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Introduction

Feminism is a troublesome term. It may conjure up images of
lively discussions, gesticulating hands and perhaps the occa-
sional thumping of fists on tables; certainly, hot milk and
bedsocks do not spring to mind. And yet, while the term
appears to encourage a great many people to express opinions,
it is by no means clear what is being talked about.

Such lack of clarity is not a straightforward result of either
limited knowledge or prejudiced misrepresentation. Feminism
is onc of those terms that inconveniently defy simple explana-
tion. Moreover, feminism’s complexity and diversity provide
obstacles to those wishing to gain a satisfactory grasp of its
meanings. This interesting and powerful combination initially
suggested to me the need for a short, comprchensive and
intellectually rigorous book, a book which could deal with the
question of what characterises contemporary Western femi-
nism. | chose the somewhat impatient query, ‘What is feminism
anyway?’, as the appropriate title for this book in order to
signal my growing perception that although the term ‘feminism’
is commonly used it is, at the same time, both confusing and
difficult.!

This book is intended to be used as a helpful, condensed
but thorough reference by those of you who are new to the
field as well as those who are already well informed. It offers
both analysis and a survey—an accessible, short-cut through
the swathe of writing dealing with feminism. After rcading the
book you should be able to launch into a discussion on the
subject of feminism with some degree of confidence.
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INTRODUCTION
THE PROBLEM

Feminism is becoming an increasingly accepted part of ()r(hnary
social and political discourse, even if it is not viewed in the
same light by everyone. However, feminism now, as in the past,
entails a variety of widely differing approaches. And yet, in spite
of this diversity, feminism is often represented in everyday
discussions, as well as in lecture rooms, as a single entity and
somehow concerned with ‘equality’. This limited portrayal is
rarely challenged, partly because many forms of current femi-
nist analysis require considerable previous knowledge and are
sometimes only available in forms of academic language so
difficult that they make Einstein’s theory of relativity look like
a picce of cake. Contemporary feminist thought has sometimes,
in this context, been accused of retreating from broadly un-
derstandable language into an incomprehensible jargon typically
associated with ‘ivory tower’ academics.?

Whether this accusation is fair or not, the problem remains
that despite a growing awareness of and potential audience for
feminist ideas, feminist thought is little understood—cven
among academics. | have been lecturing in the field of feminist
thought for well over a decade and have recently been struck
by the ever increasing number of students and staff from other
courses and disciplines asking me for assistance. It is both a
pleasing and dispiriting development. On the one hand, aca-
demic teachers wish to include some reference to feminist
approaches in their subjects and, relatedly, students are now
often required or wish to write on topics involving women
‘gender” issues, bodies, sexuality, et cetera. On the other hand,
teachers within universities and in other settings find that it is
no simple matter to gather together the resources necessary
for even the most basic inclusion of contemporary feminist
frameworks in their subjects. And students ask for assistance
because, while there may be some discussion of feminism in
the courses they undertake, the material provided typically
cither assumes feminism is equivalent to (North American)
liberal feminism or hints gloomily at the hardships involved in
coming to grips with contemporary feminist thought without
much further clarification. The problems associated with gain-



INTRODUCTION

ing some understanding of the term ‘feminism’ are usually even
greater for those outside educational institutions. In this con-
text, tcachers, students and other interested individuals
obviously require some reasonably quick, painless and relatively
straightforward guide through the complexity of the field.

A close look at the range of materials commonly employed
by teachers attending to feminism goes some way to explaining
why it is actually quite difficult to gain a satisfactory grasp of
the field. Although feminist thought has been considered by
many authors, existing writers rarely attend to the issue of what
it is they are discussing. The meaning of the term ‘feminism’
is almost invariably assumed and/or evaded. Furthermore, most
texts dealing with contemporary Western feminism tend to deal
only with some aspects of feminism—such as focusing on more
established (‘modernist’) approaches, or only summarising var-
ious ‘types’ of thought named feminist (which does not explain
why they are so named). The result is that those who hope to
become better informed about feminism have little choice but
to struggle through several texts and try to develop some
perspective of their own.

While 1 do not for one moment suggest that wide reading
or the process of attempting to figure out the characteristics
of a field of knowledge are undesirable, there is no doubt that
most of us face restrictions on the time and energy nccessary
to devote to these forms of intellectual preparation. Moreover,
I sce no reason why finding out about feminist thought has to
be such a chore. On these grounds there scemed to me a
definite place for a book which provides a reasonably accessible
analytical guide in one site. This book is not supposed to
replace wider reading but it is intended to make that reading
more cfficient and less agonising,

The book clarifies the question of what contemporary
Western feminism involves and thus offers a ‘definition’ of the
term. The notion of ‘defining’ feminism is controversial.’ In
addition to the problems associated with a complex, shifting
and sometimes inaccessible field, defining feminism also
involves considering whether it is in any sense distinguishable
from ‘other’ forms of thought. As will be noted shortly, the
issuc of feminism’s ‘borders’ is a matter of debate. Finally,
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INTRODUCTION

feminists themselves often indicate considerable reluctance to
engage in the task of definition. In the main, feminists are
inclined—ifrequently deliberately—not to define what they
mean by feminism, sensing dangers such as internal policing of
both the field and of feminists by those who might like to
determine what is to be included (or not), as well as the
potential danger of constricting the unstable vitality of its
meanings.

Although the problems associated with defining feminism
are inclined to make one pause, I believe that discussion about
the meanings of the term is not to be dismissed because it is
an arduous undertaking. It can also be argued that refusing to
engage in definition does not mean that the question of defi-
nition is avoided, rather it leaves implicit definitions in place.
These problems in my view indicate that greater attention needs
to be paid to how the task of definition might be approached.
Nevertheless, any bricf, neat account of feminism is likely to
be disputed. The ‘definition’ provided in the book is incvitably
rather more of an exposition or ‘map’. In common with
Braidotti,* I consider that feminism’s manifold qualities suggest
a cautious, open-ended and wide-ranging approach to exploring
its characteristics rather than an attempt to find some concisce
central core. Shortly T will explain how I understand the task
of ‘defining’ in more depth but, for the moment, what is
relevant here is that such a map or guide is incvitably far more
fluid and extensive than any fixed definition that you might
find in a dictionary or encyclopedia.’

Unlike dictionary definitions, this ‘mapping” methodology
encourages tendencies to write at great length and in painstak-
ing detail. I was determined to resist such tendencies. I wanted
to write more of a pocket-book analytical guide rather than a
full-blown overview text in order to assist those who requirce
a quickly absorbed but comprehensive reference, and for this
to be of use to a wide variety of readers.

My reason for writing such a book is that an answer to the
question of what makes a particular group of writers feminist
theorists—rather than some other sort—is not as obvious as
you might imagine. Although [ think there is reason to be wary
of strict definition in the traditional dictionary sense, feminism
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INTRODUCTION

is not a term that is entirely up for grabs. As Rothfield notes,
feminism is scarcely a static label, but ‘[t]his is not to suggest
that feminism has no boundaries’.¢ The use of words or labels
(no matter how broadly and conditionally understood) does
involve the inclusion of something(s) and the exclusion of
others, even if the boundaries change over time and are per-
meable or fluid rather than concrete. Hence, it becomes
important for those who wish to understand a term to explore
how the term may be ‘defined’. Because a term like feminism
means something(s) and not others at any given moment in
time, in a cultural climate where the term is in common usage,
the problem of defining or characterising feminism takes on a
measure of urgency.

As I have already suggested, there are a number of prob-
lems associated with the task of discerning the characteristics
of feminism one of which is its variable usage. According to
Offen, the term ‘feminism’ barely existed before the twenticth
century. Originating in France, it only began to be employed
in the 1890s.7 In other words, it is a relatively ‘new’ term
within the long history of Western social and political theory
and in this sense suggests a new framework or new frameworks.
Morcover, its meaning has varied over time and its present
multiple meanings are rather different from those in usc in the
1890s.* Delmar suggests in this context that there is no set
‘idcal’ or vision in feminism. She also distinguishes between
the practical politics of the women’s movement and a history
of ideas.” Delmar considers that feminism may cxist only in the
form of an intellectual tendency with or without the benetit of
a social movement. However, many feminist writers do not
accept a conception of feminism as simply a set of ideas existing
in the absence of a movement. In other words, there are both
broad and narrow decfinitions of feminism which affect how
you sce feminist thought and what it might be said to offer.

Delmar notes that in contrast to this lack of uniformity in
response to the question of ‘what is feminism?’, there has often
been a considerable degree of consistency in the images said
to represent feminism and feminists." When you consider that
images may refer to styles of dress, haircuts, ways of behaving,
attitudes and so on, you can probably conjure up a number of
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INTRODUCTION

graphic pictures yourself. It is interesting that these easily
evoked images are more often associated with pejorative views
of feminism. However, the images also suggest an impulse to
tic feminism down to something and to ignore considerable
differences over the characteristics of feminism.

APPROACH AND ORGANISATION

Perhaps one way of dealing with the difficult task of establishing
‘what is feminism?’ is simply to avoid trying to arrive at a
clear-cut definition, to cast off a notion of burrowing ever-
inwards towards a definitive core. After all, there is no reason
why characterising or defining a term is necessarily to be
equated with discovering its supposed eternal essence. Instead,
given the purpose of this book and its focus on feminist theory,
definition becomes a more modest task, ‘a clarifying device’."!
Accordingly, 1 have adopted a method which involves looking
at the task of ‘definition’ from various perspectives and am
more concerned to provide the sense of a field alive with
possibilities than with locating a tidy answer.

In Part 1 (chapters 1 and 2) I look at the relationship
between Western feminist thought and ‘traditional’ Western
social and political thought. This section, entitled ‘Departing
from traditional fare’, provides the first taste of how feminism
may be regarded as diverging from the ‘diet’ of mainstream
thinking. In other words, 1 start the process of ‘defining’
feminism from considering that which various feminists
describe as providing a point of ‘departure’. Feminists indicate
what they mean by the term as they point out what dis-
tinguishes it from ‘other’ (non-feminist) bodies of thought.
However, it must be noted at this juncture that aspects of those
bodies of thought supposedly ‘outside’ feminism are nonethe-
less incorporated into feminism.'? This raises certain issues. If
cven some feminists include ‘within’ feminism aspects of that
which they have demarcated as non-feminist, how then is
feminism in any sense distinguishable from these other forms
of thought?

It appears that feminism has boundaries (feminism does
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involve some distinguishable meanings) but, at the same time,
the interchanges between feminist thought and ‘other’ torms
of thinking which feminists criticise indicate that there is
unlikely to be a strict, clear-cut dividing line between them.
Perhaps the image of the Berlin Wall is helpful in illustrating
this sceming inconsistency. The Wall no longer provides a
physical barrier—it is continuously breached—and yet this
does not mean that East and West Germany are indistinguish-
able. Similarly, feminism has boundaries which may be
permeable, but this scarcely implies that feminism is no
different from any other form of thinking. Rather, the issue
becomes not simply where feminism’s boundaries might be,
but how they might be understood. As a result, clarifying
boundaries (how feminism departs from ‘other’ bodies of
thought) and their potential permeability (the ambiguities of
that departure), are both part of the first steps in ‘defining’
feminism.

Part II, Active ingredients’, allows the reader to digest
feminism’s volatile dimensions, to absorb the character of its
‘cuisine’. Thus, by contrast with the first section, part 11 begins
to depict the parameters of feminism from a standpoint des-
ignated by feminists as ‘within’ feminism. This lcads, in
chapters 3 and 4, to overviews of the field. (The discussion
outlined here is subject to the same concerns regarding bound-
aries as those noted ecarlier.) Finally, chapters 5 to 8 offer brief
descriptions of most of the generally agreed ‘dishes’ available
on the menu of Western feminism, providing an opportunity
to partake of its several varieties.

The intention of the book’s organisation is first to outline
how feminism is distinguished from ‘other’ forms of thought—
that is, the implications of negative demarcation (Part [)—and,
sccond, to delineate the field in a number of ways, that is,
marking out both the dimensions and content of a positive
terrain (Parts 11 and III). This yields a workable, if rather
pragmatic, analytical guide to the problem of ‘defining’ femi-
nism. A pragmatic guide allows for diversity and change as well
as indicating potential difficulties attached to overly rigid or
clear-cut definitions which attempt to lay down the law regard-
ing what is and what is not ‘feminist’ thought.
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Because the task of ‘definition’ is pursued pragmatically,
the assertion of my own views is restricted to the proposal
about how to characterise feminism and I have tried to avoid
being prescriptive when surveying the content of that field.
Throughout the book I intentionally do not engage with the
different strands of feminism or with different writers in the
sense of offering evaluative comments, in order to leave the
tield as open-ended as possible. The aim of this less judgmental
style is both to torgo the suggestion that 1 can discern the real,
best or essential feminism and to allow you, the reader, to
consider this for yourself. However, my concern to avoid an
overly prescriptive tone also reflects a point of view in relation
to the various ‘types’ of feminism. While I am presently pre-
occupied with three of these (those described later as
psychoanalytic, postmodern/poststructuralist and those attend-
ing to race/ethnicity), I am able to see uses for all the types
of feminism in certain contexts and hence do not regard myselt

’

as entircly committed to any once of them.

This description of the book’s organisation also reveals two
coexistent elements: first, various ways of understanding the
term, feminism, are indicated and some schematic considera-
tions and paramctcrs are arrived at which amount to a proposal
regarding a ‘definition’ or map of the field; second, in the
process an overview of the content of the ficld is also provided.
In other words, the book contains both argument and survey.

There are two further points to make in terms of the
presentation and structure of the book. Initially, readers will
discover that the characterisation of feminism and feminist
thought begins in a quite accessible fashion but in gencral
becomes progressively more demanding. This is because, as the
‘types” of teminist thinking are described, the material to be
covered becomes for the most part less widely understood.
Some descriptions refer to exacting bodies of thought outlined
in very condensed form.

In addition, there are certain self-imposed limits on the
task of characterising feminism undertaken in this book. Such
limits include a focus on Western feminisms, and a focus on
theory. With regard to the initial caveat, this book specifically
provides a guide to Western feminisms as 1 do not believe that
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it would be a simple task to provide a short but comprehensive
account of both the diverse field of Western feminist thought
and the enormous complexity of “Third World’ feminist think-
ing. I wish to focus on the former with some reference to
possible points of interconnection.

In relation to the second self-imposed limit, the book
examines the meanings attached to the term, feminism, from
the point of view of a focus on feminist theory and thought
and feminist theorists—that is, it deals in ideas, assumptions
and frameworks. Some writers adopt the view that feminism
should not be conceived in terms of ideas alone, since it also
refers to political struggles. Others suggest feminism could be
described even more broadly. Braidotti, for instance, talks of
‘the means chosen by certain women to situate themselves in
reality so as to redesign their “teminine” condition’.'* While |
have considerable sympathy for this expanded scope, this book
was written to provide a relatively short analytical guide which
concentrates on systemic, publicly asserted feminist ideas—
rather than on the historical development of feminist political
movements, practical struggles, feminist sub-fields or modes of
inquiry such as economics or cultural studies, or individual
women’s negotiation of the ‘feminine’. Given my earlier men-
tion of the issue of broad or narrow definitions, it is important
to note that 1 have undertaken an account of feminism and
feminist thought which is expediently but necessarily restricted.
In any case, I suspect that the apparently limited focus on ideas
will give you, the reader, plenty to go on with.

Xvii






Part | Departing
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1

Feminism’s critique of traditional social
and political thought

Feminist thinkers regard feminism as somehow different from
the mainstream—as innovative, inventive and rebellious. In
particular, they see their work as attending to the significance
of sexual perspectives in modes of thought and offering a
challenge to masculine bias. From the point of view of feminist
writers, ‘traditional’ or ‘mainstream’ Western thought (which
includes a wide variety of thinkers from Plato and Hobbes to
Sartre and Habermas)' is better described as ‘malestrecam’
thinking and thus its authority needs to be questioned.? What
does feminism’s perceived departure from and defiant stance
in relation to traditional thought amount to? 1 will attempt in
this chapter to outline some broad parameters concerning what
constitutes feminism by indicating how feminists of various
sorts criticise mainstream viewpoints and hence in the process
distinguish specifically teminist approaches.

FEMINISM AND THE CRITIQUE OF MISOGYNY

In the first instance it is evident that feminist theories and com-
mentaries upon traditional thought have developed in parallel with
mainstream social and political thought. They have in fact devel-
oped at something of a remove from mainstream thought. On¢
way of exemplifying this remove is to look at the nature of the
content of academic journals, the life-blood of publicly available
academic intellectual debate. Current journals which discuss social
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and political thought tend to discuss a canon of major male
theorists and are usually dominated by male writers, with few
references to women theorists, feminist analysis or to women'’s
position in social and political life. By contrast, journals which
might be called feminist are dominated by women writers who
regularly discuss classical and contemporary male theorists’ views.?
The flow of ideas in academic journals is definitely one way. It
exemplifies what is, for the most part, a one-sided interaction
between feminist and mainstream theory and theorists. Yet, iron-
ically, feminist writers are the ones who are typically perceived as
interested in an overly specialised field without ‘broader” applica-
tions and marked by sexual separatism.*

Mainstream social and political theory today is charac-
teristically generated at a distance from feminist thought.
However, feminists have argued that this is simply a part of
three on-going processes: excluding, marginalising and trivialis-
ing women and their accounts of social and political life.
(Trivialising occurs when women’s experiences are reinter-
preted in terms of those associated with men,® when feminist
writers are said not to talk about the ‘big’ issues, or when
feminist writers are shown ‘respcct’ ina patronising way.)

What clearly links ‘feminist’ as against other theoretical
frameworks, it would seem, is a particular view of traditional
social and political thought. That view involves a critique. It is
a critique of misogyny, the assumption of male superiority and
centrality. As Theile says, ‘[i]Jt is common knowledge among
feminists that social and political theory was, and for the most
part still is, written by men, for men and about men’.¢

FEMINIST RESPONSES TO MISOGYNY

Though feminist accounts offer a critique of mainstream
thought, there have been several different feminist responses
to the perceived inadequacy of that thought. 1 will briefly
outline a number of important responses. The first response
involves a view that women and women theorists have been
omitted from Western social and political theory and that
therefore the task of feminist thinkers is to put them back in

4



FEMINISM'S CRITIQUE OF TRADITIONAL SOCIAL AND POLITICAL THOUGHT

(while leaving most of traditional thought relatively intact). This
might be described as the ‘inclusion/addition’ approach,
otherwise known as ‘add Mary Wollstonecraft and stir’.” The
emphasis here is on pragmatic concerns related to reforming
Western thought taking into account what is politically possible.

The second view declares that, as Clark and Lange put it,
‘traditional political theory is utterly bankrupt in the light of
present [feminist] perspectives’.® This is the ‘critique, reject
and start again’ or the ‘go back to the drawing board’
approach. Such an approach expresses doubts about the success
of any agenda to ‘fix’ traditional thought since that thought is
conceived as built upon assumptions regarding sexual hierarchy.

Finally, there is the view that it would be impossible to
develop a theoretical framework completely uncontaminated by
past perspectives or by the history of male domination.” Such
a perspective argues that we cannot escape our social and
intellectual context and, ironically, that traditional thought
might be seen as a means to claborate feminist theory itself,
since the more we understand the sexual politics of our cultural
and intellectual heritage the better able we are to comment on
and transform it. Feminist thought is here regarded as revealing
the partial and sexualised character of existing theoretical
knowledges. This is the ‘deconstruct and transform’
approach. If traditional thought is seen as a woollen sweater,
the above viewpoint might be described in the following terms:
‘don’t throw away the wool, but rather unravel and restitch the
jumper, perhaps several times’.

CHALLENGING WOMEN’S SUBORDINATE STATUS
AS SECOND-RATE OR NOT-MAN

I have said that there is considerable agreement among feminists
that traditional social and political thought is inadequate, even
though they differ over what to do about this inadequacy. Accord-
ingly we may be closer to characterising feminism now because
some gencral agreement in perspective if not in strategy can be
detected. Morcover, there is general agreement over what is inad-
equate about traditional social and political theory. In other words

5
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there is also agreement about flaws in the content of traditional
thought. The South African feminist Bernadette Mosala perhaps
sums up the basis of the consensus about that content when she
says of mainstream thought, ‘When men are oppressed, it’s trag-
edy. When women are oppressed, it’s tradition’. 1

Feminist writers regularly point out that mainstrcam social
and political thought has commonly accepted and confirmed
women'’s subordinate position in social and political life, cither
explicitly or implicitly.'! Feminists argue that mainstream theory
largely takes for granted women’s subordination and assumes
that this is not a centrally significant topic of political thinking.
Whether or not the various forms of mainstream thought express
a progressive concern with emancipation, equality and rights,
they all tend to accept that women's position is to be taken as
given, at most viewing it as of relatively marginal interest.
According to Porter, there appear to have been two major ways
in which women’s accepted subordinate status has been explic-
itly presented in mainstream thought. '

The first view involves an account of women as partial
helpmates. Here women are defined in terms of men’s needs
regarding pleasure, provision of services, children and so on.
Such a perspective is particularly cvident in Judaco—Christian
theology!® and Greek philosophy, both of which remain funda-
mentally 1mportant in present-day Western political concepts
as well as in the general cultural heritage of the West. One
example of this account of women may be found in the work
of Aristotle. He argued that while the ‘rational soul’ is ‘not
present at all in a slave, in a female it is inoperative, [and] in
a child undeveloped’.** Aristotle linked ‘rationality’ to ethical
virtues (moral qualities) and self-control. Women, in his view,
are therefore in need of care and control and are morally
unstable. Another example may be found in the work of St
Augustine. St Augustine asserted that only man is in the image
of God. Women were partial beings for St Augustine because
he linked God’s image with a particular view of reason.'s
Women's lesser spiritual and social status is a consequence of
their link to sensuality and nature, while men are committed
to reason and authority. Once again women can only be cast
as assistants, given their intrinsic failings and limitations. This

6
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notion of women as partial beings, and as for men, constituted
women as second-rate, as flawed or blemished men. Such a
view is still evident in much of Western thought today.

Secondly, feminists found in mainstream thought a
conception of women as different but complementary.'®
Supposedly in this account both sexes are valued. However, in
practice women are described not just as different but as men’s
opposite. Women, in other words, are defined not so much as
for men but as in relation to men. Man is the norm and woman
is defined negatively in relation to that norm. Man becomes
the standard model and woman the creature with extra and/or
missing bits. (The alternate view, in which women are seen as
the starting point, is expunged—even though this perspective
is just as possible.) The notion of man as the norm is certainly
a view alive and well today. For example, a person who cannot
become pregnant (a man) is the standard worker of industrial
law in Western countries. Women—people who may become
pregnant—are not the general reference point but rather rep-
resent a particular group with special (and problematic)
requirements. Simone de Beauvoir summed up the hierarchical
relationship between men and women assumed in the concept
of ‘different but complementary’ in these terms: ‘He is the
subject, he is the Absolute—she is the Other’ [emphasis
added].'” Woman is not so much second-rate man in this
context as that which is ‘not man’,

Woman becomes a kind of rag-bag of repressed elements
that cannot be allowed within the masculine. Hence, women
come to represent physical reproduction and the nurturing of
dependent children within industrial law, even though men in
the workforce have children too. Once again in the ‘different
but complementary’ approach men are linked to rationality, to
civilisation, to the ‘big picture’ beyond specialised small-scale
concerns, and to what is particularly human (rather than merely
animal). By contrast women are associated with the non-
rational or irrational, with the supposedly narrow concerns of
kin, and with biology and nature. Any notion of overlap be-
tween or uncertainties in the meaning of terms like ‘rational’
and ‘emotional’ is precluded or discouraged. An example of
this kind of approach in traditional thought occurs in the work

7
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of Rousseau, who opposed those who saw women as flawed
men. By contrast, Rousscau saw the sexes as different kinds of
beings. He considered that women should be educated to please
and complement men.'® Women’s difference, appropriately
directed, was to be viewed as for men’s benefit.

Both versions of women within traditional social and polit-
ical thought do not allow women much capacity or room for
analytical (‘rational’) thinking. Women are defined as precluded
tfrom theorising. What they ‘think’ is cither not on the agenda
at all or is seen as being of little significance. Women are not
the subjects of social or political thought, nor are they seen as
being capable of engaging with it or contributing to it. If you
have ever wondered why many women are inclined to think
abstract intellectual theorising has not much to do with them
it may be because in a very real sense it has not."”

In this setting the book you are now reading itself involves
a kind of subversion of or challenge to mainstream social and
political thought. Women are at the centre of the theories
discussed here and are also construed as theorists. Women are
both the subject and the agents (active practitioners) of theory.
This is in keeping with the characteristics of the ficld which
this book investigates, for what unites feminist commentarics
on mainstream modes of thought is a critique of the main-
stream focus upon men as the centre of the analysis and the
related invisibility and marginality of women. Feminist com-
mentators offer a critique of the focus on men insofar as that
focus is not recognised. Feminists note that, within Western
thought, to speak of men is taken as speaking universally.

