can also produce omissions such as
assumptions that the interviewer already
knows. These omissions are marked by utter-
ances such as ‘you know what | mean’
(Egeberg-Holmgren, 2011). This is an exam-
ple of the way in which interviewees hold the
power to choose what they want to disclose
and what they want to withhold. They may
be distrustful, not as open as a researcher
wishes them to be, and conceal things inten-
tionally. Furthermore, as Christina Scharff
notes, silences on either side of the research
encounter can be a way of negotiatiating
classed relationships (Scharff, 2010: 91).
Apart from this problematic, certain details
might remain undisclosed during interviews
simply because participants tell their stories
according to what they believe is relevant
information. As Georg Simmel pointed out
in his sociology of secret societies (Simmel,
1908), we do not give a complete account of
what is happening in our consciousness
when we tell each other something. He
argues that we communicate only the ‘useful
bits’ that we know will be understood.

All these aspects point to the interactive
character of storytelling, which is one of the
reasons for feminists’ and (pro)feminists’
preference of qualitative methods. The inten-
tion of the perspective on interviews as
interaction is to establish more egalitarian
relationships between a researcher and their
researched (Oakley, 1981; Finch, 1993). Ken
Plummer (1995: 20) for instance, looks at the
stories told as ‘joint actions’ — one actor is
the storyteller; the other is the coaxer who
‘[brings] people to the edge of telling a story
they might never have told before’. Thus,
there is always a danger of being seduced
into saying something one wished to with-
hold or ‘mistak[ing] a good interview for a
therapeutic situation’, with potential later
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regret (Kirsch, 2005: 2164). As a conse-
quence, feminist researchers have repeatedly
criticized this assumption of a more egalitar-
ian relationship (Kirsch, 2005; Ryan-Flood,
2010). After all, there is an ‘implicit social
contract” (Kirsch, 2005: 2165) and it is the
researcher who decides what is going to be
published. Since there is no obligation to
participate in any research project, ‘partici-
pants agree to answer truthfully’ (Kirsch,
2005: 2165). In the end, researchers give less
information and ‘interviews are likely to be
asymmetrical interactions’ (Kirsch, 2005:
2165). This is obvious in Oakley’s (1981)
research as well: she answered women’s
questions, but she did not give the same
amount of information to the women that she
collected from them. So, on the one hand,
interviews are a ‘positive sanction’, as
Andrea Rothe (1997) noticed during her
fieldwork on sex tourism. On the other, there
remains the danger of exploitation, because
participants can no longer control what hap-
pens with what they have said.

It is here that the need for confidentiality
goes beyond the actual interview situation.
Being able to write up a research report is a
power position involving ethical considera-
tions. For instance, Taylor and Rupp (2005),
who did research on drag queens, noticed that
researchers did harm to participants by pub-
lishing certain details of their life because the
community was so small that their anonymity
could not be fully preserved. Dentith et al.
(2009) experienced damage to their ongoing
research because it happened that certain
aspects became known via newspapers.
Researchers may, therefore, take responsibility
beyond the individual participant in order to
be politically active for minoritized sexual
groups or at least in order to avoid political
damage. For instance, Meg Barker and Darren
Lagdridge (2010) discussed whether they
should include passages about unprotected
sex among gay men or therapeutic experi-
ences of people practising SM because that
might enhance existing stereotypes. Another
example of the omission of confidential
knowledge is Roisin Ryan-Flood’s research

on lesbian mothers in Ireland and Sweden
(2009). She silenced, for example, what was
then illegal in Sweden, namely that lesbian
women acted as heterosexual in order to get
access to fertility technologies such as artifi-
cial insemination or I\VVF. Her intention was
not to alert the authorities (Ryan-Flood, 2010).

Of course, stories are not only told for the
listener but also for one’s own *‘self-assertion’
(Schiitze, 1987: 39). Sexual stories in partic-
ular are at once informative for the listener
and a relief for the storyteller. Plummer con-
cludes that ‘people may tell their sexual
stories as a relief from tension’ (1995: 34).
Andrea Rothe (1997), who studied sex tour-
ism in Thailand, also notes that after the
interview participants appeared to be calm
and relaxed. Interviewees made use of the
interview process ‘as part of a therapeutic
encounter for “redemption and social rein-
corporation”, through a desire for help sci-
ence’ (Plummer, 1995: 34). They might tell
their tales ‘through a desire for immortality,
a desire for order, as special pleading or sim-
ple exhibitionism” (1995: 34). And do not
forget that ‘for many the telling of a tale
comes as a major way of “discovering” who
one really is’ (1995: 34). The fact that telling
one’s sexual story can serve as ‘a voyage to
explore the self’ (1995: 34) may be an espe-
cially important incentive. However, many
researchers do agree that life stories and
identities are social constructions. As Byrne
(2003) points out: “Nor is this ethics [of the
self] about discovering a true essence — there
is no self waiting to be discovered — but it’s a
process of creation and re-invention out of
available resources. One important resource
is that of narrative.” However, narratives
include not only text but also silences. For
instance, Ann Phoenix (2010) reflects on
silences in two interviews, when her respond-
ents were about to talk about sexual abuse.
Neither of them said explicitly what hap-
pened. Instead both made their silence
explicit by indicating that they were able to
tell a story but that they would not do it. It is
only from the context that it appears as if
they cannot mean anything else. Phoenix
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(2010) relates their behaviour to studies on
the ability to keep secrets and the importance
of the construction of a *self’, of identity.

In such circumstances, Plummer sug-
gests that ‘Coaxers can play a crucial role
in shifting the nature of the stories that are
told” (Plummer, 1995: 21). As a conse-
quence, in any research project one has to
consider the further meaning of interaction:
namely, that interviews are performances
(Egeberg-Holmgren, 2011). Interviewers
influence the story and participants alter
their stories according to what they think
the interviewer expects to or can bear to
hear, according to how they believe (s)he is
going to interpret what is said and according
to how what is said will be perceived by the
wider public when the study is published.
Plummer continues:

No longer do people simply tell their sexual stories
to reveal the truth of their sexual lives; instead they
turn themselves into socially organised biographical
objects. They construct ... tales of the intimate
self, which may or may not bear a relationship to
a truth. Are their stories really to be seen as the
simple unfolding of some inner truth? Or are their
very stories something they are brought to say in a
particular way through a particular time and
place? And if so, where do they get their stories
from? Once posed this way, the sexual stories can
no longer be seen simply as the harbingers of a
relatively unproblematic truth. (1995: 34, emphasis
in the original)

As a consequence neither sexual nor gender
identity is to be seen as the ‘real” or ‘inner’
truth of interviewees but as something
constantly reproduced in the interview setting
through the content of their stories, their
silences and the interaction between
researcher and researched.

THE HISTORICITY OF RESEARCH ON
SEXUALITIES

The individual topicality of an interview as
well as the construction of an inner self to be
revealed both point to the mode of confes-
sion (Egeberg-Holmgren, 2011; Harvey,

2011) as a particular feature of research on
sexuality and forms of so-called ‘deviant’
behaviour. For example, Linn Egeberg-
Holmgren conducted interviews with (pro)
feminist men. She experienced her inter-
viewees trying to ‘come clean’ (2011: 370) of
not doing enough as (pro)feminists. Kevin
Walby, in his study on male escorts, finds
that the confessional comes true not only for
participants but also for researchers. When
he met his respondents most of them asked
him first whether he was gay or not (Walby,
2010). Another example is Laura Harvey,
who studied condom use in Britain. Together
with interviews she made use of diaries that
her participants kept for a month during her
research in order to report sexual encounters,
fantasies or thoughts. Since the diary has a
tradition of being private and intimate, this
practice resonates with Foucault’s technolo-
gies of the self and his theory on the produc-
tion of sexual discourses (Harvey, 2011).

In an earlier article on my research on het-
erosexual clients of female prostitutes (Grenz,
2005) | also saw the need to relate the occur-
rence of the confessional back to its historical
context that inevitably influences research on
sexualities today (and particularly, silenced or
marginalized sexualities), namely the devel-
opment of sexual sciences that led to a culture
of constant public as well as private confes-
sion (Plummer, 1995). In The History of
Sexuality Michel Foucault argues that scien-
tia sexualis, which was developed during the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in Europe,
refused to speak ‘of sex itself’ (Foucault,
1990: 53). It “‘concerned itself primarily with
aberrations, perversions, exceptional oddities,
pathological abatements and morbid aggrava-
tions’ (1990: 53). It was not concerned with
intensifying pleasure, with drawing ‘truth ...
from pleasure itself’ (1990: 57) but with find-
ing the truth about sex. As such, scienta sexu-
alis was ‘subordinated in the main to the
imperatives of a morality whose divisions it
reiterated under the guise of a medical norm’
(1990: 53); it “declared the furtive customs of
the timid, and the most solitary of petty
manias, dangerous for the whole society’
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(1990: 53f.). In order to find these ‘danger-
ous’ sexual practices, scientia sexualis used a
secularized version of confession. According
to Foucault, confession is one of the major
tools of power, since ‘the truthful confession
was inscribed at the heart of the procedures
of individualization by power” (1990: 58f.).
This indicates that confession has become an
everyday and compelling cultural practice
that “has spread its effects far and wide. It
plays a part in justice, medicine, education,
family relationships and love relations’
(1990: 59). Furthermore, it is so common
that it is no longer regarded as a tool of
power:

The obligation to confess is now relayed through
so many different points, is so deeply ingrained in
us, that we no longer perceive it as the effect of a
power that constrains us; on the contrary, it seems
to us that truth, lodged in our most secret nature,
‘demands’ only to surface; that if it fails to do so,
this is because a constraint holds it in place, the
violence of a power weighs it down, and it can
finally be articulated only at the price of some kind
of liberation. (1990: 60)

In this sense, concealment is not only a
means of disclosure but also the necessary
condition for confession. The scientific
frame, with its anonymity, supposed
neutrality and contact with experts, holds the
potential of ritualization (Grenz, 2005;
Walby, 2010).

But it is also the case that this scientific
frame holds sexuality in opposition, an object
to research, never perceived as a tool to gain
knowledge. Within this theoretical frame-
work, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s (1990) idea
of the closet provides a slightly different
perspective. For Sedgwick, the problem with
sexuality is that it is so consistently examined
through scientia sexualis that in daily life it
is impossible to address sexuality in an ‘ordi-
nary way’. If a person discloses his or her
sexuality, it is immediately turned into an
identity. This can silence people who do not
completely follow what is widely seen as the
heterosexual norm because they are aware of
the inquisitory power potentially waiting to
interrogate and judge them as either immoral

or ethical, normal or deviant. People who are
‘deviant’ are often denied the opportunity to
talk casually about their sexuality without
explaining and justifying it. This situation is
part of a secretive culture that creates the
need for confession. Confession does not
happen only as the result of an outside force
such as an interviewer. It also arises from an
internal wish to speak, to articulate feelings,
deeds and so on, in order to reinvent one’s
own identity, of which sexuality has become
an important aspect.

One important question is whether this
compulsion to confess to oneself and oth-
ers in order to find one’s inner sexual
‘truth” gives power to the researcher. On
the one hand, the answer would be yes,
since interviewees come to the interview
with an emotional need. On the other hand,
one needs to distinguish different groups of
participants. The important question is
whether concealment in a particular case is
about being minoritized or about the privi-
lege of having a position that basically
allows one to be silent about one’s ‘devi-
ant” sexual position. For example, com-
mercial sexuality takes a special position.
It is pursued mostly secretly, yet is not
silenced but rather very much discussed.
Additionally, narratives about sexual prac-
tices are always related to sexual feelings
and, hence, mixed with eroticism. As a
result, concealment can also add to the
thrill.

GENDER PERFORMANCES AND
RESEARCH ON SEXUALITIES

Feminist and (pro)feminist scholarship has
queried the gendered, classed and racialized
character of research situations (Phoenix,
1994; Willott, 1998; Lewis, 2010; Phoenix,
2010; Scharff, 2010). Christina Scharff, for
instance, reflects on the impact of her being
middle-class on her participants: young
working-class women. She recognized that
often she reacted with silence to what her
participants said in order not to overrule or
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lecture them. This was also done in order not
to risk losing rapport.

The gendered dynamics of interviews
about sexuality have been discussed by a
number of writers. Linn Egeberg Holmgren
interprets the female-to-male interview set-
ting in her research on (pro)feminist men in
itself as gendered. She argues ‘that in the
situated interview interaction, the interview-
ees are actually encouraged to take theoreti-
cal authority (i.e. doing masculinity), to “talk
first” (i.e. doing masculinity) and to define
the situation (i.e. doing masculinity) in their
performance and presentation of self as (pro)
feminist.” (Egeberg Holmgren, 2011: 373). In
a similar vein, Carol Smart argues that ‘the
job of an interviewer is intrinsically feminine
because the interviewer’s job is to facilitate
speech and not to interrupt it” (Smart, 1984:
155). Hence, interviewers ‘perform’ feminin-
ity by silently listening to interviewees on the
basis of the widespread assumption (often
resulting in empirical factuality) that women
are better listeners than men, leaving more
space for men to talk (Scott, 1984; Finch,
1993). Like Smart, Scott, in her research on
the situations of postgraduates in sociology,
often experienced that male respondents who
were in higher professional positions than
her own made use of their status ‘to deny me
interviews or to control the interview’ (Scott,
1984: 171).

Michael Schwalbe and Michelle Wolkomir
(2001) analysed men’s behaviour in inter-
view situations and concluded that for male
participants an interview is not only ‘an
opportunity for signifying masculinity’ but
also ‘a peculiar type of encounter in which
masculinity is threatened’ because a stranger
asks questions (2001: 92). By threatened
masculinity they do not mean a challenge to
an ‘inner’ masculine self but rather the abil-
ity to perform masculinity. They observed
that men make use of certain mechanisms,
such as sexualization, giving only short
answers (minimizing) or expanding unneces-
sarily (maximizing) and ‘exaggerating
rationality, autonomy and control” in order to
reproduce their concept of masculinity. As a

result, in interviews the socially dominant
perception of masculinity is threatened.

Being looked at, investigated, can make
individuals potentially feel uncomfortable.
One suddenly becomes different, special.
Hence, in my own research (Grenz, 2005), in
the constellation of men being interviewed
by a woman, | experienced a subversion of
both the still culturally embedded notion of
a male looker versus a female looked-at and
the related notion of active versus passive.
This was intensified because the research
was about their sexuality. Women who were
diagnosed as ‘hysterics’ were seen as merely
exaggerating typical female characteristics
and have frequently been the research
objects of men, particularly in terms of their
sexuality (Braun, 1999). Unlike the *pervert’,
who was frequently interrogated (Foucault,
1990), the ‘normal’ heterosexual man was
described (or prescribed) by philosophers as
well as by physicians working on hygiene
(Sarasin, 2001). Additionally, in Western
(knowledge) societies expert knowledge has
a much bigger weight than lay knowledge.
Thus, even though a woman interviews men,
they are the informants whereas she remains
the expert. But Kevin Walby, in his study on
male-for-male internet escorts, did not see
that his respondents ‘were trying to position
as autonomous, in control or rational during
interviews’ (Walby, 2010: 654). As a result,
he was critical of research on the reproduction
of masculinity that has so far only investi-
gated hegemonic and heteronormative
masculinity:

While we can assume that interviews provide an
opportunity for both the researcher and the
respondent to fashion a sense of self through their
talk and gestures, we should not assume that men
are always in pursuit of hegemonic masculinity.
(2010: 654)

Similarly, Egeberg Holmgren (2011) found
that her (pro)feminist participants were not
necessarily keen on reproducing hegemonic
masculinity, but also questioned this position
during interviews. Indeed, the ‘sexuality of
men cannot be treated as an extension of
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gender’ (Walby, 2010: 654). Neither of these
categories can be assumed to be fixed, ‘as
sexuality is produced in encounters through
interaction” (2010: 654). As a result, in
recognizing the perspective on interviews as
interactive processes, ‘interviewers can no
longer be regarded as passive listeners and
neutral recorders’ (2010: 654), but are part of
the interaction as well (Grenz, 2005).

That researchers are involved in the inter-
action becomes even more salient if one
considers reflections on sexist or racist utter-
ances in interviews. Feminist and (pro)femi-
nist researchers who did research on persons
in more privileged social positions frequently
discuss the occurrence of discrimination.
Discrimination is not necessarily directed
towards the interviewer themselves but is
articulated rather indirectly by talking about
the sexed, classed or racialized Other. They
are an extension of the gendered character of
interview situations. In such passages the
gendered and racialized setting becomes
virulent. For instance, Kathy Davis (2010)
describes how she and her respondents in her
study on the founders of Boston Women’s
Health Book Collective — all of whom are
white — reproduced racism in the interview.
Her respondents were aware of racism in
general but nevertheless blind to their
implicit racism towards their black employ-
ees. Through their neglect of their own
implicit racism, and Davis’ silencing of such
moments in the interviews, they reproduced
whiteness as a social category, and hence
sameness (by excluding the *Other’).

Davis thus became a silent witness of rac-
ism without being on the side of those who
were discriminated against. Apart from this,
researchers can be in a more vulnerable posi-
tion or directly become objects of racism and
sexism. For instance, when | did my study on
clients of prostitutes (Grenz, 2005; 2007),
respondents would not only tell me about
their experiences but in their narratives they
rationalized their being a prostitutes’ client
by ‘theorizing’ about gender. The men would
frequently air their views about gender rela-
tions with no reference to forms of gendered

social inequality, an experience also recorded
by Carol Smart in her interviews with solici-
tors. She even became subject of sexist
remarks (Smart, 1984).

Deborah Lee (1997) writes about her
puzzling over how to treat sexist jokes
(should one laugh in order not to threaten
the established research relationship?) and
Carol Smart (1984) wonders whether by
being silent she became an accomplice of
sexism. Similarly, Kathy Davis argues:
‘The interviewer cannot disassociate her-
self from what is happening in the inter-
views. By keeping quiet, she is not simply
passively listening to her informants but
she is actively involved in the construction
of meaning, including meanings that remain
implicit or silent’ (2010: 156).

On the basis of such considerations, Sara
Willott, who worked on ‘two research pro-
jects exploring the relationships between
unemployment, crime and male identity’
(Willott, 1998: 174) experienced a contradic-
tion between her as feminist and her as
researcher. As a feminist she worked for
changes in gender relation, but as researcher
she was anxious not to threaten the trust of
her male research participants. However, as
Ann Phoenix points out, ‘rapport established
in the interview situation may well have a
direct impact on how forthcoming respond-
ents are and hence the quantity (if not
quality) of the data collected” (1994: 50).
Thus, from her point of view a researcher has
to try to develop and establish rapport as a
basis of interaction and the interactive con-
struction of reality. Without rapport a
respondent might stop the interview or not
turn up for a second appointment. Phoenix
also recognized that the racist comments or
reactions of her interviewees were part of the
discourse she was researching and tried to
distance herself emotionally from them:

the whole point of interviews is to evoke
respondents’ accounts rather than to hear one’s
own discourses reflected back, | would argue that
thisis usually interesting data rather than upsetting
and that it is manageable within the interview
context. (1994: 56)
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Julia  O’Connell Davidson (O’Connell
Davidson and Layder, 1994), in her discussion
of this ethical dilemma, reaches the same
conclusion: in order to sustain the discourse,
one has to sanction sexism positively to a
certain degree to make interviewees feel
comfortable, a possibility that represents a
considerable challenge for many researchers.

One important aspect of the reproduction of
hegemonic masculinity is homophobia, ‘a cen-
tral organizing principle of our cultural defini-
tion of manhood .... Homophobia is the fear
that other men will unmask us, emasculate us,
reveal to us and the world that we do not meas-
ure up, that we are not real men’ (Kimmel,
2001: 277). Whereas sexuality between men
emasculates from the perspective of hegem-
onic masculinity, sexuality with and sexual
desire for women fits into the scheme of heter-
onormativity and hegemonic masculinity. This
clearly influenced interviews on heterosexual-
ity with heterosexual men in existing studies.
For instance, Udo Gerheim’s (2007; 2012)
study on clients of prostitutes does not include
a discussion on sexualization of the male inter-
viewer. Instead, clients made utterances of
male homosocial bonding by explicitly
addressing him as male in sexual relation to
women (Gerheim, 2007; Grenz, 2010). This is
in sharp contrast to the experiences | had dur-
ing my study (Grenz, 2007) on heterosexual
male clients of prostitutes: | was addressed as
the Other and, thus, as a potential sexual part-
ner, as a caring woman listening to them or as
a researcher. In addition, in my research homo-
sexual emotions were constantly neglected,
however, | experienced situations of sexualiza-
tion by the interviewees (Grenz, 2005). Just to
give a few examples: one man asked me on the
phone if he could show me his penis in the
interview, another asked me beforehand if |
would wear a skirt that showed my legs and
yet another asked me after the interview if |
would allow him to kiss my feet. Similar cases
are mentioned in the study on clients by Hydra
(a German prostitutes’ rights organization)
(1991).

As mentioned earlier, Schwalbe and
Wolkomir interpret the sexualization of the

woman-to-man interview situation as an
attempt by the man to exercise control. It can
take different forms: “flirting, sexual innuendo,
touching, and remarks on appearance’ (2001:
94). All of them may appear innocent, but
they point to gendered power relations (2001:
94). This is particularly the case because in
the heterosexual context women frequently
operate as sexual objects. Representations —
as well as acceptance — of women as sexual
subjects are still exceptions (Ussher, 1997).
However, sexualization also happened in
research on drag queens (Taylor and Rupp,
2005) and male-to-male escorts (Walby,
2010). In this research the meaning is slightly
altered. During their research Verta Taylor
and Leila J. Rupp (2005) were constantly
addressed as ‘the leshians’ by their drag
queens (2005: 2123). Additionally, they were
dragged on stage and then partly undressed
by their participants. They were also touched
sexually by them. However, they interpret
this moment of sexualization as part of a
negotiation of power rather than a mere exer-
cise of control: the economic security and
middle-class status of the researcher against
a gendered social position of men over
women. Kevin Walby, in his research on
male-for-male internet escorts, brings in yet
another perspective. He recognizes that ‘sex-
ualization in the encounter is a sort of clout
respondents can introduce at any moment’
(2010: 649). Thus, sexualization can be an
expression of control by male interviewees.
It is certainly a sign of a privileged sexual
position that men so openly show their
desire. However, in the interview it can also
be interpreted as an answer to the perceived
powerlessness as interviewee or the expres-
sion of power negotiations between social
classes and not only as an expression of men
exercising control over women. As a conse-
quence, at this point more research and more
reflection on research on sexualities is needed
to explore the nuances of this encounter as
well as the power relations it entails.

This is particularly important because sex-
ualization stands between the two persons in
the interview setting. The mere possibility of
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becoming sexualized hinders what has been
considered as one of the most important
aspects of a research relationship: rapport,
which is hugely problematic in research on
sexuality. As a consequence, Schwalbe and
Wolkomir advise interviewers not to use
flirting as a strategy to establish rapport
because this may include ‘the distinct disad-
vantage of encouraging a participant to try to
create an impression of himself as sexually
desirable’ (2001: 94). However, as Walby
(2010) and also I (Grenz, 2005) experienced,
the researcher does not necessarily control
the way in which respondents interpret their
behaviour. Thus, they may well interpret a
researcher’s body language as sexual and
flirtatious without that being the intention of
the researcher. As a result, experiences of
sexualization point to potentially dangerous
situations. This danger contradicts the prefer-
ence of feminists such as Finch (1993), who
argued that the best solution to conduct inter-
views was seeing respondents in their private
homes. As Deborah Lee points out: ‘caution
is especially salient, when an interview jux-
taposes privacy of setting with an agenda
specifying discussion of sex’ (1997: 555f.).
Deborah Lee explored the issue of the
security of the interviewer in more detail.
She conducted research on sexual harass-
ment and included a discussion of ‘certain,
previously unexplored dynamics of woman-
to-man interviewing’. She elaborates on why
‘interviewer vulnerability might have a cen-
tral place in discussions of woman-to-man
interviewing’ (Lee 1997: 554), finding that
‘this potential vulnerability might affect fea-
tures of interviewing like control, rapport,
and reciprocity’ (1997: 555). She points to
the fact that an interview situation might be
dangerous because the interviewer does not
know whom she is going to meet. Hence,
even though it is unlikely to meet a person
dangerous for oneself, the possibility can
never be excluded, especially in research
projects on sexual harassment. She cites
many other research projects in which
women researchers were in danger, such as
those that involved being involuntarily stuck

in a car or a closed room alone with an
unknown man, and detects a tendency to
minimize the danger in the account and
rather tell such stories as adventures. In order
to minimize these risks, Lee (1997) devel-
oped security mechanisms such as meeting
her respondents in public places whenever
possible. Nevertheless, she experienced
transgressions, such as interviewees holding
her hands for too long when saying goodbye.
However, she also met gender considerate
respondents. When | (Grenz, 2005) did my
research on heterosexual prostitutes’ clients |
also took precautions. Even though | do not
assume prostitutes’ clients to be violent per
se, | did not know beforehand who would
turn up as my participant. Furthermore, going
to their home could have been understood as
sexual availability. Simultaneously, | was
aware that public places might make them
feel uncomfortable and hinder them from
talking freely about their experiences. Fortu-
nately, 1 was able to use private offices of
friends who were at the same time around in
neighbouring rooms.

In a male-to-male context, Kevin Walby
made use of a similar strategy. He avoided
seeing his respondents (male internet escorts)
in private. Similarly, researchers on other
subjects than sexuality considered aspects of
danger and security. For instance, Ann
Phoenix (1994) gives the example of women
interviewers feeling unsafe in some council
housing areas and another of a Jewish inter-
viewer coming into a flat decorated with
swastikas.

MULTIPLE POWER AXES IN
RESEARCH RELATIONS

In summary, feminist and (pro)feminists
have made considerable advances in the dis-
cussion and scrutiny of power relations in
research relationships. They began by
acknowledging the power of the researcher
to decide which questions will be asked, how
one behaves towards one’s respondents and
how the data is treated. Depending on how
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one answers these points the relationship is
structured either in hierarchical terms or
through a commitment to research for women
instead of about them.

This research attitude is still alive in
feminist research in general as well as in
sexualities research. Simultaneously, fem-
inist researchers saw that the idea of an
egalitarian relationship between researcher
and researched is an illusion, since the
researcher is always in the position of
writing about (and thus representing) their
respondents (Ryan-Flood, 2010). This
final power relation demands ethical con-
siderations about how one represents one’s
participants.

Subsequently, feminist researchers have
probed this attitude in research projects
where they could not meet their participants
on the basis of sameness (Smart, 1984).
Instead, their respondents had a privileged
position in terms of gender or social hierar-
chy. In such situations they felt powerless
because they became the object of sexist
comments and were unable to ask appropri-
ate questions (or to receive answers).

Similar experiences were made in terms of
racism and sexism (Phoenix, 1994) but at the
same time it was acknowledged that these
possibilities were not essentialist: not all men
exercised hegemonic masculinity (Schwalbe
and Wolkomir, 2001; Walby, 2010).

Finally, feminists discovered the intersec-
tion of different axes of power. They
observed, for instance, how gendered power
relations intersected with the relationship
between an expert and a lay person, a con-
ductor and a participant. They saw how
confession operated as a power tool to make
people speak because of the assumption that
our ‘self’ develops when our real inner truth
comes out, even though this is a construction
of this very moment, the interaction between
a researcher and an interviewee. They also
recognized the intersection of racialized and
classed relationships as well as gendered and
classed ones (Willott, 1998).

As a result different strands of power are
interwoven with one another (Willott, 1998;

Grenz, 2005). Power is not a unified phe-
nomenon that is owned either by the
researcher or the researched. If all these
aspects of power are summarized — the con-
straint to confess, the inquisitory power of
science, the relations between men and
women concerning the right of speech and
the right to have sexual desire — it becomes
evident that there is not an either/or power
relation between the researcher and the
researched but that in the interview situation
a ‘multiplicity of force relations immanent in
the sphere in which they operate’ surfaced
(Foucault, 1990: 92). The sphere in which
power operates in interviews is no neutral
sphere somewhere outside of social space
and merely reflecting it. A research project is
not isolated but instead integrated into more
comprehensive power structures, in the sur-
rounding discourses on the topic in question
as well as related issues. This is most preva-
lent with research on sexuality and so-called
sexual deviance. Instead of simply giving the
opportunity to talk about one’s sexuality or
other sensitive issues, an interview provides
space to discursively reproduce sexual,
racialized, gendered and classed identity.
This happens on both levels, through the
actual content of interviewees’ stories as well
as through the interaction. This leads to a
perspective on fluid and dynamic power rela-
tions. The positionalities of both parties alter
according to the topics the narration entails
and the way it touches either the researcher
or the respondent.

NOTES

1 This paper is the further development of an
earlier reflection on the interview process in my
research on clients of prostitutes (Grenz 2005).
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Women's ‘Lived Experience’:
Feminism and Phenomenology
from Simone de Beauvoir

‘Experience’ has long been a central and
also a much-contested concept in feminist
theory. Early second wave feminism
regarded the ‘bringing to voice’ and sharing
of women’s experiences as key to develop-
ing ‘sisterhood’ and to building women’s
collective resistance to their subordination.
For example, the 1969 ‘Manifesto of the
Redstockings’ declared: ‘We regard our
personal experiences and feelings about
experience as the basis for an analysis of our
common situation .... Our chief task at pre-
sent is to develop female class conscious-
ness through sharing experience and publicly
exposing the sexist foundation of all our
situations’ (Redstockings, 1970: 113).
However, by the 1980s an insistent critique
developed that ‘women’s experience’ de
facto stood for the experiences of only a
certain subgroup of privileged (white, mid-
dle class, heterosexual) women. Additionally,
poststructuralist feminists began to insist on
the discursively constituted character of
women’s subordination and the essentializ-
ing nature of unified identity claims: the

to the Present

Sonia Kruks

appeal to experience was increasingly dis-
missed as both politically dangerous and
methodologically naive. There are, however,
diverse ways of theorizing experience, and
not all of them are either dangerous or naive.
To the contrary, this chapter argues that the
phenomenological tradition provides invalu-
able resources for understanding women’s
experiences and can make an important
contribution to feminist politics.
Phenomenology emerged in the early
twentieth century as a critique of then-dominant
objectivizing and rationalist epistemologies.
According to its main founder, Edmund
Husserl (1859-1938), the aim of phenom-
enology is to ‘bracket,” or suspend, our
already-conceptualized accounts of human
experiences in order to describe how phe-
nomena appear to us as they are ‘lived’: it
aims to grasp them not as objects of contem-
plation, divorced from and exterior to us, but
as we engage with them as embodied agents
in the world. Consciousness, says Husserl, is
always ‘intentional’. This is to say, it is
always ‘consciousness of’ something, an
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engaged relation with the things of the
world, and not a detached faculty. Phenome-
nology thus endeavors to grasp experiences
prior to both an objectivizing ‘scientific’
attitude and to the taken-for-granted, com-
mon-sense, conceptual framings that Husserl
calls the “natural attitude’. Accordingly, Hus-
serl also develops the distinction, which will
be crucial for later feminist phenomenology,
between bodies as objects for (allegedly)
detached scrutiny or investigation (Kdrper)
and bodies as we ‘live’ them as sites of
embodied subjectivity (Lieb)(Husserl, 1989).

Phenomenology thus potentially offers an
epistemology and a descriptive method that
resonate with many central feminist theo-
retical concerns: it eschews rationalism and
objectifying mind-body dualism, and instead
invites a focus on embodied, situated, imme-
diate and often more affective forms of
experience. By endeavoring to suspend the
‘natural attitude’ — that is, to defamiliarize
conceptual frameworks that we ‘normally’
inhabit — it also has an affinity with feminist
projects to unmask the masculinist ideology
that inheres in daily life and practices. How-
ever, the principle figures in the phenomeno-
logical tradition (Husserl himself, followed
by Heidegger, Sartre, Merleau-Ponty and
various others) described lived experience in
a manner that took masculine experience as
the norm. Husserl’s Lieb — the generic ‘lived
body’ that is the site of experience — was
presumptively male.

Thus it was only with Simone de Beauvoir’s
The Second Sex [1949] that phenomenology
was brought directly to bear on the specifi-
cities of women’s experiences. Beauvoir
explicitly identified herself as working in
the tradition of Husserl, Heidegger and
Sartre (2010: 46) and her thinking also has
strong affinities with that of Merleau-Ponty,
whose work on embodied perception she
knew well.2 Creatively melding her own
original appropriations of phenomenologi-
cal method with structural and discourse
analysis Beauvoir brought the resources of
this philosophical approach to bear on
women’s ‘lived experience’ in a manner that

was far from naive. More recent work in
feminist phenomenology, most of which
takes inspiration from Beauvoir, as well as
from Merleau-Ponty’s account of embodied
subjectivity, has explored aspects of wom-
en’s experience in ways that are attentive to
difference. It has also absorbed poststruc-
turalist critiques of the earlier invocations of
‘experience’ and creatively moved feminist
theory beyond them.

THE CRITIQUE OF ‘EXPERIENCE’

The poststructuralist, ‘discursive turn’ in
feminist theory spawned numerous critiques
of ‘experience’. These included, among oth-
ers, the objection that experience (as in ‘“The
Redstocking Manifesto’) is problematically
presumed already to be ‘there’ just waiting to
be brought to voice, rather than itself being
constituted as an effect of discourse; that
experience is presumed to be ‘authentic’ and
thus to possess a self-evident truthfulness, so
that considerations of how it is ideologically
constituted within hegemonic gender norms
are precluded; and that accounts of ‘women’s
experience’ erroneously presume it to have
universal qualities and fail to address how
bringing some women’s experiences ‘to
voice’ may mute others.

Joan Scott’s essay, simply entitled ‘Expe-
rience’, (1992), rapidly became the locus
classicus for such critiques. Scott’s essay
was most directly addressed to historians.
‘Experience’, she argued, functions as a
‘foundational’ category for many historians:
it is taken to be the unquestioned ‘bedrock of
evidence’ upon which history should be writ-
ten. However, these historians fail to ask
necessary questions about ‘the constructed
nature of experience’. Thus their project of
‘making experience visible’ precludes ana-
lyzing the ideological systems that create
experiencing selves (1992: 25), and it essen-
tializes group experience and identity.* The
wider epistemological and, indeed, ontologi-
cal implications for feminist theory of Scott’s
critique were rapidly picked up and became
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gospel for many. For if experience cannot be
treated as the “origin’ of explanations because
it is “that which we want to explain’ (1992:
38) then it also follows that the nature of the
experiencing self, or ‘subject’, becomes what
needs explaining. In strong nominalist vein,
Scott claims that ‘subjects are constituted
discursively’, and that we must ‘refuse a
separation between “experience” and lan-
guage’ (1992: 34). Thus, she insists: ‘It is not
individuals who have experiences, but sub-
jects who are constituted through experience’
(1992: 25-6).

As a critique of the untheorized presump-
tions about the nature of experience that
underpinned much early second wave femi-
nism, Scott’s poststructuralist arguments had
a certain persuasiveness. They bore not only
on ‘mainstream’ feminism but also applied to
black and leshian feminisms that began to
bring “other’ kinds of experience ‘to voice’ in
the 1980s. However, her critique bore its own
difficulties. For while she was correct to draw
attention to the role of ideology in shaping
experience and to point to the dangers of
assuming that voiced experiences provide
‘authentic’ truths, she ended by establishing a
problematic new ‘foundationalism’: that of
discourse. When taken literally her claims,
both that subjects are ‘constituted” through
and through and that what does the constitut-
ing is ‘discourse’, are profoundly reductive,
indeed, essentialist. They narrow feminist
analysis and the scope of feminist practice to
the examination and contestation of dis-
course, whereas power and resistance also
take place at diverse other sites. Her claim
for the constituted nature of the subject
sets up a rigid — and unsustainable —
dichotomy: either we embrace the erroneous
idea of an autonomous ‘constituting con-
sciousness’, fundamental to the Western
idealist tradition since Descartes, or else
we accept her alternative account of the
subject as but an ‘effect’ of discourse.
Scott’s approach, and that of similarly-
minded theorists, is not only reductionist
but also troublingly objectifying. For in
discourse analysis experience becomes no

more than ‘data’ for the detached historian
(or the feminist theorist) to analyze.

What is striking, however, is that Scott
does not — and surely cannot if she wants to
advocate a feminist politics — strictly follow
through the implications of her own argu-
ment. For, toward the end of the essay, she
suddenly finds it necessary to insist that her
analysis does not, after all, ‘deprive subjects
of agency’. She abruptly asserts that ‘sub-
jects have agency’, continuing: ‘They are not
unified, autonomous individuals exercising
free will, but rather subjects whose agency is
created through situations and statuses con-
ferred on them.” Being a subject means being
‘subject to definite conditions of existence,
conditions of endowment of agents and con-
ditions of exercise.” These conditions enable
choices, although they are not unlimited’
(1992: 34; emphasis added). However, if this
is the case, then we must inquire further
about the nature of such a subject: a subject
that remains capable of making ‘choices’
even as it is constrained by its situation and
status. For this cannot be a subject that is
fully “constituted’ from elsewhere, whether it
be by discourse or by anything else.*

Scott thus implicitly calls for an account of
the subject as being at once constituted and
self-constituting, and such a subject cannot
be brought into being by discourse alone.
Unwittingly, she points us back toward the
theoretically informed account of the subject
as at once embodied and situated yet also
free that Simone de Beauvoir had elaborated
in her account of women’s ‘lived experience’
in The Second Sex. It is to Beauvoir that |
now turn.

SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR: A
PHENOMENOLOGY OF WOMEN'S
‘LIVED EXPERIENCE'

Beauvoir opens The Second Sex by asking
the question ‘what is a woman?’ (2010: 3).
The answer, she immediately states, cannot
be that a ‘woman’ is a person defined by
certain biological characteristics, for not all
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biologically female individuals are deemed
to be ‘women’. However, this is not to say
that the production of the category of
‘woman’, or of an individual’s identity as a
woman, is uniquely discursive. For our bod-
ies are the site of what Beauvoir calls the
facticities of human existence: those contin-
gent but objective facts about our lives that
we do not choose and yet that profoundly
shape us. They will include such physical
‘givens’ as our biological sex characteristics
or our skin pigmentation, as well as where,
when and in what kind of social milieux we
chance to have been born and to live. But
contingent though they may be, this is not
how we experience such facticities. Rather,
we encounter them as integral to who we are,
and so they take on a certain kind of experi-
ential ‘necessity” for us. They are aspects of
our lives that we do not choose, that we can-
not alter, and yet which we cannot refuse to
recognize as ‘our own’. To use Beauvoir’s
concept, we cannot refuse to assume them,
be it in one way or another.

Rejecting what she refers to as the ‘nomi-
nalism’ of those who assert that ‘women are,
among human beings, merely those who are
arbitrarily designated by the word “woman’’
(2010: 4), Beauvoir thus insists on the expe-
riential realities of sexual difference. For, she
writes, ‘one has only to go for a walk with
one’s eyes open to observe that humanity is
divided into two categories of individuals
whose clothes, faces, bodies, smiles, move-
ments, interests, and occupations are mani-
festly different’ (2010: 4; translation altered
[henceforth TA]). These differences, Beauvoir
argues, are not essential and they could, per-
haps, one day disappear. However, ‘for the
moment they exist in a strikingly obvious
way’ and, while not determinant, biological
differential are far from irrelevant to them
(2010: 4).

Here Beauvoir poses, perhaps for the first
time, the knot of problems that continues to
beset feminist theory concerning how far
sexual difference is a biological, or even an
ontological, ‘given’ that is integral to wom-
en’s condition and how far this condition is a

matter of those mutable social constructions
that have since come to be called ‘gender’.
The idea of a ‘sex/gender system’, as Gayle
Rubin called it, was central to early second
wave feminist theory: ‘Every society also has
a sex/gender system — a set of arrangements
by which the biological raw material of
human sex and procreation is shaped by
human intervention and satisfied in a con-
ventional manner’ (1975: 165). However,
since the 1990s the concept of a sex/gender
system has come under attack from post-
structuralist theorists, often influenced by
Foucault, who argue that ‘sex’ itself is as
discursively constructed as gender (notably
Butler, 1990; 1993). In the thick of such
heated debates some read Beauvoir as a sexual
difference theorist for whom the overwhelm-
ing problem for women is their reproductive
biology; others view her as a staunch social
constructionist, and even as the initiator of
‘gender’ analysis.® Beauvoir’s multifaceted
text can be selectively read in numerous and
divergent ways and, indeed, much ink has
been spilled over what Penelope Deutscher
has called ‘the notorious contradictions of
Simone de Beauvoir’ (1997; 2008). How-
ever, what makes Beauvoir’s phenomeno-
logical account of the body as lived so
important is that it offers a non-reductive
alternative to the objectivistic notion of sex
as ‘raw biological material’ without, in an
equally reductive vein, flattening sexual dif-
ference into a discursive effect. Eschewing
the one-sidedness of either materialism or
nominalism tout court, Beauvoir insists on
addressing women’s embodied experience as
is it lived anterior to such categorizations.
The lived body is experienced neither as
simply matter nor as the site of discursive
inscription. Rather, says Beauvoir, the body
is lived as one’s situation.

To state that the body is lived as one’s
‘situation’ is to claim far more than that it is
one’s point of inherence in the physical and
social world, and in time and space, although
it does involve all of these. For it is also to
say that it is who | am: my ‘lived body’
is myself. It is at once my fleshly and my
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subjective existence. ‘I am my body’, Beau-
voir writes, citing Merleau-Ponty, and ‘if the
body is not a thing, it is a situation: It is our
grasp on the world and the outline for our
projects’ (2010: 46). Two important points
follow. First, how | see the world will
depend on how | engage myself with it: my
body orients me to the world and ‘because
the body is the instrument of our grasp on
the world, the world appears different to us
depending on how it is seized’ (2010: 44;
TA). It follows, second, that we must say
that consciousness and subjectivity inhere in
the body and cannot be severed from the
particularities of one’s embodiment. As Toril
Moi has put it, for Beauvoir subjectivity is
not ‘an inner emotional world; it is rather
our way of being in the world” (1999: 81).
Thus one cannot leap, transcendent, out of
one’s skin: the body as situation is the site of
experiences and meanings that far exceed
discursive constitution.

To illustrate these points more clearly |
take a recent example. In Waist-High in the
World, Nancy Mairs, who is wheel-chair
bound with multiple sclerosis and who lives
in a world that is possible for her only from
within her chair, describes how her embod-
ied situation shapes her orientation to the
world: to objects and people, to space and
time. Mairs also describes how her situation
is herself. She writes: “Who would | be if I
didn’t have MS? Literally nobody. | am not
“Nancy + MS,” and no simple subtraction
can render me whole. Nor do | contain MS
like a tumor that might be sliced out.... It
can’t be stripped away without mutilating
the being who bears it” (1996: 8, 10). Thus
fundamental elements of Mairs’ lived expe-
rience are not reducible to the discursive,
since they arise from her angle of vision at
‘waist high’, her particular ways of moving
and so forth.

Bodies are, of course, also the bearers of
social identities that must be assumed irre-
spective of the degree to which they are, or
are not, self-chosen. Being identified medi-
cally as a person with MS and socially as a
‘person with a disability” (as a ‘cripple’, as

she chooses specifically to call herself) are
also key constituent elements of Mairs’ situ-
ated self. For to be ‘disabled’ — or to be a
‘woman’ or a ‘man’ — is to be the bearer of
certain characteristics that will self-evidently
categorize one as such in the eyes of others,
whether or not one wishes it.

Thus, to return to Beauvoir, insofar as the
norm of ‘the human’ remains male, people
with biologically female bodies are per-
ceived in particular ways. Whether or not she
wishes it, a woman is more strongly identi-
fied with her physical sex characteristics than
a man, and these characteristics mark her as
men’s ‘Other’: she fails to conform to the
norm of the fully human. *She is determined
and differentiated in relation to man, while
he is not in relation to her. He is the subject;
he is the Absolute. She is the Other’ (2010: 6)
Accordingly, when Beauvoir cites Merleau-
Ponty’s phrase ‘I am my body’ she also
asserts: ‘woman, like man is her body, but
her body is something other than herself’
(2010: 41; TA).

But how does a woman live her body as
‘something other than herself’? Beauvoir
makes this claim in the chapter on ‘biology’
when discussing the process of menstruation.
However, a woman’s body is lived as ‘other’
in a double sense: as both a set of often intru-
sive physiological processes and, at the same
time, as her subjection to her societal desig-
nation as the Other. The physiological pro-
cesses of menstruation, pregnancy, birth,
lactation and menopause are, indeed, often
experienced by a woman as physical aliena-
tions. She may encounter her body as prey to
uncontrollable, and often uncomfortable or
painful, processes that hinder her active ori-
entation to the world. Beauvoir describes
puberty as a “crisis’ in which the demands of
the species first assert themselves; during
menstruation, she says, a woman feels her
body to be ‘an obscure and alien thing’; preg-
nancy drains her body and brings her ‘no
benefit’; nursing is but ‘an exhausting servi-
tude’; menopause yet another crisis. Thus,
awoman’s body is experienced as ‘other than
herself’ insofar as its uncomfortable and
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irksome biological processes frequently
impinge, unasked for, on her existence. Many
have argued that Beauvoir evinces a deep
personal hostility to the female body (for
example, O’Brien, 1981; Evans, 1985; Moi,
1994). Yet, irrespective of her personal psycho-
logical tendencies, Beauvoir’s claims ring
true. For such physiological processes are
often experienced as undesired intrusions of
the body on the self, even though many
women may also assume them more posi-
tively than she allows.® But the main point
that Beauvoir wants to make is that this kind
of otherness, while real, cannot in itself
account for how a woman becomes the
Other.

Indeed, Beauvoir’s goal in the chapter of
The Second Sex on biology is to set out the
physiological aspects of female existence
and to grant their significance as a prolegom-
enon to showing that these cannot in them-
selves account for women’s ‘destiny’, for a
woman’s physiology would not constitute an
oppression if it were not that men seek to
reduce her to these bodily attributes. Most
women menstruate for much of their adult
lives, and although this physiological process
is uncomfortable and inconvenient what
makes it so burdensome is that it is treated as
shameful. Menstruation is a pollution that
sets women apart and must be hidden (2010:
323 ff).

Beauvoir uncritically accepts much rather
problematic ‘data’ from her era concerning
sexual physiology, but she is also acutely
aware of the manner in which biological dis-
course is used ideologically in order to affirm
woman’s destiny as the ‘inessential Other’.
She points out that sexual differentiation is
itself less clear-cut, more contingent, than
biologists frequently assume, since ‘in nature
nothing is ever completely clear: the two
types, male and female, are not always
sharply distinguished’ (2010: 38). Moreover,
biologists falsely attribute normative mean-
ings and values to what are merely descrip-
tive facts about life (2010: 26). ‘Biology
alone cannot provide us with an answer to
the question that concerns us: why is woman

the Other?’ she writes (2010: 48). Biological
“facts’ both are facts and yet are never only
that. For as one lives it, one’s body is not a
factual or material object: ‘it is not the body-
object described by scientists that exists
concretely but the body lived by the subject’
(2010: 49).”

