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Reading Feminist Theories 
abara ting Across Discip 

ANNE C, HERRMANN 

ABIGAIL J ,  STEWART 

This  is a revised edition of a reader that originally offered a 
historical overview of twenty years of feminist scholarship from a con- 
temporary perspective. We selected topics because of their centraliw to 
feminist theory in both the humanities and social sciences, highlighting 
parallels in order to facilitate conversations across disciplines. Although 
we continue to emphasize issues in terms of their relevance to current 
controversies and attention to differences among women, we also 
acknowledge certain changes. Two seem the most salient: (1) Feminist 
thec3ry is now less directed toward the kaditional disciplines from which 
it emerged, less focused on what we once called the critique of "mascu- 
line bias," and (2) feminist theorists increasingly engage each other in de- 
bates about issues relevant to kminist scholarship. The first change sug- 
gests that feminist theory has shifted from being primarily a critical 
practice to becoming moriJ of a constructi\ie one, creating new concepbai 
tools in dialogue with the disciplines that: themselves have changed in re- 
sponse to feminist critiques. The second change leads to the conclusion 
that feminist theory now also exists as a serniautonomous field, ttih@rein 
kminiSt theoris~s less rooted in disciplinary paradigms have conversa- 
tions with each other. 

We once again begin our story with a model of mutual influence. After 
the first sect-ion, we pair essays that: offer two different perspectives on a 
single theoretical issue. The two perspectives may no longer be as clearly 
sibated within the humanities or the social sciences, "at we nevertheless 
remairr committed to the consbct-ion of: what: we believe holds potential 
for generative dialogue. We imagine these dialogues taking the form of 
conversations within women's studies, across the disciplines, and cen- 
tered on theoretical points of contact. 



This volume no longer is grounded in a particular pedagogical context 
(a summer seminar on feminist theory we team-taught to faculty mem- 
bers from the College of Literature, Science, and the Arts at the Univer- 
sity of Michigan and then expanded into an interdisciplinary graduate 
course in feminist theory we team-taught in the Women's Studies Pro- 
gram), but we rely on the built-in unpredictahility characterislic of peda- 
gogy. Like us, other teachers used the first edition in the classroom and 
found it useful, We see our renewed collatzora~on on this second edition 
as the product of an "imagined pedagogyf92-hat takes the fonn of a con- 
tinuing private conversation between us, and thus hopefully among oth- 
ers who come together with different assumptions, different terminology, 
and different ideas about how howledge is constructed. In other words, 
we remain committed not so much to sharing with others our experi- 
ences but to the expectation that something productive will happen for 
others because these essays appear in planned conjunction, not in isola- 
tion. T"hey are not a collection of the most famous essays in feminist 
theory, nor are all essays by the most noted feminist theorists. Rather, we 
had varied reasons for our essay choices: A particular author's essay was 
the only one on the topic to reach a larger public; it served a specific pur- 
pose through its disciplinary representation; it was accessible to nonspe- 
cialists; or it provided a cross-disciplinary parallel. 

We encouwage rcraders of this volume to be aware of the clnallenges and 
pleasures of cross-disciplinary reading and thinking. The book is in- 
tended for both advanced undergraduate and graduate courses in femi- 
nist theory; we hope that instructors h'ained in a single discipline will use 
it to teach such courses from an interdisciplinary perspective. Advanced 
undergraduate students, actvanced graduate students, and facuttp in 
midcareer may find interdisciplinary reading refreshing and provocative; 
new graduate students and untenured faculty not already familiar with 
such an enterprise may find it more troubling. Because we have encoun- 
tered this reaction, we suggest that careful consideration be given to the 
implications of the timing of interdisciplinary courses in the graduate 
curriculum and the timing of faculty members' involvement in teaching 
such courses. 

We hope this reader will also continue to serve as a useful tool for 
scholars who seek to familiarize themselves with a body of interdiscipli- 
nary knowledge that seems either too specialized or too daul7ting in 
scope. For this particular audience, we do not assume acquaintance with 
the past twenty years of academic feminist debate, but rather we recapit- 
ulate initial con&aversies, in some cases in their original historical con- 
text, in most cases in their most updated form. 

The introduceions we have written to the four major sections are merit 
to demonstrate by example rather than exhaust through incorporation 



the ways in which one might conduct the kind of cross-disciplinary 
thinking and discussion we hope to facilitate. The introductions are not 
meant to provide a lexicon of unfamiliar terms, philosophical schools, or 
disciplinary histories. Instead they offer a conceptual framework. In that 
sense we have tried to provoke and inspire rather than expound and ed- 
ify and thus we assume some prior fc7miliarit-y with theortstical inquiry as 
well as feminist politics, 

The book is a product of our collaboration as professors of English and 
psychology. Our association has continued to be enormously enrihing 
and rewarding, leading us in different directions, even as our respective 
enterprises rely on the continuation of cross-disciplinary dialogue: At our 
institution, the University of Michigan, Abby is the first director of the In- 
stit-ute far Research on Miornen and Gendez; and Anne is the first senior 
faculty member to teach the introductory Women's Studies course. We 
both continue to participate in the expanding joint Ph.D. programs in 
Women's Studies and English, Women's Shrdies and Psychology and 
most recently, Women's Shdies and History. 

The anthology begins with Part One, "Inventing Gender," which intro- 
duces the rcrader to ferninism and feminist theory hrotrgh essays that fall 
outside of disciplinary paradigms or borrow theoretical frameworks 
from other disciplines. The chapters in "Defining Feminism and Feminist 
Theory" aMempt to achiwe an inclusive wderstanding of the term "fem- 
inism" by distinguishing it from "women's movement" and by juxtapos- 
ing points of view from various positions defined by race, class, and sex- 
uality as part of the project of ""identity palitics.'TThe section "Mubal 
Influence: Humanities and Social Scienceff offers examples of essays that 
emerge from a particular discipline but borrow paradigms from another 
discipline in order to address disciplinary pratlices that have been 
marginallzed. 

Part Two, "Sex, Sexuality, and Gender," moves from the biological sub- 
ject as sexed to the social construction of gender, and f r m  gender as 
wornads biological different from man to gender difference as the urn 
equal power retations between womw and men. ""Fom Sex to Sexuality"" 
considers the question. of sexed bodies and socially constructed genders 
by examining the impact of surgical technologies on intersexed infants in 
the contemporary United States, and of theatrical practices that involve 
cross-dressing in female same-sex relationships in twentieth-century 
Japan. "Constmcting Genderff gives meaning to woman's biological dif- 
ference from man by continuing to gender war as masculine and peace as 
kminine, while ques.tioning the revalorization of the feminine in feminist 
peace politics. In contrast, '"queer'"olitical practices seek to transcend 
gender differences by interrogating the stability of gay and lesbian iden- 
tities. Finally, ""Conceptualizing Difference" examines how gender con- 



structed as difference masks male dominance inasmuch as the opposite 
of (mercl) difference is not sameness but inequality. 

Part Three, 'Gender, Race, and Class," focuses on how these cate- 
gories, once considered parallel or "hierarchized" forms of oppression, 
are now grounded in place and time. The section "Race and Gender" ex- 
amines the specific constructions of race-ethnicity and gender that 
emerge for particular groups as a function of their history and the history 
of their relationships with other groups. "Postcolonialism" considers the 
construction of the "Third World" woman by Wstern scholars in gen- 
eral, and feminist scholars in particular, as not yet modern and therefore 
o27jectif.iable. Finally, ltWr>rk, Class, and Gender" 'examines specific lo- 
cales to show how gender is constructed in workplaces, and how at the 
same time work shapes gender. 

Part Four, "Questioning Feminisms," "addresses gender in relation- 
ship to the theoretical discourses of citizenship, postcolonialism, and 
pashodernism. ""Women, Cilizenship, and Activism" shows how cm- 
cially the conversation about citizenship and politics is changed when 
women are taken seriously as actors in the public sphere. "Feminism/ 
Postferninism" demonstrates the extent to which. feminist theory has aut- 
grown the divisions between the humanities and the social sciences. Cur- 
rent theoretical issues-the challenge "intelligent machinesf' pose to our 
understanding of gender or "the human," or the psychalsgicd and palit- 
ical difference between globalization and "world-tra.velingH-can no 
longer be contained within disciplinary boundaries. 



PART ONE 
Inventing Gender 

We begin our discussion of feminist theory by ogering bur approaches .to 
some of feminism" central questions: What does it mean to be a woman, 
how is that meaning created, and what difference do these meanings 
make to feminist analysis"!osalind Delmar (Chapter 1) differentiates 
between ""woman'bnd "fcjminist3%y situating her discussion historically, 
examining the narrative we have inherited from the nineteenth-century 
women's movement, The Combahee River Collective (Chapter 2) reiies 
on a notion of ""identity politics" to issue a statement in the form of a 
political manifesto about the struggle of the group" mmebers to end their 
oppression as black feminists. Chsrrie Moraga (Chapter 3) exposes the 
system of interlocking oppressions she faces as a Chicana lesbian in an 
autobiographical essay that attempts to undersbnd the mother-daughter 
relationship within the context of Mexican history. finally, Susan Bickfmord 
addresses recent feminist critiques of identity politics and rethinks the 
notion of a ""politicized identity'' by examining the subject of feminism as 
""su.ffering sell." within the language of citizenship and democratic political 
action, In each case there is an emphasis not just on "feminist" as 
political subject but also on how the meaning of that subject is produced. 

Deimar begins by insisting on the distinction between f~minism and 
the women" mmovement, a history of ideas and the history of a social 
movement. Women organizing based on their shared identity as 
biological women is not the same as making a potitical choice to 
advocate feminism based on a shared set of ideas about the meaning of 
womanhood. Women may share a description of women" oppression 
and the ideal of emancipation, but they do not necessarily agree on how 
to anaiyze that oppression or how to resist it. Whereas the nineteenth- 
century women" movement sought to reconceive women as a social 
group rather than as a sex, culminating in female suffrage, a central 
concern of the women's movement since the 1970s has been to liberate 



woman as autonomous female subject, The historical shift from human 
rights to women's rights has meant an increased focus on the female body 
and its incumbent sexual needs, such as reproductive rights, freedom 
from sexual harassment and assault, and surrogate motherhood. At the 
same time, a consideration of female subjectivity has come to include 
differences among women based an race, class, ethnicity, sexuality, 
physical disability, religion, and so on. On the one hand, there is confusion 
beWeen feminism and the women" movement as a diffuse set of activities 
based on a consensus about the category ""woman." On the other hand, 
feminism is a form of consciousness about women" oppression that 
eventually forces the issue of multiple identifications. 

The emergence in the 1970s af 'boman" as a unified category 
producing a group identity characterized by "sisterhood" relied on an 
understanding of politics as grounded in identiv rather than in conscious 
choice ar political coalition, identity politics begins with an understanding 
of personal experience to produce a political consciousness; political 
action involves organizing with like identities to end one's own oppression. 
The critique in the 1980s from women of color af a monolithic construction 
of "woman" as white, middle class, and straight produced efforts to create 
new understandings of ""woman'"y articulating, for instance, the position 
of the ""black f@minist5%r the "Chicana lesbian feminist." At the same tims, 
women of coior described their position as providing no access to race or 
gender privilege. Thus, no single identity can define the category ""woman:? 
nor can the abolition of a singie system of oppression liberate ail women. 
This formulation of "simultaneous oppressions" is one of the most lasting 
contributions of the Combahee River Collective's Statement. 

Maraga reveals her indebtedness to the coller=tive, but she nevertheless 
singles out compulsory heteroswuality as the system of oppression most 
responsible for maintaining gender inequality within racial and ethnic 
groups. Through a recuperation af the figure of Malinche, who betrayed 
the k tecs  to the Spanish coionizers, Moraga portrays herself as a biracial 
lesbian potentialfy disloyal to both famify and nation. As the daughter of an 
Angfo Wher and a Chicana mother, Moraga questions the one category 
the Combahee River Collective leaves unquestioned-namely race, by 
""passing" as white. As a lesbian, she puts at issue the unquestioned 
solidarity women have with men of their own race by invoking the desire 
she feels for other women, including white women, Her autobiographical 
discourse allows for an understanding of identity not only in terms of 
simultaneous oppressions but also in terms of the divisions within 
oppressed groups. These internal divisions must be contained in order to 
maintain the unity of the colfedive, divisions that in the case of both the 
Combahee River Coflective and Moraga can be resolved only through 
writing in the first person, The role of same-sex desire in a single-sex 



setting such as the women's movement is most often raised in relationship 
to "klesan separatism." """Sparatism" invokes as specter the return of a 
unified notion of woman, As a f@ar that is rarely if ever based in realiEy, it 
could be said to exist as part of feminism" "unconscious." 

The notion of identity politics has recently come under anack by feminist 
theorists who see it as producing a ""suNering self" ininvesbd in its own 
subjection and in speaking about this subjection publicly* These sutfering 
selves not only resist forms of collectivity but actually reinforce normalizing 
forms af power by demanding state protection. Bicklord intervenes in this 
discussion by suggesting that "who l am" ancl '"hat l want for us" are not 
mutually exclusive questions. Without requiring a recommitment to a 
common political purpose, political identities form coalitions with ather 
identities by means of speaking and listening. She insists on the 
importance of recognizing ""suffering" as one of the languages of 
citizenship, This language requires in turn 'political listening,'"ractitioners 
of which could hear the claim of victimhood not as an expression of 
individual suffering but as a response to an exercise of unjust power, The 
question then becomes what conception of citizenship is being invoked. 

The next two essays emerge from the disciplines of psychology and 
literary criticism even as they borrow from each other's theoretical 
paradigms and use examples not central to their disciplinary discourses- 
therapeutic practices and Harlequin novels, respectively. Rachel T, Hare- 
Mustin and Jeanne Marecek (Chapter 5) use literary theory in the form of 
Derridean deconstruction to consider the meanings marginalized by 
psychotherapy; Leslie W, Rabine (Chapter 6) borrows from Mancy 
Chodorowb theory of psychological development to understand the 
romantic heroine, In both casss an epistemologicai framework from one 
discipline enabtes a radical rethinking of notions of sexual dinerence in the 
other discipline by focusing on how gender is theorized rather than on 
what gender means within a particular disciplinary context, For the 
psychologist, the dsconstruction of a notion of "family harmony" enables 
psychoiogical facts to be read as representations, produced by clients 
through reconstructed memories told by means of narrative conventions 
interpreted by the therapist. The literary critic places the formulaic 
narratives of romance fidions within the context of social facts about the 
entrance of women into the workplace and the profit margins of Harlequin 
Romances as publishing conglomerate, By relying on a feminine character 
structure distinguished from a masculine one by its investment in 
connectedness, Harlequins provide both a fantasy escape from and an 
eroticized compiiance to law-paid clerical work. In the first case, 
deconstruction mediates between two ways of conceptualizing sexual 
difference in psychological research-alpha bias (exaggerating sexual 
difference) and beta bias (ignoring sexual differences)-by focusing on 



how relations to language and power construct our understanding of men 
and women. In the second case, psychofogicai theory enables an 
understanding of how the marketable formula al. Harlequins creates a 
heroins who seeks to have her feminine self recognized by the hero and to 
make a home for that self in the work world, even as it neutralizes these 
aspirations by providing only fictianal. solutions. 

What difference does it make that a paradigm has been borrowed from 
another discipline? In each case it reveals the limitations of a feminist 
practice that already knows what gender means, in contrast to 
understanding how gender is produced. in both of these essays, 
Chodorowk theory of a feminine self as embedded in connectedness is 
put into question by refocusing on its historical origins in Western 
industrial capitalism, On the one hand, this reminds psychologists of the 
dangers of universalizing a particular structure of the feminine self; on the 
other hand, it enables literary critics to understand ths wide appeal of 
romance novels as both individually consoling and socially productive, Tks 
fact that t+are-Mustin and Marecek accept an assumption of 
postmodernism and say that truth is what we agree on, and that Rabine 
recognizes forms of intense identification with static literary structures, 
suggests that the mutual influence of the humanities and social sciences 
is not only possible but aiso critical for feminist theorizing. 



What Is Feminism? 
RQSALIND DELMAR 

There are many, feminist and non-feminist alike, for whom 
the question 'what is feminism?' has little meaning. content of terns 
like 'feminismf and 'feminist' seems self-evident, something that can be 
taken for granted. By now, it seems to me, the assumption that the mean- 
ing of feminism is 'ol?viwsf needs to be challenged. If: has become an ob- 
stacle to understanding kminism, in its diversity and in its differences, 
and in its specificity as well.' 