FEMINIST CRITICISM OF CLAIMS TO
UNIVERSALITY

Feminists consider that a major problem within mainstrcam
Western social and political thought lies in its inclination to
universalise experiences associated with men, that is, to repre-
sent men’s experiences as describing that which is common to
all human beings. How is this sleight-of-hand undertaken?
Initially contemporary feminist writers often note a charac-

8
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teristic formulation within mainstream theory in which con-
cepts are organised into dualisms (oppositional pairs). Each
dualism also contains a hierarchy. Rather than a coupling with
equal weight given to both sides, one side of each opposition
is represented more positively (as better, more significant) than
the other. In other words, traditionally Western thinking is
arranged in advance by a series of lop-sided conceptual pairs.
Such pairs are so much an accepted principle in our (Western)
way of understanding the world that they tend to be instantly
recognisable, as is evident in the list below.

However, the reliance of mainstream thought upon paired
associations which repetitively represent a hierarchical order is
also linked by feminists to an incquitable sexual order. Hence,
the characteristic tendency of traditional social and political
theory to take men as the central subject of the analysis and
extrapolate from their experiences is related to a pregiven
conceptual ordering within Western thought. Western thought
is organised around pairs of unequally valued associations that
mirror over and over again the ‘violent hierarchy’® of the
dualism, man/woman. These pairs of associations are suffused
with sexual hierarchy even when apparently at a distance from
a concern with sex. Thus certain concepts are aligned with the
masculine and placed in opposition to others. The latter are
constituted as subordinate to the first order of concepts and
are connected with femininity. This may be seen more clearly
if we look at some oppositional associations characteristic of
Western thinking.!

man/woman freedom/bondage
subject/object active/passive
culture, society/nature public/private
human/animal general, universal/particular
reason/emotion politics, law, morality/personal,
logic/intuition familial, biological
selthood, being/otherness, presence/absence
non-being light/dark
independence/dependence good/evil
autonomy/interconnection, Adam/Eve
nurture
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On this basis feminists consider that sexual difference
actually shapes the intellectual geography of our social and
political life. It shapes what we can think and how we can think
it. Moreover, by this means, feminists argue, mainstream polit-
ical thought offers a conceptual schema in which viewpoints
associated with men are taken as the view, the standard or
rational/sensible/proper, universally applicable view.

The dualistic nature of Western social and political thought
means that categories like ‘work’, ‘the public sphere’, ‘citizen’,
‘politics’, et cetera, become imbued with meanings dependent
upon sexual difference and sexual hierarchy. The notion of a
link between men, public life and universal ethics (beyond one’s
own ‘particular’ interests), and hence greater access to Truth
or morality, enables the specific vantage point of men to be
seen as the broader picture. Women are then construed as
being small-minded, as ‘merely’ private beings. By a wonderful
sleight-of-hand women become magically invisible within tra-
ditional social and political theory. It is a sleight-of-hand in
two senses. First, women seem to disappear as they are
marginalised within the conceptual framework of Western
thought. Second, what remains within Western thought is men
focusing on themsclves. In this latter sense mainstream theory
may be scen as a form of masculine self-absorption: the sleight-
of-hand amounts to another variety of ‘hand-job’.



2

Feminism’s difference from traditional
social and political thought

HOW DIFFERENT IS FEMINISM?

Feminists have not had much difficulty consistently asserting
the problematic nature of traditional theory’s views of women
as either second-rate men or as ‘the Other’ (not-men). There
has not been much dispute among feminists concerning the
sexual sub-text of categories like ‘the public’ or ‘the political’,
nor regarding the problems associated with masculine self-
absorption evident in the central focus on ‘malestream’
thought. Nevertheless, the critique of mainstream Western
thought is diverse insofar as feminists are inclined to differ, for
example, over the degree to which feminism is scen as departing
from that thought.

Some feminist commentators argue that the apparent
exclusion or marginality of women in traditional theory is
simply yet another instance of injustice which just happens to
concern women.! Feminist social and political thought, accord-
ing to this point of view, is merely a proposal to include women
and the relation of the sexes within existing theory. There is
nothing special about feminism per se. Relations between men
and women can be analysed using the same concepts that have
been broadly developed in mainstream thought for analysing
groups of superiors and inferiors.? Feminism is here seen as
unremarkable, as part of existing theories concerned with
freedom from oppression and not different in kind from tradi-
tional social and political thought. Feminism’s ‘disagrecment’
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with the mainstream in this account is more of a complaint
about some absences within a mutually acceptable field of
endeavour.

By comparison, other teminist writers such as Carole Pate-
man insist that though women and sexual difference are not
acknowledged in social and political theory, they are actually
critical to its foundations. In Pateman’s view women’s
marginalised position within social and political thought docs
not just involve an issue of content, or of omission. Indeed
Pateman argues that women’s subordination is crucial to the
very constitution of the terms of reference, the categories and
concepts, and the methods of traditional theory.? In this con-
text she considers ‘political thought’ to be tundamentally
constructed out of women’s exclusion from the concept—that
is, political thought itself is a kind of ‘boys’ club’, run according
to game rules assuming a male membership and concerned with
activities valued and undertaken by men. This approach asserts
that women pose a special problcm for traditional thcory, since
traditional thought is founded on frameworks dependent on
women'’s subjugation: for example, commonly acccptcd frame-
works within political theory such as ‘the public/private
distinction’ are built upon notions of a separate, more
restricted sphere associated with women. In this viewpoint
feminism is seen as differing from traditional thought, as nec-
essarily subversive of the content, assumptions and methods of
existing bodies of theory. Relatedly, feminism is considered to
be distinet from mainstream social and political thought in that
feminism recognises women’s marginalisation and secks to
overcome it

However, the question of feminism’s ditference from tra-
ditional thought is not simply an issuc about the degree of
difference. It also raises the problem of how that difference
may be understood, or rather how we might interpret femi-
nism’s borders. Feminists who argue that feminism is not
unlike existing bodies of thought appear inclined to perceive
interconnections between the two, while those who assert that
feminism is positively difterent might seem more likely to
propose clear-cut borders. In practice, although the latter
grouping of feminists regard teminism as a challenge to main-

12
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stream thinking, they do not necessarily all draw a sharp line
between them. Feminism can apparently be envisaged as highly
innovative, non-conformist and subversive, and yet simulta-
neously as integrally intertwined with that which it critiques.
In this perspective feminism may be judged distinct but its
difference does not necessarily imply isolation from or expung-
ing of ‘other’ (non-feminist) elements. Accordingly, feminists
adopting such a viewpoint may consider feminism as different,
even very different from mainstream thinking, but will not
perceive that difference—the borders between feminist and
‘other’ forms of thought—in terms of an impenetrable wall
separating irreconcilable antagonists.

As noted in the Introduction, some feminists have drawn
attention to the ways in which aspects of those bodies of
thought supposedly ‘outside’ feminism are employed within
feminism. For example, feminist thinkers frequently draw
directly upon texts imbued with masculine bias in developing
their frameworks. Additionally, the project of departing from
mainstream (masculinist) thought suggests a necessary familiar-
ity with and active usage of that knowledge.* On this basis, like
a new cuisine, feminism can be viewed as drawing upon older
traditions, even using some or most of the same ingredients,
and yet offering a definite recognisable shift that is more than
a mcre reaction to established custom.

In sum, feminists interpret the boundaries between main-
stream social and political thought and feminism in two major
ways: as a matter concerning the extent of feminism’s departure
from traditional fare and/or as a question regarding the nature
of that departure and hence the form of the boundaries. In the
first instance, feminists differ markedly over the degree of
departure thcy envisage, some considering feminism as located
upon a continuum shared with traditional thought, while still
others perceive a distinguishable difference between them.
Second, there is a range of opinion among those who are
inclined to the latter view. Some perceive feminism’s borders
as providing a relatively clear point of separation or moment
of revolt, but others interpret these borders as shifting and
permeable. In this last account, there is a determination that
the notion of borders should not restrict feminism’s potential

13
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range and directions. However far the departure from the
mainstream might lead, it is argued that feminism cannot and
ought not be prevented from making ‘tactical’ use of any mode
of thinking, including modes which clearly depend upon mas-
culine bias.’

The only ‘border’, exclusion or limit on feminism’s eclectic
choices in this approach appears to arise in relation to the
meaning of ‘tactical’ use. Feminism’s borders may be permeable
in such an approach but, even when these borders certainly do
not exclude the mainstream, the term feminism remains asso-
ciated with a critique of mainstream presuppositions regarding
the centrality of Man and the related invisibility/marginality of
women. Hence, ‘tactical’ use of the mainstream involves a
rejection of its entirety, the totality of its value framework, at
the same time as undertaking ongoing engagement with and
strategic borrowings from it. In other words, it would seem
that feminism is regarded by feminists as at lcast somewhat
different with regard to its content, and by most feminists as
also different in kind, from traditional thought. The basis for
distinguishing its difference in kind—however this is interpre-
ted—appears to revolve around a refusal of the masculine bias
of traditional thinking.

WHAT IS DISTINCTIVE ABOUT FEMINISM?:
VIEWPOINTS ON ‘SEXUAL DIFFERENCE’

There are obviously a wide variety of feminist views regarding
the relationship between feminism and traditional social and
political thought. They range from a perspective which consid-
ers feminism and mainstream theory to be compatible and
quite similar, to an approach which sees feminism as breaking
down the very categories that are used in traditional theory.
But if, as the latter view suggests, feminism is in some way
distinct, what is distinct about it? Feminism certainly does
appear, as I have just outlined above, to challenge conceptions
of women and sexual difference in traditional thought. How-
ever, the critique offered by feminism—that is, the viewpoint
that there is something inadequate and unjust about traditional

14
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theory—is more straightforwardly encapsulated than what fem-
inism offers as the alternative. What feminism actually offers,
beyond its initial criticism of existing thought, is very diverse.
And so the question remains, ‘what is feminism?’ How can it
be defined from ‘the inside’ as it were (even if feminism is not

v

always regarded as clearly scparable from ‘other’ modes of
thought)?

If we now look brieftly at what is understood as constituting
feminism—at the alternative it offers compared with view-
points available within traditional theory—rather than simply
looking at the issue of demarcation or feminism’s ‘boundaries’,
we might be able to characterise feminism in some general
ways. What is the effect of feminism’s critique of mainstream
thought upon feminism? What does feminism offer that dis-
tinguishes it (from traditional theory, for example)? Examining
feminism from ‘the inside’ will not at this point involve an
attempt to define feminism by looking at specific teminisms.
(The content of the term, feminism, will be discussed in more
detail in later chapters.) For the moment I simply intend to
note some possible broad features that might figure in clarifying
what feminism is. In order to do this | suggest lool\mg briefly
at the issue of sexual difference. Sexual difference is inevi-
tably of some importance in feminism given feminists’
inclination to consider the subject of ‘women'—a grouping
identificd by sex differentiation—yet this issue is approached
in at least five main ways."

(a) Some feminists employ a notion of sameness. They assume
that men and women are much the same and hence are
engaged in reworking mainstream theory’s conception of
woman as defective or second-rate man, These feminists offer
an approach in which women are admitted to ‘humanity’ as
deseribed by traditional thought and female oppression is char-
acterised as the restriction of women’s human potential. This
is a proposal of assimilation. Women are seen as capable of
doing what men do, as capable of being ‘men” and are expected
to enter the world of men. Such an approach has sometimes
been described as egalitarian or humanist’ feminism and

commonly associated with the public face of North American
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(liberal) feminism.* A concern with the notion of sameness is
also often linked with liberal feminism generally and with
Marxist/socialist feminisms.

{b) Other feminists adhere to the notion of women as distinct,
different from men, or at least conceive their agenda in
relation to women’s cultural constitution as different. This
perspective involves reworking the conception of the sexes as
‘different but complementary’. Such an approach works with
the framework of difference but challenges the assumed hier-
archy underlying this account of the sexes found in traditional
Western social and political thought. By contrast with views
found in traditional thought, where women’s difference from
men is taken as indicative of inferiority, sexual difference is
celebrated by these feminists. Such an approach has been called
gynocentric feminism.” Their agenda may include a concern
with separatism, a deliberate choice by women to remain
separate from men in some way. The celebration of difference
is often associated with (Western) European or ‘continental’
feminism, though such a position is disputed by many feminists
who argue that this typically presents a simplistic divide be-
tween French and English speaking feminists and ignores those
writers whose work may fit somewhere in between.! Attention
to the notion of women’s difference is also connected most
commonly, and less controversially, with radical, psychoanalytic,
and ‘French’ (“écriture feminine’ school) feminisms.

(¢) An increasing number of disparate feminist writers in the
1990s express concerns regarding any straightforward cither/or
choice between the ‘sameness’ and ‘difference’ viewpoints out-
lined above, preferring to reject this schema of oppositional
alternatives. They eschew the sameness/difference dichot-
omy by shifting the focus of their analysis to the question
of the organisation and effects of power. While such
writers in some senses give more ground to a perspective
recognising women’s (socially and culturally constituted) ‘dif-
ference’, they are less inclined than the previous grouping to
celebrate the strategic or other possibilities of femininity."!
Rather they downplay the significance of the issue of the
similarity or difference between men and women in favour of
considering potential strategies which resist or destabilise
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sexual hierarchy. The accounts of women offered within tradi-
tional social and political thought are conceived as providing
analytical material to be examined in the process of deciphering
power. These writers range from Catharine MacKinnon’s
emphasis on women’s subordination as the consequence of
social power, to Joan Scott’s interest in moving beyond assump-
tions concerning fixed sexual categories and her support for
‘an equality that rests upon differences’ [emphasis added].!?
Nevertheless, the inclination to eschew the sameness/difference
opposition is more likely to be associated with postmodern/
poststructuralist feminist work than any other ‘type’ of fem-
inist thought.

(d) A number of feminist writers make use of a framework of
alliance or coalition. Men and women are not so much the
same in kind (in an ontological sense) as potential political
allies and hence can be partners in allied (much the same)
struggles. The issue of sexual difference—whether women are
like men or not—is viewed through the lens of political strug-
gle. Political struggle and alliance, in relation to sexual or other
forms of power, is what produces arenas of similarity and/or
connection. On this basis it can be seen as embarking on a
reinterpretation of mainstream theory’s concern to depict
women as flawed men and/or of that theory’s account of
women as different and inferior. However, this perspective, like
the one outlined above, pays limited attention to social and
cultural or other comparisons between the supposed charac-
teristics of the sexes. Feminist writers employing such a
perspective may possibly perceive women as similar to or
different from men but, whatever their views, such writers
signal considerable uncertainties about any position which
identifies all women as a group. The question of sexual differ-
ence is therefore not regarded as a crucial one in itself, rather,
sexual difference becomes one position, among many, for an
emphasis upon potential alliances which challenge forms of
power. This approach is usually associated with feminists con-
cerned with race/ethnicity” but also with some socialist and
poststructuralist/postmodernist feminisms. The first two
groups are more inclined than the latter to see women as much
like men (as potential ‘partners in struggle’) and to construe
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specitic political alliances between them as more than a tem-
porary, shifting phenomenon.

(¢) Finally, certain feminists consider women to be morally
superior to men, to be better than men. This approach
involves an inversion, rather than reworking, of the mainstream
conception of the sexes as different but complementary. In this
case the hicrarchical relationship between the sexes assumed
to be associated with sexual difference in mainstream theory
is turned upside down. The notion of women as better pcoplc
is often (though not always) connected to a perception of
women as innately, mtrm.slcall) pre-eminent. Women’s inherent
advantage may be viewed as being derived from their special
moral—cthical make-up, the specific qualities of their bodies
and/or the particularity of their shared experience. Such an
approach is particularly associated with radical feminism and is
likely to be influenced by the North American 1960s/70s

antecedents of this form of Western feminism.

CONSIDERING WOMEN AS THE SUBJECT OF THE
ANALYSIS

The varicty within feminism simply in relation to the issue of
sexual difterence indicates that a range of alternatives to tra-
ditional social and political thought may be offered by teminist
theory. Morcover, this variety implies a number of very ditter-
ent contents for teminism, as well as an array of different sorts
of political strategies associated with feminism. Once again
what is specitic to feminism is somewhat unclear. Can feminism
be distinguished as anything more than a mere list of frame-
works called teminisms, which are so described only because
they are critical of conceptions of women and sexual difterence
in traditional Western thought? Can feminism only be defined
negatively and as a mere menu of complaints concerninf> injus-
tice towards women? Even from the brief illustration of
responses to sexual difterence, it would appear that some
further clarification might be possible. What does seem to be
a feature of all these existing feminisms is the consideration
of women as the subject: women are at the centre of the
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analysis. This is not to suggest that feminism is necessarily
identified exclusively with women'* but, as Delmar notes, the
concept of ‘womanhood’ is placed centre stage,’> cven
when this concept refers to multiple differences, is distanced
from any singular content and/or is distanced from any set
content such that it is destabilised.

The process of locating women as the subject rests upon
a critique of conventional notions of male superiority and
centrality, but the repositioning of women and the critical
context for that repositioning both generate analytical possibil-
itics. This new content, focus and orientation within feminist
thought (new in terms of mainstream Western thought) is
accompanied by an expanded definition of what may be
described as ‘politics’ or ‘social’ life, an expanded definition of
what is to be examined. For example, the domestic, the private
rcalm, bodics, sexuality, emotionality, and children are brought
into the analysis, in a move that is appropriately summarised
by the slogan, ‘the personal is political’.

The limits of social and political thought are shifted and
hence new arenas for study come into play. In the process
‘Man’, the subject of traditional thought, is also incvitably
reassessed. Accordingly, the term feminism may be seen as
including certain positive and indeced creative characteristics, as
well as negative parameters, in its definition.

Despite the significance of this reconsideration of women
as the subject of theoretical analysis, of the question of ‘wom-
anhood’, there is surprisingly little consensus within feminism
about what womanhood is or might be. Delmar notes in this
context that feminists have never agreed about the concept of
womanhood. Indeed some contemporary feminists (such as
those concerned with issues of race/ethnicity and/or influenced
by poststructuralism/postmodernism) are inclined to reject any
singular account of the concept because it does not note
difterences between women or are suspicious of any such
concept.' However, the seeming instability of the concept may
not undermine its critical status for feminists and may signal
a fruitful indeterminacy characteristic of- feminism."? So what
then is feminism and what doces it presently offer?
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CRITIQUE OF SEXUAL HIERARCHY,
CONSIDERATION OF WOMEN AS THE SUBJECT,
PLUS DIVERSITY

Delmar asserts that the early women’s liberation movement of
the 1960s and 1970s largely lacked a developed theoretical
approach. Hence the movement could assert without much
detailed analysis a notion of unity among women and regard
‘feminism’ as a framework which reflected that unity. She
argues that as feminist thought developed it displayed a concern
with building on this notion of unity and attempted to find
causes or even a single cause of women’s oppression. The
intention was to find an explanation for women’s oppression
which would express women’s commonality and thus bind all
women together politically. It all women were oppressed by the
same thing(s), then feminist theory would be the means to
demonstrate the notion of a unified womanhood and the
requirement for a common political agenda. Ironically, as fem-
inist thought became ever more claborate the tensions created
by this monolithic approach became evident and feminism’s
supposedly unified front broke openly into disputes.'®

Whether or not Delmar’s point of view is accepted, fem-
inism is now increasingly marked by very diverse accounts
outlining different conditions and contexts for particular
women in recognition of differences between women. Addi-
tionally, the search for a unifying cause or causes of women’s
subordination has become less fashionable. While feminist
thought may be broadly defined by its critique of traditional
social and p()htual theorv and its related consideration ()f
women as the subject of theoretical analysis, ‘womanhood’
by no mecans incvitably viewed as a unified subject. This plu—
rality may itself be just a fashion in feminist thought (though
I somehow doubt that differences between women can now be
ignored), but the current stress on diversity does complicate
answering the question, ‘what is feminism?’.

Is diversity itself a distinguishing feature of feminism?
Perhaps feminist thought may be ‘defined’ only in some mini-

malist sense by its critique of sexual hierarchy—of male

dominance—and its related engagement with the question of
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‘womanhood’ (however that question is conceived). But, is this
a sufficiently detailed or an adequate description of the range
of feminisms which exist? More importantly, whether or not
diversity is an inevitable clement in the feminist ‘package’, the
question remains, ‘is that variety without limit?’. The issuc of
‘boundaries” mentioned at the beginning of the chapter recurs.
It is possible that the difficultics which arise in this scarch for
something distinctive, something definable, about feminism—
and relatedly for some limits/boundaries—may reveal that the
scarch itself is no longer important or meaningful. Docs the
process of characterising feminism necessarily assume or
demand a unity that feminism has never had and does not
need?’™ On the other hand, if feminism’s distinctive charac-
teristics are so unimportant or insubstantial—its diversity so
limitless or inctfable—perhaps the label itself should be aban-
doned? Yet such a manoeuvre might return us to the discredited
clutches of traditional thought.

These issues are by no means easily resolved. Nonetheless,
the term, feminism, does appear to offer more than a merely
negative or reactive criticism of mainstream thinking. Indecd,
teminism would be a peculiarly empty terminology, a critical
stance without a critique, if it were so limitless that it could
not be somewhat more specifically characterised. In this con-
text, I suggest that the precarious project of delincating
feminism’s characteristics cannot be entirely evaded. As
Thompson notes, ‘[ricfusing to c¢ngage in definition does not
mean that definition is thereby avoided altogether’. Reluctance

o clarify explicitly the mcamng(s) of feminism—no matter
h(m thcorctlcally principled

has the eftect of leaving in place
implicit knowledges® which in my view tend to be largely
available to ‘those in the know’. Implicit knowledges are
inclined to preserve the authority of an already informed clite
and make the complexity of feminist thought inaccessible to
the broader community. Hencee, while the task of defining
feminism is a controversial and difticult one, plagued by many
problems, it is also both unavoidable and risky to attempt
avoidance by omission.?t And in any case perhaps we should
not be too precious about the dangers of pinning teminism
down. The assumption that clarifving the meanings of feminism
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inevitably requires a prescriptive search for unity, for a defini-
tive, unshakeable core, rather prejudges the task of ‘definition’.
As 1 noted in the Introduction, there is no reason why
characterising or defining a term must be equated with a quest
for a central unity, a fixed central sameness. When definition
is conceived more modestly as being limited to clarification of
existing parameters which are unlikely to mesh into some neat
overall whole, the issue of what might distinguish feminism
becomes less final and more open. Given that we are able to
talk about feminism and feminist thought (thinkers) at all, it
would seem we are referring to and implicitly ‘defining’ some-
thing(s). This implies that feminism’s diversity is not limitless,
but not that these distinguishing clements are necessarily per-
manently or intrinsically fixed or subject to invariable
interpretation. Certainly those who feel they do not understand
the term and wish to learn more about it are likely to be
excluded from debates about the meaning of feminism if there
is no attempt to clarify how it might be presently characterised.
But this concern to clarify does not need to invoke a narrow
conception of ‘definition’ which reduces the meanings attached
to feminism by only recognising what is supposedly always the
same within feminist writings. Some further analysis of the
problems that arise when considering what feminism’s distine-
tive characteristics might be is appropriate at this juncture.
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Debates ‘within’ feminism about feminism

Having discussed the question, ‘what is feminism and feminist
theory?’, largely from the perspective of a comparison with
‘other’ bodies of thought—that is, tfrom the ‘outside’ looking
in or from the negative viewpoint of feminism’s boundaries—
this chapter will attempt some turther clarification by giving
greater attention to feminism’s ‘internal’ characteristics. Fem-
inists, as noted carlier, do not al\\'a)'s consider feminism to be
clearly separable from ‘other’ modes of thought, but limiting
analysis of the term solely to how it might be compared with
and demarcated from ‘other’ modes does seem to imply that
teminism is incvitably just reactive and lacks ‘autonomous’
creativity,. On this ground, it is usctul to signal feminism’s
dimensions as a positive terrain, As the two previous chapters
have suggested, there is no simple way of presenting what
feminism is. 1 have already given some broad indications of
these dimensions, but more detail is likely to be helpful. In
Part 11 the focus on ‘internal’ debates in feminism will be
followed by a listing of clements and broad ‘overviews’ of the
ficld. (The debates are intended to raise points of dispute
concerning feminism’s dimensions, while the listing and over-
views attempt to summarise discussion of these dimensions.)
Finally, an account of the diversity of feminism’s content is
provided in Part 111, The aim of these different strategies in
the two Parts is to offer several tastes of the ingredients in this
volatile cocktail.
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FEMINISM BY THE BOOK: DICTIONARY AND
OTHER CONCISE DEFINITIONS

Claritying the meaning of feminism is often undertaken by
referring readers to a number of concise definitions, some
dictionary-based. These can be handy because they are short,
to the point and casily quotable. Hence they have the great
advantage that if somcone quizzes you about the nature of
feminism, you can appear u)nﬁdcntl) knowledgeable instead of
shuftling your feet and mumbling incoherently. Nevertheless,
brief statements of definition do tend to reduce the subtle
complexity of a messy field of knowledge to neat slogans.
Precisely because these statements are clear-cut and concise
they are of limited value it you want to grasp the character of
the term, feminism, more fully and appreciate its hetero-
geneous forms. It s actually ditticult to do justice to feminism
when speaking with uncqumnal brevity. (I suggest pointing out
this paragraph to anyonce who thinks you are intellectually
precious when you beu)me flustered in response to unsympa-
thetic demands for a plain and pithy definition.)