Thus what constitutes the oppression of
women is that they live in a world in which
they are perceived and treated — and are
obliged to varying extents to perceive and
treat themselves — above all as objects, as
female bodies. When regarded as male prop-
erty, a woman’s ‘flesh is present in pure fac-
ticity. Her body is not grasped as a radiation
of subjectivity, but as a thing solidified in its
immanence’ (2010: 176; TA). In a masculin-
ist world a woman is designated as imma-
nence as opposed to (male) freedom; she is
body, matter, nature, as opposed to (male)
consciousness. Here, indeed, lies the power
of discourse! For a woman is obliged to live
in a world in which masculinist myths are
woven into the very fabric of the institutions
and practices that affirm her lacks.

Like all human beings [a woman is] an autonomous
freedom, She finds and chooses herself in a world
where men force her to assume herself as Other;
an attempt is made to freeze her as an object and
to doom her to immanence .... Woman's drama
lies in the conflict between the fundamental claim
of every subject, which always posits itself as
essential and the demands of a situation that
constitutes her as the inessential. (2010: 17; TA)

No full escape from such a situation is
possible, since ‘no woman can claim without
bad faith to be situated beyond her sex’
(2010: 4).8 Even so, it is generally possible to
assume one’s situation in diverse ways, and
these will involve varying choices, resulting
in varying degrees of compliance or
resistance.

Thus, to return to Scott, Beauvoir would
have agreed with her assertion that ‘subjects
have agency’, and also with the caveat that
they do so ‘subject to definite conditions of
existence, conditions of endowment of agents
and conditions of exercise’. Such conditions
both enable and constrain ‘choices’ and they
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do so differently for situated groups and indi-
viduals. However, unlike Scott, Beauvoir
insists that these conditions are not independ-
ent of certain objective givens of our bodily
characteristics. On the contrary, our bodies
are integral to who we are: to our ‘endow-
ments’ and to how we may ‘exercise’ them;
to our range of possible actions and so also to
our freedom. Societal discourses, practices,
institutions and so forth invest our embodied
existence, yet this existence still retains cer-
tain ‘given’ physical characteristics that mat-
ter. A feminism that ignores the specificities
of sexual difference will not adequately
grasp women’s oppressive existence — or
their agency and possibilities for resistance —
any more than will one that focuses on them
too exclusively.

When Beauvoir famously writes that ‘one
is not born a woman one becomes one’
(2010: 283), ‘hecoming’ has a twofold sense.
It refers not only to how one is ‘constituted,’
both physiologically and societally, but also
to a process of self-constitution: to how one
constitutes oneself as a woman. It refers, that
is, to how one chooses to take up one’s situ-
ation; to how one assumes and lives as one’s
own the irreducible amalgam of physical and
societal characteristics that one both is and is
not. How a woman is at once constituted by,
and yet also has a degree of freedom to con-
stitute herself within, her situation is what
Beauvoir sets out to portray at length in the
second volume of The Second Sex. She titled
this volume “Lived Experience’. It is here, in
depicting at length how, from early child-
hood to old age, one variably but continu-
ously ‘becomes a woman’, that Beauvoir
extensively employs phenomenology. It is
important, however, to note the caveat with
which she ends the Introduction to this vol-
ume. She writes:

When | use the words ‘woman’ or ‘feminine,’
after most of my statements one must understand
‘in the present state of upbringing and mores.’
There is no question here of pronouncing eternal
truths, but of describing the common basis upon
which all individual feminine existence arises.
(2010: 279; TA)

Phenomenology, as developed by Husserl,
aimed through the ‘bracketing’ of dominant
conceptual frameworks (which, today, we
might call discursive regimes) to grasp what
he presumed to be the existence of universal
and ‘essential’ structures of human experience
in their immediacy. In order to reveal these
structures he developed a method that
involved ‘variation’: the examination of
many different instances of, for example, our
experience of time, or perspective, in order to
reveal what is universal, and thus ‘essential’,
among them. However, his later French
existential followers, including Beauvoir as
well as Merleau-Ponty and Sartre, moderated
Husserl’s universalizing ambitions. Merleau-
Ponty, for example, talked of the necessarily
‘unfinished nature of phenomenology’ (1962:
xxi). In Beauvoir’s hands phenomenology
becomes a means also to explore what
commonalities may persist among the many
particular and highly diverse experiences of
‘becoming a woman’. Although one may
become a woman in a multitude of ways,
there are also certain generalities (she does
not claim universals) that shape women’s
experiences. Some of these generalities, as
we have seen, emanate from the female body
itself; others emerge also from the persistence
of social structures and practices that give
rise to a generalized situation of inferiority
for women. However, this situation will be
assumed by particular women in different
ways.

Beauvoir presents what often seems an
inordinate number of examples in The Sec-
ond Sex, and we can now understand why:.
Directly using the voices of women them-
selves, as well as drawing extensively on her
own personal experiences, she aims to reveal
certain common structures of experience that
are typical and persist throughout their mani-
fold variations. For example, the numerous
experiences of women’s heterosexual sexual
initiation that Beauvoir describes are both
general and yet particular (2010: 383-416).
They are general because the social norms
that invoke masculine agency and feminine
passivity structure the ‘taking’ of virginity on
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each occasion. They are also normatively
linked (still today) to marriage, and to all that
accompanies it for women: their socio-
economic and other structural dependencies,
their expected reproductive, maternal and
domestic roles, and so forth. They are also
general as instances of the ‘normal’ bio-
physical mechanics of heterosexual vaginal
penetration. Yet, at the same time, each ini-
tiation is a particular encounter of two
embodied subjectivities, each of whom
brings their own (already gendered) desires,
fears, dispositions, dreams, to the moment.
For it is only in light of social practices and
values, as well as the individual existential
choices through which these are assumed,
that sexuality takes on its meanings.

How we experience ourselves as sexual
beings, what values we affirm through our
sexuality, thus will be at once idiosyncratic
and socially structured. In an important pas-
sage Beauvoir writes:

Across the separation of existents existence is one:
it becomes manifest in analogous organisms; thus
there will be constants in the relation between the
ontological and the sexual. At a given epoch, the
technologies, the economic and social structure of
a collectivity reveal an identical world to all its
members. There will also be a constant relation of
sexuality to social forms; analogous individuals,
located in analogous conditions, will grasp
analogous significations from the given. This
analogy does not ground a rigorous universality,
but it does enable us to rediscover general types
within individual histories (2010: 56; TA; emphases
added).

Sexuality, then, is at once general and
particular. Epoch-wide technologies and
economic and social structures will be
assumed as integral to particular experiences.
Without asserting any essentialist claims,
we may still delineate general descriptions
of how sexuality — and femininity more
broadly - is constitutive of objectifying and
oppressive situations for women.® There are
‘individual histories” and each woman’s
lived experience is particular, but women
are also members of what Beauvoir calls a
‘collectivity’. This is to say that, even if

unaware of this, they are members of ‘a
general type’, emerging from the common
aspects of their situatedness within the same
set of norms, practices, social structures and
institutions (economic, legal, religious,
medical, familial and so forth). Thus, even
if they endeavor in various ways to alter
their situation, they will discover themselves
to belong to — and to be constrained by — an
‘identical world’; indeed, the contradictions
and double binds encountered by the
would-be ‘independent woman’ are perhaps
what most sharply reveal the constitutive
power of this world (2010: 721ff).

For Beauvoir the identical world whose
‘constants’ informed women’s diverse expe-
riences was her own, and she claimed to
speak as a woman and from within it (2010:
5, 15-16). This world was that of early and
mid-twentieth-century European (especially
French) and predominantly literate, bourgeois
women like herself. Since, at that time, such
women provided virtually all the published
sources upon which Beauvoir could draw it
is not surprising that she was not as attentive
to how women’s experiences are inflected by
race or ethnic identities, by social class, or by
their privileged Western global location, as
some more recent feminist thinkers think she
should have been. But, even so, we must
examine some of the implications of her
localism.

Where, we might ask, are the edges of a
‘world’? And how far beyond Beauvoir’s
own world can her account of women’s lived
experience ‘travel’? Phenomenologically
speaking, ‘a world’ is a pre-conceptual, or
taken-for-granted, context-giving horizon
from within and against which our particular
lived experiences emerge. As such, it is shift-
ing and has no determinate boundary; it has
no firm edges. Yet, it is also clear that what
presents itself to some as their ‘world” will
not present itself identically, or perhaps not
present itself at all, to others. For, as Beauvoir
observes in the passage quoted above, worlds
are not only phenomenological; they are also
suffused with social substance. Worlds per-
tain to ‘epochs’ and to other temporalities.
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Lived experiences of time may be variable,
yet time is still lived within an epoch that
historians and social scientists approximately
demarcate by such characteristics as its tech-
nology or its economic and social structures.
Likewise, social worlds, and thus individual
worlds, are spatially located, shaped by such
factors as their place within global and
national economies. Thus it is within a par-
ticular temporal and socio-spatial world — her
own — that Beauvoir explores the generalities
of women’s lived experience. Accordingly,
we must ask about the extensiveness of the
‘collectivity’ of ‘women’ here. Is Beauvoir
imperialistically claiming to speak for women
whose worlds are very different from her
own? How far beyond Beauvoir’s own world
may her account of women’s lived experience
travel?

Beauvoir’s focus on white, Western, middle-
class women and her inattention to differ-
ences among women has been criticized.
Elizabeth Spelman, for example, argues that
by identifying ‘woman’ primarily with
women who are white, European and middle
class, like herself, Beauvoir is guilty of the
same erasure of women of color of which
white American feminists have later been
accused. Beauvoir ‘takes the story of
“woman”to be that provided by the examina-
tion of the lives of women not subject to
racism, classism, anti-Semitism, imperial-
ism, and so forth’, she writes (1988: 71). Ina
somewhat different vein, Sally Markowitz
(2009) has argued that Beauvoir’s Western,
white, bourgeois focus expresses strong “Ori-
entalist’ proclivities which are rooted in her
Hegelian view of history as the advance of
the West over the East. Markowitz cites a
footnote in the first volume of The Second
Sex where Beauvoir says she will study the
evolution of woman’s situation in the West
since ‘the history of woman in the East, in
India, in China, has indeed been one of long
and immutable slavery’ (2010: 89; TA).*

This and a few other passages in the ‘His-
tory’ chapter of Volume One (‘Fact and
Myths’) are highly problematic, although it
is hardly surprising that Beauvoir uncritically

absorbed the Orientalism that pervaded the
writing of history in early twentieth-century
Europe. However, critics such as Spelman
and Markowitz badly misunderstand Beau-
voir’s project with regard to the phenomeno-
logical second volume, entitled ‘Lived Expe-
rience’. For here her focus is explicitly on the
women of her own ‘world” and she does not
claim that the general physical characteris-
tics of the female body, significant though
they be, will be identically lived by women
elsewhere. The issue, then, is not one of
imperialism or exclusion, but of whether or
not the localism of Beauvoir’s phenomenol-
ogy renders it rather inconsequential, a book
of interest only to women ‘like herself’ in an
era now long gone.

What is so remarkable is that, its localism
notwithstanding, the book has travelled so
very widely. Like any work of theory it has,
of necessity, travelled mainly among readers
who are educated, and thus middle or upper
class. It was, of course, an inspirational work
for such women in early ‘second wave’ West-
ern feminism. But it has also been translated
into an astounding number of languages and
it continues to speak to women in radically
different worlds, from China and Japan to
Argentina and Iran.** For example, an Iranian
feminist review published between 1998 and
2001 actually called itself The Second Sex.
The first issue discussed Beauvoir’s book
and carried a picture of her. The women’s
rights ‘campaign for a million signatures’,
which began in 2006, also refers in its found-
ing statement to women as ‘the second sex’,
and the translation of The Second Sex into
Persian in the same year has since been
reprinted several times (Chafig, 2008).

How are we to account for the remarkable
ability of this book to speak to women in
such very different worlds when its phenom-
enological descriptions do indeed pertain to
such a very circumscribed one? Here, what
Beauvoir later had to say about the role of
literature may be helpful. Literature, she
said, enables one to enter another ‘world’,
even as one knows that one remains within
one’s own. What distinguishes literature
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from other genres of writing is that ‘another
truth becomes mine without ceasing to be
other. | resign my own “I” in favor of the
speaker’s; and yet | remain myself’ (Beauvoir,
1965: 82). Like the good novelist she also
was, Beauvoir enables this complex dynamic
of simultaneous identification and differen-
tiation to take place for her readers through
the multitude of vivid phenomenological
descriptions she offers.

However, The Second Sex is not a work of
fiction. By evoking women’s experiences
as lived within her own particular world,
Beauvoir invites her readers not only to
engage in a partial identification with this
world but also perhaps to discover some
affinities with their own world. Beauvoir
does not speak for women of other worlds.
Rather, she speaks to them, not to exhort but
to invite them to discover resonances between
their own world and hers. Critical reflection,
perhaps even personal or collective action,
may follow, but that will be up to her readers.
Although, as Beauvoir herself later said, The
Second Sex is not a militant book, it has
certainly helped to inspire militancy.

The issue of Beauvoir’s localism also points
us toward a difficulty that besets feminist (and
other critical) theory more widely. For there is
an irresolvable tension between developing a
powerful, expressive phenomenology of con-
crete lived experience and trying to present
women’s experiences more globally. Feminist
research can and should examine the large-
scale, structural and discursive aspects of the
oppression of women, and it should do so with
regard to their global dimensions (such as the
gendering of the international division of
labor, or the world-wide flows of the sex
trade). But how these macro processes come
to shape experience, what they mean for the
daily lives of individuals, how they come to be
accepted or resisted, may be grasped only by
focusing on how women at local and particu-
lar sites assume them. The virtues of Beauvoir’s
account of lived experience lie in its very
specificity. Its “‘exclusions’ are not only its
defects but, paradoxically, also sources of its
great strength.

Indeed, Beauvoir’s attention to variation,
to showing how even within the confines of
her own world general phenomena suffuse
particular women’s lives in different ways,
offers feminist theory a powerful methodol-
ogy that can be applied elsewhere. Accord-
ingly, in the next section | turn to some more
recent works that take up phenomenology as
a resource for feminism. These examine
modalities of women’s experience in the con-
temporary Western world with an attentive-
ness both to its generalities and also to some
of the ways experience may be differentiated
by, for example, race or sexual orientation.

CONTEMPORARY FEMINIST
PHENOMENOLOGY

The work of Iris Marion Young has been
central to the recent blossoming of feminist
phenomenology. Young’s work spans some
fifteen years, from the publication in 1990 of
a group of essays in the collection, Throwing
Like a Girl and other Essays in Feminist
Philosophy and Social Theory, to their repub-
lication in 2005, along with the addition of
important new work, in On Female Body
Experience. In these volumes Young explic-
itly locates herself as working within a style
of phenomenology indebted to both Beauvoir
and Merleau-Ponty. She offers contemporary
phenomenological descriptions of such
female embodied experiences as pregnancy,
menstruation and being breasted, and she
also reflects theoretically on why phenome-
nology is still important for feminism in the
wake of the discursive, poststructuralist turn
that Scott epitomizes.

After poststructuralism, Young writes, ‘we
cannot be so innocent as to believe that phe-
nomenology can discover a “pure” embodied
experience prior to ideology and science’
(2005: 7, 8). To the contrary, she argues, phe-
nomenology complements poststructuralist
critiques of earlier, naive notions of experi-
ence, offering needed tools to apprehend
experience from the point of view of a sub-
ject that is also constituted. However, she
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also insists, the body is not only a text or a
site of discursive inscription, for one’s body
is also one’s mode of ‘being-in-the-world’: it
is the site of both one’s lived experience and
one’s particular style of acting, and of
expressing and communicating who one is.

But sexed body characteristics do inform
both the style and experience of the self. There
are ‘nearly universal’ aspects to female embod-
iment, such as menstruation or being breasted,*2
although these are always experienced ‘in his-
torically, culturally, and individually variable
ways’ (2005: 10). For ‘the body as lived is
always layered with social and historical
meaning and is not some primitive matter prior
to or underlying economic and political rela-
tions or cultural meanings’ (2005: 7). Thus,
although Young chooses to refer to female
body experience in the title to her later volume,
and to address experiences that emanate from
the facticities of female physiology, how these
experiences come to be lived is inseparable
from ‘gender’ — that is, from how the ‘femi-
nine’ is socially constituted through large-scale
structures of constraint.® Young characterizes
‘the feminine’ as: ‘a set of normatively disci-
plined expectations imposed on female-bodies
by male-dominated society’ (2005: 5). This
‘normative femininity’, she further observes,
‘detaches persons who fall under its disciplines
from expressions or enactments of power and
authority’ (2005: 5).

In her most recent essay, ‘Menstrual
Meditations’, Young begins from Beauvoir’s
account of how menstruation is experienced
by women as the mark of their defectiveness:
a dirty secret that evokes shame and self-
disgust and that must, at all costs, be con-
cealed. Drawing on her own experiences and
discussing a body of recent research on
women’s attitudes to menstruation, Young
shows that menstruation still, today, evokes
the kind of responses Beauvoir had described
in the 1940s. Much has since changed, and
women now engage in activities and enter
public spaces previously reserved for men.
Yet the norm for the human body remains
male, and the menstruating female body (one
could also add the pregnant or lactating

body) grossly violates this norm. Accord-
ingly (while also noting important dissimi-
larities), Young uses the metaphor of ‘the
closet’, drawn from queer theory, to charac-
terize menstruation:

The message that a menstruating woman is
perfectly normal entails that she hide the signs of
her menstruation. The normal body, the default
body, the body that every body is assumed to be,
is a body not bleeding from the vagina .... The
message that the menstruating woman is normal
makes her deviant, a deviance that each month
puts her on the wrong side of fear and disorder,
or the subversion of what is right proper. It seems
apt, then, in this normatively masculine supposedly
gender-egalitarian society, to say that the
menstruating woman is queer. As with other
queers, the price of a woman’s acceptance as
normal is that she stay in the closet as a
menstruator. (2005: 107)

Young describes the difficulties that women’s
closeting so often entails: frequently schools
and workplaces do not permit sufficient
trips to the toilet for tampons to be changed
as needed; time taken away from work during
menstruation is punished, sometimes even by
loss of employment, and so forth. Thus
Young uses her phenomenology also to
support a feminist politics, and she calls not
only for practical changes that would better
accommodate women’s menstrual needs but
also for attitudinal changes that will
acknowledge that women’s bodies are merely
different from men’s and not ‘abject or
monstrous’ (2005: 117).

Menstruation is a female biological pro-
cess upon which feminine inferiority has
become constituted. However, women’s bod-
ies also become ‘feminized’ in ways that have
no biological basis at all. In her earlier essay
“Throwing Like a Girl’, Young describes the
constrained comportment and motility that,
while having no necessary physiological
basis, still remain typical for girls. When
throwing, girls and women typically refrain
from moving their bodies fully into the
motion and they walk less openly than men.
Sitting, they occupy space in a constrained
way, legs usually closed. They ‘tend not to



86 THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF FEMINIST THEORY

put their whole bodies into such physical task
as lifting, or carrying a heavy load’ (1990: 145).
Indeed, young girls engage in the paradoxical
task of actively learning to be passive. In
becoming ‘feminine’ (becoming ‘women’, as
Beauvoir had put it) they teach themselves to
restrict their movements, to make themselves
helpless, and Young describes how she her-
self carefully practiced acquiring such com-
portment as a teenager (1990: 154). But such
acquisitions come at a price, for these con-
strained modalities of bodily comportment
are expressive of what Young calls women’s
‘inhibited intentionality’ (1990: 148). In tak-
ing up their objectified ‘feminine’ status
women become divided against themselves;
they see themselves through masculine eyes,
passive and object-like, even as they know
they are active subjects. ‘The source of this
objectified bodily existence is in the attitude
of others regarding her, but the woman her-
self often actively takes up her body as a mere
thing” (1990: 155).

In a recent revisiting of Young’s essay,
Bonnie Mann describes teaching a group of
eight-year-olds of both sexes to play volley-
ball. She observes of the girls that: “Those
who were most stereotypically feminine in
their body movements seemed to have a set of
invisible walls around them. If my toss
required even a step or two, they watched the
ball fall, as if it simply had nothing to do with
them,” and she comments: ‘Yet the space of
my little volleyball players, feet rooted to the
floor, was not really restricted in any way. |
had no doubt at all that they were physically
capable of getting to the ball. But neither were
they “making up” the restriction; it bound
them physically” (Mann, 2009: 85-6). Here,
we again see exemplified the embodied pro-
duction of powerlessness that Young describes
as accompanying normative femininity; it is
production that is lived deep in the body.

As with Beauvoir, we must ask how local,
or how extensive, the purchase of such phe-
nomenologies may be. Theorists such as
Mann and Young are rightly cautious. Young
frequently opens her essays by using her own
personal experiences as exemplars. Since

there are omnipresent norms of femininity in
late capitalist society that all women have to
address in one way or another, she suggests
that her experiences may be ‘typical’ for those
who exist within these gendered *structures of
constraint’ (2005: 21ff). However, this is not
to claim universality. Instead, she presents her
work as an invitation to conversations among
women in which differences may also be
articulated. Between purely idiosyncratic
reportage and claims for the universality of
experience there lies a space where she hopes
her descriptions may ‘resonate’ with the expe-
riences of others. But they also may not. She
writes:

My own experience is particular and limited, and
it is possible that it most resonates among white,
middle class, professional women in late capitalist
society. At least | can claim to speak only for the
experience of women like me. I believe some of
the experience | express resonates with that of
other women, but that is for them to say. The
differences among women do not circumscribe us
within exclusive categories, but the only way we
can know our similarities and differences is by
each of us expressing our particular experience.
(1990: 182; emphases added)

Since Young began her path-breaking work,
feminist phenomenology has extended its
applications in various directions. Some
scholars continue to explore aspects of
specifically female lived experience, such as
pregnancy and giving birth (Scarth, 2004:
ch. 5; Shabot, 2012), or breast feeding
(Butterfield, 2010; Fischer, 2012). Others
discuss the meaning of bodily integrity
following the “disfigurement’ of mastectomy
(Slatman, 2012), or reflect on how Merleau-
Ponty’s account of embodied subjectivity
may fruitfully be brought to bear on
transsexual experience (Salamon, 2011). Yet
others explore shame as a pervasive and
disciplining modality of women’s lived
experience (Bartky, 1990; 2002 Kruks, 2001:
ch. 2); Recent work has also addressed
gender-specific experiences of lived time
(Schies et al., 2011), while Linda Alcoff and
Sara Ahmed, to whom | now turn, have more
directly taken up Young’s invitation to
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address striking variations in the experiences
of different groups of contemporary Western
women.

In Visible Identities (2006) Alcoff employs
phenomenology to grasp the nature of
sexed and racialized identities. For, she
insists, although profoundly social, such iden-
tities are also ‘most definitely physical, marked
on and through the body, lived as material
experience’ (2006: 102). Like Beauvoir she
rejects nominalism, insisting that racialized,
as well as gendered, lived experience has a
reality that is more than a discursive effect.
‘Lived experience is open-ended, multilay-
ered, fragmented and shifting not because of
the play of language, but because of the
nature of embodied, temporal existence’, she
writes (2006: 109-10). At the same time,
however, Alcoff agrees with poststructuralist
theorists that there cannot be an ‘I’ that stands
clear of its identities, or that can completely
negate them (2006: 112). For how one is per-
ceived and treated by others, how one is
situated, also becomes (as Beauvoir had
shown for women) constitutive of the self.
Thus, although race, unlike sex, lacks a bio-
logical basis (2006: 198-9), it is, says Alcoff,
still ‘real’: that is, it is a powerful, visible
phenomenon that is constitutive of lives.

Drawing on the work of Merleau-Ponty
and others, Alcoff develops an account of
how bodily and perceptual orientations
become central to the racialization of identi-
ties. Perception, as Merleau-Ponty argues, is
not objective but rather is expressive of one’s
entire orientation to the world, of one’s
‘being-in-the-world” (1962). However, per-
ception often become so habitual that it forms
a taken-for-granted background against which
one ‘sees’ particular phenomena. Thus, Alcoff
writes: ‘If race is a structure of contemporary
perception, then it helps to constitute the nec-
essary background from which 1 know
myself. It makes up a part of what appears to
me as the natural setting of all my thoughts. It
is the field rather than what stands out.” She
continues: ‘What Merleau-Ponty calls “per-
ceptual habits” ... explain both why racial-
izing attributions are nearly impossible to

discern and why they are resistant to altera-
tion or erasure’ (2006: 188).

Perceptual habits are integral to what
Merleau-Ponty calls the ‘habitual body’.
This is the body that (as Young also describes)
pre-reflectively moves, occupies space,
speaks, and so forth with a particular ‘style’
that expresses a certain way of being in the
world (see also Weiss, 1999; Hein&dmaa,
2003). The idea of the habitual body may
help us to understand ‘how individuals fall
into race-conscious habitual postures in
cross-racial encounters’ — for example, how
they greet, shake hands, their tone of voice
(Alcoff, 2006: 184).

But if racialized (and gendered) ways of
being in the world are so profoundly embod-
ied and appear so ‘natural’ that they become
invisible, are they alterable? Alcoff considers
whether phenomenological practices might
not have the effect of merely reaffirming the
‘depth and impermeability’ of racial identi-
ties, but she argues that, to the contrary, a
‘critical” phenomenology may significantly
disrupt them. For, by unveiling what is habit-
ual, it also reveals our agency to reconfigure
it. “Noticing the way in which meanings are
located on the body has at least the potential
to disrupt current racializing processes’
(2006: 194). Alcoff, like Young, is far from
claiming that a phenomenological approach
alone is sufficient to unpack the workings of
contemporary racism or sexism. However,
phenomenology provides valuable resources
for disclosing — and perhaps reorienting — the
pre-conceptual, the embodied-yet-social,
qualities of racialized and gendered existence
today.

In Queer Phenomenology: Orientations,
Objects, Others (2006), Sara Ahmed also
takes up the phenomenological notion of “ori-
entation’, here to explore queer as well as
non-white  experience.  Merleau-Ponty
describes how, in acting toward, or ‘intend-
ing’, objects and other people, the body is
‘normally’ oriented in a vertical direction: it is
‘straight’ as it moves towards its object. How-
ever, Ahmed points out, we may also be
disoriented — and then we perceive the world
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in a ‘slanted’, or ‘oblique’, manner. Here,
Ahmed plays with two meanings of ‘queer’.
For queer both (and at once) describes what is
disturbingly ‘oblique’, ‘off line’, or ‘out of
line” (which may also include how non-white
bodies may seem out of place, off line, in
white spaces) and refers to ‘those who prac-
tice nonnormative sexualities ... which as we
know involves a personal and social commit-
ment to living in an oblique world, or in a
world that has an oblique angle in relation to
that which is given’ (2006: 161).

‘Straight” and ‘queer’, then, are not only
sexual orientations: they are ways of being in
the world. Discussing ‘the body in its sexual
being’, Merleau-Ponty had argued that a
man’s sexuality is his ‘projected manner of
being toward the world” (cited Ahmed,
2006: 67). Merleau-Ponty presumes a hetero-
sexual male body, but Ahmed (as she puts it,
also ‘queering phenomenology’ as well as
bringing phenomenology to bear on queer
experience) draws on Merleau-Ponty to argue
that sexuality is far more than the orientation
of desire towards particular kinds of sex
objects. For it involves ‘one’s very relation to
the world — that is, how one “faces” the world
or is directed toward it’ (2006: 68). But to be
queer in a world that is normatively straight is
often to be disoriented toward it — and also to
be perceived as disorienting.

Ahmed gives, as an example, the experi-
ence of entering a hotel dining room with her
lesbian partner only to see ranged before her
table after table at which heterosexual cou-
ples are seated. She writes:

I am shocked by the sheer force of the regularity of
that which is familiar: how each table presents the
same form of sociality as the form of the
heterosexual couple .... We sit down. | look down,
acutely aware of inhabiting a form that is not the
same as that repeated along the line of tables ....
Being out of line can be uncomfortable. (2006: 82)

Ahmed uses this moment of disorientation to
reflect on how the extensive, intergenerational
workings of compulsory heterosexuality have
made heterosexuality become so normal. ‘It is
crucial that we understand the historicity that

is both concealed and revealed by the repetition
of this couple form as that which gathers
round the table’ (2006: 84). Like Young and
Alcoff, Ahmed here uses a phenomenological
example to open up a wider inquiry into the
production of certain kinds of worlds that
advantage some and disadvantage others.

At the end of her book Ahmed also makes
an explicit ethical and, indeed, political turn.
For she attaches a positive normative value
to the disorientation that may accompany
being queer in a straight world. A political
commitment to being queer, she argues,
means refusing to make of queer a clear
alternative orientation. Queerness should
celebrate proliferation and it should not seek
to become itself a defined ‘line’, for ‘if we
took such a line we would perform a certain
injustice’ to other queers. A queer phenome-
nology, rather, suggests ‘a way of inhabiting
the world by giving “support” to those whose
lives and loves make them appear oblique,
strange, and out of place’ (2006: 179).

What emerges clearly from all the works
discussed above is that phenomenology offers
important ethical and political resources to
feminist practices. However, | conclude by
briefly discussing some works that direct their
attention yet more explicitly to this matter.
Maurice Hamington, for example, draws on
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology to ground
feminist “care ethics’. He argues that the lived
body offers certain kinds of pre-discursive
‘knowing’ that enable (although they do not
assure) the emergence of feelings of empathy
and compassion. Such feelings provide an
epistemological foundation for what he calls
‘an embodied ethic of care’. For, however
socially different from myself another may be,
as Merleau-Ponty argues, there is “still a fun-
damental connection and understanding in the
flesh’. Thus if a knife cuts into another’s body
‘I do not have to ask whether pain was felt ...
[for] an affective or felt response precedes any
reflective consideration of the circumstances
.... Corporeal knowledge creates the potential
of sympathetic perception that makes care
possible’ (Hamington, 2008: 213). ‘Care’ ini-
tially arises, then, not as an abstract moral
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obligation but because of an immediate, affec-
tive responsiveness to pain, suffering or need,
that emerges from aspects of our common
corporeality (see also Weiss, 1999: ch. 7; Arp,
2000; Brubaker, 2006).

Given that profound differences and con-
flicts frequently divide women, a pressing
question for feminist politics concerns
whether potential sources for solidarity
among them also may exist. Here again phe-
nomenologies of lived body experience offer
an important resource. The political impor-
tance of embodied responsiveness to the suf-
fering of others has been explored by Sandra
Bartky. If, as Bartky puts it, ‘feminism is
primarily addressed to the suffering of
women’ (2002: 87) then an investigation of
the ways in which we may experience the
suffering of others is important. Bartky
examines the twin perils of, on the one hand,
a condescending ‘sympathy’ from on high
that reduces the one who suffers to a passive
object and, on the other, an ‘empathy’ in
which over-identification with the sufferer
dissolves the empathizer’s own subjective
boundaries and obliterates respect for differ-
ences. Drawing on the less-known phenom-
enology of Max Scheler (1874-1928), and
using the example of her own reading of
Nawal El Sadawi’s account of her violent
subjection to clitoridectomy as a young child
(El Sadawi, 1980), Bartky elucidates a third
mode of experiencing the suffering of
others that (with Scheler) she calls *feeling-
with’. Here neither objectification nor over-
identification takes place. Experiencing pain
and terror and feeling-with the one who does
so are not to be confused, and feeling-with,
as she quotes Scheler as saying, ‘“presup-
poses that awareness of distance between
selves which is eliminated by identification™”
(2002: 77). Bartky knows she is not actually
feeling El Sadawi’s pain, even as she imagi-
natively enters into it as she reads. However,
this work of imaginative feeling-with, which
is not just ‘an internal seeing’ but a ‘feeling’,
also requires commitment on our part. For
we need sufficient ‘background information’
to be able to key into and make sense of

another’s experience, and so it is incumbent
on feminists to learn as much as possible
about the worlds of others to whom they
wish to offer solidarity.

One can, of course, think of many instances
in which women refuse, or fail, to feel-with
other women. For the common characteris-
tics of women’s embodiment do not in them-
selves ensure sentient and affective bonds
among them, or (as early second wave femi-
nists often naively assumed) automatically
lead to feminist solidarity. Even so, those
embodied experiences that are specific to
women may facilitate a more immediate
feeling-with other women’s suffering. Thus it
is not surprising that issues such as sexual-
ized violence against women or compulsory
motherhood have been key sites for western
feminist organizing for the last fifty years
(Kruks, 2001: ch. 6).

Others have argued that a potential for
more joyful, sensuous bonds lies in the inter-
subjective qualities of our lived bodies.
Debra Bergoffen, for example, argues that, in
their eroticism (broadly construed), our bodies
also offer the possibility (though never the
assurance) of an opening, of a warmth,
towards others. She draws from Beauvoir’s
work an ‘ethic of generosity’ (the obverse of
the making ‘Other’ of others) that celebrates
the joys of giving and of sustaining human
bonds. Pointing to lIrigaray as Beauvoir’s
‘unlikely ally’, Bergoffen also suggests that
we consider the maternal body as a site for an
ethic of generosity. For ‘maternal generosity,
like the lover’s erotic generosity, is the gift
one makes of oneself to the other for the sake
of the relationship which reveals us to each
other in the intimacies of our fleshed being’
(1997: 209). Fredrika Scarth adds a further
dimension by considering the broader impli-
cations of generosity for a feminist politics of
difference. Scarth draws from Beauvoir a
warning about ‘the dangers of a liberationist
politics that, finding the self in the other,
effaces difference in the name of equality and
freedom and assimilates the other’
(2004: 166), and she also finds an alternative
vision for an ethical political community in
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Beauvoir. This is a community in which
‘receptive generosity — an openness to the
foreignness of the other — [is] the guiding prin-
ciple of our encounters with others’ (2004: 171).

All of the works discussed in this chapter,
some more obliquely, others more directly,
reveal the ways in which the lived body is
profoundly enmeshed in the ethical and politi-
cal project of feminism. For our embodied
orientations and our affective experiences
strongly predispose us to act towards others (as
well as ourselves) in certain ways. As Ahmed,
for example, makes clear, how we are oriented
to the world and what values we affirm are
deeply implicated in each other. Indeed, it is
hard to imagine feminist political practices in
which embodied orientations and affective
experiences play little part. This is not, of
course, to say that orientations and affects are
‘natural’ or independent of cultural norms.
However, it is to say that they involve sui gen-
eris modes of knowing and acting in the world
and that these may best be explored through
phenomenological inquiry. For phenomenol-
ogy offers us access to significant registers of
women’s lives, to embodied and affective
ways of knowing, judging and acting that can-
not be grasped by discourse analysis or by
other objectivizing approaches to ‘experience’.

NOTES

1 Accordingly, in spite of the strong affinities
between the theoretical concerns of phenomenol-
ogy and those of feminist theory, many feminist
thinkers have been dismissive of phenomenology,
arguing that its inattention to sexual difference
is not a matter of mere omission but is indicative
of essentializing and universalizing flaws that lie
at its very heart. See Fisher (2000) for an excel-
lent overview and discussion of such critiques.
However, a growing body of scholarship chal-
lenges such readings, especially with regard to
Husserl and Merleau-Ponty. With regard to Husserl
see in particular Heindmaa (2003). See also essays
in Fisher and Embree (2000) and Heindmaa and
Rodemeyer (2010).

See also, for more positive readings and femi-
nist appropriations of various of the phenomeno-
logical ‘fathers’, Grosz (1994); Murphy (1999);
Weiss (1999); Alcoff (2000); Kruks (2001); Diprose

(2002); and Olkowski and Weiss (2006), as well
as other works discussed in more detail later in
this chapter. All these works demonstrate that
important resources for feminist theorizing are to
be found in the classic works of phenomenology,
although they are to be used selectively.

Beauvoir wrote an extensive review of his major
work, The Phenomenology of Perception, when
it appeared in 1945 (Beauvoir, 2004: 159-64).
See Kruks (1991; 2001: ch. 1) for discussions
of Beauvoir's strong philosophical affinities with
Merleau-Ponty.

This is the core of Scott's critique of E.P
Thompson's path-breaking The Making of the
English Working Class (1963). Thompson sought
to contest structuralist Marxist theory by show-
ing how collective class identity emerged primar-
ily from the experiences of working-class lives.
Scott criticizes his account as essentializing. For
Thompson, she objects, ‘Working-class “expe-
rience” is now the ontological foundation of
working-class identity, politics and history.” She
immediately adds that ‘The use of experience
has the same foundational status if we substitute
women or African-American or lesbian or homo-
sexual for working-class in the previous sentence’
(Scott, 1992: 30).

Discourse theory is hardly original in asserting the
constituted nature of the subject. Other theoreti-
cal orientations that make this claim have included
structuralist versions of Marxism, some psychoan-
alytic theories and Durkheimian sociology.
Although the development of gender theory may
be imputed to Beauvoir she did not — indeed,
could not — use the concept of ‘gender’ in its
later Anglophone feminist sense. For the equiva-
lent French word, genre, refers to what in English
we call a genre (for example, a genre of paint-
ing), or else it refers to the gender of a noun.
However, one should note that, in commenting
on her claim that pregnancy is draining and det-
rimental to women, Beauvoir also remarks: ‘I am
taking here an exclusively physiological viewpoint.
It is evident that maternity can be very advanta-
geous psychologically for a woman, just as it can
also be a disaster’ (2010: 42, n.8).

In Husserlian terms, it is not Kérper but Lieb.
Today, of course, medical interventions may ena-
ble a few physically to alter their sexual designa-
tion. This was not an option that was available in
Beauvoir's day and it is still not an easily available
option for many who might desire it.

For example, the prohibition of abortion and contra-
ception in France in the 1940s profoundly suffused
the sexual experiences of the majority of women,
as well as shaping the meanings of motherhood
(2010: 524 ff). Beauvoir infamously begins the
chapter of The Second Sex on ‘The Mother’ with
a discussion of abortion, the prohibition of which
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made (and, for many, still makes) a free choice of
maternity virtually impossible.

10 However, interestingly, in another passage,
Beauvoir actually aligns oriental ("Yellow’) peo-
ples (as well as ‘Black’ peoples) with oppressed
(presumably white) European women: opacity or
‘Mystery’ is, she says, attributed to all of them
‘insofar as they are considered absolutely as the
inessential Other’ (2010: 271).

11 The range of translations, some of them strik-
ingly recent, is an indication of how effectively
the book speaks to diverse audiences. As well as
translations into many European languages, the
book was first translated into Japanese in 1953—
54 and was retranslated in 1997 (Inoué, 2002).
A translation was begun in Russia in 1989 but
appeared finally only in 1998 (Aivazova, 2002). A
full translation first became available in mainland
China in 2004 (Miao, 2008).

12 Young also devotes an essay to ‘pregnant embodi-
ment,” a less universal experience but still one
shared by about 80 per cent of Western women.

13 Thus Young says she agrees with Toril Moi, who
argues that Beauvoir’s notion of the ‘lived body’
does effectively overcome the difficulties of the
sex/gender distinction in grasping women'’s sub-
jective experience. However, Young argues that
feminism still needs to retain the concept of
‘gender’ to refer to the ‘macro-level’ social struc-
tures that constrain women — feminism must
do more than explore subjectivity and identity
(2005: 12-26).
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What do Women Want?
Feminist Epistemology and
Psychoanalytic Theory

All she ever wanted was a little credit ...

Confessions of A Shopaholic (2009)

What do women want today? In the romantic
comedy Confessions of a Shopaholic, the
heroine Rebecca Bloomwood ‘nurtures her
shopping addiction and falls for a wealthy
entrepreneur’, Luke Brandon.! By the end of
the film, Rebecca discovers that her desire
for Brandon and romance replaces her ‘lust
for things you never even knew you needed’
(Confessions, 2009). Despite critical reviews,
the film made over US $108 million gross in
international markets.? The film was adapted
from the immensely successful ‘shopaholic’
book series by the British author Sophie
Kinsella. As the marketing materials describe,
these books offer stories of ‘shopping and
life’. The series follows their heroine from
her first compulsive purchases of rugs,
underwear and wine to the birth of her
daughter, her ‘shopping friend for life’.
Disney has optioned the books for further
film sequels. Confessions is part of a new
genre of ‘neo-feminist cinema’ in which the

Kirsten Campbell

question of what women want is central to
the filmic narrative (Radner, 2011). It tells a
story of feminine consumption, desire, and
empowerment.

This chapter explores how ‘what women
want’ is still a key political question for third
wave feminisms. It asks how an engagement
with feminist theories of knowledge and psy-
choanalytic theories of subjectivity might
offer new approaches to this political problem.
It begins by examining how contemporary
feminist thought still confronts ‘femininity’
and its discontents. It then explores how
feminist theories of knowledge have built
different frameworks to consider new
answers to this question. In this field of
feminist research, which is known as *femi-
nist epistemology’, the politics of subjectiv-
ity intersect with the politics of knowledge.
The chapter examines key positions within
this field and identifies how knowing and
identity remain central problems for feminist
epistemologies. The chapter then examines
why feminists have worked with (and
against) psychoanalysis in their attempt to
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address this problem. Finally, the chapter sets
out a post-Lacanian feminist epistemology
which makes the problem of knowing and
being central to feminist knowledges. It
shows how this approach can provide the
conceptual building blocks for ‘third wave
feminist epistemologies’ (Campbell, 2004b)
that offer new ways of thinking through
feminist politics of sexuality, subjectivity
and knowledge.

WHAT DO WOMEN WANT? NEW
SEXUAL CONTRACTS IN NEW TIMES

The first scene of Confessions of a Shopaholic
opens with a shot of the glittering shoes that
the little girl Rebecca could not have. It
closes with the adult Rebecca’s delighted
description of a Gucci bag she came to pos-
sess. Rebecca describes this phantasy scene
as a ‘dreamy world full of perfect things,
where grown up girls got what they wanted’.
This mise-en-scene of contemporary femi-
ninity exemplifies what Angela McRobbie
describes as the ‘new sexual contract’
(McRobbie, 2009: 54). For McRobbie, this
new sexual contract displaces an older story
of modern social belonging. This older story
was first told by early European political
theorists to explain the agreement of men to
enter into modern political society, where all
equally possess rights and agree to civil obli-
gations. Carole Pateman argues that this
social contract was in fact a fraternal pact
that organized relationships between men.
This pact was supported by the ‘sexual con-
tract’, which ordered modern relations
between men and women. In this social order
‘women are subordinated to men as men, or
to men as a fraternity. The original contract
takes place after the political defeat of the
father and creates modern fraternal patriarchy’
(Pateman, 1998: 3).

Now, however, it seems that a new sexual
contract is emerging in the context of new
globalizing post-Fordist and neo-liberal capi-
talism (see Fraser, 2009; Oksala, 2011). Tak-
ing the British context as an example, it is

possible to see how this ‘new sexual contract
appears to displace traditional modes of
patriarchal authority and attribute to young
women all manner of social, political, and
economic freedoms’ (Adkins, 2008: 191).
Under the terms of this new contract women
will use their freedoms to enter this new
world of capitalist consumption. In return,
women are promised that they can ‘have it
all’ (Day, 2010). Nina Power sharply observes
of such images of contemporary woman-
hood: ‘[t]Jo Freud’s infamous question “what
do women want?” it seems, then, that we
have all-too-ready an answer. Why! They
want shoes and chocolate and handbags and
babies and curling tongs washed down with
a large glass of white wine’ (Power 2009:
30). For younger women such as Rebecca
this new sexual contract promises economic
freedom through the consumption of shoes
and handbags. For older ‘grown up’ women,
it promises husbands and babies (just as its
earlier form did). For both generations, it
offers what Nancy Fraser describes as ‘a new
romance of female advancement and gender
justice’ (Fraser, 2009: 110).

On closer examination, it increasingly
appears that the terms of this sexual contract
are too costly, and that grown-up women do
not really get what they want. These promises
of ‘family’ life and economic participation
seem increasingly undesirable or unbelieva-
ble. McRobbie identifies the physical and
psychic pain of normative sexuality as the cost
of entering the new sexual contract for
younger women (McRobbie, 2009: 54). As
they grow up, nearly half of all British women
never marry, and significantly decreasing
numbers live in nuclear families (Office for
National Statistics, 2012a). They earn lower
wages, and have less political power, than
their male counterparts in a changing — but
still gendered — society. These British trends
are typical of industrialized Europe and North
America and are now also emerging in the
industrializing Asian and Latin American
economies (UN Women, 2012). We now see
the emergence of new problematics of desire,
sexuality and “femininity” in the differentiated



WHAT DO WOMEN WANT? FEMINIST EPISTEMOLOGY AND PSYCHOANALYTIC THEORY 95

forms of late capitalist consumption and neo-
liberal politics currently evolving from London
to Beijing.

In this context, it is perhaps unsurprising
that another late capitalist story of failed
romance has also appeared. These are stories
of apolitical and indifferent young women, of
apathetic and exhausted post-feminists or of
“feminist Killjoys’ who simply cannot be
happy (Ahmed, 2010). In this narrative ‘the
best tip for women wanting to have it all is:
don’t bother’ (Marin, 2010). However, none
of these stories challenges the remaking of
femininities and their discontents in these
new times or offers alternative visions of the
‘all’ that women want. Rather, they are inten-
sified ‘backlash’ narratives against legal and
social gains by women that first emerged in
the 1980s against second wave feminism
(Faludi, 2006). For this reason, as McRobbie
describes, the vital question in this post-
feminist context is ““what now?’” (McRobbie,
2009: 21).

Contemporary feminist theory insists that
‘gender trouble’ is central to these global
transformations, even if it is neglected in
dominant approaches to thinking about these
changes (Yuval-Davis, 2009). The challenge
remains to gain a better understanding of the
gendering of these social transformations. It
remains necessary to reinvent feminist poli-
tics for this gendered present and to rearticu-
late feminist demands in terms that might
answer the question of what women want in
terms that are less costly and more liberatory.
Meeting these challenges rests upon develop-
ing new feminist knowledges that can invent
new methods to investigate and build better
cognitive maps of this ‘neo-liberal, frag-
mented, dislocated, experiential reality’
(Mirza, 2009). This epistemological potential
rests upon the possibility that feminist theory
and practice can operate as potentially trans-
formative knowledges that change how we
know our social world. To engage with the
political question of what women want now,
it is also therefore necessary to engage with
the epistemological question of how we
know ourselves and our others in these ‘new

times’ (Mirza, 2009). In these engagements,
the politics of subjectivity intersect with the
politics of knowledge, and understanding
how they intersect is a crucial problem for
third wave feminist epistemologies.

THE FIELD OF FEMINIST
EPISTEMOLOGIES

What is ‘feminist epistemology’? This term
now refers to a diverse and interdisciplinary
field of research on feminist theories of
knowledge. However, when this term was
first used in North American and European
scholarship in the 1980s it did not refer to a
recognizable body of work. Rather, it referred
to a set of theoretical and political problems
concerning accounts of knowledge. These
initially focused upon the question of whether
there are ‘distinctive feminist perspectives
on epistemology, metaphysics, methodology
and philosophy of science’ (Harding and
Hintikka, 1983: ix).

These early feminist epistemologies devel-
oped two key deconstructive critiques of
‘sexist” and ‘masculinist” knowledges (Alcoff
and Potter, 1993: 2). The first critique
engaged with the models and practices of
science that inform the natural and social sci-
ences, arguing that these are gendered. This
approach argued that the issue is not simply
that illegitimate social values influence sci-
entific research, but more problematically
that those values form part of the research
process itself (Fox Keller and Longino,
1996). The ideas and practices of scientific
knowledge reflect the gendered and unequal
social world from which ‘science’ emerges.
The second critique engages with the ideas of
knower and knowing that inform European
epistemological models more generally. In
this argument, such knowledges presume a
masculine subject whose dominating, instru-
mental and objectifying relation to what is
known derives from cultural models of mas-
culinity (Scheman, 1987; Lloyd, 1984).