It is certainly possible to construct a base-line dehition of feminism 
and the feminist which can be shared by feminists and non-feminists. 
Many would agree that at the very least a feminist is someone who holds 
that women sufder discrimination because of their sex, that they have 
specific needs which remain negated and unsatisfied, and that the satis- 
faction of these needs would require a radical change (some would say a 
revolution even) in the social, economic and palitical order. But beyond 
that, things immediately become more complicated. 

For example, popular approaches to feminism often contain references 
to a style of drcss, to looks, to ways of behaving to men and women, to 
what used to be called 'mannersf. It is, in practice, impossible to discuss 
feminism without discussing the image of feminism and the feminists. 
Feminists play and have played with a range of' choices in the process of 
self-presentation, registering a relation both to the body and to the social 
meaning of womanhood. Various, sometimes competing, images of the 
feminist: are &us produced, and these acquire their own s d a l  meanings, 
This is important to stress now because in contemporary feminism the con- 
struction of new images is a conscious process. There is a strand whose 
central concern is ta investigate clnlhrre (in i ts widest sense) and ta experi- 
ment with the means of representation. But feminism's wish that women 
behave differently is also an historic element: Mary Wollstonecraft at the 
end of &e eighteenth certtugj. called h 'a revolu2ion in &male manners1, 



The diversity of representations of the feminist has undoubtedly 
grown since then. How difficult it would be to choose between them, to 
find the 'tz.ue?emini& image, the 'prver  way' to be a feminist. And yet 
many books on feminism are written, and feminism is often spoken 
about, as if there were a 'truef and authen~c feminism, unified and con- 
sisten"rver time and in any one place, even if fragmented in its origins 
and at specific historical moments. 

Most people have heard a sentence which begins: 'As a feminist I 
think. . . ."t is a sentence which speab of a wish that: an agreed way of 
being a feminist should exist, but is not the product of any genuine agree- 
ment among feminists about what they think or how they should live 
their lives. In the women's movement, there is a strong desire to pin fem- 
inism down (whether as suppart for a series of agreed demands or as 
preoccupation with central concerns like sexual division or male domina- 
tion) but this impulse has invariably encountered obstacles. General 
agreement about h e  situation in which women find &emselves has not 
been accompanied by any shared understanding of why this state of af- 
fairs should exist or what could be done about it. Indeed, the history of 
the women" movement in the 1970s, a time of apparent unity, was 
marked by bitter, at times virulent, internal disputes over what it was 
possible or permissible for a feminist to do, say, think, or feel. 

The fragmenk'cion of contemporary feminism hears ample wibess to 
the impossibility of constructing modem feminism as a simple unity in 
the present or of arriving at a shared feminist definition of feminism. Such 
differing explanalicans, such a variety of emphases in practical campaigns, 
such widely varying interpretations of their results have emerged, that it 
now makes more sense to speak of a plurality of feminisms than of one. 

Recently the different meanings of feminism for different feminists 
have manifested themselves as a sort of sclerosis of the movement, seg- 
ments of which have become separated from and hardened against each 
other. Instead of inkmal dialogue there is a naming of the parts: there are 
radical feminists, socialist feminists, marxist feminists, lesbian sepa- 
ratists, women of colour, and so on, each group with its own carefully 
pmservecl sense of identity. Each for it-self is h e  only worthwhile femi- 
nism; others are ignored except to be criticized. 

How much does this matter? Is it not the case that even exkeme differ- 
ences in pditics can often mask underlying agreement? Could it not still 
be that what unites feminists is greater than what divides? Might not cur- 
rent fragmentation be merely an episode in an overriding history of 
unity? 

At times it is rather attractive to think so and to let the matter rest at 
that. All cats look grey in the dark, and the exclusivism of feminist 
groups can be reminiscent of what Freud called 'the narcissism of minor 



differencesr.2 Even so, at a theoretical level, agreements are uncovered 
only by the exploration of differences-they cannot be assumed. And 
there is no overwhelming reason to assume an underlying feminist unity. 
Indeed, one unlooked-for effect of an assumed coherence of feminism 
can be its marginaiization, as discourse or as practice."n many ways it 
makes more sense to invert the question m y  is &ere so much division 
between feminists?' and ask instead 'Does feminism have any necessary 
u ~ v ,  politicallp; socially, or culbrally ?" 

What is tfie background to current fragmentaT_ion? At the start of the 
contemporary women's movement in Britain it was often assumed that 
there was a potentially unificatory point of view on women's issues 
which would be able to accommodate divergencies and not be sub- 
merged by them. From the start the modern women's movement pitched 
its appeal at a very high level of generality to all women, and thought of 
its aims and objectives in very general terms. 

The unity of the movement was assumed to derive from a potential 
identity between women. This concept of identity rested on the idea that 
women share the same experiences: an external situation in which they 
find themselves-economic oppressisn, commercial exploitation, legal 
discrimination are examples; and an internal response-the feeling of in- 
adequacy, a sense of narrow horizons. A shared response to shared expe- 
rience was put forward as the basis far a comrnunality of feeling between 
women, a shared psychology even. Women's politics and women's orga- 
nizing were then seen as an expression of this community of feeling and 
expericnce.4 

So unproblematically was potential identity between women assumed 
that the plural form 'wef was adopted, and it is still much used: 'we', 
women, can speak on behalf of all of us 'wwoen"5 (In some of' the first 
women's groups of the late sixties and early seventies every effort was 
made to encourage women to use this form and speak in terms of 'wef in- 
stead of what was heard as the more divisive grammar of 'you%nd 'I". It 
should be noted, though, that this plural form lends itself to a differently 
divisive grammar, that of 'usf and 'them'.) 

In fact, common ground within women's politics was based on an 
agreed description rather than an analysis, and the absence of analysis 
probably enabled such a stress to be laid on what women in general 
could share. No one prdicted (or could predict) that uncontainable divi- 
sions would arise between and within women's groups.Warly optimism 
went togeher with a huge effort to create a solidariv between women 
( m e  of the meanings of 'sisterhood") which, it was thwght; wotxld arise 
out of shared perceptions. But in spite of the success of women's libera- 
tion in bringing to the fore and reinforcing feelings of sympathy and 
identiv between women, political unit-y (another of the meanings of 'sis- 



terhood') cannot be said to have been achieved. Analytic differences and 
the political differences which spring from them have regularly been 
causes of division in the women's mo~ement .~ Unity based an identity 
has turned out to be a very fragile thing. What has been most difficult for 
the women's movement to cope with has been the plethora of differences 
beheen women which have emerged in the context of feminism. 

Over the past twenty years a paradox has developed at the heart of the 
modern women's movement: on the one hand there is the generality of 
its categorical appeal to all women, as potential participants in a move- 
ment; on the other hand there is the exclusivism of its current internal 
practice, with its emphasis on difference and division. Recognition of and 
commitment to heterogeneity appear to have been lost, and with hose a 
source of kuitful tension, A klrther aspect of the same paradox is that the 
different forms of women's politics, fragmented as they are, have been 
increasingly called by the same name:fcminis~n. Even the term that signi- 
fies its reection-'post-rfeminismfIincozporates it. 

Women's organizing was not, in general, in the late sixties and early 
seventies, called feminism. Feminism was a position adopted by or as- 
cribed to pclrgcular groups. These were the groups which called them- 
selves 'radical feminist' and those groups and individuals who repre- 
sented the earlier emancipatoly struggle. Both often came under fierce 
attack. The eyation bet.ween women organizing and feminism has been 
implicitly adopted since then, and its usage as a blanket term to cover all 
wctmeds actiwities urgently needs to be quesltioned. 

Are all actions and campaigns prompted or led by women, kminist.? 
The encampment at Greenham Common is a powerful example of a com- 
munity of women in its nucleus, support groups, and the character of its 
demonstrations. The symbolism deployed at Greenham calls up images 
of the female and the feminine: the spider's web of the support network, 
the nurtuling maternity which leaves its marks of family photographs 
and knitted bootees on the boundary fence in a battle for space with dle 
symbols of male defence and attack: barbed wire, the nudear missile, It is 
its projection of women as those who care which allows the Greenham 
camp to be repmscnted as useful not just to women, and through them to 
the species, but to the species first and foremost. Yet is this entirely femi- 
nist? Support for Greenham does not rely in the main on feminist groups 
(alChough it does mly on women). Greenham actions have been polyvn- 
Ielzf, capable of attracting multiple meanings and mohiliizing various ide- 
ological stances in their support: this is part of its strength. Without a 
women% movement a women's peace camp would probably not have 
had so much resonance; this is part of the success of the women's move- 
ment, but does not make Greenham necessarily feminist. 



The politics of Greenham has been keenly debated among feminists. 
For some, the mobilization of femininity and nurturance is expressive of 
kminism, far others it represents a deference to that social consmctim 
of woman as maternal principle which through their feminism they at- 
tempt to challenge.8 Not only does Greenham represent different things 
to different kminists, summoning up differclnt meanings of feminism, it 
is by no means certain that those who participate in Greenham politics, 
or support the camp, would describe themselves as feminist. 

Can an action be Yleminist' even if those who perhrm it are not? 
Within contemporary feminism much emphasis has been laid on femi- 
nism as consciousness. One of the most distinctive practices of modem 
feminism has been the 'consciousness-raising group'. If feminism is the 
result of reflection and conscious choiccl, how does one place those indi- 
viduals and women's groups who would, for a variety of reasons, reject 
the description 'feminist' if it were applied to them? Does it make sense 
to ascribe to them a feminism of which they are unaware? What in the 
framework provided by 'feminist consciousness', is then the status of this 
%nconscious~eminism? 

The various ways in which such clues-tions can be answered connect 
back to the central question 'what is feminism?" If gtlminisrn is a concern 
with issues affecting women, a concern to advance women's interests, so 
that therefore anyone who shares this concern is a feminist, whellner they 
acknowledge it or not, then the range of feminism is general and its 
meaning is equally diffuse. Feminism becomes defined by its object of 
concern-women-in much the same way as socialism has sometimes 
been defined by an object-the poor or the working class. Social reform- 
ers can then be classified as feminists because of the consequences of 
their activities, and not because hey share any particular social analysis 
or critical spirit. This way of looking at feminism, as diffuse activity, 
makes feminism understandably hard to pin down. Feminists, being in- 
volved in so many activi;ties, from so many difkrent perspectives would 
almost inevitably find it hard to unite, except in specific campaigns. 

On the other hand there are those who claim that feminism does have a 
complex of ideas about women, specific to or emanating from feminists. 
This means that it should be possible to separate out feminism and femi- 
nists from the multiplicity of those concemed with women's issues. It is 
by no means absrrrd to sugge* that you don't have to be a feminist to 
support women's rights to equal treatment, and that not all those sup- 
portive of women's demands are feminists. In this light feminism can 
claim its own history, its own practices, its own ideas, but feminists can 
make no claim to an exclusive interest in or copyright over problems af- 
fecting women. Feminism can thus be established as a field (and this 



even if scepticism is still needed in the face of claims or demands for a 
unified feminism), but camot claim women as its domain. 

These considerations both have political implications in the present 
and also underlie the way feminism's past is understood. If a history of 
feminism, separable from although connected with the history of 
changes in women's position, is to be constructed, a prcrcondition of such 
a history is that feminism must be able to be specified. 

In the writing of feminist history it is the broad view which predomi- 
nates: feminism is usually defined as an active desire to hange women's 
position in society.9 Linked to this is the view that feminism is par excellence 
a social movement for change in the position of women. Its plivileged 
form is taken to be the political movement, the self-organization of a 
women's palil-ics. So unquestioningly arcs feminism and a women's move- 
ment assumed to be co-terdnous that histories of feminism are ofkn writ- 
ten as hmtories of the women's movement, and fimes of apparent quies- 
cence of the movement are taken as symptomatic of a quiescence of 
feminism. This identity beween feminism and a women's movement is, 
moreover, part of the self-image of contemporary feminism. The idea that 
the new movement of' the 1960s was a 'second wave,' a corttinuafiion of a 
struggle started just over a century before and interrupted for forv years 
(after the hiatus of the vote), pervaded the early years of the contemporary 
women's movement and still informs many of its debates.10 The way femi- 
nism's past is understood and interpreted thus informs and is informed by 
the ways in which feminism is understood and intelpreted in the present. 

The pmblems involved in wriring feminist history throw into relief 
some of the problems involved in specifying feminism more closely in 
the present. Feminist historiography highlights different versions of fern- 
inism, since it. often has overt political mativations whi& then produce 
different versions of the same history. Present approaches to feminist his- 
tory can themselves be historicized by comparison with the ways in 
which past feminists have read their own history Even the frustrating as- 
sumption of identity between feminism and the women's movement has 
its advantages: it focuses attention on the area where feminism is most 
in2imately intertwined with a generaliq of concern with women's issues: 
women's politics. The problems of separation present themselves acutely 
here, and this makes it a productive point of entry. 

Some of the major conventions of the writing of feminist history, whid? 
are only in recent years being questioned and overturned, can be found 
in the classic history of the nineteenth-century movement: Ray Strachey's 
TIze Cause." It is an important book in several ways. Not only is it still the 
best introduction to the subject, but it is the product of the mainstream 
feminism of the turn of the century. Its author was an active feminist, sec- 



retary to Mrs Fawcett and involved in the NUWSS. Her main concem 
was to chart the period behveen 1860 and 1920 during which the term 
feminism took on i t s  diclionary definition, 'advocacy of the claims of 
womenf.'2 It is also the product of a feminism which did not (unlike 
much contemporary feminism) define itself as 'woman-mader (it would 
be difficult t-o write a history of nineteenth-cenhxry feminism which did 
nofinclude at least J. S. Mill and IZichard Pankhurst), A detailed look at 
this work will help clarify how some of the questions raised so far relate 
to the writing of feminist history 

History Conventions 

When Ray Strachey wrote her history the close connection between femi- 
nism and the social movement for change in women's position was redo- 
lent with meaning: the term 'feminism' was itself coined in the course of 
the development of the social movement. All the same? within The Cnzlsc 
distinctions are made beween feminism and the social movement for 
change in womenf s position. 

She starts her history by proposing two fsremnners of the nineteenth- 
century movement. Qne is Mary Wnllstmecraf$ feminist theorist and aw- 
thor of A Vifzdication of the Rights of Wornan. The other is Hamah More, 
Evangelical philanthropist and educationaliste 0 1  the first, Ray Sh.a&ey 
writes that she set out in her great book 'the whole extent of the feminist 
ideal . . . the whole claim of equal human rightsr.'WOf the other she re- 
marks that 'It may seem strange to maintain that Miss Ifannah More and 
Mrs. Trimmer and the other good ladies who started the Sunday-school 
and cottage-visiting fashions were the founders of a movement which 
would have shocked profoundly; but it i s  clearly me.'l4 

If the nineteenth-cenhry women's movement is looked at as a move- 
ment for increased parGcipalcion by women in social and poli~cai life or 
as a movement which negotiated the relative and shared gosirions men 
and women were to occupy in the social, political, and economic order, it 
makes sense to invoke each woman as a symbolic figure. Hamah More 
had a part to play in the sneral redefinitim of women's sphere; Mary 
Wollstonecraft articulated women's claims, needs and desires at a deeper 
level. By harnessing the two a neat schema can be constructed. There is 
thec3ry (Mary Wollstonecraft) and practice (Mamah Mare), consciousness 
of the rights of women and lack of consciousness, Mary and Martha coin- 
ciding. One is radical, the other conservative; they responded differently 
to the same social phenomena, yet both had con2lributioz-t~ to make. (This 
schema only works, however, because it ignores Hamah More's intellec- 
tual work,) 



On the other hand, to combine the two, as Ray Strachey points out, 
seems 'stlangef because if the purpose was to construct a history of femi- 
nism, even in Mrs Fawcett" ddennition of it as 'a movement for the re- 
dressal of women" grievances,' it would make Ettk sense to incfude 
Hamah More and Mary Wollstonecraft as e p a l  partners. Hamah More 
was not just not a feminist; she was a rabid anti-feminist: it was she who 
described Mary Wollstonecraft (whose book she had not read) as 'a 
hyena in petticoats'. Her practice was part of overall change, but allowed 
women the prxhlic sphere only when domestic duties had been fmlfilled. 
Such a position was far removed from Mary Wollstonecraft's vision, 
which questioned the value of women's confinement to the domestic 
sphere and saw increased public participation by women, up to and in- 
cluding political citizenship, as a good in itself. 