Statements of definition are worthy of attention however
because, apart from providing a ready reply to any enquiries,
they refer to some kind of specific content. This indicates that
feminism is not generally scen as merely critical of other bodies
of thought, or as a mere mode or arena of inquiry. Indeed,
more particularly, ‘textbook’ definitions all imply that feminist
thought cannot simply be distinguished by its questioning focus
on the concept of womanhood. Feminist theory, at least accord-
ing to such definitions, has a normative quality—that is, it is
concerned with what ought not and what ought to exist in
social and political life. Feminism appears to offer ethical/moral
‘norms’ in terms of a critical stance regarding the position of
women and envisioning a more desirable state of affairs. It does
not have a neutral attitude towards its focus on womanhood.
Though feminist thought is often, especially more recently,
acknowledged to contain many tendencies or factions, textbook
detinitions usually evidence a belief that feminism does consist
of some (possibly abiding) values. The following definitions
make this plain.
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|Tihere are many individual definitions of feminism, and its
fundamental meaning is in dispute. Dictionaries usually define it
as the advocacy of women’s rights based on a beliet in the cquality
of the sexes, and in its broadest use the word refers to evervone
who is aware of and sccking to end women’s subordination in
any way and for any reason . . . Feminism originates in the
pereeption that there is somcthing wrong with s()cict}"s treatment
of women. (Encyclopedia of Feminism, 19872)

{Feminism] is a doctrine suggesting that women are systematically
disadvantaged in modern society and advocating equal opportu-
nities for men and women. (The Penguin Dictionary of Sociology,
second cdition, 1988%)

There is no political doctrine of feminism per se, and the various
groups and currents of thought among feminists are often in
bitter disagreement. Basically the movement secks equal political
and social rights for women as compared with men. The main
common theoretical assumption which is shared by all branches
of the movement is that there has been an historical tradition of
male exploitation of women. (The Penguin Dictionary of Politics,
second edition, 19934)

[Flor any viewpoint to count as feminist it must believe that
women have been oppressed and unjustly treated and that some-
thing needs to be done about this. But it does not tollow from
this that any consensus is available as to the precise forms this
oppression or injustice takes, or as to how they shoulkl be
remedied. (J. Grimshaw, Feminist Philosophers, 1986%)

I adopt a general definition of feminism as a perspective that
seeks to eliminate the subordination, oppression, incqualitics and
injustices women sutter because of their sex. (E. Porter, Homen
and Moral Identity, 1991)

It is certainly possible to construct a base-line definition of
feminism . . . Many would agree that at the very least a feminist
is someone who holds that women suffer discrimination because
of their sex, that they have specific needs which remain negated

and unsatisficd, and that the satisfaction of these necds would
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require a radical change . . . in the social, economic and political
order. (R. Delmar, ‘What is Feminism?'7)

Dictionary and other concise definitions of feminism clearly
presume that all the varieties of feminist thought are perceived
to have some common ground—that is, women have had and
continue to have a rough deal because of their sex. Such an
approach strongly implies that feminist thought has some ori-
entation towards group concerns, rather than simply those of
individuals. At the very least a ‘reluctant collectivism™ is
suggested. However, little more is usually said about this appar-
ently shared content within feminism. Feminists obviously do
not concur on why ‘the deal’ for women was and is rough,
whether different women might receive different ‘deals’ or
about what might be done to alter their situation. Concise
definitions gencrally suggest that feminism comprises a constant
and common framework, a kind of empty shell into which
may be poured any number of ditferent concerns, details and
explanations.

FEMINISM ON UNCERTAIN GROUND?: THE ISSUE
OF CHANGING CONTENT

Nevertheless, even this minimalist account of a shared content
within feminism has been strongly disputed. Though textbook
definitions tend to ignore it, there is some disagreement among
feminists as to whether feminism has any abiding, unchanging
features or values.” It is possible to conceive of feminism as
simply a critical strategy/stance which is concerned with par-
ticular contexts and is short-term in orientation, rather than
as the fully-fledged general world-view or doctrine described
by dictionaries. In the former version feminism is less a broad
(empty shell) framework describing a rough deal(s) for women
and more a question concerning women and power when
investigating specific contexts. Such an account tends
towards a provisional content for feminism and depicts feminist
thought as a form of critical endeavour (at least in the
realm of sexual politics and possibly in relation to intersections
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between diverse forms of power) rather than a particular
framework. Certainly feminism is not viewed as offering a
specific social analysis or collection of ideas. In this casc only
a very nominal normative element is conceded, that is, the
critical stance undertaken implies an imperative towards
change.

Uncertainties concerning an abiding, even if very broad,
common ground for feminism appear to be more often
expressed in contemporary feminist writings than in the past.
Some recent feminist commentaries suggest, in contrast to most
current dictionary and other concise definitions of feminism,
that because modern Western twentieth century feminism has
changed over time it is no simple matter to find a common
set of ideas or thread in feminist thought. These uncertaintics
sometimes reflect an associated view that there is a marked divide
between the content of feminist thought in the 1960s and 70s
and that in the 1980s and 90s.!* Indeed the notion of an
unproblematic, shared content for feminism—a notion largely
taken for granted in dictionaries—for a number of contempo-
rary feminist writers is itself rather more a feature of earlier
1960s/70s feminist thought than central to feminism per se.

According to this perspective the elements that in concise
definitions are usually distinguished as being basic to all femi-
nism are seen as exactly those belonging to an older and
therefore specific variety of feminism. For example, feminism
is presented in the definitions given earlier not simply as a
general framework which assumes that there is ‘something
wrong with society’s treatment of women’ (the ‘rough deal’
scenario), but additionally as a framework containing two
common ideas: first, macrosystemic ill-treatment (terms
employed include ‘subordination’, ‘oppression’ or ‘exploita-
tion’) suggesting sustained devastating use of power over
women and their subsequent victimisation; second, a concep-
tion of a desirable alternative involving ‘equality’, ‘equal
opportunities’, ‘equal rights’. Certain contemporary feminist
writers have argued that these two ideas, oppression and
equality (in relation to men), are not so much intrinsic to
feminism’s content as characteristic of Western feminism in
the 1960s and 1970s. They assert that beliefs which constitute
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all women as victims of oppression and which propose that women
should be equal to men (much the same as men) are no longer
taken as given by the feminists of the 1980s and 1990s. On
this basis many, perhaps most, dictionary and other abbreviated
statements concerning the content of feminism could be
regarded as dated and as making the crror of equating carlier
versions of feminist thought with all of feminism.

FEMINISM AS A DISTINCT SOCIAL
ANALYSIS/POLITICAL STANCE: REVOLUTIONARY
OR ECUMENICAL?

Definitions of feminism that can be found in dictionaries tend

depict a reasonably limited content shared by feminists.
Many contemporary feminist writings show marked equivoca-
tion regarding this notion of a shared content. Nevertheless,
there have always been any number of feminists who have been
rather more definite about connecting elements within femi-
nism. While in the contemporary context attention to the
diversity of women and their situations has led to doubts about
describing feminism as some general perspective capable
being applied to all, at the same time considerable concern has
arisen that this focus on diversity might involve abdicating from
a recognisable political position. Does an emphasis on the
varicty of possible positions within feminism mean that femi-
nism is weakened and diluted politically? Does a fragmented
feminism lose its ‘bite’? In this sctting writers like Bordo have
exhorted feminists not to forget a collective generalised agenda,
a shared meaning for feminism: ‘too relentless a focus on
historical heterogeneity . . . can obscure the trans-historical
hicrarchical patterns of white, male privilege that have
informed the creation of the Western intellectual tradition’.”
On the other hand, the depiction of feminism as a gencral
doctrine that can speak for all women has become associated
with ignoring crucial differences between them—such as cul-
tural differences linked to race/ethnicity—and hence any
straightforward notion of a shared set of l(kas and values is
now contentious.
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Clearly ignoring differences is now viewed as a great mis-
take by contemporary feminists but, as Bordo’s comment
indicates, this view somctimes sits side by side with an equally
strong belief that it is a mistake to understate or refusce any
concept of a common content for feminism. In this context
Grant goes so far as to dispute the amount of attention given
to divisions within feminism, arguing that this has led to a
common misrepresentation of feminism as ‘multicentred and
undefinable’. Indeed, according to Grant, feminism has an
underlying foundation, a foundation developed by ‘carly rad-
ical feminists . . . as the Women’s Liberation Movement was
breaking away from the largely Marxist Left’.!?

bell hooks, though a writer who deals very specifically with
questions of difference, is also most definite about what she
sees as the dangers of an overly vague, wishy-washy or simply
understated account of feminism’s content. She objects to
broad inclusive definitions of feminism which give little indi-
cation of any particular set of ideas. Indeed, hooks argues that
an ‘anything goes’ approach makes the term feminism practi-
cally meaningless. On this basis she rejects the view that ‘any
woman who wants social cquality with men regardless of her
political perspective . . . can label herself feminist’ [emphasis
added]."* hooks, unlike Grant, is not so much preoccupied with
pinning feminism down to a particular set of core concepts as
she is concerned to exclude what she deems inappropriate to
the term. hooks is choosy about what may be called ‘feminist’
and her answer to the question, ‘what is feminism?’, involves
an identifiable political commitment.

I think we have to fight the idea that somchow we have to
refashion feminism so that it appears not to be revolutionary—so
that it appears not to be about struggle . . . I say the minute you
begin to oppose patriarchy, you're progressive. If our real agenda
is altering patriarchy and sexist oppression, we are talking about
a left, revolutionary movement.! [emphasis added]
In this way hooks sets herself at odds with more broadly-based
accounts of feminism in dictionaries and other concise defini-
tions, as well as with those contemporary writers who express
uncertainties concerning a shared content for feminism no
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matter how broadly defined. Morcover, she offers an alternative
perspective to those teminists who support linking feminism to
a broadly shared content intending that feminism have broad,
even mass, appeal (such as Naomi Wolf"5), or those that at
the very least refuse to deny the label ‘feminist’ to approaches
with which they disagree politically (for instance, the anti-sec-
tarian sentiments of Alison Jaggar'®). Finally, hooks’ viewpoint
concerning the particular political and theoretical character of
teminism may be distinguished from those approaches which
assume a distinction between feminist politics and  theory,
thereby allowing for a range of political positions under femi-
nism’s broad umbrella. Davies, for cxample, argues that
feminism involves a common broad-based political agenda
in contrast to its diverse theoretical beliefs.!” For hooks,
the political agenda may be shared but there are manifest limits
on the extent of political and theoretical diversity that may be
termed feminist,

hooks is a clear proponent of the view that feminism is a
distinct political stance. Nonetheless, it must be recognised that
feminists who value mass appeal, as well as those who merely
reject hooks’ concern to exclude non-revolutionary political
perspectives, may also offer avowed conceptions of feminism
as a committed and definitive political stance. Such examples
show that, for some feminists, feminism may well represent a
specific form of political thinking but it is a more ccumenical
p()|itics than hooks would accept. In this context, it is evident
that discussions about the nature of feminism are likely to run
up against the question of whether its content s mtrmsuallv
radical and in the vanguard of social and political thmkmg, or
potentially popularist. Furthermore, the problem of the identity
of feminism’s politics tends almost invariably to raise a related
point concerning the identity of teminism’s ‘membership’.

SPEAKING OF FEMINISM: MALE FEMINISTS?
There is and has always been much dispute in modern Western

feminist thinking about whether feminism is revolutionary in
its oricntation, and hence likely to be at some distance from
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popular opinion. Are feminists bound to be radicals?’ remains
an ongoing point of debate in considerations of where or how
to draw a distinction between what is and what is not femi-
nism. " Intimately connected with this issue is what can and
cannot be said and by whom. Oddly enough there seems less
and less dispute about the latter problem. It would seem that
more recently feminism has been defined not simply as a
particular framework, sct of ideas or social analysis or form of
critical questioning around a focus on women and power, but
also as representing a specific body of experience. This
body of experience is taken to refer to the impact of being
temale, having a female body in Western society. Feminism is
not typically perceived to be an unattached disembodied critical
approach, range of ideas or politics, it would seem; rather
feminism is almost invariably (a) female (discourse). Despite
the fact that feminists are increasingly inclined to view wom-
anhood, female identity and female experience as diverse and
unstable, notions of an embodied identity and experience are
now more than ever placed as necessary to feminism’s content,
in the sense of defining who is a feminist. Currently a critical
aspect of feminism’s content appears to be that it is ‘spoken’
by women. (This is evident even in the work of contemporary
teminists who raise uncertainties about the notion of any
ready-made shared content for feminism.?) While mainstream
social and political theory is commonly viewed trom within
teminism as being male, feminist theory looks more womanish
by the minute. As Delmar notes,

In 1866, ].S. Mill could be welcomed as an a(lcquatc repre-
sentative of women's aspirations by the first women's suffmgc
socicties. As recently as 1972 Simone de Beauvoir could refer
to teminists as ‘those women or even men who fight to change
the position of women, in liaison with and yet outside the class
struggle, without totally subordinating that change to a change in
society”. Now, in the mid-cighties, it is practically impossible to
speak of ‘male feminism’. Feminism is increasingly understood
by feminists as a way of thinking created by, for, and on behalf
of women, as ‘gender-specific’. Women are its subjects, its
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enunciators, the creators of its theory, of its practice and of its

language.?! [emphasis added]

In the wake of ever-growing doubts about what, if anything,
the category of ‘woman’ refers to, it is unclear whether this
‘intensification of emphasis on women™! is possible to sustain.
That emphasis renders the question, ‘what is feminism?’,
increasingly dependent on the issue of ‘what is woman?’, on
the conception of a supposedly specific female identity or body
of experience distinet from that available to men. Is feminism,
despite its diversity, increasingly identified by the concept,
woman, such that it is an embodied theory and not just a
floating framework or set of ideas available to all? But if the
category ‘woman’ is by no means straightforward, how can a
clear dividing line be drawn between the sexes? Are men
positioned ‘outside’ of the identity and experience associated
with women, which means they cannot partake of that which
constitutes feminism and hence cannot describe themselves as
teminists? Delmar’s historical notes on changing views among
feminists suggest that although the answer scems generally in
the affirmative at this time, it may not remain so.

Additionally, despite the apparent accord on the issue of
men’s relation to feminism, there are some important dissent-
ing views. Certain feminists concerned with race and/or
cthnicity and conceptions of difference, for example, assert that
men ‘must be part of the feminist movement’ or refer to ‘male
feminists’.”? In this setting, bell hooks is sharply critical of
broad-based accounts of feminism’s |>(>litica| orientation but on
the other hand includes *everybody’ in feminism’s content and
membership. This inclusivity is specitically linked to engaging
with ‘black men in the struggle for their lives’ and to challeng-
ing crude conceptions of feminism as ‘anti-male, anti-l‘amily'.-"

Men may well be included once again under the banner of
feminism as feminist theory develops over time (rather than
being regarded more in the role of potential barrackers). How-
ever, without some recognition of women’s social and political
positioning as distinct from that of men—that is, some employ-
ment of a notion of women as a distinguishable group—it is
hard to imagine any meaning for feminism as a theory/politics
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of change. From this point of view it secems difficult to erase
a sexual dividing line of some sort—which brings us back to
the possible benefits of a sexually exclusive focus and member-
ship for feminism. While a feminism which examines sexual
difference (as well as other differences) but also includes both
sexes in its membership is undoubtedly imaginable (as is evi-
dent above), the stronger the emphasis on the significance and
meaning of a feminine identity and bodily experience in fem-
inist writings the more likely feminism is to be located as a
women’s movement, as speaking with a woman’s voice.
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Overviews of feminist thought

A SCHEMATIC LISTING OF ELEMENTS

Having outlined some of the debates within contemporary
Western feminism concerning its ‘internal’ characteristics, it
scems that the number of relatively uncontroversial elements
we might identify as distinguishing the ‘dict’ of feminist
thought is rather small and that cven these are neither fixed
nor likely to involve only one interpretation. I have suggested
that the field of feminism attends to or includes: (1) a critique
of misogyny/sexual hierarchy; (2) a focus on consideration of
women as the subject of the analysis, which may include
references to differences between them and even question the
status of the grouping itself; (3) an expanded account of and
altered orientation to what may be discussed within analysis of
social and political lifc—comparcd with traditional th()ught; 4)
diverse perspectives, manifestly represented by certain forms
of debate,! some of which are described in chapter 3; (5) some
recourse to a normative imperative at least in relation to
challenging sexual hicrarchy (and frequently other intersecting
social hierarchies), which may be implicit but more often is
clearly evident; (6) some, at least minimal, element of collec-
tivism; (7) an inclination to view feminism as particularly
relevant to or resonant with women, though men may also be
scen as benefiting from and (by some) as party to its concerns.

However, such an account of the ‘cuisine’ does not quite
seem to summon up my sense of the cvcr—gr()wing, volatile
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fluidity [ associate with the term, feminism. This plentitul
exuberance, so distant from the apparently abstemious frugality
of a mere listing of ingredients/dimensions, is not easily sus-
ceptible to any form of description. And, more problematically,
employment of this listing as a clarifying device to explain the
complexity of feminism might suggest an overstated common-
ality among feminists as well as an overly neat set of ‘core’
clements for feminism. Many feminists are suspicious when
accounts of feminism seem not merely to describe but to
prescribe what can be included (and hence what cannot be
included) within it. They sense dangers like internal policing
of the field and its advocates, as well as the potential to confine
the unstable vitality of its meanings. 1 should make it clear at
this point that although a schematic listing of ingredients does
contain certain problems, such as the potentiality for prescrip-
tion in advance, these ingredients are stirred and shaken by
various ‘cooks’. The ‘cuisine’ of feminism generates a liberal,
indeed intoxicating brew of interpretations.

The parameters outlined above are clearly only relevant to
existing feminist work. Their variable interpretation and inter-
action with one another tends to resist any reduction of
feminism to a singular central meaning. Nevertheless, perhaps
another approach to the problem is in order. On this basis I
will attempt to draw together some of the issues raised in the
discussion of ‘debates’ (chapter 3) and present them visually
(Figure 4.1). The initial map can then be employed in con-
junction with a more complex visual account of the various
feminisms/feminist groupings (Figure 4.2). Together these two
rather different pictures are intended to provide a broad overview
of perspectives on feminism. Such overviews offer another
outlook on the question, ‘what is feminism?’, and can therefore
be considered alongside the schematic listing of elements
described above. What T am attempting to stress here is that
analysis of feminist thought does not simply involve dealing
with a plurality of ‘types’ of feminism—a diverse content*—but
additionally requires consideration of a plurality of standpoints
on how to undertake the analysis—that is, consideration of a
range of methodological alternatives.
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FEMINISM AS A CONTINUUM: AN INITIAL MAP

Outlining the characteristics of contemporary Western femi-
nism/feminist thought as a ‘positive terrain’ appears to be a
difficult business, even without including much detailed con-
tent. While it is extremely useful to be able to provide
generalised overview of feminism’s ‘internal’ dimensions, this
is not a simple narrative task. For this reason it is worth
attempting to explore the possibilities of an overview in terms
of a continuum. On the other hand, any conception of a
continuum representing the dimensions of feminist perspec-
tives is limited by its linear emphasis. This emphasis tends to
restrict the overview to an account of various responses to a
particular—even if broad—aspect of the field. I have chosen
to attend to onc of the broadest themes within feminism
capable of distinguishing among feminist approaches, enabling
both some delincation of the scope of the ficld and some ability
to discriminate within it. The continuum attempts to demonstrate
the range of responses within feminism to the question of the
definition of feminism itself. Positions within feminism stretch from
those adopting more explicit and specific political commit-
ments which demand less wi(lely inclusive C()nccptions of
feminism’s defining qualities, to those stressing flexibility and
diversity related to an emphasis upon historical, local and
contextual spccificity. Feminist approachcs are not, however, to
be found along the whole length of the continuum presented
in Figure 4.1; they are also not to be found at either extremity.
Feminists do not apparently hold views of feminism which
perceive it as having utterly fixed dimensions or content nor
do they regard it as limitless and without any distinguishing
features. T hough the continuum in Figure 4.1 does not contain
a summary of the dimensions or content of feminist thought, it
can give an indication of its reach.?

At the left of the continuum we find notions of feminism
as a definite set of ideas or social analysis. In this perspective
feminist thought can be defined comparatively narrowly and is
conceived as a relatively ‘closed’ approach requiring a commit-
ment to a rc\olutlonar\ politics which is explicitly collectivist.
In the middle of the continuum are broad definitions of
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Figure 4.1 Views of feminism’s scope

closed/fixed open/unstable
narrow limitiess
g definite broad PIOVISIONa]  mea—.

\V4

e.g. most revolutionary  e.g. dictionary and othet concise  e.g. approaches influenced by

radical, dehinitions: mass appeal & postructuralism/postmodernism
Marxist/socialist & nonsectarnan approaches {Mohanty: Pringle & Watson)
anti-racist approaches  (Wolf}

{hooks)

References here are to hooks®, Wolf5, Mohanty, and Pringle and Watson.®)
g

feminism, including dictionary and other abbreviated accounts,
as well as notions of feminism as cither an approach with
potentially mass appeal or a non-sectarian collection of ideas
or forms of analysis. These broader accounts of feminism are
somewhat less likely to attend to political commitment than
those described as offering a *definite’ view of feminism’s
content and, when this commitment is a concern, allow for a
wider varicty of political positions to be included in what
counts as feminist. The effect of this ccumenical breadth is to
include positions ranging from those which clearly refer to
collective or group concerns to those which largely attend to
individual attainment and assume a minimalist approach to
collectivism,

The most ‘open’ definitions of feminism’s scope are
depicted on the right of the continuum. Here, teminist thought
is viewed as having highly contextualised and provisional dimen-
stons or content. Rather than a specific set of ideas or forms
of analysis, we encounter approaches that tend to depict fem-
inism as a mode of critical inquiry in the arena of sexual
politics, especially politics described in theoretical or intellec-
tual terms. Although there mav be some antagonism to binding
feminism to a particular politics or cthics, the *provisional’
definitions include many writers whose works make it clear that
a feminism which is open to a changing content, and hence
rejects a singular political viewpoint, is not necessarily politi-
('ﬂ“-\' Pr()n]iﬁ('u()uS.
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Finally, it is important to recognise that although there are
approaches to feminism which may be distinguished by their
concern with the provisional nature of feminism’s dimensions
and content, these same approaches may not be so provisional
about the membership of feminism. Indeed of all the positions
outlined on the continuum only some within the ‘definite’ and
‘broad’ groupings are more ‘open’ about men being regarded
as feminists or being somehow included under the banner of
feminism.> Characterisations of feminism across the board are
more likely to be circumspect about who can speak feminism
than about what can be said.

This continuum emphasises the point that when we
attempt to define or map feminist theory it is not just a
question of merely noting that there are many kinds of femi-
nism. The problem is that there also many differing statements
about which kinds are to be included and differing explanations
regarding why these kinds might be included.

FEMINISM AS A PRAGMATIC LIST OF
VIEWPOINTS: TODAY’S MENU

The overview continuum demonstrates the lively complexity of
the field, the varicety of ways in which u)ntcmporarv Western
teminism might be C\plorcd But this initial ‘map’ provides
only a very few signposts and barely hints at the diversity of
ric hlv detailed ‘landscapes’ which await the explorer. Given the
dlth(ult) of providing an overall map of feminist thought, 1

have suggested previously that it may be simpler and more
helptul to forgo the desire to sce the whole picture. Instead |
think there are advantages in laying out several different ways
of considering feminism. So far we have examined how femi-
nists demarcate feminism from traditional thought, outlined
several broad parameters in that context, depicted some signif-
icant debates and provided broad overviews in the form of a
listing of elements and a picture of feminism’s scope. Another
very much more common method tor discussing feminism
involves a menu of ‘types’ of teminism. Perhaps it is now
possible to define feminism by listing its constituent viewpoints.
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Presenting a mere catalogue of the perspectives that have
been described as feminist might not seem a very analytically
insightful way of characterising feminism and it certainly means
that from hereon I adopt without further discussion a most
inclusive account. However, if for the purpose of viewing all
possible approaches we do not disallow any, definition then
becomes a pragmatic exercise, putting to one side agonising
about what might be included in the ‘best’ definition. And so,
in order to halt pedantic angst, from here to the end of the
book let us be pragmatic. After you have considered all the
alternative methods offered in this book for defining or char-
acterising feminism you can then decide for yourself which of
them singly or in conjunction have been helpful in clarifying
the term. Additionally, as you read the accounts of the ‘types’
of feminism to follow, you may wish to ponder—in the light
of the discussion so far—whether or not any of them fit into
your definition or map of feminism. For now what is important
is an awareness of considerable dispute within feminism about
the nature of feminist thought.

Feminism or feminist theory defined simply as a pragmatic
menu of constituent viewpoints can be viewed as the sum of
all the different perspectives described so far, a loose collection
with no necessary overarching connection assumed between
viewpoints, beyond perhaps broadly interpreted elements listed
at the beginning of this chapter. This still leaves much room
for debate. Feminist thought is presently in a very fluid state
and you, as much as anyone else, can develop an original
position or new synthesis of existing approachcs. The intention
of the remainder of the book is to assist you in clarifying your
understanding of, and your own position in relation to, the
many ditferent approaches within feminist thought.