However, the aim of this work was not
to simply provide a ‘better’ account of



96 THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF FEMINIST THEORY

epistemology but rather to explain the differ-
ence that feminist politics can make to how
we know the world. This issue of the politics
of knowledge (and in particular the politics
of feminist knowledge) has been central to
feminist theorizing from its second wave
development in the 1970s (whether in the
North American tradition of the Combahee
River Collective or the European tradition of
Luce Irigaray). This engagement with feminist
epistemic practices identifies the emergence
of feminist epistemology as a distinctive
field of study. It marks the move from an
emphasis upon deconstructive epistemologi-
cal projects that aim to expose sexist bias and
masculinist knowledges to reconstructive
projects that aim to provide new models of
feminist knowing in order to reconstruct
epistemic practices as feminist practices.
Because power relations shape how we know
the world, this more recent project of femi-
nist epistemology aims to construct new
models of knowing the social world so that it
becomes possible to understand that world
differently.

Two important characteristics of the field
emerge with this reconstructive project. The
first is an unpacking of ‘the ontological and
epistemological category of Woman as well
as the lived experiences and social positions
of women’ (Ali, 2007: 195). With this
increasing emphasis upon intersecting rela-
tions of power that produce knowledge, there
is also a concomitant development of ideas
of ‘oppositional’ or ‘intersectional’ episte-
mologies that aim to provide theories of
knowledge that can capture and critique
social and global inequalities (Sandoval,
1991; Yuval-Davis, 2012). The second charac-
teristic flows from the increasing focus upon
feminist knowledges as the object of study
for the field. With this focus, the field begins
to develop as an interdisciplinary area of
research that moves from its narrower philo-
sophical concerns to engage with the many
disciplines that feminist theory draws upon,
ranging from sociology to legal theory.

This interdisciplinary, methodologically
pluralistic and politically diverse field of

feminist epistemology can be delineated by
(1) its object of study, (2) its project or col-
lective aims, and (3) its set of common
political and theoretical positions. These
theories share a common focus upon feminist
theory and practice as their object of study.
The shared aim of those engaged in this com-
plex and changing field is to examine how
feminisms can produce transformative
knowledges that change our understanding
of our social world. This diverse body of
work links the production of knowledge to
the transformative values of feminist move-
ments and examines how these values can
produce new models of epistemic practice. It
considers how feminist theory and practice
can operate as more persuasive and political
accounts of our social world.

Epistemology is traditionally conceived as
those necessary and sufficient truth-conditions
for propositional knowledge. By contrast, the
field of feminist epistemology analyses the
social and political construction of knowledge,
including feminist knowledges. Gayatri Spivak
(1989) helpfully describes this analysis as
linking problems of ontology (theory of
being), epistemology (theory of knowledge)
and axiology (theory of value). Feminist epis-
temologies seek to make explicit these models
of the subject (ontology), knowing (episte-
mology) and politics (axiology) that inform
feminist truth-claims. This approach chal-
lenges us to ask: What is the female/feminine
subject? How do we know what these subjects
want? And what are the politics of these
desires? However, it also raises three key con-
ceptual problems. The first is how to make
explicit the models of the person, politics and
knowing that inform our accounts of the
world. The second is how to understand the
social and political construction of knowl-
edge, including feminist knowledges. The
third problem is how to construct new femi-
nist models of knowing. All three problems
shape current research in the field, but it is the
second and third problems that have come to
dominate contemporary research.

Two key groups of arguments have
emerged in debates around these problems.
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The first set of arguments focuses upon how
to understand the formation of feminist
knowledge in its social and political context,
and how it also offer a critical perspective on
that context rather than simply reflecting
these values. These theories examine how
the distinctive nature of feminist knowledge
can emerge from our given social and politi-
cal orders. Particularly influential examples
of this approach are the standpoint theories
of Hartsock (1983) and Harding (1991), as
well as Haraway (1991) on situated knowl-
edges. This work focuses upon theorizing
feminist knowledge as ‘a critical vision con-
sequent upon a critical positioning in inho-
mogeneous gendered social space’ (Hara-
way, 1991: 195). Hartsock and Harding offer
an experiential standpoint argument that con-
tends that social groups are located differ-
ently in relations of domination, and that
these groups’ different experiences of oppres-
sion will produce different knowledges of the
social world. To rebuild these as critical
knowledges requires beginning from the
standpoint of oppressed and marginalized
groups (see hooks, 2003; Collins, 2003).
Haraway outlines an argument for political
standpoint, and suggests that feminist critical
visions of the world are built through coali-
tional politics. For Haraway, this standpoint
needs to be developed from political work
and coalition building (see Campbell, 2004a).

The second key group of arguments seeks
to analyse the epistemic practices that produce
feminist knowledges. One approach engages
with epistemic norms that we use to evaluate
truth claims, such as models of rationality and
objectivity. They reconceive reasoning as a
connective and critical process. They also
reconfigure objectivity as acknowledging the
situatedness of truth-claims and accepting
responsibility to communities of knowers and
political values (Longino 2010). Another
approach engages with the relationship
between knowing subjects and the production
of knowledge, arguing that there is an impor-
tant connection between the production of
feminist knowledge and the knowing subject.
They offer different ways to think about the

knowing subject that move past traditional
assumptions of the knower as an autonomous
and disembodied individual. This approach
instead considers the knower as an embodied
female or feminist subject (see Irigaray,
1985a; Braidotti, 1992) or as collective groups
of feminist knowers, such as the idea of epis-
temic community in the work of Longino
(2002) or Code (1995). More recently, this
knowing subject has been reconceived through
the so-called ‘new feminist materialisms’
(Tuin, 2011). These theories return feminist
epistemological thought to the problem of
how to theorize materiality and subjectivity.
This problem ranges from how to understand
the physical embodiment of the biological
subject to how to extend epistemological anal-
ysis to include the material physical world,
such that it includes non-human things and
objects as well as humans as epistemological
agents (for example, see Tuin, 2009; Withers
2010). This ‘materialist’ turn thereby returns
feminist epistemologies to many of the earliest
engagements of the field with philosophical
questions concerning ‘metaphysics, method-
ology and philosophy of science’ (Harding
and Hintikka, 1983: ix).

The relationship between feminist theories
of knowing and being remains a central prob-
lem within the field of feminist epistemology
(Hemmings, 2012). Tuin (2009) invites us to
develop ‘third wave feminist epistemologies’
to engage with this problem, arguing that the
‘new materialisms’ provide a novel approach
to theorizing sexual difference, and hence a
means of ‘jumping generations’ of the
impasses of second wave epistemological
thinking. However, Hemmings (2009) sug-
gests that Tuin’s approach does not imagine
a different relation to the new epistemologi-
cal problems opened up, and explored, by
second wave theory. In contrast, she argues
that Tuin’s analysis reproduces the Oedipal
narratives of generations of thinkers that she
seeks to escape. This exchange is part of a
larger contemporary debate concerning the
periodization of ‘waves’ or ‘generations’ of
feminist thought and politics that contrasts
second wave feminisms of the 1970s and
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1980s to the third wave of the 1990s and
onwards (Snyder, 2008). However, a more
productive strategy to address these ‘genera-
tional dilemmas’, as Hemmings calls them, is
to resist Tuin’s emphasis upon ‘qualitative
generational change’ in feminist epistemology
(2009: 18). Instead, my approach seeks to
build upon the shared acknowledgement of
both Hemmings and Tuin that ‘third wave
feminist epistemology’ names an important
and continuing problematic within feminist
theory, rather than providing a final answer
to the question of feminist epistemologies.

I developed the notion of ‘third wave
feminist epistemologies’ in my earlier work
to name a set of emerging problems for
theories of feminist knowledge (Campbell,
2004b; Tuin, 2010). This term did not
indicate a fixed referent, such as specific
thinkers or traditions, or even a particular
theoretical taxonomy or framework. Rather,
following the insights of feminist episte-
mologists themselves, | used the term “femi-
nist epistemology’ to refer to a field of
research that coalesces around a shared set
of theoretical and political concerns. The
ongoing productivity of the field of feminist
epistemology (like the theory and politics
from which it derives) lies in the diversity
and hybridity of the feminist knowledges
that form its object of study and in the plural
and dialogical nature of the accounts of
those knowledges. The disagreements and
negotiations concerning feminist knowl-
edge as an object of enquiry, and the differ-
ent accounts of that object, produce feminist
epistemology as a collective field of enquiry.
Accordingly, my conception of ‘third wave
feminist epistemologies’ refers to a collec-
tive set of conceptual knots and issues that
coalesce around a shared set of theoretical
and political concerns.

Following this approach, the dialogue
between Tuin and Hemmings itself represents
an important, productive exchange within this
field. This exchange points to a foundational
and persevering theoretical problem in the
field: how to understand the production of the
feminist knower and feminist epistemic

practices. How, then, to reconsider these
conceptual knots and issues? In her early
description of this central problem of feminist
thought Spivak identifies feminist readings
of psychoanalysis as offering an important
‘epistemological itinerary’ (1989: 209). If
this relationship between feminist knowing
subjects and knowledges remains a central
problem for third wave feminist epistemolo-
gies, then feminists might again reconsider
rereading psychoanalysis for its epistemo-
logical itinerary, which offers another useful
account of knowing and being.

FEMINISMS AND PSYCHOANALYSIS

Early last century, Freud wrote to the French
psychoanalyst Marie Bonaparte that ‘the
great question that has never been answered,
and which I have not yet been able to answer,
despite my thirty years of research into the
feminine soul, is “What does a woman
want?”” (Freud, 1955: 468). It seems that in
our current times Freud’s ‘great question’
remains unanswered, and the problem of
‘femininity’ remains as pressing as ever.
Spivak’s earlier interlocutor Jacqueline Rose
argues that psychoanalysis still:

needs to be brought back into the frame as part
of feminist language ... Psychoanalysis can help
us understand how public phantasies work, why
they're so powerful and why they can be so ugly,
and still be so attractive and so persistent. There’s
no discourse in the culture for understanding the
unconscious force of that, except for
psychoanalysis. (Mitchell et al., 2010: 79)

What women want is central to the self-
description of third wave feminisms, and
femininity, sexuality and desire have become
highly contentious issues within third wave
politics (Snyder, 2008). In the context of
contemporary ‘gender troubles’, psycho-
analysis again becomes an important site of
engagement. Psychoanalysis can help to
understand the individual and collective effects
of sexed subjectivity, as well as the power of
contemporary phantasies of femininity. As
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Juliet Mitchell’s classic argument cautions,
‘psychoanalysis is not a recommendation for a
patriarchal society, but an analysis of one. If
we are interested in understanding and
challenging the oppression of women, we
cannot afford to neglect it (Mitchell, 1974: xiii).
For feminism and psychoanalysis, sexual
difference makes a difference to both becoming
subjects and knowing the world. It is here that
the politics of subjectivity meets the problem
of feminist knowledge, and that feminist
epistemologies meet psychoanalysis. This
intersecting problematic means that it is
possible for feminist epistemologies to draw
upon both the psychoanalytic insight that
sexual identity is contingent and impossible as
well as the feminist insight that sexual identity
is contingently tied to empirical social subjects
and relations.

However, there has been a long and com-
plex relationship between different feminist
and psychoanalytic traditions. The intersec-
tions between these fields change as femi-
nist and psychoanalytic theories and politics
shift, with the relationships between femi-
nism and psychoanalysis taking different
forms at different times. However, one of
the most influential strands of psychoana-
Iytic thinking for contemporary feminist
theory has been the work of the French
psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan. The influence
of Lacanian theory has extended beyond
practising psychoanalysts to shape an influ-
ential generation of theorists such as Jacques
Derrida, Gilles Deleuze, Luce Irigaray and
Julia Kristeva, who have become central to
feminist thought. It is perhaps unsurprising,
then, that the leading contemporary theorist
of gender, Judith Butler, has consistently
engaged with Lacanian psychoanalysis from
Gender Trouble (Butler, 1990) to her most
recent discussion of sexual difference and
kinship (Butler, 2013).

Feminist theory has predominantly read
Lacanian theory as (and for) an account of the
constitution of ‘sexual subjectivity’: that is,
how we come to understand ourselves as
‘masculine’ and “feminine’ persons. Feminists
such as Jacqueline Rose have argued that

Lacan’s work is useful because it understands
sexual identity as problematic and sexual dif-
ference as contingent. For Rose, Lacan’s work
offers a cultural, rather than biological,
account of sexual difference. This approach is
important because it explains sexual differ-
ence not as a biological given but rather as a
symbolization of the body that represents
subjects as ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’. It recog-
nizes that sexual difference is integral to the
formation and experience of subjectivity.
However, it also reveals the ‘problematic, if
not impossible, nature of sexual identity’
(Rose, 1982: 28). According to this psycho-
analytic model, there is only a contingent rela-
tion between sexual bodies and identities.
Since the unconscious reveals the failure of all
identity, sexual identity is necessarily unsta-
ble, incomplete and lacking, which never
quite maps onto our bodies or selves (Rose,
1986: 90). In this account, while both mascu-
linity and femininity are never fully achieved
or stable, ‘femininity’ is a particularly prob-
lematic subject position. This is because the
socio-symbolic order that appears to create
sexual difference is in actuality structured
around the ‘masculine’ term.

However, Lacan’s account of masculinity
and femininity has also given rise to conten-
tious debates concerning feminist appropria-
tions of his work. The key accusation of
‘phallocentrism’ centres on two main objec-
tions. The first is that Lacan ties his concept
of the phallus, the symbolic element that
marks the subject as named by language, to
the penis, the physical organ of the male
body. Second, by doing so, Lacan privileges
masculinity and the male body as his model
of sexual difference and its formation. For
example, Nancy Fraser contends that Lacan’s
account is irrevocably phallocentric, with the
consequence that feminism should not ‘use
or adapt the theory of Jacques Lacan’ because
its structuralist determinism naturalizes
women’s oppression (Fraser, 1992: 182).
Butler (2012) returns to this problem of the
seemingly unchangeable symbolic order in
her most recent critical engagement with
feminist Lacanian theory.
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However, another strand of feminist work
undertakes a post-Lacanian project of chal-
lenging the symbolic structures of the exist-
ing social order. An important example of
this can be found in the work of Luce Irigaray.
Whitford summarizes her project as the
construction of ‘a female sociality (les
femmes entre elles), a female symbolic and
female social contract, a horizontal relation
between women’ (Whitford, 1991: 79).
Irigaray calls for a horizontal relation
between women because she argues that the
Symbolic order represents a horizontal rela-
tion between men and forms a society and
culture ‘between-men’ to the exclusion of
women. Irigaray proposes two key strate-
gies for a rewriting of the Symbolic order.
The first deconstructs masculinist philo-
sophical discourse as the master discourse
of modern Western culture. For example,
this strategy is pursued in her book, Specu-
lum of the Other Woman (lrigaray, 1985a).
The second strategy is a reconstructive pro-
ject that calls for the creation of new ways
of imagining and representing what it is to
be a woman. An important example of this
project in Irigaray’s work is her creation of
different representations of the female body,
such as the ‘two-lips’ metaphor of This Sex
Which Is Not One (Irigaray, 1985b). Build-
ing on this strategy, Irigaray has drawn up a
civil code of ‘positive rights of citizenship
in the female mode’ with the aim of produc-
ing a new civic identity for women by
(Irigaray, 1993: 38). Against a conservative
reading of Lacan’s work that holds that the
Symbolic order is the only possible symbolic
structure, Irigaray offers the possibility of a
different symbolic order in her suggestion
that women should create a new language
and social contract that are appropriate for
them. This strategy considers both the dif-
ficulties for women of the ‘feminine’ role
that the ‘masculine’ defines, as well as the
problem of how to reconceive ‘femininity’ in
other terms (Ferrell, 1996).

This Lacanian argument concerning the
failure of identity, and its structuring socio-
symbolic order, has also been taken up by

post-colonial feminist and queer theorists.
These theorists engage with the Lacanian
account of subjectivity, but argue that his
insights are helpful in understanding the
making not only of ‘sexual’ difference but
also of ‘racial’ difference. In this reading of
Lacan, ‘racial’ identity is neither completely
‘successful’ nor successfully ‘complete’.
Kobena Mercer’s post-colonial and queer
adaption of Jacqueline Rose’s Lacanian fem-
inism exemplifies this understanding of iden-
tity, where:

[wlhat distinguishes psychoanalysis  from
sociological accounts of black masculinity ... is
that whereas for the latter, the internalisation of
norms is roughly assumed to work, the basic
premise and indeed starting point for
psychoanalysis is that it does not. The unconscious
constantly reveals the ‘failure’ of identity ... Black
people’s affinity with psychoanalysis rests above
all ... with this recognition that there is a
resistance to identity at the very heart of psychic
life. (Mercer, 1994: 170)

This account conceives ethnic and sexual
identity neither as originary nor as essential.
Rather, it emphasizes how complex psychic
processes of identification and
disidentification form ‘racial’ and ‘sexual’
post-colonial ethnicities.

There has been considerable debate con-
cerning the utility of Lacanian psychoanaly-
sis for feminist post-colonial theory, which
primarily concerns its ‘often intractable
claims of universality [and] its desire to
privilege sexual difference over other forms
of difference’ (Seshadri-Crooks, 1998: 354).
This critique contends that Lacanian psycho-
analysis is a universalizing and ahistorical
theory that fails to acknowledge its own his-
torical and political specificity as a modern
European philosophy (see McClintock,
1995). However, Seshadri-Crooks also sug-
gests that a possible strategy is to ‘evolve a
procedure that does not require an analogy
between sex and race ... to discover the intri-
cate structural relations between race and sex,
to see how race articulates itself with sex to
gain access to desire or lack — the paradoxical
guarantee of the subject’s sovereignty beyond
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symbolic determination’ (Seshadri-Crooks,
2000: 3). For example, she uses Lacanian
theory to engage in a careful reading of cul-
tural texts of ‘race’ to work through those
phantasies that guarantee the sovereignty of
the racial subject, so as ‘to resist the specious
enjoyment promised by Whiteness” (2000:
160). Other now classic examples of this
feminist post-colonial approach include
those of Jan Campbell (2000) and Ranjana
Khanna (2003).

An important element of this strategy is to
use Lacanian psychoanalysis to shift the
focus of post-colonial studies from ‘the
elaboration of the psychic mutabilities of
the post-colonial subject alone’ to consider
the subject in context of the constitution of
communities and collectivities as such
(Chow, 1999: 34-5). Rey Chow’s important
work in this area shows the usefulness of
Lacanian psychoanalysis for exploring
‘the structural problems of community
formation that are always implied in the
articulation of the subject [and to address]
issues of structural control — of law, sover-
eignty, and prohibition — that underlie the
subject’s relation with the collective’
(Chow, 1999: 35, see also Bowman, 2010).
This engagement with the relation between
subject and collective involves a reconsid-
eration of the socio-symbolic order as a
social order. Like Irigaray, Chow proposes
a post-Lacanian project which analyses
and challenges the existing social order
that structures subjectivity in terms of
racial and sexual difference.

These feminist theories share the use of
Lacanian theory to understand the formation
of sexuated and racialized subjects in the
socio-symbolic order and the structuring of
that order through the representation of sex-
ual and racial “difference’. They also use it to
understand the failure of those identities and
the incompleteness of the socio-symbolic
order that produces such subjective differ-
ences. These post-Lacanian feminist strate-
gies reveal another way of understanding
how we come to know ourselves as gendered
and racialized subjects. For this reason, the

productive appropriations of Lacanian psy-
choanalysis suggest another approach to
reworking the ‘generational dilemma’ of
feminist epistemology, in that they envisage
another reconfiguration of the relation
between epistemology and ontology, and
hence of knowing our selves and our others
otherwise.

FEMINIST DISCOURSES

Women cannot be self-assured without language
and systems of representations being transformed,
because these are appropriate to men’s subjectivity,
they are reassuring to the between-men culture.
(Irigaray, 1990: 96)

How does feminist knowledge offer critical
knowledges of our selves and our others that
can contest and change the existing social
order? If feminist epistemologies recognize
the social construction of knowledge, then
how can feminist knowledges escape that
construction? This problem can be seen as a
variant of a classical problem of the sociology
of knowledge. This is the problem of how the
sociologist can claim to describe the ‘truth’
of the social world, when they exist in that
society and hence do not have a position that
transcends social relations and values.
Ultimately, this question founds the
reconstructive project of feminist epistemology,
which asks how feminist knowledge can effect
an epistemological break that produces new
ways to know the world. As Irigaray describes
it, this break with previous epistemological
models requires the transformation of ‘language
and systems of representation’ (Irigaray, 1990:
96). This transformation of the socio-symbolic
order is crucial, because it structures subjects
and their desires. It involves building another
epistemological frame to think differently about
desiring subjects and their relations to others.

LACANIAN DISCOURSE

Lacanian psychoanalysis offers feminist
epistemology an important account of the
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formation of the subject and knowledge in
the field of sexuality. From his earliest work,
Lacan emphasizes that ‘the structures of
society are symbolic’ (Lacan, 2006: 108).
For Lacan, language produces the subject
and its relations to others. Reworking de
Saussure’s account of the structure of lan-
guage and of Lévi-Strauss’s structure of cul-
ture, Lacan argues that meaning emerges
from a differential relationship between sym-
bolic elements, or signifiers. These signifiers
exist in a structural relationship to each
other — the symbolic order — that symbolizes
or represents a social order.

As a socio-symbolic order, language has
three registers (for further discussion, see
Campbell, 2004b). The imaginary register is
the aspect of the socio-symbolic order that
involves the image, imagination and phan-
tasy. These are the ‘images of social place’
and self through which we imagine our rela-
tion to the order of representation, or, in
Lacanian terms, the symbolic. The symbolic
is the structuring order of linguistic elements,
which the imaginary fills with phantasmic
content. In Confessions, Rebecca imagines
herself as ‘the girl in the green scarf’, a girl
with bigger eyes, a more expensive haircut,
more poise and more confidence. This is an
imaginary scene, in which Rebecca pictures
herself as a beautiful woman who is confi-
dent in her relations to others.

The symbolic is the order of cultural
exchange, which is structured by the paternal
law prohibiting certain kinship relations and
permitting others. Crucially, for Lacan, this
signifying order rests upon a social order of
symbolic and sexual exchange. This socio-
symbolic order constitutes subjectivity and
intersubjectivity in particular forms. This
sexuated order structures subjectivity in rela-
tion to the phallus, the signifier of sexual dif-
ference (Lacan, 2006). For Lacan, the subject
is sexuated and the social is structured by
sexual difference. In Lacanian terms, sexual
difference is structured in relation to the phal-
lus, the mark of the loss of bodily enjoyment
all subjects give up on entering the social
world. The phallic function is ‘the function

that institutes lack, that is, the alienating
function of language’ (Fink, 1995: 103).
However, the symbolic structures feminine
and masculine subjects (which can be either
men or women) in terms of a different rela-
tion to this loss, such that the masculine is
presumed to be complete and whole, while
the feminine is presumed to be incomplete
and lacking. So, for example, in Confessions,
Rebecca believes her self to be incomplete
until she meets Brandon, the man she believes
will satisfy her desires.

However, the symbolic is also necessarily
an incomplete structure, because it will
always be missing a symbolic element that
could complete it. Accordingly, as a signify-
ing order, any system of representation is
always incomplete. This ‘gap’ or ‘lack’ in the
symbolic order is the real. This is the third
register of language. The real is that which
cannot be represented in the socio-symbolic
order because there is no signifier that can
represent it. It is at this point of the failure of
the symbolic that phantasy comes into opera-
tion. In the psychoanalytic sense, phantasy is
an ‘[iJmaginary scene in which the subject is
a protagonist, representing the fulfilment of a
wish ... in a manner which is distorted ... by
defensive processes’ (Laplanche and Pontalis,
1973: 314). For Lacan, ‘phantasy is never
anything more than the screen that conceals
something quite primary’, the lack or gap in
the symbolic order (Lacan, 1986: 60). This
concealing operation of phantasy can be seen
in Confessions, in which the question of what
women want is answered with the phantasy
man, whose presence masks Rebecca’s other
unrepresentable desires.

This account of language and subjectivity
can be described as the ‘classical’ Lacan of
his key text, Ecrits. However, Lacan (1998;
2007) subsequently reworked this account in
his later theory of the social bond of dis-
course. In this important reformulation, he
described four social ties or ‘discourses’ of
psychoanalytic experience in the later semi-
nars of the 1960s and 1970s. For the later
Lacan, discourse is a chain of symbolic ele-
ments, or signifiers. Discourse produces the
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social link between subjects because discur-
sive chains of signifiers structure stable inter-
subjective relations. The Lacanian concept of
discourse links the structure of signification
and the intersubjective relation because it
describes signifying chains that form rela-
tions between subjects. This is not an idea of
‘discourse’ in the Foucauldian sense of an
epistemological and political system of state-
ments. Rather, discourse is a linguistic rela-
tionship, in the sense that stable structures of
symbolic elements shape our relation to our
selves and our others. This approach empha-
sizes the intersubjective aspect of discourse,
in which language functions as the link
between speaking subjects. In the Lacanian
sense, discourse is ‘a social link (lien social),
founded on language’ (1998: 30).

For Lacan, discourse is a ‘fundamental
relationship, resulting in a particular social
bond’ (Verhaeghe, 1997: 100). It consists of
a chain of symbolic elements that function as
the social link because they symbolize cer-
tain forms of relationships between subjects.
The social bond consists of these chains of
symbolic elements, which signify the rela-
tion of one subject to another. This social
bond of discourse knots together words and
concepts, enabling the circulation of sym-
bolic elements between speaking subjects.
This discursive link fixes meaning, in the
sense that it becomes possible to exchange
stable meaning between speaking subjects.
The concept of discourse thus links significa-
tion and intersubjectivity. The signifying
chain that forms relations between subjects
derives from the transindividual and sexu-
ated order of language.

In the later Lacanian epistemology,
‘knowledge’ is not only a relation of subject
to object but also, critically, a relation of
subject to subject. Lacan argues that dis-
courses represent different forms of the
social bond. The discourses that produce dif-
ferent forms of intersubjectivity also produce
different forms of knowledge. In this way,
the later Lacanian account of knowledge
moves between subjective and intersubjec-
tive structures. Because Lacan’s model

describes not only the relation of subject to
object but also the relation of subjects, dis-
courses of knowledge reveal the relation of
the knower to its others. The Lacanian model
thereby unfolds the epistemological relation
of knowing subject, signifier and known
object to include the relation of the knowing
subject to other subjects. The later Lacanian
epistemology is a model of knowledge as
social, in the sense that it is the product of the
discursive link between subjects.

For Lacan, the dominant modern discur-
sive link is the Discourse of the Master. This
discourse produces mastering knowledges,
which he identifies as those of the University
and of science (Lacan, 2007: 147). Like the
deconstructive feminist epistemological the-
ories, Lacan identifies science and university
discourses as producing forms of knowing
that seek to dominate and control their
objects. However, these modern discourses
of knowledge operate within the field of
sexual difference. If the dominant dis-
course of modernity is that of the Master,
this Master is a masculine subject that
exists in fraternal relations to other mascu-
line subjects (Campbell, 2004b). As femi-
nist thinkers such as Pateman and Irigaray
have shown, the modern social contract is
a sexuate contract, which presumes frater-
nal relations between masculine subjects
as social subjects and feminine subjects as
objects of exchange between them. As a
fraternal social bond, the modern Dis-
course of the Master produces ‘masculine’
forms of knowledges and knowing sub-
jects. How, then, might feminist knowl-
edges create other ways of knowing and
being?

FROM LACANIAN TO FEMINIST
DISCOURSE

To rewrite the modern fraternal discourses of
subjectivity and sociality requires a transfor-
mation of these fraternal models of knowl-
edge. This is the aim of the contemporary
reconstructive project of feminist epistemology.
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Braidotti points out new forms of feminist
knowledge ‘imply the transformation of the
very structures and images of thought, not just
the propositional content of the thoughts’
(Braidotti, 1992: 184). For Braidotti, develop-
ing feminist epistemologies involves not just
discovering new ideas (that is, new content)
but also creating new ways of understanding
the world (that is, new epistemologies). To use
Lacanian epistemology to undertake such a
reconstructive project involves reconfiguring it
through feminist politics and social theory,
since the feminist knowledges are both politi-
cal and social. This reframes the focus of our
epistemological investigation from Lacanian
discourse to feminist discourse.

The feminist idea that it is possible to
transform systems of thought and representa-
tion begins with the possibility that the exist-
ing socio-symbolic order does not know (or
represent) subjects or objects. For this reason,
a useful starting point for the transformation
of existing epistemic orders is considering
the limits of that order., Accordingly, femi-
nist transformations of existing ways of
knowing can begin with the articulation of
that which a phallocentric Symbolic order
does not represent. Taking this approach, |
begin to develop this psychoanalytic feminist
strategy by returning to the phantasies of
femininity in Confessions. This offers a help-
ful starting point for an examination of the
‘system of representation’ of “feminine’ (and
‘masculine’) identities and for the identifica-
tion of the gaps in these discourses of what it
is to be a woman (or a man).

In Confessions, Rebecca imagines herself
as ‘the girl in the green scarf’ — this is the girl
with bigger eyes, a more expensive haircut,
with better poise and added confidence. The
‘girl in the green scarf’ is a composite image,
made up of different signifiers of a particular
form of white feminine sexuality — large
eyes, luminous skin, glamorous hairstyle,
bodily poise, confident presentation and — of
course — the green scarf that she will buy
to make her into that woman. This is
what Angela McRobbie (following Judith
Butler and psychoanalyst Joan Riviere) calls

‘post-feminist masquerade as a mode of
feminine inscription, across the whole surface
of the body’ (McRobbie, 2009: 64). McRobbie
suggests that this contemporary form of fem-
ininity emerges as a new cultural dominant
because of the current challenges to the older
forms of patriarchal Symbolic order. She
points to an important remaking of feminini-
ties in contemporary capitalism, even as it
installs the white heterosexual subject as
norm. However, the feminine masquerade is
now also rearticulating ‘racialized’ feminini-
ties from the most recent ‘multi-cultural’
campaigns of Estee Lauder to the all ‘non-
white’ models of the Givenchy couture
collection (Butler, 2013). Lacanian psychoa-
nalysis helps to reveal how these ideas of
femininity (and their masculine counterpart)
do not escape from the phallocentric socio-
symbolic order. It insists that modern fraternal
discourses of the social contract emerge from
the collapse of the older paternal law of force
and authority. For this reason, these modern
discourses can be seen as representing a new
form of the phallic order, rather than as
superseding it (Campbell, 2004b). As such,
they are in actuality modern fraternal dis-
courses of identity, which still structure
subjectivity and sociality in terms of the
relations between masculine subjects and a
phallic social order that supports them.
These modern discourses can be under-
stood as producing imaginary identities.
These identities collapse phantasies of self
and the ‘idealizing capital | of identification’
(Lacan, 1986: 272). They fill social norms of
masculinity and femininity (the ideal) with
imaginary content (the phantasies of self). So,
for example, Rebecca imagines herself as the
woman she would like to be when she buys
her green scarf. This is her phantasy of what
it is to be a ‘woman’. Following Kaja Silver-
man (1992), these discourses of identity can
be called ‘social fictions’, because they are
dominant or hegemonic representations of
identity. For example, in the opening scene of
Confessions, Rebecca composes this norma-
tive feminine ‘self’ from and through each
clothing purchase. ‘Do what you want, what
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you want’ is the chorus that opens the scene
of Rebecca’s commodity seduction. What
lures her into the store is a material object: the
green scarf. The scarf is a real object that
glimmers with ‘something more’, and it is
this ‘something more’ that captures Rebecca’s
gaze. The scarf has become a psychic object,
an object that does not fulfill ‘real’ or material
needs but rather psychic desires. Or, as the
mannequin puts it, ‘who needs a scarf? wrap
some old jeans around your neck to keep
yourself warm ... the point about this scarf is
that it will become part of a definition of your
psyche’. The material object becomes a psy-
chic object through the co-ordinates of
Rebecca’s desire: that is, through her wish to
be her image of herself as the ‘girl in the
green scarf’. In this way, this object supports
Rebecca’s deepest attachments to the social
fictions of ‘femininity’ circulating in her
world of late capitalist consumption.

Social fictions produce an imagined self
that we fill with phantasies of who we would
like to be and images of who we imagine
ourselves to be. This self operates as an
imaginary object filled with phantasmic con-
tent (the imaginary a), as can be seen the
diagram below.

Social fictions:

s-5-5-5-s-S identity (imaginary a)

These social fictions are composed of
signifying elements (the chain of signifiers,
or s-s-s-s-s above). One signifier in this chain
(the dominant signifier, or S above) ‘names’
subjects in this hegemonic order. This is the
social norm of femininity, which is made
‘real’ to subjects through their phantasmic
attachments to this norm. This making ‘real’
of a signifier involves filling it with the
imaginary content of the ‘self” (‘identity’ in
the diagram above). While McRobbie
emphasizes masquerade as performance or
practice, a Lacanian account emphasizes the
deep attachment or ‘unconscious wish’ that
ties us to these performances, and the psychic
costs and pleasures that come with this
feminine phantasy. The performative account

assumes that the practices of feminine
masquerade make us into ‘feminine’ subjects,
whereas Lacanian psychoanalysis assumes
thatitis our attachmentto ideas of ‘femininity’
that give these practices meaning as markers
of sexual difference.

However, it is also important to under-
stand that the imaginary a of the self ‘stands
simultaneously for the imaginary phantasmic
lure/screen and for that which this lure is
obfuscating, for the void behind the lure’
(Zizek, 1998: 80). That “void behind the lure’
is the symbolic a, understood as that which
marks the excluded term of discourse, the
gap in (or void of) its symbolic structure.
This marks a place of structural impossibil-
ity: namely, that point at which the socio-
symbolic order is incomplete and lacking.

Social fictions therefore have imaginary
and symbolic registers, as can be seen in the
second diagram below:

Social fictions:

s-s-s-s-5-s imaginary identity | symbolic a

In this diagram, the symbolic a marks the
gap or lack in the socio-symbolic order that
the imaginary identity of ‘femininity’ veils
and conceals. In Confessions, when Rebecca
imagines she is the girl in the green scarf, her
phantasy of self covers the gap in this social
fiction. In this scene of wish fulfillment, the
green scarf will support Rebecca becoming
the ‘ideal” woman, which she is not and
cannot ever be. In Lacanian approach, there
is no ‘true’ feminine behind the masquerade,
for the masquerade of femininity is itself a
phantasy that we identify with.

In contrast, feminist discourses traverse
these phantasies of identities by insisting that
those social discourses found themselves
upon a repudiated term. This repudiated
other is the a, the excluded and necessary
term of that discourse. Feminist knowledges
link that excluded a to women. Social fic-
tions produce the realities of women’s lives
and bodies as a discursive category that can
only appear as a ‘gap’ or ‘lack’ in these dis-
courses of selves and their others. However,
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feminist politics permits the recognition of
this founding lack or excluded a term of
social fictions. This recognition of the sym-
bolic a of social fictions symbolizes this gap
or lack, so that it no longer functions as a
term which social discourse excludes. For
example, feminist analyses of the phantasy
of femininity presented by Confessions could
point to the exclusion of particular realities
of gendered and racialized identity from this
phantasy of femininity. These range from the
unequal distribution of wealth between
women and men (Rebecca is employed by
Luke) to the cost of this heteronormative
‘feminine’ identity (Rebecca gives up her
financial autonomy to gain a husband) to the
apparent exclusion of particular racialized
bodies from this ‘new femininity’ (Rebecca
lives in a white world). By developing these
critiques, feminist discourses can identify the
social fictions of gender and the reality of the
social experiences of women that those dis-
courses exclude.

Social fictions represent a fictional iden-
tity that excludes the complex and specific
social experiences of women from their rep-
resentation of these femininities. An example
of this operation can be seen in sexual differ-
ence. The operation of social fictions substi-
tutes an imaginary and fictional myth of ‘The
Woman’ for the complexity of women’s
social experience. Social fictions operate to
repudiate that reality, putting in its place cer-
tain fictional ways to be a female subject,
such as becoming ‘the girl in the green scarf’
of Confessions. Yet, at the same time, this
representation does not include Rebecca’s
actual body, which has physical existence
and functions. Like all romantic comedies,
Confessions ends with romance, not sex.
This is not to argue that ‘women’ do not exist
(either as fact or in discourse). Instead, social
fictions produce their social experiences as
the excluded of discourse, namely as its
repudiated a term.

This excluded a of social fictions is the
‘real” of women. Social fictions do not repre-
sent the ‘reality’ of women’s experience (an
experience of oppression and domination as

well as pleasure and desire), but rather provide
a representation of living under their reign.
That reality takes many forms: bodily, affective,
cultural, material and social. Social practices
produce that ‘reality’, which represents the
particular social relations experienced by
women because they are gendered subjects.
This formulation does not indicate that all
women have the same social experiences
because they are women, but rather that
sexuation inflects subjective formation and
experience. This experience is discursively
produced, since it is ‘specifically and materi-
ally engendered’ in social relations (Lauretis,
1988: 9-10). However, it is also produced by
social fictions as a category of social experi-
ence that is excluded from the hegemonic
order of representation.

Social fictions (and their exclusions) can be
traced to the operation of a fraternal phallic
socio-symbolic order that produces discourse
as discourse and the subject as subject. In
Lacanian terms, the production of the ‘real’ of
women as an excluded term of discourse is
linked to the impossibility of symbolically
representing women as such in a phallocentric
fraternal order. In feminist terms, this sym-
bolic economy renders ‘women’ as either the
phantasy of Fhe Woman (the unattainable
ideal of femininity, which is represented as
struck through because of its impossibility) or
as an excluded term (the gap or lack in the
hegemonic representation of femininities).
Following this approach, it becomes possible
to understand how feminist knowledges can
create new representations of this excluded
real of women in social fictions.

Unlike social fictions, feminist knowledges
represent the ‘real” of women as other than the
gap or lack within discourse. Rather, they sym-
bolize and reinscribe it into the discourses of
social fictions. This reinscription shifts the rela-
tion of signifying elements within the dis-
course, producing a new chain of signifiers.
This reinscription can produce a new discourse,
and thus a different representation of women.
For example, let us take the phantasy of the
workplace romance of Confessions. Luke
Brandon is Rebecca’s charming and handsome
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employer both when they first meet and fall in
love, and again when they become romanti-
cally involved at the end of the film. In contrast
to this benign phantasy, the reality is that over
50% of working women in Britain experience
sexual harassment as a problem in the work-
place (Unison, 2008). The discursive structure
of this social fiction can be seen below:

Social fictions:
s-s-s-5-5-5 identity | a

s-s-s-s-5-5 femininity |-sexuat-harassment

This diagram describes the operation of the
social fiction in which the phantasy of
romantic love between employer and
employee masks the reality of women’s
experience of sexual harassment in the
workplace. This experience appears as struck
through in the diagram because it is not
represented in the social fiction of femininity.

However, feminist activists such as Cath-
erine MacKinnon first named the reality of
workplace harassment as an actionable form
of sexual discrimination in the 1970s. The
next diagram illustrates the structure of this
feminist discourse:

Feminist discourse:

-s-s-s-s-5 femininity | sexual harassment

Feminist discourses name this experience
‘sexual harassment’ and resignify it not as the
flattering forms of male attention or attraction
imagined in the conventional images of
femininity but as a harmful form of sexual
discrimination. In this way, feminist discourses
signify this experience, rather than repudiate
it. Feminist discourse thereby articulates this
gendered social practice within the discourses
of social fictions. Firstly, it changes the
representation of that social practice by
creating a new signifier of the ‘real” of women
and secondly it reinscribes that signifier into
discourses of social fictions. The structure of
this discursive operation can be illustrated in
the following diagram:

Feminist discourses:
‘real’ of women => S => s5-5-5-5-5-5

By moving through the phantasy of femininity
and naming the ‘real’ of women that is absent
in social fictions, feminist knowledges can
operate as transformative discursive practices.
If discourse produces both social subjects and
the relation between them, then creating new
discourses produces different subjects and
social relations. If social fictions produce
racialized and sexualized subjects, then
feminist discourses permit the articulation of
new discourses of subjects and their relations.
Feminist knowledges can operate as radical
discourses of subjectivity and intersubjectivity
because they produce new discourses of how
to be subjects and also how to exist in relation
to other subjects.

FEMINIST DISCOURSES AND
COMMUNITIES

The production of these feminist knowledges
is not singular, but plural. These knowledges
are formed both by the relation of knowing
subjects to other knowing subjects and by
their collective relationship to the values of
feminist politics. Feminist knowledges are
not based upon the knowledge possessed by
an autonomous knower. Rather, the epis-
temic positions of feminist knowers are col-
lective. Elissa Marder argues that ‘when one
“speaks as a feminist”, in the name of the
feminist project, one must say “we”” (Marder,
1992: 163). If to speak as a feminist is to
speak as a member of a political collective
project, then it is also to speak in a relation to
other feminists. It involves shifting from
being an individual political subject to being
a member of collective feminist movements.

Whatever content is given to the term, a
commitment to feminist politics marks its
subject. Identification with feminist politics
forms the subject as a speaking subject in
feminist discourse and as having a relation to
other members of a political movement. This
series of secondary identifications with femi-
nist politics (or people) as ideal objects, and
with other members of the collective move-
ment, produces this subjective position.
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These political identifications produce inter-
subjective and collective relations. They
involve affective, imaginary and symbolic
identifications, which construct the relation
between subjects of feminist movements.
These can involve affective identification
with other women, imaginary identification
with other members of collective feminist
movements and symbolic identification with
feminist politics (Campbell, 2004b).

With this formulation of the collectively
produced position of feminist knowers,
Lorraine Code’s and Helen Longino’s descrip-
tions of epistemic communities become very
useful for understanding the production of
feminist knowledge. In particular, their
respective concepts of ‘epistemic responsibil-
ity’ and ‘epistemic accountability” permit us
to understand how feminist movements func-
tion as epistemic communities that negotiate
cognitive goals and practices. In these nego-
tiations, the knowing subject is responsible
and accountable to feminist politics. The
knower negotiates her responsibility and
accountability within feminist discourses, so
that feminist knowledges are contingent upon
the relations between subjects and the dialogue
between them. However, those dialogues are
themselves produced in relation to a feminist
politics. Each knowledge-claim describes not
only a relation between members of the
political movement but also their relation to
feminist politics.

This structure of feminist epistemic com-
munities charges knowers with an accounta-
bility to, and responsibility for, other subjects
and feminist politics. The relations between
these subjects, and in turn their relation to a
feminist politics, constitute these epistemic
communities, thereby structuring the negoti-
ations of feminist knowledges by the criteria
of responsibility and accountability. In this
operation of the feminist epistemic commu-
nity, knowers are accountable to feminist
politics and ethically responsible to others.
The knowledges that emerge in the dialogue
between these subjects therefore are never
simply (or only) epistemological. They are
also political in their production in relation to

feminist ideals and ethical in their constitu-
tion in intersubjective relations. This does not
mean that these knowledges are necessarily
or inevitably satisfactory by political and
ethical criteria. They are not, as evidenced by
the racist and classist knowledges which
some feminists produce. However, the
explicit construction of feminist knowledges
as accountable to feminist politics and as
ethically responsible to others entails that
political and ethical values become part of
epistemic practice. The production and defi-
nition of the terms ‘feminist’ and *“politics’
are continually negotiated because ‘feminist
thinking has paradoxically defined itself in
response to those questions of who or what’
(Marder, 1992: 149). This ongoing process
negotiates and renegotiates who is named by
the term and what such a naming implies.

With this understanding of feminist epis-
temic communities it becomes possible to
identify how feminist discourses articulate
those intersubjective relations. These dis-
courses can be seen as representing a sym-
bolic exchange with other subjects identifying
with “feminist politics’. This symbolic rela-
tion between the subjects and the communi-
ties that comprise feminist movements pro-
duces feminist discourse. Code characterizes
knowledge-claims in epistemic communities
as ‘forms of address, speech acts, moments in
a dialogue that assume and indeed rely on
the participation of (an)other subject(s), a
conversational group’ (Code, 1991: 121). Fol-
lowing this description, feminist knowledges
are forms of address to feminist communities
and speech acts within their discourses. Fem-
inist knowledges can be characterized as
dialogues with other politically committed
subjects that are formed by the ‘conversational
groups’ in feminist movements. Feminist dis-
courses represent these dialogues between
subjects identifying with feminist politics.
These dialogues are therefore intergenera-
tional and transnational, like the feminist
movements that form them. For this reason,
we can understand the political movements of
feminism as constituting feminist epistemic
communities.
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FEMINIST COMMUNITIES OF
KNOWLEDGE

In this approach, feminist knowledges can be
seen as the epistemic claims that the discur-
sive exchanges of feminist epistemic com-
munities produce. This reformulates those
knowledges as discursive practices that these
communities of knowers constitute.
Accordingly, they form a medium of relation
between members of the feminist movement.
Feminist knowledges do not simply consist
of passive propositions with which all know-
ers agree. Rather, they function as the prac-
tices by which knowing subjects engage in
symbolic exchange. Through these practices,
knowers create and exchange new signifiers
of selves and others. This is an epistemologi-
cal model in which knowers participate in
discursive exchange and are able to recog-
nize each other as speaking subjects. It char-
acterizes feminist knowledges as discourses
that articulate the symbolic relation between
feminist subjects as a new representation of
selves and others.

In these discursive practices forms of
feminist subjectivity and collectivity are con-
stantly (re)negotiated in the consensus and
dissent of feminist movements. The dialogic
structure of feminist epistemic communities
constitutes the productivity of feminist
knowledges, since the negotiation of political
forms of subjectivity and intersubjectivity
grounds their continual articulation and
rearticulation. In this way, feminist epistemic
communities give content to the ideas of
“feminist politics” and ‘feminist movement’,
since they define those terms in that given
moment.

This description of feminist knowledges
characterizes them as discursive practices
negotiated in the feminist movement. Femi-
nist knowledges are therefore provisional,
insofar as they are contingent upon their
moment of production, and also strategic,
because they are conditional upon the defini-
tion of the aims of the feminist movements of
their time. They also have a particular ethical
and political form. Their production by a

knower who is accountable and responsible
to others gives them an ethical structure, and
her relation to feminism gives them a politi-
cal structure.

This accountability and responsibility also
challenges feminist knowers to acknowledge
and address the social, discursive and mate-
rial inequalities that constitute epistemic
communities. If epistemic communities
construct knowledges, social relations also
produce those communities. So the social,
material and epistemic practices that repro-
duce inequitable social relations also form
feminist epistemic communities. For this
reason, Spivak insists in her early exchange
with Rose that feminist epistemological
questions must engage with the ‘disenfran-
chised woman who is historically different
from ourselves, the subjects of feminist the-
ory, and yet acknowledge that she has the
right to the construction of a subject-effect of
sovereignty in the narrow sense’ (Spivak,
1989: 216). Feminist knowers have developed
a number of material and epistemic practices
that attempt to resist the reproduction of the
existing social relations that position women
as other than speaking subjects. Those prac-
tices, including equity of access, a politically
aware use of language, redistribution of
resources and non-hierarchical relations,
actively work to construct democratic epis-
temic communities. As Spivak suggests,
these practices at their most profound level
must also involve the creation of new epis-
temic models. The ongoing challenge for
third wave feminist epistemologies is to
ensure that the constitution of epistemic
communities is always a political and ethical
act that constructs all women as speaking
rather than silent subjects.