How does Ray Strachey make her distinctions between feminism and 
the women" movement? Her discussion of the rise of the women's 
movement sh"esses a coincidence of factors which helped bring it into be- 
ing. These include: women's shared exclusion from political, social and 
economic life, with a rebellion against this; middle-class women's sense 
of uselesmess; and the formulation of common objectives, culminating in 
the demand for political citizenship through the vote. 

But whilst the sense of uselessness or awareness of grievance might be 
sufficient to bring someone into the ambit of women's politics or to a last- 
ing achievement which could benefit women in general, this in itself, in 
Ray Strachey's eyes, did not make someone a feminist. She does not in- 
clude, Eor example, Cardine Nortm as a feminist, nor Florence Nightin- 
gale, even though she includes Florence Nightingale's Cnssnndra as pro- 
totypical of feeling amongst middle-class women. She writes of her that 
'though she was a &mini& of sorts . . . Florence Nightingale had only an 
incomplete and easily exhausted sympathy with the organised women's 
movement. In her absorption in her own work she judged the men and 
women she lived among almost wholly by their usefrxlness or their use- 
lessness to it.'ls The inference is clear: Florence Nightingale put her own 
work first, women's rights were a side issue: a feminist would have put 
women" rights in the cent= of her work, As far as Caroline Norton is 
concerned, Ray Strachey takes her at her own word and accepts her dis- 
avowal of feminism. This definition of a feminist as someone whose cm- 
t r ~ l  concelTt and preoccupa~on lies with the position of women and their 
struggle for emancipation is constant throughout The Cause; sso is femi- 
nism as conscious political choice. Together they allow a relatively objec- 
tive differentriation beheen feminists and non-feminists. Feminists are 
not represented as more 'moral' than non-feminists.'& 

Ts define a feminist in this way still implies an intimate connectim be- 
tween feminism and the women" movement. The feminists are the lead- 



ers, organizers, publidsts, lobbyists, of the women's movement; they 
come into their own and into existence on a relatively large scale in the 
course of development of a women's movement. The social movelent, 
particularly in its political dimension, provides the context for feminism; 
feminists are its animating spirits. 

This definition is valuable as one dimension of an evenhrally more 
complex definition, but cannot stand on its own. It has very little to tell, 
for example, of the intellectual and cultural life of feminism, of the ideas 
which might unite or divide kminists in their commitment to a move- 
ment or to its different aspects. In Ray Strachey's definition feminists 
share the same aims and the same general ideas, the same broad commit- 
ment to the great cause of female emancipation, and a capacity to put this 
cause in the cmtre of their lives. The content of: their ideas merits only h e  
briefest of siketches. 

Histories of feminism which treat feminism as social movement tend 
to concentrate on chmnicling the vicissihxdes of that movement and sub- 
ordinate any exploration of the intellectual content of feminism to that 
main purpose. The Calrsr is no exception to this rule. Divergent feminist 
ideas are charkd according to differences in tac~cs and strategy or the 
various issues seized upon and the consequent articulation of aims and 
objectives. Yet underlying unity is assumed. 

Ray Strahey's account of ieminismrs development in The Cnusc is by 
now a standard one. First there is the appearance of A Virldication of the 
Rights of Wontan, described as 'the text' of the later movement. Then there 
is a fort.)r-year silence, preceding the emergence of the first women3 or- 
ganizations-the practical movement. Theory precedes practice in this 
narrative, and Mary Wallstonecraft is, as it were, the harbinger of the 
movement, a female John the Baptist heralding what was to follow. True 
to the correlation between feminism and social movement, it is a narra- 
tive according to which feminism finally 'starts' and achieves itself 
within the fsm of a social movement of women for heir emancipation. 

What happens if this story is unpicked, if the history of ideas is al- 
lowed parity with the history of a movement? 

The idea of a silent period can be compared with the results of the 
work done by Barbara Taylor and published in Eve and the NEW 
Jmlo'~~7lm.17 This shows how Mary MiolEsZ.onecraEtfs ideas were taken up 
wit.hin the Qwenite sociali& movement in the years whicln preceded the 
appearance of the Langham Place group.18 The gap proposed by Ray 
Strachey's account is at least partially filled; rather than silence, broken 
only by accasictnal isolated utterance$ there is the intermingling of femi- 
nism and socialism within utopian politics. This 'discoveryf of an active 
feminism where none had been seen before derives from an approach 
which takes intelleckral history seriously, It also depends on an implicit 



separation of the terms of the equation feminism = the social movement 
of women. In terms of that equation the period in question reveals noth- 
ing. A shift in emphasis unveils a hidden link in feminism's fortunes, 

The exploration of feminist history is severely limited if the appear- 
ance of the social movernent is assumed to be feminism's apotheosis and 
privileged ferm. For one thing, any kminism preceding the Seneca Falls 
Conference of 1848 in the United States or the Langham Place circle in 
England in the 1850s is necessarily seen as prototypic, an early example 
of a later-flowering plant, a phenomenm to be understood in terms of 
what comes later rather than in its own terms and context.19 

To accept with all its implications, that feminism has not only existed 
in movements of and for women/ but has also been able to exist as an in- 
tellectzlal tendency without a movement, or as a strand within very dif- 
ferent movements, is to accept the existence of various forms of femi- 
nism. The ebb and flow of feminism's intellectual history is important 
here, since it enables a difkrent perspective to be placed on the move- 
ment itself. It also points up feministsf and feminism" ability to use and 
to combine with diverse ways of thinking politically. A study of these 
various combinational forms of feminism can illuminak both the means 
oE diffusion of feminist ideas and the different tendencies within femi- 
nism when it does exist in conjunction with a social movement of 
Women. 

In Ray Strachey's account Mary Wollstonecraft's work gains meaning 
by becoming 'the text' of the later movement. But is the impression of 
thec3retical continuity this conveys a valid one? Is Nary Wollstanecrafl's 
philosophical radicalism shared by later feminists? The claim is made by 
Ray Strachey in the absence of any sustained discussion of feminism's in- 
tellectual content. Any substantiation depends on an analysis of Mary 
Wollstonecraft's thought and that of later feminists. 

A Vindicatiolz of the Riyhts of Wonzan combines an appeal on behalf of 
women with a general social critique which employs key themes from 
the Enlightenment and uses them to illuminate women's position and 
needs. The demand for free individual development in a society open to 
talent, for example, is a demand of the French Revolution. Nary Wll- 
stonecraft extends this idea to women, widening out criticism of heredi- 
tary rights, duties and exclusions, to include those which derive from 
sexual difference. 

This drive to extend the field of social criticism in order to encompass 
women is carried forward in the name of women's basic humanity. The 
claim is first and foremast that women are members of the human 
species and therefore have the rights due to all humans. In making this 
claim several elements are combined. There is a Lockeian Christian argu- 
ment that. God has consmcted the world according to the laws of reason, 



and that humans can reach an understanding of the laws of God by use 
of that reason. If women are human they have reason and have the right 
to develop their reason in pursuit not least, of religious  knowledge.^^ 
There is an argument against women's confinement to the world of arti- 
fice and their consequent exclusion from the world of natural rights. 
Rotrsseau's Entilc is specifically pinpointed because within it women are 
deliberately constructed as objects of sexual desire, and by that confined 
to a lifetime's subordination within limits defined by male needs.21 The 
main thmst of this aspect of the Virzdicntion is that as members of the hu- 
man species, and in the interests of their own development, women 
should have the same considerations applied to them as are applied to 
men. This is, importantly, a natural rights argument: it rests its case on 
the rights due to all humans as species members. Ray Strachey accurately 
calls it a plea for equal human rights. 

This notion of hrr~nan rights, of the Rights of Mm, is not held in com- 
mon between Mary Wolfstonecraft and latel; nineteed-cenlury femi- 
nists. Their debates took place in the aftermath of a major political defeat 
of 'natural rights' arguments, which had found their most forceful ex- 
pmssion in the slogans of the F m c h  Revolution and which stayed alive 
by entering the political language of socialism. 

Some did hold on to a concept of natural rights. For example, Dr. 
Riehard Pankhurst, husband of Emmeline and father of Sylvia and 
Christabel, pursued the following line of argument in 1867: 

The basis of polilrlcal freedom is e x p r e s ~ d  in the great maxim of the equality 
of all men, of humanityf of all human beings, before the law. The unit of 
modern society is not the family but t l~e  individual, Therefore every individ- 
ual is pfi~~zafacie entittcd to all the franchises and Ercedoms of the constitu- 
tion. The political position of women ought, and finally, must be, dcter- 
mined by reference to that large principle . . . Any individtlal who enjoys the 
electoral right is not, in the cye of the constifution, invested with it in virtue 
of being of a certain rank, station or sex, Each individuali receives the right to 
vote irl tlze charncfer clf^hu??fnn beingf pyossasz'rxg intelligence and adequate rmsorr- 
iprg powei: To be hzsilnan and fo be sane are flze essential condifions . . . it i s  not on 
the grounds of any difference of sex that the electoral right is in principle ei- 
ther granted or denied.22 [ M y  emphasis] 

By contrast, Helen Taylor, daughter of Harriet Tay lor and stepdaughter 
of J. S. Mill, recommended the Ladies Petition presented by Mill to the 
Commons in 1866, in the fsllowix-ig terms: 

This claim, that since women are permitted to hold property they shouXd 
also bc permitted to cxcrcise all the rights which, by our faws, the posses- 



sion of property brings with it, is put forward in this petition on such strictly 
constihtional grounds, and is advmced so entirely without reference to any 
abstract rights, or frnndarnental changes in the institutions of English society, 
that it is impossible not to feel that the ladies who make it have done so with 
a practical purpose in view and that they conceive themselves to be asking 
only for the recognition of rights which flow natrnrally from the existing 
laws and institutions of the country.2" 

She invokes suppsrl for female suffrage and the suffragists on the 
grounds that the suffragists eschew natural rights and support the rights 
of properfry. ?it ccmsider 'a birthright as not of rzatuml but of legal origin is', 
she writes, 'in conformity with modem habits of thought in regard to civ- 
ilized men, the natives of civilized societies; but exn@fly ns it is opposed to 
ally n priori flrevries of the rights ofl~lari, [my emphasis] it is also opposed to 
any attempt to give or withhold privileges for merely natural reasons, 
such as differences of sex.'" 'Property represented by an individual is the 
true political unit among us', she claims. 

By holdix~g property women take on the rights and the duties of property, If 
they are not interested in politics their property is. 1700r-laws and game- 
laws, corn-laws and malt-tax, cattle-plagrre-compensation bills, the rnan- 
ning of the navy and the conversion of Enfield rifles into breech-loadcrs- 
all these things will make the property held by E~~glish women more or less 
valuable to the country at large . . . [and] it is on the supposition that prop- 
erty requires representation that a property qualification is fixed by the 
law.-= 

Richard Pankhurst and Helen Taylor were expressing an important 
and deep difference, between the rights of persons and the rights of 
property which was at the centre of political and ideological debate in 
the nineteenth centu:ury and is still alive today, The affirmation of' pmperty 
rights over human rights and vice uersn is sufficiently incompatible for it 
to be hard to see much meaning in talk of shared ideas. Mary Woll- 
stonecraft and Richard PankZ-rurst share a philosophic radicalism from 
which Helen TayZor and others were keen to distance themselves. 

It can be objected that as far as Ray Strachey is concerned, this criticism 
is unjust, Her claim is no& it could be said, that feminists shared a fheoy  
but that they sfnared an ideal. Is even this true? To the extent to wK& all 
the variety of objectives subscribed to by nineteenth-century feminists 
could be described as tending to pmdcrce equality for men and women 
alike, then it can be said that the ideal of equality was generally shared, 
but it is difficult to go further than this. The ideal of equal hlrlfzalz rights 
did not stay in the ccentrc of feminist preoccupations. The Aynarnics of 



feminist activity in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
moved away from it, even whilst feminists insisted on equal treatment, 
by developing much more than previously the concept of inescapable 
differences between the sexes. The term 'equal rights' became filled with 
different contents. 

The more work that. emerges on the history sf the nineteen&-cenhxry 
movement the more difficult it is to see any one theme, campaign, or 
ideal as pivotal. The picture which emerges is of a fragmented move- 
menit, its aims like pebbles, thrown into 2-he stream of social, political, 
economic and cultural life, producing rippling circles which touch and 
overlap, but of which no one could be with any certainty called the focal 
point. At the turn of the centuly the vote took on the weight of a sym- 
bolic function, uniting the personnel of many different campaigns; and, 
reciprocally, support for female suffrage became the touchstone of femi- 
nism. But the vote was never in any simple way the objective of feminist 
aspirakons. 

For Ray Strachey and others like her, however, suffragism was the lit- 
mus test of fernillism and this is reflected in the narraltive of The Catise: its 
climax is the triumph of the vote. Such an emphasis in itself marked a 
shift. Enfranchisement of women was not a central concern for Mary 
Wollstonecraft. She introduces the subjest with a certain diffidence: 

I really think that wolnen ought to have representatives, instead of being ar- 
bitrarily governed without having any direct share allawed them in the de- 
liberations of government, But, as the wholic system of ~'~3presentation in this 
country is only a convenient handle for despotism, they need not campfain, 
for they are as well represented as a ntrmerous class of hard working me- 
chanics.26 

From the 185Qs onwards feminists (in Ray Sh.a&eyfs definition of the 
animating spirits of the movement) agreed that women 'ought to have 
representativesf, more forcefully than the idea was ever held by Mary 
Mlollstonecraft. Not all maintained her link beheen women and 'me- 
chanics': this was often jettisoned together with the concept of natural 
human rights vvhich informs it, Hence the fierce debate between femi- 
nists, as well as between some feminists and non-feminists, about the re- 
lationship of women% suffrage to universal adult suffrage. What re- 
placed the notion of 'human' rights was one of 'women's' rights which 
depended not so much on a concept of woman as species member, but on 
woman as member of a specific social group composed of herself and 
other women. Suffragist and suffragette alike, whatever their differences 
over tactic?;, usua11y a g ~ e d  in constructing koman' as a unified cate- 
gory, a qeciiFiable constiZnnency, sufficiently different from any class of 



men to need their own representatives, and sufficiently similar for an en- 
franchised section to represent the disfranchised. 

As the campaign developed and resistance to it became more articu- 
lated suffragists and suffragettes had to answer a set of questions which 
registered various difficulties in relation to womanhood, to the nature of 
represenlat.ion, and to citizenship. Who could best represent women? 
Women or selected men? Could women's interests be distinguished frorn 
men's? If so, how and by what? What was a woman? Could women rep- 
resent men? Could they represent the interests of the state? Could they 
take on the duties as well as the rights of the citizen?27 

The position of married women in particular created a difficulty since 
in law married women were entirely represented by their husbands.28 In 
the main suffragefles and mffragists alike were pmpared to compromise 
with this state of affairs. They demanded equality on the same terms as 
men, even though marriage created differences between women and 
women as well as between women and men, and they supported bills 
whi& would exclude married women frorn the vote. 

In the name of egalitarianism, therefore, they were prepared to accept 
the exclusion of a large number of women from citizenship, for a time at 
least. Amongst the arguments used to justify this apparent paradox was 
an appeal to an underlying unity between women. Mrs. Fatvcett for ex- 
ample r-easoned that, because of their shared womanhood, widows and 
spinsters would be able to represent their married sisters. Christabel 
Pankhurst stressed that women were being excluded on principle, be- 
cause of their sex: winning the vote for some would break the principle 
of exclusion for all. From this point of view it didn't matter which 
women were first enfranchised. Both leaders mobilized the concept of a 
unity of interest between women to prove that women are the best peo- 
ple to represent other women and that some women could wait: it is con- 
stitutive of both their feminisms and shared by them despite their differ- 
ences. At the level of the concept of woman being deployed, agreement 
exists where it may not have been expected, and where at another level 
(ideas about how the British Constitution worked, for example) pro- 
found disagrczement does exist. 

An analysis of the shifts and changes which have taken place in the 
meaning and content of 'womanhood' for feminists is intrinsic to any 
study of feminism as a specific body of thought: or prac~ce. The shxdy of 
combinational forms of feminism is also important and here the terms of 
general social analysis can be crucial. But overd it is even mow pertinent 
to ask what. concept of woman is being mobilized, or indeed, as far as 
contemporary feminism is concerned, whether a concept of woman is be- 
ing employ ed at all. 



Feminists have not always had the same concept of woman, either at 
any one time or over time, and those moments at which changes have 
taken place in dominant feminist thinking about women can be pin- 
pointed. Taken together with an appreciation of the different alliances 
feminists have entered into, the concept of woman can become a means 
t%trtaugh which the infiuence feminists have had at a more general politi- 
cal, social and cultural level can be gauged. But these things can only 
happen if attention is shifted from continuities of feminism to the discon- 
t-inuities, the breaks, in feminist discourse and practice. 