THE TERMS OF THE ‘PRAGMATIC MENUWU’—A LIST
OF WHAT?

Before a pragmatic list of the varieties of feminism can be
pragi ¢

resented, there are a few further issues that arise. There is

p d -

little disagrecmcnt among teminists that many kinds of feminist
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thought exist but feminists have offered widely different
accounts of the ways in which they are divided and whether or
not these divisions are important. Feminists disagree theretore
on how to label themselves, on how to present the different
kinds of feminist thought. For example, Karen Offen simply
divides (Western) feminism into two: relational and individ-
ualist. In the first instance she describes feminists, including
feminists prior to the nineteenth century, who have focused on
cgalitarianism in heterosexual familial settings. ‘Relational’ fem-
inists, according to Often, are concerned with a notion of
cquality which pays attention to women’s sex-specitic position-
ing, that is, women’s distinct position as women (largely related
to child-bearing and nurturing capacities). ‘Individualist’ fem-
inism, on the other hand, includes a group of feminists who
focus upon a quest for personal individual independence and
downplay sex-linked qualities.

Elizabeth Grosz provides a rather different analysis of the
field. She, in common with Offen, divides feminism into two
major strands but refers to equality and difference. Feminists
oriented toward ‘equality’ arc described as asserting that
women should be able to do what men do. Grosz also employs
the term, ‘cgalitarian feminists’ in relation to this grouping and
mentions that, for those familiar with more commonly used
labels, equality feminism includes liberal (egalitarian) and
socialist feminists. Feminists concerned with ‘difference’ or
‘autonomy’, on the other hand, recognise and value ditter-
ence—there being no expectation that women should do what
men do. Such feminists support conceptions of difference
without hierarchy, difference without a norm, let alone a male
norm.” Radical, postmodernist/poststructuralist and certain
psychoanalytic feminists might be included under this umbrella
term.

The work of Offen and Grosz alerts us to the number of
ways and the different labels which might describe aspects of
Western feminism.* In line with carlier comments regarding
the advantages of employing a method which is both pragmatic
and broadly inclusive, allowing the reader to make decisions
regarding definitional niceties, 1 have chosen a more common
and mundane mode of analysis to divide up feminists. Figure
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4.2 (sce page 48) refers to the various schools or traditions
which enables easy comparisons to be made between the
descriptions and interpretations contained both in this book
and others. In particular this mode of analysis provides some
continuity, and hence points of comparison, with a range of
previous overview texts such as those by Jean Bethke Elshtain,
Alison Jaggar, Josephine Donovan and Rosemaric Tong.®
These writers employ more extensively dissected accounts of
feminism than the comparatively concise two-sided models
outlined by Offen and Gross, describing between four to six
major feminist approaches. 1 refer to seven'®: liberal, radical,
Marxist/socialist, Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalytic
(the latter including ‘French feminists’), postmodern/
poststructuralist, and feminists concerned with race and/or
ethnicity.

THE SCHOOLS/TRADITIONS MODE OF ANALYSIS:
SOME PROBLEMS

While the number of feminisms outlined may seem bewilder-
ing, some awareness of the schools or traditions is invariably
assumed in feminist theoretical writings. All the same it is a
categorising approach which has its sharc of problems, not least
of which is the tendency to understate the extent to which
individual writers may not fit neatly under once ‘label” and/or
may change their views over time. In this sense, this method-
ology might be said to impose a rather too neat order on the
typology of feminism and downplay ‘cross-overs’ in strands of
feminist thinking. Or, alternatively, it could be argued that
presenting feminism in the form of a list of schools or tradi-
tions cencourages an overly fragmented picture of feminist
theory which obscures an underlying shared core. These are
both important criticisms and ones that deserve at least a
cursory response claritying the reasons for adopting such an
approach.

In rclation to the first concern, Stacey has asserted that a
‘category’ oriented analysis of feminism may ignore the ditti-
cu]ty that some viewpoints are not so casily distinguishcd.”
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Morcover, it can be argued that labelling may discourage the
reader from creatively assembling bits and pieces from any
combination of or all feminist viewpoints. While I have some
sympathy with Stacey’s remarks on the problems of labelling
and of neat, apparently fixed ‘types’ of feminism, in my view
these problems are only of signiticance to those already steeped
in the field. For those new to teminist theory, guidelines about
general patterns are of considerable help. Once some grasp of
these patterns has been obtained it might then be appropriate
to consider Stacey’s important point about the limits of any
torm of categorisation.

In my work as a teacher of feminist thought I have certainly
found it more useful to stress that one can pick and choose
aspects of the various feminist viewpoints than to break up the
groupings before these are well understood. In other words,
the aim of this book is to emphasise the flexibility of the reader
rather than focusing on the fluidity of feminist approaches. In
my experience, this is a more accessible starting point. In both
Figure 4.2 and the commentary to follow, an account of a
number of feminist groupings or schools is outlined. These
schools are not clear-cut, not all feminist writers fit neatly into
only one category and, most importantly, your own views—like
those of many within the field—may cross over the groupings.

With regard to the second concern, Grant has stated that
presenting the field of feminism as a list of schools or traditions
underplavs what is shared within feminism and hence involves
a prior judgment about the fragmented nature of the field
which is both dangerous and misleading.”? It is evident from
carlier discussions (chapter 3) that no account of feminism can
ignore those analyses which espouse the notion of a shared
content for feminism but, what is regarded as specific to
feminism, the extent to which this specificity is held in
common in the same way by different feminist writers, and
how it is held in common, are contested. Methodologies
employed to delincate feminism are certainly required to indi-
cate the possibilitics for a shared content, but they cannot be
tramed by a view that even considering diversity in feminism
produces a dubious or inaccurate picture of the field. Just as
the issue of shared content is an aspect of feminism, so too
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are the several ‘types’ of feminism. Furthermore, it is important
that the reader be offered some account of the different
versions of feminism since without this knowledge many texts
and discussions in the field would be incomprehensible. None-
theless, it should be kept in mind that for certain teminists
like Grant, thesce ‘types’ give an appearance of fragmentation
which tends to cloud or mask an underlying commonality in
teminism. After reading this book it may be helpful to re-
asscss—in the light of the different criticisms oftered by Stacey
and Grant among others—the benefits and limits of charac-
terising feminism in terms of a list of commonly accepted
varieties,

COMMENTARY TO FIGURE 4.2

Having decided on how to go about considering the content of
feminism, it is difficult to outline the many viewpoints that
may be included under the term without reducing them to
mere slogans and without committing the error of reducing
whole traditions or schools to a perspective that may not be
held by all theorists in that tradition. Although thc various
traditions do become more established over time, newer fem-
inist tra]cct()rlcs ar¢ often qmtc messy and ar¢ not so
straightforwardly summarised. Consequcntlv older traditions or
schools in Figure 4.2 are described as ‘feminisms’ and theo-
retical approaches involving new elements are described

terms of gr()ups of ‘feminists’. This distinction is suggested
because the latter do not form particularly coherent collections.
Attcmpt\ to describe such groups in terms of a distinct per-
spoctive (as an ‘ism’) are lll\l‘l\' to falter because the dese ription
may well fit only some aspects of the work of the writers
included in that collection. This problem is especially evident
among the so-called ‘French feminists’ (the ‘éeriture feminine’
school), postmodern/poststructuralist feminists and feminists
attending to race/cthnicity. The tendency of more recent fem-
inist writers in partuular not to fit comfortably within
collective agendas and to retain comparatively l(hus\mmm
(individualistic?) viewpoints suggests the need for cautious
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‘labelling’. On this basis it scems appropriate to indicate group
linkages—Iloosely formed schools of thought—but not to
name still emerging approaches as ‘feminisms’. While feminist
views concerned with race/ethnicity have been around at least
as long as any other type of feminism, I have described them
as a grouping rather than an ‘ism’ because their writings are
very diverse, only broadly linked, and include some developing
trajectories, such as ‘postcolonial’ frameworks.

Figure 4.2 offers an overview of the ‘pragmatic menu’ of
contemporary Western feminists/isms and, together with the
expanded commentary provided in chapters 5 to 8, it will give
an impression of the major schools or kinds of feminism. For
those readers with more background in feminist thought, the
combination of visual map and commentary will hopefully
provide a concise picture of established as well as more heter-
ogencous, recent, approac hes. To assist in tastmg the current
dishes on the feminist menu, the commentary presented in the
tollowing chapters bricfly outlines an account of cach feminist
school and how it is connccted to others: a somewhat com-
pressed discussion of the first three teminisms (liberal, radical,
Marxist/socialist) and fuller descriptions of the next four
(Freudian, Lacanian, postm()(lcrn/p()ststructuralist,
race/cthnicity) are given. The disparity in the length of the
summarics is because the latter four viewpoints are less widely
known. Within this group of four the length of summaries also
varies because of differences in their accessibility and the range
of knowledges assumed in them. Some are relatively less estab-
lished in the English speaking world and often draw upon a
number of difficult theoretical knowledges. Hence it is ditficult
to find them summarised in a brief accessible form elsewhere.
The outline of postmodern/poststructuralist feminist work is
particularly lengthy on this account because of its increasing
impact in other feminist approaches.

Finally, as mentioned carlier, this particular presentation
(an overview of the content of feminism in terms of seven
feminist viewpoints described as traditions or schools) is not
the only or inevitable way of characterising this material. It has
been a matter of judgment and pragmatic choice, framed by
my own teaching. I regard other aspects of Figure 4.2 as more
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controversial. I refer here to the illustration of ‘flows of influ-
ence’ between various viewpoints. Sometimes a flow of
influence is presented as relatively unimportant or non-existent
(represented by no connecting arrow), sometimes as largely
one-way (—), and sometimes as involving a degree of mutual
interaction (€3). My assessment of the existence and extent of
links between viewpoints is not crucial to new readers but will
probably be of interest to specialists or those wishing to
undertake more extensive study in this field.
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Figure 4.2 Overview of feminism’s content—current
feminist viewpoints
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5

Starters on the feminist menu: liberal,
radical and Marxist/socialist feminisms

A crucial beginning tor the different orientations of the several
feminisms lies in differences between three major traditions.
These traditions, like the ones that have come after them, are
not discrete, and many feminists use a little from some or all
of them. They are liberal feminism, radical feminism and
Marxist/socialist feminism.

LIBERAL FEMINISM

Liberal feminism is the most widely known form of feminist
thought and it is often seen as synonymous with feminism per
se—that is, responses to the question ‘what is feminism?® or
fare vou a feminist?” commonly draw upon liberal versions of
feminist thought. It is (crtamlv the ‘moderate’ or ‘mainstreamy’
face of feminism. In this appma(h the explanation for women’s
position in socicty is seen in terms of unequal rights or
‘artificial’ barriers to women's participation in the public
world, beyond the family and houschold. Thus in liberal fem-
inist th(mght there is a focus on the public sphere, on legal,
political and institutional struggles for the rights of individuals
to compete in the public marketplace. In liberal teminism there
is also a critical concern with the value of individual ‘autonomy’
and ‘freedom’ from supposedly unwarranted restrictions by
others. Though sometimes this freedom from social restraint
is understood in terms of freedom from ‘interference’ by the
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state or government, more often it is scen as freedom from
the bonds of custom or prejudice. Public citizenship and the
attainment of equality with men in the public arena is central
to liberal feminism.

There is a presumption of sameness between men and
women in liberal feminist thought. Liberal feminist political
strategies reflect a conception of a fundamentally sexually
undifferentiated human nature—that is, since women are
much the same as men, women should be able to do what men
do.” Given an assumed commonality between the sexes and the
tocus on access to what men have in socicty, liberal feminists
do not perceive the sexes to be ‘at war® or dismiss that which
has been associated with men. Not surprisingly, liberal teminism
involves an emphasis upon reform of society rather than
revolutionary change. A well-known example of this kind of
approach may be found in the more recent work of Naomi
Wolt.? Woll' promulgates what she calls ‘power feminism®, a
feminism based on a sense of entitlement and which embraces
monctary and other forms of *success’ in existing socicty. She
explicitly rejects strategics which might be less palatable to
‘mainstrecam’ women (and men), cﬂl‘cti\'cl_\' (lismissing more
critical or revolutionary agendas (and is seen by some as
offering an increasingly conservative version of liberal femi-
nism). In crude terms, liberal feminists such as Wolf want
access to opportunities associated with men. They want what
men have got, rather than questioning its \aluc in any thorough
sense. This has led to accusations from both other feminists
and anti-feminists that liberal feminism sultters from a kind of
‘penis envy’. Whether or not this is true it has produced
practical benefits for women.

Liberal feminism draws on (but also modifics) welfare
liberalism’—a form of liberal political thought influenced by
writers such as .S, Mill'—insofar as this feminist tradition doces
not challenge the organisation of modern Western socicties but
rather suggests some redistribution of benefits and opportu-
nitics. Liberal feminists also take from welfare liberalism a
limited acknowledgment of social or collective responsibility,
that is, thev aceept a need tor some (possibly government)
intervention in the competition between individuals for social
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opportunitics and reject so-called luissez-faire liberalism® which
argues that freedom and justice are best served by nominal
government and that a just and natural inequality will emerge
it individuals are left to their own devices.

Welfare liberals support certain restricted forms of state
intervention on the assumption that, since unregulated inequal-
ity may lead to overly harsh social outcomes tor some, a society
in which incquality is tempered with benevolence towards those
who are disadvantaged or less tortunate better advances the
welfare of all. Welfare liberals also consider that certain unwar-
ranted barriers hinder the emergence of an authentic
merit-based (just and natural) hicrarchy. Liberal feminism tol-
lows this linc of thinking in specifically asserting that women
are not tundamentally different to men and vet are denied
opportunities on the basis of their sex. Sex therefore constitutes
an unwarranted disadvantage, a barrier to competition and the
recognition of merit. Hence women’s position in socicty may
be the legitimate subject of government intervention.

In this sctting liberal feminism provides a framework for
the development of *moderate’ teminist policies and practices
which can be emploved, for example, by government agencies.
However, the extent of liberal feminist interest in links with
government is very context specific, ranging from the u)mpar-
atively greater cmpha\h on individual rights and free
against connections with the state—in North American hhcml
teminism to the myriad of interactions between feminists and
government to be found in Australia.® But, whatever the con-

text, given liberal teminism’s concern with working for
attainable social change within the existing contines of modern
Western societies, it is not surprising that most feminists have
perforce made use of this framework.” Indeed liberal feminism
is the most commonly borrowed—cven it only temporarilv—
approach in the feminist pantheon.

RADICAL FEMINISM

Radical feminism, unlike liberal and Marxist/socialist femi-

nisms, is not drawn dircctlv from previous bodies of
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‘malestream’ thought. It offers a real challenge to and rejection
of the liberal orientation towards the public world of men.
Indeed it gives a positive value to womanhood rather than
supporting a notion of assimilating women into arcnas of
activity associated with men. Radical feminism pays attention
to women’s oppression as women in a social order domi-
nated by men. Accor(ling to this approach, the (Iistinguishing
character of women’s oppression is their oppression as women,
not as members of other groups such as their social class.
Hence, the cxplanati()n for women’s oppression is seen as lying
in sexual oppression. Women are oppressed because of their
sex.®

That notion of shared oppression is intimately connected
with a strong emphasis on the sisterhood of women. While
differences between women are sometimes—particularly in
more recent writings—acknowledged, there is a strategic focus
on women’s similaritics and the pleasures of forming political
and other bonds between women in a world where such bonds
are marginalised or dismissed. In this context, Johnson com-
ments: ‘|o]ne of the basic tenets of Radical Feminism is that
any woman . . . has more in common with any other woman—
rcgard]cw of class, race, age, cthnic group, nati()nality—than
any woman has with any man’.

Such an agenda encourages some degree of ‘separatism’
from men, which may range from simply supporting other
women to llvmg as far as possible in the exclusive company of
women. Furthermore, this identification with women and
rejection of male dominance involves both a critique of the
cxisting organisation of hctcr()scxuality as prioritising men and
a recognition of lesbianism as a challenge to that priority.!
Radical feminism stresses that in a social order dominated by
men the process of changing sexual oppression must, as a
political necessity, involve a focus on women. And because
radical feminism recommends putting women first, making
them the primary concern, this approach is inclined to accord
lesbianism ‘an honoured place’ as a form of ‘mutual recognition
between women®. !

Sexual oppression is seen as the oldest and even the most
profound form of inequality.’? Radical feminists often view
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other forms of power—for example, unequal power relations
within capitalism—as derived from patriarchy (social systems
of male domination, the rule of men)."’ Given the significance
of patriarchy to radical feminism, it is appropriate to provide
a brief account of the term. Although the subject of consider-
able debate, this term remains widely used and refers to the
systemic and/or systematic ‘organisation of male supremacy and
female subordination’. Stacey summarises three major
instances of its usage: historical, ‘materialist’ and psychological.
She notes that some feminists employ patriarchy to trace the
historical emergence and development of systems of male dom-
ination. Others use the term to explore the sexual division of
labour (that is, to explore the ‘material'—or concrete struc-
tural, bodily, physical—aspects of social organisation which
divide up and differentially value tasks and activities on the
basis of sex). And, finally, certain feminists perceive the term
as enabling a recognition of the deep-rooted nature of male
dominance in the very formation and organisation of our selves
(the psychological or unconscious internalising of social pat-
terns of sexual hierarchy).™* Radical feminists draw upon all
three of these usages of patriarchy as well as others and are
among the most committed to its continued employment
because of its centrality to their analysis.

Radical feminists adopted an approach in which the rec-
ognition of sexual oppression (patriarchy) is crucial, in part at
least, as a counter to the politics of the radical feft in the 1960s
and 1970s which cither ignored sexual inequality or deemed it
of sccondary importance.'s Radical feminism describes sexual
oppression as the or at the very least « fundamental form of
oppression (usually the former) and the primary oppres-
sion for women.'* Men as a group are considered to be the
beneficiaries of this systematic and systemic form of power.
Radical feminists state the most strongly of all feminist tradi-
tions that men as a group are the ‘main enemy’.'” In
radical feminism all men are unambiguously viewed as having
power over at least some women. Indeed this approach com-
m()nly suggests that any man is in a position of power relative
to all women, and possibly some men.™® Perhaps the most useful
way of summarising this point, to allow for some potential
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differences within radical feminism, is to state that radical
feminists perceive all men without exception as sharing in the
benefits of a social system of male supremacy (patriarchy).
This *does not mean that all men are invariably oppressive to

all women all the time’,™

nor docs this approach deny that
some men at least may struggle to overcome this system of
domination.

Radical feminism’s strong interest in recovering or discov-
ering positive clements in temininity (asserting in essence that
it is good to be a woman and to form bonds with other
women), in combination with its location of men as the ben-
cliciaries of sexual power relations, results in a relatively sharp
division drawn between men and women. In Elizabeth Grosz's
terms this is a feminism of difference. Radical feminists
usually present an historically continuous, clear-cut ditterence
between men and women. Sometimes this is argued to be the
result of an (mt()lugical (essential, intrinsic, innate) difference.??
However, other radical feminist writers note that ‘male domi-

nation is a social structure’ and not the consequence of some
in-built male propensity, even if motivations towards mastery
are “‘typically male’ .2 In other words, feminists in this tradition
sce a difference between men and women as inevitable (given
by naturc) or at lcast as so established historically that it is
very deeply embedded.

Since radical feminist thinkers consider sexual oppression

be profoundly entrenched, trequently depicting it as the
original torm of cocrcive powen? thc' also present the social
and political changes required to overthrow the system of male
domination as far-rcaching. As vou would expect given the
name, radical feminism gncrall) advocates a revolutionary
model of social change. However, the proposed revolutionary
change in the organisation of power relations between the sexes
is not described in terms of a single cataclysmic moment, but
rather as the consequence of the cumulative effect of many
small-scale actions. Morcover, revolutionary  practice—con-
ceived as the basis of radical feminist theorv—is undertaken
with an cmphasis on small group organisation rather than
tormalised centrally administered structures.”
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Radical feminists may pursuc a revolutionary agcnda but,
like liberal feminists, they stress practical political strategies.
Nevertheless, in contrast to liberal feminist frameworks, radical
feminism is inclined to be suspicious of government interven-
tion, perceiving the state itself as being intrinsically patriarchal,
and also tends to focus on the politics of the ‘private’
sphere, in particular scexuality, motherhood and bodies. Given
the central importance granted the category of sex in this
revolutionary politics it is not surprisingly to find a particular
concern with control over women’s bodies. One example
of such an cmphasis may be found in the work of Robyn
Rowland and her stringent critique of new reproductive tech-
nologies like IVE (in vitro fertilisation).?* Radical feminism
usually deals with ideas, attitudes or psychological patterns and
cultural values rather than with the cconomics of male domi-
nation,” and the (sexed) body is often the only concretely
‘material’ clement in the analysis,

‘Material’, as noted carlier in this section, is a terminology
that refers to concrete structural, including economic and
technological, and bodily or physical aspects of social organisa-
tion. Radical feminism’s relative disinterest in *material’ social
issues such as waged work was, and is, often the subject of
rcbuke by liberal and Marxist/socialist feminists. However,
radical feminists in many wavs pioncered a stress on the
significance of the p()lmu of h()(lll\ materiality within feminist
thought which is now well acu‘ptc(l within most feminist
approaches. Their focus on the body as a critical site of
oppression for women but also as representing women's dif-
terence and therefore to be celebrated, stands in sharp contrast

liberal feminism’s general aim of reducing or preferably
cradicating attention to bodies and bodily difference as politi-
cally retrograde.’

Radical and Marxist/socialist feminists have more in
common here in the sense of acknowledging that social lite is
embodied but, as will shortly become evident, the inclination
of the latter feminist approac ‘his frequently to limit interest in
embodiment to the labouring body of the paid (or less often,
the unpaid) worker and more .\pcuhcan) to investigation of the
sexually differentiated activities and jobs undertaken by women
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waged workers. Radical feminists tend to leave workforce activ-
ities to one side but are far less unidimensional regarding the
body, ranging over sexuality, sexual violence, the (maternal)
reproductive body, the feminine body as a source for creativity
and spirituality, and the meaning of an embodied self (feminine
subjectivity and identity). Indeed, unlike Marxist/socialist fem-
inism, radical feminism conceives the body—and, in
particular, the sexually specific body—as critical to
social analysis. Sexual difference (evident in, for example,
women's capacity to give birth) is not socially insignificant nor
something that will become irrelevant once old-fashioned prej-
udices restricting women's opportunities are abandoned.

Rather than perceiving the (sexed) body as mere, inanimate
‘meat’ separate from social practices, power relations or social
change, this form of feminism stresses the interconnection
between bodies and society. The agenda of radical feminist
writings is to counter women’s supposedly natural, biological,
inferiority and subordination within patriarchal society by
asserting their at least equal (or superior) status in relation to
men: a crucial aspect of that agenda is for women to gain
control over their own bodies/biology and relatedly to
value and celebrate women’s bodies.”” Many aspects of
radical feminism’s emphasis on body politics have been taken
up with enthusiasm by emerging groupings of feminists, such
as psychoanalytic and’ postmodern/poststructuralist feminists.
In focusing on the issue of ‘control” over bodies, radical fem-
inism is inclined to distinguish the self (who might take
control) from the body (the object of that control) in certain
respects. % B\ u)mparlson the latter groupmgs tend to gnc
more attention to the ways in which the self and body are
indistinguishably bound up.

MARXIST/SOCIALIST FEMINISM

The third major feminist tradition is Marxist/socialist femi-
nism. Marxist feminism was an influential school of Western
teminist thought in the 1960s and 1970s. While the impact of
Marxism on feminist theory remains evident in a number of
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contemporary approaches (such as psychoanalytic and
postmodern/poststructuralist feminisms, as well as those con-
cerned with race/ethnicity), the Marxist feminist tradition is
waning. Its place in advocating the significance of Marx-
ism/socialism and class analysis for feminism has now largely
been overtaken by a range of socialist feminisms.

Indeed Curthoys asscrts that both the Marxist and socialist
feminist traditions ‘more or less died at the end of the 1980s,
when socialism itself collapsed throughout Eastern Europe’.”
Curthoys is by no means alone in her concern that the mean-
ingtul use of terms like Marxist or socialist may have fallen out
of favour within feminism®® and that feminism may have aban-
doned the issues most associated with this grouping such as
cconomics, class, historical analysis and interventions in social
policy development.!t Cockburn, tor example, declares that
‘in some countries of Europe one finds few women today who
will describe themselves as socialist feminists, or even Marxist
feminists’.*? Nevertheless, the pronouncement of socialist fem-
inism’s cclipse scems a little premature. While few feminist
theoreticians in the 1990s continue to describe themselves as
Marxist feminists, ! some groups of Marxist feminists continue
to be politically active and are usually found within broadly
based Marxist organisations or parties, rather than in specific-
ally feminist associations.” Additionally, there are any number
of activists and writers firmly within the socialist feminist
tradition, as well as many contemporary theorists who may be
regarded as being influenced by and engaged in rc\\orkmg the
boundaries of that tradition.