FEMINIST DISCOURSE AS A NEW
SOCIAL BOND

Feminist knowledges can thus represent new
discourses of subjectivity and intersubjectivity.
Unlike social fictions, these discourses do
not represent social relations between men
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but instead social relations between women
as speaking subjects. In these discourses, the
subject enters discursive relation to other
women (rather than becoming part of the
social exchange of women ‘on the market’,
as Irigaray puts it). These symbolic relations
between women form feminist discourses
and permit the symbolization of new inter-
subjective relations. In turn, this symboliza-
tion produces new signifiers of feminism,
which, when inserted into its existing signi-
fying chains, can produce different dis-
courses. Ultimately, these discourses can
symbolize new social relationships between
men and women, as well as between men
because they articulate new forms of subjects
and social relations. This symbolization of
new social bonds can become the basis for
the reworking of the socio-symbolic order of
social fictions.

So, rather than succumbing to post-feminist
melancholia by falling into a depressive posi-
tion in which the socio-symbolic says all and
nothing of women, feminist discourse
‘bring[s] about new forms of representation
and definition of the female subject’ in order
to produce new symbolic and social forms
(Braidotti, 1992: 182). Feminist discourses
can resignify existing social discourses
through their representation of the ‘real’ of
women, and so produce new discourses of
what it means ‘to be’ a subject. In this way,
feminist knowledges build new discourses of
subjectivity and, in particular, of female
subjectivity.

In this model, feminist discourse symbol-
izes the relation between feminist subjects. It
functions as the material of that relation, and
hence as its mediation. Feminist epistemic
communities produce this discursive tie,
which articulates a relation between women.
Crucially, feminist discourse symbolizes
these intersubjective relations between
women in terms of feminist politics. They
articulate a relation between women as
speaking subjects. In Irigaray’s terms, femi-
nist discourse constructs a female sociality in
its symbolization of a horizontal relation
between women — ‘les femmes entres elles’.

By doing so, feminist discourses can produce
a social contract between female subjects,
and hence a new discursive social bond.
However, it is crucial to recognize that the
ethical and political practices of feminism
are integral to the construction of that social
bond. Unlike other discourses, such as the
social fictions of the fraternal social contract,
feminist discourses articulate the relation
between subjects as ethical and political
practices. Ethical relations to other women
and commitments to feminist politics form
the intersubjective relations of feminist sub-
jects. This does not entail that the relation
between feminist subjects is necessarily ethi-
cal or political, but that commitments to
feminist politics construct those relations in
terms of ethical and political values. If dis-
course articulates social bonds, then feminist
discourses articulate different forms of social
bonds because they build new ethical and
political representations of social relation-
ships. This new social bond does not posit
women as objects of exchange, but rather as
social subjects. They become speaking sub-
jects and, accordingly, subjects within the
social order. This new socio-symbolic con-
tract represents women as knowers, as the
makers and users of signs. This opens the
possibility that feminist discourses can create
original epistemological models, and that.
these new epistemologies can serve as the
basis for the creation of alternative and better
ways to know our selves and our others.

FROM POST-FEMINIST DISCONTENTS
TO FEMINIST DISCOURSES

If the terms of the new sexual contract promise
that women can enter the economic exchange
of objects in consumer capitalism, feminist
psychoanalytic theory reveals that they do so
as sexuated subjects, and that the sexual terms
of the sexual contract remain unchanged. It
illuminates how the new sexual contract offers
two different forms of exchange, structured
through different social fictions of feminini-
ties. The first is the conventional path of
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Rebecca, which involves heterosexual monog-
amy (and of course ultimately marriage and
children). The price to be paid for this is her
economic freedom, for she becomes an
employee of Luke. It is this path that the ‘have
it all’ generation is now suffering. The second
path is that of the new oppressive hypersexual-
ized femininities, in which women ‘make sex
objects of other women and of themselves’
(Levy, 2006). It is this second path that has
become increasingly visible to young women.
This ‘raunch culture’ is an intensification of
the sexual competition of “‘women on the mar-
ket’. This is visible in Confessions in the char-
acter of blonde and leggy Alicia, Rebecca’s
sexual competition for Luke’s affection, and
who is introduced to the businessman as a
Finnish prostitute in the final scene. Both posi-
tions enact the normative femininities that cir-
culate through this socio-symbolic order. This
psychoanalytic perspective helps to identify
the costs of any new (fraternal) sexual contract
that is supported by the phantasmic social fic-
tion of Fhe Woman, and how the ‘problem’ of
femininity is also the problem of masculinity
in this social order.

What, then, do women want? In McRobbie’s
diagnosis of the new sexual contract, she
argues that the ‘sexual contract on the global
state is most clearly marked out in the world
editions of young women’s magazines’ such
as Grazia (McRobbie, 2009: 59). In a recent
edition, columnist Tanya Gold (2013) com-
ments that ‘we need to recognize that we
have had a sexual and consumer revolution,
but that that’s not equality’. In actuality, we
have not yet had a feminist revolution in
which Rebecca wants more than a green
scarf and a rich hushand. A feminist psycho-
analytic approach can help to understand the
operation of these social fictions of feminin-
ity and the pleasures and pains of these
‘feminine’ desires. However, it also reveals
that the operation of feminist knowledges
can intervene in these discourses, and how
these knowledges can symbolize more liber-
ating forms of what women might want. This
symbolization of new sexualities, subjects
and social relations remains both the most

radical promise and the most difficult task
for third wave feminist epistemologies in
these times of neoliberal politics and con-
sumer cultures.

NOTES

1 www.imdb.com/title/tt1093908/, accessed 20
March 2014.

2 www.boxoffice.com/statistics/movies/confes-
sions-of-a-shopaholic-2009, accessed 20 March
2014.

3 www.sophiekinsella.co.uk/books/shopaholic-
series/, accessed 20 March 2014.
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Entangled Subjects: Feminism,
Religion and the Obligation

The ethical necessity of being attuned to
historical and cultural specificity, of carefully
calibrating difference as the ground for politi-
cal enunciation, has for feminism become a
settled proposition. Very little feminist analy-
sis now proceeds without first acknowledging
and tracing the intricate socio-cultural inter-
sections that inaugurate and constitute its
political itineraries. It is surprising, therefore,
that religious difference appears to signal a
certain intractability in the feminist venera-
tion of intersectionality, seeming to exist
beyond the borders of feminist obligations to
alterity. Whether in arguments regarding the
ordination of female clergy, the veiling of
Muslim women or reproductive rights, to
name but the most prominent arenas in which
the apparently inimical nature of the relation-
ship between religion and feminism is staged,
‘religion” and religious allegiance are attrib-
uted the status of cause of oppression rather
than source of emancipatory insight.

Implicit in the assumption that equates reli-
gion with the oppression of women is an
uneasy question that haunts feminist thought:

to Alterity

Sfan Hawthorne

why do women persist in perpetuating and
cooperating with traditions and systems that
are allegedly detrimental to their well being?
Put differently, why do so many women
remain committed to their religious identities
when virtually all religious traditions either
deny them coeval status with men, limit their
access to authority or circumscribe their
opportunities to forge lives as individuals in
their own right?* The dominance of female
participation in religion is now well docu-
mented. Women are more likely to have a
strong interest in and commitment to religion
than men (Argyle and Beit-Hallahmi, 1975;
Bensen etal., 1989; Lenski, 1953; Sasaki, 1979;
Yinger, 1970); they attend places of worship
in greater numbers and more frequently than
men (Batson et al., 1993; Cornwall, 1989;
Moberg, 1962);? their religious allegiance is
more likely to remain constant over the course
of their lifetime, regardless of the type of reli-
gious tradition to which they are committed
(Cornwall, 1989; Glock et al., 1967; Stark and
Bainbridge, 1985). Theories that assert the
inevitable secularization of Western societies
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in the aftermath of the post-Enlightenment
division of Church and state have thus had to
be tempered when confronted by the specific-
ity of women’s persistent religiosity. Feminist
anxiety around women’s religious allegiances
is at the same time inflected by the awkward-
ness inherent in assuming that these are a sign
of their falling prey to ‘false consciousness’
which not only denies women’s agency and
casts them as unknowing dupes of a super-
structure, but contradicts the conventional
feminist insight that female experience (and
articulations of that experience) is a legitimate
hermeneutic lens. What might the data regard-
ing female participation in religion say, there-
fore, to feminism’s secular liberal assump-
tions and allegiances?

The data taken alone suggest the need for a
more complicated, certainly richer feminist
account of religion that resists the temptation
to set up religion and feminism as an inevita-
bly dialectic pairing. A necessary preliminary
step on the way to developing such an
account might be to plot a detailed genealogy
for the antagonistic attitude towards religion
among (mostly Western) feminists in, at the
very least, the liberal tradition. While clearly
an enterprise that goes well beyond the scope
of this chapter, | want here, by way of a pro-
legomenon to such a project, to suggest three
areas that would profit from closer examina-
tion and to reflect briefly on the implications
these might have for the ways in which femi-
nism could reconfigure its relationship to
‘religion’ as both an epistemic category and
an ontological identity marker; indeed, to
suggest that ‘religion’ should rather be under-
stood by feminists to constitute an entangled
set of epistemological and ontological commit-
ments. Firstly, it is necessary to remember
how religion was taken up as an emancipa-
tory resource in early feminist history and to
encourage familiarity with the subsequent
wide-ranging and intensive intellectual work
undertaken by feminists within confessional
and religious studies contexts. There is a vast
amount of scholarship in the area, although,
as Ursula King has noted, the invisibility
of religious studies within feminist and

women’s studies curricula and anthologies is
marked (King, 1990: 275; 1995: 219-20).
While this marginalization can be attributed
to the prevalent assumption among feminists
that religion has little to offer women, the
extent of the literature in the field as well as
the many methodological innovations that
feminists’ engagement with religion represent
require that a responsible feminism should
become more religiously literate. Secondly,
the discursive implications of the unreflexive
alignment of feminism with secularism both
historically and in the contemporary frame of
post-secularism must be unravelled in order
to trace the extent to which secularism as the
doxa of modernity required the privatization
or domestication of religion in order to found
its own claims. Feminists are more keenly
aware than most of the politics and gendered
nature of privatization and thus need to exer-
cise more caution when accepting a secular
account of religion that demands its confine-
ment to the private sphere. Thirdly, in order to
avoid a repetition of a colonialist procedure
of divide and rule, feminists should familiar-
ize themselves with the current academic
reassessment of the semantic adequacy of the
taxon ‘religion’. This work has sought to
recall both religio’s ethnocentric provenance
and the political effects of its imperialist
translation beyond the borders of its Euro-
pean origins such that it simultaneously
assumed the character of a universalizable
phenomenon and became a sign of epistemic
inferiority. A failure by feminists to come to
terms with these various practices of religion-
making runs the risk of repeating that colonial
move which made of religion a figure of
abjected alterity in order to assert its own
progressive character and to masquerade as a
‘civilizing” mission.

GENEALOGIES OF RELIGION: THE
FRATERNITY OF SECULARISM AND
COLONIALISM

Eduardo Mendieta has suggested that ‘How
the West allegedly became secular is a story
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not just about the containment of religion
within the West, but also a story about what
distinguishes the West from the rest’
(Mendieta, 2009: 236). Insofar as the femi-
nist relationship to religion is figured as
inimical, it is feminism’s own alliances to
secularity that implicate it in this epistemic
and geopolitical underpinning of Western
self-understanding. Here | want to outline
briefly the operationalization of ‘religion’
under the dual signs of secularism and colo-
nial knowledge formations in order to track
the risks that this genealogy might pose for
feminist negations or occlusions of religious
difference.

The Enlightenment master narrative of
reason as both the foundation and pinnacle of
‘civilization’ relied on the notion that reason
had conquered or contained religion. The
taxon ‘religion’, inasmuch as it carried a
simultaneously temporal and spatial valuation,
operated as a negative epistemological signi-
fier in a series of conceptual dichotomies —
public/private, secular/religious, state/religion,
West/East — that were fundamental to the
self-understanding of European modernity
and thus were foundational to post-Enlighten-
ment Western ontology. For Daniel Dubuis-
son, the historian and anthropologist of reli-
gion, the category of religion was absolutely
fundamental for the creation and nourishment
of the idea of the Occident as world-historical
vanguard:

Created by the West, enshrined in Western
epistemology, and central to its identity, the
concept of religion eventually came to be the core
of the Western worldview. Since this notion is
intrinsically linked to all the philosophies,
complementary or competing, that have been
invented in the West, the West cannot, at the risk
of its own disintegration, do without it, because
these global conceptions would then decompose
into scattered or juxtaposed fragments .... Would
not abandoning the idea of religion be the
equivalent for Western thought of abdicating part
of its intellectual hegemony over the world?
(Dubuisson, 2003: 94)

Modemnity as the age of reason required a
contrastive foil that would ordain, necessitate

and justify its doctrine of progress; the West
could point to its defeat of superstition and to
its elevation of reason as the means by which
ithad achieved the triumphs of industrialization.
By asserting a distance from religion, from the
atavism, and irrationality religion was taken to
represent, the West was, moreover, able to
distinguish itself philosophically, materially
and thus hierarchically from those societies
and cultures it set out to subjugate. However,
Dubuisson here hints not only at the role that
conceptions of religion played in securing the
West as the best, so to speak, but also at the
religious origins of secular modernity. One of
the seemingly founding gestures of the
Enlightenment, the assertion of the human
individual as autonomous, rational and interior,
was in fact unthinkable without the splenetic
programme of the Protestant Reformation. The
Reformation initiated a slow revolution in
which previously unassailable articles of faith,
particularly the locus of truth, were challenged
and reconceived. Accessible vernacular
translations of the Christian scriptures were
substituted for the mediating authority of the
clergy such that interpretive responsibility now
lay with the individual. State religion replaced
global Catholicism, thus shifting the balance of
power towards the nation state. The full
implications of the principle of an individual’s
autonomous judgment in matters of religion
were slowly to be realized in the Enlightenment
elevation of human reason. As the centre of
gravity shifted from the mediating role of the
clerical elite to the individual as arbiter of
salvation, it was simply a matter of time before
the emphasis on human autonomy in
relationship to the divine proceeded to a new
examination and then a final rejection of the
foundational veracity of the Christian faith.
Religion no longer warranted a privileged
place in the public sphere; it was stripped of its
historical role as arbiter in those public
institutions that were now to legislate truth and
power. The state began increasingly to take
over the roles that the church had historically
played — providing education, healthcare and
welfare — and religion was gradually confined
to the private sphere, domesticated as a matter
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fortheindividual’sconscience. The privatization
of religion constituted its demotion from having
permeated every aspect of life to now being
reduced to a mere dimension, segregated from
the realms of the political, economic and
intellectual. It is worth noticing the gendered
dynamics of this redistribution. Aune et al.
point to the masculinized character of secular
modernity when they note that its

core characteristics ... — rationalization, separation
of church and state, bureaucratization,
industrialization, capitalism — were mainly driven
forward in the public arena by men. The division
of women and men into ‘separate spheres’,
coupled with the privatization of religion as it lost
its social influence, feminized religion, connecting
it with women’s activities in the private sphere.
(Aune et al., 2008: 5)

With the spatial distillation of religion to the
private sphere in the service of secularism,
temporality was also redistributed in the
Western imaginary, affecting a different
division of space directed at constructing the
‘West” as separate from and superior to the
‘East’: conceived of as sequential and
inexorable, secularism was understood to
mark a teleological movement from a primitive
reliance on the erroneous reasoning that
religion represented to the civilized and
civilizing present secured by the exercise of
rationality. In the aftermath of the
Enlightenment, the use of the term ‘religion’
to classify worldviews at odds with secular
modernity indicated an a priori clear division
between fact and fiction, truth and falsehood,
superstition and reason, past and present and,
most significantly, ‘us” and ‘them’. Thus, the
mobilizing narratives of Western secularism —
the autonomous subject, the conquest of
religion and the rise of scientific empiricism as
conveyor of truth — carried with them what
Mendieta refers to as the ‘colonial and imperial
underside of modernity’ (Mendieta, 2009:
238). ‘Religion’ once more played a pivotal
role in orienting Western ontology inasmuch
as it enabled a distinction to be conjured
between the enlightened nature of European
modernity and the ‘religious’, thus erroneous,

primitive and degenerate, worldviews of the
colonized populations. The contrastive
function of ‘religion’ served as the ground of
possibility for the colonial imaginary: that of
the European duty to civilize.

What is often forgotten is the extent to
which ‘religion” was an ethnocentric and nor-
mative descriptor; the contemporary common-
sense assumption of religion’s universality
obscures the history of its production and its
subsequent violent inscription on cultural
practices, traditions and conceptual schemas
quite alien to the specificity of its European
provenance. The representation of non-
Western traditions and worldviews as ‘reli-
gions’ interpellated them into a highly pro-
vincialized debate that not only restricted
their possible modes of articulation and sig-
nification but also predetermined their recep-
tion and dissemination. Thus, to use the term
‘religion’ to refer to non-Western traditions is
to subject them to an epistemic and conceptual
regime that always already marks them as
inferior and mistakenly assumes a shared ref-
erentiality, that of the agonistic dichotomiza-
tion of the religious and the secular character-
istic of post-Enlightenment European history.
The West’s struggles to overcome religion
were struggles to overcome Christianity and
Christianity was the primogenitive model in
the identification and analysis of those tradi-
tions we now understand as religious. The
effect of taking Christianity as a prototype of
religion has meant that the parameters for
what counts as religion — and who must be
marked as religious — are determined on the
extent to which a tradition or practice can be
seen to conform to the Christian model
wherein belief in a transcendent deity is an
essential feature. As Donald Lopez has
noted, ‘Belief appears as a universalist cate-
gory because of the universalist claims of the
tradition in which it became most central,
Christianity. Other religions have made uni-
versalist claims, but Christianity was allied
with political power, which made it possible
to transport its belief to all corners of the
globe’ (Lopez 1998: 33). In the context of
the colonial imposition of the Christian



118 THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF FEMINIST THEORY

prototype, it should be noted that performative
praxis or kinship networks, rather than creedal
belief, were far more often the basis for par-
ticipation in those non-Christian traditions
that were translated as ‘religious’. Moreover,
the modern Western tendency to privilege
belief as the essence of religiosity is precisely
a repetition of the Enlightenment privatization
of the religious, wherein it is wholly separated
from the public realm of the political: an
emphasis on belief stresses the internal, personal
dimensions of a creedal idiom and implies that
all other spheres of human activity — political,
cultural, intellectual or economic — are protected
from the menacing cognitive modalities that
bear the signature of the ‘religious’. This seg-
regation not only marginalizes and disarms
the significance of the religious sphere for
debates in the public domain which it none-
theless structures and originates, it also
effectively protects all ‘religious’ traditions
from public scrutiny and criticism in the
marketplace of ideas.

Similar to the privileging of belief has
been the assumption of the centrality of a
canonical textual tradition when categorizing
the ‘religious’. As Richard King has argued
in the context of the colonial translation of
‘religion” into the South Asian context,

‘religion” and the related group of concepts and
orientations that cluster around it ... functioned
as prescriptive models or blueprints ... . This is no
more apparent than in the tendency in both
colonial narratives and indigenous South Asian
responses to locate ‘authentic religiosity’ within
the sacred texts of a tradition and in the
interpretation of prescriptive statements within
those texts as descriptive accounts of historical
truth. (King, 2011: 45)

Here King draws attention to the residual
aftermath of the colonial imposition of a
highly Christianized understanding of religion.
Inasmuch as India can serve as a representative
case, the translation of the — by now — obscurely
Christianized ‘religio’ into the rich and layered
discursivity of subcontinental Asia reduced
its heterogeneity into a crude homogeneity
which could then be divided on the basis of
presumed differences in doctrine derived from

constructed textual traditions into discrete
units — Hindu, Muslim, Sikh, Jaina, Parsi and
S0 on — indirectly enabling the colonial policy
of divide and rule. The various colonial
demands for the collation of texts as the locus
of religiosity — reflecting, it should be noted,
the Protestant preference for literacy — had the
further effect of sanctioning and sacralizing
high-caste Brahmanical representations of
social order and conservative gender valuations.
Thus the prescriptive character of ‘religion’, its
differentiation from the secular embedded
within colonial knowledge production and its
fabrication of distinct textual traditions gave
rise to a number of new creations: ‘Hinduism’,
a term coined by the British evangelical Charles
Grant, who advocated a robust programme of
Christianization in the 1770s, and, in the
1820s, ‘Buddhism’ and ‘Taoism’ (King, 2011:
45). It is not too much of an exaggeration to
suggest that these were colonial inventions
insofar as their codification as religions did not
describe some pre-existent unity but rather
was a deliberate act of assemblage and of
translation of diverse elements into a seemingly
coherent whole on the model of Christianity.
Notable is the fact that these designations were
subsequently adopted by colonized societies in
their efforts to exhibit their ‘modernity’ — that
is, to operationalize a division between the
religious and the secular elements of society —
in order to prove the case for their independence
from colonial rule. In order to undertake such
a performance, religion had to be both invented
and embraced as a marker of national or
cultural distinction.*

However, even if ‘religion’ is a colonial
invention shaped by and for modernity, it
cannot now be a question of refusing its use.
To do so would be to deny its other life, one
where it operates strategically as a source of
valued and collective identification — where
its ontological dimensions take priority over
its epistemological function — and as a work
of active (re)translation and resistance within
a post-colonial framework where social cate-
gories are remade and put to work. That
‘religion’ has become an identity marker as
well as an intellectual category demands that
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our focus cannot merely be concerned with
epistemological reflection; it must also nece-
ssarily be directed towards the ontological
dimensions of category formation: to people,
their valuations and inscriptions, and to our
own subjectivities as they are constructed in
and outside, against and in complicity with
the colonial and secular domains. Religion is
thus no longer merely a semantic marker of
inferiority or of difference. In a post-colonial
context it may become a sign of hybridity in
that, while it certainly carries with it the his-
tory of its invention, it also charts a series of
strategic appropriations. Does not the cri-
tique of the colonial invention or imposition
of ‘religion’ deny and ignore the creative,
transformative and resistant nature of the
post-colonial condition?

Homi Bhabha (2004: 101, 121-4) has
certainly suggested, for example, a model-
ling of hybridity as resistance to colonial
authority by the colonized through the
unlikely power and machinations of mim-
icry. ‘Resistance’ in the context of colonial
encounters, Bhabha explains, “is not neces-
sarily an oppositional act of political inten-
tion, nor is it the simple negation or exclu-
sion of the “content” of another culture, as a
difference once perceived. It is the effect of
an ambivalence produced with the rules of
recognition of dominating discourses’
(Bhabha, 2004: 110). The appropriation of
‘religion’ as an identity term entangled with
epistemic contingencies, whose content is
remade in the very act of its appropriation,
opens up ways of seeing how colonized
populations were not merely hapless vic-
tims but were creative in their resistance
and re-employment of the values and
inscriptions of the European metropole such
that it was also acted upon, remade and sub-
verted. The ambivalence effected in the
identity term — religion — and the conse-
quent resistance to its forceful imposition in
the encounter between the colonizer and the
colonized, is exemplified for Bhabha in an
early nineteenth-century missionary register
which reports the encounter of Anund
Messeh, an Indian missionary, who meets

with a large assembly of Indian converts to
Christianity near Delhi:

He found about 500 people, men, women and
children ... in reading and conversation. He went
up to an elderly looking man ... ‘Pray, who are all
these people? And whence come they?’ "We are
poor and lowly, and we read and love this book’ ...
. Anund, on opening the book, perceived it to be
the Gospel of our Lord, translated into the
Hindoostanee Tongue ... These books’, said Anund,
‘teach the religion of the European Sahibs. It is
THEIR book; and they printed it in our language,
for our use’. ‘Ah! no’, replied the stranger, ‘that
cannot be for they eat flesh” ... . [Anund] explained
to them the nature of the Sacrament and of
Baptism; in answer to which they replied, ‘We are
willing to be baptized, but we will never take the
Sacrament ... because the Europeans eat cow’s
flesh’. (in Bhabha, 2004: 102-4)

Bhabha understands the tale to epitomize a
form of native subversion of the terms of
the colonizing religion; the Indian converts,
while apparently prepared to adopt some
aspects of Christianity, are not willing to do
so wholesale: they have allegiances to certain
cultural practices that they will not renounce.
As Bhabha puts it, ‘in embracing the Christian
religion they never entirely renounce their
superstitions towards which they always
keep a secret bent” (2004: 121). According
to Bhabha, the native Indian embrace of the
Christian faith via hybrid demands, as
depicted in this case, must be read as a
subversion of the imposed faith, constituting
a form of resistance that is arguably more
forceful than a straightforward repudiation
because it is in the resistance constituted as
hybridity and mimicry that the colonizing
idiom is remade and undone. Christianity is,
as a consequence, particularized and
subordinated to a local idiom, with the
result that its status as a stable, universal
referent is subverted. The identity term of
the colonizer that is out to suppress and
eliminate the difference represented by the
colonized, is subtly transformed and
undermined in the process. Hybridity that
marks the case achieves the displacement of
the Gospel, ‘the English book’, and with it,
colonial conceptuality. As Bhabha suggests,



120 THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF FEMINIST THEORY

‘If the appearance of the English book is
read as a production of colonial hybridity,
then it no longer simply commands
authority. It gives rise [instead] to a series of
questions of authority’ (2004: 113).

Might we not then read women’s persis-
tent religiosity as a sign of subversive mim-
icry, and women’s investments in religion as
a kind of hybridity that parallels native resist-
ance to the colonial imposition of a Christian
model of religion? Feminist scholarship in
the field of religious studies has tended to
suggest such a reading. Margaret Suchocki,
for example, has suggested an equivalence
between the colonialist practice of religion-
making in the image of Christianity and
androcentrism, suggesting that *Absolutizing
one religion such that it becomes normative
for all others is a dynamic with clear parallels
to sexism, whereby one gender is established
as the norm for human existence. Therefore
the critique of gender can be extended as a
critiqgue of religious imperialism’ (1989:
150). Similarly, Morny Joy has argued that
‘the process of “othering” that has been
inflicted by dominant Western values is simi-
lar to the way women ... have been judged
and found wanting according to prevailing
standards of masculinity and/or rationality’
(2001: 178). However, the metaphorical
extension of concepts related to the historical
fact of European colonization in order to
exemplify the alterity and exploitation of
women employs a series of problematic
assumptions — not least that all colonialism
operates in the same way and towards the
same ends — which result not only in the eli-
sion of the specific historicity of the European
colonial period but suggest that all women
share a similar experience of gender oppres-
sion assessed predominantly in the terms
prescribed by Anglo-American feminism
(Mohanty, 1991: 52).

How, then, might feminists both frame
and engage with the simultaneous clarity
and ambivalence that marks ‘religious’
women’s articulation of their political posi-
tioning and choices such that we are attuned
to the complexity and entangled nature of

category formations, political enunciations,
material conditions and subjective identifi-
cations? How are we to think about the use
of categories such as ‘religion’ and the
‘secular’ in the work we do and the lives that
women live? How are we to negotiate the
potential conflict or divided nature of these
categories among themselves, let alone
between them? Part of the answer lies, |
think, in the need for feminists to attend to
the ethnocentrism of their understandings of
religion such that women’s persistent religi-
osity might be seen to articulate a critique of
the secular frame of feminism as a conse-
quence of the historical facticity of colonial-
isms and their afterlives. These colonial
histories have formed the present for all of
us, however differentiated our relations to
those histories might be, and they thus
remain the place from which the relationship
between feminism and religion must be (re)
thought. The Indian feminist Uma Narayan,
addressing the agonistic encounters between
Western and non-Western feminists, has
argued that:

Colonial history is the terrain where the project of
‘Western’ culture’s self-definition became a
project heavily dependent upon its ‘difference’
from its ‘Others’ both internal and external. The
contemporary self-definitions of many Third-
World cultures and communities are also in
profound ways political responses to this history.
Working together to develop a rich feminist
account of this history that divides and connects
us might well provide Western and Third-World
feminists [with] some difficult but interesting
common ground, and be a project that is crucial
and central to any truly ‘international’ feminist
politics. (Narayan, 1997: 80)

Narayan’s argument here implies that
‘Western’ feminist efforts of self-definition,
for example as ‘secular’ as opposed to
‘religious’, are also profoundly ‘political
responses to this history’, an analysis that
corresponds to the Western history of
‘religion’-making | have, albeit cursorily,
tracked above. Might we then read the
feminist preoccupation with religion as a site
of oppression and its elision of religious sites
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of critique, resistance and transformation as
precisely embedded in a neo-imperialist
politics that of necessity invokes a temporal
and spatial differential — and thus inevitably
hierarchical — relation to a series of Others in
ordertosustain feminism’sself-understanding
as a source of emancipation? If feminists
persist in the complacent alignment of
‘religion” with ‘oppression’ while at the same
time paying lipservice to the value of
intersectionality and difference, we fail to
start from this ‘history that divides and
connects us’.

ATTENDING TO HISTORY:
CONFESSIONAL FEMINISM

It is certainly the case that the history of rela-
tionship between feminism and religion, inas-
much as these have any clarity as heuristic
abstractions, has been both fraught and pro-
ductive. Religion (specifically Christianity)
was singled out by prominent suffragists as
playing a uniquely powerful role in authoriz-
ing the subordinated status of women and
maintaining gender inequalities. In 1893
Matilda Joslyn Gage (1826-1898) produced
her polemical work Woman, Church and
State, generally accepted as the first attempt
to offer a historical account of the secondary
status of women within the Christian tradi-
tion. Gage published her account in order to
refute some of the arguments that had been
marshalled to oppose women’s campaigns for
equal rights, namely that the subjection of
women was divinely ordained and that under
Christianity women enjoyed a higher status
than they had previously. Gage was viewed
by many within the suffrage movement as
dangerously radical, however, and was as a
consequence marginalized in historical
accounts of the movement. Elizabeth Cady
Stanton (1815-1902) suffered a similar fate
following her publication of The Woman’s
Bible (1898) — co-authored by Gage and
Susan B. Anthony (1820-1906) — which was
a revision of the Christian Bible that excised
all recognizably ‘anti-female’ passages in

order both to reveal and challenge the misog-
yny and androcentrism of the Christian tradi-
tion, demonstrating the marginalization of
women within its central text.

However, religion was equally under-
stood to offer emancipatory potential. For
example, Barbara Taylor notes that Mary
Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights
of Women (1792) ‘contains at least fifty dis-
cussions of religious themes, ranging from
brief statements on one or other doctrinal
point to extended analyses of women’s
place within a divinely-ordered moral uni-
verse’ and cites Wollstonecraft’s attribution
of her Christian faith as the source of her
‘indignation’ regarding women’s inequality,
to the degree that it was ‘thanks to God ...
that Mary Wollstonecraft became a feminist’
(2002: 99, 100). The women who cam-
paigned for the abolition of slavery and the
extension of political rights to women were
demonstrably motivated by Christian ethical
teachings regarding the god-ordained equal-
ity of all people, repeatedly turning to
scriptures to endorse their arguments.® Vari-
ous improvements to women’s status within
ecclesiastical hierarchies and in access to
theological training were understood to con-
stitute crucial advancements in the women’s
movement.® Moreover, despite the negative
reception of Cady Stanton’s work among
fellow suffragists, her revisionist work inau-
gurated a dynamic and ongoing tradition of
‘biblical interpretation by and for women’
(Isherwood and McEwan, 1993: 50) where
women were able to articulate independent
theological perspectives often significantly
at odds with orthodox teachings, contributing
to their reform and reinvigoration.

It was in the period from the early 1960s
onwards that energetic work connecting fem-
inism and religious study and practice really
came into its own. Feminist scholars both
within and beyond the Jewish and Christian
traditions began to undertake theological
reflections from engaged, although expressly
critical, stances, indicating the partiality and
impoverished nature of these traditions when
women’s experiences were excluded from
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their religious imaginaries. Moreover, they
insisted on the necessity of recovering the
significant, often formative, contributions of
women to the development and dissemina-
tion of those traditions as a means of chal-
lenging the doctrinal basis of the exclusion of
women from full participation. June
O’Connor has summarized feminist efforts in
this respect as consisting in three core activi-
ties: ‘rereading, reconceiving, and recon-
struction” (1989), and these informed the
methodological practices of the feminist
work in both confessional and academic con-
texts running in parallel to, and in dialogue
with, the kinds of epistemological reflections
being undertaken in the feminist movement
more generally. Much of the pioneering work
of feminist theologians from the early 1960s
exposed the androcentrism and misogyny of
the Christian and, to a lesser extent, the
Jewish traditions historically, in order to
demonstrate the extent to which these had
departed from the emancipatory potential of
their foundations (critiques of some other
traditions followed shortly). Women were
identified as a legitimate category of analysis
as well as active agents of religious practice
and study, with women’s experiences within
their religious traditions being promoted as a
credible and corrective hermeneutical tool.
New forms of female-centred religiosity
were explored and epistemological and
methodological tools were developed that
both exposed and challenged the androcen-
tric bias of mainstream scholarship in the
fields of theology and religious studies.
Mary Daly’s The Church and the Second
Sex (1968) was a key milestone for feminist
studies of religion, inaugurating a new era of
feminist theological reflection marked by
the systematic critique and reformulation of
Christian doctrine from the perspective of
women’s experience. Following Daly, writ-
ers such as Rosemary Radford Ruether
(1983; 1985), Elisabeth Schissler Fiorenza
(1983), Anne Carr (1988) and Judith Plaskow
(1990) contributed to a lively and wide-
ranging discourse explicitly based around the
spiritual needs expressed by contemporary

women and the need to reform the Christian
and Jewish traditions from the standpoint of
feminism. Parallel to debates regarding the
marginalization of non-white and non-hetero-
sexual perspectives in the broader women’s
movement, the issue of how to define wom-
en’s experience and from whose perspective it
might be viewed became a contested area with
the emergence of the distinctive voices of
black and Womanist, Asian, Latin American
(Mujerista) and lesbian feminist theologians.”

In spite of all the work highlighting
women’s historical subordination and
oppression within religious traditions, femi-
nist theologians as well as scholars of reli-
gions also drew attention to women as
active agents and religious innovators in
their own right. Within the context of femi-
nist theology this concern was largely a
response to the contemporary controversy
over the role of women in the church, par-
ticularly over the ordination of women.
Much early scholarship was therefore con-
cerned with establishing the evidence for
women’s leadership in the church in differ-
ent historical periods.® In parallel, feminist
studies in the non-confessional academic
study of religions similarly investigated the
relationship between the treatment of
women within religious traditions and their
position in wider social and cultural sys-
tems, demonstrating how women develop
strategies of resistance and innovation within
amultitude of religious traditions and assess-
ing the ambiguity and complexity of femi-
nine symbolism within many religious
systems.®

The question of whether or not Christianity
in particular was capable of reform or was in
fact irredeemably sexist was a major focus
among Christian feminists during the 1970s
and 1980s. Daly’s text Beyond God the
Father (1973) not only marked her own
departure from Christianity but provoked a
protracted and passionate debate among fem-
inist theologians regarding the extent to
which religious commitment could be com-
patible with feminist goals and beliefs. Those
who, like Daly, argued that the only feasible
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option for Christian feminists was to abandon
the tradition, suggested that what women
must do is to create a new tradition based on
women’s contemporary religious experience
(see, for example, Daphne Hampson, 1990;
1996). There were many feminist theologi-
ans, however, who responded to Daly’s work
by insisting that, while certainly requiring
critique, Christianity was capable of being
reformed, that new models of faith and prac-
tice and of textual exegesis could be produced
to correct oppressive ideologies and, further,
that early Christianity presented valuable
models of gender equality and social justice
(for influential examples see Ruether, 1974;
1975; 1981; Trible, 1978; Schiissler Fiorenza,
1983; 1984). These debates among feminist
theologians — intricate, interdisciplinary,
intense — in respect of the compatibility of
‘religion’ with feminism have continued una-
bated® and have extended well beyond the
borders of the Judaeo-Christian traditions.
Islamic feminists, for example, have devel-
oped sophisticated and diverse Quranic exe-
geses and interpretations of legal arguments
derived from hadith (the sayings and acts of
the Prophet Muhammad) and figh (jurispru-
dence) literature to assert women’s legal
rights and valued personhood as well as to
defend Islam against charges of misogyny.**
A critique of the representation of divinity
as male in many religions has been another
prominent theme, with many theorists dem-
onstrating the contribution that these mascu-
linized discourses have made to sanctioning
male authority and damaging women’s rela-
tionship both to divinity and to each other.
Daly’s Beyond God the Father was one of
the most searing indictments in this regard,
but non-theological feminists such as Luce
Irigaray have made similar assessments (see
particularly the chapter ‘Divine Women’ in
Irigaray, 1993). Goddess Spirituality (also
known as Feminist Spirituality) emerged as
an identifiable movement in the 1960s and
1970s and was a direct response to feminist
dissatisfaction with the masculinized dis-
courses around divinity. It sought instead to
recreate and reimagine a women-centred

spirituality, offering an account of the past in
terms of matriarchal prehistory where god-
desses were venerated as a manifestation of
women’s life-giving power. In Goddess Spirit-
uality ‘the feminine divine’ is viewed as
more originary, reflective of and necessary to
women’s spiritual expression, development
and flourishing than the gods of the patriar-
chal religions.*? In recent years the move-
ment has been subject to critique from the
perspectives of archaeologists, historians and
anthropologists, who have challenged the
historical verifiability of their claims and
have levelled charges of essentialism and
reversed patriarchy (see particularly Lunn,
1993; Wood, 1996; Goodison and Morris,
1998; and Eller, 2000).

However, this attempt to recover an egali-
tarian religious prehistory is a major compo-
nent of feminist work in religion in general
and thus raises important questions about the
extent to which the past can be an ally of
feminist activity. Notable in this respect is
the work of the self-identified feminist
Buddhist theologian Rita Gross, who claims
that her work constitutes a ‘feminist revalori-
zation of Buddhism’ (1993: 305). In her
Buddhism After Patriarchy: A Feminist History,
Analysis, and Reconstruction of Buddhism
(1993) Gross attempts to show how a recon-
structed authentic core of Buddhism reflects
and supports feminist values, insofar as it ‘is
without gender bias, whatever the practical
record may reveal, and that sexist practices
are in actual contradiction with the essential
core teachings of the tradition” (1993: 210;
my italics). She extrapolates from this to sug-
gest that many religions may have originally
possessed an egalitarian, non-sexist central
vision uncontaminated by later patriarchal
distortions introduced by an exclusively male
hierocracy intent on asserting male privilege
and power. Gross’s work has attracted strong
criticism from other feminists working in the
field, most notably Marsha Hewitt (1999),
who has argued that the major problem with
Gross’s reconstructive efforts — and indeed
for similar feminist revisionist histories — is
that Gross establishes herself as the arbiter of
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the Buddhist tradition, imposing on an alien
context a historically specific, ethnocentric
and ideological vision of appropriate religios-
ity informed by liberal feminist values. What
Gross does, therefore, is endorse the univer-
sality of feminist insights against evidence to
the contrary; her attempts to transform
Buddhism into a set of ideas palatable to and
in the tradition of modern Western feminist
thought instead subjects Buddhism to what
Hewitt calls ‘ideological colonization’. As
Hewitt notes, in determining what constitutes
the irreducible feminist core of the religion,
‘the question is decided in terms of the pri-
macy of feminism, not tradition” (Hewitt,
1999: 57, 58).

Of course, there are many good reasons
for elevating feminist insights above those
that are inimical to women’s interests but
this should not be done by playing fast and
loose with the historical record; to impose
feminist values retrospectively on material
wholly different historically, philosophically
or geographically is to indulge in a form of
discursive imperialism that weakens the
intellectual credibility and political force of
feminist work. With Gross’s project, how-
ever, the dilemma that feminists who are
drawn towards the positive elements of reli-
gious practice and belief must confront is
brought into sharp focus: how are the valu-
able aspects of a religion that appear to
accord equality and value to women -
aspects that women themselves articulate as
vital resources for their well being — to be
reconciled with those seemingly dominant
elements — doctrinal, scriptural, ritualistic
and structural — that have insisted on wom-
en’s inferiority and exclusion and which
have contributed so significantly to their
oppression? There is no single answer to
such a question, of course — the ongoing
feminist work in religion alone attests to the
diversity and range of possible negotiations,
accommodations and transformations that
characterize women’s religiosity. But here
we should recall the historical and political
framing of ‘religion’ that | traced above in
order to understand the stakes involved in

negating its complexity and pursuing a
straightforward equation of ‘religion” with
‘oppression’.

In her important work on women’s piety
in the orthodox women’s movement in Egypt,
Saba Mahmood urges caution regarding the
certainty of those feminist political commit-
ments that proceed from secular valuations of
religion ‘when trying to understand the lives
of others who do not necessarily share these
commitments ...". For Mahmood this means
that ‘[W]e can no longer arrogantly assume
that secular forms of life and secularism’s
progressive formulations necessarily exhaust
ways of living meaningfully and richly in this
world’ (2005: xi-xii). Mahmood’s point ech-
oes Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s assessment
of Anglophone feminism, which, she sug-
gests, glosses a significant problem when it
displays a superficial, tokenistic regard for
‘postcolonial marginality’: ‘that a concern
with women and men who have not written in
the same cultural inscription ... cannot be
mobilized in the same way as the investigation
of gendering in one’s own’ (1999: 170). Per-
haps, therefore, the task for feminists in
approaching ‘religion’ is to seek to understand
both its ontic and epistemic value for those
women whose allegiances it holds, such that
feminist inventories of what constitutes a rich
and meaningful life might be expanded,
enriched and complicated. That is, women’s
religious affiliations might signal the con-
struction of autonomous domains in which the
ontological (religious identities) and the epis-
temological (religious worldviews) are of
necessity interpellated, forming the perform-
ative — and thus dynamic — environment in
which women seek to live meaningful lives.
To fail to see the ontological and epistemo-
logical aspects of religion as entangled in
respect of women’s affiliations and alle-
giances, and instead to insist on their separa-
tion, is to impose a ethnocentric and hierar-
chical conceptuality that seals off the per-
sonal from the public. A more complex
understanding of the forces that shape and
enable religious affiliation might enable us
to avoid what Mahmood identifies as the
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feminist co-optation of women’s agency in
support of ‘the goals of progressive politics’
such that we might see and value those
‘dimensions of human action whose ethical
and political status does not map onto the
logic of repression and resistance’ (2005: 14).
Given the imperialist history that has
aligned religious allegiance with conceptual
error, feminists must begin to develop the
means to acknowledge and extend hospital-
ity to the autonomous domains in which
religious women articulate conceptualities
and identifications at odds with the aca-
demic or feminist construction of their
worlds and values. Mahmood quite rightly
argues that

If we recognize that the desire for freedom from,
or subversion of, norms is not an innate desire
that motivates all beings at all times, but is also
profoundly mediated by cultural and historical
conditions, then the question arises: how do we
analyze operations of power that construct
different kinds of bodies, knowledges, and
subjectivities whose trajectories do not follow the
entelechy of liberatory politics? (Mahmood, 2005)

We would thus also do well to acknowledge
that the question regarding the ways and
means of navigating the contradictions of
the patriarchal structures we inhabit is one
that is in fact basic to the more general
confrontation by feminists of most non-
religious institutions and discourses that
have historically sanctioned women’s
marginalization or exclusion. Religion cannot
be singled outas having a unique responsibility
for women’s oppression; to do so is not only
to fail to understand the facticity of its value
for a vast multitude of women and to learn
from women’s determined efforts to carve out
a presence in the diverse contexts that want to
enforce their absence, but also to perpetuate
ignorance regarding the religious roots of
secularism, the strong tradition of critique
and questioning that has been religion’s gift
to modernity (and not only in the European
context; see Asad et al., 2009) and the
imperialist dynamic that ensured the
imposition of a correspondence between
religion and inferiority.

What might remain, then, of feminism’s
responsibilities in respect of religious dif-
ference? What are the means of traversing
the differential requirements for feminists
of overturning the dynamics and forces of
gender subordination alongside fidelity to
the dignity of women’s experiences and
accounts of themselves? As Aune et al. have
pointed out, women’s religiosity does not
imply a rejection of modernity so much as
‘a complex series of negotiations with mod-
ern culture, constructing reciprocal forms of
accommodation and resistance’ (2008: 7).
For feminists to assume otherwise is, |
think, to cooperate in what is effectively a
(neo)colonial narrative that denies affective
agency to women while accruing to the
feminist a kind of ontological capital
derived from an epistemological parochial-
ism that is in the end unethical to the degree
that it denies the layered, entangled subjec-
tivity of the religious other, of her discourse
and layered affiliations and of her refusal of
the conceptual mechanisms that insist on
the stark division of the religious from the
secular, of the public from the private, and
between ‘us’ and ‘them’.

NOTES

1 Saba Mahmood (2005) explores this problematic
and the questions it poses for feminist-oriented
research with exemplary care in her ethnography
of the women'’s mosque movement in Egypt.

2 General extrapolation from the data, however,
needs to tempered by the methodological obsta-
cles faced in gauging women'’s religious partici-
pation. As Aune et al. note, ‘measuring women’s
religiosity by attendance at places of worship can
be inaccurate. This is because religious obliga-
tions for men and women are sometimes differ-
ent, with women’s involvement in domesticity
and childrearing considered a more important
expression of faith than attendance at a place
of worship — this seems especially so for Jews
and Muslims ... [Thus] existing measures work
better for Christian women’s religiosity than for
other religions ... Indeed, some of the existing
work exploring reasons for women'’s dominance
in religiosity treats religiosity as synonymous with
Christianity’ (2008: 6).
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The formative role that colonialism played in the
translation of religion has been well documented
and debated in recent years. See particularly
Fitzgerald, 2000; 2007; Joy, 2001; King, 1999;
Masuzawa, 2005; McCutcheon, 2000.

For a persuasive, analysis of the effect of the
colonial and neo-colonial translation of religion
on the Sikh tradition see Mandair, 2009.

The positive and dynamic relationship of women
to religion in nineteenth-century North America
and Britain has been well documented by
Ruether and Keller, 1983 and Morgan, 2002.

In 1853 the Congregational Church in New York
ordained the first female minister, the Reverend
Antoinette Brown (1825-1921), and in the early
1840s Oberlin College in the USA enrolled a small
number of women into its theological school,
having started admitting women to higher
education in 1837. As Ursula King has noted,
‘Women'’s admission to theological studies [was]
the most important contributory factor in making
women theologically literate, thus enabling them
to contribute to theological debates on their own
terms’ (1990: 278).

On black and Womanist theology see Williams,
1986; 1993; Oduyoye, 1986; 1995; Cannon,
1988; Weems and Broucek, 1988; Grant, 1989;
on Mujerista theology see Isasi-Diaz, 1989;
1992; on Asian/Third World feminist theology
see Fabella, 1988; 1989; Ecumenical Association
of Third World Theologians, 1991; Chung, 1991;
King, 1994; on lesbian theology see Heyward,
1982; 1984; 1989; Harrison and Robb, 1985;
Hunt, 1991.