One of the attractions of the history of the nineteenth-century move- 
ment for feminists is that it provides a certain reassurance in the example 
of women acting together in a united way. It is also possible to mould its 
material into a satisfying narra2;ive. In The Causc, the story is one of trials, 
vicissitudes, but eventual success. Fifty years later, the development of a 
new movement led to a questioning of the terms of this 'success' and the 
story has been amended so that it now more often finishes in anti-climax 
and defeat or else in the creation of the new movement to carry the strug- 
gle further. But the underlying structure of the narrative is maintained. 

Both this sh"ucturtr and the emotional purposes of feminist history writ- 
ing relate to its political function. Combined, they can give feminist histo- 
riography an evolutionist and progressivist flavour. The present is ba ted  
as the culmination of the past and as relarrively %advancc3df compared to 
that past. Characteristics of the modem movement (like the commitment 
to autonomy separatism, or whatever) are taken as definitional of femi- 
nism and looked for in past experiences. Disjunchres and dead mds tend 
to be ignored. The past is thus used to authenticate the present when there 
is no guarantee that past feminisms have anything more in common with 
contemporary feminism than a name: l ink between them need to be es- 
tablished and camot be assumed from the outset, 

In my view these problems derived from an overstrict identification of 
feminism with a women" movement, and of the history of feminism 
with the history of the achievement of the aims of that movement. Such 
an identification depends on a definition of feminism as activity, whether 
difluse or directed to a given end. As a perspective it generates hrther 
problems, too, 

The focus on feminism as activity, as campaigns around issues, tends 
to underplay the nat.ure of the general debate about women and the ex- 
tent to which feminists were involved in setting its terms. Claims are of- 
ten made, ffur example, about women's 'silencef or exclusion from public 
speech in the nineteenth century. It is hard to find much evidence to sup- 
port this in the journals of the period.2' A rhetoric of exclusion is taken as 
factual description. Although there was a good deal of thinking and writ- 



ing in the politics of nineteenth-century feminism, this is rarely fore- 
grounded. Pride of place is given to feminism's dramas. 
h d  there is some~mes somehjng rather suspect in this emphasis an 

feminism as activity, as locus of a particular campaigning spirit. Xn The 
Ta~nnrisk Tree Dora Russell recalls that after the Labour Party Conference 
of 1426, at which her group won an endorsement of their birth control 
campaign, H. G. Wells sent her a postcard, part of which read 'Bertie 
thinks, I write, but you DO'." 00n the face of it a compliment. Yet is it? 
Does it not m m  up a certain position in regard to women's politics, to 
feminism, to its history, to women in general? Men think and write, 
women do; men thought and wrote, women did (the most famous novel 
about the New Women was called The Woman Who Did). Men reflect; 
women act out. But in their acting, what ideas were feminist women 
drawing on, using, transforming, creating? The answers to these ques- 
tions are often occluded by the presentation of feminism as spectacle. 

Present and Past 

Instead of a progressive and cumulative history of feminism, it is an his- 
torical examination of the dynamics of persistence and change within 
feminism which is needed. Alongside those narratives which stress the 
success or failure of parl-icular campaigns, some appraisal of the compli- 
cated inheritance of feminist thought and practice is required. This inher- 
itance is not simply a part of the past but lives in the present, both as a 
part of the conditions of existence of contemporary feminism and as a 
part of that very feminism. 

When the women" liberation movement came into existence in the 
late 196Cfs, it emerged into a social order already marked by an atssimila- 
tion of other feminisms. Feminism was already a part of the political and 
social fabric. It was not presmt as a d o m i m t  hrce: feminists were after 
all the representatives of a subordinate group.31 But the logic of main- 
stream feminism-that there could be a politics directed towards 
women-had been assimilated, even if women have not normally acted 
as a unified political cons~hency, and if 'women's politics%&, by the 
1 9 6 0 ~ ~  become stereovped. 

It had become acceptable, before the emergence of the womenf s libera- 
tion movement, to thjnk about women as a separate social group with 
needs and interests of their own, even if this way of thinking has been 
unstable and not always in evidence. This does not mean that only femi- 
nists mated 'woman' as a unified category or that anyone who does so is 
a feminist. Nor is it to say that all feminists share or have shared the same 
concept of womanhood. Although the suffrage movement effected a po- 
litical shift away from exclusive considerations of women as sex to ern- 



phasize women as social group, the post-suffrage movement (after much 
conflict) adopted a concept of woman based on the needs of reproduction 
and the social value of m a t e z x i ~ . ~ ~  

An autonomous female subject, woman speaking in her own right, 
with her own voice, had also emerged. It has been part of the project of 
ferlminism in general to aMmpt to transform women, fmm an object of 
knowledge into a subjed capable of appropriating knowledge, to effect a 
passage from the state of subjection to subjecthood.33 In great measure 
h i s  gmject was realized within the feminism of the 1860s to the 1938s, al- 
beit in literary form.34 

Women's liberation groups formed within a context which already in- 
cluded a programme for women's legal and political emancipation--the 
unfinished business of 142Cand pressure p u p s  and lobbyists working 
for it." This simultaneity of what might be called an 'old' feminism and a 
'new' is perhaps one reason why broad and loose definitions of feminism 
have such an appeal, and why such hmad &hitions can be shared by 
feminists and non-feminists, The content of the term has not been Qeter- 
mined by the women's liberation movement. A preexisting content was 
already part of culture, and could not be negotiated or wished away. 

Madem feminism is an admixture, and the boundaries between its 
components, between its 'past' and its 'present', are not necessarily that 
clear. At the start of the contemporary women's liberation movement it 
was common for women's liberationists to distance themselves from 
emancipationism, the campaign for equality between the sexes. Despite 
this, women" liberaz-ion has spawned campaigns for legal and financial 
equality, equal opportunity at work, and other demands which have an 
emancipationist object. 'Women's right to enter a man's world' is both 
demanded and cri~cized. The ambivalence which the issue arouses is im- 
portant because it indicates areas of uncertainty and confusion about 
feminist aims, a confusion which might be more productive than a pre- 
mabre clarity. 

Nor has the inrage of the feminist been the creation of women's libera- 
tion. Traces of the feminist past and its often unsolved problems persist 
in collective social memories and the various social meanings of femi- 
nism. What captures the public imagination about feminism is often in- 
dicative of what is both new and a survival, and a good guide to femi- 
nism's impact. It is more difficult than might at first be thought to 
distinguish behveen a feminist and a non-feminist image of feminism; of- 
ten only the interpretations differ. 

Feminists wew, and still are, imagined as confined to the narrow world 
of women, the marginal world of women's issues, cut off from the gen- 
eral field of human endeavour (which in some vocabularies is called class 
politics). Fear of separaian and marginalization still has a strong in- 



hibitory power. The issue of separatism, the creation of a female culture 
and community, is at the heart of an unfinished debate within feminism 
and bet-ween feminisms. 

Feminists are also imagined as the bearers of female anger, as female 
incendiaries. The bra-burner of 1968 merges with the petrolerise of the 
Paris Commune; the sex shop arsonist of 1978 with the pillar box arsonist 
of 1913. The explosive quality of feminism, its fieriness, its anger, is con- 
tained within the image of the bra-burner, as is the protest against sexual 
constraint.36 

There were in effect various concepts from feminist discourses (and 
various responses to them) already in circulation when the first new 
women's groups began to meet in the 1960s. It is possible to look at the 
three already menitioned (the idea of women as a social group with an 
underlying unity of interest, the realization of a feminine subject distin- 
guishable from the male, the possibility of a politics which could focus 
exclusively on women) and mark, after twenty years, the changes each 
has gone through, if only in a schematic way. 

One of the most striking features of women's liberation and radical 
kminism was their recouwse to a new language-the language of libera- 
tion rather than emancipation, of collectivism rather than individualism. 
Radical sociology and marxism were placed in the foreground of at- 
t-empts to analyse women's posit.ion. There were new fo~ms of practice 
too-the consciousness-raising group, the refusal of formal, delegated 
structures of political organization, a stress on participation rather than 
representation-& a new concept: that of "sexual poli6cs1. 

'Sexual politicsf held together the idea of women as social group domi- 
nated by men as social group (male dominationifemale oppression), at 
the same time as tuxning back to the issue of women as sex orrtsicic of the 
bounds of reproduction. It threw political focus onto the most intimate 
transactions of the bedroom: this became one of the meanings of 'the per- 
sonal i s  political'. These two aspects have not always stayed held to- 
gether: some feminists have attached most value to the study of 'women' 
as social group and object of political concern. It is, however, the pursuit 
of questions about the female body and its sexual needs which has be- 
come distinctive of contemporary feminism. 

For past feminisms it was male sexuality that was at issue: the need 
was as much to constrain male sexuality as to liberate women from the 
work of paying the costs of male desire. There are feminists today for 
whom women's problem is still male desire. But alongside the challenge 
to male sexualiq there goes a curiosigr about female desire, &male sexu- 
ality, and the problems of relations between women. 

At the same time the autonomous female subject has become, in a 
much more pronounced way, the subject of feminism. In 1866, J. S. Mill 



could be welcomed as an adequate representative of women's aspira- 
tions by the first women's suffrage societies. As recently as 1972 Simone 
de Beauvoir could refer to feminists 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 
sociev.'" Now, in the mid-eighties, it is pract-ically 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 enunciators, the creat.ors of its .theory 
of its practice and of its language.38 

When this intensification of emphasis on women as the subject of fem- 
inism coincides with an emphasis on women as feminism's object and fo- 
cus of attention (women's experience, literaturel history ps~&@, and so 
on) certain risks are run. The doubling-up of women, as subject and ob- 
ject can produce a circular, self-confirming rhetoric and a hermetic clo- 
sure of thougl-lt. The feminine subject becomes trapped by the dynamics 
of self-reflectivity within the narcissism of the mirror-image.39 

Feminism's fascination with women is also the condition of the easy 
slippage from 'feminist' to 'wwoanl and back: the feminist becomes the 
representative of 'woman', just as 'feminist history' becomes the same as 
'women's history' and so on. 

This intensification of the use of concepts already in circulation has 
produced not so much a continuity of feminisms as a set of crises. It is, 
for example, one of women's liberation's paradoxes that although it 
started m the terrain of: sexual antagonism beheen men and women, it 
moved quickly to a state in which relations between women caused the 
most inkmal stress. Womm, in a sensc;, art;. feminismf S %greatest problem. 
The assumption of a potenGal identiv beheen women, rather than solv- 
ing the problem, became a condition of increasing tensions. 

Of these tensions, not the least important is the intellectual tension 
generated by a crisis of the concept kwaman"ithin feminist &ought. As 
a concept, 'woman' is too fragile to bear the weight of all the contents and 
meanings now ascribed to it. The end of much research by feminists has 
been to show the tremendous diversiv of the meaning of womanhood, 
across cultures and over time. This result serves feminist purposes by 
providing evidence that change is possible because the social meaning of 
womanhood is malleable. But to demonskate the elusiveness of 'woman" 
as a category can also subvert feminists' assumption that women can be 
approached as a unity. It points up the extent to which the concept of 
womanhood employed by femini&s is alwn ys partial, 

One indication of this crisis is the way in which 'sexual division' and 
'sexual difference' are named with increasing frequency as the objects of 
kminist enquiry. Mel-t. this happens there is a shift away fTom the treat- 



ment of 'men' and 'womenf as discrete groups and a stress on the rela- 
tionships between the two. Of particular significance here have been the 
uses of psychoanalytic and critical theory in the attempt to understand 
the 'sexed subject', with a consequent movement from the unsatisfactory 
terms 'man' and 'woman' to the differently unsatisfactory terms 'mas- 
czlliniv' and "femininity'. 

This work is often criticized as 'non-political', but in my view its politi- 
cal implications are what raise alarm. The employment of psychoanalysis 
and critical theory to question the unity of the mbject to emphasize the 
fragmented subject, is potentially subversive of any view which asserts a 
'central" organizing principle of social conflict. Radical feminism, for ex- 
ample, has depended as much as some marxist political theories on such 
an assertion: sex war replaces class war as the 'truth' of history, and in its 
enactment the sexes are given a coherent identity. To deconstruct the sub- 
ject 'womanf, to question whether 'woman' is a coherent identity, is also 
to imply the question of whether koman' is a coherent political identity 
and therefore whether women can unite politically, culturally, and so- 
cially as 'women' for other than very specific reasons. It raises questions 
about the feminist pruject at: a very fundamental level. 

Such questions are open ones and need to remain so. How far the 
practice-theoretical fragmentation of what calls itself the women's move- 
ment can he related to the lack of cohesiveness of the concept 'woman' is 
a matter of speculation. The nineteenth-century social movement was 
also fragmented, and q o k ,  as do klllinjsm today to a general politic& 
crisis of repmscntation. T h i s  crisis is not restricted to kminists, nor to the 
political institutions and political languages which they have had a part 
in making. In what form, forms or combinations feminism will survive is 
not a q~estion which can yet be answered. 

Notes 

I. Parts of this article were included in a paper given to the London History 
Workshop Seminar in April 1983.1 would like to thank all those who gartiicipated 
in the discussion which followed and all those friends and colleagues who have 
discussed the various themes of this article with me, Special thanks are due to 
Beatrix Campbell, Catherine Hal!, Julict MitcheI1, Mike and Ines Newman, Geof- 
frey Nowell-Smith and Brenda Storey, 

2, QQf two neighbouring towns each i s  the other's most: jealous rival; every lit- 
tle canton looks down on the ohers with contempt. Closely related races keep 
onc another at arm's length; the South German cannot endure the North German, 
the Englishman casts every kind of aspersion upon the Scot, the Spaniard de- 
spises the Portuguese.3Sigrnund Freud, Gmup Psyclzology and tlze Analysis of the 
Ego (Standard Edition, Vi>l 18, EtogartI~, Lsndon, 1%58 1101, See also Ciuilisatiorr 
and its Bisconfcnfs, ch. V (Vol 21 of the same edition). 



3. This can happen in both politics and culture, One example is the creation of 
Veminist art'aas a category within art criticism into which the work of many 
women artiists is conveniently slotted. Far from focusing attention on the work of 
those artists who are feminists, such a label removes their art practice to the mar- 
gins, and forecloses the question of whether such a thing as Yeminist artkxists. 
For a discussion of feminist art practice see Mary Kelly, mesigning Images/lmag- 
ing Desire2in Wedge, 6 (New York, 1984). 
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eration Workshop Manifesto, drafted in 197'0 by a group of London women as the 
basis of their work together. Part of it read: 'Women's Liberation Workshop be- 
lieves that women in our society are oppressed. We are economically oppressed; 
in jobs we do f-ull work for half pay, at home we do unpaid work full time. We are 
commercially exploited by advertisements, television and the press. Legally 
women are discriminated against. We are bro~rght up to fee1 inadequate, edtr- 
cated to narrower horizons than men. It is as women therefore that we are orga- 
nizing,' The manifesto was cirmlated as a cyclostyled sheet to all those interested 
in the Workshop and was publihed monthly in its magazine Shrew. All those 
who shared its perception of what it meant to be a woman could take part in 
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5. This 'we' i s  reminiscent of what Benvenistc calls the "dilated I', a 'we' wkch 
"anncxcs to the ""I'an indistinct globaXity of other persons", Emile Benvcniste, 
Prubktntes de LhguisCiqzae Gknirnle (CatXimard, Pax& 1966),235. 

6. Indeed, the Work3hop manifesto stressed heterogeneity: Women's Libera- 
tion Vdarkshop is esscntialty heterogcneoua incorporating wit.hin it a wide range 
of opinions and plans for action." The assumption was that these opinions and 
piians could harmonize because in the context of a movement women could find a 
new way of working togethen: 

7. Far example, the statement that women in the home 'do unpaid work full 
time" is one that could be agreed to by all supporters of the Manifesto. Their 
analysis that this hidden labour (f-tIdden horn the point of view of capital) is the 
secrehf capitairs exploitation of women and that therefore there should be a 
campaip for wages for housework in order to reclaim its value was highly con- 
tentious and never gained more than minority backing, 

8. For discussions of Greenham Common see Caroline Blackwood, On tlze 
Perimeter (Heinemann, London/Viking, NU, 1984; Alice Cook and Gwyn Kirk, 
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women Press, Lodon, 1983). 