In this context, Curthoys’ pessimism may be tempered by
caution. She is herself an C\amplc of the ongoing existence of
socialist feminist thought. Curthoys has produced a consider-
able body of analysis on theories concerning women and work
and, in discussion with Rosemary Pringle, has articulated a
assic form of the debate between socialist and postmodern
feminist approaches.’s Other writers* within the tradition
include many (it not most) feminist writers producing work on
social and public policy—particularly policy linked to the wel-
fare state; a fair proportion of writers who produce feminist
texts with a social sciences (soci()log}; l\ist()ry, law,; politics)
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orientation or which discuss ‘family’ and ‘work’; most of the
writers in the ficld of teminist studies of technology, labour and
cconomics, and much of the work in the field of feminist
analvses of masculinities. The variety of writers who are influ-
enced by but concerned with rdormulatmg and transtorming
the socialist feminist agenda ranges from feminists dealing with
racism to those who are more or less interested in intersections
with postmodernism.’” Nevertheless, it should be noted that
socialist thought has historically been more influential in
Europe, Britain and countries like Australia than in North
America, and for this reason it continues to have a differential
significance in different cultures within Western feminism.

In order to understand the impact of socialism in feminist
thought it is necessary to consider first the approach taken in
Marxist feminism, since it was this form (rather than pre-
Marxian ‘Utopian’ socialism) which became the subject of
revived feminist interest in the twenticth century. ™ In Marxist
feminism, following the work of Karl Marx,* hicrarchical class
relations (built on unequally distributed or owned sources of
wealth, including monetary and other resources) are seen as
the source of coercive power and oppression, of all incqualities
ultimatcly. Sexual oppression is seen as a dimension of
class power. In this model the carliest forms of class division
historically gave rise to male dominance; class oppression pre-
dates sex oppression. The emerging organisation of the first
forms of private wealth, and therefore of class hierarchy, led
to the treatment of women as property. In other words Marxist
feminism ofters a version of history and socicty which is in
some ways the opposite of that proposed by radical feminism.
(In radical feminism the carliest forms of male domination over
women produce a framework of hicrarchical social relations in
which class divisions arise; sexual oppression predates class
power.) Clearly what is at stake in this difterence of views is
the question of which is the primary oppression for women,
and hence which should be given the highest priority in fem-
inist political struggle.*

By comparison with radical feminism there is typically less
concern within Marxist feminism with idecas and attitudes and
more of a focus on labour and cconomics when exploring
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women's positioning. Since labour is viewed as fundamental
to all cconomic activity, (historically specific) analysis of the
organisation of labour is crucial to Marxist feminist approaches.
Indeed, the organisation of labour and the tools/technologies
associated with labour are perceived in concert as constituting
the underlying economic structure or system of society. This
cconomic structure conditions the form of all other social
relations in that society and in this sense is the basis of society.”
Hence Marxist feminists, in common with other Marxists,
generally accept some version of what is called the
base—superstructure model of society, that is, social relations—
including those related to sexual inequality—are conceived as
crucially shaped by the economic base of society, rather than
by ideas and attitudes.

The Marxist feminist approach tends, like liberal feminism,
to be oriented towards the public sphere and, given its concern
with the organisation of labour, generally pays particular atten-
tion to women’s position in relation to waged labour. The
significance of unpaid labour undertaken in the private realm,
which is very much associated with women, is controversial in
Marxist feminism because Marxism largely equates ‘the econ-
omy’ with the capitalist market-place.* However, unlike liberal
teminists, Marxist feminist thinkers are deeply antagonistic to
the capitalist economy and advocate a revolutionary approach
in which the overthrow of capitalism is viewed as the
necessary precondition to dismantling male privilege. ™

Relatedly, there is less emphasis in this model than in
radical feminism upon men’s involvement in power or the
benetits for men of unequal power relations. Power is not
primarily associated with sex but with the imperatives of class,
private wealth, property and profit. One example of this incli-
nation to describe women’s subordination within the terms of
a Marxist account of the requirements of class society may be
tound in the work of Lise Vogel.*

The ‘main enemy’ in this form of analysis is the class
system (capitalism, in modern societies) which creates divisions
between men and women. Marxist feminism shares with liberal
teminism (both are what Grosz has described as ‘equality” or
‘cgalitarian’ feminisms), an assumption that there is an under-
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lying sameness between men and women.** While women
secem to be oppressed by the men around them, they—Ilike
men—are ultimately oppressed by capitalism, and hence the
‘interests’ of men and women are not crucially different.?

SOCIALIST FEMINISM

Debates between radical feminists and Marxist feminists in the
1960s and 1970s concerning the fundamental cause of social
inequality were important in the formation of new groupings
of socialist feminism.* Socialist feminists attempt to maintain
some clements of Marxism regarding the significance of class
distinctions and labour while incorporating the radical feminist
view that sexual oppression is not historically a consequence
of class division. In other words all socialist feminists assert,
along with radical feminists, that women’'s subordination pre-
dated the development of class-based socicties and hence that
women's oppression could not be caused by class division. There
are several versions of socialist feminism which involve differ-
ent combinations of radical and Marxist feminism, and
which sometimes incorporate the influence of psychoanalytic
feminisms. "

In bricf, three major socialist feminist traditions may be
described as deriving from debates between radical and Marxist
feminists. The first strand involves a concern with the social
construction of sex (gender) which was largely seen in terms
of Freudian psychoanalysis. This approach tends not to perceive
sexual oppression through the lens of women’s unequal socio-
cconomic position—in Marxist terms the so-called ‘material®
organisation of social life—Dbut rather conceives that oppression
as the effect of psychological functions. At the same time the
approach continues to make use of a Marxian understanding
of class relations. Hence this first strand of socialist feminism
offers what has been termed a dual systems model of social
analysis, investigating sex and class power according to differ-
ent procedures and identitying two ‘systems’ of social
organisation corresponding to these forms of power, that is,
patriarchy and capitalism. In broad terms a psychological
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model of sexual power is presented alongside an (historically
specific) cconomically based account of class power. Moreover,
the former is moulded or historically contextualised by the
organising force of the latter. Because the overall model makes
usce of Marxist ‘materialism’ (that is, a methodology which sces
cconomics as the tundamental motor of social relations—shap-
ing the form of society), it tends to adopt a version of the
Marxist basc—superstructure model in which class is still ulti-
mately fundamental (base) since sex is (merely) psychological
(superstructure). Hence, in some ways this is more a two-tier,
rather than a mutual or dual, theory of social relations. The
two-tier approach is epitomised by the carly work of Juliet
Mitchell.®

The second major strand of socialist feminism attempts to

draw the work of radical and Marxist feminists into one theory
of power and describes a unified system sometimes referred
to as capitalist patriarchy (although this term is also used
by other feminists, including other socialist feminists). Exam-
ples of this approach include work by Alison Jaggar and fris
Young.’' By contrast, the third strand—Ilike the first—
describes a *dual system® model of social organisation. However,
in this case both sex and class power have a material aspect,
that is, they both are conceived as having an economic form.
In other words, patriarchy is not seen as simply psycho-
logical, as is the case in the first variant associated with Juliet
Mitchell. The third form of socialist feminism offers a more
tull-blown account of both systems in which sexual and class
oppression interact but are not cast as dependent forms. Nei-
ther is viewed as more fundamental than the other in the overall
shaping of social relations. The work of Heidi Hartmann
provides the classic example of this ‘dynamic duo’ approach.’

These versions of socialist teminism are identified by their
views of the relationship between class and sex (sometimes
referred to as the category, gender)—that is, the relationship
between capitalism and patriarchy. Other catcg()rics of power
such as race tended to be marginalised in initial accounts of
debates among socialist feminists. Indeed the issuc of race
and/or cthnicity, for example, increasingly became a point of
contention within socialist feminism given its concern with
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forms of power that cut across both class division and sexual
difference.’* Recently, such debates have contributed to the
development of certain ‘postcolonial’ teminist perspectives,
indicating ongoing interactions between socialist feminist
themes and feminist concerns regarding race/ethnicity. T will
return to this point in chapter 8.
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‘Other’ possibilities: feminism and the
influence of psychoanalysis

By the 1980s Western feminism could no longer be simply
divided up into the three genceral categories of liberal, radical
and Marxist/socialist traditions. Many other approaches, draw-
ing upon an increasingly cclectic and sometimes rather
inaccessible range of social and political theorices, became a
feature of academic feminism at least. Psychoanalysis was one
of the more influential streams of th()u5ht to be re-cvaluated
by feminists in both English speaking and non-English speaking
Western countries. While in the 1970s liberal and radical
teminists rejected psychoanalysis, it began to be reconsidered
as an clement within the work of some Marxist/socialist fem-
inists. However, my focus in this chapter is upon those feminist
viewpoints which organise their theorising around some form of
psychoanalytic thcory. Such vicewpoints are diverse, and include
writers such as Juliet Mitchell whose carlier work was more
clearly within the Marxist/socialist feminist tradition. Despite
such diversity, psychoanalytic feminists sharc—in common
with radical feminism—an interest in the issue of difference
in relation to the sexes; a concern with the notion of women
as other than men.

In broad terms the influence of psychoanalysis has pro-

duced two major variants. The first of these is Freudian
feminism which has attended to the significance ot psychology
and the formation of sexually specitic personalities (subjectiv-
ities) in the framing of male dominance by analysing the impact
of women’s rcsponsil)ilit)’ tor m()thcring. Freudian feminism is
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associated with certain English speaking, particularly North
American, writers.! The second grouping draws upon the work
of Jacques Lacan, an interpreter of Freud’s analytic method,
who stresses the fraught fragility of sexual identity and its links
to languagc acquisition. Lacanian feminist appr()achcs are usu-
ally linked with French and to a lesser extent some British and
Australian writers.? Two sub-groups within Lacanian feminism
may be distinguished
Lacan’s interpretation of psvchoanalysis and those who may be

that is, those who more or less follow

described as ‘post’ Lacanians (otherwise known as ‘French
feminists’ or the ‘¢eriture feminine’ school). The following
chapter is restricted, for the sake of brevity, to a description
of the frameworks of Freudian and post-Lacanian feminists,
with only passing reference to views which show more com-
mitment to Lacanian analysis. The links between post-Lacanian
and ‘corporeal’ feminists who focus on the body are also brictly
outlined.

FREUDIAN FEMINISTS

Misgivings regarding the significance that Marxism attached to
cconomics, which were evident in the ﬂ()wcring of socialist
feminist thought in the 1960s, also produced other forms of
feminist work. Many Western feminists by the 1970s consid-
ered that the radical Left focused on too narrow a conception
of power. In giving priority to the cconomic structure of
capitalism the Left were thought to have underestimated crucial
processes relevant to sexual oppression such as the formation
of (sexed) identities (masculinity and femininity). In this
context, as Marxism was reassessed, some feminists welcomed
a growing interest in psychol()gical, not just cconomic, aspects
of power. This produced a range of new feminist perspectives.

In the United States in particular a grouping of Freudian
feminists emerged who paid special attention to the impact
of women’s primary care-giving responsibilities on per-
sonality and social relations. The fact that in all societies
it is women who primarily parent/nurture children is taken to
be of great relevance to social and political theory in this
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approach. These psychoanalytic feminists draw on the work of
Sigmund Freud in their discussions of how it is that women
become feminine and thus come to mother, but also offer a
re-interpretation of his account of how the (sexed) self is
tormed. Freud stresses the significance of ‘the Father’ in shap-
ing psychic (unconscious) life. The Father is understood here
as a gencralised cultural symbol of male authority partially
recognisable in specific fathers/men—that is, recognisable in
those marked as possessing penises. However, Freudian femi-
nists are inclined to stress the prior (pre-linguistic)
importance of the Mother.

Such a viewpoint clearly involves a critical reassessment of
Freud and his focus on a male ordering principle in the
tormation of the self. Relatedly, it also involves a re-evaluation
of Freud’s account of femininity. Freud saw femininity as
being formed out of envious longing for (the attributes ()f) the
Father, which he termed ‘penis envy’.’ Emphasis on the prior
impact of the Mother in Freudian psychoanalytic feminist writ-
ings results in a more positive conception of feminine sexual
identity, somewhat reminiscent of themes in radical feminism.
Hence, by contrast with Freud’s approach, in Freudian teminist
writings the psychological and cultural influence of women in
the constitution of subjectivities and social relations is largely
viewed as active and positive, despite their oppressed status.
Instead of conceiving women as unconsciously shaped by envy
tor what appears to belong exclusively to men, and in relation
to a male standard against which they must appear deficient,
women are regarded as positively contributing an alternative
psychological order. Accordingly, women are viewed as having
much to offer to a programme for political change and indeed
the exemplar of Freudian feminism, Nancy Chodorow, cffec-
tively suggests that the feminist political agenda should be
directed towards feminising men

On this score, Chodorow’s form of ‘difference feminism’
may be uscfully compared with the ‘equality feminism’ of liberal
teminists. Though both Chodorow and liberal feminists argue
that men and women ought to become more alike, the latter
cmphasisc women'’s capacity to take on many of the activities
or qualitcs associated with men, while Chodorow stresses the
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advantages of men becoming more like women in terms of
developing nurturing, empathetic characteristics. Chodorow
argues in this context that shared child-rearing would have a
dramatic effect on the organisation of sexual oppression by
undermining the current constitution of masculinity, a mascu-
linity presently built upon disconnection from and power over
others.

Chodorow, in common with other writers in this grouping
like Carol Gilligan and Sara Ruddick, offers an emphasis on
and celebration of ‘women’s fundamentally different sense of
self’,* a ‘unique female voice’.* Gilligan describes a different
form of moral reasoning employed by women and Ruddick
refers to ‘maternal thinking’. Both writers challenge main-
strcam Freudian notions of woman being deficient. For
Chodorow difference between the sexes is formed out of
inequitable social arrangements—women’s unequal responsibil-
ity for nurturing—and yet is seen as offering possibilities for
a better world. Sexual (hffercn(c though intimately linked with
oppression, is positively affirmed in a re-interpretation of
women's qualities which challenges the use of a male standard
for all. Ironically, that which has marked women as deficient
in a male dominated sexual hierarchy becomes both a means
to reject women's devaluation and a source of hope for the
future.

In Freudian feminism, change in existing social arrange-
ments is crucially a matter of intervening in psychological
development. Conscquently, this approach has sometimes been
accused of ignoring the social context in which sexually differ-
entiated characteristics or experience arise.” This charge has
arisen despite elements of socialist thought (which is typically
concerned with ‘the social’) within the work of some writers
in this grouping. For cxample, Chodorow takes from strand
three of socialist feminism a dual system approach and hence
sees women's position as at least linked to both class and sex
(capitalism and patriarchy). However—like Juliet Mitchell’s
version of socialist feminism (strand one) and many radical
feminist writers—in practice Chodorow pays little attention to
class or race and perceives sex largely in terms of inner
psychological processes, that is, in terms of the unconscious
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(the psvche), sexual identity and personality. In other words,
she focuses on the category of sex (on patriarchy) and
within this tends to depict the sexual system as a matter
of psychology, despite some references to economic processes
such as the sexual division of labour within that system.* This
inclination to prioritisc psychology as a crucial, sometimes
almost exclusive, theme is characteristic of the work of Freud-
ian feminists and indeed may be argued to be even more
evident in Lacanian feminist thought.

LACANIAN FEMINISTS

The interplay of Marxist/socialist and radical feminist thinking
with psychoanalysis produced a specific mode of Freudian
feminism largely developed in the USA which links uncon-
scious mental phenomena (sexed subjectivities)—and
specifically the unconscious construction of femininity as a
nurturing, maternal or ‘relational’ personality—with concrete
macrosocial relations between men and women. This
linkage is noted with the aim of developing tangible socio-
political strategies out of an understanding of the importance
of intangible psychological structures.

A similar mix of influences (Marxism/socialism, radical
teminism and psychoanalysis) has also produced rather ditterent
kinds of psvchoanalytic teminist thought. This is particularly
evident in France. Indeed feminist writers in France from the
1960s onwards generally indicate a familiarity with both Marx-
ism and psychoanalysis that is much less common among
feminists from English-speaking countries. Nevertheless, some
writers in the English-speaking world (such as Julict Mitchell
and Jacqueline Rose), along with certain French feminists
(including writers like Luce Irigaray, Hélene Cixous and Julia
Kristeva), have concentrated upon a reworking of Freudian
psvchoanalysis which employs the approach of French psycho-

anal)’st, Jacques Lacan.

This beginning point is at a distance from the comparatively
more social (sociological) framework and concerns of
the Freudian-based North American varicty of psychoanalytic
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teminism insofar as Lacan’s writings describe the development
of the (sexed) self in linguistic or symbolic-cultural terms
rather than in the more concrete, literal, even biological terms,
sometimes favoured by Freud. For example, in Lacan’s work
‘penis envy’ is no longer scen as involving envy of the literal
biological organ as it is in Freud’s thinking, but has a thoroughly
symbolic—cultural meaning, rather more along the lines of a
ps\(hologual positioning as ‘lacking’ in relation to the author-
ity/power associated with the masculine.

In this context, Lacan refers to ‘the phallus’ rather than to
the penis. The phallus is not so much a thing (though it may
be represented by the penis or father) as the symbol of that
which is not-the-mother. While the child lmtm”) does not
distinguish its self as distinct and exists in a symbiotic relation-
ship with the mother, the phallus provides the means by which
the child learns that all is not one and the same, that distinc-
tions can be made. In other words, the phallus enables the
child to discover sexual difference, and its (sexual) positioning
in relation to that difference. The phallus, therefore, breaks up
(penctrates) the seamless interconnecting world of mother—
child, alerting the child to the meaning of ditterence per se.
And, because for Lacan language, culture and meaning itself are
organised as a symbolic system of differences, he describes the
phallus as the ultimate s|gn|fvmg mechanism.” Since it provides
the key by which the child encounters difference, the phallus
cnables the child’s entry into culture and society by the devel-
opment of a self (an ‘I’ recognised as being distinct or ditterent
from others). All children thus become ‘subjects’ (develop a
sclt) through the operation of a masculine regulatory principle.
According to Lacan, ‘civilisation’ itself is the ‘Law of the
Father’

The influence of Lacan in the perspectives of feminists
mentioned above marks a move away from ‘the real world’
towards comparatively abstract philosophical analysis of culture
and specifically towards the symbolic—cultural meaning
encoded in language (it can therefore be described as an
anti-realist approach). In this context language is the neces-
sary first step by which the child enters culture but is also
viewed as a sign system which organises or shapes culture by
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dirccting what can be known and recognised and what cannot:
language is conceived as the foundation of, or as encapsulating,
culture. Moreover, in Lacanian thought, the self and sexuality
are socially constructed in that there can be no (sexed) self—
no masculine or feminine person—prior to the formation of
the subject in language.'t Both society and the socially pro-
duced, sexually specified people which make up society are
dependent on language which, as noted above, is conceived as
being organised around a masculine standard.

FRENCH FEMINISTS (THE ‘ECRITURE FEMININE’
SCHOOL)

Given the significance accorded language within Lacan’s work,
it is not surprising that onc of the two subgroups of feminist
writers influenced by that work are sometimes depicted in
terms of their concern with language. A particular strand of
French Lacanian feminists are described as engaged in the
project of ‘écriture feminine’, as attempting embodied fem-
inine writing, or writing from the position of woman (from the
position of the female body) in a manner that challenges the
way in which woman is construed in language/culture. While
this subgrouping of Lacanian feminists are most comm(mly
labelled simply French feminists in the English speaking
world—which rather ignores the host of other kinds of feminist
traditions in France!’—the nomenclature ‘écriture feminine' is
a better indicator of what is particular to this form of feminist
thought. (I will make use of both trademarks.)

Whereas Lacan, in common with Freud, depicts temininity
as a castrated state—as lacking or deficient by comparison with
the masculine—these French feminists start from but provide
a critique of this negative assessment.'’ Their more critical
engagement with Lacan marks their position as rather more
post-Lacanian than the work of writers such as Juliet
Mitchell. While they accept Lacan’s account of language/
culture as a masculine order, unlike Mitchell, they do not
accept his positive affirmation of that masculine order as
cquivalent to civilisation or sociality in releasing the child from
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the stagnant primitivism of its prior symbiotic link with the
feminine (Mother). These post-Lacanians—in common with
the approach of Freudian feminists—reject any endorsement
of masculine dominance and are sceptical regarding Lacan’s
view that the basis of a viable self and of culture lies in retusing
attachment, in disconnection from others, and in the rejection
of the Mother (women). Relatedly, the school of ‘écriture
feminine’ questions the assumption that fcmininity can ()nly be
seen from the point of view of phallic culture (culture as
masculine dominance) and argues for other possibilities. ™

In order to understand this approach some further com-
ments on the work of Lacan may be helpful. For Lacan each
person becomes a person, enters human culture, by internalis-
ing socicty’s communicative rules or Symbolic Order. This
occurs through the formation of a separate and sexually specitic
(unconscious) self in the process of learning language. Individ-
uals can only speak in the tongue of the Symbolic Order but
that order is viewed in psychoanalytic terms as the Law of the
Father. In Lacanian thought, following Freud, culture is mas-
culine, not just presently male dominated.' Femininity is no
more than the negative pole in relation to the symbolic rules
which regulate individuals and hence society. Femininity s
unspeakable except in the terms of masculinity: there is no
feminine outside the phallic order of language.' The project
of ‘écriture teminine’ accepts the Lacanian account of feminin-
ity’s outsider status but proposes developing an alternative
language, a way of thinking, which might make use of that
status. The feminine is therefore not merely construed as
lack, from which nothing can be generated, but as offering a
rebellious cultural creativity.!”

In this context French feminists take from the existentialist
writings of Simone de Beauvoir the notion of woman as the
second sex or ‘Other’, but, unlike de Beauvoir, perceive the
invisibility/marginality associated with the feminine as repre-
senting an opportune p()s'itioning for critical assessment of what
is valued and legitimated in the Symbolic Order.™® Hence they
are distinguished by rejecting the cultural assumption that
women can only be seen in (the) terms of men and by a form
of writing which claims the possibilitics of femininity. Though
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radical feminism may be seen as initiating this manocuvre,
unlike most radical feminist work French feminist approaches
refuse to specify the content of femininity, viewing such
specification as a repetition of patriarchal imperatives which
continually tell us what women are and must be."

For the ‘écriture feminine’ writers, the notion of ‘Woman’
exemplifies the cultural and linguistic principle of rendering
inferior that which does not fit the (masculine) norm and
refusing to acknowledge or value difference from the norm—
that is, refusing to recognise difference of any kind, not just
sexual difference. Woman demonstrates the operation of hier-
archical differentiation within phallic culture rather than
bearing a set content. Thus femininity is celebrated as offering
the potential for interrogation of the singular yardstick of the
Symbolic Order (the Rule of the Father): in other words,
femininity offers a possible procedure for subverting the
marginalising mechanisms of power, thereby breaking it up.

This stress on the positive benefits of the feminine as
‘other’ as a means of questioning that which is socially privi-
leged, combined with an insistence on the indeterminacy of
the feminine (the marginalised), draws on the poststructural-
ist thinking of Jacques Derrida. Derrida proposes that
meaning in the Symbolic Order is not inevitable or intrinsic
but is constantly being culturally and linguistically produced
through a process of hierarchical differentiation, a setting up
of differences characteristically organised in oppositional pairs
(man/woman) with one term within each pair designated as
supcerior or positive. ‘Man’, for instance, is constituted as
not-woman. The concept is shaped out of the invisible exclu-
sion of the feminine ‘Other’ and is utterly dependent on that
hierarchical relationship. Thus Derrida describes our very con-
ceptual apparatus, how we can think, as saturated with power
and marked by the non-recognition of that power such that
hicrarchy appears as unremarkable. 2

In this setting Derrida directs our attention to the con-
structed nature of hierarchical dualisms which constitute the
Symbolic Order, and demonstrates that hierarchies of meaning
(forms of power) in culture are neither natural nor cternal by
indicating the unacknowledged dependence of that which is
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culturally privileged on that which is repressed. Hence he is
concerned with the deconstruction or unpacking of the cul-
tural/linguistic assumptions regarding the fixity and incvitability
of forms of power with the aim of opening up alternative
possibilitics.”* By focusing on the significance of that which has
been marginalised, strategically reversing the usual con-
ceptual order, Derrida develops a critical tactic for French
teminists like Irigaray.’ As far as these feminists are con-
cerned, woman, as the exemplary embodiment of the repressed
‘Other’, is not a fixed essence so much as a device to invert
and hence destabilise the existing conceptual order (the Sym-
bolic Order which is patriarchal).