See Ruether and Mclaughlin,1979; Atkinson,
1983; Dreyer, 1989 as representative texts.
Notable among these were Carol Christ and Judith
Plaskow’s Womanspirit Rising: A Feminist Reader
in Religion (1979) and Weaving the Visions: New
Patterns in Feminist Spirituality (Plaskow and
Christ, 1989), Yvonne Haddad and Ellison Findly’s
Women, Religion and Social Change (1985),
Clarissa Atkinson, Constance Buchanan and
Margaret Mile’s Immaculate and Powerful: The
Female Sacred Image and Social Reality (1985),
Caroline Walker Bynum’s Holy Feast and Holy Fast:
The Religious Significance of Food to Medieval
Women (1987), and Ursula King’s Women and
Spirituality: Voices of Protest and Promise (1989).
A further trend was feminist scholarship that
sought to address the neglect of women'’s per-
spectives and data within religious studies. The first
of these — Women and Religion, edited by Judith
Plaskow and Joan Romero — which was pub-
lished in 1974, was followed by Denise Lardner
Carmody’s Women and World Religions (1979).
The first properly non-confessional volumes were
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Nancy Falk and Rita Gross's Unspoken Worlds:
\Women'’s Religious Lives in Non-Western Cultures
(1999) and Ursula King's Women in the World's
Religions, Past and Present (1987). Numerous
anthologies and books rendering women’s
participation in religious traditions more vis-
ible have also followed, such as Arvind Sharma’s
Women in World Religions (1987). Studies focus-
ing on the position and roles of women within
single traditions have done similar work: for exam-
ple, Diana Y. Paul's Women in Buddhism: Images
of the Feminine in Mahayana Tradition (1979),
Doranne Jacobson and Susan Wadley's \WWomen
in India: Two Perspectives (1977), and Azizah
Al-Hibri's Women and Islam (1982).

While these have occurred in many fora, the
most prominent sites for dialogue between
feminist theologians have been the Journal of
Feminist Studies in Religion, founded in 1985
and published by Indiana University Press, and
Feminist Theology: The Journal of the Britain &
Ireland School of Feminist Theology, established
in 1992 and published by Sage.

For examples and summaries of debates within
and about Islamic feminism see Abou-Bakr,
2001; Afshar, 1996; Afshari, 1994; Ahmed,
1992; Badran, 1999; Barlas, 2002; Cooke, 2001;
Majid 2002; Mernissi, 1985, Mir-Hosseini, 1996;
Moghadam, 2002; Roald, 1998; Wadud, 1999;
Wadud, 2006; Tohidi, 2002; Yamani, 1996.

See, for example, Stone, 1976; Christ, 1979;
Goldenberg, 1979; Starhawk, 1979; Downing,
1984; Eisler, 1987; and Gadon, 1989; see Eller,
1993 for a comprehensive ethnography of
the Goddess Spirituality in North America; see
Hiltebeitel and Erndl, 2000 and Chitgopekar,
2002 for critical examinations of the Western
appropriation of Asian goddess symbolism.
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Religion, Feminist Theory

In the latter part of the twentieth century and
the first decades of the twenty-first religion
began to assume something of an unlooked-
for presence in the politics of the global
north. It had been widely taken for granted
that ‘modern’ societies had become largely
secular, with only residual evidence of mini-
mal religious observance and influence or a
degree of ‘religious modernization’ that came
close to the expectations of the secular (see,
for example, Wilson, 1998: 45-65). The
emergent presence took two forms: the first
was the political recognition that in many
countries outside the west religion continued
to play a central life in social and political
life; to assume that social and technological
innovation would bring with it the growing
irrelevance of religion was a misconception.
The second presence that religion achieved
was that of becoming in itself the focus of
various attacks, the majority of which argued
that religion had never been anything except
a negative force in individual and collective
lives and was, ipso facto, a backward-
looking and absurd set of beliefs.! These

and Epistemology

Mary Evans

attacks, often supported by comments about
the negative implications of religion for
women, have been read as specific evidence
of the political liberality and commitment to
the cause of women’s emancipation of west-
ern, secular societies. This revived critical
discussion of religion, in part through the
articulation of pro-feminist values and aspi-
rations, is the subject of this paper: a discus-
sion of the different epistemologies of
religion and feminist theory but also of the
assumption that there is a radical disjunction
between the sacred and the profane. One
immediate example of this similarity is that
ideas of the ‘truth’ of religion and feminism
are contingent and time bound: however
much writers may argue for consistent tradi-
tions within both it is apparent, through any
examination of the changing history of femi-
nism and religion, that they differ across time
and place. Indeed, as feminist theory has
become increasingly sophisticated the
boundaries and meaning of the term “feminist’
has become less secure.? Thus, in the twenty-
first century, in which religious views have
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acquired, across the globe, a greater political
force than over-hasty assumptions about the
inevitable secularization of the modern world
had supposed, it is essential for feminist
theory to engage with the lived meaning,
through both practice and understanding, of
religion. In the first part of this paper three
forms of the feminist critique of religion will
be considered, while the second will consider
the implications of accounts of the impact of
religious practice (particularly that by Saba
Mahmood) for both feminist theory and
assumptions about the ‘modern’ and the
‘secular’.

FEMINISM AND THE CRITIQUES OF
RELIGION

Attacks on religion, and its social conse-
quences, have a history that goes back
before the twentieth and twenty-first centu-
ries and often include similar assertions to
those made in the twenty-first century about
the continuation, through religious beliefs
and practices, of traditions that exclude and
marginalize women. Across the west there
are long traditions of anti-clericalism, par-
ticularly in the case of Christianity, which
have a recorded history from the fourteenth
century.® English narrative fiction, in which
women have played a formative part, pro-
vides many examples of women writers
portraying ministers of religion as (vari-
ously or comprehensively) stupid, vicious,
greedy, lazy and hypocritical. From Jane
Austen to George Eliot English clergymen
were lampooned; it was George Eliot,
indeed, who was credited by her contempo-
raries as the * first godless writer of fiction
that has appeared in England’.* In terms of
the three religions of the book (Judaism,
Christianity and Islam) the case of specifi-
cally male failings has not been difficult to
make, since institutional power in those
religions is, and always has been, largely
held by men and certain interpretations of
those foundational texts suggest beliefs in a
rigidly structured binary of gender. (At the

same time this should also not blind us to the
attacks by members of one religion on mem-
bers of another; anti-Semitism in European
literature, for example, has an extensive
tradition — see Rubin, 1999.) But that very
gender binary has been the focus of a long-
standing critique by both women and men;
for example, rereadings of the Christian
Gospels have long cited St Paul’s comment
that men and women, Jew and Christian,
‘are all one in Christ Jesus’ to support both
the status and the claim of women to religious
ministry within Christianity.

That particular — and much cited — sentence
in St Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians appears
to carry the message that the acceptance of
Christian beliefs confers a democratic unity
on its followers. However, the actual prac-
tices of both the Christian and other religious
institutions have seldom followed either the
letter or the spirit of those remarks. While
women have been part of many religious
institutions (in Christianity, for example, as
members of female religious orders and as
licensed preachers in Britain from the seven-
teenth century onwards) the general pattern
of the distribution of formal power in all
organized religions has been overwhelming
male. This gendered distribution of institu-
tional power within religion provided the
first focus of attack for feminism of the *sec-
ond wave’. A second focus of attack was
about the gendered person of God, a third a
critique of the epistemological status of reli-
gion. In all cases, the point was made that
both the teaching and the practice of religion
(in the case of all the ‘religions of the book”)
were entirely discordant with the general
expectations of contemporary societies.
Within Christianity some churches have
achieved a degree of accommodation with
modern norms which has often obscured or
marginalized other blatantly exclusionary
practices and assumptions. For example, in
the case of the United Kingdom the ability of
the established Anglican church to accom-
modate itself — often unwillingly — to certain
changes in social behaviour (the use of con-
traception, divorce and various forms of the
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legal ‘modernization’ of marriage) has pro-
vided an apparent acceptance of aspects of a
modern, secular society that has allowed
arguments about a female priesthood (and
promotion within it) to remain largely dor-
mant until relatively recently.® Yet, despite
this refusal of the claims of women to equal-
ity, for various notable women writers of the
twentieth century (for example, Hilary Man-
tel and Edna O’Brien) Christian teaching has
remained of great symbolic as well as literal
importance. In the words of Hilary Mantel: ‘I
was brought up as a Catholic and it’s not easy
to throw over the faith. | believed that, short
of crucifixion, you shouldn’t really com-
plain’ (Mantel, 2004: 209). But women did
both complain and remain within religious
institutions.

The first attempts to challenge what to
many feminists has long seemed to be the
close connection between patriarchy and
religion emerged in the most organized form
in the 1970s. Although, as suggested above,
it is incorrect to assume that there had been
no challenge by women to male religious
authority prior to this date it is the case that a
challenge located within the specific politics
of feminism did not emerge in any coherent
form until that decade. The concept of “patri-
archal power’, widely used in western femi-
nism of the early 1970s, was manifestly
applicable to the so-called Abrahamic reli-
gions: Judaism, Christianity and Islam (see
Coward, 1983). In all of these religions the
central figure of authority (whether on earth
or heaven) was male and authority was
located in male followers. Access to worship
within these religions was always available
to both women and men but in the case of all
of them, as they became more clearly institu-
tionalized, so women became more marginal
to institutional power. But at the same time
all religions allowed symbolic power to cer-
tain female figures, whether they were Mary,
mother of Jesus Christ in the Bible or Fatima,
the wife of the prophet Mohammed in the
Qur’an. Each had a part in either (or both in
the case of Christianity) the teaching and the
iconography of the religion, a part which has

attracted considerable feminist attention.
But, as the evidence from all three major
world religions made clear, women had no
formal relation to the operation of either
institutional or doctrinal power.

But it was not this absence of women from
institutional power that attracted the atten-
tion of feminists such as Mary Daly and
Carolyn Heilbrun: their concern was with
that second focus of the second wave femi-
nist critique of religion: the gender of God
and by implication the assumption that, since
God was male, so too was religious authority.
Daly and Heilbrun wrote specifically about
Christianity and focused attention on the idea
of shifting the biological identity of Jesus
Christ (see Daly, 1975; Heilbrun, 1974).
Similar arguments towards androgyny were
made within Judaism by, among others of the
same generation, Goldenburg and Gendler.”
Returning more than once to the text of St
Paul, Daly asked what the assertion of ‘in
Christ there is neither male or female’ could
possibly mean, given that all historical evi-
dence had little doubt that Jesus Christ was
male.

Within that same generation of *‘second
wave feminists’ there had also, however, been
feminists who wished to turn to more abstract
forms of deity. Carol Christ, for example,
advocated a search for religious meaning in
both the actual and the fictional meaning of
women’s lives. Christ wrote in the context of
her studies of the work of Margaret Attwood
and Doris Lessing that: “... in a pluralistic
world we must give up our search for the
single definitive perception of the ultimate
and turn instead to timely, perspectival and
finally limited perceptions which clearly
recognise their rooting in stories’ (Christ,
1975: 7).

This suggestion, derived from an essen-
tialism that would become increasingly theo-
retically marginal as the twentieth century
drew to a close, has nevertheless remained a
powerful and very visible tradition within all
the major world religions and one that is
often used to argue for the ‘particular’
strengths of women. That tradition, within
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Christianity, has been extended by the
work of various scholars, feminist and non-
feminist, on the Gnostic Gospels and the
so-called Gospel of Mary (see Avocella,
2007: 149-66).

These feminist interventions questioning
the necessity for the replication of ecclesias-
tical authority as definitely male were given
short shrift by Pope Paul VI in his Papal
Encyclical which responded in 1977 to the
growing feminist, and feminist-inspired,
arguments about the necessary relationship
between male biology and religious author-
ity. In that Encyclical he wrote:

The priest is a sign ... a sign that must be
perceptible and which the faithful must be able to
recognise with ease. The whole sacramental
economy is in fact based upon natural signs, or
symbols imprinted upon the human psychology ... .
When Christ’s role in the Eucharist is to be
expressed sacramentally, there would not be this
‘natural resemblance” which must exist between
Christ and His minister if the role of Christ were
not taken by a man. In such a case it would be
difficult to see in the minister the image of Christ.
For Christ himself was and remains a man. (New
York Times, 1977: A8)

The passage is revelatory in what it reveals
about the assumptive basis of aspects of
Roman Catholic teaching: the unchallenged
authority of the ‘natural’ and the perception
of a lack of imaginative competence and
understanding among the ‘faithful’. The
paradox of the most powerful representative
of a faith which asks its believers to accept
the doctrine of transubstantiation while
denying to those same believers the ability to
recognize the authority and the presence of
Christ in a woman just as much as in a man
is, to many people (both believers and non-
believers) extraordinary. Nevertheless, this
rebuttal of one of the demands of feminists
takes us closer to a perception of how the
epistemology of religion (whether Christian,
Jewish or Moslem) is conventionally
organized, a conceptual system which
remain founded in two important assertions:
the mystical authority of senior clerics and
the fixed and non-negotiable status of the

‘natural’, in which the intervention of the
‘miraculous’ remains a possibility. If we too
quickly assume that the concept of the
miraculous has disappeared from some
Christian quarters then it is only necessary to
recall the assertion by the US politician Todd
Atkin in 2012 that ‘legitimate rape does not
cause pregnancy’ (The Guardian, 2012). This
entirely absurd (and much challenged
comment) dramatizes the longstanding, and
historically uneasy, relationship between the
Abrahamic religions and science.

By the end of the twentieth century (and
indeed by the end of the nineteenth in many
parts of the globe) the literal explanations of
the origin of the planet, the nature and power
of the divine and the very meaning of state-
ments about belief and behaviour given in
the central texts of religion had all come
under scrutiny. Forceful attacks on the
Bible’s account of the origin of the planet
had been in existence since the time of
Galileo; Charles Darwin was to contribute
yet another challenge to the idea of what
became known in the twentieth century as
‘intelligent design’.® Although both Galileo
and Darwin were vehemently denied and
rejected by some in positions of religious
authority (as is still the case in some sections
of some countries), by the beginning of the
twentieth century the consensus of much of
the world was that the origins of human exist-
ence did not lie in the planned intervention of
a god. But, as many writers have pointed out,
the language and everyday culture of most
societies is permeated with ideas about ‘mira-
cles’ or appeals to some form of transcendent
power at times of personal or national diffi-
culty and stress. The slogan ‘In God we
Trust’, to be found on the currency of the
USA, is just one such example of the way in
which a belief system in which human choice,
intelligence and agency are inferior to the
power of the divine is still widely endorsed.
In this case the endorsement (not without dis-
sent) literally united God and Mammon.®

But it is in feminist discussions about the
meaning of science and the distinctions
between good and bad science that a third
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critique of religion, albeit in this case implicit,
arose. The origins of feminist work on epis-
temology lie in various exclusionary prac-
tices about women and women’s work in
science. A generation of women, which
included Hilary Rose and Anne Fausto-
Sterling, argued that the general knowledge
category known as ‘science’ was producing
poor work because it refused both women as
practitioners and work about women (see
Rose, 1994, Fausto-Sterling, 1985). This
view of science assumed that science could
be ‘objective’. But in 1986 Sandra Harding,
in her The Science Question in Feminism,
suggested that there should be a place within
the construction of knowledge for the recog-
nition of the location of the researcher:
‘standpoint theory’ became a lasting pres-
ence within feminist theory, even if its
implicit problem — that of the question of the
epistemic authority of the individual or the
group — has remained problematic (Harding,
1986). Most recently, Miranda Fricker’s Tes-
timonial Injustice has suggested ways in
which we need to consider questions of
authority in the reception of various forms of
testimony, an argument which continues ear-
lier work by Lorraine Code and Genevieve
Lloyd (see Fricker, 2007; Lloyd, 1984).
Many others have contributed to these
debates, but the consensus that has emerged
is that feminist epistemology is varied but
has at its core the question of how we are to
assess the authority of arguments and evi-
dence that we are offered as knowledge.

In this, feminist epistemology shares a
great deal with other epistemological tradi-
tions across much of the global academy.
What is crucial in this account of the episte-
mological is, as Lorraine Code pointed out,
the question of paradigm shift: a knowledge
which cannot change and which cannot rec-
ognize change is, essentially, a dead knowl-
edge (Code, 1991). This argument then
returns us to religion and to questions of the
relationship between feminist theory and
religion; in both cases we see theoretical
traditions that have been in a constant state of
reappraisal. In the case of feminist theory, the

past fifty years have seen a growing range
and complexity of feminist theory, a theory
which in many ways has acquired a more
tentative relationship with biological sexual
difference — a distance that is not unlike the
equally equivocal relationship that some
Christian thinking has acquired with God.*
Two of the most consistently critical
accounts of religion (those of Marx and
Freud) belong, it is worth observing, to theo-
retical traditions which have, in their own
way, often been the subject of feminist
attack.®* Even if those attacks have dimin-
ished from the days in which Marx and Freud
were both a persona non grata for feminism
(days which stretched from the date of the
publication of The Second Sex in 1949 to
some of the early works of ‘second wave’
feminism), doubt still exists about the valid-
ity of their contribution to feminism. Yet at
the same time the relationship of these figures
to religion illustrates the way in which two of
the great narratives of western modernity,
while criticized by one aspect of that moder-
nity, feminism itself, are nevertheless in
accordance with the views of many feminists
on the question of religion. Feminism, a
social and political movement of the modern,
joins with two of modernity’s most powerful
narratives to reject, or at least question, the
most ancient narrative of history, that of
religion. But this apparent alliance is consist-
ently undermined both by the range of differ-
ence within feminist politics and by the
complex relationships of feminists to the
work of Marx and Freud and to that of other
male theorists — as work by Shirin Rai and
Joanna Liddle on Edward Said illustrates —
which both illuminates and obscures aspects
of the experience and situation of women
(Liddle and Rai, 1998: 495-520). In the lived
complications, in terms not just of the com-
plex meaning of feminism but, equally
importantly, of the meaning of the feminine
within the modern, it is in religion that many
women find a clarity of purpose and identity
that does not exist elsewhere. That clarity is
often present in a politics of submission to a
shared religious epistemology, a politics
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which provides a framework within which
women can resolve the various problems of
sexual difference. But two caveats of some
importance here are that in the recognition of
the functional appeal of religious explanation
and/or order another recognition is also cru-
cial: that religion can be (in many ways
similar to femininity itself) a mask which
obfuscates various forms of secular and
material politics. Equally, that very recogni-
tion of sexual difference that fundamentalist
religion provides is at the same time organ-
ized through gender inequality.*?

That point takes us to the possibility that
two — apparently extremely unlikely — forms
of gender politics converge in contemporary
aspects of religious practice. For example, the
endorsement by women of arguments for veil-
ing or wearing the headscarf is similar in its
motivations to the argument for the refusal of
essentialist constructions of gender. The for-
mer seems to confirm biological identity, the
second questions it. But both attempt to resolve
modern uncertainty about gender and in par-
ticular the meaning of the feminine. At the
same time it is important to restate that no
religion provides absolute guidance to women
about how to dress, but for all women, in what-
ever society, there is an inevitable negotiation
about gender and questions of sexuality.®® If
we can see that the abolition of socially secure
forms of biological sexual difference is con-
venient for aspects of western neoliberalism so
it is important to recognize that attachment to
a form of gender difference suggestive of dis-
sent from aspects of this form of political and
cultural economy has its own resonance. In
this way, whatever are the epistemological
shortcomings of the theologies of religions,
their practice raises important and disruptive
questions for feminist theory: issues that are
the subject of the following section.

RETHINKING RELIGION AND
FEMINISM

Two of the most recent challenges to inter-
pretations of religion that saw it as only

negative in its implications for women
emerged in the first decade of the twenty-
first century: one was the questions raised by
Talal Asad about implicit assumptions about
Christianity and the other the work by Saba
Mahmood that suggested religion as a loca-
tion not of women’s passivity but of their
agency (see Mahmood, 2005; Asad, 2003).
Asad’s challenge was not written in the con-
text of feminist discussions of religion but it
has a considerable importance for the recog-
nition of the social and political implications
of religion. Asad questioned the assumption
of the implicit superiority of western socie-
ties through what was, in his view incor-
rectly, the positive contribution of Christianity
to social and individual emancipation. He
wrote critically that:

(Christianity is ...) the seed that flowers into
secular humanism, destroying in the process its
own transcendental orientation and making
possible the terrestrial autonomy that now lies at
the heart of Western democratic society. (This
contrasts with Muslim societies which remain
mired in religion). (Asad, 2009: 22-3)

Asad’s comment touches upon a hugely
important aspect of feminism itself and of
feminist theory, namely the (generally
implicit) assumption that the secular is the
basis of all ‘modern’ societies. Thus what his
work demands is recognition of both the
ways in which ‘traces’ of religion remain
even in societies which self-consciously
identify themselves as secular and the way in
which a supposed ‘absence’ of religion too
often contributes to over-hasty judgements
about the achievement of ‘modernized’ and
equitable gender relations. In the case of the
first point it is useful to mention the historical
work by Alexandra Walsham on the impact
of the Reformation on England: the evidence
that she has collected demonstrates very
clearly that ideas about religious ‘revolutions’
or ‘transformations’ are inappropriate terms
for the complexity of the social relations
related to religion (see Walsham, 2006: 245
for the discussion about ‘laying the
ideological foundations for a secular
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society”). In terms of this point Asad’s work
on what he describes as ‘formations’ of the
secular brings into much closer alliance ideas
that are often perceived as ‘cultural’ with
ideas that are perceived as ‘religious’; the
boundaries, as he points out, are often far
from clear (Asad, 2003: 153-5).

The work by Walsham and Asad on religion
does not bhelong to specifically feminist
engagements with religion but it is relevant
here because it opens up ways for consider-
ing the encounter of feminist theory with
religion and epistemologies of religion. One
way of approaching this subject is, first of all,
to suggest that although many feminists
have dismissed all religions as aspects of a
dark and patriarchal past there is both
historical and contemporary work on
women that has enlarged our understanding
of the origins of women’s agency. In the
case of historical work, studies of Mary
Wollstonecraft have consistently empha-
sized her Christian beliefs, whilst accounts
of the speeches by the nineteenth-century
black women activist Sojourner Truth have
noted her startling arguments about the
marginal contribution of the human male to
divine revelation in the form of Jesus (see
Taylor, 2002: 99-118). Truth’s comments
accord with modern Biblical scholarship
that views the Virgin Birth (like the actual
existence of God) as arising from strategi-
cally significant needs of the Christian
Church at particular points in its history.**

The rethinking of questions such as the
Virgin Birth has been made possible by a
number of intellectual factors, one of
which, and perhaps the most important in
the late twentieth and early twenty-first
centuries, is the idea of interpretation. No
new idea in itself (interpretation was, for
example, at the heart of the Protestant Ref-
ormation), the question of ‘how we read’
has nevertheless become a central plank of
intellectual life. This aspect of the post-
modern has encouraged feminist scholars to
‘read’ the central texts of all the world reli-
gions and point out, as, for example, Leila
Ahmed has done in the case of the Qur’an,the

multiple interpretations of the writing about
gender. Feminist scholars of the Talmud and
the Bible have similarly advanced diverse
meanings of these texts (Ahmed, 1992).

While both these scholars have rethought
the relation of religion to the modern and
used aspects of the modern (and the post-
modern) to question what have seemed to
be static interpretations of religion, the
work of Saba Mahmood has made a crucial
contribution to our understanding, less to the
re-interpretation of texts than to the issue of
women’s relation to the text and to religious
practice and observance. Whereas feminists
(and indeed others) in the late twentieth
century ‘read’ religion as having negative
implications for women, Mahmood, in her
study of Egyptian Moslem women, reversed
this general view. Mahmood is not arguing
for religion, but rather demonstrating that
religion can be a path for women to achieve
agency and an enhanced sense of self; critics
have suggested other readings of the rela-
tionship between gender and religion (see
Gourgouris, 2008: 437-45). In much the
same way, Jacqueline de Vries and Phyllis
Mack have recorded the part that religion (in
their case largely non-conformist Christianity)
played in the politics of Quaker women in
the eighteenth century and feminists of the
“first wave’ respectively (Vries, 2010; Mack,
2005). Again, this evidence refutes the too
rapid assumption that religion (in any form)
encourages political and social passivity in
women and is always related to the ‘un-
modern’. Writing about the work of Mack
and Mahmood, the historian Joan Scott
notes:

... both in different ways call into question the
secular,liberal concept of agency as the ‘free
exercise of self-willed behaviour’, the expression
of a previously existing self ... (in contrast to
Mack) Mahmood suggests that ‘agentival capacity
is entailed not only in resistance to norms, but in
the multiple ways one inhabits those norms.” She
reminds us of Foucault's definition of
subjectivation: ‘The very processes and conditions
that secure a subject’s subordination are also the
means by which she becomes a self-conscious
identity agent.” (Scott, 2011: 107)
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This comment, as well as illuminating (and
distinguishing between) the work of two
important feminist writers on religion, also
invokes a comment made in another context
by the philosopher Gillian Rose, in which
she comments on her own religious heritage:

My disastrous judaism of fathers and family
transmogrified into a personal, protestant
inwardness and independence. Yet, as with the
varieties of historical Protestantism, progenitor of
modernity, the independence gained from the
protest against illegitimate traditional authority
comes at the cost of the incessant anxiety of
autonomy. Chronically beset with inner turmoil,
the individual may nevertheless become roguishly
adept at directing and managing the world to her
own ends. (Rose, 1995: 35)

It should be emphasized that in this passage
(and in the book from which it is taken) Rose
is not specifically concerned with a discussion
of either religion or feminism. Yet in the
quotation above she touches upon themes
that illuminates Mahmood’s work and
previous comments about gender, modernity
and religion that belong to a sociological,
rather than a feminist, tradition. What Rose
does, which links her work to feminist work
about religion and to previous work about
both the meaning of the modern (and
modernity) and religion is to define very
precisely in relation to her own self the
making of that self through ideas drawn from
religion. Yet as she gained that ‘protestant
inwardness and independence’ so she also
gained the other inheritance of that version of
Christianity: the loneliness of the person in a
religion devoid of the certainty of salvation
and the presence of mediating forms of
assistance.

The individual whom Rose represents her-
self as becoming is, of course, the person
derived from Protestantism and brought to a
central part in the history of the modern west
in the work of Max Weber. Weber (as was the
case also of his sociological contemporary
Emile Durkheim) had much to say about reli-
gion but in this case one aspect of his work is
particularly important: his account, in The
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism,

of the making of the human subject of the
Protestant Reformation (Weber, 1958). This
person, denied the certainties of salvation
given to all within Roman Catholicism, had
to attempt to secure redemption through the
careful cultivation of individual talent and
endeavour. The ‘modernity’ that results from
this is the market economy and its many con-
sequent engagements with countries outside
the west. Although the extent of the relation-
ship between Protestantism and the ethic of
hard work has been challenged by historians
(‘an idea best avoided’, wrote Diarmaid
MacCulloch (2010: 685)), it is nevertheless
important that, whatever the origins of that
ethic, it took hold in the west as the dominant
ethic of the modern. Yet, as Weber himself
was to write in 1904: ‘“The people filled with
the spirit of capitalism today tend to be indif-
ferent, if not hostile, to the Church. The
thought of the pious boredom of paradise has
little attraction for their active natures ...’
(Weber, 1958: 70).

In the second decade of the twenty-first
century we can see that part of Weber’s com-
ment is true: for many people in the west
religion plays little part in their lives although
they live by, and are firmly persuaded to live
by, a belief in the value of work which has its
origins in religious belief. It is this *secular
religion’ which Gillian Rose has recognized
in her own behaviour.

It is in this context that it is important to
return to the work of Asad and Mahmood
because in the — very different — work of both
it is possible to see that same concern with the
analysis of the part of religion in driving (and
constructing) human action and agency that
was the concern of Weber. Asad and Weber
are clearly less explicitly concerned with reli-
gion and gender than is Mahmood but in all
cases what is being outlined are theories of
human motivation. In these accounts what
becomes largely irrelevant is the epistemo-
logical status of the religion itself: it is not
that religion in itself is convincing to any of
these writers but that its impact on human
behaviour is considerable. Feminist histori-
ans, as already suggested, have noted the part
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that religion has played in feminism, but they
have also documented the part that religion
(largely the impact of various forms of Chris-
tianity on the Global South) has long played
in colonial cultural and political invasions of
various kinds and, with that, the negation and
denial of indigenous forms of female behav-
iour.® In this context, feminist accounts of
religion have followed more conventional
accounts of religion which have emphasized
its negative implications.

EPISTEMOLOGIES OF FEMINISM,
EPISTEMOLOGIES OF RELIGION

Feminism and religion share one characteris-
tic: they are both ‘broad churches’ and have
rich and varied epistemological sources and
resources. From the standpoint of religious
belief it is entirely reasonable to refer to the
extensive theologies of all world religions
and the wide variety of forms of human
experience that they have encompassed. But
it is that question of ‘belief” that would be
problematic for many feminists, for although
they might reject the position of fundamen-
talist atheists which argues, categorically,
that God (whoever he or she belongs to) does
not exist, so both positions are unprovable. It
would seem that the fundamental tenet of the
world religions, that a God exists, can exist
only as an assertion and at the very best as a
richly illustrated history of a human aspira-
tion for transcendence. Given that all world
religions exist in many forms and are often
deeply divided it is also impossible to speak
with any assurance of ‘a religion’. When, for
example, Anglicans can argue for the dispen-
sability of God or point out that in the
Gospels of the New Testament there is no
reference to the Resurrection, it is apparent
that religious certainty is mythical. This
diversity of opinion within religion, and the
actual uncertainty of its central texts, needs
to be emphasized when ‘religion’ is pre-
sented as a consistent tradition.

To many feminists, pursuing the similarity
between the epistemologies of religion and

feminism might appear as the definitive
search for the non-existent. Although reli-
gions (in all their diversity) have had some
difficulty in reconciling themselves within
major twentieth-century intellectual tradi-
tions (for example, the implications of the
work of Freud) and would appear, in the
second decade of the twenty-first century, to
wish to define questions of gender identity
and behaviour in ways that have been subject
to considerable critical scrutiny, there are
two marked similarities — as well as diverse
differences — between feminist and religious
epistemologies. The first is that both religion
and feminist theory entail the search for the
transcendence of the limits of the human
person. Although this search sits uneasily
with other aspects of religion (for example,
that assertion of the authority of ‘the natural’
that has been previously noted), all world
religions encourage the possibility that each
human being is malleable into a form that, in
the case of religion, more nearly meets the
aspirations of that religion. In the same way,
feminism and feminist theory has long argued
that biology is not destiny: that ideas, the
conceptual, can allow greater freedoms and
possibilities than a literal reading of biologi-
cal difference allows.

This recognition of the dialectic between
the individual and the social as contained in
religion and feminist theory encourages the
exploration of both the complex and the more
directly apparent meaning of both. We can
cite the instance of the feminism that endorses
the female entrepreneur as an example of the
fusion of a version of feminism with an
aspect of religion; at the same time we can
take the tradition of feminist theory that
stretches from Simone de Beauvoir as an
aspect of a tradition that wishes to substitute
the strictures of biology for the freedom of
humanism. In both cases, and in what are
western traditions, we can see at work not so
much the distance between religion and femi-
nist theory but some of the shared intellectual
and cultural roots. Again, and in the twenty-
first century, we can observe the making of
new traditions of the feminine in cultures
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with religions that maintain a considerable
degree of gender separation (Al-Rasheed,
2013). Whether ‘emancipated’ forms of the
feminine will find, in these contexts, new
expectations of material relations and an
experience of another, more avowedly secu-
lar, form of religion remains to be seen.

The second similarity between the episte-
mologies of religion and feminist theory that
demands mention is that both begin from the
starting point of how to order social relations
and, just as there are differences between
feminists on this question, so is this the case
for religion. To say that religions all take
their views on this subject from the word of
God is to maintain a form of fundamentalism
as misleading as any other: Gods, theologies
tell us, have said many different things. Reli-
gion is not coherent and neither is it stable. It
is important for feminist theory to welcome
this and to recognize its various manifesta-
tions and its many possibilities. At a histori-
cal point where the claims of religion, across
the globe, are acquiring considerable politi-
cal legitimacy it is important that feminist
theory recognizes the part that religion plays
in both national and international politics,
and often in ways that challenge easy
assumptions about the relationship of the
secular with the modern (see Bracke, 2003:
335-46; Kinnvall, 2004: 741-67).

NOTES

1 The most publicized of these comments were by
Dawkins, 2006 and Hitchens, 2007.

2 No longer have the boundaries of feminism
changed, but its death has been announced. See
the discussion in Hemmings, 2011: 136-41.

3 This point is explored more fully by Jagar, 2006:
301-22.

4 Nineteenth-century attacks by women on aspects
of religion took various forms. Women novelists,
energetic in their critical pictures of male cler-
ics, created characters such as Dr Grant in Jane
Austen’s Mansfield Park and Mr Collins in the
same author’s Pride and Prejudice, while the pos-
sible active cruelty of the church appeared in the
form of the Reverend Brocklehurst in Charlotte
Bronte's Jane Eyre. George Eliot was identified
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with those strands in continental philosophy that
were both anti-clerical and deeply suspicious of
religious ideas. See for a discussion of George
Eliot and religion Qualls, 2001: 119-37.

Some of the difficulties of the Church of England
in coming to terms with sexuality are set out in
Thane and Evans, 2012.

The classic study of the Virgin Mary written in the
late twentieth century is Marina Warner's Alone
of All Her Sex (1976). Later interpretations, such
as that by Miri Rubin in her book Mother of God:
A History of the Virgin Mary (2009), have empha-
sized the multiple feminist readings of Mary. She
writes: ‘In the churches some feminists see in
Mary a barrier to liberation, but others seek to
seize Mary as a powerful example for women
and for churches: of love and faith, of charity and
nurture’ (Rubin, 2009: 422).

See Goldenberg, 1974: 341-3 and Gendler,
1976: 241-7. The different traditions and divi-
sions within Judaism are discussed by various
authors in Alan Avery-Pack and Jacob Neusner’s
edited collection 2003). See, for a further over-
view, King, 2004: 1-12.

The place of the Christian God in the creation
of the universe was first affirmed by St Thomas
Aquinas in the thirteenth century. It was later
developed by the cleric William Paley in the early
nineteenth century, whose work had an influ-
ence on Charles Darwin, renowned as the author
of On the Origin of Species and as the non-
believer who gave an alternative account, less of
the origin of the universe, but rather more of the
emergence of human beings.

The phrase ‘In God We Trust’ had been written
onto US coinage since 1864. The phrase was first
printed on paper notes in 1957, despite the pro-
tests of secularists.

Crucial to this rethinking of gender relations was
the work of Judith Butler, e.g. Gender Trouble
(1990).

Freud set out his objections to religion in Totem
and Taboo (1918). A feminist reading of Marx's
identification of religion as ideology is given
by Marilyn Chapin Massey (1987: 151-63).
Marx wrote in 1847 that ‘the social principles
of Christianity preach the need for a ruling and
oppressive class’. This was a view challenged by,
among others, those who espoused the Liberation
Theology in Latin America. See MacCulloch,
2010: 976-979.

The reference here to masks is an invoca-
tion of Joan Riviere's famous essay of 1929,
‘Womanliness as Masquerade’ (1998).

The literature on veiling and the various dress
codes of Islam is now extensive. For useful dis-
cussions see Mernissi, 1992 and Moallem, 2007.
A recent important account of the resurgence of
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the wearing of headscarf and the veil and their
connection to national politics is Ahmed, 2011.
For a discussion on Islam, gender and sexuality
see Helie and Hoodfar, 2011.

14 On the existence of God, see Robinson, 1963
and MacCulloch, 2010: 393.

15 There is a considerable literature on both the
‘export’ of western views about women and
western women as missionaries. See, for example,
Midgley, 2007. The specific relationship between
western development programmes, women and
religion has been well covered in terms of its poli-
tics and its policies, particularly in terms of repro-
ductive rights. For a more general discussion see
the article by Selinger, 2004: 523-43. For a dis-
cussion of the colonial attack on the sexuality of
colonized women see Heath, 2010.
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PART 2

Literary, Visual and Cultural

The sexual politics of literature, film, visual
and media cultures have been crucial to the
dissemination and development of key areas of
feminist theory in the academy and beyond.
Feminist scholars in literature, film studies and
related disciplines have routinely been at the
forefront of questioning the ways in which
women (as/and ‘others’) are represented in
cultural forms such the novel and the film; the
relation of these representations to the repro-
duction and repudiation of social norms; and
the relation of literary and visual text to the
psyche and to the cultural meanings attached
to femininity and masculinity. Scholars in
these fields have raised a range of key issues
for feminism, including: the importance of
attending to the symbolic in understanding and
deconstructing gender relations; the entwined
histories of representation of gender, sexuality,
race and class; gender and the representation
of the body; the nature of the cultural and
critical canon; and colonial and post-colonial
representations of difference. Through critical

Representation

Sadie Wearing

interrogations of these and related questions
this area has provided a catalyst for debate
over the myriad ways in which representation
matters and its connection to a range of gen-
dered, raced and classed inequalities.
Representation is understood by the
authors in this section in an expansive way:
as the realm of symbolic and cultural practice
that produces images, ideas and fantasies of
gender, and therefore as a key battleground
for feminism. It is understood to have the
capacity to construct, reflect and resist exist-
ing meanings of gender and sexuality. The
work of feminist literary and cultural schol-
ars on questions of gender and writing; rep-
resentations and cultural constructions of
gender and sexuality; femininity and its cul-
tural and psychic contours and recently the
discursive terrain of postfeminism have been
central to a range of feminist agendas. This
wide-ranging terrain encompasses many of
the central dilemmas of feminist theory more
broadly — questions over voice and silence,
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public and private, equality and difference,
the viability of the category of Woman. It is
therefore both unsurprising and significant
that many key feminist texts work through their
arguments in relation to the terrain of both
popular and literary culture. However — in
addition to its relatively high public profile —
the centrality of feminist cultural theory to its
wider social currency also corresponds to its
relation to the academy. Feminist literary and
cultural criticism holds an established
(though not uncontested) place in the aca-
demic disciplines of Literature and Cultural
Studies, Media and Communication studies
and sociological considerations of culture.
As such, it can be viewed as central to the
project, promotion and academic vitality and
currency of what is understood more broadly
as feminist theory. Work in this area straddles
both humanities and social science perspec-
tives and methods, with some intriguing
overlaps and cross contaminations as well as
some areas of contestation, though both tra-
ditions are united in the attempt to dissect the
ways that cultural production is implicated in
the broader maintenance and disruption of
patriarchy and other forms of oppression,
from which ‘women’s writing’ and cultural
production is by no means immune. Vibrant
scholarship on the history of women’s writing,
the ways that patriarchy has represented
women, the discursive production of femi-
ninities and masculinities and the very chal-
lenges of language itself as a tool of gendered
power have been but some of the areas
marked out by work in this area. The range of
work also crosses generic and cultural bound-
aries, that of ‘high’ and ‘low culture’, the
literary and the popular and multiple axis of
difference.

Theoretically, the terrain is marked by a
variety of approaches engaging with diverse
perspectives including — but not limited to —
psychoanalysis, sociology, literary history,
post-colonial theory and perspectives, lin-
guistics and post-structuralism. While its
objects of analysis, its methods and perhaps
even its politics might be diverse and multi-
ple, what links the work of feminist theory

and criticism of cultural and literary repre-
sentation is an assumption that these things
matter — that they are politically and socially
significant and that they constitute as well as
reflect prevailing understandings and contes-
tations of the world as it was, is and could be.

Women’s multiple and contradictory roles
as producers, consumers and objects of liter-
ary and cultural production have a significant
tradition of exploration by Feminist literary
scholars, theorists and activists. Feminist
scholarship in this field has established the
need to both deconstruct existing myths and
constructions of gender and concurrently to
reconstruct the excised, forgotten and
silenced female voices, particularly from the
past (Green and Kahn, 1985: 7). This led
feminists in the 1970s and 1980s to begin to
explore the multiple strands that continue to
characterize the field, from critique of the
existing canon, such as Kate Millett’s scath-
ing Sexual Politics (1971) to exploration of
women’s writing as either forgotten but
recoverable, such as Dale Spender’s Mothers
of the Novel (1988); as a space of a tradition
specific to women, as Elaine Showalter
argued (1999), or as a space of ambivalent
resistance (such as Gilbert and Gubar, 1979).
From this period there was also a questioning
of how women and other marginalized
groups — by class, and race, for example — are
‘silenced’ by a variety of cultural and social
processes (Olsen, 1980) which negate the
possibilities for fully occupying the space of
the cultural producer.

In addition, however, to work that cata-
logues and critiques women’s contributions
to and existence in cultural production, a fur-
ther strand of work in this area has reflected
debates within feminist theory more broadly
over the constitution of gender; the role of
representation in its very construction; and
how the combined weight of social and psy-
chic processes manifests in language and
culture. Post-structuralist accounts stress the
ways that, within language, meaning is both
learned (culturally inflected rather than
innate) and locks the subject into its terms, as
in the psychoanalytic perspectives influenced
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by Lacan (Rose, 1986) and, relatedly, in the
discursive construction of subjectivity
described by Foucault. Broadly speaking,
language is also understood within post-
structuralism as slippery and mutable and
thus available for resignification and resist-
ance. So, for French feminists such as Cixous
(1981) and Irigaray (1999), in calling for
other ways of knowing and writing, the pos-
sibility for a post-patriarchal symbolic order
is suggested even as the rigid contours of the
existing order are described. These questions
are explored in this section by Amber Jacobs,
who contests the orthodox psychoanalytic
stress on loss and the negation of the feminine
in part through an exploration not of language
as such but of voice. The challenge of post-
structuralism is, infamously, a challenge to
how we understand the constitution of iden-
tity and subjectivity and thus the very possi-
bility of the category of ‘woman’. The most
renowned exposition of these arguments and
their significance for feminist politics comes
from the hugely influential early work of
Judith Butler in Gender Trouble (1990) and
Bodies That Matter (1993) — texts which,
again, deploy representational practice as
integral to their argumentation. These debates
and the challenges of queer theory more gen-
erally to feminist literary theory and criticism
are picked up in Sam McBean’s chapter in
this section.

Equally key to the development of femi-
nist theory in relation to literature and cul-
tural representation was the intervention into
the ‘emergent perspective of feminist criti-
cism’ of post-colonial critique. This body of
work contested (among other things) in,
Gayatri Spivak’s words, feminist criticism’s
‘unfortunate’ reproduction of ‘the axioms of
imperialism’ through its “basically isolation-
ist admiration for the literature of the female
subject in Europe and Anglo-America
establish[ed as] the high feminist norm’
(Spivak, 1986: 262). This isolationism and
lack of attention to the limited perspectives
of a feminist criticism purporting to speak
for all “‘women’ is central to both the founda-
tional and the ongoing debates within

feminist theory. In keeping with this, the
work of literary and cultural scholars has
been marked by contestations as well as con-
sensus, with crucial interventions that have
exposed the gaps and silences of feminist
criticism and theory, its objects and subjects
of analysis, as, for example, in the work of
Spivak (1986), len Ang (2001), bell hooks
(1996) and Bonnie Zimmerman (1985),
which point to assumptions and omissions
with regard to imperialism, race and class,
and leshianism respectively.

These concerns with both how women are
represented and the role of representation in
identity and politics are also a characteristic
of feminist work in film, cultural and media
studies. Work from these critical areas has
also examined the ‘roles’ women play within
visual culture but also, again, influenced by
psychoanalytic theory, with how women are
defined and obscured by ‘the male gaze’ and
specific cultural apparatus (Mulvey, 1989).
Feminist film and cultural theory has provided
unique insights into the relation of narrative
structure and viewing pleasures to both the
psyche and to socially constituted audiences
(Stacey, 1994; Young, 1996). For feminist
activists — as Karen Boyle demonstrates in
her chapter — these preoccupations take on a
particular charge in the ongoing debates over
the cultural practice of pornography. A huge
range of work — as Imelda Whelehen charts in
her chapter — explores the pleasures and prob-
lems of ‘the popular’ and ‘the feminine’
understood as an arena of pleasurable con-
sumption as well as oppression. Again marked
by its heterogeneity, the work of feminist
scholars of media and popular culture has
looked at both production and consumption
(or reception) in its attempt to analyse, inter-
pret and critique the images and understand-
ings of gender and sexuality and difference
that constitute cultural life.

THE CHAPTERS

The chapters in this section aim to explore the
vibrancy of work in this area and to suggest
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some new directions and ongoing preoccupa-
tions for scholars in this area. The section is,
of course, not imagined as comprehensive or
indeed ‘representative’, but it reflects the
variety of approaches adopted with regard to
the analysis and exploration of literary, visual
and cultural representation.

Amber Jacobs’ essay reflects on contempo-
rary feminist theory’s negotiation of the
insights and limits of psychoanalysis through
an analysis of Todd Haynes’ television adapta-
tion of the James M. Cain noir classic Mildred
Pierce. Arguing that the series can illuminate
the possibilities offered for thinking beyond
the negation of the feminine inscribed in
Lacanian inflected feminist theory, she
explores the mother—daughter bond in both
theory and representational practice and
stresses the possibilities for a symbolic order
based not on negation of the feminine or on
loss but on an (albeit tentative) connection. A
connection that is, significantly, established
outside of a purely visual economy, with all the
legacies of feminist analytics of the gaze that
this implies. This emphasis draws on a theori-
zation of the mother—daughter relation which
evades the reliance on tropes of Oedipality and
which enables Jacobs to explore the possibility
of a post-patriarchal symbolic identifiable in
contemporary cultural practice.

Sam McBean uses the analysis of Margaret
Atwood’s novel Oryx and Crake, to explore
the contours of the literary in contemporary
feminist theory, identifying an invigorated
concern with ‘narrative’. Utilizing a queer
feminist perspective, she suggests, allows us
to reconfigure the politics of gender and the
woman writer, reader and character and to
rethink the alleged ‘turning away’ from lit-
erature that feminist theory is widely imag-
ined to have performed. She suggests instead
that feminist theory has reframed its commit-
ment to the ongoing questions posed by the
relationship between feminism and the narra-
tion of selfhood. This encompasses consider-
ations of how stories, worlds and identities are
made, through what devices and with what
effects. McBean’s reading of Oryx and Crake
might in turn be read as part of feminist

theory’s ongoing deconstruction of what
Rosalind Coward famously termed ‘the true
story of how | became my own person’
(Coward, 1989).

Also concerned with how writing reveals
and conceals questions of the relation
between the subjective experience and the
social, Vron Ware’s chapter engages with
‘life-writing” as a way of getting at the most
crucial and uncomfortable aspect of racial-
ized experience — life-writing is examined
here as a testimony to the ongoing impor-
tance of claiming and critiquing ‘self’, of
recognizing and resisting oppressive con-
texts both eternally and internally manifest.
Life-writing, Ware suggests, reveals ‘the
myriad, brutal and often nuanced ways in
which racial hierarchy is experienced’, which
she puts in productive dialogue with the
feminist debates engendered by len Ang’s
decisive deconstruction of the ‘we’ of feminist
theory and the ongoing recognition of
moments of incommensurability. Racism is
here dissected through an engagement with its
subjectifying processes and writing is engaged
with as offering at least the possibility of
effecting movement and transformation —
towards if not achieving an epistemological
escape from white supremacy.

Questions of testimony are also a concern in
Anna Reading’s account of gender and mem-
ory. Linking the emerging interdisciplinary
area of memory studies to gender she maps the
ways that memory studies has thus far engaged
with gender and the shared concerns with
feminist theory — the crucial questions of both
who and what is remembered — and with what
social and political as well as psychic
consequences.