9. Professor Olive Banks, for example, employs this broad definition: 'Any 
groups that have tried to char~ge the position of women, or ideas about women, 
have been grmted the title fexninist' h her Fnces ofFcminism (Martin Robertson, 
Oxford, 1981), 3. 

10. 'In the radical fexninist viewf the new fexninism is not just the revival of a 
serious political movement for social eq~rality. It is the second wave of the most 
popular revolution in history" Shularnith Firestone, The Dialectic of Sex (Cape, 



London, 19"i"l), 16, The Second Mz?e was also the name of a U.S. radical feminist 
journal. It is a phrase which is still used. 

11, Ray Strachey, The Cause (Bell, London, 1928; reprinted Virago, London, 
19178). 
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Warburg, Ltodon, 1984), 50, This argument begs the cluestion of the content of 
feminist ideas. 
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The Combahee River 
ective Statement 

CQMBAMEE RIVER COLLECTIVE 

We are a collective of Black feminists who have been meet- 
ing together since 1974.1 During that time we have been involved in the 
process of defining and clarifying our politics, while at the same time do- 
ing political work within our own group and in coalition with other pro- 
gressive organizations and movements. The most general statement of 
our politics at the present time would be that we are actively committed 
to struggling against racial, sexual, heterosexual, and class oppression, 
and see as our particular task the development of integrated analysis 
and practice based upon the fact that the major systems of oppression 
are interlocking. The synthesis of these oppressions creates the condi- 
t-ions of our lives. As Black women we see Black kminism as the logical 
political movement to combat the manifold and simultaneous oppres- 
sions that all women of color face. 

We will discuss four major topics in the paper that fsilsws: (I) the gen- 
esis of contemporary Black feminism; (2) what we believe, i.e., the spe- 
cific province of our politics; (3) the problems in organizing Black femi- 
nists, including a brief herstory of our collective; and (4) Black feminist 
issues and practice. 

%c CombAec IGver Cdlcctive was a Black feminist group in Boston whose narnc carnc 
from the guerrilla action conceptunlitcd and led by H a r ~ e t  Tubman on Junc 2, 1863, in the 
Port Royal region of South Carolina. This action freed more &an 750 slaves and i s  the only 
miIitary campaign in America11 history planned and fed by a mroman. 



1 .  The Genesis ol Contemporary Black Feminism 

Before looking at the mcent development of Blaclc feminism we would 
like to affirm that we find our origins in the historical reality of Afro- 
American women's continuous life-and-death struggle for survival and 
liberation, Black women's extremely negative relationship to the Ameri- 
can political system (a system of white male mle) has always been deter- 
mined by our membership in two oppressed racial and sexual castes. As 
Angela Davis points out in "ReRect-ions on the Black Woman" Role in the 
Community of Slaves," Black women have always embodied, if only in 
their physical manifestation, an adversary stance to white male rule and 
have actively resisted its inroads upon them and their communities in 
both dramat.ic and subtle ways, There have always been Black women 
activists-some known, like Sojourner Truth, Harriet Tubman, Prances 
E. W. Harper, Ida B. Wells Barnett, and Mary Church Terrell, and thou- 
sands upon thousands unknown-who have had a shared awareness of 
how their sexual identity combined with their racial identity to make 
their whole life situation and the focus of their political struggles unique. 
Contemporary Black kminism is the outgrowzfi of countless genera~ons 
of personal sacrifice, militancy and work by our mothers and sisters. 

A Black feminist presence has evolved most obviously in connection 
with the second wave of the American women's movement beginning in 
the late 1960s. Black, other Third World, and working women have been 
involved in the feminist movement from its start, but both outside reac- 
tionary forces and racism and elitism within the movement itself have 
senred to obsmrr! our participation, Xn 1973, Bhck feminists, pprimarily lo- 
cated in New York, felt the necessity of forming a separate Black feminist 
group. This became the National Black Feminisl Organization (NBFO). 

Black feminist politics also have an obvious connection to movements 
for Black liberation, particularly those of the 1960s and 1970s. Many of us 
were active in those movements (Civil Rights, Black nationalism, the 
Black Panthers), and all of our lives were greatly affected and changed by 
their ideologies, their goals, and the tactics used to achieve their goals. It 
was our experience and disillusionment within these liberation move- 
ments as well as experience on the periphery of the white male left that 
led to the need to develop a politics that was anti-racist, unlike those of 
white women, and anti-sexist, unlike those of Black and white men. 

There is  also undeniably a personal genesis for Black feminism, that is, 
the political realization that comes from the seemingly personal experi- 
ences of individual Black women's lives. Black feminists and many more 
Black women who do not define themselves as feminists have all experi- 
enced sexual ogprc~ssion as a constant factor in our day-to-day existence. 
As children we ~ a l i z e d  that we were different fmm boys and that we 
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were treated differently. For example, we were told in the same breath to 
be quiet both for the sake of being "ladylikef' and to make us less objec- 
t-imabie in the eyes of white people. As we grew older we became aware 
of the threat of physical and sexual abuse by men. However, we had no 
way of conceptualizing what was so apparent to us, what we klzew was 
really happening. 

Black feminists often talk about their feelings of craziness before be- 
coming conscious of the concepts of sexual politics, patriarchal rule, and 
most importantly, feminism, the political analysis and practice that we 
women use to struggle against our oppression. The fact that racial poli- 
tics and indeed racism are pervasive factors in our lives did not ailow us, 
and still does not allow most Black women, to look more deeply into our 
own experiences and, from the sharing and growing consciousness, to 
build a politics that will change our lives and inevitably end our oppres- 
sion. Our development must also be tied to the contemporary economic 
and political position of Black people. The post Wrld War 11 generation 
of Black youth was the first to be able to minimally partake of certain ed- 
ucational and employment options, prwiousty closed completely to 
Black people. Although our economic psition is still at the very bottom 
of the American capitalistic economy, a handful of us have been able to 
gain certain tools as a resuit of tokenism in educaGan and employment 
which potenhally encihie us to more effectively fight our oppression. 

A combined anti-racist and anti-sexist position drew us together ini- 
tially, and as we developed politically we addressed ourselves to hetero- 
sexism and economic oppression under capiblism. 

2. What We Believe 

Above all else, our politics initially sprang from the shared belief that 
Black women are inherently valuable, that our liberation is a necessity 
not as an adjunct to somebody else's but because of our need as human 
persons for autonomy. This may seem so obvious as to sound simplistic, 
but it is apparent that no other ostensibly progressive movement has ever 
considered our specific oppression as a priority or woiked seriously b r  
the ending of that oppression. Merely naming the pejorative stereotypes 
attributed to Black women (e.g., mammy, matriarch, Sapphire, whore, 
bulldagger), let alone cataloguing the cruel, often murdewus, treament 
we receive, indicates how little value has been placed upon our lives dur- 
ing four centuries of bondage in the Western Hemisphere. We realize that 
the only people who care enough about us to work consistently for our 
liberation are us. Our politics evolve from a healthy love for ourselves, 
our sisters and our community which allows us to continue our struggle 
and work. 



This focusing upon our own oppression is embodied in the concept of 
identity politics. We believe that the most profound and potentially most 
radical politics come directly out of our own identity, as opposed to 
working to end somebody else's oppression. In the case of Black women 
this is a particularly repugnant, dangerous, threatening, and therefore 
revolutionary concept because it is ohvious from looking at all the politi- 
cal movements that have preceded us that anyone is more worthy of lib- 
eration than ourselves. We reject pedestals, queenhood, and walking ten 
paces bel-rind. To be recognized as human, levelly human, is enough. 

We believe that sexual politics under patriarchy is as pervasive in 
Black women's lives as are the politics of class and race. We also often 
find it difficult to separate race b r n  class from sex oppressicm because in 
our lives they are most often experienced simultaneously We know that 
there is such a thing as racial-sexual oppression which is neither solely 
racial nor solely sexual, e.g., the history of rape of Black women by white 
men as a weapon of political ~pmssion. 

Although we are feminists and Lesbians, we feel solidarity with pro- 
gressive Black men and do not advocate the fractionalization that white 
women who are separatists demand. Our sihrhon as Black people ne- 
cessitates that we have solidarity around the fact of race, which white 
women of course do not need to have with white men, unless it is their 
negative solidarity as racial vpmessors. Wi? stmggle together with Black 
men against racism, while we also struggle with Black men about sexism. 

We realize that the liberation of all oppressed peoples necessitates the 
destmctim of the pcrli~cal-economic systems of capitalism and imperial- 
ism as well as patriarchy. We are socialists because we believe that work 
must be organized for the collective benefit of those who do the work 
and create the products, and not far the profit of the bosses. Material re- 
sources must be equally distributed among those who create these re- 
sources, We are not convinced, however, that a socialist revolu~on that is 
not: also a feminist and anti-rackt revolution will guarantee our libera- 
tion. We have arrived at the necessity for developing an understanding 
of class relationships that takes into account the specific class position of 
Black women who are generally marginal in the labar force, while at this 
par thlar  time some of us are temporarily viewed as doubly desirable 
tokens at white-collar and professional levels. We need to articulate the 
real class situation of perwm who are not merely raceless, sexless work- 
ers, but for whom racial and sexual oppression are significant determi- 
nants in their workingieconomic lives. Although we are in essential 
agreement with Marx's dleory as it applied to the very specific economic 
relationships he analyzed, we know that his analysis must be extended 
further in order for us to understand our specific economic situation as 
Black women. 
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A political contribution which we feel we have already made is the ex- 
pansion of the feminist principle that the personal is political. In our 
consciousness-raising sessions, for example, we have in many ways gone 
beyond white women's revelations because we are dealing with the im- 
plicaGons of race and class as well as sex. Even our Black women" style 
of talking/ testifying in Black language about what we have experienced 
has a resonance that is both cultural and political. We have spent a great 
deal of energy delving into the cultural and experiential nature of our op- 
pression out of necessity because none of these matters has ever been 
looked at before. No one before has ever examined the multilayered tex- 
ture of Black women's lives. An example of this kind of revelation/con- 
ceptualization occurred at a meeting as we discussed the ways in which 
our early il7telleckral interesls had been attacked by our peers, particu- 
larly Black males. We discovered that all of us, because we were "smart," 
had also been considered "ugly" i.e., "smart-ugly." "Smart-uglyf' crystal- 
lized the way in which most of us had been forced to develop our intel- 
lects at great cost to our "social" lives. The sanctions in the Black and 
white communities against Black women thinkers are comparatively 
much higher than for white womm, particularly ones from the educated 
middle and upper classes. 

As we have already stated, we reject the stance of Lesbian separatism 
because it is not a viable pali;tical analysis or strategy for us. It leaves out 
far too much and far too many people, particularly Black men, women, 
and children. We have a great deal of criticism and loathing for what men 
have k m  socialized to be in this society: what they support, haw they 
act, and how they oppress. But we do not have the misguided notion that 
it is their maleness, per se-i.e., their biological maleness-that makes 
them what they are. As Blaclc women we find any type of bioiagical de- 
terminism a particularly dangerous and reactionary basis upon which to 
build a politic. We must also question whether Lesbian separatism is an 
adequate and progressive palit-ieal analysis and strategy, even for those 
who practice it, since it so completely denies any but the sexual sources 
of women's oppression, negating the facts of class and race. 

3. Pvoblems in Organizing Black Feminists 

During our years together as a Black feminist collective we have experi- 
enced success and defeat, joy and pain, victory and failure. We have 
found that it is very difficult to organize around Black feminist issues, 
difficult even to announce in certain contexts that we aw Black feminists. 
We have tried to think about the reasons for our difficulties, particularly 
since the white women's movement continues to be strong and to grow 
in many directions. In this section we will discuss some of the general 
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reasons for the organizing problems we face and also talk specifically 
about the stages in organizing our own collective. 

The major source of difficulty in our political work is that we are not 
just trying to fight oppression on one front or even two, but instead to ad- 
dress a whole range of oppressions. We do not have racial, sexual, hetero- 
sexual, or class privilege to rely upan, nor do we have even the minimal 
access to resources and power that groups who possess any one of these 
types of privilege have. 

The psycholugical toll1 of being a Black woman and the difficulties this 
presents in reaching political consciousness and doing political work can 
never be underestimated. There is a very low value placed upon Black 
women's psyches in this society which is both racist and sexist. As an 
early group member once said, ""Me are all damaged people merely by 
virtue of being Black women." We are dispossessed psychologically and 
on every other level, and yet we feel the necessity to struggle to change 
the condigon of all Black women. In "A Black Feminist" Search for Sis- 
terhoad," Michele Wallace arrives at this conclusion: 

We exist as women who are Black who are feminists, each stranded fur the 
moment, working independently because there is not yet an environment in 
this society remotely congenial to our stmggle-becs~rse, being on the bot- 
torn, we would have to do what no one else has done: we would have to 
fi&t the worfd.2 

Wallace is pessimistic but realistic in her assessment of Black feminists' 
position, particularly in her allusion to the nearly classic isolation most of 
us face. We might use our position at the bottom, however, to make a 
clear leap into ~volutionary action. If Black women were fret it would 
mean that everyone else would have to be free since our freedom would 
necessitate the destruction of all the systems of oppression. 

Ferninism is, nevertheless, very thx.eat.ening to the majority of Black 
people because it calls into question some of the most basic assumptions 
about our existence, i.e., that sex should be a determinant of power rela- 
t-imships. Here is the way male and kmale roles were defined in a Black 
nationalist pamphlet from the early 1970s: 

We understand that it is and has been traditional that the man is the head of 
the house, He is the leader of the houseination because his howledge of the 
world is broader, his awareness is greater, his ~rnderstanding is fuller and his 
application of this information is wiser . . . After all, it i s  only reasonable that 
the man be the head of the house because he is able to defend and protect the 
development of his home . . . Women cannot do the same thhgs as men- 
they are made by nature to function differently. Eqtlaliy of mm and women 
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is something that cannot happen even in the abstract world. Men are not 
equal to other men, i.e. ability, experience or even understanding, The value 
of men and wolnen can be seen as in tEic value of gold and silver-&cy arc 
not equal but both have great value. We must realize that men and women 
are a complement to each other. because there is no house/family without a 
man and his wife. Both arc essential to t-hc development of any life.3 

The material conditions of most Black women would hardly lead them 
to upset both economic and sexual arrangements that: seem to represent 
some stability in their lives. Many Black women have a good under- 
standing of both sexism and racism, but because of the everyday con- 
strictions of their lives, camot risk struggling against them both. 

The reaction of Black men to feminism has been notoriwsly negative. 
They are, of course, even more threatened than Black women by the pos- 
sibility that Black feminists might organize around our own needs. They 
realize that they might not only lose valuable and hardworking allies in 
their struggles but that they might also be forced to change their habitu- 
ally sexist ways of interacting with and oppressing Black women. Accu- 
sations that Blaclc feminism divides the Black struggle are powerhl de- 
terrents to the growth of an autonomous Black women's movement. 

Still, hundreds of women have been active at different times during the 
three-year existence of our p u p .  And every Black woman who came, 
came out of a strongly felt need for some level of possibility that did not 
previously exist in her life. 

When we first started meeting early in 19711: alter the NBFO first east- 
ern regional conference, we did not have a strategy for organizing, or 
even a focus. We just wanted to see what we had. After a period of 
months of not meeting, we began to meet again late in the year and 
started doing an intense variety of consciousness-raising. The over- 
whelming feeling that we had is that after years and years we had finally 
fatxnd each other. Although we we= not doing pditical work as a gmup, 
individuals continued their involvement in Lesbian politics, sterilization 
abuse and abortion rights work, Third World Inlbmenfs International 
Wamen's Day activities, and support activity for the trials of Dr. Kenneth 
Edelin, Joan Little, and In6z Garcia. During our first summer, when 
membership had dropped off considerably those of us remaining de- 
voted sclrious discussion to the possibiliv of opening a rehge for bat- 
tered women in a Black community. (There was no refuge in Boston at 
that time.) We also decided around that time to become an independent 
collective since we had seriws disag~ements with NBFO's bourgeois- 
feminist stance and their lack of a clear political focus. 

TrJe also were contacted at that time by socialist feminists, with whom 
we had worked on abortion rights activities, who wanted to encourage 



us to attend the National Socialist Feminist Conference in Yellow Springs. 
One of our members did attend and despite the narrowness of the ideol- 
ogy that was promoted at that particular conference, we became more 
aware of the need for us to understand our own economic sibation and 
to make our own economic analysis. 