FRENCH FEMINISM AND INTERSECTIONS
BETWEEN MODERNISM AND POSTMODERNISM

The ‘éeriture feminine’ school may be located at the intersec-
tion of feminist frameworks which were cither refined (liberal,
Marxist, socialist) or emerged (radical) in the 1960s and 19705
and those termed postmodernist/poststructuralist which
became more prevalent (especially in the English speaking
world) during the 1980s and 1990s.2* As a result, this grouping
of French theorists provides a uscful way of broadly dem-
onstrating how postmodcernist/poststructuralist feminist
approaches might be initially distinguished from all the forms
of feminism so far outlined. For example, the stress on language
and meaning in the work of these French feminists is indicative
of postmodernist/poststructuralist clements in their analyses.
Many varictics of feminism prior to the development of
postmodernism/poststructuralism  recognised  the  significance
of language and have noted that it does not simply express but
also constructs meaning in a male dominated culture.?* (Think

* versus ‘bachelor’ in

of the different connotations of ‘spinster
this context!) However, French feminists focus on language-
mcaning in a manncr which is characteristic of the
postmodern/poststructuralist inclination to move away from
supposedly direct considerations of ‘the real world® (in the
sense of simple observation of the tangible matter of physical
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things and social structures—such as the organisation of
domestic labour) towards the study of how meaning is consti-
tuted in a culture (forms of representation). This emphasis on
meaning over matter? is not a rejection of the existence of
‘reality” but rather reflective of a postmodern/poststructuralist
perspective that ‘reality’ cannot be grasped in some direct way
free of social values.?* Since in this perspective ‘the real world’
(including the body) can only be known in the terms or
language of one’s culture—there is no value-free perspective—
it is not surprising that the school of ‘écriture feminine’ places
such importance on the project of deconstructing and subvert-
ing language.

On the other hand this kind of ‘French feminism’ may also
be pcrccivcd as retaining certain features in their approachos
which are rather like those found in earlier (modernist) femi-
nist frameworks To the cxtent that feminists associated with
the project of ‘écriture feminine’ draw on (Lacanian) psycho-
analysis they provide a perspective that in some respects is not
stralghtk)rward]y located as postmodern/poststructuralist. In
order to explain this point a very brief comparison of the
terms, ‘modern’ and ‘postmodern’ is necessary. This compar-
ison will be extended in chapter 7.

distinguishing aspect of what has been described
modernist thought is the impulse towards large-scale
explanatory claims. Socicety is typically said to be structured
by some underlying foundation and power, oppression and
hicrarchy within socicty may thus be understood by revealing
the nature of this causal inner truth. So-called modernist
thought is therefore characteristically inclined to depict socio-
political analysis as rather like a detective story: society is a
mystery which can be unravelled by methodical interpretation
of surface clues until its concealed truth is unmasked, a truth
(or essence) which will explain everything. Within liberalism
this theoretical core may be found in a conception of the nature
of human beings as rational (self-interested) competitive indi-
viduals, while in Marxism the basis of society is located in the
cconomic infrastructure. Such universalised accounts
attempt to provide an all-encompassing explanation for human
history and social relations. Postmodern/poststructuralist
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thinking, while drawing on modernism, supposedly comes after
and goes beyond this kind of theoretical enterprise, reacting to
it and dismantling its pretensions. (Such thinking is therefore
not inevitably or straightforwardly anti-modernist.)??

The French feminists’ somewhat ambivalent location in
relation to postmodern/poststructuralist theory is connected to
their investment in psychoanalysis, a mode of thought which
presents the constitution of the unconscious as a product of
the underlying order or structure of the Law of the Father. In
classical Freudian psychoanalysis (sexed) subjectivity created
within a masculine code is presumed to be a universal feature
of human culture, while the Law of the Father is situated as
the founding truth of that culture. Psychoanalysis in this sense
is a paradigmatically modernist mode of thought.?* While
Irigaray, for example, refutes the psychoanalytic view that male
dominance (the Law of the Father) is necessary to culture and
hence inevitable, she does accept its status as the inner core
of sociality thus far and the irreducible sexual difference it
presc ribes.? The universal explanatory claims and exclusion of
other forms of explanation that mark classical psychoanalysis
remain evident in the work of writers of the ‘écriture feminine’
school. The work of Freudian feminists more clearly indicates
a debt to modernist thinking, but both Lacanian and post-
Lacanian feminist writings also share certain features of that
mode of thought.

Customary conceptions of ‘modern’ and ‘postmodern’
thinking revolve around depicting the latter as oftering
challenge to the former—that is, (lcpicting some distinction
between the two which should inhibit, at least, their cocexist-
cnce within the same framework. The French feminists unsettle
such conceptions because they apparently employ aspects of
both. This suggests that p()stm()dern/p()ststructurahst theories
may well be more similar to and more reliant on modernist—
structuralist ideas, and/or that the latter always contained more
uncertaintics proclaimed to be the provinee of the former, than
polemical debates in feminism and clsewhere sometimes assert.
Nevertheless, comparison of modernism/structuralism and
postmodernism/poststructuralism does cnable some broad
clarification ot the ways in which they are usually distinguished.
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Such a comparison is useful when exploring the characteristics
of ditferent strands of psychoanalytic feminist thought (and, in
the following chapter, the characteristics of postmodern/
poststructuralist feminist perspectives).

FRENCH FEMINISM, CORPOREAL FEMINISM AND
THE BODY

Having brietly summarised the work of post-Lacanian feminists
and their positioning in relation to poststructuralism/
postmodernism, one off-shoot or interpretation of the work of
this grouping—particularly of Luce Irigaray’s writings—
requires specific mention. A loose collection of contemporary
thinkers employing ‘French’ feminist thought, with its
combination of psychoanalytic/Lacanian and poststructuralist/
Derridean influences, has been significant in developing femi-
nist theories of ‘the body” and the body’s significance in social
analysis.

This collection of thinkers—associated with Australian
philosophers Elizabeth Grosz and Moira Gatens, among
others*—proposes a corporeal feminism suggesting that
the body can be understood as the primary site of the
embodied and sexually differentiated social practices
which produce social life and, relatedly, as constituting the
form and lived experience of the (embodied/sexed)
self.*' In this setting the focus for long-standing feminist
discussions concerning the sexualised character of social hier-
archy shifts away from its stress on ‘externalised’
imposition—the oppression of women through socialisation in
sexual ‘roles” and sexual division in the workplace—typically
associated with liberal, Marxist/socialist and, to some extent,
radical teminisms. Corporeal feminists move towards a more
intimatc and physical (‘internalised’) politics conceived in
terms of the formation of our socially produced bodies—sclves.

Such writers are by no means alone in articulating an
interest in the body. The recent prominence of a focus on the
body across a range of contemporary teminist writings draws
upon a legacy of feminist arguments. They include arguments
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around biopolitical issues such as reproduction, sexuality and
sexed/bodily subjectivity mostly associated with radical femi-
nism. Additionally, feminists have offered critiques of
mainstrcam thought’s antagonism to the body (and its prefer-
ence for the supposed superiority of the mind). Such critiques
link this antagonism with patriarchal conceptions of women as
being closer to unthinking Nature/biology. However, current
interest in rethinking ideas of the body as simply static biology
separate from social intluences and questioning the presumed
centrality of the conscious or rational mind, has also derived
from two further reference points employed by contemporary
feminists. These reference points are tound in psychoanalysis
from Freud onwards, with its stress on the unconscious and
embodied character of social practices and subjectivity, and in
the work of poststructuralist, Michel Foucault, who empha-
sises the sociohistorical, rather than natural, construction of
b()dily selves.

Corporeal teminists make use of many of these threads in
developing a particular interpretation of French feminism. In
keeping with both radical feminism and the psychoanalytic
framework of the ‘écriture feminine’ school, corporeal femi-
nists assume that the formation of the body—self, of subjectivity,
occurs through the child’s internalisation of sexual differenti-
ation. In other words, the latter grouping accepts the
psychoanalytic dictum that there is no (social) self without
sexual difference: there is no sexually undifferentiated being in
social life. No disembodied asexual notion of mind or reason
can then be proposed as the foundation of human (singular,
species-based) nature and, importantly, any universalised or
singular human qualitics are questioned because there is
not just one form of body-self, but at least two.** This
insight regarding the diversity of bodily experience is taken as
informing any undcrstandmg of social life. Corporeal feminists
arguc, thcrd()rc, that an embodied social analysis cannot
assume universality or sameness among human beings. Hence,
liberal feminist concepts like the ‘cquality’ of men and women
and (desexualised) ‘individual’ rights come under scrutiny.*

Corporcal feminists also follow the psychoanalytic perspec-
tive of the ‘éeriture feminine’ school in their concern with
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feminine writing (writing from the position of the female body)
as a means of highlighting the significance of sexually specific
bodies—selves. However, insistence in psychoanalysis that para-
digmatic priority be given to social differentiation and hierarch
on the basis of sex—to ‘the constituting role of sexual differ-
ence’ in shaping the self and society—may be somewhat
moderated by the cautious use of Foucault within some corp-
oreal feminist work. The feminine writing of French feminists
strategically asserts the positive aspects of the feminine—the
marginalised ‘Other’—while giving no particular content to the
feminine. By comparison, Foucault’s approach challenges the
notion of specific sexual identities—no matter how indetermi-
nate their content—and hence questions their significance, let
alone priority, in the constitution of society (see chapter 7).%

The extent to which corporeal feminists employ Foucauld-
ian themes may indicate a version or reworking of ‘French
feminism’, since such themes are likely to unsettle the authority
of psychoanalysis as a theory which outlines the primary
significance of sexual difference. On the other hand, corporeal
feminists do not straightforwardly adopt Foucault’s post-
structuralist stance on precisely the grounds that he typically
discusses the body as a sexually undifferentiated category and
therefore does not sufficiently recognise the existence of at
least two kinds of bodies (that is, sexual difference). Grosz, in
this context, seems to recommend the employment of both
French feminist psychoanalytic thinking and Foucauldian
poststructuralism, giving neither primacy, while others remain
more firmly critical of Foucault.’¢

In addition, corporeal feminist writings appear to offer a
particular analysis of or even departure from French feminism
in their willingness to refer to the body’s physicality—to
its concrete, anatomical and physiological presence. This is in
contrast to other more textual or cultural interpreters of French
feminism who perceive the body in terms of how it is culturally
represented.’” The corporeal account asserts that taking embod-
iment seriously involves a recognition of (sex-specific) bodily
existence such that bodies cannot be simply reduced to a set of
social or cultural values devoid of physicality any more than
society can be reduced to biological imperativcs. Accordingly,
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in such an account no aspect of the body is outside of social
life and no line is drawn between biology and social practices
because they are seen as inextricably intertwined: body and
society are one.* In other words, there is some reference to
the ‘stuff’ of bodies, the matter of ‘the real world’ and not
only to symbolic or cultural meaning in the corporcal
approach.»

In this sense, ‘corporecal’ feminism expresses a renewed
interest in the problems associated with integrating the body
into social analysis—linked to both the long history of the
body’s marginalisation and scparation from the social in West-
ern thought, and the tendency to slip into biological
determinism when outlining embodied conceptions of the self
and society (evident in Freud’s original psychoanalytic frame-
work). The concern with matter and meaning in this corporeal
approach suggests a particular variation of the intersections
between modernist and  postmodernist thinking which have
alrcady been pointed out in relation to ‘French’ feminism.
Certainly both French and corporeal feminist writings challenge
simple notions of an opposition between modernist and
postmodernist thought and, in so doing, support the possibility
of cclectic choices in feminist thinking.
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More on the menu:
postmodernist/poststructuralist influences

Feminist writings influenced by postmodern/poststructuralist
thinking stress plurality rather than unity and, in particular,
reject conceptions of women as a homogeneous category. The
emphasis here is upon differences both within and between
subjects (not just sexual difference) and relatedly the diversity
of forms of power. Sexual hierarchy is not accorded any
straightforward priority. In contrast to much of feminist
thought, feminists who have taken up postmodernist/
poststructuralist themes disavow universalised and
normalising accounts of women as a group (such as, all
women are either the same as men or have a unique voice) on
the basis that a feminism framed by such accounts becomes
itself complicit in subordination. Terms like ‘universalising’ and
‘normalising’ are employed by postmodern/poststructuralist
feminists in particular to detect certain problems in feminist
and other theories. In this setting, universalism may be
described as an analytical procedure that can only assert simi-
laritics and refers to that which is ubiquitous, thereby
establishing what is ‘normal’ (appropriate, good, proper, natu-
ral).! Postmodern/poststructuralist feminists argue that
universalism marginalises what is scen as dissimilar, thus bring-
ing into play normalisation, which declares dissimilarity
abnormal and attaches a negative judgment to non-conformity.

Postmodern/poststructuralist feminists assert that uni-
versalising principles are not innocent. These are viewed as
intimately connected with domination and the subordination
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and censorship of that which does not conform. The obvious
cxample here is the notion of the universal human being in
traditional Western thought who is presented as neutral but is
actually founded in a male standard. Similarly, conceptions of
women as a homogencous group are regarded as actually install-
ing a hegemonic female subject which censors out the
historical, social and other forms of diversity both within and
between women. Because postmodern/poststructuralist femi-
nists are critical of universalising/normalising procedures, they
question any assumption of a shared singular identity among
women (an identity typically conceived as based in a uni-
versalised experience of oppression) and note the necessary
exclusion of that which does not fit within this. Thus
postmodern/poststructuralist feminists adopt a sceptical stance
towards the focus on women as a group, a focus which typically
characterises feminist frameworks.

In common with Lacanian feminist writers, they challenge
the privileging of man over woman, but not on the basis of any
particular characteristics deemed to distinguish all women
(idcntifying women as a group), such as a distinguishable female
L\pcrunu * There is nothing that is essential to the category
‘women’ in postmodern thought: it has no intrinsic qualitics
(no given content) that can be the subject of feminism,
P()stmo(lcrn/p()ststructuralist feminists concentrate upon
destabilising the manitold operations of power, rather than
mobilising political struggle around identitics like women, gay
or black. These feminists are ambivalent about any search for
and celebration of a (positive) distinguishable group iden-
titv(ics).

While some varicties of feminism described in previous
chapters—such as Marxist/socialist and Lacanian feminist
approaches—also challenge universalised analyses of women as
a group in certain ways, they either generally retain uni-
versalised elements in their perception of a unitary political
agenda which downplays particularity and difference (Marxist/
socialist feminisms), or thcy cmploy, to a greater or lesser
degree, a universalised psychoanalytic model of sexual differ-
entiation and cttectively concentrate upon sexual difference
which is taken to ‘stand in’ for multiple differences (Lacanian
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feminists). There are a number of themes and individual writers
that cross over several approaches revealing, as I noted in
chapter 6, intersections between universalising modernist ele-
ments and postmodern concerns regarding differences.
Nonetheless, feminists influenced by postmodernism/
poststructuralism are rather more likely than their Marx-
ist/socialist or even Lacanian counterparts (who draw on
postmodern themes), to describe the operations of power in
terms of particularity and multiplicity.

This antagonism to a singular conception of the operations
of power and stress on differences is also a feature of feminist
work focusing on race/cthnicity. However, such work is gener-
ally more inclined to attend to several, specific differences both
within and between human beings (for instance, sex, class and
race/ethnicity), rather than dealing with multiple differences or
difference ‘per se’ which is characteristic of postmodern/
poststructuralist feminist writings. In recent times, some fem-
inists analysing race/ethnicity have employed elements of
postmodern/poststructuralist feminist thought® but, in broad
terms, the latter grouping is associated with a more fluid
account of differences. Indeed, by comparison with all other
existing feminist frameworks, postmodern/poststructuralist
feminist writers (especially those associated with ‘queer the-
ory’) may be viewed as being less tied or committed to
established categories describing power relations and identities.

In this sense they may be said to offer the greatest challenge
to feminism given the carlier account of feminists” concern
with the subject of ‘woman’, a concern which places centre
stage women as a category or group identified by sex differen-
tiation. Postmodern/poststructuralist feminists question the
notion of a given content for categories describing power and
identities and the number of categories that are employed in
feminist approaches, as do respectively Lacanian feminists and
feminists dealing with race/cthnicity. But they do more than
this. They challenge the fixity and hence the very status
of established categories like sex, class and race/ethnic-
ity. This places in doubt any straightforward assumption
regarding the priority of such categories over other differences
in social ana]ysis, let alone the priority of one category (such
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as sex) over others. The subject of women as a category or
group appears a more and more s]ippcry proposition.

Too relentless a focus on multiplicity/heterogeneity? may
seem to imply the abandonment of a feminist framework or at
least of what has been regarded as characterising feminism thus
far> However, feminists concerned with postmodernism/
poststructuralism can be regarded as suggesting further possi-
bilities. These might include a contingent feminism which does
not presume, but a(tlvcl\ rccogmscs, partlcular arcas of umtv
in diversity’ or solldarm between women and which offers the
oxymoron of a broadly inclusive ‘community’/politics precisely
constituted out of (llHercn(c.s," and/or a ‘modest’ feminism
which stresses the partial character of its ficld of endeavour
and the analvtical and political limits of the notion of women
as a group.’

FEMINISM AND POSTMODERNISM

The first difficulty to be encountered in a more detailed
examination of postmodern/poststructuralist feminist frame-
works is that postmodernism and poststructuralism are often
interchangeably employed terms. Both signal a “crisis of cultural
authority” located primarily in the Western world.® More ‘spe-
uh(all\ they are usually linked to the failure of radical
movements and radical theories in France to produce revolu-
tionary changes in the 1960s. These terms thus suggest a
rejection of both mainstream and established radical thoughr,
a sense of (lhappmntmcnt pummlsm and distaste for (crtamt\
While *postmodernism’ appears to have first been used by a
British historian in relation to the despondency of the post
Second World War era,” it is now connected—along with
poststructuralism—uwith a rather indeterminate collection of
thinkers who cither write in French “or who are French, for
example Jean-Frangois Lyotard, Jacques Derrida and Michel
Foucault. However, opinions vary as to who should be
included and who excluded.

Postmodernism in particular is a portmantcau term cover-
ing a diverse field. Indeed there is no unified central
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position (essential meaning) that can be straightforwardly
designated as postmodern.!! Rather, postmodernism can refer
to an historical period, cultural climate, aesthetic, or theoretical
or philosophical tendency. Tt can also refer to a number of
different approaches (sometimes contlicting) just within the
realm of theory, such as in different academic disciplines.'
Such plurality is hardly surprising for, in so far as some shared
definitional conception is able to be mobilised, postmodernism
is identified with a rejection of the notion of foundational
truth or essence in favour of a recognition that meaning/truth
is not cternal or impartial but constructed, through exclu-
sion and repression. Postmodernism appears difficult to pin
down precisely because postmodernists are inclined to
challenge the explanatory claims of approaches which employ
the concept of a singular, unified meaning or cause. For
instance, it challenges approaches, such as Marxism, which
proposce an account of socicty as structured by a dcrcrminin‘q
principle. Ironically, any unity or common ground that can be
identified in relation to the term, postmodernism, lies precisely
in this antagonism to singular structural (underlying) explana-
tion and the attraction to considering multiple determinants,
to diversity, plurality and indeterminacy.

Relatedly, postmodernists assert a distaste for the hubris
they associate with approaches concerned with ‘depth’; a dis-
taste for approaches which argue that cverything mayv be
understood as (simply) a representation of an inner truth
waiting to be revealed. Postmodernists have a corresponding
interest in ‘surface’ or appearances, which are deemed
worthy of analysis in themselves. This can translate into a
concern with popular rather than high-brow culture.
Postmodernist perspectives therefore offer a critical gave at
modernism, which is conceived as a mode of thought (or
sometimes an cra—that is, ‘modernity’) characterised by
universalising and totalising (all-encompassing/authori-
tarian) pretensions. Modernism is linked with certainty and
arrogance signalled by its inclination to search for a foundation
to all phenomena (knowledge, society, history, biology, nature,
ot cotera).'s
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Postmodern feminists are inclined to connect modernist
thinking with a particular conception of masculinity and hence
draw attention to the male bias of (supposedly neutral) claims
of universal truth. Claims to know the truth, they argue, are
not ncutral but sexually specific and linked to power. While
this broad perception is well established in other feminist
traditions, the postmodern critical deconstruction of all foun-
dational thought—of analyses seeking underlying explanations
or causes for macro phenomena—involves an innovation which
presents a challenge to other feminist traditions.'* Indeed, the
postmodern critique of the universalised and totalising (all-
embracing) claims characteristic of foundational thought raises
questions about the project of feminism per se. After all, fem-
inism’s rejection of misogyny/sexual hierarchy and of women’s
marginality in mainstrcam Western thought, as well as the
alternative politics this rejection generates (see chapter 4),
typically involve an cxplanatory schema concerning male priv-
ilege which is supposed to be applicable on a broad scale.'s

Feminists influenced by postmodern thinking propose that
universalist assumptions must be unravelled within feminist
thought as much as elsewhere. They therefore raise the issue
of possible authoritarian clements within feminist thought itself
to the cxtent that feminism may employ an overly unified,
overly all-encompassing account of power and the category,
women (a major focus of its agenda for change). Overly unified
conceptions of power and the subjects of power within femi-
nism are regarded as being dangerously authoritarian because
they repress/exclude the possibility that oppression is not the
same for all women, that women are not all the same. Accord-
ingly, postmodern feminists assert that universalist assumptions
could ironically produce in feminism a repetition of the very
procedures of oppression feminism hopes to undermine. Their
concern here is that making assumptions about Women as a
group (regarding them as all the same) simply replaces the sin-
gular authority of Western ‘Man’ as the universal standard in
traditional thought with another (feminine) controlling norm,
against which some women are bound to be marginalised. This
critical perspective within postmodern feminism does not
necessarily amount to endorsing the abandonment of any
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explanatory claims, any form of gencral thinking, or any con-
ception of collectivity in feminism, but certainly postmodern
writings argue for unpacking the collection of ideas which
characterises feminism in order to carefully scrutinise, render
explicit and reconstruct the elements of that collection. '

A scecond feature of postmodernist frameworks arises in
relation to their critique of modernist conceptions of human
nature and the sclf. Modernism is regarded as being associated
with a humanist perspective drawn from Enlightenment
thought,'” in which an original, specifically human nature is
conceived as founded in reason. Relatedly, the self is under-
stood to be a unified coherent identity or autonomous unit
organised around this reasoning core. These concepts of human
naturc and the unified subject are universalised and become
abstract, pre-given principles whatever the historical or cultural
context. Postmodern thinkers question the idea of a central
explanatory foundation or coherent core to human sociality, a
notion which is perceived to be critical to the project of
modernity, and instead focus on the constructed fragility of
subjectivity, that is, its internal fragmcntation as well as its
diverse forms (non-universality). ' This rejection of a rationalist
account of human nature and consequent attention to the
instability of subjectivity suggests some overlap between at least
certain forms of psychoanalysis and postmodernism, but
postmodernism’s critique of universalism and singular causality
is inclined to resist the macro explanatory model employed in
psychoanalysis.

In keeping with its scepticism about there being a founda-
tion to human sociality, postmodern feminism perceives the
modernist account of the unified (rational) subject, which
supposu“y is what distinguishes a universal ‘human’ nature, as
being, ‘in practice modern European and male’."” Such a
modernist approach is theretore regarded as being crucially
complicit in the representation of other groups of people as
lesser human beings and thus postmodern feminists link this
with the exercise of a sexual hierarchy. The links between the
operations of power and the putative ncutrality of modernist
humanism are taken to exemplify the authoritarian cffects
of universalist thinking. On this basis postmodern feminism
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rccommends exposing problems within thumanistic discourses
that presume an underlying commonality between all people’
or groups of people, such as women. This strategy amounts
to a concern to destabilise, undcrmmc or even perhaps dissolve
the concept of identity, given its connections with the unitary
human nature, or self promulgated by modernist humanism.

Not surprisingly, postmodern teminists regard the employ-
ment of identity politics within feminism (or other
frameworks) with some disfavour. Identity politics ‘invokes a
sense of belonging . . . to an oppressed group’ in some deeply
embedded and c()mplctc way and may be said to locate cate-
gories (such as woman, blad\ |tshlan) as the essence (the
truth) of one’s being.’! Postmodern feminists perceive the
employment of group identities in mobilising political solidarity
as a dangerous excercise because, they argue, rather than
bringing to light and cclebrating some underlyving authentic
(unltar\/h\vd) selt ruprcsw(l l)\ power, it involves the reitera-
tion of identities which are themselves produced by the
operations of power and are therefore not self-evidently
cmancipatory. In this context, postmmlcrn feminists insist that
resistance to male privilege does not involve taking as given
what has been supposedly associated with women and thus they
refuse to sanctify a persecuted feminine identity supposc(ll\
shared by all women.

Because of their concern to destabilise unitary conceptions
of identity/self and their related scepticism regarding the
emancipatory potential of such conceptions, some postmodern
feminists urge the abandonment of any notion of identity,
including sexual/gender identity.*? But other postmodern fem-
inists are more ambivalent. The latter assert that the use of a
universalised or group identity in relation to women, or other
categories, is \'lruteqicull\' necessary in that it is not p()ssib]c to
undertake resistance to power from some theoretically pure
position outside of the current conditions of power mdudmg
the organisation of categorices around sexual |(]cntlt_\. However,
the use of the category, woman, is still undertaken with reluc-
tance and with a vigilant espousal of the problems associated
with such usage.”!

Such debates around the question of identity are not
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necessarily indicative of insurmountable tensions within
postmodern feminist analysis. Rather, Spivak argues that
postmodern feminists may not always adopt a position of
‘theoretical purity’ in the sense of perceiving postmodern
insights (such as its critique of universalism) as absolutes.
Moreover, postmodernism itself can be seen not as a thorough-
going repudiation of modernism and its humanist inclinations,
so much as a means to question it.”?