THE POLITICS OF THE POPULAR

Few subjects in feminist debate have been as
passionately debated as pornography and, in
her chapter, Karen Boyle reminds us of the
centrality of pornography as an area of fre-
quently polarized feminist debate, enquiry,
theory and, as she stresses in this chapter, an
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ongoing site of activism. Interest here is
less in the potential harm provoked by
pornography — which is notoriously hard to
measure — but rather with ways that the
exploitation of women’s bodies for commer-
cial gain is problematically excluded from its
framing via the selective use of ‘choice narra-
tives’. Boyle unpacks the ways that the impor-
tant debates on representation and agency,
characteristic of some feminist theory, may
obscure as well as illuminate the coercive
exploitation of both bodies and sexuality,
despite the notional dominance of these
discourses as popular refrains of feminist
activists. She interrogates the association of
anti-pornography feminism as censorious,
repressive and anti-sex and the concomitant
anxiety of many feminists that sexual expres-
sion and validation are also at risk in a overly
polarized articulation of the debate on pornog-
raphy. This is a debate which becomes ever
more difficult as changes in media and com-
munications technologies alter the terrain of
discussion — notably coalescing in anxieties
over the sexualization of children, both as
consumers of internet pornography and as
victims of the industry. Boyle’s chapter
stresses the potential erasure of the body in
articulations of agency and choice, articula-
tions that chime with the discursive terrain of
postfeminism.

Imelda Whelehan’s chapter also explores
the terrain of postfeminism, charting its cul-
tural and academic dominance in her exami-
nation of the ‘problem’ of the popular for
feminist theory and criticism. Whelehan
traces how the politics of popular culture
have played out, particularly through the
crucial interventions of feminism, to a recla-
mation of feminine pleasure from routine
negative associations with mass culture’s
most vilified characteristics. Indeed. it is in
part the association of mass culture with the
feminine that has instigated an ongoing fas-
cination for feminist scholars and activists
who take popular pleasure seriously. These
writers, academics and critics are often, in
their turn, running not inconsiderable and
ongoing risks of their own in being overly

closely associated with the ‘low’ genres of
feminized culture, such as the romance, the
soap opera or the ‘chick flick’. In part this
manifests as a wider tension, described by
Joanne Hollows, for example, between femi-
ninity and feminism. Whelehan traces the
ways in which postfeminism as a discursive
terrain picks up on and indeed fuels feminist
debate through its equivocal celebration of
reclaiming the glamour of highly conven-
tional (though often ironic) codes of feminin-
ity apparently shorn of their coercive and
repressive associations. As many scholars
have noted, however, the flaunting of this
postfeminist subject has been at the cost of
many of the key insights of feminist discus-
sion of the politics of the popular and its
exclusions; the postfeminist icon is blin-
dingly white, young and economically privi-
leged. Finally, exploring a specific aspect of
contemporary UK media culture, Harriet
Oliver’s chapter demonstrates the way in
which these postfeminist preoccupations
manifest in the editorial decisions of print
journalists. Oliver’s research demonstrates a
worrying trend to reify the separate spheres
of feminine and masculine news, which
strikes a chord with the gender policing of
our time. She explores these trends in rela-
tion to the history of ‘feminine’ journalism
and feminist critique.

The chapters in this section of the Hand-
book of Feminist Theory are highly diverse in
terms of their approach and object but they are
linked by a concern with the role of cultural
production and analysis in offering key insights
and understanding of the shifting meanings
attaching to feminism, subjectivity and power.
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What Stories Make Worlds, What
Worlds Make Stories: Margaret
Atwood’s Oryx and Crake

INTRODUCTION

In a contemporary context in which femi-
nism has been described as turning away
from the question of women and writing
(see Gubar, 1998; Moi, 2008), Margaret
Atwood — a prominent and prolific writer of
stories voiced by women — pens Oryx and
Crake (2003), her first novel not to feature a
female narrator. Instead, Oryx, the main
female character in the novel, continually
refuses injunctions to produce a cohesive and
‘true’ life narrative, expressing instead a lack
of interest in telling her story. Similar to how
feminism’s supposed retreat from the ques-
tion of women and writing has been read as
indicative of the waning of literature as a site
of feminist critical attention, Atwood’s shift
away from a female narrator has been read as
a move away from feminist concerns (see
Ingersoll, 2004; Nischik, 2009; Bouson,
2010). Oryx’s ambivalence over the point of
narrating her life seemingly expresses femi-
nism’s supposed turn away from the once
revolutionary cries for women to write their

Sam McBean

lives and thus create themselves anew. This
convergence between feminism’s alleged
turn away from literature and Atwood’s sup-
posed turn away from feminist themes makes
Oryx and Crake a productive entrypoint into
considering the place of literature in contem-
porary feminist theory. Through a reading of
Atwood’s novel | will suggest that the rela-
tionship between feminism and literature
expands beyond the question of women and
writing. This chapter considers the question
of women and writing as part of a larger and
continuing commitment in feminist theory to
the exploration of the function of narrative.
Oryx and Crake is a post-apocalyptic nar-
rative that, in part, is concerned with the
relationship between words and survival. At
one point the narrator Snowman, known as
Jimmy before the apocalypse, describes his
college girlfriend Amanda’s art practice.
Amanda is a visual artist who works on “Vul-
ture Sculptures’. To make these sculptures,
Amanda shapes dead-animal parts into large-
scale words. She then photographs these
word sculptures from a helicopter as vultures
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devour the decaying flesh. For Amanda,
‘[v]ulturizing brought them to life, was her
concept, and then it killed them” (Atwood,
2009: 287). As decaying flesh, the material
through which she writes is dead. The
words themselves come alive, take their
shape and become readable through the pro-
cess that inevitably and simultaneously
erases them. Amanda’s sculptures blur the
distinction between being formed in language
and being destroyed by that very process. It
is a work of art that is not so much about the
words themselves — although she painstak-
ingly considers each word in advance — but
about the process of meaning-making.
Although Amanda is a minor character in the
larger narrative of the novel, her sculptures
capture Oryx and Crake’s concern with the
relationship between words and survival.
Snowman, narrator and storyteller, relays
his story from the post-apocalyptic world in
which he may be the only survivor of the
mass extinction of humanity engineered by
his best friend, Crake. His story is the focal
point of the narrative, although Snowman
expresses doubt about the point of narrating
his story, knowing that ‘he’ll have no future
reader’ (46). Despite this uncertainty about
the purpose of telling his story, Snowman
remains invested in storytelling. He con-
verses with his past self and the ghosts of the
people that populated his world. Carol Ann
Howells describes this as a survival strategy:
Snowman tells stories ‘in a desperate bid to
reclaim his own identity, ironizing his present
situation, and delighting in language and
word play’ (2006: 172). The relationship
between words and Snowman’s survival is
mutual — his survival seemingly depends on
his ability to keep telling stories and, simi-
larly, the survival of words depends on
Snowman’s survival. Snowman realizes that
if he is the last man alive, words will die when
he dies: ““Hang on to the words,” he tells
himself. The odd words, the old words, the
rare ones. Valance. Norn. Serendipity. Pibroch.
Lubricious. When they’re gone out of his
head, these words, they’ll be gone, every-
where, forever’ (78; emphasis in original).

The relationship between survival and
storytelling is further explored through the
‘Crakers’. While Snowman might be the last
man alive, he is not the only living thing on
the planet. The Crakers also survive the
apocalypse as Crake’s new chosen inhabit-
ants of the planet. The Crakers are bioengi-
neered ‘perfect’ individuals that Crake
explains are the ‘result of a logical chain of
progression’ from ‘interspecies gene and
part-gene splicing’ (356). Along with pos-
sessing various characteristics spliced from
other animals — such as their grass-only diet —
the Crakers have none of what Crake deems
the destructive tendencies of humans. They
lack, for instance, the so-called neural com-
plexes that lead to hierarchy. As the narrative
of the novel unfolds, it becomes clear that
Snowman’s survival was engineered by
Crake in part so that he would assist the
Crakers in their transition from living in the
lab to adjusting and surviving in the wider
world. Snowman is left to care for and pro-
tect them, although this job seems to be
rather redundant as the Crakers never want
for food, can heal themselves and even pos-
sess elaborate strategies that ward off any
surviving predators. Conversely, it is the
Crakers that enable Snowman’s survival,
providing him with his much-needed weekly
ration of fish. In return, what Snowman
offers them are stories. As well as narrating
the past leading up to the apocalypse, Snowman
also carefully constructs for the Crakers a
kind of cosmology about their existence.
Their desire for these narratives and the deli-
cacy with which Snowman must construct
these stories raises the question about how
the survival of the Crakers might depend just
as much on Snowman’s ability to tell them
stories as on their ability to learn from Snow-
man how to tell their own stories.

This chapter will pick up on the theme of
storytelling and survival in Atwood’s novel,
drawing it out specifically through the rela-
tionship between Jimmy and Oryx. Oryx
enters the narrative as a child featured on a
kiddie porn website that Jimmy and Crake
frequently view. As Jimmy grows up, Oryx
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moves from the porn industry to become a
sex worker that Crake hires at university.
From there she becomes an assistant to
Crake, working with him on the development
of the Crakers in his lab. It is in this capacity
that Jimmy meets her in person, although he
has, since childhood, carried with him a
printed still of her from the kiddie porn film.
Their relationship is characterized by Jimmy’s
obsession with knowing her story and Oryx’s
evasive responses to his questions. She
refuses to provide Jimmy with the narrative
he desires to hear and instead challenges
him, constantly asking what he thinks he will
learn about her from his questioning. Far
from using storytelling as a survival strategy,
Oryx seemingly insists that she does not need
to tell her story. Instead, she interrogates the
desires that Jimmy invests in storytelling as a
way to save her from what he sees as her ter-
rible past. | pursue a reading of Oryx —
described as Atwood’s ‘most ambiguous
character to date’ (Tolan, 2007: 286) — that
sees this resistance to Jimmy’s attempts to
ascribe singular and coherent meaning to her
life as a challenge to the desires that underpin
his need to hear her story. While Oryx resists
the promise of survival through narration,
and thus resists perhaps the allure of narra-
tive as a process through which she might
make herself whole, she is not uninterested
in storytelling. Her opposition to narrating
her story is a critical reflection on the act and
function of narrative as survival — she does
not turn away from narrative so much as
question its function.

In this, an interest in narrative, language
and the production of textual meaning
remains of primary concern both to Oryx
and, | will argue, in much contemporary
feminist scholarship (see Ahmed, 2008;
Hemmings, 2011; Pearce, 2004; Wiegman,
2012). Despite, perhaps, a shift in contempo-
rary feminist theory away from the question
of women and writing and, with it, the belief
in the necessary world-changing power of
women writing their stories, what remains is
what | see as a queer feminist investment in
exploring the critical function of narrative,

textual objects and rhetorical structure in
multiple contemporary feminist sites. |
describe my reading of Oryx through the
perspective of queer feminism not to signal a
move away from feminism and the question
of women and writing towards queer theory,
but to hold the two disciplines in close prox-
imity, resisting seeing queer as the after of
feminism — or what happens when the iden-
tity category of woman becomes ‘untenable’.
This is an understanding of feminism put
forward by, among others, Annamarie Jag-
ose, who explains that feminism does not
confirm or require the stability of the identity
category ‘woman’, but instead is committed
to challenging and reworking it (2009: 161);
Judith Halberstam, who groups a tradition of
feminist commitment to destabilizing iden-
tity categories under the heading of ‘shadow-
feminism’(2011: 124); and Robyn Wiegman,
who describes feminism as a ‘living thing’
that is definitively multiple and defined by
differences not only among women but
within itself (2010: 84).

Thus, by suggesting that Oryx’s refusal to
narrate her story be read as a queer feminist
critical reflection on the multiple roles and
effects of storytelling, queerness here is not
as an effect of leaving behind the referent
woman. It signals not a move on from more
foundational feminist literary concerns but
instead insists that the question of women and
writing can be framed as part of a wider com-
mitment to exploring narrative production —
not entirely encompassed by questions of
identity and thus not limited to the explora-
tion of representations of women. The ques-
tion of women and writing as about and
dependent upon the subject woman is but one
way to frame this history of feminist literary
critique; another might be to insist on this
question as being part of a wider feminist
investment in illuminating the ways in which
stories build worlds. Through a reading of
Oryx and Crake | thus argue that contempo-
rary scholarship concerning feminism’s nar-
ratives and object relations encompasses
questions around authorship, world-building,
narrative and textual meaning that extend
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rather than turn away from the question of
women and writing, or what is perceived as
more foundational feminist literary criticism.

WHAT STORIES MAKE WORLDS

Oryx enters Jimmy’s life through the screen —
he watches her in a kiddie porn film on
‘HottTotts’, ‘a global sex-trotting site” (102),
when he is a teenager and she is eight or nine.
His first encounter with her is mediated
through the camera and the screen. Moreover,
it is mediated further through the conventions
of the porn film, which dictate how Oryx is
meant to look, what she is meant to do and
what she is meant to look like she is feeling.
Jimmy describes knowing ‘the drill’, or the
levels of ‘make-believe’ (104) that are
required to produce the desired effect for the
viewer. However, Oryx captivates Jimmy
because she seems to break through the levels
of mediation and the make-believe. She is the
first girl he watches in these films that
‘seemed real’; she was ‘three-dimensional
from the start’ (103). This production of
realness is an effect of a glance that Oryx
gives to the camera: ‘Then she looked over
her shoulder and right into the eyes of the
viewer — right into Jimmy’s eyes, into the
secret person inside him. I see you, that look
said. | see you watching. I know you. | know
what you want’ (104; emphasis in original). In
this moment, Jimmy feels confronted by
Oryx’s look. He describes how her look
causes him to feel for the first time that what
he was doing was wrong: ‘Before, it had
always been entertainment, or else far beyond
his control, but now he felt culpable’ (104).
From this first glimpse of Oryx, Jimmy is
consumed throughout the novel with the
desire to know the truth about her — with
going beneath the surface of the printout and
having an answer to who she is really.

When Jimmy meets Oryx many years later
in Crake’s lab and becomes her lover, he
finally has the chance, the ‘pure bliss’ and
‘pure terror’, of experiencing her as ‘no longer
merely an image’ but ‘real, three-dimensional’

(362-3). However, the question of who the
real Oryx is confounds Jimmy. Despite his
constant questioning of her about her past, he
struggles to piece together a coherent picture
of who she is. Rehearsing the various narra-
tives he has collected about her, Jimmy
describes the many possibilities of Oryx:

Enter Oryx as a young girl on a kiddie-porn site,
flowers in her hair, whipped cream on her chin; or,
Enter Oryx as a teenage news item, sprung from a
pervert's garage; or, Enter Oryx, stark naked and
pedagogical in the Craker’s inner sanctum; or,
Enter Oryx, towel around her hair, emerging from
the shower; or, Enter Oryx, in a pewter-grey silk
pantsuit and demure half-high heels, carrying a
briefcase, the image of a professional Compound
globewise saleswoman? Which of these will it be,
and how can he ever be sure there’s a line
connecting the first to the last? Was there only
one Oryx, or was she a legion? (361-2; emphasis
in original)

Staging Oryx in this way, Jimmy cannot
quite settle on the real version. In his drama,
she is constantly appearing in a different
costume, as a different Oryx. Testing the
different versions of Oryx, he is unable to
find the one Oryx on which to anchor her
various characters; she dissolves into artifice.

It is not only that Jimmy lacks the ability
to piece Oryx together, but that Oryx herself
actively refuses to give Jimmy the kind of
coherent narrative that he desires — she
refuses to be any of the characters through
which he aims to define her. Eager as he is to
identify her as the girl he sees in the kiddie
porn, she responds by explaining that she
does not think it is her. As Jimmy pushes her
to identify with the child that she was in the
porn film, asking her what she was thinking
while making the films, Oryx resists his
question, explaining that maybe she was not
thinking anything at all. Unsatisfied, Jimmy
pushes her and Oryx, exasperated, cries out:
““You want me to pretend? You want me to
make something up?”’ (105). Refusing to fill
in the blanks in Jimmy’s narrative, Oryx will
not provide any depth to the image of herself
as a child in a porn film. In this refusal, Oryx
raises questions about the relationship
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between the image and the real woman who
is supposedly behind the (highly sexualized
and fetishized) image.

This is a reading that could be pursued
through a history of feminist theory, particu-
larly in relation to the question of femininity
as masquerade (see Riviere, 1966; Doane,
1982; Butler, 1990). Joan Riviere theorizes
‘womanliness’ as a kind of mask: there is no
difference between ‘genuine womanliness’ and
the ‘masquerade’; ‘they are the same thing’
(1966: 213). This, for Riviere, is a strategy
for keeping femininity at a distance — a
survival strategy for women who are over-
positioned by patriarchal imaginings. This
resistance functions, explains Mary Ann
Doane, ‘in its denial of the production of
femininity as closeness, as a presence-to-
itself, as, precisely, imagistic’ (1982: 81-2).
Oryx refuses to connect the image that
Jimmy has of her with a coherent identity;
‘the more we learn about Oryx, the less real
she becomes’ (Tolan, 2007: 286). She doubts
even that the image he so feverishly carries
around with him is her at all. Oryx threatens
Jimmy’s viewing of the image through chal-
lenging his need to believe that she is really
there — his anxiety over needing to know her
“for real’ is a product of her refusal to claim
an allegiance to the image that is supposedly
of her. It is integral to consider the process by
which Jimmy imagines Oryx will move
beyond the image and be real. Namely, he
obsessively desires that she tell her story.
Jimmy asks Oryx again and again for a nar-
rative of her life to supposedly bring, through
words, some depth to the image that he has
of her. Indeed, he seems to believe that her
words — her constructed narrative — will fill
in the empty image that he has of her.

Jimmy’s desire to hear Oryx’s story and
his belief that her narrative will tell him
something real about her mirror some early
questions in feminist literary critique, namely
the question of women and authorship, or the
relationship between writing and women’s
authentic voice (see Gilbert and Gubar,
1979). Similar to how Jimmy repeatedly
desires Oryx to narrate her story, with the

belief that her narrative will fill in the image
that he has of her, bringing him closer to her
truth, a history of feminist literary critique
has placed critical value on women speaking
back to the images that claimed to express
the truth of woman. In their seminal The
Madwoman in the Attic, Sandra Gilbert and
Susan Gubar argue that women ‘must escape
just those male texts which deny them the
autonomy to formulate alternatives to the
authority that has imprisoned them’ (1979:
13). Women writing themselves into litera-
ture became an important challenge to a
canon in which women were frequently dis-
cussed, but rarely given the opportunity to
narrate their lives in their words. Adrienne
Rich describes how the woman writer is con-
fronted with an abundance of fiction about
her, so that, ‘over and over in the “words’
masculine persuasive force” of literature she
comes up against something that negates
everything she is about: she meets the image
of Woman in books written by men’ (1972:
21). In this, the woman writer is an important
counterpoint to these images by men — it is
she who might write something truer about
women.

Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own
raises the question through the figure of
Shakespeare’s sister. Addressing the question
of whether a female Shakespeare or female
genius could exist, Woolf examines the way
society would not have encouraged nor sup-
ported Judith Shakespeare in her pursuits as
an author. Woolf argues that there are no
great women authors not because women
cannot be great writers but because writing
was gendered male — making it difficult for
women to pursue writing or for women’s
writing to be included in literary history. Her
argument is a well-repeated one, but | want
to take pause to consider how Woolf relies on
storytelling to construct her argument. To
counter the “fact’ that there had been no great
women writers, Woolf creates a fictional
story and a fictional woman, since, as she
puts it, “facts are so hard to come by’ (2001:
39). What Woolf’s use of storytelling as a
rhetorical device reveals is the emphasis on
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the importance of rewriting or writing anew
the stories that had already been told about
women and about what women were and
could do.

Rich describes this process as ‘re-vision” —
‘the act of looking back, of seeing with fresh
eyes, of entering an old text from a new criti-
cal direction’ (1972: 18). She emphasizes that
women have ‘another story’ to tell about
themselves — they must ‘no longer be primar-
ily mothers and muses for men: we have our
own work cut out for us’ (1972: 25). Héléne
Cixous explains that writing will bring back a
materiality to women that has been denied her
in masculine-defined narratives; writing will
‘give her back her goods, her pleasures, her
organs, her immense bodily territories which
have been kept under seal’ (1976: 880). Cix-
ous famously begins ‘The Laugh of Medusa’
with the sentence: ‘I shall speak about wom-
en’s writing: about what it will do” (1976: 875;
emphasis in original). What | mean to draw
attention to here is the relationship that has
historically been set up in feminist literary
criticism between storytelling and what it
accomplishes — that underneath the expressed
demands for women to re-vision and write is
a belief that if women narrate their stories they
will be doing something. This, for Rich, is an
‘act of survival’, as she explains that until
women ‘understand the assumptions in which
we are drenched we cannot know ourselves’
(1972: 18). In this view, there is something
revolutionary about women writing — the
relationship between textual authority and
wider claims to subjectivity are clearly
interwoven.

Oryx’s refusal to narrate her story, her
refusal of survival through narrative con-
struction, might then be read as a bleak pro-
nouncement by Atwood on the contemporary
state of feminism. If the woman writer has
historically been envisioned in feminism as
being able to offer a resistance to the images
of women produced by men, then Oryx’s
refusals to fill in Jimmy’s images of her
seemingly move away from a feminist belief
in the importance of women narrating their
lives. Oryx and Crake has indeed been read

as a shift in Atwood’s literary preoccupa-
tions; with a male narrator, the novel turns
away from Atwood’s sustained commitment
to using first-person narrative to explore
‘female imagination, consciousness and cre-
ativity’ (Showalter, 2003:35). Previous to
Oryx and Crake, Atwood’s novels were
always narrated by a woman and frequently
dealt with the theme of ‘re-vision’ (see
Grace, 1994; Howells, 1994; McWilliams,
2009; Rao, 1994). The commitment to
exploring the challenges faced by women
authors and artists is evidenced not only in
Atwood’s fiction, notably in Cat’s Eye (1988)
and The Blind Assassin (2000), but also in
her non-fiction essays ‘The Curse of Eve’
(1976) and ‘Paradoxes and Dilemmas: The
Woman as Writer’ (1976). Owing to this pre-
occupation, Atwood’s work has been given
sustained attention through the frame of gen-
der and genre (see Nicholson, 1994; Nischik,
2009; McWilliams, 2009). Often analysed in
relation to the question of gender and autobi-
ography, Atwood’s writing of female subjec-
tivity is seen to examine and question the
limits of the possibility of writing the self
(Grace, 1994; Howells, 1994; McWilliams,
2009; Tolan, 2007). Sherill Grace describes
Atwood’s writing of the gendered self as
‘one that denies logical categories and teleo-
logical order and presents instead a cyclical,
iterative, layered narrative that invites explo-
ration rather than arrival, one that reveals
gaps instead of disguising them in a seamless
narrative’ (1994: 202). Howells similarly
describes how Cat’s Eye exposes the limits of
autobiography, drawing attention to the arti-
fice of construction, so that the ‘subject her-
self is always outside, in excess, beyond the
figurations of language’ (1994: 216). In
Atwood’s re-vision of the genre of autobiog-
raphy, gender becomes a primary way
through which she criticizes and reworks the
question of the production of the subject
through writing.

In Oryx and Crake, the fractured and mul-
tiple nature of Oryx might be read as an
extension of this commitment to narrating
subjectivity as necessarily incomplete and
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unfinished — a continuation of Atwood’s pre-
occupation with the relationship between
narrative and subjectivity (Tolan, 2007: 286).
However, as Fiona Tolan points out, Oryx
and Crake has thus far not been read in the
same vein as much existing Atwood criticism
(2007: 276). The absence of a female narra-
tor in Oryx and Crake, or Atwood’s ‘appro-
priation of a masculine narrative voice’, has
been read as a move away from ‘feminist or
female-centred sympathies’ (Tolan, 2007:
276). Instead of being concerned with femi-
nism, the novel has been read as: a shift from
‘feminist and postfeminist’ concerns to
‘humanist and posthumanist concerns’
(Bouson, 2010: 125); a product of post-9/11
fears of terrorism rather than a feminist
response to the question of women and author-
ship (Ingersoll, 2004); or as a novel in which
gender does not play a crucial role (Nischik,
2009). Elaine Showalter strangely describes
this shift through audience, explaining that
‘Oryx and Crake may finally win [Atwood] a
wide male readership’, jokingly suggesting
that the action of the novel and the protago-
nist’s ‘American male’ characteristics might
appeal to the ‘male undergraduates who
groaned and grimaced over The Handmaid’s
Tale’ (2003: 35). If Atwood’s previous female
protagonists questioned and re-visioned the
terms of genre, notably autobiography, Oryx
seems to move Atwood away from these
concerns by refusing to tell her story.
Atwood’s novel is in part described as
uninterested in and uninteresting to feminism
precisely because it is not an exploration of
subjectivity through a female narrator. In
this, Atwood’s supposed turn away from
feminism might be read alongside a senti-
ment that feminism itself has turned away
from literature — where both of these turns
define feminism’s relationship to literature
through a focus on the question of women
and writing. In a review essay in 2007,
Elizabyth Hiscox and Cynthia Hogue raised
the ‘truism’ that feminist literary studies is
passé: ‘Everyone has moved, as it were, on’
(168; emphasis in original). In 1998 Susan
Gubar used the metaphor of ‘disease’ to

describe her ‘apprehension about the state of
feminist literary criticism’ (880) and, ten
years later, in 2008, Toril Moi described
feminist theory as existing in an aesthetic
impasse (p. 259). Gubar and Moi’s pro-
nouncements are striking not least because
both theorists are held as foundational think-
ers in the field of Western feminist literary
criticism, with their books The Madwoman
in the Attic (1979, co-edited with Sandra
Gilbert) and Sexual/Textual Politics (1985),
respectively. Gubar’s argument about the
waning of feminist literary criticism mirrors
many ‘apocalyptic’ fears about feminism
voiced at the turn of the century (Wiegman,
2000; Adkins, 2004) and rests on an analysis
of how developments in the field of feminist
theory have been a ‘hazard to the vitality of
feminist literary studies’ (1998: 880). Trac-
ing the so-called dismantling of the category
woman by poststructuralist and critical race
theorists, Gubar argues that such ‘[s]elf-
reflexive theorizing about criticism under-
mined the term women upon which feminist
literary practice previously depended’ (1998:
886; emphasis in original). This perspective
is shared by Moi in similar language, albeit
ten years on. She argues that, despite femi-
nist theory’s preoccupation in the 1980s with
questions of women and the production of
art, the interest in this question has waned;
“feminist theory stopped being concerned with
women and writing” (2008: 261). In a manner
similar to Gubar’s, Moi links the shift away
from literature in feminism, and from aes-
thetics more generally, to the growing diffi-
culty in the 1990s of speaking about women
‘except in inverted commas’ (2008: 263).
The rhetorical moves that both Gubar and
Moi employ to argue that there is something
lost in contemporary feminism have been criti-
cized for the way that they discipline feminism
as a field and make claims about feminism’s
proper subject (see Wiegman, 1999; Hemmings,
2011). Robyn Wiegman responds specifically
to Gubar’s argument, suggesting that Gubar
demands a unified version of feminism, a
demand which not only ‘sacrifices the com-
plexities and discontinuities of feminism’s
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institutional history for a plot formula that
denigrates academic feminism’s internal
conflict” but also refuses to consider femi-
nism’s ‘dynamic mobile and historically
transforming intellectual and political for-
mation in positive terms’ (1999: 366). While
Wiegman is critical of the way in which
Gubar’s argument limits feminism as a
knowledge project, she makes no claims on
the future of the field of feminist literary
criticism. Instead, for her, ‘[t]he perspective
and priority of literary study cannot provide
for academic feminism the point of view
needed to negotiate the terrain of its own
contemporary moment’ (1999: 374). Wiegman
does not aim to resuscitate feminist literary
criticism, as, she argues, a return to feminist
literary criticism is a dangerous return to
disciplinarity, to disciplining feminism, and
a retreat from ‘new knowledges and knowl-
edge formations’ (1999: 376). In other
words, critiquing Gubar’s negative pro-
nouncements on the internal conflict over
the category woman in feminism, Wiegman
links feminist literary criticism itself to the
stable identity of woman and a disciplinary
past that cannot be part of the present or
future of feminism.

This chapter is positioned in the wake of
these concerns and aims to challenge the
notion that feminist literary criticism has no
place in contemporary feminism. It attempts
to build on a foundation of feminist literary
criticism without arguing for a return to ori-
gins or disciplines. Foundational interests in
the production of woman through narrative
contained the conviction that narratives
accomplished work — that how subjects were
represented in narrative could not be separated
from the lived experience of those subjectivi-
ties. Feminist calls for women to write their
stories were invested in the power of narrative
to change the world. The exploration of nar-
rative and narrative production remains an
integral site of contemporary feminist critical
intervention. While the questions of women
and writing, femaleness and narrative voice
or women and literary representation may
not be so central to contemporary feminist

theory, what remains is what has always been
a primary concern in this drive to question,
critique and produce narratives of women in
feminism — namely a belief in the critical
value of analysing the production of stories.

WHAT WORLDS MAKE STORIES

Oryx might act as a bridge between concerns
with the relationship between women and writ-
ing and questions about subjects and objects,
theorists and texts, criticism and world-
building. While she turns away from the
promise of narrating the self she does not
turn away from the importance of interrogat-
ing storytelling. | read Oryx’s refusal of
survival through narrative as a refusal to
invest narrative with a saving power.
However, while she refuses to tell her story,
she does not so much turn away from the
question of narrative and subjectivity but, as
I will argue, critically explores this invest-
ment in narrative. | can think of no better
teacher from whom to learn that stories mat-
ter than Donna Haraway. From her first
insistence in ‘A Manifesto for Cyborgs’
(1985) that myths do real work, she has
always argued for the way that ‘worlding’ is
in part an effect of narrative. Her inventive
word play, her colourful figurations and
her absolute commitment to making up
words when the right ones just do not seem
to exist is a testament to the power of word-
ing as worlding. British social anthropolo-
gist Marilyn Strathern argues that ‘[i]t
matters what ideas we use to think other
ideas’ (1992: 10), and Haraway turns this
into a ‘practice of feminist speculative fabu-
lation in the scholarly mode’, arguing that
‘[ilt matters what matters we use to think
other matters with; it matters what stories we
tell to tell other stories with [...] It matters
what stories make worlds, what worlds
make stories’ (2012). In Haraway’s concep-
tion, stories matter precisely because it is
through stories that we are able to tell other
stories; stories are important in part because
of the other stories that they make possible.
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Haraway’s proclamation that stories matter
is an invitation to think through what ideas,
stories and shapes we, as theorists, take
through which to think other ideas, shapes
and stories. | want to route this point and the
questions it raises through Oryx and Crake
and in dialogue with three recent feminist
texts: Clare Hemmings” Why Stories Matter
(2011), Lynne Pearce’s The Rhetorics of
Feminism (2004) and Robyn Wiegman’s
Object Lessons (2012). Drawing on these
three texts and a reading of Oryx, | will
argue for a queer feminist approach to liter-
ary studies. This approach interrogates pro-
cesses of meaning-making, is reflexive
about the relationship between text and
critic, considers the process through which
literary objects and narrative both create and
undo fields of thought and is both attached
to and cautious about what literary criticism
might do.

Despite Oryx’s insistence that she never
thinks about her past and ‘doesn’t care’
(136), Jimmy persists in questioning Oryx
about all of its minute details: ‘He’d wanted
to know whatever it was possible to know,
about Oryx, about anywhere she’d been’
(158). He pushes Oryx to recount how she
was sold by her mother to aman, Uncle En—a
sale that horrifies Jimmy, but which she
describes plainly as ‘the custom’ in her vil-
lage (138). Jimmy expresses rage and anger
toward Uncle En, describing him as ‘ver-
min’, but Oryx instead recalls the sadness
she felt when he died, describing how she
‘cried and cried’ (159). After Uncle En’s
death, Oryx is sold into the kiddie porn
industry and stars in films such as the ones
that Jimmy watched as a teenage boy. From
the porn industry Oryx is purchased by a man
in San Francisco and kept in his garage under
the pretenses of being his maid. In the same
way that Jimmy obsesses over the details
about the porn industry and whether Oryx
was raped, Jimmy pushes her about whether
she was made to have sex with this man.
Oryx responds with exasperation and asserts
that she was never made to have sex in a
garage. Jimmy, unsatisfied, pleads with Oryx

to tell him but she responds with a sigh, ‘He
was a kind man [...] He was rescuing young
girls. He paid for my plane ticket [...] If it
wasn’t for him, | wouldn’t be here. You
should like him!” (371). Part of what angers
Jimmy is that Oryx does not respond to her
past in the way he expects her to — she
refuses to attach the meanings to her past that
he wants her to. At first Jimmy thinks that he
‘understood her vagueness, her evasiveness’,
attributing it to her desire to shield her ugly
past from him (132). He attempts to soothe
her: ““It’s all right,” he’d told her, stroking
her hair. “None of it was your fault™ (132).
However, Oryx does not respond to this com-
forting, instead asking: ‘None of what,
Jimmy?’ (132).

Oryx is an unsatisfying interviewee for
Jimmy because she refuses to see the story of
her past that Jimmy is creating as exclusively
about her:

‘Tell me just one thing,” he'd say, back when he
was still Jimmy. ‘Ask me a question,’ she'd reply.
So he would ask, and then she might say, ‘I don't
know. I've forgotten.” Or, 'l don’t want to tell you
that.” Or, "Jimmy, you are so bad, it's not your
business.” Once she’d said, 'You have a lot of
pictures in your head Jimmy. Where did you get
them? Why do you think they are pictures of
me?’ (132)

Not only does she respond to his questions
with evasive ambivalence and sometimes
outright refusals, Oryx refuses to remain
the object of inquiry. She constantly turns the
questions back on him — asking him why he
believes his story is about her at all, which
leads Jimmy to speculate that ‘her entire past —
everything she’d told him — was his own
invention” (371). When Jimmy insists that
Oryx was the girl that he saw in the porn film
as a teenager, Oryx relents at one point,
explaining: ‘It might be me. Maybe it is.
Would that make you happy Jimmy?’ (105).
Jimmy explains to Oryx that he does not
‘buy’ her ‘sweetness and acceptance and
crap’ of her past, to which Oryx responds,
‘what is it that you would like to buy
instead?’ (167). In conversations in which
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Jimmy tries to understand her, Oryx
continually answers him by foregrounding
his own subjectivity, by calling him out on
his own investments — by answering his
questions about her with questions about
him. She continuously draws his attention to
the fact that he is demanding a certain story
about her, attached to a certain narrative
already. Again and again, she highlights how
his desire to know her might be better
understood as being about him: “You don’t
understand me, Jimmy.” “But | want to.”
“Do you?”’ (371).

Through, and not despite, her resistance to
narrating her story, Oryx demonstrates her
commitment to the power of narrative produc-
tion. This interest in the question of the world-
ing power of narrative is a vital strand of
feminist research, particularly in recent self-
reflexive feminist analyses of the field imagi-
nary. In Why Stories Matter, Clare Hemmings
argues for the necessity of considering story-
telling in feminism, focusing in particular on
questioning the uniformity of narratives of
Western feminism’s history, despite the field’s
complexity (2011: 3). The foundations of
Hemmings’ argument rest on the belief that
stories ‘matter’; ‘they are not neutral and they
do not ask us to remain neutral’ (2011: 5). She
analyses the narratives that feminism tells
about itself, suggesting that these are not
merely stories, but that they shape, enable and
discipline feminism as a field. Importantly,
Hemmings’ version of transformative feminism
relies on the exploration of feminism at the
level of its ‘political grammar’ (2011: 3) — it is
at the level of citation tactics and textual
affect. While not a literary theory, it is an invi-
tation to consider how narratives in feminism
structure the future possibilities of the disci-
pline. Moreover, it is an exploration of how
unpredictable futures might depend on renar-
rating the past. This critical exploration of
how narratives function in feminism is in part
about turning attention to the stories that
seemingly act as the ground upon which the
real argument is then made. Sara Ahmed
(2008), in her analysis of the frequent ground-
ing of feminism as anti-biological, similarly

argues that stories do work. Tracing through a
history of complex feminist engagements with
biology, Ahmed makes it difficult to see how
feminism could easily be characterized as
anti-biological (2008: 27-31). She thus expli-
cates that such claims function in a different
way — namely as a ‘speech act that works by
constructing an “imaginary prohibition”,
which is then taken as foundational to a given
speaking or intellectual community’ (2008:
31). This narrative works to establish a foun-
dation for the rebellious theorist, who becomes
constructed as ‘embarking on a heroic and
lonely struggle against the collective prohibi-
tions of past feminisms’ (2008: 32). The nar-
rative of feminism as anti-biological then
needs to be engaged with not only as false but
as itself doing work — to disprove or merely
challenge the narrative is to engage inade-
quately with how this narrative functions in
feminist theory.

These interventions in feminist theorizing
analyse the work that narrativization does in
positioning contemporary theorists and con-
sider how stories matter in shaping feminism
as a field. They demonstrate a commitment
to feminist analyses of narratives as world-
ing. Hemmings and Ahmed, similar to Oryx,
focus on unpacking the effects of narrative
rather than producing a truer version of
events. Hemmings’ solution to the limited
narratives of feminism is not to offer correc-
tives to these narratives — indeed, this would
be counter to her project. Hemmings explains
that she does not want to write a “truer history’
but instead aims to analyse ‘the politics that
produce and sustain one version of history
as more true than another, despite the fact
that we know that history is more compli-
cated than the stories we tell about it’ (2011:
15-16). Similar to Hemmings’ insistence
that ‘getting the story right’ does not address
the function of storytelling itself, Oryx refuses
to supplant Jimmy’s narrative with the ‘right’
one in the face of his overwhelming desire to
produce the true version of Oryx. Jimmy col-
lects the various narratives attached to Oryx,
believing that these narratives hold the key to
understanding her:
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How long had it taken him to piece her together
from the slivers of her he'd gathered and hoarded
so carefully? There was Crake's story about her,
and Jimmy's story about her as well, a more
romantic version; and then there was her own
story about herself, which was different from
both, and not very romantic at all. Snowman rifles
through these three stories in his head. There
must once have been other versions of her: her
mother’s story, the story of the man who bought
her, the story of the man who'd bought her after
that, and the third man’s story — the worst man of
them all, the one in San Francisco, a pious bullshit
artist; but Jimmy had never heard those. (132-3)

Despite Jimmy’s recognition in the above
extract of the multiplicities of narratives
about Oryx, he refuses to give up hope that
he can find the most true narrative — her
authentic self. This is Oryx’s challenge to
Jimmy and Hemmings® challenge to
feminism — not to narrate a better story, but
to expose how stories work and what they
both enable and foreclose.

Similarly, Lynne Pearce, in The Rhetorics
of Feminism, explores how meaning is pro-
duced in feminist theory, focusing on the
structure or rhetoric of feminist argument. In
this, Pearce considers how meaning is a prod-
uct of form just as much as content, so that
how feminist theorists make their arguments
is just as integral to the production of mean-
ing as the arguments themselves. Pearce’s
work is driven in part by her concern with
““agency” and where, exactly, “meaning” is
produced in contemporary feminist cultural
theorizing’ (2004: 2; emphasis in original).
This is mostly worked out through analyses
of rhetorical styles in a wealth of feminist
theorists from the past couple of decades.
Pearce draws specific attention to the relation-
ship between theorist and text, questioning
how feminists and queer theorists use literary
and cultural texts in their theorizing. Suggest-
ing that literary and cultural theorists have not
always ‘been fully aware of where they are
locating their meaning, or how they are using
it’, Pearce notes, for instance, that many
theorists ‘effectively find [their] meaning in
[their] reading of that text, rather than in the
informing discourses that have probably

been identified as [their] ostensible object
of interest’ (2004: 3; emphasis in original).
For Pearce, this in itself is not a problem,
but she calls for a certain awareness of this
relationship — she asks theorists to consider
where their meaning comes from.

For example, in a section on queer reading
practices, Pearce turns to Judith Butler and
Eve Sedgwick to analyse how their narra-
tivization of literary texts is an integral part
of their queer practice, arguing that such
attention to queer storytelling has been
largely overlooked. Pearce reads Butler’s
reading of Willa Cather to argue that Butler’s
renarrativization of My Antonia (1987)
exemplifies the instability of ‘text/reader
agency that is endemic to queer criticism’
(2004: 181). Through her tracing of Butler’s
skill in usurping Cather’s narrator but
absenting herself as critic, Pearce suggests
that Butler produces an analysis, a reading
of My Antonia, in which the text seemingly
tells ‘its own “queer story”” (2004: 182;
emphasis in original). Pearce’s point is that
queerness is an effect not only of the content
of Butler’s argument but also its construc-
tion. The renarrativization of the texts is
central to the arguments that these theorists
pursue, so that ‘queer texts depend upon the
(re)construction of queer stories’ (Pearce,
2004: 180). This emphasis on the impor-
tance of analysing what it is that stories do
and what kinds of subjectivities, histories
and desires are produced through narrative is
a reflective turn away from literary and cul-
tural objects themselves and a turn towards
more careful consideration of what it is that
we, as theorists, make of them. It expands
the remit of feminist literary analysis to
include the way that theorizing is a form of
narrative construction so that narrative anal-
ysis is an important aspect of critical theory
more generally.

Pearce’s work makes it clear that literary
tools of analysis can usefully extend beyond
fictional narrative analysis to, for example, the
illumination of the structure of feminist argu-
ments. This work links the literary with the
theoretical, questioning any clear distinctions
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or separations between literary stories and
critical theory, making feminist literary stud-
ies of wider applicability to critical theory
more generally. Moreover, it is an argument
for the continued necessity of considering
processes of meaning-making in feminist the-
ory. It is this process of narrative meaning-
making that Oryx continually asks Jimmy to
reflect upon. Jimmy believes that if he can just
get the story right, he will finally come to an
understanding of Oryx and possibly be able to
come to terms with her past. Oryx’s question-
ing of Jimmy reveals her suspicion that his
desire to get the story right is linked to the
promise that knowing her story will somehow
have an effect outside of the knowledge itself.
Or, in other words, the narrative promises
something for Jimmy that goes beyond appre-
hending the story. What desires he attaches to
the knowledge of her past are unclear, but his
dissatisfaction with Oryx’s story and his per-
sistent search for the one true version reveals
that the promise of the story is linked to some
other effect that is outside of the story itself.
Oryx avoids narrating her life in the terms that
Jimmy lays out for her, instead demanding
that he realize his own investments in her as an
object that he might produce meaning out of.

Along with Pearce’s call for feminists to
reflect further on the relationships between
objects of knowledge and theoretical produc-
tion, an exploration of the investment in
objects and categories is part of the focus of
Robyn Wiegman’s Object Lessons. Through
an analysis of what she describes as the “field
imaginary of identity knowledges’, the text
furthers Wiegman’s ongoing exploration of
the need to be reflexive as critical thinkers
about the desires and attachments that we
bring to theorizing (see Wiegman, 2007;
2010). Similar to both Pearce and Hemmings,
Wiegman’s work interrogates feminism as a
mode of theorizing and, importantly, of nar-
rative. In her consideration of the field of
Women’s and Gender Studies in the United
States, Wiegman analyses the shift from
‘woman’ as feminism’s object of analysis to
‘gender’ (2012: 89). She argues that ‘the
movement from one object of study or analytic

to another is a powerful means for managing
inadequacy and loss’ (2012: 89). What
Wiegman suggests is that a move to ‘gender’
reflects more than its being a more appropri-
ate category of analysis: this shift in object
relations itself is invested with a promise,
‘the promise to sustain the relationship to the
world that the word woman once stood for’
(2012: 89; emphasis in original). In other
words, the power of gender is not so much its
‘capacity to explain, revise, and settle every-
thing that scholars have used or want to use
it to do’ but instead has something to do with
‘the aspiration attached to it” (Wiegman,
2012: 90).

In @ manner similar to Pearce’s considera-
tion of the under-theorized relationship
between feminist theorists and their cultural
and literary objects, Wiegman turns to the
objects of feminism as a field to consider
how they are invested with hope that goes
beyond the categories themselves — hope that
can be transferred to another category of
analysis without dissipating. This is an explo-
ration of the kinds of desires that are attached
not to specific categories or objects of study
but to theory and analysis itself. Moreover, it
is again an insistence on interrogating the
production of narratives and theory’s rela-
tionship to its objects of analysis. Oryx’s
insistence that Jimmy does not necessarily
want to hear her story, that the desires he has
invested in this story are bigger than the story
itself, reflects Wiegman’s insistence that
feminism as a field is shaped by an invest-
ment in categories of analysis or a commit-
ment to the idea that finding the right object
will transform the world.

At the same time as Oryx refuses to voice
her narrative, thus leading to her potentially
unsatisfying fractured or enigmatic nature as
a character, she does more than symbolize a
future in which women’s narratives are
silenced. Similarly, the supposed lack of
attention in recent feminist scholarship to the
question of women and writing does not
necessitate a feminist turn away from litera-
ture. More than an absence or a silence, Oryx
challenges the desires and attachments that
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Jimmy brings to her life story. Oryx asks
Jimmy to be reflexive about what he thinks
he is getting from narrating her life and, in
this way, Oryx interrogates not only the
story that Jimmy aims to produce but every-
thing that is invested in the process of narra-
tive itself. Oryx not only argues with Jimmy
about the content of his narrative of her life
but, more interestingly, she asks him to
reflect on why he wants to narrate her life,
how this narrative works to construct him
and what he expects telling this narrative, or
having it, will do. In this way, Oryx frames
the question of why stories matter in a dif-
ferent way from that of, perhaps, Rich or
Cixous. While there may be less interest in
contemporary feminism in the worlding
power of women narrating their stories,
what continues is critical work that unpacks
the processes and effects of narrative as well
as the desires they contain. This is, | would
suggest, not a turn away from storytelling or
aesthetics but instead an insistence on
exploring narrative production in a wider
sense — to borrow Haraway’s terminology,
both Oryx and many contemporary feminists
are committed to careful considerations of
and reflections on how stories ‘world’.