In the fall, when some members returned, we experienced several 
months of comparative inactivity and internal disagreements which were 
first conceptualized as a Lesbian-straight split but which were also the re- 
sult of class and political diflerences. During the summer hose of us who 
were still meeting had determined the need to do political work and to 
move beyond ccmsciousness-raising and serving exclusively as an emo- 
tional support group. At the beginning of 1976, when some of the women 
who had not wanted to do political work and who also had voiced dis- 
agreements stopped attending of their own accord, we again looked for a 
focus. We decided at that itirntr3, with the addiGon of new members, to be- 
come a strudy gmup. We had always shared our reading with each othel; 
and some of us had written papers on Black feminism for group discus- 
sion a few months before this decision was made. We began functioning 
as a study group and also began discussing the passibility of starting a 
Black feminist publication. We had a retreat in the late spring which pro- 
vided a time for both political discussion and working out interpersonal 
issues. Currently we are planning to gather together a collec~on of Black 
feminist writing. We feel that it is absolutely essential to demonstrate the 
reality of our politics to other Black women and believe that we can do 
this through writ-ing and dislributing our work. The fact that individual 
Black feminists are living in isolation all over the country that our own 
numbers are small, and that we have some skills in writing, printing, and 
publishing makes us want to carry out these kinds of projects as a means 
of orga~zing Black feminists as we continue to do political work in coaIi- 
tion with other groups. 

4. Black Feminist Issues and Practice 

During our time together we have identified and worked on many issues 
of particular relevance to Black women. The inclusiveness of our politics 
makes us concerned with any situation that impinges upon the lives of 
women, Third World and working people. Wi? are of course particularly 
committed to working on those struggles in which race, sex and class are 
simultaneous factors in oppression. We might, for example, become in- 
volved in workplace organizing at a factory that employs Third World 
women or picket a hospital that is cutting back on already inadequate 
health care to a Third World community, or set up a rape crisis center in a 
Black neighborhood. Organizing around welfare and dayare concerns 
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might also be a focus. The work to be done and the countless issues that 
this work represents merely reflect the pervasiveness of our oppression. 

Issues and projects that collective members have actually worked an 
are sterilization abuse, abortion rights, battered women, rape and health 
care. We have also done many workshops and educationals on Black 
feminism on cdlege campuses, at women's conferences, and most re- 
cently for high school women. 

One issue that is of major concern to us and that we have begun to 
publicly address is racism in the white women" movemente As Black 
feminists we are made constantly and painfully aware of how little effort 
white women have made to understand and combat their racism, which 
requires among other things that they have a more than superficial com- 
prehension of race, color, and Black history and culbre. Eliminating 
racism in the white women" movement is by definition work for white 
wctmen to do, but we will continue to speak to and demand accountabil- 
ity on this issue. 

In the practice of our politics we do not believe that the end always jus- 
tifies the means. Many reactionaly and destructive acts have been done 
in the name of achieving "'correct" political goals, As feminists we do not 
want to mess over people in the name of politics. We believe in collective 
process and a nonhierarchical distribution of power within our own 
gmup and in our vision of a revolutionary society. We are committed to a 
continual examination of our politics as they develop through criticism 
and self-criticism as an essential aspect of our practice. In her introduc- 
t-ion to Sisterhood is Poweyful Robin More;an writes: 

I haven't the faintest notion what possible revolutionarq. role white httero- 
scxual men could fulfil& since they are the very embodiment: of reactionary- 
vested-interest-power. 

As Black feminists and Lesbians we h o w  that we have a very d e f i ~ t e  
revolutionary task to perform and we are ready for the lifetime of work 
and struggle before us. 

Notes 

I. This statement is dated April 1977. 
2, Wallace, Mfvlichcle. ""A, Black Feminist's Search for Sisterhood," The Village 

Voice, 213 July 197St pp. 6-7. 
3. Mumininas of Committee for Unified Newark, Mwanamks) Mwananchi 

(The Nationalist Woznan), Newark, RE,J., 01971, pp, 4-45, 



From a Long Line of Vendidas 
Chicanas and Feminism 
CHERR~E MORAGA 

If somebody would have asked me when I was a teenager 
what it means to be Chicana, I would probably have listed the grievances 
done me. M e n  my sister and I were fifteen and fourten, respectively, 
and my brother a few years older, we were still waiting on him. I write 
"were" as if now, nearly two decades later, it were over. But that would be 
a lie. To this day in my mother's home, my bz-other and hther are waited 
on, including by me. I do this out of respect for my mother and her wishes. 
In those early years, however, it was mainly in relation to my brother that I 
resenkd providing such service. For unlike my father, who someGmes 
worked as much as seventy hours a week to feed my face every day, the 
only thing that eamed my brother my servitude was his maleness. 

What looks like betrayal between women on the basis of race originates, I 
believe, in sexism/heterosexism. Chicanas begin to turn our backs on 
each other either to gain male approval or to avoid being sexually stig- 
matized by hem under the name of puta, vendida, jota. This phenome- 
non is as old as the day is long, and first learned in the school yard, long 
before it is played out with a vengeance within political communities. 

In the seventh grade, I fell in love with Marruel Poblano. A small-boned 
boy. Hair always perfectly combed and oiled. Uniform shirt pressed 
neatly over shoulder blades, jutting out. At twelve, Manuel was growing 
in his iden~q-sexually, racially-and Patsy J U ~ E Z ,  my me-time fifth- 
grade friend, wanted him too. Manuel was pals with Leticia and Comie. 
I remember how they flaunted a school picture of his in front of my face, 
proving how t t lq  could get one from him, although I had a s k d  first. The 
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two girls were conspiring to get him to "go" with Patsy, which in the end, 
he finally did. I, knowing all along I didn't have a chance. Not brown 
enotrgh, And the wrong last name, 

At puberty it seemed identity dliances were beginning to be made 
along rigid and immovable lines of race, as it combined with sex. And 
everyone-boy, girl, anglo, and Chicano-fell into place. Where did X 
stand? 

I did not move away from other Chicanos because I did not love my 
people. I gradually became angiocized because I thought it was the only 
option available to me toward gaining autonomy as a person without be- 
ing sexually stigmatized. I can't say that I was conscious of all this at the 
time, only that at each juncture in my development, I instinctively made 
choices which I thought would allow me p a t e r  freedom of movement 
in the future. This primarily meant resisting sex roles as much as I could 
safely manage and this was far easier in an anglo context than in a Chi- 
cane one. That is not to say that anglo culrure does not stigmatize its 
women for "gender-transgressions"-only that its stigmatizing did not 
hold the personal power over me which Chicano culture did. 

Chicanas' negative perceptions of ourselves as sexual persons and our 
consequential betrayal of each other find their roots in a four-hundred- 
year-long Mexican history and mythology. They are further entrenched 
by a system of angla imperialism which long ago put Mexicanos and 
Chicanos in a defensive posture against the dominant culture. 

The sexual legacy passed down to the MexicanaiChicana is the legacy 
of' betrayal, pivoting around the historical /myt:hical female figure of Mal- 
intzin Tmepal. As translator and strategic advisor and mistress to the 
Spanish conqueror of Mexico, Hernan Cortez, Malintzin is considered the 
motlter of the mestizo people. But unlike La K r g n  de Guadalupe, she is 
not revered as the Virgin Mother, but rather slandered as La Chingada, 
meaning the "fucked one," or La Vendida, sellout to the white race.' 

Upon her shoulders rests the full blame for the "bastardization" of the 
indigenous people of Mbxico. iXi, put it in its most base terms: Malintzin, 
also called Malinche, fucked the white man who conquered the Indian 
peoples of Mexico and destroyed their culhsrcl.. Ever sinceF brown men 
have been accusing her of betraying her race, and over the centuries con- 
tinue to blame her entire sex for this "transgression." 

As a Chicana and a feminist, I must, like other Chicanas bebre meF ex- 
amine the effects this myth has on my /our racial / sexual identity and my 
relationship with other Chicanas. There is hardly a Chicana growing up 
today who does not suffer under her name even if she never hears di- 
rectly of the one-time Aztec princess. 

The Aztecs had recorded that Quetzalcoatl, the feathered serpent god, 
would rebm from the east to redeem his people in the year One Reed ac- 



carding to the Aztec calendar. Destiny would have it that on this very 
day, April 21,1519 (as translated to the Western calendar), Cortez and his 
men, fitting the description of Qtretzalcoatl, light-haired and bearded, 
landed in Vera Cmz.2 

At the time of Cortezfs arrival in Mexico, the Aztecs had subjugated 
much of the rest of the Indian population, including the Mayans and 
Tabascans, who were much less powerful militarily. War was a necessity 
for the Aztecs in order to take prisoners to be used for sacrificial offerings 
to the warrior-god, HrritzilopochBi. As slaves and potential sacrificial vic- 
tims to the Aztecs, then, these other Indian nations, after their own negoti- 
ations and sometimes bloody exchanges with the Spanish were eager to 
join forces with the Spanish to overthrow the Aztec empire. The Aztecs, 
&rough heir systematic subjugation of much of the Mexican Indian pop- 
ulafcion, decreed their own self-destruction," 

Aleida Del Casti'Ha, Chicana feminist theorist, contends that as a 
woman of deep spiritual commitrment, Malinche aided Cortez because 
she understood him to be Quetzalcoatl returned in a different form to 
save the peoples of Mexico from total extinction. She writes, "The destruc- 
tion of the Aztec empire, the conquest of' Mexico, and as such, the krmi- 
nation of her indigenous world," were, in Malinche's eyes, "inevitable" in 
order to make way for the new spiritual age that was imminent.' 

Del Castillo and other Chicana feminists who are researching and re- 
interpreting Malinche's role in the conquest of Mkxico are not trying to 
justify the imperialism of the Spanish. Rather, they are attempting to cre- 
ate a more realistic conlext for, and therefore a more sympathetic view ofp 
Malinche' s actions. 

The root of the fear of betrayal by a woman is not at all specific to the 
Mexican or Chicane* The resemblance fremween Malinche and the Eve im- 
age is all too obvious. In chronicling the conquest of Mkxico and found- 
ing the Catholic Church there, the Spanish passed on to the mestizo peo- 
ple as legacy their own European-Catholic interpretation of Mexican 
events. Much of this early interpretation originated from Bernal del 
Castillofs eye-witness account of the conquest. As the primary source of 
much contemporary analysis as well, the pichre we have of Mexican Xn- 
dian civilization during that period often contains a strong Catholic and 
Spanish bias. 
In his writings, Bernal Diaz del CastiXlo notes that upan the death of 

Malinche's father, the young Aztec princess was in line to inherit his es- 
tate. Malinche's mother wmtcrd her m from fier secand marriage to in- 
herit the wealth instead. She therdore sold her own daughter into slavery' 

According to Gloria Anzaldfia, there are writings in Mexico to refute 
this account."ut it was nevertheless recurded-ar commonly be- 
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lieved-that Malinche was betrayed by her own mother. It is this myth of 
the inherent unreliability of women, our natural propensity for treachery, 
which has been carved into the very bone of MexicaniChicano collective 
psychology. 

fiitilor begets traifol: 
Little is made of this early be&ayal, whether or not it act-ually occurred, 

probably because no man was immediately affected. In a way Malinche's 
mother would only have been doing her Mexican wifely duty: pu t f i~rg the 
z~zale$rs t. 

Them is t-tolze so Zleazdt$ul as the Latino rlznle, I have never met any kind of 
Latino who, although he may have claimed his family was very woman- 
dominated ("mi mama made all the real, decisions"'), did not subscribe to 
the basic belief that men are better. It is so ordinary a statement as to 
sound simplistic and I am nearly embarrassed to write it, but that's the 
t-ru th in its ke~xel, 

Ask, for example, any Chicana mother about her children and she is 
quick to tell you she loves them all the same, but she doesn't. The boys are 
diflercrlt. Somtltimes I sense that she feels this way because she wants to 
believe that through her mothering, she can develop the kind of man she 
would have liked to have married, or even have been. That through her 
son she can get. a small taste of: male pfiivilege, since without race or class 
privilege that's all there is to be had. The daughter can never offer the 
mother such hope, straddled by the same forces that confine the mother. 
As a result, the daughter must constantly earn the mother's love, prove 
her fidelity to her. The son-he gets her love for free. 

After ten years of feminist: consciousness and activism, why does this 
seem so significmt to me-to write of the Mexican mother hvoring the 
son? I think because I had never quite gone back to the source. Never 
said in my own tonwe, ttze boys, they are me12, tl*1q can do what t h q  U T ~ M ~  

. . . after all, he's a mall, 

journal Etzfq: April 1980 

Tf~ree days ago, my mother called me long distalrcefiiII of tears, lovitlg me: ujunting 
me bncv iur her lge after slack a lorzg perlod r$sepamfion, M y  motfzer"v"s tears succeed 
in  getfl'ug me to Uwnk down flze edge in  tny twicef flze protective disfanc-e. M y  
~lottzer S pleading ""rrti yita, I love you, I fzate to feel so far autny fvorfi you, " "cc-eeds 
z'rx t~iyeni~g n.~y henrf agairz to her, 

I don 'f ret~~ernher exactly u7hy my heart had been shut; tlnly thnf it had h e n  zwty 
necessary to keep my distlznt-e, that in a utny we /lad agreed to that, But, i f  only took 
her crying fo pry n.~y heart. operl again. 



I feel myseq unrit?eting. The fielin,gs begin to Jood my c11est. Yes, ttzis is uthy X 
laze utomen. Tl~llis utornnn is r?~y ~lcather, There is no love as strong as this, refitsing 
my sepnrirfion, ?lever st~ttlirzgfor u secret &at zvould split us ulwuys uf the last 
minute, like nou; pushing me fo the brink ofremlation, spenkirrg Itlze trutlz. 

I am as big ns a mountain! X wnnf to say, "Watc1z out, M~rnd!  X Iot?e YOU and X at-n 
us big as a n.~ou?zfain!" And it is orr the brink of this precipiw %>here Ifeel my body 
r;leseendirrg into the plnc-es u7here u7e hatle not spoken, tlze finlet; f did nof fighf hnck, I 
am de~cendirtg~ ready to speak the truth, finally, 

And then sud~fenlp~ over the phc~ne, 1 hear unoklzer r i ~ ~ g .  M y  motlzer tells me to 
wait. Tjzvre is a call on myfather's zucfrk yhorre. Mo~~zenfs  late;; "If is yozrr brotheq'" 
she says. M y  knees lock under me, bracif.l,p myseyfor tl~efall . . . Her zroiw Ii$lrfens 
try. "Okayt n .~ iyz ' f~ ,  I love you. 1% t~zIlk to you ilnfer," cuttirxg OF the line irx the n3iddIe 
of the ct~nnectian, 

I nm reliczled u?lzen X /rang up  ttzat I did not Ilrnve the c11ant-e to say trtore. The 
grizceful re~rrindez: T!~is man does~~'t have fo earn Izer love. My br0f.he.r has alzrla!fs 
mnlc.fi'mk. 

Sedactz'on and befrayal. Since Ikzle , T ~ o ~ ? B  up, no utornnn cares for trte for free, 
ir)~ew is alzl~ays n price. My love. 

What I wanted from my mother was impossible. It would have meant 
her going against Mexican/Chicano tradition in a very fundamental way. 
Ysu are a traitor to your race if you do not put the man first. R e  potential 
accusation of "traitor" or "vendida" is what hangs above the heads and 
beats in the hearts of most Chicanas seeking to develop our own au- 
tonomous sense of ourselves, particularly thrauglt smrralit?J, 

Because hekrosexism-the CTKcitnak sexual ccommiment to the Chicitna 
male--is proof of her fidelity to her people, the Chicana feminist attempt- 
ing to critique f ie  sexism in the Chicano community is certainly between 
a personal rock and a political hard place. 

Although not called "the sexism debate," as it has been in the literaly 
sectors of" the Black movement; the Chicano discussion of" sexism within 
our community has like that movement been largely limited to hetero- 
sexual assumption: "How can we get our men right?" The feminist- 
oriented material which appeared in the late 70s and early 80s for the 
most part strains in its attempt to stay safely within the boundaries of 
Chicana-male-defined and often anti-femillist-values. 