FEMINISM AND POSTSTRUCTURALISM

Poststructuralism is very commonly used simply as an alterna-
tive term to postmodernism. However the former can be linked
with a somewhat more specific intellectual field than the latter.
Poststructuralism announces a debt to structuralism—which
is an approach with a relatively definite meaning. This lincage
may suggest that poststructuralism shares broad features with
postmodernism, but it is not equivalent to it. Accordingly,
poststructuralism might be understood either as an approach
which is distinguishable trom postmodernism and hence having
a separate status, or as a subset of postmodernism, in which
case postmodernism may become the ‘proper name’ for a loose
constellation of thinkers critical of the explanatory claims
associated with modernism.> Whatever position is taken, it is
worth noting that poststructuralism is a term which—along
with ‘French’ feminism—was not developed by those writers
in the French speaking world to whom it is usuall\ attached
but rather was ‘made in America’.2* The invention ()f the label,
poststructuralism, at a cultural remove (its expropriation?)?
may well have O\v’crly encouraged misleading conceptions of it
as a coherent intellectual phenomenon. Certainly any such
conceptions sit uncasily alongside variable usages of the term
and that term’s uncertain link with the similarly nebulous label,
postmodernism.

In spite of these caveats, to the extent that poststructural-
ism describes a point of departure from structuralism, it can
be viewed as bearing some broadly distinguishing features. The
term, poststructuralism, suggests that the usctulness of the
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structuralist project—particularly associated with the work of
Ferdinand de Saussure—is to some extent assumed, but also
indicates a critical response to structuralism. In this context,
certain features of structuralism require explanation. Saussure,
a Swiss linguist, proposed that there is a formal foundation, or
underlying fixed structure, to language. The broad prin-
ciple of uncarthing the fundamental structure of a designated
theoretical problem came to be described as ‘structuralism’.
However, the term encompasses the work of those who have
employed somewhat more specific elements of Saussure’s
‘structural linguistics’. In the latter instance, ‘structuralism’
indicates the application of Saussure’s formulations concerning
the structure of language to understanding systems of meaning
more generally.

In Saussure’s thinking, language is not simply a vehicle for
expressing meaning. Rather, he argues, our understanding of
the world is context and culture specific and hence linguistically
organised. Mcaning is formulated within language and is not
somchow to be found outside the ways in which discourse
operates.  Furthermore, meaning (how we comprehend  the
world) is subject to the underlying structure of language: it
arises through a system of relationships between terms. For
Saussure, concepts do not predate language or exist in splendid
isolation as individual autonomous entities but are a product
of relationships—oppositions—wwithin language. For example,
‘white’ is not an immutable idea or thing which stands alone.
Instead, it gains its particular significance from our under-
standing of what is not-white. *‘White” has meaning because it
is enmeshed in a web of other concepts from which it is
difterentiated. In summary, Saussurcan structural linguistics
presumes that systemic difference (differentiation/opposi-
tion), the underlying structure of language, is the
precondition for meaning. Saussure cnvisaged that this
insight might be applicd more broadly to the analysis of any
number of cultural communicative systems, 2

His approach has been very influential in the development
of structuralist and poststructuralist thought. Theorists from
both schools have taken up Saussure’s suggestions regarding the
broader use of his protocols beyond a strict focus on the rules
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of language, and both have tended to connect the constitution
of meaning through difference with power—that is,
meaning/truth is viewed as being constituted by exclusion and
repression. In this setting, differentiation is not a neutral
mechanism enabling meaning through the play of alternative
choices but involves the performance of power. The mean-
ing/truth of the term, ‘Man’, therefore arises out of an
historically and culturally specific positioning in opposition to
the subordinated term, ‘Woman’. However, poststructuralist
thinkers begin to part company with Saussure (and structural-
ism) in relation to his view that there is a fixed underlying
structure ordering meaning.

Poststructuralists are, at minimum, inclined to destabilise
this perception of a static structure and place more emphasis
on the contextual fluidity and ongoing production of meaning,
whether referring to language, communicative systems or other
aspects of cultural and social life. This is to say that
poststructuralists usually perceive meaning (conceptions of
truth, the forms of power relations) as being neither entirely
arbitrary—since particular meanings are socially legitimated
while others are marginalised—nor absolute or cternal. Mean-
ing is not random but also not fixed since it is constantly being
produced within particular contexts. Poststructuralists tend
to stress the shifting, fragmented complexity of meaning
(and relatedly of power), rather than a notion of its
centralised order.

The impact of both Saussure’s views and this
poststructuralist emphasis on fragmentation and decentring
may be seen in the work of Jacques Lacan. Lacan argues that
the constitution of the self may be understood in linguistic
terms. If meaning, understanding, conceptualisation—that is,
thought itself—is not pregiven, but a product of linguistic
differentiation, it is but a short step to argue that the self is
not an inherent phenomenon and that it is formed by the
oppositional organisation of language. In keeping with
Saussure’s view that meaning arises not in relation to singular
words or concepts but through a system of differentiation, the
subject (the ‘I’) is not a singular autonomous individual but is
constituted through the process by which the child acquires

91



WHAT'S ON THE MENU?

language, where ‘I’ only becomes meaningful in relation to loss
or lack (that which is not-I). In Lacan’s psychoanalytic frame-
work this amounts to the loss and repression of the initial
symbiotic relationship with the Mother. On the one hand, the
subject is an ‘I’ which is organised by its relation to an ‘Other’
(not=1) and ‘I’ comes into being out of the child’s separation
from the Mother (out of the loss of the undifferentiated
mother—child bond). It is that which is not-Mother. On the
other hand, the subject, ‘I, is formed out of a split between
the unconscious (produced by the repression of the lost
‘Other’/Mother) and consciousness. The self is never one
coherent unity.?

Moreover, in drawing attention to the interaction between
the system of language and the self, Lacan destabilises
Saussure’s notion of language as being a fixed structure which
can be analysed in objective terms, that is, in terms which
suggest a neutral order which is separable from the positioning
of subjects.” Lacan’s reworking of Saussurean structuralism is
evident here. Meaning produced through a system of linguistic
differentiation (through difference, in particular sexual differ-
ence) cannot be disconnected from power, as is manifest in the
formation of selves shaped by the social and sexual hierarchy,.
In other words, meaning/language is never neutral—
including the meaning given to identity/the self—rather it is
socially contextualised and constructed. The influence of
Lacan’s work in feminist thought has been noted in chapter 6.

Themes like the shifting, fragmented, highly contextualised
and constructed complexity of meaning, power and the selt—as
against universalised conceptions of centralised order—are all
evident in the work of Michel Foucault, who is perhaps most
commonly viewed as exemplifying poststructuralist thinking.
Foucault, partly in reaction to the influence of Marxism’s focus
on (economic) ‘materiality’, insists on Saussure’s recognition
of the importance of meaning.*' Foucault takes up Saussure’s
interest in systems of meaning and, as Saussure intended,
applies the latter’s notion of the constitution of meaning/truth
through difference (exclusion) within language more broadly to
groups of signs (discourses/knowledges).»? In this way Foucault
is less oriented than many poststructuralist writers towards
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language and texts in the strict sense and more concerned with
how meaning/truth comes into play within social life generally.**

Foucault’s work places the concept of absolute Truth in
doubt and he argues that the scarch to reveal an underlying
core meaning or cause—common to modernist (foundational)
thought—is reliant upon the retusal and repression of other
possibilities. In other words, insistence on only one meaning,
on the Truth, is a strategy which enforces dominance and fixity.
By contrast, Foucault asserts the plurality (though it is not
unlimited) and constructed character of meaning in which
truth is a performative exercise established by its links with
power. For example, madness is not an absolute which exists
and has always existed, unrelated to its social context, but is a
concept constructed by the historical development of psychi-
atric knowledges which reveal its truth and hence place it
preciscly as a natural unchanging category.

It can be scen from this instance that Foucault challenges
the usual association of knowledge with the unveiling of igno-
rance and the capacity to regulate, delimit or overthrow power.
Knowledge is characteristically presented as occupying a posi-
tion scparate from or outside of power enabling the ‘Truth of
power (its organising principle or cause) to be revealed. How-
ever, Foucault suggests that the investment of knowledges in
power is such that the operations of power produce notions of
the truth, whether these truths be madness, power as a mono-
lithic unity, or sexual identity. This viewpoint also indicates the
extent of Foucault’s departure from what he sees as the charac-
teristic difficulties of modernist accounts of power. Instead of
regarding power as a property of someone’s will, as organised
by a unified determining principle, or as a thing which it is
possible to escape from or overthrow (and which is associated
only with top-down negative repression), his writings present
a somewhat different picture.’s Power is not something that
one ‘has’, neither is it lodged in any privileged group of people
or locations. Rather it ‘is exercised’ in actions,’* and
is ‘immanent in all social relationships’.’” Power is not
organised around a singular principle (for cxample, an
underlying cause of economic or sexual division) but is
multiple.
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Moreover, the mechanics of power have a capillary form
that permeates in all directions and which, in particular, may
be seen in the constitution of subjects:™ ‘[power] seeps into the
very grain of individuals, reaches right into their bodies, per-
mcates their gestures, their posture, what they say, how they
fearn to live and work with other people’.’ Power is therefore,
according to Foucault, productive and not merely coercive. For
example, it constructs subjectivities or identities, conceived not
simply as conceptual but as embodied entities. Not surprisingly,
Foucault does not consider that there is some authentic essen-
tial self which lics outside of power, waiting to be emancipated
by the lifting of power’s thrall.* Indced resistance to power is
conceived as ‘an clement of the functioning of power’, even
though it contributes to its ‘perpetual disorder’.*

Foucault’s stress on the constructed nature of embodiced
subjects as products of power, and his placement of resistance
as internal to power, are important in explaining why some
feminists have made use of Foucault’s work and why other
feminists have found some problems with it. Many feminists
have found much of use in his concern to move beyond the
study of meaning in the operation of texts into explicit analysis
of social relations and in his questions regarding the connec-
tions between legitimated knowledges, notions of absolute
Truth, and the exclusionary effects of power. Furthermore, his
approach locates the body as an increasingly significant site for
the operations of power and thus recognises that power is a
feature of every aspect of social lite, not simply of locations
such as the state (government) or the military. There are
considerable overlaps here with feminist approaches and strug-
gles. However, while Foucault does not deny the systematic
privileging of men over women, he also does not perceive that
privileging as grounded in some essential sexual identity belong-
ing to women. For many feminists a concern to see¢ women in
terms of social construction rather than cternal essence is
hardly an issue, but Foucault goes turther than this.

Feminists characteristically assert that all forms of meaning,
all varicties of social construction, including the ways in which
the body might be shaped and interpreted, are scxua”y speci-
fied and are not sex-ncutral, By contrast, Foucault regards
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sexual/gender identity as ‘no more than a subject position
within a discourse’? and does not explore the operations
of power in relation to sexual specificity, let alone the
sexual particularity of bodily selves.# At the same time he
habitually portrays and refers to men, presenting a masculine
position in relation to power as if it were universal. Such a
conjunction seems surreptitiously to maintain masculine
authority under the traditional modernist guise of a universalis-
ing sexual neutrality. This is a standard criticism of Foucault’s
work cven among those feminists who are sympathetic to his
approach.* )

Additionally, Foucault rejects the ‘very idea of a stable,
centred identity as a repressive fiction’™ and construes resis-
tance to power as resistance to (or even liberation
from) identity. He thus disallows those feminist claims which
involve some appeal to or celebration of a common identity,
interests or experience shared by women as reiterating author-
itarian procedures. This radical rejection of identity has also
been associated with some elements in the work of ‘French’
feminists such as Julia Kristeva, but they have offered a
positive valuation of feminine identity insofar as it is associated
with a subversive decentring of the power of the masculine
norm. Unlike Foucault, French feminists do not straightfor-
wardly and wholcheartedly discard the idea of (sex
differentiated, or embodied sexual) identity. Many other femi-
nists, including some postmodern/poststructuralist feminists
(as noted carlier in this chapter), are similarly inclined to
regard Foucault’s call to abandon (sexual) identity as premature
in a context in which the feminine is marginalised as a matter
of course, in which women are virtually unable to be repre-
sented ‘except in relation to a masculine norm’.* Such
feminists remain concerned that if the already marginalised
feminine is not voiced as a form of resistance, its disappearance
may not spell destabilisation of masculine authority so much
as its reiteration. They suggest that unless we explicitly refer
to the category, women, the prevailing focus on men remains
uninterrupted.’” Nevertheless some Foucauldian feminists
have revelled in what may be regarded as the postmodern
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optimism of a perspective which regards the sexual self, indeed
all that the self is, as ‘a series of performances’.

Judith Butler is an cxample of a feminist writer who is
inclined to view Foucault’s emphasis on plurality as presenting
possibilitics rather than as a problem.* Butler recommends, in
common with Foucault, a disaggregation of sexual categories
and their heterosexist binary organisation on the basis that the
sexed body cannot be located outside of discursive frameworks:
the body’s sexuality and the direction of its desires are con-
structions within these frameworks.’ For Butler, ‘there is no
gender identity behind the expressions of gender; that identity
is performatively constituted by the very “expressions” that are
said to be its results”.>! Thus, by contrast with those feminists
influenced by Foucauldian p()ststructurahsm who caution
against (hscar(lmg assertions of the feminine as premature,
Butler asserts that it is premature to insist ‘on a stable subject
of feminism, understood as a scamless category of women’
since this insistence ‘inevitably generates multiple refusals to
accept the catcg()ry’.;2

POSTMODERNISM/POSTSTRUCTURALISM AND
‘QUEER THEORY’

Butler’s point regarding refusals of the scamless category of
women appears very relevant when considering a particular
form of contemporary theorising about sexuality—that s,
queer theory. Butler, along with other feminist writers such
as Sedgwick and de Lauretis’* cmploy a postmodern/
poststructuralist and specifically Foucauldian approach to reject
any notion of a centred stable identity which is somchow
inherent. Such writers reject any notion of an ‘essence’ which
is fixed cither innately or in a socially embedded way. They
assert an antagonism to (biological or social) essentialism and
a corresponding radical social constructivism in relation to
sexuality/sexual identity which is associated with the term,
‘queer theory’. Instead of assuming that one’s (sexual) identity
is singular and fixed, this grouping of feminists perceive l(lcntltv
as morce incoherent and malleable, as constructed. Their

96



POSTMODERNIST/POSTSTRUCTURALIST INFLUENCES

approach involves a preference for considering (sexual) identity
in terms of plurality or disaggregation, in terms of identities
and differences. In keeping with Foucault’s perspective, they
resist presumptions regarding an underlying commonality be-
tween all people (human nature) or groups of people (gay,
black, women), and hence urge the abandonment of concep-
tions or categories of identity in favour of an emphasis on the
constructedness of the self/identity. This emphasis recognises
the constitution of the self by power relations but because, in
Foucault’s thinking, power itself is multiple and not only cocr-
cive, the constructedness that is envisaged is fluid rather than
fatalistic. As Foucault puts it, ‘[s]exuality is something we
ourselves create . . . We have to understand that with our
desires, through our desires, go new forms of relationships,
new forms of love, new forms of creation’.’*

Such a perspective involves dissent from both the dominant
organisation of sexual identity (associated with the privileging
of masculine heterosexual\ty) and supposedly alternative or
dissident positions identified with most feminist, gay and les-
bian analyses (which are inclined to value marginalised sexual
identities in positive terms). Feminists developing a ‘queer
theory’ perspective challenge both dominant and most
dissident accounts of identity by asserting that sexual
identity cannot be viewed as fixed, cither in the sense of
the self or in relational/hierarchical terms which establish set
binary oppositions. Fixity is generally assumed in conceptions
of the sexed self (like masculine—male/feminine~female) and
in notions of sexual desire (like heterosexual/homosexual) how-
cver these sexual identities might be valued.

The constructivism described by the term ‘queer theory’
is particularly thorough-going. It questions both essentialist
frameworks and social constructionist frameworks which can
lapse into essentialism in gay and lesbian/feminist analyses as
much as elsewhere. The work of writers like Butler, for ¢xam-
ple, is clearly at odds with essentialist accounts of (homo)sexual
i(lcntity, whether these accounts assert narrow or cven
expanded, pluralistic versions of that core identity. It is at odds
therefore with some essentialist accounts in gay politics which
paradoxically employ the label ‘queer’. In this context ‘queer’

97



WHAT'S ON THE MENU?

as a stand-alone label may be somewhat distinguished from,
though it overlaps with, ‘queer theory’. The former can simply
suggest dissent from the dominant organisation of
sex/sexuality combined with an assertion that homo-
sexuality is not of mere specialist interest but critical to any
discussion of the social. Relatedly, ‘queer’ proposes a critical
stance towards present and past understandings of homosexu-
ality.ss It indicates that the current conjunction of
terminologies, ‘lesbian and gay’, is insufficient, somechow
restrictive or perhaps overly concerned with safe respectability,
since at the very least the conjunction takes (distinctions
between) sexual categories as given and conveniently ignores
the threat to heterosexuality’s borders raised by the possibilities
of bisexuality and trans-sexuality. Thus, although in its broad-
est usage ‘queer’ is used to undermine narrow or
exclusive conceptions of homosexuality, this attention to
l)lurality and to some (ransgrcssi(m of sexual ('atcg()rics does
not necessarily imply a concern to destabilise or threaten the
dissolution of the notion of (homo)sexual identity. Indeed,
sometimes ‘queer’ s precisely involved in shoring up that
identity.

‘Queer’ is, for cxample, linked with radical ‘anti-
assimilationist’ clements within gay politics in the West.
‘Anti-assimilationist’ activists promote celebration of eclectic
sexed identities and desires, a celebration which does not seck
the approval of the mainstrcam. *Qucer’
by some gay militants, such as thosc in organisations such as
Queer Nation, who support ‘outing’ on the basis of their beliefs
rcgarding the monolithic unity of homosexual i(k‘ntity.s“ While
such militants embrace the stand-alone word ‘queer’ and its
associations with flamboyant confrontation, the essentialist
analysis they employ stands in sharp contrast to feminist and
other approaches connected with ‘queer theory’.

The rejection of essentialism characteristic of ‘queer the-

in this setting is used

ory’ is however also applicd to some social constructionist
frameworks on the grounds that these analyses are unwilling to
discard certain essentialist clements. In this light many les-
bian/feminist approaches (particularly those connected with
radical feminism) are described as acknowledging the social
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rather than innate character of heterosexuality and the mallea-
bility of sexual desire, but are criticised for retaining essentialist
clements—tfor instance, depicting the category, lesbian, as an
inherent identity which lies outside of power and resists it.>?
The tlmr()ugh-going social constructivism of ‘queer theory’,
with its stress on the fluidity of sexuality and sexual identitics,
also enables a critique of both longstanding and recent debates
within feminist/lesbian approaches concerning the appropriate
political and cultural allegiance of lesbians (to the Gay or
Women's movements) and the appropriate form of lesbian
sexuality (conceived as including sadomasochistic practices or
not).> These debates are argued to be reliant on a normalising
and universalised (stable) conception of lesbian (sexual) identity
and its relation to masculinity, which cannot be upheld. Queer
thcory thus problematises not only sexual identity but its
relationship to other categories and their possible political
agendas, suggesting that there are no pregiven  allegiances,
priorities or political projects. Such a perspective allows that
those marked by multiple marginalised categories, such as
Chicana lesbians, demonstrate the impossibility of maintaining
the distinct integrity of the categories or of privileging one
(such as lesbian) over the others on the grounds that it is
inherently more fundamental s

The work of writers such as Butler challenges any stable
sexual identity or idea about sexuality, let alone any belief in
that identity as the foundation of a sexual politics. Rather than
pereeiving an unalterable intelligibility within the self and
desire, there is a recognition of elasticity. Consequently, instead
of an unproblematised emphasis on ‘coming out’—as bringing
to light and celebrating some underlying authentic (sexed) self
repressed by power—queer theory crosses boundaries by
declaring that sex between lesbians and gay men is ‘gay sex’
and discusses the concept of ‘male lesbians’.# It appears that
the notion of a situated sexuality and/or sexual identity has
been all but swept away.*t This prohfc ating fluidity is precisely
what is questioned by some feminists, including th().sc sympa-
thetic to the agenda of destabilising identity.*

Feminist criticisms of Foucault’s work are reiterated here

doubts about the seeming sexual neutrality of proposals
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within ‘queer theory’ espousing the elasticity of sexual identi-
ties. In this context, some feminists question the extent to
which sexual identities may be seen as equally open and subject
to negotiation, given the differential positioning attached to
femininity within the prevailing sexual hierarchy and the sexual
particularity of bodies. Such criticisms evidence an inclination
to particularise and limit the clasticity promoted in ‘queer
theory’, to keep in mind the tenacity and longevity of hierar-
chical social organisation which reduces flexibility in differential
ways depending upon social positioning. They also indicate a
reluctance to dispense with a politics strategically linked—at
least in the present social context—to (sexual) identity. The
tensions between fluidity and on-going reference to categories
(as socially embedded or fixed and as resistant to change)
continue in the work of feminists attending to questions of
race/ethnicity.
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Reassessments and potentialities: feminists
concerned with race/ethnicity

While contemporary Western feminist writings influenced by
postmodern/poststructuralist thinking and those concerned
with race and/or ethnicity are by no means self-cvidently
similar, they both attend to differences and resist homogenising
accounts of women as a unified category. In particular, they
critique universalising assumptions which perceive the condi-
tion of all women as being essentially the same and refuse to
suppress differences between women. And since the
category, women, identifies a group on the basis of sex differ-
entiation, destabilising this category also unsettles the
unproblematic authority of laying stress on sexual dif-
ference (on differences between men and women)!!
Postmodern/poststructuralist feminists and those dealing with
race/cthnicity recognise that there are diverse forms of power
and identity: they share antagonism to a singular conception of
the operations of power and homogenised notions of women
as a group. However, their point of connection is simulta-
ncously marked by some divergence. While, as noted in (‘haptcr
7, some writers cross over these two ‘types’ of feminist
approaches, a distinction can be broadly outlined which is
uscful in initially clarifying certain characteristics of feminist
work dealing with race/ethnicity before moving to a more
detailed examination.

Postmodern/poststructuralist feminist writers deconstruct
universalising procedures in modes of thought by indicating
that these procedures are not neutral but connected with

10t



WHAT'S ON THE MENU?

dominance, in that a specific norm becomes the standard for
all and that which does not conform to the norm is subordi-
nated. On this basis they not only reject universalising
procedures in mainstream thought, but also in ‘dissident’ forms
of thinking (such as feminism), which typically employ
normalising categories describing forms of power (such as sex,
[heterofsexuality, race), and associated subordinate identities
(women, gay, black). Postmodern/poststructuralist feminists
usually exemplify the implicit bias of universalising procedures
in mainstream thought by noting that they are founded in a
masculine standard which involves the subordination and/or
censorship of the feminine. They point out the bias of
normalising categories in dissident forms of thinking by gen-
erally referring to the ways in which sexuality or race/ethnicity
are suppressed within the conception of women as a group.
The point here is that in postmodern/poststructuralist
feminist writings the focus is on challenging the neu-
trality of universal principles. Attention to any particular
category or marginalised group is situated as an instance of this
broader deconstructive focus and, in any case, such categories
or groups are themsclves deemed sites for deconstruction. In
practice postmodcrn/poststructuralist feminists give signiﬁcant
attention to the consideration of women as an cxcmplary
instance, even as they destabilise the category, and some pay
more limited attention to issues of race/ethnicity.

By contrast, although those contemporary Western femi-
nists specialising in questions about race/ethnicity reject
universalising procedures as being associated with domination
and ignoring differences, they are much less inclined (than their
p()stm()dcrn/poststructuralist countcrparts) to intcrprct power
as a fluid plurality or to describe a proliferation of differences.
They are hence less inclined to subsume attention to a partic-
ular category, such as race/ethnicity, within a larger
deconstructive agenda. Their work generally involves a compar-
atively strong tendency to articulate the intransigence of the
operations of power and identities, and to situate certain
specific differences both within and between people, rather
than stressing the clastic character of such differences. Femi-
nists dealing with race/cthnicity typically interpret diversity in
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relation to power and identity in a more circumspect way than
teminists closely identified with postmodernism/poststructural-
ism. While the former dissent from singular and unifying
conceptions of social life and challenge stereotypic conceptions
of marginalised groups, this concern to disaggregate/destabilise
does not translate into challenging the status of categories
describing power relations and identities to the point of threat-
ening their dissolution.

Feminists concerned with race/ethnicity are doubtful about
the identification of women as a group to the extent that this
implics an unselfconscious notion of women’s commonality
but, in particular, are often unwilling—like Marxist/socialist
feminists among others—to jettison a celebration of (positive)
distinguishable group identity(ies) forged in the face of
marginalisation, at least in relation to race/ethnicity.’ In prac-
tice, feminists attending to race/ethnicity largely focus on the
interplay between the specific categories of sex and race/ethnic-
ity. The location for such a focus is usually found in those
positioned as marginal in both, that is, black and ethnic minor-
ity women. It is often linked with an, at least, strategic priority
attached to race/ethnicity intended to counter notions of
women as a homogeneous group which is taken for granted in
much of feminist thought. Feminists dealing with race/ethnicity
also deal, to a lesser extent, with class and sexuality in relation
to that location.