CONCLUSION

Again and again in Oryx and Crake, and
particularly in the relationship between
Jimmy and Oryx, the processes and effects of
storytelling are explored. There is no neces-
sarily transformative or revolutionary quality
given to narrative — particularly to Oryx’s
narrative. Instead, Oryx resists the demands
to narrate her life. Despite the temptation to
read this as Atwood turning away from femi-
nist concerns and a reflection of feminism’s
own supposed turn away from the literary, |
have argued that the study of, analysis of,
production of and reflection on narrative and
storytelling in both Oryx and Crake and con-
temporary feminism continue to be crucially
implicated in feminist theory’s wider pro-
jects. To be sure, this is a shift away from a

belief in the inherent power of women nar-
rating their lives — Oryx has no faith that
narrating her story will accomplish any-
thing. However, far from moving away from
the importance of narrative production and
critique, Oryx remains entirely committed to
the critique and exploration of the power of
storytelling. Her refusals to narrate her story
contain critical reflections on and questions
about the role of narrative and the desires
that might be attached to it. For feminist lit-
erary critique to be framed primarily through
the question of women and writing is to miss
the multiple sites in which questions of
narrative, textual production, rhetoric and
storytelling have been and continue to be
integral sites of feminist debate and theoreti-
cal production. This is not as a turn away
from storytelling or literature as an arena of
feminist theory. It is an argument for linking
foundational feminist literary concerns to a
critical turn in feminist theory towards
exploring the political grammar, rhetorical
structure and object relations of feminism.
Literary production and narrative analysis
remain crucial arenas of feminist concern
and integral sites of analysis. Oryx’s chal-
lenges to Jimmy’s storytelling draw out in
expansive ways the questions that feminist
literary critics have perhaps always been
asking: What do stories do? How do they
work? Why do they matter? Oryx highlights
questions that seem pressing in contemporary
feminist theorizing — namely a concern with
how objects, texts and narratives work. In
this mode of feminist analysis, the aim might
not be to survive through narrative construc-
tion, but might be to think through the very
promise of survival that is both constructed
by and a construction of narrative.
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On Maternal Listening: Experiments
in Sound and the Mother-Daughter
Relation in Todd Haynes' Mildred

The issues that | tackle in this chapter turn
around the question of theorizing and repre-
senting alternative spaces and modes of
exchange and mediation between mother and
daughter that are not reducible to Oedipal
models. My underlying project is for psy-
choanalysis to function in a different way for
feminism — a way that would finally move on
from its persistent focus on identifying the
symptoms surrounding the mother and the
daughter and their exclusion from the sym-
bolic order — a way that could move on from
repeatedly producing litanies of pathologies
associated with needing the mother, fearing
her, blaming her, desiring her, loving her,
hating her and all the complex narcissistic
border-line neurotic and psychotic processes
and phantasies associated to the highly
cathected, idealized and denigrated maternal
body. The voluminous and rich material —
clinical, sociological, literary, visual and so
on — that describes the complex symptoms
pertaining to the mother and the daughter in
a culture that can only theorize the paternal
genealogy and sequesters the mother and the

Pierce

Amber Jacobs

daughter to a non-place outside symbolic
agency is a premise and a situation that this
chapter hopes to both subvert and move
beyond.!

Amongst the most memorable and disturb-
ing representations of a conflicted and pas-
sionate mother—daughter relationship in
western cultural production is that of Mildred
Pierce and her daughter Veda, created by
James Cain in his 1943 novel, which was
adapted first for cinema by Michael Curtiz in
the hybrid film noir/melodrama of 1945 and,
most recently, for television in the 2011 HBO
mini-series by Todd Haynes.

I will be arguing that the contemporary
version of Mildred Pierce by Todd Haynes
(2011) marks a significant break with domi-
nant modes of representing the mother and
daughter — and by implication and extension
is innovative in its representation of female
subjectivities. Haynes’ creation, whilst man-
ifestly appearing as if it reproduces a relent-
lessly poisonous, pathological and doomed
relation between Mildred and Veda, in fact
employs formal techniques that completely



164 THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF FEMINIST THEORY

change the terms and structure of this mother—
daughter relation and our capacities and
potential to read and receive them differently.

I will concentrate on Haynes’ use of
sound — more precisely, the particular way
he uses the female musician, her piano play-
ing and her singing voice — in his version of
Mildred Pierce as a method to carve out a
specific psychic space between mother and
daughter. My argument is that, in Haynes’
Mildred Pierce, the exploration of and play
with the material properties of sound (that
exceeds the function of relaying narrative
content and meaning) constructs a psychic
architecture specific to the mother—daughter
relationship. This innovative treatment of
the mother—daughter relation has political
and philosophical value for feminist thought
and practice, and for contemporary visual
culture. Haynes’ achievement, as | will
show, is in transforming Mildred Pierce into
a work that, to my mind, answers Luce
Irigaray’s call for the structural transforma-
tion of the mother—daughter relationship.?
This transformation is effected completely
through formal processes and techniques
employed with sound.

The content Haynes renders in his Mildred
Pierce is meticulously faithful to James
Cain’s novel — he does not subvert the con-
tent in the way that Michael Curtiz did in his
famous Hollywood film noir version.® The
reappearance of Mildred Pierce in 2011,
however — while claiming to be a ‘loyal’
return to the original literary text (see Hastie
2011) — manages, via the specific material
properties of the audio-visual medium, to do
something quite different, politically, with
this story. Haynes transforms Mildred Pierce
into a feminist work that, I think, completely
breaks with the pessimism of Lacanian film
theory and psychoanalytic feminism regard-
ing the apparently bleak possibilities of rep-
resenting femininity outside the concepts of
objectification, symptom and lack.*

I will also be suggesting that recent femi-
nist and queer interventions into psychoa-
nalysis, which have been in circulation in the
last decade or so, can be seen as a significant

context or theoretical ground that make pos-
sible and intelligible the restructuring of the
mother—daughter relation that, 1 contend,
emerges in Haynes’ contemporary version of
Mildred Pierce.

Certainly, both psychoanalysis and femi-
nism have paid close attention to the
mother—daughter bond on registers of both
the psychic and the socio-cultural. Attention
to the mother—daughter relation in both
psychoanalytic clinical case histories and
cultural representation have led to repeated
accounts of its apparent entrenched patholo-
gies. Such accounts invariably lead either to
arguing for the necessity of a rescuing
paternal intervention to break up the psychi-
cally dangerous dyadic proximity or to the
adoption of an lIrigraryian approach that
identifies the mother—daughter relation as
radically written out of the western cultural
imaginary and postulated as the potential
restorative relationship capable of saving
women from being reduced to ‘ontological
dereliction’® by the patriarchal economies.
Denigration and pathologization on the
once hand and idealization and utopian wish
fulfillment on the other — there is a persis-
tent schizoid logic that dominates theoreti-
cal work on the mother—daughter relation
that, in my view, has led to something of an
impasse.®

Post-Lacanian feminist theory, pioneered
by Luce Irigaray, put much store in the
mother—daughter relation as the site where
work could be done that would disrupt and
recreate the terms of the dominant Oedipal
symbolic. No longer would the mother—
daughter relation be banished and abandoned
outside the terms of symbolic mediation —
left to collapse into the endless symptoms of
a perverse, chaotic and unstructured proxim-
ity. In the trail of Irigarayian thought, the
mother—daughter relation began to be theo-
rized and reread as having always been a
symbolic structure with an inherent mediat-
ing function that did not depend upon the
Lacanian paternal third term as its heroic tri-
angulating savior. That is to say, in Lacanian
formulations the only possibility of achieving
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a mediated space between mother and
daughter allowing for thought and symbol-
ism was via the third term represented by the
paternal intervention. The paternal third
term would then produce the space between
mother and daughter and would thus prevent
collapse, merging and undifferentiation —
which in Freudian and Lacanian models
characterize the so called pre-oedipal
mother—daughter relation. Once this pater-
nal interruption had produced a space
between the mother and daughter (in these
models) the daughter would then achieve
the capacity to understand her own so-
called ‘lack’ in terms of her mother’s lack,
blame her for her castrated state and turn to
the father to achieve a relation to the sym-
bolic. In this Oedipal/castration models the
mother—daughter relation is theorized as
either merged pathologically or organized
around the daughter’s turn away from and
rejection of the mother after the paternal
triangulation is achieved. It was this partic-
ular psychoanalytic model, in which the
mother—daughter relation can only be
sequestered outside the symbolic as psychoti-
cally undifferentiated or characterized by
rejection and hate, that feminist theory has
been working successfully to subvert.

The first decade of the millennium saw a
wave of post-Lacanian interventions that
posited alternative models of the symbolic
that theorized structural mediation for bonds
that were not reducible to the Oedipal/
castration model. In the vein of Irigaray’s
placental economy (Irigaray, 1985), other
models began to emerge that identified
mediating functions and processes linked to
the maternal — and in so doing refused the
matricidal terms of the dominant symbolic
order’ — such as Juliet Mitchell’s Law-of-
the-Mother (Mitchell, 2000), Bracha Etting-
er’s matrixial economy (Ettinger, 2005) and
my own theorization of the matricidal law
and the function of ‘metis’ (Jacobs, 2007,
2009). All of these theories, in different
ways, attempted to postulate a symbolic sys-
tem of which the maternal was a generative
and structuring part.

There began to emerge a rich field of post-
patriarchal theories of the symbolic that
could serve as a viable resource to make
redundant the obdurate Lacanian dogma that
the symbolic was impervious to change.
These feminist and queer interventions into
psychoanalysis were — to my mind — supposed
to open the way for an expanded and trans-
formed psychoanalytic theory that did not
depend upon a rigid conceptualization of
Oedipalization or the Name-of-the-Father as
a condition of subjectivity and culture.
Instead, the new models were based upon a
premise of a porous and mutable symbolic
where the relations between psychic and
social were intertwined in a network of
mutual dynamic exchange — neither preced-
ing the other nor being the first cause.?

In this climate of post-Oedipal ontologies
or extra-Oedipal symbolics, the impasse that
ossified around the repeated schizoid dis-
courses concerning the mother—daughter
relation had the potential to change — as did
the structural representation of a myriad of
relations and socialities previously written
out of, pathologized or sequestered outside
symbolic mediation and made synonymous
(by psychoanalysis) with the unintelligible
and/or the psychotic (for an in-depth discus-
sion of this point see Butler, 2004: 102-31).

The significant and growing field of theo-
retical works that account for and describe
modes of exchange and sociality that func-
tion according to different laws, unconscious
prohibitions and mediating mechanisms from
that of the phallic binarism associated with
western patriarchies means that it is increas-
ingly possible now to receive cultural pro-
duction differently. 1 want to suggest here
that this move within philosophical debates
in feminist and queer theory can be traced in
newly inflected cultural forms and in relation
to significant interventions into the ways in
which mothers and daughters (and thus by
extension) constructions femininities are
able to be represented in our cultural imagi-
nary. That is to say, | suggest that there is a
concomitant emergence in contemporary
mainstream cultural production for previously
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foreclosed meanings, structures and mes-
sages to be heard, seen and known.

Todd Haynes’ 2011 television version of
the text of Mildred Pierce is an exemplary
instance of breaking through the pessimism
associated with the long tradition of Lacanian
influenced feminist theory regarding the
possibilities in theorizing and representing
femininities and the maternal without
resource to the indexes of castration and mat-
ricide.® Although the same claim cannot be
made for Cain’s original novel or the classic
1945 film adaptation by Curtiz, both of these
are of course the crucial and rich material out
of which Haynes renders his many-layered
transformation of Mildred Pierce.

Critical work on Todd Haynes’ filmmak-
ing has repeatedly drawn attention to his
‘signature’ techniques of disrupting and
refusing spectator identification processes
via formal experimentation with cinematic
space, the long slow wide angle shot and
excessive framing devices (Doane, 2004).
Associated with ‘new queer cinema’ (Aaron,
2004), Haynes’ play with and subversion of
genre, along with his striking distancing
techniques, have also been seen as an exam-
ple of a post-modern or post-structuralist
cinema concerned with drawing attention to
the processes of constructing meaning and
disrupting hegemonic representations and
norms.

Haynes’ interest in classical Hollywood
1940s melodrama and the feminist film the-
ory it generated led him to make what he
termed his own ‘women’s’ films’, such as
Superstar: The Karen Carpenter Story
(1988), Safe (1995) and Far From Heaven
(2002), which he described as his “sisterhood
of films; stories about women with the
imprint of feminism at their core’ (Haynes,
2003: x). While the 1940s melodrama genre
addressed a female audience and famously
oscillated between subversion and conserva-
tive restriction regarding the position of
women (socially and psychosexually),*
Haynes’ play with this genre allowed him to
use it as a template, adding to it the insights
of contemporary deconstructive feminist,

queer and post-colonial critique. Certainly
the critical reception of Haynes’ ‘sisterhood
of films’ has noted the important ways in
which Haynes reworks the ‘woman’s film’ to
engage with the specificity of contemporary
culture (Morrison, 2007). The turn to Mil-
dred Pierce is consistent with this trajectory.
Mildred Pierce is the story of a divorced
single mother struggling to provide for her
two daughters in 1930s Los Angeles during
the great depression. The story charts Mil-
dred’s transformation from domestic poverty
to financial success. Starting with a side
business of selling cakes and pies to neigh-
bors, Mildred ends up running three busy
restaurants while negotiating an intense and
difficult relation with her older daughter, the
tragic death of her younger daughter and a
doom-filled love affair with a parasitical
society man. Cain’s novel allows Haynes to
continue his interest in the domestic ‘wom-
an’s story’ while also using Cain’s gritty
depiction of the great depression to engage
with and echo the current economic climate
stemming from the financial crisis of 2008.

While Haynes’ Mildred Pierce can cer-
tainly be seen as a significant new addition to
his “sisterhood’ of ‘women’s films’ (Haynes,
2003: x) and offers an important meditation
on the psychosocial vicissitudes of economic
collapse, | suggest it does even more than
this, in that the particular treatment of the
maternal and the mother—daughter relation
renders Haynes’ mini-series part of a new
generation of representations that tallies with
Teresa de Lauretis’ claims about the project
of contemporary women’s cinema:

The Project of women’s cinema, therefore is no
longer that of destroying or disrupting man-
centred vision by representing its blind spots, its
gaps or its repressed. The effort and challenge
now are to effect another vision: to construct
other objects and subjects of vision, and to
formulate the conditions of representability of
another social subject. (De Lauretis, 2007: 34)

For my argument, what is most significant
about Haynes’ return to the James Cain text
is his concentration on the thread of the story
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relating to Veda’s musical talent and her
career as a pianist and singer. This thread was
omitted from the Michael Curtiz noir film.
Almost all references to music that are
central to the original story were marginalized
in the Curtiz rendition and the associated
question of creativity that dominates the
novel was dropped in favor of the whodunit
murder plot that Curtiz added.

Robbed of her singing voice in the 1945
noir film, Veda becomes the typical femme
fatale of classical cinema, the glamorous evil
‘bad seed’” whose cruel attitude towards her
mother and all the men around her culmi-
nates in scheming betrayal and murder.
Haynes’ return to Veda’s musical talent is
highly significant, not only because it turns
her into something more nuanced and com-
plex than the pure evil femme fatale of noir
but also, as | shall show, because it uses the
daughter’s singing voice as a way of signify-
ing and structuring distance and proximity,
sameness and difference, between mother
and daughter.*?

From the beginning, Mildred is aware of
Veda’s musical talent and is convinced that
Veda ‘has something special inside her’
(Cain, 1985: 334). The continuous emphasis
on Veda’s interiority runs through the novel
and Haynes’ adaptation. Mildred and Veda’s
father, Bert, have various conversations in
which Mildred insists on the talent that she
knows Veda has inside of her — that ‘some-
thing’, the right ‘stuff’, a giftedness inside,
that sets her apart (Cain, 1985: 334). Veda’s
piano playing is initially the manifestation or
the evidence of this internal ‘thing’. But this
special internal gift, this creativity assigned
to Veda, is in question throughout the story.
The doubt about what is inside Veda is a
central theme that carries a high emotional
charge between mother and daughter. Fol-
lowing this theme, Haynes lingers signifi-
cantly on the many scenes that depict the
mother listening to the daughter’s music.
These scenes, which | will call the maternal
listening scenes, are pivotal in the building
up of Haynes’ use of sound to construct a
mediating and communicative space between

mother and daughter. These scenes experi-
ment with sound in ways that | suggest allow
for meanings to be produced and exchanged
between mother and daughter that can nei-
ther be pinned to the narrative nor reduced to
dominant psychoanalytic accounts of the
mother—daughter relation.*®

Veda does not discover her singing voice
until the penultimate part of Haynes’ series.
It is not until she and Mildred are living apart
following a violent row that Veda, in Mildred’s
absence, discovers she can sing. Up until this
point she has been a pianist. The shift from
piano to voice is structurally crucial and
marks the moment at which the mother—
daughter relationship dramatically shifts
register.

On the manifest/narrative level Veda’s
move from piano to voice marks a break-
down of the mother—daughter relation. Once
Veda becomes a singer she lives apart from
Mildred and mother and daughter have no
contact; she then betrays her mother by
becoming sexually involved with her stepfa-
ther and leaves Los Angeles to pursue, suc-
cessfully, her singing career in New York.
Here one cannot fail to see a narrative struc-
ture emerge that begs for a classical psycho-
analytic reading in which the daughter’s
capacity to find her voice — which in this
Oedipal reading might be interpreted as
becoming separate — depends upon her radi-
cal severance from her mother. In this type
of psychoanalytic reading the move from
piano to voice in Mildred Pierce would sig-
nify the necessary flight of the daughter
from the mother that enables the daughter to
enter into a trajectory or subjective position
of her own and break away from the over-
bearing maternal clutch into symbolic func-
tioning — represented by the voice and the
attachment to the father figure. This reading
would make central the idea that the daugh-
ter’s voice is able to emerge only as a conse-
quence of the severance from the mother:
that is to say, its emergence depends com-
pletely upon a ‘matricidal logic’ (Jacobs,
2007: 58) common to psychoanalytic
thought. Such a reading would see Veda’s
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move to Monty (her stepfather) as represent-
ing Oedipal triangulation concomitant with
the emergence of the daughter’s voice and
the severance from the mother.**

Such a reading is consistent ideologically
with a matricidal structure underlying the
model of subjectivity echoed by Julia Kristeva
in her much-quoted Lacanian-inspired
mantra: ‘matricide is our vital necessity, the
sine qua non of our individuation” (Kristeva,
1989: 38). This reading is possible in its neat
reductionism, however, only if the voice is
read as a literary narrative device and thus
interpreted metaphorically as signifying psy-
chological separation/individualization. Such
a reading fails to account for or examine the
specificity of the medium of the voice as
sound. The audio-visual medium can make
use of the voice as voice and thus Haynes’
Mildred Pierce, while remaining faithful to
the structure and narrative content of Cain’s
novel, and thus leaving in place the possibil-
ity of the reductive matricidal reading just
described, crucially moves beyond this read-
ing and does something quite different with
the daughter’s voice. Instead of the voice
signifying severance or autonomous individ-
ualization, the attention to the specific prop-
erties and medium of the voice as sound
allows Veda’s voice in Mildred Pierce to
operate as a structure between mother and
daughter; mediating both sameness and dif-
ference, connection and disconnection, and
allowing for a mode of exchange between
mother and daughter that does not function
according to the matricidal logic just
described.

In the maternal listening scenes, sound is
designed and edited differently from its more
conventional naturalistic use in all the other
scenes in Mildred Pierce. When Veda is play-
ing the piano or singing with her mother as
either sole listener or among listeners, the
sound of her piano playing or voice will
repeatedly transgress the boundary between
the internal diegesis and the extra-diegetic.
The maternal listening scenes consistently
depart from a use of sound that keeps natural-
istic space intact. In its momentary collapsing

of the binary of the diegetic inside and out-
side, Veda’s music necessarily draws attention
to the audio-visual medium and its material
organization. Through a variety of sound tech-
niques, such as dramatic audio close-ups, the
leaking of Veda’s singing voice beyond the
diegetic frame and various other methods that
bring the audio into the center of the visual
frame, Haynes, as | will show, draws attention
to the dualistic nature of the sound film theo-
rized by Michel Chion (1999).

One of Chion’s famous observations was
that dubbing and synchronization were the
processes that inaugurated the sound film so
that the sound of the voice on screen always
already pays homage to both the severance/
cutting apart of sound and image, and also
the subsequent knitting of them together. The
sound film is the end result of the attempt via
synchronization to unify audio and visual, to
nail down voices to bodies, sound to image,
to “‘present as a unity something that from the
outset doesn’t stick together’ (1999: 125).
The talking film marks the place of a scar,
since by representing itself as a reconstituted
totality it places all the more emphasis on the
original non-coincidence (Chion, 1999: 126).

I suggest that this account of the birth of
the sound film is strikingly evoked in the
maternal listening scenes in Mildred Pierce.
Crucially, the ‘original non coincidence’
(Chion, 1999: 126) of sound and image and
the desire for an impossible unity or totality
that Chion considers as inherent in the mate-
rial organization of the audio-visual medium
is exposed only in the scenes of mother lis-
tening to daughter sing or play the piano. In
this way, Haynes evokes this radical material
severance and the dream of unity that the
voice on screen represents as the specific ter-
ritory of the mother—daughter relationship. In
this way, Veda’s singing voice functions to
carve out the paradoxical place between con-
nection and disconnection, between audio
and visual, between mother and daughter.

I am going to concentrate on just three of
the maternal listening scenes in Haynes’ Mil-
dred Pierce to illustrate how, in different
ways, this repeated exposure of the formal
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non-coincidence of sound and image func-
tions to evoke, represent and structure a
specific paradoxical space between mother
and daughter that allows for a different kind
of communication from that represented on
the manifest narrative level.

In the maternal listening scenes involving
Veda’s piano playing the sound is initially
conveyed naturalistically so that the level/
volume of sound is altered according to
where Mildred is listening from. The listen-
ing shots are from Mildred’s visual and audio
point of view and thus there is a consistent
adherence to conventional naturalistic sound
design in these listening scenes that keeps the
diegetic boundaries intact. In Part 4 of the
mini-series there is an important maternal
listening scene that serves as a bridge
between this conventional use of sound and
the abandoning of naturalism which reaches
its climax when Veda’s voice replaces her
piano playing. In the following scene, it is
the last time that Mildred listens to Veda play
the piano — the last maternal listening scene
before Veda becomes a singer. This is also
the first scene where the discordant relation
between audio and visual begins to be
exposed and used as a method to suggest and
generate a space of transmission between
mother and daughter that cannot be evoked
narratively.

Mildred opens the door to her house and
immediately we hear that Veda is already at
home playing the piano. As Mildred enters
the room where Veda plays, the piano music
is suitably loud and pervasive and we only
see Veda’s back as she plays. Then the piano
music becomes more muted and distant as
Mildred leaves the room and goes into her
bedroom and lies on her bed, listening. The
lingering shot of Mildred lying on her bed
with a contented, blissful look on her face,
with Veda’s music from the other room waft-
ing in — but muted in volume — depicts a
depth of visual and audio space carved
between Mildred and Veda. It is sound that
produces the domestic architecture in this
scene and momentarily carves out a habitable
space in which we witness the co-existence

of mother and daughter. We are given a
glimpse of a harmonious proximity and dis-
tance between mother and daughter that is
captured by the simultaneous depiction of
two rooms that they inhabit, these being rep-
resented via different mediums: Mildred in
the visual field and Veda as audio field.
Veda’s music infiltrates Mildred’s space so
that, in effect, Veda is in both rooms simulta-
neously. The camera watches Mildred listen-
ing. She receives the sound alone in her room
and she welcomes the sound into the space
around her; Veda’s piano music does not
overwhelm her (as her voice will later do).
The positioning of mother and daughter in
two different rooms in this maternal listening
scene works to convey and contain both
proximity and distance simultaneously
because of the space the sound creates
between the two rooms. Despite everything
we know about the story and the characters at
this moment — our knowledge of the schem-
ing deceit and cruelty with which Veda treats
Mildred and the latter’s masochistic adora-
tion of Veda that characterizes their invaria-
bly disturbing interactions in the narrative
content — this maternal listening scene hovers
anomalously and adjacent to the narrative
progression/plot. The shot conveys a rare
moment of peace and pleasure that exudes
from Mildred’s languid expression as she lies
still, silent, listening. The effect of watching
Mildred listening is that the audio is brought
into the center of the visual field, but not by
showing the source of the sound — only by
showing its reception. This is the beginning
of Haynes’ bringing the audio and visual into
a complex dialogue and starting to hint at
their innate disjunction. The camera is not
interested in watching Veda play; it is inter-
ested in watching Mildred listen — on her
own — in the absence of the sound’s source.
We are not listening to Veda with Mildred,
we are watching her hear, and Haynes sets
that up explicitly by never cutting to a shot of
Veda playing in the other room. This still
shot of the listening mother that, crucially,
does not make visible the active source of the
sound has the effect of splitting audio and
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visual while simultaneously confusing them
by making the audio (listening) the visual
object. The focus on the audio process here
also functions to depict listening as active —
we are watching something happen despite
Mildred’s looking as if she is not doing any-
thing at all. A maternal interiority®® begins to
be represented; an active receiving of the
daughter’s sound. In this scene the subver-
sive play with the relation between audio and
visual generates a particular arrangement of
space depicted between mother and daughter.

The transmission of sound from one room
to another and the camera’s focusing on
watching Mildred hear Veda open up a com-
plex dualistic space that allows for a content
that contradicts and undermines the manifest
pathological narrative between the mother
and daughter. Via this complex subversion of
the relation between the audio and visual a
specific architecture is produced that inaugu-
rates an alternative transmission between
Mildred and Veda, depicting both distance
and proximity. This scene is the first where it
becomes clear that Haynes’ approach to
sound is directly related to the question and
possibility of refiguring the mode of com-
munication between mother and daughter.
Via sound, Haynes tells another mother—
daughter story that coexists with Cain’s
original text while also contradicting it and
intervening in the violent and bleak negativ-
ity that the manifest narrative charts between
Mildred and Veda. In Haynes’ version some-
thing else becomes possible.

Commentaries on this memorable scene in
reviews of Haynes’ series have tended to
read this moment depicting Mildred’s appar-
ent peace and pleasure either as representing
her omnipotent satisfaction at having Veda
all to herself — an apparent ideal of how
Mildred would like things to be: just the two
of them (Hastie, 2011: 27) — or else as a
moment of denial anticipating the ‘let’s get
stinko’ attitude to life that Mildred resigns
herself to at the end.'® Interpreting Mildred’s
pleasure, as she lies alone in her room listening
to her daughter play the piano, as emerging
from a possessive and controlling maternal

desire is consistent with a psychologizing
Oedipal reading that can see the mother’s
pleasure only in pathological terms — as suf-
focation or possession. Additionally, such an
approach fails to pay any attention to the
formal construction of this scene via the spe-
cific properties of the audio-visual medium,
and thus misses the specificity of how sound
is structuring the meanings of this shot in its
creation of space. By psychologizing the
character in this way this psychoanalytic
approach misses how maternal pleasure and
interiority and the mode of exchange between
mother and daughter is refigured formally in
this scene, so that sound produces a connec-
tion and a space between mother and daugh-
ter that unleashes a pleasurable affect that is
in excess of and resists reduction to either
narrative logic and development or Oedipal
psychoanalytic models.

It is the sudden and intrusive sound of the
phone ringing in the same room in which
Veda plays the piano that interrupts this par-
ticular arrangement of sound and space in this
maternal listening scene. The sound of the
phone is notably louder than the piano
playing was in relation to where Mildred is
listening from. Narratively, the sound of the
telephone figures to interrupt the maternal
listening scene in order to mobilize plot
development: Veda stops playing to answer
the phone and the camera moves away from
Mildred and onto Veda talking on the phone.
The sound of the phone completely alters and
restructures the space that the maternal listen-
ing scene had composed. Introducing a third
element to the scene (the voice on the phone)
closes down the particular dualistic space that
the sound of the piano had opened up. While
the sound of the phone ringing is within the
diegesis, it verges on an audio close-up: from
where Mildred lies it sounds just that bit too
loud in comparison to the muted volume of
the piano music. This differential of volume
according to where the sound comes from has
meaning; to my mind it suggests that the use
of the daughter’s music is functioning spe-
cifically to create a alternative space between
mother and daughter while other sounds,
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unrelated to Veda or Mildred, such as the
phone ringing, function only according to
narrative, diegetic, oedipal logic. That is to
say, the phone as third element, breaking up
the dyadic communication of this maternal
listening scene, belongs to a different econ-
omy of sound than that of the piano and sing-
ing voice — which, as I have shown, are used
to open up an alternative structured dualistic
space between mother and daughter not
reducible to the triangular oedipal structure
embedded in the narrative.

Significantly, the voice on the phone, or
the interrupting third element that functions
to close down the dualistic composed space
that Veda’s music produced between mother
and daughter, is a voice that informs Veda
about the death of her piano teacher. The
third element introduces a loss and, more
specifically, a symbolically paternal loss that
underlies the structure of Oedipal logic. The
telephone disturbs Mildred’s reverie and
makes her walk from her bedroom into the
same room as Veda, hence the spatial distance
and communication that the piano produced
between mother and daughter is lost; the
sound of the phone collapses the specific
audio-visual space of this maternal listening
scene. The phone ringing, as if an alarm,
wakes us up out of the adjacent or suspended
reality or space that the maternal listening
scene had created and so re-establishes the
Oedipal narrative economy that the sound of
Veda’s music had for significant moments
subverted and transformed.

Haynes cumulatively builds up this par-
ticular work with sound in the representation
of the mother—daughter relationship and,
most crucially and substantially, in the shift
to Veda’s singing voice in the last two epi-
sodes of the series. There has been much
discussion of the voice in cinema, most nota-
bly the seminal work of Michel Chion (1999)
but also the feminist film theory of Kaja Sil-
verman (1988), Mary Anne Doane (1980:
33-50), Amy Lawrence (1991) and Britta
Sjogren (2006), who have contributed inno-
vative work on the specific functions and
effects of the female voice in cinema. Lack

of space here prevents me from doing justice
to the complexity and scope of the debates
this work has generated but | draw upon these
authors’ works as the theoretical context or
field informing my own analysis of the
experimental use of Veda’s voice in the fol-
lowing two maternal listening scenes in
Haynes’ Mildred Pierce.

The first time we hear Veda’s singing
voice is perhaps the most memorable, densely
layered and complex scene in the whole
series, and is striking in its innovative use of
sound to create new spatial representations
within the mother—daughter relation. The
context/backstory of the scene is that Mil-
dred and Veda have been living apart and are
on non-speaking terms after a row resulting
in Mildred throwing Veda out of the house.
During their separation, we follow Mildred’s
further successes in her businesses, the
development of her female friendships and
her separation from her lover, Monty. The
unbearable pain and loss that Mildred suffers
in Veda’s absence is reiterated in various
scenes depicting her as if in a state of mourn-
ing, and in desperation she finally asks Bert,
Veda’s father, to give her news of Veda’s life.
Bert tells Mildred that Veda has become a
contralto soprano singer, and is going to be
singing on the radio. Both parents had no
knowledge of Veda’s talent for singing and
are bewildered by this change of instrument/
medium. They decide to listen to \Veda for the
first time together at one of Mildred’s restau-
rants, and it is this listening scene to which |
will now turn.

A special table is set up for Mildred and
Bert outside, and slightly away from the rest
of the tables, on the front balcony facing the
ocean. The large radio is carried by one of
Mildred’s employees and placed in a promi-
nent place in the center of the visual frame,
on the table between Mildred and Bert. As
Veda is about to be introduced on the radio
the camera closes in on both Bert and Mildred’s
faces as they sit at the table facing the radio,
transfixed by what is about to happen. The
shot is composed so that we see the back of
the radio (which looks like a large box) in the
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front of the frame and Mildred and Bert’s
faces set back and looking intensely at it, so
that it actually looks to us as if they are
watching a screen rather than listening to a
radio. Both parents avidly stare at the radio
in what looks like dishelief and wonder as
the voice of their daughter emanates: alien
and sublime, beautiful and strange, her voice
as they have never heard it before.

Mildred leans forward to get closer to the
radio, focusing on it with a piercing stare, as
if Veda was literally inside it or as if it had
replaced her — as if the radio itself was an
extension of or embodiment of Veda rather
than a machine broadcasting her disembod-
ied voice. What is striking and awkward
about this scene is the confusion set up
between the visual and audio mediums
resulting from the sustained emphasis on
looking at the radio or watching the voice.
Mildred watches the radio as if she expects
or hopes it to transmit some visual evidence
that this sound was really coming out of
Veda, that this voice was really linked to the
body of her child, the direct outpouring of
Veda’s ‘special’ interiority with which she
had for so long been obsessed. When Mildred
strains to get closer to the radio as Veda’s
voice emanates, it is not her ear she puts
close to the speakers — it is her eyes.

This split or gap between audio and visual
that is produced by Mildred’s frantic looking
for the voice’s source draws attention to the
very impossibility of the pinning down or
nailing of the voice to image, body or
mouth — as if within Mildred’s stare at the
radio is the suggestion that Veda’s voice
emanates precisely from this gap, this schism
or split between the audio and the visual that
Haynes hints at, if not exposes, in the mater-
nal listening scenes. Within the diegesis,
Mildred’s extreme response to the disembod-
ied voice on the radio shows her disturbance
at not being able to fix voice to body, sound
to image — a kind of panic at the uncanny
ghostly disjunction between her daughter
and this ethereal voice.

The radio as visual object looms large and
completely dominates this scene. After the

long shots of Mildred’s face staring at the
radio as Veda’s voice pours out the camera
then focuses in on the radio itself, and there
is an intriguing long slow close-up of just the
radio which fills the visual frame. We now
watch the radio and hear Veda’s singing
exactly as we had just watched Mildred and
Bert doing; we, too, are forced into this
impossible position of looking at the voice,
or, more precisely, visually contemplating
the audio apparatus. Haynes (again) moves
the audio completely into the center of the
visual field. The confusion that is built up
between listening and looking, audio and
visual, in these shots of Mildred and Bert’s
staring at the radio and the image of the radio
itself culminates in a distancing effect that
draws our attention to the dualistic material
of the sound film; its integral ‘acousmatic’
(Chion, 1999: 5) nature, whereby voice and
body/image are cut in two and then stitched
back together via synchronization so that
voice and body will never quite match. This
disjunction between audio and visual that
Haynes exposes in these scenes reveals what
Chion calls the ‘scar’ or ‘seam’ that always
remains, as if haunting the sound film,
despite the great efforts, ‘the jerry-rigging’
(1999: 130), to hide this radical and original
separation/discordance at the heart of the
audio-visual creation.

The whole sequence in this maternal listen-
ing scene is a typical Haynesian distancing/
alienation effect. The audience is once again
led to contemplate this material organization
of the audio and visual and the concomitant
‘wild dreams of unity and absolutes’ that
Chion contends motivate the attempt to ‘rec-
reate the totality’ that the sound film repre-
sents (1999: 136). It is no coincidence that
this negotiation of the impossible desire for
unity and the radical irreducibility of two ele-
ments integral to the sound film is evoked
here within the specific terrain of the mother—
daughter relation.

The scene continues with Mildred sud-
denly getting up from her place at the table
and rushing away from the source of the
sound towards the sea. As she moves away
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from the radio the volume of Veda’s singing
voice gets louder. The further away Mildred
gets from the radio the louder Veda’s singing
becomes, so that, as she reaches the shore
and stands looking out to the raging sea, all
other sound is drowned out. This extreme
amplification of Veda’s voice completely
abandons naturalistic sound design and is a
moment of hyperbole proper to melodrama,
signifying not only Mildred’s state of extreme
emotion and agitation at hearing Veda sing
but also the way in which Veda’s voice over-
whelms and invades Mildred — who, despite
running away from its source, can find no
distance from it. The explicit association
with the myth of the sirens here functions on
many levels, the all-pervasive trap of the
female voice that pervades the spatial void of
the sea drawing the listener into its lethal,
inescapable grasp. Ever since the film screen
has been inhabited by the voice that perme-
ates the boundaries of the screen, the myth of
the sirens has haunted it (Chion, 1999: 115).

On a formal level in this scene, Veda’s
amplified voice dissolves the boundary
between internal and external diegetic sound.
The singing voice, as it gets louder, drowns
out all other sound occurring within the
scene (the sound of waves, of the people in
the restaurant and of Bert calling to Mildred).
In this way Veda’s voice merges into extra
diegetic music/sound while simultaneously
remaining within the diegeisis (as the voice
on the radio) within the frame. In this way
Veda’s voice exposes and transmits the spe-
cific property of the voice described by
Dolar, following Chion, ‘as the embodiment
of the very impossibility between inner and
outer, interior and exterior’ (Dolar, 2006:
70), and, significantly, it is to the mother via
the daughter’s voice that this message is
transmitted.

This complex theme of the schism between
audio and visual and the effect of the voice on
screen that Haynes examines in the context of
the mother—daughter relation culminates in the
last maternal listening scene in Part 5 of the
mini-series. Mildred, Bert and Monty go to see
Veda perform at the philharmonic auditorium.

This scene functions as a corollary of the radio
scene; it places the voice again in the center of
the visual field but instead of the radio we have
the Veda as its conduit, thus seemingly return-
ing voice to body, sound to image.

Significantly, Mildred is sitting in the
dress circle in the enormous auditorium, a
considerable distance from the stage, mean-
ing that she cannot see Veda’s face in close-
up. As Veda starts to sing, the camera for the
most part focuses in close-up on Mildred’s
face, watching her listen and look at Veda
from afar. When the camera turns to the stage
we, too, see Veda in a long shot. Mildred
expresses rapturous emotion and emotion as
the sublime voice fills the auditorium.
Haynes again uses audio close-up, so that the
volume of Veda’s voice does not tally with
the distance between Mildred and the stage.
But this amplification does not seem to sig-
nify the disturbance and confusion that it did
at the beach/radio scene described earlier. In
this scene, the sound and its source are safely
unified in one body, and for a moment Mil-
dred relaxes and lets the voice permeate the
space like air.

It is not until Monty passes Mildred the
opera glasses that the scene shifts register
and the material split between audio and
visual is brought into focus again, this time
via Mildred’s looking through the magnify-
ing glasses at Veda singing on the stage. The
striking disjunction between Veda’s facial
expression (of which we and Mildred are given
a close up view) and the quality of the her
voice produces a confusing and de-stabalizing
incongruence to this shot and thus brings
into focus an explicit paradoxical dynamic
between sound and vision. The camera looks
with Mildred through the opera glasses and
Veda’s face comes into focus, doubly framed
by the glasses and the stage. Her expres-
sion, as she sings, is strained and full of
hate. Significantly, it is in this visual close-
up of the singing daughter that Mildred
sees the gorgon type expression, the deadly
poisonous look on Veda’s face that Treviso
(Veda’s music teacher) had warned her of,
calling Veda a ‘snake’ or ‘viper’ with a
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beautiful voice (Cain, 1985: 515). The sight
of Veda with hate in her eyes and open
mouth, pouring out an incongruously ethe-
real and beautiful sound, results in Mildred
quickly becoming agitated. She flings down
the opera glasses, refusing the close-up
view. We return to the distant long shot
from the dress circle, where the voice wan-
ders freely and the body from which it
comes remains distant and out of focus.

It is, crucially, when Mildred sees the
voice recovered to body, when audio and
visual meet in the magnified image of Veda
singing, that she turns away. What is unbear-
able and causes Mildred to refuse the close-
up view is the radical discordance between
the visual and the audio that is paradoxically
exposed in this unified audio-visual whole —
when voice is seemingly knitted back to the
body/image. Yet this recovery of voice to
body fails to deliver the wild dream of unity
that Chion describes (1999: 136) and instead
only makes the severance and the discord-
ance between audio and visual even more
explicit. The voice does not seem to belong
to that body; in Mildred’s view through the
opera glasses Veda looks like a sinister puppet
with someone else’s angelic voice cascading
through her. What Mildred sees is an audio
and visual disjunction, a ventriloquism that
produces an effect of horror. It is far safer to
return to the distant long shot where this dis-
junction between audio and visual, between
voice and body, can be more successfully
disavowed.

Haynes’ use of famous mainstream actors
in his series means that we can assume a
widespread knowledge or assumption on the
part of the audience that \eda’s singing voice
is dubbed. More precisely, the technique of
playback is being used so that Evan Rachel
Wood, who plays Veda, is miming the words
to the sound of another, hidden, woman’s
voice.r” The lack of homogeneity of audio
and visual, body and voice, is referenced both
inside and outside the diegesis. The failure of
Veda’s singing image to deliver (to Mildred)
a unified fit between audio and visual func-
tions to break down our own capacity to play

along with, and disavow, the artifice of play-
back/dubbing as we watch this scene. Haynes
makes the split between audio and visual
inside the diegesis (the incongruous image
and voice of Veda through the opera glasses)
and makes explicit the real extra-diegetic
ventriloquism (dubbing and playback): the
severance and non-coincidence of the voice
and body that are the material conditions of
the making of this scene.

The ‘contract of belief” (1999: 153) that
Chion refers to is disrupted here — the audi-
ences’ willingness to play along in recogniz-
ing that a voice comes from an actor’s body
as her own, even while we know it is dubbed.
In this way, we, like Mildred, are held in a
moment of alienation where the severance,
the disjunction and the failure of wholeness
inherent to the audio-visual object is doubly
figured at two simultaneous levels. At this
moment the audience is taken back to the
origin of sound cinema, the story of a sever-
ance and the fraught attempt at audio-visual
unification. This story of severance and unity
explored so extensively via attention to the
material organization of the audio-visual
medium is rendered within the specific ter-
rain of the mother—daughter plot and on this
register | suggest that the daughter’s voice
‘imaginarily take[s] up the role of an umbili-
cal cord” (Chion, 1999: 62) referred to by
Denis Vasse: the cutting of the umbilicus at
birth correlates strongly with the attention
paid to the opening of the mouth and the first
cry. ‘The umbilical cord and the voice consti-
tute a pair in which “the umbilicus means
closure ... . Whether it names or calls, the
voice traverses closure without breaking it in
the process ... . All in a single act, it attests
to the limit and escapes it”” (Denis Vasse in
Chion, 1999: 61-2).

Veda’s voice and the complex ways in
which Mildred receives it, as we have seen,
conjure up an acknowledgment of an irrevo-
cable split. This split or severance, | suggest,
opens up a potential space between mother
and daughter explored innovatively in
Haynes’ Mildred Pierce. The gap between
audio and visual that Haynes makes explicit
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in the story of a mother and a daughter opens
up an in-between, uncharted place between
two different elements that are not reducible
to one another. This gap, or in-between space
between two irreducible elements, is negoti-
ated and explored between mother and
daughter with the female voice as its opera-
tor. Rather than the split between audio and
visual producing a gaping hole or a void, like
the dark space or non-place between the lips
of the open mouth, Veda’s voice in Mildred
Pierce, which emanates precisely from that
gap, sings of both connection and disconnec-
tion, distance and proximity; it opens up a
generative space of exchange and transmis-
sion between mother and daughter and repre-
sents (rather than pathologizes) this paradox.

It is significant that Haynes decided to
depart from James Cain’s text regarding the
choice of opera that Veda sings. Cain was
highly specific about the particular pieces of
music that Veda plays and sings and it is
therefore extremely significant that it is on
this musical detail that Haynes, who other-
wise attempted and professed complete
loyalty to every aspect of the novel, boldly
disregards Cain’s choice. David Weyner, an
operatic expert with whom Haynes worked to
devise Veda’s repertoire, commented that the
arias Cain chose for Veda in his novel were
‘not realistic for what a young soprano at that
time would attempt’ (Los Angeles Times,
2011), but, more crucially for our argument
here, Cain’s arias did not have a content or
context that resonated with a mother—daughter
theme. Haynes and Weyner’s choices are
arias that are explicitly related to stories relat-
ing to a mother—daughter relationship and the
powers of the voice. In the crucial radio scene
discussed earlier Haynes has Veda sing ‘The
Bell Song’ from the opera Lakme, by Delibes,
in which the young woman’s voice within the
story is used specifically to seduce, lure and
trap in the vein of the Homeric sirens. While
Veda sings in French, Haynes inserts a hidden
layer of reflexivity here, so that Veda sings of
the enigmatic properties of the voice and its
relation to cunning, magic and seduction as
Mildred stares into the raging sea with the

voice encompassing her and collapsing and
distorting space. In the LA Philharmonic
concert scene (discussed earlier), Haynes has
Veda singing ‘The Queen of the Night’ aria
from Mozart’s Magic Flute, the context of
which is a complex mother—daughter argu-
ment/plot; here Veda sings the ‘Wrath of Hell
Boils in my Heart’ from the point of view of
the mother. These changes show that the
music scenes are a crucial site through which
alternative transmissions belonging to the
communication between mother and daugh-
ter are explored and run concomitantly (and
in some senses in contradiction) to the plot.
While most of the work Haynes does with
sound and the mother—daughter relation, as
we have seen, is on the formal level, he
meticulously makes sure that the content
(albeit in French and German, so perhaps not
immediately accessible to Mildred and the
audience) relates to the form. This one and
only departure Haynes makes from Cain’s
novel supports my contention that, for
Haynes, the music/sound is primarily a tool
to explore and develop the scope and poten-
tial of transmissions between mother and
daughter.

In this way, in Haynes’ Mildred Pierce,
Veda’s music is always a specific address to
the mother — each of Veda’s performances
becomes, effectively, maternal listening
scenes that coexist and go beyond the mean-
ings of the spoken narrative content. This
alternative mother—daughter exchange that is
told via formal play with sound and its dis-
cordant relation to the visual in the maternal
listening scenes | have discussed makes this
rendition of Mildred Pierce highly signifi-
cant as a post-lrigarayian representation.
Mildred and Veda, before Haynes’ interven-
tion, were famous for echoing the age-old
poisonous hate and destruction that has
become so rigidly entrenched in western con-
structions of the mother—daughter relation
since Aeschylus’s Clytemnestra and Elec-
tra.’® Haynes’ Mildred Pierce, however,
through the register of sound, refuses the
inevitability of that mythical and ideological
construction.
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NOTES

For an account of feminist work on the mother—
daughter relation see: Jacobs, 2007: 129-48 and
Stone, 2004: Ch 4.

For Irigaray’s ideas about the mother-daughter
relation see Irigaray, 1993.

The Michael Curtiz 1945 film noir version added
a murder twist to the story in order to transform
it into the noir/crime/thriller genre.

For a discussion of this Lacanian model and the
debates within psychoanalytic feminism regarding
the possibility of moving beyond this construction
see Jacobs, 2007: 7-15.

For a lucid explanation of Irigaray’s notion of
‘ontological dereliction’ see Whitford, 1991: 81.
For an overview of psychoanalytic accounts of
the mother—daughter relationship see Jacobs,
2007: 129-48.

See Irigaray, 1991: 34-46 for an account of the
matricidal symbolic economy and see also Jacobs,
2007: 32-45

See also Butler, 2000 as an example of a post-
Oedipal intervention into psychoanalytic models
of the symbolic.

See Butler, 2000: 73-9, for an important discus-
sion about the cost to feminist film theory of
continuing to refer to the Lacanian model as a
reference.

For a discussion of Todd Haynes' engagement
with ‘the woman’s film’ see Doane, 2004.

See Rob White and Amber Jacobs' ‘Dialogue on
Haynes' Mildred Pierce’ in Film Quarterly web
exclusives for more on this question of creativ-
ity in Haynes' Mildred Pierce. www.filmquarterly.
org/2012/02/todd-hayness-"mildred-pierce”-a-
discussion/

Interestingly, the Michael Curtiz noir film uses
a female voice-over but it is not Veda’s voice.
Mildred's voice narrates the story in a series of
flashbacks. The maternal voice therefore is the
extra diegetic voice that has implications regard-
ing how the female voice functions in cinema. For
an excellent discussion of the female voice-over in
Hollywood classical cinema see Sjogren, 2006.

| extensively discuss dominant psychoanalytic
accounts of the mother-daughter relation in
Jacobs, 2007: 148-56.

| have explicated, discussed and critiqued this
account of Oedipal triangulation and the impli-
cations for the mother and daughter in part 1
and 3 of On Matricide (Jacobs, 2007).

See Bolton, 2011 for an in-depth study of repre-
senting female interiority on screen.

Dialogue on Mildred Pierce with Rob White and
Amber Jacobs in Film Quarterly Web exclusive.
The real singer used for Veda’s singing voice is
the Korean coloratura soprano Sumi Jo.