Over and over again, Chicanas trivialize the women's movement as 
being merely a white middle-class thing, having little to offer women of 
color. They cite only the most superficial aspects of the movement. For 
example, in "'From a Woman to a Woman,'"ilvia S. Lizarraga writes: 
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class distiinctiion is a major determinant: of attihndes toward other subordi- 
nated groups. In the U.S. we see this phenomenon operating in the goals ex- 

pressed in the VVomcn" Liberation Movement. . . . The needs represent a 
large span of interests-from t-hose of clzpifalist. zuomefz, women in b~rsiness 
and professional careers, to wifches and Icrshians. However, the needs of the 
unemployed and working class women of different ethnic minorities are 
generally overlooked by this moverncnt,~ (my emphasis) 

This statement typifies the kind of one-sided perspective many Chi- 
canas have given of the women's movement in the name of Chicana lib- 
eration. My question is zoho are they trying to serve? Certainly not: the 
Chicana who is deprived of some very critical informa'cion about a ten- 
year grassroots feminist movement where women of color, including les- 
bians of color (certainly in the minority and most assuredly encountering 
"feminist" racism), have been actively involved in reproductive rights, 
especially sterilization abuse, battered women's shelters, rape crisis cen- 
tcrs, welfare advocacy, Third World women's conferences, cultural 
events, heaXth and self-help clinics and more, 

Interestingly, it is perfectly acceptable among Chicano males to use 
white theoreticians, e.g. Marx and Engels, to develop a theory of Chi- 
cane oppression. It is unacceptable, however, for the Chicana to use 
white sources by women to develop a theory of Chicana oppression. 
Even if one subscribes to a solely economic theory of oppression, how 
can she ignore that over half of the world's workers are females who 
suffer discrimination not only in the workplace, but also at home and in 
all the areas of sex-related abuse I just cit-ed? How can she affad not to 
recognize that the wars against imperialism occurring both domesti- 
cally and internationally are always accompanied by the rape of women 
of color by both white and Third World men? Without a feminist analy- 
sis what name do we put to these facts? Are these not deterrents to the 
Chicana developing a sense of "species being"? Are these "women's 
issuesf' not also "people's issuesff? It is far easier for the Chicana to crit- 
icize white women who on the face of things could never be familia 
than to take issue with or complain, as it were, to a brother, uncle, 
father* 

The most valuable avect of Chicana theory thus far has been its re- 
evaluation of our history from a woman's perspective through un- 
earthing the stories of Mexican/ Chicana female figures that early on ex- 
hibited a feminist sensibility. The weakness of these works is that much 
of it is undermined by what I call the "alongside-our-man-knee-jerk- 
phenomenon." In speaking of Maria HemBndez, AXfredo Mirandij. and 
Evangelina Enriyuez offer a vpical disclaimer in La Chicarzn: 



Although a feminist and leader in her own right, she is always quick to 
paint to the importance of the family unity in the movement and to ac- 
knowledge the help of her husband . . . 7  

And yet we would think nothing of the Chicano activist never men- 
tioning the many "hehind-the-scenes" Chj~dnas who helped him! 

In the same text, the audlors fall into the too-common trap of coddling 
the Chicano male ego (which should be, in and of itself, an insult to Chi- 
cane men) in the name of cultural loyalty. Like the Black Superwoman, 
the Chicana is forced to take on extra-human proportions. She must keep 
the cultural home-fires burning while going out and making a living. 
She must fight racism alongside her man, but challenge sexism single- 
handedly, all: the while retaining her "femininit)tfl so as not: to offend or 
threaten her Ftzan. This is what being a Chicana feminist means. 

In recent years, however, truly feminist Chicanas are beginning to 
make the pages of Chicano, kminist, and literary ptrblica2ions. This, of 
course, is only a reflection of a fast-growing Chicana/Third World femi- 
nist movement. I am in deht to the mearch and writings of Morma Alar- 
~6x1, Martha Cotera, Gforia AmzaldQa, and Aleida Del Castillo, to name a 
few. Their work reflects a relentless commitment to putting the female 
first, even when it means criticizing el hombre.8 
li, be critical of me's culhre is not to betray that culture. Mre tend to be 

very righteous in our criticism and indictment of the dominant culture 
and we so often suffer from the delusion that; since Chicanos are so ma- 
ligned from the outside, there is little worn to criticize those aspects fmm 
within our oppressed culture which oppress us. 

I am not particularly interested in whether or not Third World people 
learned sexism from the white man. There have been great cases made to 
prove how happy men and women were together before the white man 
made tracks in indigenous soil. This reflects the same mentality of white 
feminists who claim that all races were in harmony when the ""Great 
Mother" ruled us all. In both cases, history tends to prove different. In ei- 
ther case, the strategy for the elimination of racism and sexism cannot oc- 
cur through the exclusion of one problem or the other. As the Combahee 
River Collective, a Black .feminist organization, states, women of color ex- 
perience these oppressions "simultaneously,"~ The only people who can 
afford not to recognize this are those who d a  not i;rrffer this multiple op- 
pression, 

I remain amazed at how often so-called "Tercermundistas"" in the U.S. 
work to annihilate the concept and existence of white supremacy, but 
turn their faces away from male supremacy. Perhaps this is because when 
you start to talk about sexism, the world becomes increasingly complex. 
The pawer no longer breaks down into neat little hierarchical categories, 
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but becomes a series of starts and detours. Since the categories are not 
easy to arrive at, the enemy is not easy to name. It is all so difficult to un- 
ravel, It is true that some men hate women even in their desire for them. 
And some men oppress the very women they love. But unlike the racist, 
they allow the object of their contempt to share the table with them. The 
hatred they feel for women does not translate into stlparatism. It is more 
insidiously intra-nrltural, like class antagonism, but di(%erent, because it 
lives and breathes in the flesh and blood of our families, even in the name 
of love, 

In Toni Cade Barnbara" novel, The Salt Eatem, the curandera asks the 
question, Call you afford to be ~~hole! l0  This line represents the question 
that has burned within me for years and years through my growing 
politicizat-ion. mat ~uould n movemcn t bcrit on the fleedon2 c!f zwmer~ I?f color 
look like! In other words, what are the implications of not only looking 
outside of our culture, but into our culture and ourselves m d  from that 
place beginning to develop a skategy fctr a movement that could chal- 
lenge the bedrock of oppressive systems of belief globally? 

The one aspect of our identity which has been uniformly ignored by 
every exisling pditical movement. in this counky is sexuality, both as a 
source of oppression and a means of liberation. Although other move- 
ments have dealt with this issue, sexual oppression and desire have 
never been considered specifically in relation to the lives of women of 
color. Sexuality, race, and sex have usually been presented in contradic- 
tion to each other, rather than as part and parcel of a complex web of per- 
sonal and political identity and oppression. 

Unlike most white people, with the exception of the Jews, Third World 
people have suffered the threat of genocide to our races since the coming 
of the first European expansionists. The family, then, becomes all the 
more ardently protected by oppressed peoples, and the sanctity of this 
institu~on is infused like blood into the veins of the Chicano. At all costs, 
la fftmilia must be pmserved: for when hey kill our boys in their own im- 
perialist wars to gain greater profits for American corporations; when 
they keep us in ghettos, reservations, and barrios which ensure that our 
own people will be dle recipients of' our frustrated acts of violence; when 
they sterilize our women without our consent because we are unable to 
read the document we sign; when they prevent our families from getting 
decent housing, adequate child care, sufficient fuel, regular medical care; 
then we have reason to believealthough they may no longer technically 
be lynching us in Texas or our sisters and brothers in Georgia, Alabama, 
Mississippi-they intend to see us dead. 



So we fight back, we think, with our familieswith our women preg- 
nant and our men, the indisputable heads. We believe the more severely 
we protect the sex m l e ~  within the family, the stronger we will he as a 
unit in opposition to the anglo threat. And yet, our refusal to examine all 
the roots of the lovelessness in our families is our weakest link and soft- 
est spot* 

Our resistance as a people to looking at the relationships within our 
families-between husband and wife, lovers, sister and brother, fat-her, 
son, and daughtel; etc.-leads me to believe that the Chican0 male does 
not hold fast to the family unit merely to safeguard it from the death- 
dealings of the anglo. Living under Capitalist Patriarchy what is true for 
"the mm" in terms of misogyny is, to a great extent, true for the Chicano. 
He, too, like any other man, wants to be able to deternine how, when, 
and with whom his women-mother, wife, and daughter-are sexual. 
For without male imposed social and legal control of our reproductive 
function, reinforced by tile Catholic Church, and the social in&itutional- 
ization of our roles as sexual and domestic servants to men, Chicanas 
might very freely "choose" to do othewise, including being sexually in- 
dependentfrom andior with men. In fact, the forced "choice" of the gen- 
der of our sexual/love partner seems to precede the forced "choice" of 
the form (marriage and family) that partnership might take. The control 
of women begins through the insl.ih-ltion of heterosexuality. 

Homosexuality does not in and of itself, pose a great threat to society. 
Male homosexuality has always been a "tolerated" aspect of Mexican/ 
Chicano society as long as it remains ""fringe.'" ccase can even he made 
that male homosexuality stems from our indigenous Aztec roots." But 
lesbianism, in any form, and male homosexuality which openly avows 
both the sexual and emotional elements of the bond, hallenges the very 
foundation of la familia. The "faggot" is the object of the ChicanoiMexi- 
cano's contempt because he is consciously choosing a role his culture 
tells him to despise. That of a woman. 

The question remains. Is the foundation as it stands now sturdy 
enough to meet the face of the oppressor? I think not. There is a deeper 
love between and amongst our people that lies buried between the lines 
of the roles we play with each other. It is the earth beneath the floor 
boards of our homes. We must split wood, dig bare-fisted into the packed 
ground to find out what we really have to hold in our hands as muscle, 

Family is not by definition the man in a dominant position over 
women and children. Familia is cross-generational bonding, deep emo- 
tional ties between opposite sexes, and within our sex. It is sexuality, 
which involves, but is not limited to, intercourse or orgasm. It springs 
forth from touch, constant and daily. The ritual of kissing and the sign of 
the cross with every coming and going fmm the home. It is finding fa- 
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milia among friends where blood ties are formed through suffering and 
celebration shared. 

The strength of our families never came from domination. It has only 
endumd in spite of it-like our women. 

Chicanos' refusal to look at our weaknesses as a people and a movement 
is, in the most profound sense, an act. of self-betrayal. The Chicana les- 
bian bears the brunt of this betrayal, for it is she, the most visible mani- 
festation of a woman taking control of her own sexual identity and des- 
tiny, who so severely challenges the anti-feminist Chicano a. What other 
reason is there than that: for the virtual dead silence among Chicanos 
about lesbianism? When the subject is raised, the word is used pejora- 
tiveI y. 

For example, Sonia A. LSpez writes about the anti-feminism in El 
Movirniento of the late 1960s. 

The Chicanas who voiced their discontent with the orgmiza~ons and with 
male leadership were oftm labeled ""women" liibibcrs," and "'lesbians.'" This 
served to isolate and discredit them, a method practiced bath covertly and 
overtly42 

This statement appeam  with^ qualification. LSpez makes no value 
judgment on the inherent homophabia in such a divisive tactic. Withotrt 
comment, her statement reinforces the idea that lesbianism is not only a 
white thing, but an insult to be avoided at all costs. 

Such attempts by Chicana feminists to bend over backwards to prove 
criticism of their people is love (which, in fact, it is) severely undermines 
the potential radicalism of the ideology they are trying to create. Not 
quite believing in their love, suspec~ng their own anger, and fearing os- 
tracism from Chicano males (being symbolically "kicked out of bed" 
with the bait of "lesbian" hanging over their work), the Chicana's imagi- 
nation often stophefore it has a chance to consider some of the most dif- 
ficult, and therefore, some of the most important, questions. 

It is no wonder that the Chicanas I know who are asking "taboo" ques- 
t-ims are often forced into outsiderhood long before they began to ques- 
tion el carnal in print. Maybe like me they now feel they have little to 
lose. 

Iz. is impartant to say that fearing recriminations from my father never 
functioned for me as an obstacle in my political work. Had f been born of 
a Chicano father, I sometimes thil~k I never would have been able to 
write a line or participate in a demonstra~on, having t~ repress all ques- 



tioning in order that the ultimate question of my sexuality would never 
emerge. Possibly, even some of the compafieras whose fathers died or left 
in their early years would never have had the courage to speak out as 
Third World lesbians the way they do now, had their fathers been a living 
part of their daily lives. The Chicana lesbians I know whose fathers are 
very much a part of their lives are seldom "out" to their families. 

During the late 60s and early 705, I was not an active part of la causa. I 
never managed to get myself to walk in the marches in East Los Angeles 
(I merely watched h m  the sidelines); I never went to one meeting of 
MECHA on campus. No soy tonta. I would have been murdered in El 
Movimiento-light-skinned, unable to speak Spanish well enough to 
hang; miserably attracted to women and fighting it; and constantly ques- 
timing all authority, including men's. I felt T did not belong thew, Maybe 
I had really come to believe that "Chicanes" were "different" not "like 
us," as my mother would say. But I fully knew that there was a part of me 
that was a part of that movement, but it seemed that part would have to 
go unexpressed until the time I could be a Chicano and the woman I had 
to be, too. 

The woman who defies her role as subservient to her husband, Eathez; 
brother, or son by taking control of her own sexual destiny is purported 
to be a "traitor to her race" by contributing to the "genocidef' of her peo- 
ple-whether or not she has children, In shore even if the defiant woman 
is lzot a lesbian, she is purported to be one; for, like the lesbian in the Chi- 
cane imagination, she is una Mnlillchisfa. Like the Malinche of Mexican 
history she is cormpted by foreign influences whicla threaten to desbay 
her people. Norma Alarc6n elaborates on this theme of sex as a determi- 
nant of loyalty when she states: 

The myth of ltlalinche contains the following sexual possibilities: wolnan is 
sexually passive, and hence at all times open to potential Lrse by men 
whether it bc seduction or rape. The possible use is double-edged: that is, 
the use of her as pawn may be izltraculkrral-"amongst us pys6'-ar inter- 
ctrltural, wl~ich tneans if we are not using her tl~cn "they" "~1st be using her. 
Since woman i s  highly pawnable, nothing she does i s  perceived as choice.4" 

Lesbianism can be construed by the race then as the Chicana being 
used by the white man, even if the man never lays a hand on her. Tfze 
choice is fzever seen as her owlz. Homosexuality is his disease with which he 
sinisterly infects Third World people, men and women alike. (Because 
Malinche is &male, Chicano gay men rddling against their prescribed 
sex roles, although still considered diseased, do not suffer the same 
stigma of traitor.) Further, the Chicana lesbian who has relationships 
with white women may feel especially susceptible to such accusations, 



From u Long L l r ~  of l/i?rrdidcas 49 

since the white lesbian is seen as the white man's agent. The fact that the 
white woman may be challenging the authority of her white father, and 
thereby cwld be looked upon as a patential ally has no bearing on a case 
closed before it was ever opened. 

The line of reasoning goes: 
Malinhe sold out her india people by acting as courtesan and transla- 

tor for Cortez, whose offspring symbolically represent the birth of the 
bastardized mestizo /Mexican0 people. My mother then is the modem- 
day Chicana, Malinche malrying a white man, my father, to produce the 
bastards my sister, my brother, and I are. Finally, X-a half-breed Chi- 
cana-further betray my race by chuosilzg my sexuality which excludes all 
men, and therefore most dangerously, Chicano men. 

I wnzcfiom n long line of Ve~zdihs .  
I am a Chicana lesbian. My own particular relationship to being a sex- 

uaf person; and a radicai stand in direct: cmtradiclrion to, and in violaGon 
of, the woman X was raised to be. 

Coming from such a complex and contradictory history of sexual ex- 
ploitation by white men and from within our own race, it is nearly earth- 
shaking to begin to try and separate the myths told about us from the 
truths; and to examine to what extent we have internalized what, in fact, 
is not h e .  

Although intellechally I h e w  different, early on X learned that women 
were the willing cooperators in rape. So over and over again in pictures, 
books, movies, X experienced rape and pseudo-rape as titilla~nt~, sexy, as 
what sex was all about. Women want it. Real rape was dark, greasy- 
looking bad men jumping out of aJleys and attacking innocent blonde 
women. Everything short of that was just sex; the way it is: dirty and duty. 
We sp l~ad  our legs and bear the brunt of penetration, hut we do spread 
our legs. In my mind inocencia meant dying rather than being hcked. 

I learned these notions about sexuality not only from the society at 
large, but more specifically and potently from Chicano ./ Mexicano cul- 
ture, originating from the myth of La Chingada, Malinche. In the very act 
of intercourse with Cortez, Malinche is seen as having been violated. She 
is not, howevel; an innocent vic~m, but the guilv party-ulhmately re- 
sponsible for her own sexual victimization. Slavery and slander is the 
price she must pay for the pleasure our culture imagined she enjoyed. In 
T!ze Lnhyrivrfh of Solifade, Qctavio Paz gives an explanation of the term 



"chingar," which provides valuable insights into how Malinche, as sym- 
bolized by La Chingada, is perceived. He writes: 

The idea of breaking, of ripping open, M e n  alluding to a sexual act, viola- 
tion or deception gives it a particular: shading. The man who commits it 
never does so with the cofisent of the chingada. 