BROAD FEATURES AND ISSUES

This chapter refers to contemporary (post-1970s)  feminist
work in the West which concentrates on race/ethnicity and its
relation to sexual hierarchy and not to those feminist writings
which mention race/ethnicity in passing. At first glance it is
cvident that feminist analyses dealing with the question of
racc/cthnicity CXpress wi(lcly variant vicwpoints. Th(‘_\' range
from those writers who problematise the claims of the cate-
gory, women, but articulate considerable investment in
marginalised identities related to race/ethnicity, to those who
arc influenced by postmodern/poststructuralist themes and
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suggest a somewhat more fluid, less categorical account of
differences. Relatedly, the field of feminist work which concen-
trates upon ra(e/cthmut} does not follow any one theoretical
framework or theorctician in the sense that all the previous
forms of feminism are inclined to do and, consequently, par-
ticular feminists within it may draw on feminist and other
accounts of postmodern/poststructuralist, psychoanalytic or
Marxist/socialist thought, as well as on writings which attend
to racism/cthnocentrism.! (Both liberalism/liberal feminism
and radical feminism are markedly less common sources.)

Given this diverse range of views and frameworks, the only
assertion that is consistently reiterated within the field is the
critique of feminism as, at minimum, inattentive to race
and ecthnicity. More often feminism is seen as being exclu-
sionary and (either implicitly or explicitly) racist/ethnocentrist.
Contemporary Western feminists focusing upon race/ethmuty
highlight feminism’s inadequate recognition and
marginalisation or even repression of differences among
women, differences marked by power. This form of fem-
inist thought questions any assumption of a
(universalised) singular identity among women, predi-
cated on a shared experience of oppression.?

Such a brief statement of the broad features of feminist
work attending to race/ethnicity does not, however, indicate its
variations. Before delincating these features in more detail,
should be noted that some feminist commentators argue that
the categories race and ethnicity are distinct and/or should be
analysed separately. Nevertheless, many would assert that ‘dis-
crete definitions are not . . . casy to maintain’ and that these
categorices are historically interwoven.® Indeed, certain contem-
porary feminist and other writers (particularly those aligned
with postcolonialist/postnational/global and Third World
themes) are inclined to reject a division between notions of
race and cthnicity and suggest reference to the former be
displaced in favour of the social constructivist associations they
perecive in relation to ‘ethnicity’. Such a position is disputed
by other feminists engaged in this debate. In short, the theo-
retical relationship between the categories race and ethnicity is
by no means clear-cut. By contrast, a relatively straightforward
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separation is generally maintained in the literature. Most writ-
ers concentrate on one or the other and rarely consider them
both in the same piece of writing. This makes for something
ot a dilemma.

On balance 1 have decided to consider what can be seen
as points qf intersection between perspectives concentrating on
race and those concerned with ethnicity within feminist
thought and hence 1 refer to ‘race/cthnicity’ in conjunction. In
other words, I neither assume the separation of the terms nor
dissolve them into one. This decision grew out of an assessment
of the difficulties associated with both these manoeuvres. On
the one hand, I considered that there were some important
overlaps between the terms and recognised the emerging sig-
nificance of feminist theories which are inclined to perceive
connections, such as ‘postcolonial’ feminist analyses. On the
other hand, it scemed to me that persuasive arguments could
be mounted against potentially de-emphasising the particular
cultural histories of black and ethnic minority groups which
might be associated with only employing the term ethnicity.®
Indeed, my decision to focus on points of intersection main-
tains some of these problems in that it also reduces the
historical and cultural specificities of the discussion and the
extent to which the diversity and complexity of feminist work
can be described. Such problems are not however limited to
the focus of this chapter alone but are endemic in a relatively
short book about feminist thought. 1 can only recommend, in
relation to this chapter, that you might undertake additional
reading, for example, to consider the ways in which writings
which draw upon the struggles of various indigenous peoples
might not intersect with those referring to ‘cultures of migra-
tion’.*

The second point to make is that terms which refer to
groups of people as ‘black’, ‘white’, ‘ethnic’ and so on, are
used in a number of ways depending on the cultural context
of the commentator. These terms are always political and locally
differentiated. Morcover, in contemporary feminist writings on
race/ethnicity these terms do not involve any conception of
some innate/genetic (biological/*objective’ scientific) basis
for distinctions.* Although some groupings are relatively
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consistently associated with the term ‘black’ in Western soci-
cties, they mav not be clsewhere, and many groupings are not
cven u)nslstcntl\ described in the West. For instance, it is
possible to be described as *black’ in the United Kingdom, and
vet not be so described in the United States or Australia. My
focus on points of intersection between feminist analyses of
race and cthnicity avoids the difficulty of stating where the
supposed boundaries between the social constitution of *black’
and particular ‘cthnic’ groupings might be, cither in general in
the West or in different Western societies. Additionally, this
focus does not indicate who might (or might not) be generally
regarded as marginalised by prevailing conceptions of
‘race/cthnicity’ in the West but rather simply uses specific
examples from several Western countries.

REASSESSING (WHITE) FEMINISM

As stated carlier, contemporary Western feminists concernced
with race/cthnicity critique the assumption of a common iden-
tity among women organised by a shared experience of
subordination. This position is related to a discernible shift
in analyses expressing dissent from the dominant
organisation of race/ethnicity around the 1960s and
1970s. Prior to this, such analyses, including feminist ones,
usually ‘*proceeded in an assimilationist manner’ which pre-
sumed that the particularity of specific struggles should be
subsumed within an mcrar(hmg solidarity aimed at advancing
humanity.” Assimilationist perspectives rc]c(ted racial/ethnic
stereotypes and argued for the inclusion of marginalised groups
within the (liberal) project of universal human emancipation.
In other words, they fought courageously tor a recognition of
similarity between those marginalised by racial/cthnic hicrarchy
and those marked as dominant on the hasls of a shared human-
ity, for the right of the marginalised to be granted humanity.
However, because this universalised emancipatory project relied
upon a notion of what might be shared by all, what might be
the same, it could not acknowledge differences to any great
extent. Since differences are central to the political claims of
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groupings marginalised by a racial/ethnic hierarchy and to their
very constitution/mobilisation as groupings (their cultural
histories), assimilationist analyses were bound to offer rather
undeveloped accounts of power and inadvertently reiterate the
invisibility of the marginalised.

The limits of assimilationism gave way in feminist and other
analyses to a second phase predicated on an emphasis on
anti-assimilation. From around the 1960s—1970s, resistance
to the dominant organisation of race/ethnicity was increasingly
disentangled from an unproblematic acceptance of universalised
accounts of emancipation. Anti-assimilationist analyses rejected
both prevailing and feminist approaches which assumed either
singularity/commonality/universality among all people (a uni-
versal human subject) or among all women (a universalised
conception of women as a group). Differences associated
with marginalised racial/ethnic groupings were at least
positively recognised or even strongly embraced.

Feminist anti-assimilationist writers—that is, contempo-
rary feminists concerned with race/ethnicity—thus offer a
challenge to much of feminist thought because these writers
refuse any presumption that women share a common identity
based in a shared experience of oppression. They clearly indi-
cate that social positioning cannot be umversally understood
only in terms of sexual difference.'® These writers point out
that the marginalisation or erasure of forms of differences
which cannot be understood in terms of a dominant paradigm
based on division between men and women means that many
women’s experiences will simply not be ‘counted’."

Anti-assimilationist feminists assert that, insomuch as fem-
inist thought holds to a notion of women’s commonality or
common oppression, sexual difference is prioritised and other
differences disappear. This leaves white middle class women
as the norm for what constitutes ‘woman’ precisely because
they are not marked by these other distracting distinctions.
Ironically, white middle class women become the norm for
women’s group subordination as a consequence of their
(comparative) privilege. In this context, Spelman notes, ‘Black
women’s being Black somchow calls into question their
counting as straightforward examples of “women”, but white
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women’s being white does not’.}? Contemporary feminists deal-
ing with race/ethnicity assert that universalising procedures in
feminism reiterate racial/cthnic hicrarchy and hence signal
feminism’s complicity in rausm/cthn()(cntrl.sm.

The erasure of other differences is therefore not viewed as
a matter of simple analytical error but more as a highly
revealing slip. The unquestioning conception of women  as
a group experiencing a shared subordination within much
feminist writing conveniently constructs all women as
disadvantaged—all are in some sense the victims rather than
the villains.” In this setting white women’s implication in and
direct responsibility for racist oppression may be evaded.' The
representation of white middle class women as the norm for
women’s oppression further obtuscates their investments in
power.

On the basis of this critique of feminism, feminists attend-
ing to race/cthnicity often refer to white feminism's and note
exclusions in its objects of theoretical analysis and political
practices. In making these points feminists dealing with
race/ethnicity draw upon the location of those positioned as
black/ethnic minority women. They note the characteristic
invisibility of racc/cthnicity within feminism which is often or
even typically connected to the assumed equation of feminism
with a singular focus on sexual difference and with the cele-
bration of a common ‘sisterhood’. For example, race is
frequently conceived as something that can be simply added on
to this singular paradigm as an afterthought thereby rendering
black women as marginal within the paradigm because they are
ignored, romanticised or ‘ghettoized’ (regarded as representing
the particular or exceptional rather than the usual). It is no
surprise to find that the perception of such a consensus in
feminist thought is judged as successtully excluding the mean-
ingful participation ot black/ethnic minority women and
relatedly contributing to a perception by these women that
feminism is not ‘for them’—because it does not advocate on
their behalf and because it is not a ‘club’ to which thev woulkd
be particularly keen to belong.t ’

Feminists concerned  with racc/cthnicity point out that
rendering black/cthnic minority women marginal within femi-
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nism excludes recognition of the effects of differences between
women. They argue that the concerns of white middle class
women are not necessarily like those of black/ethnic minority
women and that differences in the positioning of women are
likely to produce very different—possibly incommensurable
problems and responses even in relation to the same issucs.
hooks cites the instance of white feminist perceptions of
Madonna as subversive and suggests that Madonna’s projection
of sexual agency is scarcely of use to black women in the United
States who may wish to refuse their representation as being
sexually available.!” Similarly, Ang argues that feminist slogans
like ‘when a woman says no, she means no’, invoke qualities
that are ‘far from culturally neutral’ in that they involve valuing
‘individualism, conversational explicitness, directness and efti-
ciency'.'* Jolly and Martin outline the ways in which tamily,
community and kinship—commonly criticised within feminism
tor their links with male dominance—cannot be perceived
through a unitary lens and are likely to be differently experi-
enced by white women as against women from the Pacific
islands, or Aboriginal and migrant women in Australia."™

Even the paradigmatic exemplar of women’s shared expe-
rience of oppression, rape, is regarded by Behrendt and
Huggins as having different implications for different groups
of women.? According to Huggins, rape cannot be simply
understood as ‘everybody’s business’—that is, the rape of
Australian Aboriginal women by Aboriginal men is not neces-
sarily a subject appropriate for white feminists to discuss
publicly and at a distance from the relevant Aboriginal com-
munities in terms of men’s brutal oppression of women. In
her view this kind of discussion reinstates whites as the inter-
preters of Aboriginal experience while evading the significance
of the context of racism in generating violence.

Feminists dealing with race/ethnicity point out that, in any
case, most issues faced by black/ethnic minority women
are not readily comparable with those relevant to white
women, since the relationship between the two is structured
by racism.’! O’Shane notes the importance of literal survival
issues for many Australian Aboriginal women related to
racism.”? A singular focus on what women have in common
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compared with men found in much feminist work cannot
acknowledge experiences or political priorities such as survival
which might be shared between men and women. In this
context the claim that women are in much the same boat
amounts to a refusal within feminist thought to come to grips
not only with the different, even contlicting agendas of difterent
women, but additionally with the commonalities forged by
racism/ethnocentrism and the strategic necessity for
solidarity between men and women to defend black/ethnic
mmorlty communities agamst racist/cthnocentrist pra(tlcc 3

Such problems are raised by feminists dealing with
race/ethnicity to alert feminists to the potential dangers of
speaking on behalf of others, of speaking for women as it for
all women.? And vyet, this is frequently seen as feminism’s
agenda. It feminism cannot speak up for women, then does
this amount to abandoning the feminist project of challenging
male domination and women’s marginality? Some writers
attending to race/cthnicity announce the irrelevance of feminist
thinking, describing it in discouraging terms as ‘a family quarrel
between white women and white men’, and importantly raise
concerns about its divisive impact on struggles undertaken in
relation to racism/cthnocentrism.?® However, the assessment of
feminism as organised around a white norm and at a distance
from many of the concerns of black/cthnic minority women by
no means leads to an inevitable rejection of feminism per se,
though feminism as it stands is typically rejected or strongly
taken to task by those feminists engaged in race/ethnicity
issucs.

The critique such feminists offer regarding feminism’s con-
ception of women as a homogencous group may be considered
to arise out of too homogencous an account of feminism itsclf,
or at least an insufficiently detailed recognition of feminism’s
variety, Certainly the criticism of ‘feminism’ as if it were a
unitary framework invites the question, ‘which feminism?’, or
‘which aspects of feminism?” (The same problem arises in rela-
tion to postmodern/poststructuralist questioning of feminism.)

However, some feminists dealing with race/ethnicity also
comment on specific approaches within feminism. These fem-
inists direct their strongest criticisms at radical and liberal
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feminisms which they perceive as most clearly delivering the
universalised and normative position which their overall cri-
tique of feminism outlines.?* Radical feminists’ insistence that
sexual oppression is the most fundamental form of power and
their related view that women have more in common with cach
other than they have with any man, is perceived as exemplifying
authoritarian claims which feminists of race/ethnicity wish to
disavow. Feminists concerned with race/ethnicity draw atten-
tion to the solidarity created between men and women who
experience racism/cthnocentrism and, in asserting this com-
monality, they sometimes pose race/ethnicity as the more
fundamental form of power. More often feminists attending to
race/cthnicity simply question the notion of oppression that is
so central to radical feminism insofar as they question the
degree of oppression sutfered by white women. They note the
multiple ctfects of power on women who are constituted as
racially/cthnically ‘Other’ and never positioned as dominant.”?
In relation to liberal feminism, feminists dealing with
race/ethnicity raise criticisms regarding its positive valuation of
individualism, acceptance of class differentiation, and distaste
tor radical change.

TRAJECTORIES: IDENTITY POLITICS AND A
SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIVIST POLITICS OF
DIFFERENCE

It was stated carlier that feminist and other analyses which
dissented from the dominant organisation of race/ethnicity
moved from assimilationism towards an anti-assimilationist
tramework around the 1960s to 1970s. Two major trajectories
within this anti-assimilationist stance may be detected: one
based on identity politics and the other on a newly emerg-
ing social constructivism or cultural politics of
difference. These trajectories are not necessarily antagonistic
and in many ways they coexist and/or overlap (sometimes in
the work of a single author).?® They involve the development
of forms of politics organised around black/ethnic minority
identity and in relation to black/cthnic minority women. Such
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trajectories are sometimes perceived in terms of a shift in
black/ethnic minority politics with identity politics
receding and a cultural politics of difference on the
rise.”” Both attack singular universalising procedures in relation
to notions of humanity and to women by referring to
racial/ethnic differences but they ofter relatively more or less
strong accounts of those differences and more or less critical
perspectives with regard to the category race/ethnicity. These
tforms of anti-assimilationist analysis diverge in their assessment
of differences related to race/ethnicity which are viewed as
cither virtually incommensurable or as unstable and relatively
fluid. They also difter in their willingness to apply the critique
of universalism to black/ethnic minority identitics. One form
views these identities in terms of common struggle and conti-
nuity of experience, while the other is concerned with
dcconstructing assumptions rcgar(ling commonality among
black or cthnic minority groupings.

The trajectory I have described as ‘identity politics’ stresses
the marked historical/cultural differences between black/ethnic
minority and white communities, differences which are so
sharp as to frequently involve conflicting ‘interests’. Addition-
ally, this politics takes up marginalised racial/ethnic identities
and challenges racism/cthnocentrism by cevaluating these iden-
titics positively. Generally those advocating identity politics
insist that, despite the dangers of appearing to replicate
assumptions linked to subordination, people/women within
black and ethnic minority groups are indeed alike:* they do
actually have a common identity, common cxpericnce, which
may be related to cultural origins as well as being constituted
by specific forms of racism/cthnocentrism. On this ground they
suggest an at lcast strategic acceptance of group identities
referring to black/ethnic minority communities and/or
black/ethnic minority women as a self-evident existing basis tor
mobilising political solidarity. The critique of universalism and
espousal of ditference mounted in relation to social categories
other than race/ethnicity is not applied to marginalised
black/cthnic identities, at least in part because the weight
of dominant negative assessments regarding these identities
is judged to be so overwhelming that inversion of these
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assessments is secn as a critical priority. It is hoped by those
supporting identity politics that a positive valuation of
marginalised identities will enable those who are marginalised
to draw strength from such a valuation.

Identity politics within feminist writings on race/cthnicity
involves emphasising the significant, even incommensurable,
differences between black and white women and stressing the
existence of a coherent black or, at minimum, black female
identity.!' Because of the coherence assumed in relation to
marginalised racial/ethnic identities, feminist accounts of iden-
tity politics dealing with race/ethnicity tend to hold to
distinctions between categories and thus prefer to employ
separate terminologies referring to race and ethnicity.’? Such
distinctions also provide a location for descriptions of different
but interlocking (not shared) oppressions, usctully described by
King as ‘multiple jeopardy’.” The conception of interlocking
oppressions encourages two potentially connected versions of
the interplay between the categories sex and race/ethnicity (as
well as their intersection with other categories) which both
depict a feminism which is comparatively limited in its claims
and does not assume it is an obvious political home for all
women. The first envisages teminism as organised around the
principle of solidarity or coalition between different women (a
political community) usually around specific problems but also
in some longer term sense.’* The second proposes a more
restricted role for feminism and argues for a separate struggle
against racism/ethnocentrism given ongoing doubts about
assimilationist tendencies in existing feminism. Nevertheless,
some writers who might, for instance, recommend an autono-
mous anti-racist or black women’s movement,s also support
the conception of feminism as a coalition. bell hooks remarks
that although some feminists now feel that any form of unity
is impossible because of differences between women:

. . . [a]bandoning the idea of sisterhood as an expression of
political solidarity weakens and diminishes the feminist movement
... There can be no mass-based feminist movement to end sexist

oppression without a united front . . . Women are enriched when

13
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we bond with one another . . . We can bond on the basis of our

political commitment to a feminist movement.’

The second trajectory associated with anti-assimilationism
has been described in terms of a new social constructivism or
cultural politics of difference. Here, instead of the attack on
universalising notions of commonality stopping at the door of
the category race/cthnicity, the innocence of conceptions of
black/cthnic minority groups or of women being all the same
is rejected. Differences within these groups and among
black/cthnic minority women are not suppressed. Hence this
politics of difference does not straightforwardly value
black/cthnic minority identities as positive: there is no simple
celebration of these identities as good.’? Rather than claiming
and positively valuing identitics associated with race/cthnicity,
the emphasis is instead upon their socially constructed charac-
ter and the rejection of any essential foundation for these
identities. On this basis the term race may be displaced by
cthnicity, given that the former suggests lrrcduublc differences
guaranteed by biology. Nevertheless, ethnicity is also judged to
be a term that needs to be shorn of its essentialist connotations
and its usc is distinguished from any assumption of fixed
cultural identity or overly respectful view of cultural integrity.

By comparison with identity politics the more thorough-
going constructivism of this politics of ditference questions the
sclf-evident unity and commonality of racial/cthnic identitics.
Those supporting a politics of difterence are consequently less
vociferous regarding distinctions such as black/white, pointing
out that the distinction makes invisible those who do not fit
neatly into cither of its categories.’ Such categories are treated
as more unstable and fluid than identity politics might allow.™
In this context, feminist accounts of the politics of ditterence
note that racism/cthnocentrism operates precisely to construct
impassable and naturalised boundaries between groups defined
by race/cthnicity. Gayatri Spivak, tor instance, problematises
categories which constitute marginalised racial/cthnic groups as
the *Other’, as distinct and opposite from the dominant norm,
and refers to the ‘epistemic violence” of the socially constructed
representations thrown up by imperialism and nationalism as
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well as those linked with notions of the primitive and exotic. !
These categories are also connected with the effects of the
social organisation of black/ethnic ‘diaspora communities™? and
the colonisation of indigenous peoples. In these senses the
feminist employment of a new cultural politics of difference is
strongly attached to what is often termed ‘postcolonial’* and
to a lesser extent to certain forms of multiculturalism—that
is, it is concerned to engage with, but also deconstruct, differ-
ence by destabilising assumptions about what is core (the
norm) and what lies at the periphery (designated as other) in
a postcolonial (post-imperialist) world marked by waves of
migration. As against fixed notions of separate and hierarchical
racial/ethnic identities there is some uncertainty about a cele-
bratory ‘fetishization’ of difference and ‘Otherness’.* However,
despite the interest of feminists developing a cultural politics
of difference in the postmodern agenda of destabilising identity,
they generally do not display as unreserved a determination to
demonstrate the fluidity of identity, especially of identities
linked to race/ethnicity. Additionally, they often express doubts
about the extent to which social relations can be described in
p()stmodcrn terms.*®

To summarise, the critique of universalising procedures in
relation to women as a group is expressed in all variations of
contemporary feminist work dealing with race/cthnicity.
Although this potentially places them on similar ground to the
views of postmodern/poststructuralist thinkers, feminist work
on race/cthnicity does not necessarily reject macro forms of
analysis or centralised explanatory principles, particularly in
relation to race/ethnicity. In Spivak’s terms the postmodern
critique of universalising categories may not always be followed
relentlessly. ¢ For instance, feminists attending to race are not
usually convinced that identity, in the sense of belonging to an
oppressed group, can or should be substantially disaggegated.
Moreover, this form of feminism is less inclined to welcome
suggestions that a singular identity (such as being black) be
abandoned in favour of a plurality of identitics and multiple
points of resistance.’ Reservations regarding this plurality
appear to be linked to concern that it may imitate a form
of cultural genocide. Lastly, feminists concentrating on

115



WHAT'S ON THE MENU?

race/ethnicity have some points of connection with Marx-
ist/socialist feminism insofar as both arc insistent on the several
(if not plural) modalities of power. Nonetheless, the former
grouping remains sceptical that the Marxist/socialist feminist
tradition can consider race/ethnicity as anything but an after-
thought to be added on to an analytical framework that is built
around class and sex.*

The critique of feminism and its various forms offered by
feminists attending to race/ethnicity involves reassessing femi-
nist thought. Such reassessments are very much a part of
contemporary feminist approaches and at the same time they
signal potential future directions for feminism. In this sense
this last chapter can function as a means to refresh your
memory concerning feminism’s characteristics, as well as a
means by which you might contemplate your own response to
the question ‘what is feminism?’, before moving on to the
book’s brief conclusion.
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Conclusion

The point of a book like this is that there can be no final

answer to the question, ‘what is feminism anyway?’. A number

of characteristics may be recognised but even these may not be

set or certain in any cternal sense. Hence, it is more appro-

priate to describe these characteristics as indicators of feminist
thought thus far than as permancnt markers. In this sctting, 1

suggested initially that feminist thought involves a critical

response to traditional thc()rising which thcrcl)y alters what may

be discussed and how it mav be discussed. That critique

challenges assumptions of male supremacy/centrality.

Additional characteristics include the following:

a focus on considering women as the subject of the analysis
which may involve attention to differences within/between
women and in any case is not necessarily exclusive;
several typical debates—especially around whether femi-
nism has or should have an abiding core, the degree of
social change envisaged, and the extent to which feminism
‘belongs’ to women to the exclusion of men;

an inclination to propose how things ought or ought not
be, revolving around resistance to power and the privileging
of men;

an at least minimal group rather than individual orienta-
tion; and,

finally, a certain selection (seven are described in this book)
of identifiable approaches.
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(This last requirement indicates that one way of describing
feminism is simply to refer to its several expressions. Feminism
can be seen as the sum of these parts.)

But at this juncture it becomes evident that feminism
exceeds both the mundane listing of its characteristics and of
its summarised ‘types’. It has an incremental quality that is not
so casily reducible and one aspect of this arises in relation to
its ‘felt’ connotations. Though this aspect is often not acknow-
ledged, feminism can also be associated with an emotional
attachment for those who claim membership within it. This
may seem an odd thing to mention after you, the reader, have
slogged your way through a book which presents feminism as
an intellectual ficld. However, precisely because theory and its
abstract form are frequently conceived as rather ‘dry’, I con-
sider that it is very important to stress that feminist thought,
even at its most abstract, may be identified by its ‘text appeal’.!
It is not a ficld that is cmotionally neutral for its ‘membership’,
for those who are ambivalent about its attractions, or for its
detractors. In the case of those who see themselves as part of
feminism or at least as engaged with it, their relation to it is
rather like a love affair which, whether long term or not,
amounts to a demanding, intense investment. That affair is
sometimes wrenching, often tiring, but it is nevertheless
desired. As a conversation between several feminists published
in the journal Ms. indicates, feminism can produce pleasure:

I think we need to talk about the joy. I get such joy out of

feminism. [t is the greatest joy of my life, and somehow we don’t

translate that. (Gloria Steinem)?
And since ‘mainstream’ society’s conceptions of feminism are
inclined to repress this possibility, why not end the feminist
story with a happy ending, just for once.
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