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF FEMINIST THEORY

18 For an in-depth discussion of the ancient Greek
myth depicting the mother—-daughter relation-
ship between Clytemnestra and Electra see
Jacobs, 2007, especially part 3.
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The Space of a Movement:
Life-Writing Against Racism

| hope, some day, to write my autobiography. |
have not yet done so — although most of my
writing is autobiographical. In one book, Killers
of the Dream, | have chosen to take one
fragment of my life, my experiences as a white
person in a strictly patterned highly conformed
culture, and write as fully as | could of that...
Why did | do this — instead of writing about
myself as an individual? Because | was not a free
individual during some of those years, | was a
white conformist. | told both as documentary
and as confession my story as one human being
caught in the white-black strands of a web that
seemed to be soft and pliable but was made of
thin steel wires which caught and held and
wounded the human spirit. (Lillian Smith (1963)
in Cliff, 1978: 197)

In the foreword to her book Playing in the
Dark: Whiteness and the Literary
Imagination, Toni Morrison asked the
freighted question, ‘what does positioning
one’s writerly self, in the wholly racialized
society that is the United States, as unraced
and all others as raced entail?’ (1992: xii).
Addressing a readership that went far beyond
the field of American literary scholarship,
she continued, ‘What happens to the writerly

Vron Ware

imagination of a black writer who is at some
level always conscious of representing one’s
own race to, or in spite of, a race of readers
that understands itself to be “universal” or
“race-free”?” While Morrison’s intervention
was to have a major impact on literary and
cultural studies, her inquiry had specific
resonance within an already agonistic
feminist discourse on the salience of racial
oppression as a form of gendered experience.

Since autobiographical writing had long
been intrinsic to feminist politics, the visibility
or absence of ‘race-talk’ (or ‘racism aware-
ness’) in such a highly segregated society
had remained a contentious issue (hooks,
1981). By 1992, when Morrison’s interven-
tion was made, the notion of white privilege
as a form of unexamined and unearned
power (Frye, 1983; Mcintosh, 1988) had
begun to shape anti-racist feminist con-
sciousness in the US, prompting a more
confessional mode of life-writing as a correc-
tive to white solipsism (Rich, 1979). How-
ever, where Morrison’s work explored the
interplay between ‘literary blackness’ and
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‘literary whiteness’ (1992: xii), many femi-
nist theorists were convinced that, in terms of
political subjectivities forged out of bitter
experience, blackness and whiteness were
mutually exclusive. This held true no matter
whether feminists attempted to transcend the
binary of black and white through imagina-
tive, scholarly or political labour.

len Ang, for example, wrote that ‘subjec-
tive knowledge’ of what it is like to be ‘at the
receiving end of racialized othering’ is ‘sim-
ply not accessible to white people’ in the same
way that ‘the subjective knowledge of what it
means to be a woman is ultimately inaccessi-
ble to men’. In her view, however, those
‘moments of incommensurability’, if acknowl-
edged, could be used as a starting point for
common political pursuits if ‘we accept that
politics does not have to be premised on con-
struction of a solid, unified “we” ... but on the
very fragility, delicacy and uncertainty of any
“we” we forge’” (Ang, 1997 discussed in Ware
and Back, 2002: 271-3).

In this chapter on feminism, life-writing and
racism, | attempt to place these debates,
which lay at the heart of late twentieth-
century feminism, into a more productive
framework. | ask what might be gained by,
first, a longer temporal perspective and, sec-
ond, a more cosmopolitan outlook that
understands life-writing as a form of ‘auto-
biographical disruption’ of racial certainties.
I discuss examples of women’s life-writing
that are alert to the myriad and brutal but
often nuanced ways in which racial hierarchy
is experienced, looking not for incommensu-
rability between black and white but for an
openness to the greater risks involved in
using one’s own life to explore the damage
wrought by racism, segregation and apartheid.
Lillian Smith evokes the scope of this
endeavour when she introduces her famous
autobiographical investigation into the psy-
chology of Southern white supremacy,
Killers of the Dream:

| wrote it because | had to find out what life in a
segregated culture had done to me, one person; |
had to put down on paper these experiences so
that | could see their meaning for me. | was in
dialogue with myself as | wrote, as well as with my
home town and my childhood and history and the
future, and the past. Writing is both horizontal
and vertical exploration. It has to true itself with
facts but also with feelings and symbols, and
memories that are never quite facts but sometimes
closer to the ‘truth’ than is any fact. (1963: 3)

In her book Begging to Be Black (2009)
South African poet and author Antjie Krog
weaves together a series of encounters,
memories and stories that address the ‘long
conversation between black and white” in her
country. One of the disparate narrative
threads is a detailed account of her time in
Berlin on a year’s fellowship at the Institute
for Advanced Studies. It begins when she
walks into the apartment after the long
journey from Cape Town. Falling asleep on
the sofa, she woke to a beautiful autumn light
streaming into the room, and that
phenomenon, combined with the smell of
coffee, made her feel as though her throat
would ‘burst with light and happiness’.
However, ‘what comes pouring out,
unexpectedly, are harsh choking sounds of
relief” (2009: 89).

Interspersing her observations between
journal format and letters to her mother, one
day she wrote that she had just returned from
the supermarket after finding rhubarb yogurt
on the shelf. “Yes, Dr Oetkers Onken Joghurt
mit Rhabarber-Vanille-Geschmack — Gutes
aus Milch!” This mundane discovery was just
one sign of the texture and taste of everyday
life in western Europe. In another letter she
told her mother:

Do you know that pedestrians here actually wait
for the green man to flash, even when there is not
a single car on the horizon? Is this the meaning of
a law-abiding citizen? | find myself in petrifying
angst at traffic lights: if | wait, | feel completely
illogical; if | cross while it is red (and there are no
cars), | feel the eyes of the Germans bore into my
back: Go on, you Third World scoundrel, that is
why you and your ilk are in such a moral quagmire
(2009: 120).
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As the days pass, marked by reflections on
what is strange and unfamiliar in her
surroundings, contrasting with her native
land, she invites her readers to listen to her
inner dialogue, which constitutes just one
layer of her book:

I can’t remember when | last felt so safe, cared for
and WANTED despite being white. | know we live
a highly privileged life in South Africa, but |
hadn’t realised how harsh my life in reality had
become. It is not because | can walk alone
through Hasensprung at one o'clock in the
morning without the slightest notion of fear, but
because one is shielded from people who are
poor, hungry and cold. | am protected in my flat
from the poor. | can see them only on a poster at
the station. In Cape Town they are on my
doorstep three or four times a day, at traffic
lights, on the streets ... The poor mark the most
breath-taking vistas and the most desolate
horizons in South Africa. Here, where | live in
Berlin, the poor is a theory. (2009: 91)

This is no mere travel diary of a foreigner
abroad, however. The reason for her sojourn
in Berlin is to take time to daydream, to
develop her understanding of certain moral
and philosophical concepts rooted in South
African history, and this project demands
that she move to an entirely different
environment in order to be able to think. Her
dialogue with a professor at the university
provides another strand of the book, one that
both outlines and explores her intellectual
preoccupations as an author. Early on she
tells him “In order to understand something |
have to write it; while writing — writingly, as
it were — | find myself dissolving into,
becoming towards what | am trying to
understand” (2009: 92). As the discussion
develops her interlocutor attempts to
summarize her position, introducing her to
Deleuze’s theory of transformation and
elaborating on the concept of ‘becoming’ in
more abstract terms. ‘One moves from an
established known identity by transforming
oneself,” he tells her. ‘But transformation
always moves in a particular direction and
writing is often the best way to trace these
directions.” (2009: 92)

The ensuing dialogue reveals the predica-
ment with which Krog has wrestled both
since, and long before, the end of apartheid.
The reconstructed exchange between profes-
sor and student is a format that allows her to
articulate her life project in conversational
terms:

Is it possible for a white person like myself, born
in Africa, raised in a culture with strong Western
roots, drenched in a political dispensation that
said black people were different and therefore
inferior, whether it is possible for such a person
as myself to move towards a ‘blackness’ as
black South Africans themselves understand it?
(2009: 94)

Her second question follows on from this,
framing a quest for alternatives to the Western
paradigms that ‘insist liberal values are the
only possible framework for a modern state’.
At one point the professor suggests: ‘But you
are saying: because you lived in this apartheid
bubble which tried to keep itself whites-only
and Western, this has stunted your own
changing and becoming?’ (2009: 94)

In reply Krog says simply: ‘I am not nec-
essarily interested in African philosophy
versus Western philosophy, but rather in
what kind of self | should grow into in order
to live a caring, useful and informed life — a
“good life” — within my country in southern
Africa’ (2009: 95). For her this is not a per-
sonal mission to investigate the origins of
clearly defined terms such as ‘blackness’ and
its opposite, ‘whiteness’, and their entangle-
ment, nor is it a quest for alternative knowl-
edge that can be attained only outside the
fraught conditions of daily life in her native
land. She frames her project as one that is
both ontological, expressed as a search for a
different kind of self, and epistemological, in
the sense that this is about a different way of
knowing. This task requires a deep reckoning
with aspects of the past, her own as well as
the catastrophic legacies of European colo-
nial expansion and apartheid. In order to do
this she creates a ‘mytho-poetic narrative’,
one in which an eclectic cast of characters
can take part: ‘King Moshoeshoe, missionaries
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from the 19th century, Antjie Krog and her
friends and colleagues, ANC cadres, the
Deleuzian philosopher Paul Patton, Krog’s
hushand J., Nelson Mandela, Archbishop
Desmond Tutu and the ANC Youth League’
(Motha, 2010: 290).

Searching for a figure of speech that tran-
scends the problems of separateness and
incommensurability, Krog refuses the notion
of mingling, entangling and other forms of
mixture, turning instead to a more organic
image of a root that ‘can become or link to
another’ (2009: 95). This metaphor of growing-
towards (an impulse of interconnectedness)
is an appropriate starting place for this essay.
While a focus on the subterranean highlights
the work of writing the self as a transforma-
tive undertaking that has multiple dimen-
sions, the commitment to cultural change
indicates the importance of attending to the
relationship between history, memory and
subjective interpretation.

A recent collection of essays examining the
capacious genre of life-writing began with
the observation that the practice now holds ‘a
ubiquitous place in contemporary culture
rivalling, overlapping and problematizing
distinctions between the factual records of
life history and its fictional counterparts’
(Taylor and Kaplan, 2009). The focus here is
on the way in which women’s life-writing
can unlock, challenge and document the
ways in which racial difference and racial
hierarchy are both lived and resisted in any
particular time and place. Although | am
drawn to the articulation of gendered subjec-
tivities, | am less concerned with whether
this counts as feminist or not. In particular,
this essay will consider how the autobio-
graphical perspectives of those identified as
white can communicate not just a sense of
the past (of where one is starting from) but
also how one might consciously become, and
transform oneself into, something other than
what one was. These questions suggest a way

of reading and interpreting self-narratives
that might illuminate the workings of racial
power, privilege and subordination because
they bring to light the psychological, mate-
rial and symbolic processes entailed in the
struggle for change (Ware and Back, 2002).

Confining this enterprise to examples pro-
duced by women identified as white allows
us to investigate the grounds for being ‘dis-
loyal to civilisation’, a political orientation
originally proposed by Lillian Smith in 1962
(CIiff, 1978). The first might be the principle
of estrangement, not just a result of a physi-
cal journey that provokes a sense of disloca-
tion but a way of being in the world guided
by an ethics of resistance. Zygmunt Bauman
has described this state of mind as the crea-
tive possibilities of exile: ‘the refusal to be
integrated — the determination to stand out
from the physical space, to conjure up a
place of one’s own, different from the place
in which those around are settled, a place
unlike the places left behind and unlike the
place of arrival’” (Bauman, 2000: 208).

Second, | discuss a body of work that illu-
minates the process of disentanglement, of
extracting the self from complicity in hateful
institutions, dubious identifications and an
uncritical relationship to everyday life. And,
third, as we read autobiographical writing as
journeys of self-discovery, we can also dis-
cern ways in which transformation of the self
through writing opens up moral and political
dilemmas embedded in the desire for revolu-
tionary change.

Although this essay examines a variety of
authors writing within distinct historical and
geographical contexts, there is no suggestion
that racism remains the same across time and
place. Retracing the significance of the auto-
biographical voice in feminist theory and
politics, this essay focuses on women’s life-
writing as a situated mode of resistance to the
dominant racial regime, whether the institution
of slavery, Jim Crow segregation, colonial-
ism, apartheid or its aftermath. The selection
of authors is not intended to sketch out a
chronological survey or to tie discrete modes
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of writing together as if they constituted a
literary genre of their own. Instead the con-
nection between these diverse texts is pro-
vided by the analytical approaches suggested
above. One connecting feature is a desire to
understand the relationship between black-
ness and whiteness not as abstract, theoreti-
cal terms but as a complex configuration of
meanings arising from and within specific
circumstances. A second is an interest in
experimental techniques of self-disclosure as
means to show the visceral grip of power and
privilege. A third is the motivation to change
oneself in the course of discovering new
forms of solidarity with those who are posi-
tioned differently by virtue of their birth,
their heritage and their skin.

In an essay entitled ‘The Female Stranger:
marginality and modes of writing’, cultural
theorist Janet Wolff emphasizes the salience
of psychological journeys made in the course
of a lifetime, offering a critique of the artifi-
cial separation so often made between the
academic and the personal. ‘The narrative
constructed from personal memory, from
fragments of memoir, and from apparently
isolated moments, competes on equal terms
with other narratives, including those formu-
lated in macro—sociological or abstract terms’
(1995: 17). Acknowledging that there was an
established tradition of sociological thought
that recognized the value of distance and
objectivity in the social observer, Wolff
explored the creative possibilities of estrange-
ment (and marginality), particularly when it
allowed women writers to articulate a sense
of distance from what they had previously
found familiar or taken for granted. The
standpoint of the female outsider, whether a
stranger or simply a foreigner, offered origi-
nal ways of knowing either about places left
behind or the new worlds encountered
through some kind of travel.

Although Wolff examined writings by
women who had made their escape from one

geographical location to another, the process
of travel that enabled new insights was not
necessarily a result of migration. ‘But for the
woman who has left home,” she wrote, ‘it
seems to be the case that displacement
(deterritorialization) can be quite strikingly
productive’ (1995: 9). New concepts of
place, or a different sense of relationships
between places, could emerge as a result of
an individual moving away from familiar
surroundings. Secondly, travel could play a
significant role in changing one’s sense of
self as well as one’s angle of vision. Docu-
menting these changes, she suggested, may
take the form of ‘re-writing the self, discard-
ing the life-long habits and practices of a
constraining social education and discover-
ing new forms of self-expression’ (1995: 9).
For this reason, she suggested, ‘the narrative
of the fragment and the memoir, motivated as
it is by those who have reclaimed their “bur-
ied selves”, often in the process of a journey,
is one worth telling’ (1995: 17).

Wolff’s essay on the creative uses of dislo-
cation for women writers who are either
forced or obliged to leave home speaks
powerfully to another feminist intervention
on the importance of knowing where one was
writing from. In 1984 the poet Adrienne Rich
published her ‘Notes Towards a Politics of
Location’. Her argument provoked new
directions in feminist discourse since it
directed attention to the impact of both geog-
raphy and geopolitics on feminists’ social
formations (1986). Like Krog, Rich was born
into an apartheid system, albeit in the US,
which meant that her place of birth already
marked her existence as a product of a par-
ticular social order. Even as she took her first
breath, she wrote, her body was claimed as
white by Jim Crow America before it was
identified as female.

‘White, female; or female, white. The first
obvious, lifelong facts. But’, she continued,
‘I was born in the white section of a hospital
which separated Black and white women in
labor and Black and white babies in the nurs-
ery, just as it separated Black and white bod-
ies in the morgue’ (Rich, 1986: 215). Rich’s
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intervention was made at a time when many
feminists, black and white, were treating
those ‘obvious, lifelong facts’ as a fixed,
even rigid, basis for political action. Those
who were hostile to identity politics inter-
preted her plea as a demand for a more com-
plex, intuitive effort that was both a highly
individual matter and, at the same time, nec-
essarily part of a collective conversation
about the fluidity of all socially constructed
identities (Ware, 2004).

Above all, her work was directed towards
revolutionary change that was global in
scope. She urged her readers to make con-
nections between different kinds of strug-
gle, avoiding the pitfalls of thinking that the
world revolved around them, their priorities
or their country. In doing so she warned of
the problems of writing in the first person:
‘Whatever circumscribes or mutilates our
feelings makes it more difficult to act, keep
our actions reactive, repetitive: abstract
thinking, narrow tribal loyalties, every kind
of self-righteousness, the arrogance of
believing ourselves at the centre’ (Rich,
1986: 223). There were no guarantees that
writing from a personal perspective auto-
matically involved a repudiation of the
constraints of upbringing, socialization and
self-interest.

In another essay, ‘Memoirs and Microlo-
gies’, Wolff assessed feminist autobiograph-
ical method in the light of the growth of
cultural studies and cultural history during
the 1980s and early 1990s. She too expressed
reservations about the use of the personal
voice for its own sake: “Self-reflection need
not be politically radical, ethically correct or
analytically illuminating’, she wrote. ‘It can
be simply self-indulgent, embarrassing and
irrelevant” (1995: 50-51, emphasis in origi-
nal). She approached the interplay between
the personal and the political (or the autobio-
graphical and the critical) through a consid-
eration of why Walter Benjamin had become
so popular, tracking the way in which some
feminist historians and anthropologists had
successfully used “autobiographical interrup-
tion’ to transform conventional methods of

ethnography and cultural analysis. But it
could not simply be assumed that ‘the mem-
oiristic provides guaranteed access to know-
ledge’, she insisted, ‘because we still have to
address the question of typicality’. Where
Rich directs feminist attention to class, race
and nationality, here Wolff suggests the impor-
tance of historical awareness in the course of
interpreting experience: ‘So where the per-
sonal is valuable in laying bare the structures
and prejudices of cultural work, it does not
necessarily provide the route to better cultural
history, unless we can be persuaded that this
particular experience is somehow typical or
indicative of a moment’ (1995: 50-51, emphasis
in original).

This brief discussion of the gendered poli-
tics of location and dislocation reflects the
intense and longstanding interest in autobi-
ography within feminist discourse. While
this is largely due to the promise of an explo-
ration or revelation of a ‘self’, there has been
greater attention to questions of fragmenta-
tion, fictionalization and the sheer unreliabil-
ity of subjective recall (Cosslett et al., 2000:
4). At the same time the study of autobiogra-
phy ‘makes trouble: it is difficult to define as
a distinct genre, on the borderline between
fact and fiction, the personal and the social,
the popular and the academic, the everyday
and the literary’ (2000: 1). To this list | would
add the now, the then and the yet to come,
reiterating the importance of memory-work
in both recovering and re-establishing a his-
torical record of trauma, suffering and strug-
gle (2000: 174-5).

v

Interest in life-writing that is attentive to the
structuring effects of racism in women’s
lives emerged out of the project of ‘recon-
structing womanhood’, to borrow the title of
Hazel Carby’s exploration of African
American women novelists (1987). Carby
assembled a genealogy of black feminist
theory through reading slave narratives and
fictional work written by women alert to
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voices and registers that had either been
elided in conventional literary histories or
else dismissed as irrelevant. The crux of her
argument was that the institution of racial
slavery had produced, and depended on, par-
ticular configurations of class, race and gen-
der which meant that black women’s literary
perspectives could not be examined in isola-
tion. In order to dissect the stereotypes of
black female sexuality prevalent during the
ante-bellum period, she argued, it was first
necessary to identify the accepted paradigms
of white Southern womanhood. Stereotypes,
she wrote, ‘only appear to exist in isolation
while actually depending on a nexus of figu-
rations which can be only explained in rela-
tion to each other’ (1987: 20). Literary critics
needed to investigate the relationships
between these constructs in order to appreci-
ate their mutually constitutive cultural and
representational power.

For those searching for voices of resist-
ance, it was doubly important to understand
the mechanisms held in place by male domi-
nation and racial slavery. Only then was it
possible to identify the ways that ‘black
women, as writers, addressed, used, trans-
formed, and, on occasion, subverted the
dominant ideological codes’ (1987: 21). One
of the key protagonists in this new ‘black
female literary tradition’ (Carby, 1987; Doriani,
1991) was Linda Brent, whose narrative,
entitled Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl,
was edited by a white abolitionist, Lydia
Maria Child, and published shortly before
the Civil War. Brent, who wrote under the
pseudonym Harriet Jacobs, is frequently
cited as an important narrator of slave experi-
ences, not least because of her gendered
account. However, the autobiography was
taken seriously only when Jean Fagan Yellin,
a feminist scholar, managed to establish the
authenticity of Jacobs’ story. Carby cites
Yellin’s suggestion that it was possible to
interpret her voice as an appeal to the sister-
hood of all women:

Seen from this angle of vision, Jacobs' book —
reaching across the gulf separating black women

from white, slave from free, poor from rich,
reaching across the chasm separating ‘bad’
women from ‘good’ — represents an attempt to
establish an American sisterhood and to activate
that sisterhood in the public arena. (Yellin, 1985:
276, in Carby, 1987: 50)

In the introduction to her biography of Brent,
based on the narrative, Yellin explained that
she had turned to the text as part of her own
process of self-exploration, revealing that
she had first studied it as an academic, purely
in relation to race and class. It was only later
that she found herself drawn back to thinking
about the gendered elements of Jacobs’ life-
story, searching for a vocabulary which she
did not think she had (2004: vii). It scarcely
needs pointing out that both Carby’s and
Yellin’s work on nineteenth-century black
female authors was indicative of a broader
feminist engagement with the politics of race
and gender that intensified from the 1970s
onwards (Davis, 1981; hooks, 1981).

In another influential essay, entitled ‘Disloyal
to Civilisation: feminism, racism and
gynephobia’, Adrienne Rich noted that ‘One
of the useful things about the past is its safe
distance: | mean, because we feel a certain
detachment from it, we can allow ourselves
to perceive in history ways of behaving
which continue into the present, and afflict
our actions still”’ (1979: 304-5). Rich’s inter-
vention was an attempt to break through the
wall of ‘secrets and silence’ that was the
legacy of slavery, separating white feminists
from black, even those committed to loving
and working together. Rich urged her readers
to look back to the institution as the source of
white women’s complicity in the oppression
of black people. But this was no easy task.
“The mutual history of black and white
women in this country’, she wrote, ‘is a
realm so painful, resonant and forbidden that
it has barely been touched by writers either
of political “science” or of imaginative litera-
ture’ (1979: 281). Yet, she continued, ‘until
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that history is known, that silence broken, we
will all go on struggling in a state of depriva-
tion and ignorance’ (1979: 281).

Reading eyewitness accounts of white
women’s complicity in slavery provided
invaluable access to this mutual history, but
the endeavour also required the ability to
read through or across racism’s historical
registers. One of Rich’s examples was
Frances Kemble’s Journal of a Residence on
a Georgian Plantation 1838-9. Kemble was
an English actress and writer, born in 1809,
who married a wealthy American who was
the owner of substantial plantations of cotton,
rice and tobacco and large numbers of slaves.
Her diary of the winter of 1838-9, which she
spent on the plantations, was eventually pub-
lished in 1863, during the Civil War. She
detested the whole institution of slavery and
her outspoken views led to the break-up of
her marriage and the loss of her children.
Rich was less interested in what she did to
defy social expectations, however, and more
concerned to show what could be learned
from reading Kemble’s narrative. ‘To read it
is to experience the full impact of racist lan-
guage and cliché embedded in a passionate
and unrelenting indictment of slavery’,
warned Rich. Black people were described as
‘good-natured, childish human beings, whose
mental condition is kin in its simplicity and
proneness to impulsive emotion’ to that of
white children; she commented that ‘the fea-
tures of adult black men and women are
“displeasing” and “ugly” though “I have seen
many babies on this plantation who were
quite as pretty as white children.”” (Rich,
1979: 305)

Rich insisted that what made Kemble’s
work so valuable was her politically incisive
theories about the social hierarchies that kept
the institution in place, pointing to her com-
ments on the Georgian pinelanders or poor
whites as an example: ‘To the crime of slav-
ery, though they have no profitable part or lot
in it, they are fiercely accessory, because it is
the barrier that divides the black and white
races, at the foot of which they lie wallowing
in unspeakable degradation, but immensely

proud of the base freedom which still sepa-
rates them from the lash-driven tillers of the
soil.” (1979: 305)

Rich described how, despite some ‘dis-
tasteful language’, she found reading Fanny
Kemble ‘an enlightening experience’. This
was because ‘she knew what racism was,
analysing with sensitivity its effects upon
the morale and psyche of free black people
in the North, while unconscious of the extent
to which her own language reflected her
lingering allegiance to white racist culture’
(1979: 305). Rich did not have the benefit of
reading the biographies of Kemble that have
been compiled more recently, so her sugges-
tion that journals written by white as well as
black women should be read as ‘mutual his-
tory’ was all the more radical. Recognizing
the inability of an anti-slavery activist such
as Kemble to grasp how racism still deformed
her view of black people’s humanity was an
opportunity to learn. She pointed out that it
was precisely Kemble’s ‘intelligence and
depth of feeling, the authenticity of her
anger and pain, which throw into uninten-
tional relief the forms of racism she has not
explored or encompassed in her defence of
black people and her indictment of slavery’
(1979: 306).

Rich’s comments on Kemble’s Diary sug-
gest not that she was unique but that even
those views considered unpalatable or
anachronistic should not disqualify her work
from being treated as an indispensable
resource for feminist, anti-racist analysis.
The journals of white women married to or
daughters of slave-owning men supplied
important texts that should not be dismissed
as irrelevant any more than the narratives of
slaves themselves.

Mary Chestnut was another example of a
diarist whose anguished reflections provide
‘one white woman’s instinctive, undevel-
oped awareness of the connections between
sexuality and racism under slavery’ (Rich,
1979: 293). Rich brought this text directly
into conversation with her audience by stat-
ing: ‘Like some intelligent women today,
whose writings reveal a partial, yet blocked,
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feminism, she seems to pace back and forth,
tormented, seeing and articulating just so
far, helpless finally within the limits of her
vision’ (1979: 293).

Chestnut’s ‘turning and turning in her cage
of bitter knowledge’ was further illuminated
by the testimonies of former slaves who
described the various roles of the white mis-
tress from a very different angle. Rich cited
several passages illustrating Brent/Jacobs’s
detailed depiction of the “black/white female
cathexis’ that existed in countless slave-
owning households:

No matter whether the slave girl be as black as
ebony or as fair as her mistress. In either case,
there is no shadow of law to protect her from
insult, from violence, or even from death ... The
mistress, who ought to protect the helpless victim,
has no other feeling towards her but those of
jealousy and rage (1979: 294).

Rather than see the two sets of voices as
providing diametrically opposing
perspectives, Rich emphasized ‘the sexual,
racial, and economic tangle’ that ensnared all
women, black and white, ‘at the heart of their
female existence’ (1979: 294). It was this
knot of interconnection that she urged her
readers to explore within the context of their
own lives as well as examining their ‘mutual
history’ as Americans.

The concept of ‘exploring racism’ took
root unevenly in the fertile soil of 1980s
feminism. This had some unfortunate conse-
quences. For one thing, it meant that white
women were frequently discouraged from
analysing racism, whether in a political or
sociological vein, unless they first discussed
their own formation as agents and benefi-
ciaries of white supremacy and their com-
plicity in all its manifestations (Eisenstein,
2001). This approach, characteristic of the
turn towards identity-based politics, did lit-
tle to address the guilt often induced by dis-
cussions of racism, which Rich castigated in
the same essay as an insidious problem. ‘A
great deal of white feminist thinking and
writing’, she wrote, ‘where it has attempted
to address black women’s experience, has

done so labouring under a massive burden of
guilt feelings and false consciousness, the
products of deeply-inculcated female self-
blame, and of a history we have insuffi-
ciently explored” (Rich, 1979: 281; Ware,
1992: 229).

v

We turn now to notable examples of feminists
using autobiographical or auto-ethnographic
methods to address the particular ways in
which racialized and gendered identities
were shaped in the experience of growing
up in the US. An early example of this type
of intervention was the volume Yours in
Struggle, a collaboration between three
women who described themselves as ‘white
Christian-raised Southerner, Afro-American
and Ashkenazi Jew’ (Bulkin et al., 1984).
The brief introduction, written collectively,
reveals the mode of thinking about identity,
difference and separation that characterized
feminist politics during that decade. The
authors explained that ‘we are all lesbians
who have worked together politically and
respect each other’s work’. This book hap-
pened, they continue, ‘because we were
able to talk to each other in the first place,
despite our very different identities and
backgrounds. Each of us speaks only for
herself, and we do not necessarily agree
with each other. Yet we believe our coopera-
tion on this book indicates concrete possi-
bilities for coalition work’ (Bulkin et al.,
1984: 7).

Minnie Bruce Pratt’s account of her
upbringing, unhappy marriage and coming
out as a leshian is described in her essay
‘Identity: Skin Blood Heart’, which was an
exemplary self-narration of a white lesbian
caught up in a web of patriarchal, homopho-
bic and racist oppression. Her account
begins in the streets of Washington DC,
where she lived at the time of writing, situ-
ating her contemporary self in the mael-
strom of US racial politics in both intimate
and unavoidable ways.
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.. when | walk out in my neighbourhood, each
speaking-to another person has become fraught,
for me, with the history of race and sex and class;
as | walk I have a constant interior discussion with
myself, questioning how | acknowledge the
presence of another, what | know or don’t know
about them, and what it means how they
acknowledge me. It is an exhausting process, this
moving from the experience of the ‘unknowing
majority’ (as Maya Angelou called it) into
consciousness. It would be a lie to say this process
is comforting. (Bulkin, 1984: 12)

Pratt is at pains to explain the conditions
under which she began her journey to break
free from ‘the narrow circle of the self” (18).
There are powerful descriptions of pivotal
moments where she felt utterly confused,
compromised or constrained, either in her
relationship with her father or when living as
a mother, wife and teacher in a military town.
Inevitably she loses custody of her two sons,
aged six and seven, when she leaves her
husband for another woman: in her essay,
this is rendered as an extraordinary passage
that expresses the astonishing pain she
experienced as a result (27). Retracing the
steps that she took to break with her past
illustrates the role that life-writing can play
in the self-conscious process of
transformation. ‘How do we begin to
change’, she asks, ‘and then keep going, and
act on this in the world? How do we want to
be different from what we have been?’ (19,
italics in original) For her it was the ‘falling
in love with and becoming sexual with
another woman’ that propelled her to jump
‘outside herself’, and through this new
identity she came to understand, in ‘a
complicated way’, the connections with
racism and anti-semitism (19).

Pratt’s method of self-disclosure entailed
recounting her dreams and habitual fears of
the consequences of criticizing the social
norms that surrounded her during her
upbringing. It meant openly assessing the
behaviour of her parents, particularly her
father, with whom she had been close. Writ-
ing about him from a distance meant
betrayal as well as disentanglement, taking
responsibility for denouncing the values

with which she had been raised as well as
venting her anger.

In a passage towards the end of the essay
she described two nightmares that gave shape
to the psychological anguish produced by her
break with family and culture. In the first she
was left with a sense of rage and helplessness
that forced her to acknowledge her ‘responsi-
bility for what the men of my culture have
done, in my name’ (53). In the dream her
father had brought her an object, a box,
which remained after he had gone. ‘Why
should I be left with this?’ she asked herself.
‘I’d done my best for years to try to reject it:
I wanted no part of what was in it.” The vis-
ual and affective aspects of the sequence
allowed Pratt to interpret what it might mean,
providing a literary device to admit the psy-
chic costs of betraying the culture of white
supremacy:

And yet it is mine: | am my father's daughter in the
present, living in a world he and my folks helped
to create. A month after | dreamed this, he died; |
honor the grief of his life by striving to change
much of what he believed in: and my own grief by
acknowledging that | saw him caught in the grip
of racial, sexual, cultural fears that | am still trying
to understand in myself. (Bulkin 1984: 53)

In the second nightmare Pratt experienced
being shot in the head by a young white man
who was driving a tractor. The unmistakable
rural setting of white southern culture and the
fact that he could have been ‘any of the boys
I went to high school with® made the
encounter all the more shocking: ‘he looked
at me: he knew who | was, not just by my
family, but by what kind of person | was, and
he knew I was no longer on his side ...” (53,
italics in original). The fact that he could
identify her as a ‘race traitor’ despite both
being classified as white summoned the
terrors of violent punishment that were in
store for women who declared ‘not in my
name’.

I have discussed the importance of the
autobiographical voice in an essay written
for a sociological collection on racialization
(Murji and Solomos, 2004). | wrote that |
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was specifically interested in stories told by
adults where they recall the first time they
became uncomfortably aware of being posi-
tioned within a racial, social order that
required compliance and defied explanation.
I was particularly interested in Mab Segrest,
whose documentary account of work against
Klan, Memoir of a Race Traitor, turned into
an examination of her own trajectory from
Southern childhood to feminist selfhood in
which her perspective as an anti-racist wit-
ness was inseparable from her politics of
gender and sexuality. Her memoir also
belongs within this reflection on feminist
life-writing as a project of disentanglement
and disloyalty.

Segrest, who was born in Alabama, worked
as an organizer against the Far Right in the
mid to late 1980s in North Carolina, where
she lived. She located herself at the very start
as southerner born and raised in the same soil
that had produced the neo-Nazis and Klansmen
as she set out to write what she thought of as
‘objective’ facts recording both random and
routine racist crimes. ‘I did so’, she wrote,
‘out of the certainty that, in the face of evil,
good people do not respond because they can
pretend they do not know’ (Segrest, 1994: 1).
But her attempts to be detached, to shape ‘the
procession of crisp black letters across the
empty page’, gradually induced a kind of
madness. After she manifested both physical
and mental symptoms of distress, she was
forced to quit her work to find a more ‘sub-
jective’ language inspired by poet Muriel
Rukeyser’s conception of ‘unverifiable fact’
(1994: 2). Searching for a different tone of
voice, Segrest began to investigate her own
upbringing within a dysfunctional family,
determined to identify the sources of her ter-
ror and fury. Her memoir was a confrontation
with her family history, knowing that, in the
white household where she was raised,
‘themes of race permeated our family inter-
actions’. Life-writing for her was a way of
revealing the pathologies of deep-seated rac-
ism within southern culture by showing a
link between this personal life and the bar-
baric, systemic violence of white supremacy.

Vv

Although both Pratt and Segrest belong
within a distinctive genealogy of lesbian
feminist writers their work can also be read
alongside a tradition of Southern autobiogra-
phy as well. In a literary review of what he
calls ‘the white southern racial conversion
narrative’ Fred Hobson notes that ‘The out-
burst of white southern autobiography driven
by racial guilt, beginning shortly before mid-
century, would continue for three decades,
indeed still continues to a great degree’
(Hobson, 1999: 15). Attributing this phe-
nomenon to the emerging ‘southern party of
guilt’, Hobson identifies the ‘religious
impulse’ as the factor that spurred a new
generation of whites to take social action
against southern racial divisions. In the 1940s
Lillian Smith, who was born in the Deep
South in 1897, became the first American
writer to embark on a psychological analysis
of white racism. Her novel, Strange Fruit,
was published in 1944 and became a best-
seller, establishing her reputation as a contro-
versial author. Her investigation into the
mental and social structures of segregation,
Killers of the Dream, was published in 1949
and later reissued with a new prologue dur-
ing the civil rights movement (Smith, 1963;
Ware, 2004).

Smith attracted controversy not merely
because of her denunciation of the South’s
economic, political and social institutions
and her views of the dehumanizing effects of
segregation; she was also concerned to inves-
tigate the connections between racism and
sexuality that lay at the heart of the culture,
both in terms of her own experience as a
woman but also as a way of comprehending
the psychology of white supremacy. In a let-
ter written a decade later she admitted that
she wrote Killers of the Dream to give herself
insight. ‘I realized the symbolic significance
of darkness, body openings ... I also stressed
the inter-relationship between body image
and Puritanism’ (Gladney, 1993: 167). Her
explorations into this analytical territory took
her right back to her own childhood, as she
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explained in the extract quoted earlier in this
essay: ‘I wrote it because | had to find out
what life in a segregated culture had done to
me, one person.” Her motives were not, of
course, as narrow as this comment might
suggest; the very first paragraph of her book
evokes the terror of growing up in a commu-
nity vibrating with the ominous rhythms of
self destruction.

Even its children knew that the South was in
trouble. No one had to tell them; no words said
aloud. To them, it was a vague thing weaving in
and out of their play like a ghost haunting an old
graveyard or whispers after the whole household
sleeps — fleeting mystery, vague menace to which
each responds in his own way (Smith, 1963: 15).

As an essayist, novelist and outspoken
activist against racial segregation, Smith is a
significant figure in this discussion and her
legacy is hard to compress. Deeply anti-
fascist and anti-militarist, Smith was strongly
against communism as well. This contrived
to limit her appeal to socialist feminists in the
1980s, in spite of Rich’s exhortation to go
back to the past in order to address the
‘sexual, racial and economic tangle’ that
stunted feminist politics. However,
subsequent critics have traced Smith’s
antipathy to communism to her experience of
travel outside the US as a young woman. Jay
Garcia notes that during this time Smith
‘became keenly aware of the portable nature
of white supremacy and the everyday life of
empire’ (2008: 61). He cites as evidence an
extract from an autobiographical sketch
entitled ‘A Skeleton Chronology of the Big
Experiences of My Life: 1922-1925’: *China
took my mind in its 3000-year-old grasp and
shook it hard until it sloughed off a great deal
of Western custom and habit and [I] began
for the first time in my life to think critically,
to question’ (Smith, nd). Smith attributed one
particular incident to her epiphany. It
occurred when she witnessed a British
policeman lashing a ‘Chinese coolie’ in
broad daylight. ‘My mind tore wide open’,
she wrote. ‘It has never closed up since’
(Garcia, 2008: 61).

This brief discussion indicates the value of
assessing Smith’s work in the broader con-
text of the global anti-colonial struggles tak-
ing place in the period between the outbreak
of war in 1939 and her death in 1966. Her
lifelong interest in Gandhi and Tagore,
explored in depth by Garcia, suggests that
her autobiographical insights into southern
culture, the politics of her location, can be
read as part of a worldly exchange. It is pos-
sible, for example, that Smith’s advocacy of
disloyalty to civilization was influenced by
Virginia Woolf’s formulation of ‘unreal
loyalties’ (Gladney, 1993: 51, 137). As Gar-
cia observes, ‘Smith’s humanism involved
moral decision making and a distinctive style
and artistic cadence, with the “human” serv-
ing as a salient moral category, a form of
cultural address, and a horizon of social
transformation’ (2008: 59).

Vi

Although there is no evidence that Smith was
in dialogue with anti-apartheid activists, her
analysis of segregation, and of white suprem-
acy in particular, had profound resonance in
South Africa. We turn now to a more recent
generation of autobiographical writing in the
context of apartheid and its aftermath. In a
collection entitled Senses of Culture, pub-
lished in 2000, Sarah Nuttall and Cheryl Ann
Michael suggested that life-writing had
become more of a cultural activity than a liter-
ary convention. ‘Memoir, reminiscence, con-
fession, testament, case history and personal
journalism, all different kinds of autobio-
graphical acts or cultural occasions in which
narrators take up models of identity that have
become widely available, have pervaded the
culture of the 1990s and have spread into the
new century’ (2000: 298). They offered an
analysis of the way that so many South
African writers, their opinions, identities and
subjectivities suppressed for decades under
apartheid rule, had begun to tell ‘stories of the
self in public’ as a means to create a new plu-
ralist cultural space (2000: 317).
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Almost a decade later Nuttall elaborated
on the concept of entanglement, defining the
term as a condition of being ‘twisted together
or entwined, involved with’, but one that was
especially useful since it ‘works with dif-
ference and sameness but also with their
limits, their predicaments, their moments of
complication” (Nuttall 2009: 1). In an essay
entitled “Secrets and Lies’ she turned to the
representation of whiteness in ‘autobio-
graphical acts’ and other self-narratives in
order to explore processes not just of entan-
glement but also of its opposite, disentangle-
ment. By this she referred to the process of
extracting the self from whiteness ‘in its
official fictions and material trajectories, its
privileges and access to power, now in an
emerging context of black political power in
South Africa’ (2009: 59).

Nuttall argues that the question of self-
hood in first-person narratives offers a way
of undoing the foreclosures of race, of keep-
ing race open as a practice in the making. ‘In
tracing subjectivity through first person
narratives, that is, a way can be found of
avoiding the ossification of racial scripts, or
maintaining economies of meaning based on
“absolute figures” of whites and blacks’
(2009: 59). Understanding whiteness as a
locus of power and privilege relies on two
strata of analysis. The first attempts to
unravel the scopic economy of looking and
watching while the second seeks to expose
the web of deceit, secrecy and fabrication on
which whiteness has come to rely. The pro-
cess of watching the self, writes Nuttall,
emerges not least through the self-conscious
process of a certain mode of autobiographi-
cal writing itself. While her whole book is
concerned with the cultural politics of the
post-apartheid period she begins her discus-
sion with a consideration of Ruth First’s
prison memoir entitled 117 Days: An Account
of Confinement and Interrogation Under the
South African Ninety-Day Detention Law.
She does this in the belief that this particular
text provides ‘an important template and
historical reference point for the 1980s and
beyond’ (2009: 60).

First was one of South Africa’s best-
known activists and intellectuals during the
war against apartheid. Born in 1925, she was
imprisoned for her political beliefs and activ-
ities and then exiled from South Africa in
1964 along with her husband, the prominent
South African communist Joe Slovo, and
their children. Writing in 1969, she explained
how her life was dedicated ‘to the liberation
of Africa for | count myself an African, and
there is no cause | hold dearer’. She was
killed by a parcel bomb in 1982 while in
Maputo. Nuttall analyses her memoir, writ-
ten in detention in the 1960s, noting that it is
‘an acute account of the self under mental
and physical duress’ (2009: 60). It is also, she
continues, ‘a striking examination of “politi-
cal whiteness”, a term she uses in the text and
an identity she assumes and gives content to
at the height of apartheid’s brutal rule’ (60).

In First’s memoir the concept of political
whiteness becomes evident through this lan-
guage of watching, expressed through a
degree of self-consciousness underlined by
frequent qualifying clauses such as, ‘I told
myself’. Nuttall writes: ‘First engages in
watching the self as a white self within a
conscious political process of trying to
become someone else.” The penalties of disa-
vowing the privilege and power endowed to
those born with white skins threatened to
place the white anti-apartheid activist into a
schizophrenic position. Here she refers to the
work of Fanon, who identified the impor-
tance of looking and watching as a form of
‘racial scopophilia: sets of racially coded
solicited and unsolicited looks, caught in the
tension of demand and desire, and also a site
of splitting” (2009: 61).

The gender dynamic of making whiteness
‘political’ can also be linked to a broader
feminist analysis of ‘the gaze’. Nuttall points
out that, while the work of Berger, Irigaray
and others has explored the way that women
‘watch themselves being looked at’, First
was concerned to invert this visual objectifi-
cation, pointing out as a matter of principle
how others might see her as a white woman.
She also applied this way of seeing to her
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descriptions of anyone whose whiteness was
linked to their position of relative power. In
one example cited by Nuttall she wrote about
her work for the Johannesburg city council
researching ‘the number of supervisors for
(white) children in (white) parks’ (2009: 62).

While First was writing as an adult, her
daughter Gillian Slovo’s autobiography, pub-
lished in 1997, reveals what it was like for a
child to be raised with a profound conscious-
ness that whiteness was entirely constructed
and that to be white was to assume a fake
identity. Slovo’s memoir, Every Secret Thing:
My Family, My Country, also discussed by
Nuttall, provides a fascinating comparison
with feminist life-writing produced in the
US. Where feminists such as Pratt and Seg-
rest were forced to reckon with their location
in the deeply segregationist South, unpeeling
layers of socialization in the course of their
activism (a task in which life-writing played
a major part), Slovo was in a position to
recall the effects of not being permitted to
think of herself as white despite being seen
as white by others. Nuttall explains:

Her childhood ... was marked by a sense of
exclusion. One of her fears was that she would
be ‘found out’, would reveal the secret of who
she was — to other whites. The secret, that is,
that she was not ‘white like them’ or in the sense
that they were, that she was, as she writes,
‘passing for white’; an imposter. (2009: 62)

Comparing the texts provided by mother and
daughter produced at different stages of the
struggle to dismantle apartheid becomes
even richer when placed alongside the
memoir of Joe Slovo, who was married to
First and the father of Gillian. Although it is
difficult to do justice to Nuttall’s discussion
of these three self-narratives within one
family in the context of South African literary
conventions, it is worth noting the difference
that gender seems to make in terms of
formulating a political distance from white
identity. In Joe Slovo’s book Unfinished
Autobiography there is an ‘overarching,
theological commitment to the political
struggle’ which makes the question of

identity almost redundant (2009: 64). There
is a sense in which ‘Slovo appears to abolish
the question of the white self and notions of
selfhood embedded in looking and watching’
(64). Both he and First spent a large part of
their lives in hiding because of their political
and military activities, but this produced
different modes of relating to the self that
was being hidden (or kept under surveillance).
While First accentuated her self-
consciousness in her writing, for Joe Slovo,
‘a working-class Lithuanian Jewish refugee’,
the practice of concealing the self meant
‘discarding or disavowing certain forms of
self-consciousness’ (2009: 65). Avoiding the
simplistic notion that the discrepancy
between the two strategies was due solely to
the predispositions of gender, Nuttall
speculates that it was likely also to have been
the result of specific political and class
histories.

Placing these situated accounts together
makes it possible to glimpse the configura-
tions of class, gender and whiteness that
emerged within a particular segment of polit-
ical life and culture, one in which activists
‘believed powerfully in, and acted upon, a
political credo in which race would be erased’
(2009: 65). They form an important chapter
of the literary and cultural history of South
Africa, and offer a way of reading the past
that is able to animate those struggles by
revealing the psychological costs as well as
the penalties of disavowing whiteness. Turn-
ing to more recent examples of the use of
self-narrative to avoid ‘the ossification of
racial scripts’, Nuttall discusses a hugely
significant and successful example of early
post-apartheid autobiographical writing pro-
vided by Antjie Krog, whose work we
encountered at the start of this essay.

Vil

Krog’s documentation of the early days of
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission,
Country of My Skull, was an international
bestseller (Krog 1999). The text, published
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in 1998, comprises several distinct genres,
from biographical writing through the
recording of testimony before the TRC to
the autobiography of Krog herself, although
this is sometimes fictionalized; ‘at other
times it is written in the style of personal
journalism; at certain moments it moves
into poetry’ (Nuttall, 2009: 65). Krog’s
exploration of powerful emotional and
psychological reactions to the Truth
Commission’s work is compiled almost as a
journey; her book is dedicated to ‘every
victim who had an Afrikaner surname on
her lips’. As Nuttall points out, she knows
that her language, Afrikaans, ‘carries vio-
lence as a voice’, but she turns to the
rhythms and sounds of Afrikaans almost as
a litany when she confronts her visceral
hatred of Afrikaner men such as Dirk
Coetzee, leader of the Vlakplaas hit squad,
whose crimes were laid bare by the com-
mission. In spite of her unequivocal disloy-
alty to the civilization founded on the
principles of apartheid her desire to recog-
nize and record the evil they stood for is
tempered by a curiosity to know what moti-
vated their ruthless behaviour. Thus she
introduces ‘an ethnic specificity into her
engagement with her whiteness’, making it
seem as though, sometimes, it is as if white-
ness hardly exists for her (2009: 66). As
Nuttall obser