Ghingar then is to do violence to another, i.e., rape, The verb is  masmline, 
activef cruel: it st;Ings, wounds, gashes, stains. And it provokes a bitter, re- 
wntkrl satisfaction. The person who suffers this action is passive, inert, and 
open, in contrast to the active, aggressive?, and closed person who inflicts it. 
The clihingcin is the macho, the male; he rips open the chingada, the female, 
who is pure passivity, defenseless against the exterior world,'"- 

If the simple act of sex then-the penetration itself-implies the fe- 
male's filthiness, non-humamess, it is no wonder Chicanas often divorce 
ourselves from the conscious r-ecognition of our own sexuality. Even i f  
we enjoy having sex, draw pleasure from feeling fingers, tongue, penis 
inside us, there is a part of us that must disappear in the act, separate 
ourselves horn realizing what it is we are ackrally doing. Sit, as it were, 
on the corner bedpost, watching the degradation and violence some 
"other" woman is willing to subject herself to, not us, And if we have les- 
bian kelings-want not only to be penetrated, but to penetrate-what 
perverse kind of monstrosities we must indeed be! It is through our spir- 
its that we escape the painful recognition of our "base" sexual selves. 

What the white women's movement tried to convine me of is that les- 
bian sexuality was ~zafurally different than heterosexual sexuality. That 
the desire to penetrate and be penetrated, to fill and be filled, would van- 
ish, That retaining such desires was "reactionary'bllot ""polit.ically cor- 
rect," "male-identified." And somehow reaching sexual ecstasy with a 
wctman lover would never involve any kind of p o w r  stmggle. Women 
were different. We could simply magically "transcend" these "'old no- 
tions,'"just by seeMng spiritual transcendence in bed. 

The fact of the matter was that all these power struggles of "having" 
and "'being had" were being played out in my own bedroom. And in my 
psyche, they held a particular Mexican twist. White women's feminism 
did little to answer my questions. As a Chicana feminist my concerns 
were different. As X wrote in 1982: 

m a t  X need to explore wil! not bc found in the feminist Icsbian bcdroc-tm, 
but mc-tre likely in the mostly heterosexual bcdroc-tms of South Texaij, LA,, or 
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even Sonara, Mkxica, Further, I have came to realize that the boundaries 
white feminists confine tl~emselves to in describing sexuality are based in 
white-rooted interpretations of dc~minance, submission, power-exchange, 
etc. Although they are certainly park of the psychosexual lives of women of 
color, these boundaries would have to be expanded and translated to fit my 
people, in particrrla_l; the women in my family. And X am tired, alwayti, of 
these acts of  transXation.4" 

Mrtha Qtrintanales corraborates this position and exposes the neces- 
sity for a Third World feminist dialogue on sexuality when she states: 

The critical issue for me regarding the poliitics of  sexuality is that as a Latinil 
Lesbian living in the IJ,S,, X do not really havc much of an opportunity to ex- 
amine what constihntes sexual canfvr~nity and sexual deEance in my own 
ctrltrrrc, in my own etl~nic community; and how that may affect my own val- 
ues# attifudeli, sexual life and politics. There is  virtualjy no dialogue on the 
subject anywhere and I, like other L a ~ n a s  and Third World womeit, espe- 
cially Lesbians, am quite in the dark about what we're LIP against besides 
negative feminist sexual politics.16 

During the late 7Qs, the concept of "w~men's culture" among whjte 
lesbians and 'kulturnl feminists" was in full swing; it is still very popular 
today. "Womon's history," "wommin's music," "womyn's spirituality," 
"wymyn's language," abounded-all with the "white" modifier implied 
and unstated. In truth, there wasiis a huge amount of denial going on in 
the name of female separatism. Women do not usually grow up in 
women-onfy environments. Culture is sexually mixed. As Rernice 
Reagon puts it: 

. . . we have bccn organized to havc our primary cultural signals come from 
factors other than that we are women. WC arc. not from our base, acculitur- 
ate$ to be women people, capable of crossing our first people boundaries: 
Black, White, Indian, etc.17 

Unlike Reagon, I believe that there are certain ways we have been ac- 
culturated to be "women people," and there is therefore such a thing as 
Nw~menrs culture." This occurs, however, as Reagon points out, within a 
context formed by race, class, geography, religion, ethnicity, and lan- 
guage. 

I donft mean to imply that women need to have men awund to feel at 
home in our culture, but that the way one understands culture is  influ- 
enced by men. The fact that some aspects of that culture are indeed op- 
pmssive does not imply as a solution, throwing out the entire business of 



racialiethnic culture. To do so would mean risking the loss of some very 
essential aspects of identity, especially for Third World women. 

In hiling to approach feminism from any kind of materialist base, failing 
to take race, ethnicity class into account in determining where women 
are at sexually, many feminists have created an analysis of sexual oppres- 
sion (often confirsed with sexualiv itself) which is a palil.ical dead-end, 
"Radical Feminism," the ideology which sees men's oppression of 
women as the root of and paradigm for all other oppressions, allows 
wctmen to view ourselves as a class and to claim our sexual identity as 
the SUUYCC of our oppression and mm's sexual identiy as the souxe of Lhe 
world's evil. But this ideology can never then fully integrate the concept 
of the "simultaneity of oppressionff as Third World feminism is attempt- 
ing to do. For, if race and class suffer the woman of color as much as her 
sexual identity then the Radical Feminist must extend her own "iden- 
tity" politics to include her "identity" as oppressor as well. (To say noth- 
ing of having to acknowledge the fact that there are men who may suffer 
more than she.) This is something that, for the most part, Radical Femi- 
nism as a movement has refused to do. 

Radical Feminist theorists have failed to acknowledg how their posi- 
tion in the dorninmt culhrrcs-white, middle-dass, often Chistian-has h- 
fluenced every approach they have taken to implement feminist political 

ta "give women back their bodies," It fallows then that the anti- 
pornography movement is the largest organized branch of Radical Femi- 
nism. For unlike battered women's, anti-rape, and reproductive rights 
workers, the anti-psm "activistff never has to deal with any live woman 
outside of her own race and class. The tactics of the anti-pornography 
movement are largely symbolic and theoretical in nature. And, on paper, 
the needs of the woman of color are a lot easier to repmsent than in the 
flesh. Therefore, her single-issued approach to feminism remains intaa. 

It is not that pornography is not a concern to many women of color. 
But the anh-matera t  approach of this movement makes little sense in 
the lives of poor and Third World women. Plainly put, it is our sisters 
working in the sex industry. 

Many women involved in the anti-porn movement are lesbian sepa- 
ratists. Because the Radical Feminist critique is there to justify it, lesbian- 
ism can be viewed as the logical personal response to a misogynist 
political system. Through this perspective, lesbianism has become an 
"ideaH-a political response to male sexual aggression, rather than a sex- 
ual response to a woman's desire for another woman. In this way, many 
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ostensibly heterosexual women who are not active sexually can call 
themselves lesbians. Lesbians "from the neck up." This faction of the 
movement has grown into a kind of cult. They have taken whiteness, 
class privilege, and an anglo-americm brand of "return-to-the-mother" 
which leaps back over a millennium of patriarchal domination, at- 
tempted to &row out the man, and call what i s  left female. While still re- 
taining their own racial and class-biased cultural superiority. 

The lesbian separatist retreats from the specific cultural contexts that 
have shaped her and attempts to build a cultural-golitical movement 
based on an imagined oppression-free past. It is understandable that 
many feminists opt for this kind of asexual separatist / spiritualist solu- 
tion rather than boldly grappling with the challenge of wresting sexual 
autonomy from such a sexually exploitative system. Every oppressed 
group needs to imagine through the help of history and mythology a 
world where our oppression did not seem the pre-ordained order. AztlBn 
for Chicanos i s  another example. The lnistake lies in believing in this 
ideal past or imagined future so thoroughly and single-mindedly that 
findint; soluticms to present-day inequities loses priority, or we attempt 
to create too-easy sduGons for the pain we feel today. 

As culture--our race, class, ethnicity, etc.-influences our sexuality, so 
too does heterosexism, marriage, and men as the primary agents of those 
instihtions. We can work to ~umble those instihtions so that when the 
rubble is finally cleared away we can see what we have left to build on 
sexually. But we can't ask a woman to forget everything she understands 
about sex in a heterosexual and culturally specific context or tell her what 
she is allowed to think about it. Should she forget and not use what she 
knows sexually to untie the knot of her own desire, she may lose any 
chance of ever discovering her own sexual potenitial, 

Among Chicanas, it is our tradition to conceive of the bond between 
mother and daughter as paramount and essential in our lives. It is the 
daughters that can be relied upon. Las lhijas who remain faithful a la 
madre, a la madre de la madre. 

When we name this bond between the women of our race, from this 
Chicana feminism emerges. For too many years, we have acted as if we 
held a secret pact with one another never to acknowledge directly our 
commitment to one another. Never to admit the fact that we count on one 
anotherfirst. lnie were never to recognize this in the face of el hombre. But 
this is  what being a Chicana feminist means-making bold and political 
the love of the women of our race. 



A pditical commitment to women does not equate with le,sbianism. As a 
Chicana lesbian, I write of the connection my own feminism has had 
with my sexual desire for women. This is my story. I can tell no other one 
than the one I understand. I eagerly await the writings by heterosexual 
Chicana feminists that can speak of their sexual desire for men and the 
ways in which their feminism informs that desire. What is true, however, 
is that a pali.Fical commitment to women must involve, by definition, a 
political commitment to lesbians as well. To refuse to allow the Chicana 
lesbian the right to the free expression of her own sexuality, and her 
politicization of it, is in the deepest sense to deny one's self the right to 
h e  same. I guarantee you, there will be no change among heterosexual 
men, there will be no change in heterosexual relations, as long as the Chi- 
cane community keeps us lesbians and gay men political prisoners 
among our own people. Any movement built on the fear and loathing of 
anyone is a failed movement. The Chicmo movement is no different. 
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4 Anti-Anti-Identity Po 
Feminism, Democracy, and the 

exities of Citizenship 

I n  this essny, I arglre that recelzf leftist criticis~lzs of "identity poli- 
tics'"~ lzot address problenrs of inequnliq nlzd i~zteracfiarz that are crfztrral iirz 
fhinki~zg about contempwary demnwtic politics. I turn illstead hl a sef of Jenzi- 
nist thinkers 'iuha share thee  criticskoisic,n (If r?(tlitics, but WIZO critical4 M E O ~ ~ - .  

l k e  identity irz a wny that provides a concepfiolz ufdemocratic citizelzshipfor our 
i~zegnlitariarz and dimme polity. 

Radical democratic political action attempts to perform the paradoxical 
task of achieving egalitarian goals in egalitarian ways in an inegalitarian 
context. The danger is that bracketing social and economic inequality "as 
hough"" we wew all equal risks reproducing inequity under the guise of 
neutrality, yet taking those inequalities into account in some systematic 
way risks reentrenching them.' In this essay, I will argue that this central 
challenge of conkmporary Aemocratjc theory and practice requires an 
expansive conception of the languages of citizenship. Specifically, I con- 
tend that the language of "identityf' need not be regarded as inimical to 
democmt-ic fliticq as it is by many contemporay cri~ct; of identity poli- 
tics, My ungainly title, then, is meant to invoke Cli-ESord Geertzfs article 
"Anti-Anti-Relativism," because I have much the same purpose with re- 
spect to identiq politics that he had with respect to relativism. That isf 
my purpose is not to defend something called "identity politicsu-nor to 
dismiss it. I aim instead to contest the particular versions of identity poli- 
tics that some critics constlzlct and the consequent dangers they envision. 
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"Identity" itself is obviously a term thick with meanings. It can indi- 
cate my sense of self, who I think I am; this is often bound up with group 
membership, those people with whom I identify or am idenitified. There 
is, further, the linguistic or conceptual sense of identity as a category that 
designates the "self-same entity," defined by unity, fixity, and the expul- 
sion of diffel-ence (Ysung 1990,98-99). The diverse meanings of iden-t.it-y 
are pursued in a variety of academic discourses, from the most abstract 
philosophical investigations of "the identities of persons" to the most 
richly empirical develaymental pvchdogical work on the formation of 
identity. 

There are also a variety of meanings of "identity politics" circulating, 
although it is striking that in most commentaries (including some of 
those discussed here) the precise meaning is left implicit. Among other 
uses, "identity politics" can refer to articulating a claim in the name of a 
particular group; being concerned with cultural specificity, particularly 
in an ethnic-nationalist sense; acting as &wgh group membership neces- 
sitates a certain political stance; focusing to an excessive degree on the 
psychological; and various combinations of these. 

Thus identity politics has become, as Ceertz said about rclallvism, "the 
anti-hero with a thousand faces" (Geertz 1984,273). Appropriately then, 
its opponents also take a variety of forms. Although much public dis- 
course has centered on the disagreements beheen those who take group 
identity seriously and their conservative critics, recently a chorus of 
voices from the left has stressed the dangers of identity politics. In this es- 
say, I address these le f~s t  arguments, which have been made h-om a vari- 
ety of theoretical perspectives (feminist, communitarian, poststmctural- 
ist, democratic, old New Left) and in a variety of vcnues (books from 
academic as well as popular presses, journals from Dissent and Ifkklrn to 
Political Theory). I use the designation "left" broadly to indicate that these 
criticisms stem from a concern with the prospects of democratic politics; 
these writers &are with those they criticize a commihnent to transfigur- 
ing an oppressive and inegalitarian social order. Let me also stress that 
these leftist writers differ profoundly from one another in terms of their 
overall intelleckral and political projects, as well as in the terms of their 
critique of identity politics, 

What is noteworthy however, is that criticisms of identity politics play 
a role in so many different contemparary ""lhish'" enterprises. E dismrn 
three primary themes in leftist critiques, three interrelated dangers al- 
legedly embedded in identity politics that hamper political action ori- 
ented tward  radical social change. The first danger has to do with sub- 
jectivity, with the kind of self that identity politics produces. The second 
has to do with community, or the kind of collectivity that identity politics 
p""rcXudes. And finally these constructions of self and community are re- 



garded as dangerous because they encourage and prevent certain kinds 
of political achon. 

It is precisely the interaction of hese two phenomena-self and com- 
munity, subjectivity and intersubjectivity-that is the focus of some femi- 
nist rethinking of politics and identity. As a counter to the leftist critiques 
I will discuss, I want to offer a reading of feminist theorists of inequality 
and identity whose work has been influential in feminist contexts both 
academic and nonacademic. These writers, I will argue, help us think 
through the complex relations between iden'l"lty and pali~cs in an inegal- 
itarian and diverse polity; they suggest a different understanding of the 
political and rhetorical uses of identity.2 By examining the works of these 
writers, I hope to counter the political and theoretical moves made by 
leflti& critics who "readf' identity claims in a particular way. But X also in- 
tend to address their concerns by showing how feminist writers have be- 
gun to construct a conception of citizenship and identity that is adequate 
to this social and pditical context and to the aims of emancipa~on. 

My goal, again, is not to defend some actlvity or orientation called 
identity politics. Rather, my intent is to show that feminist work on 
reconceptualizing the link between identity and politics is central to 
thinking about democratic citizenship. My concern is that the value of 
this work gets obscured or blocked out in a public discourse character- 
ized by the increasingly common invocation of identiv politics as an all- 
purpose anti-hero. That practice of dismissal sets up a frame in which 
linking identity with politics is automatically suspect regardless of how 
we clnaracterize that link. 50 my argument against that phenomenon- 
against anti-identity politicsproceeds by analyzing the politically and 
theoretically vital way that some feminist writers have conceptualized 
the connection. 

First, however, we need to sort through the significance of the claims 
that leftist critics are making against something they call identity politics. 

The Failings of ""tdentiv Politics": 
Resssntiment, Baikanination, and Regutation 

Identity politics, some critics arguef creates and perpetuaks an under- 
standing of public identity composed in terms of the suffeling self: the 
oppressed are innocent selves defined by the wrongs done them. The 
concept of "ressentiment" is often used in making this argument, to indi- 
cate a corrosive resentfulness on the part of those political actors moti- 
vated by or engaging in "identit-y politics."3 Ressentiment prompts a fo- 
cus on victimhood and powerlessness, and an obsessive demand for 
recognition (Brown 1995, Elshtain 1995, Tapper 1993; see also Patai and 
Koertge 1994, Patai 1992, GitXin 1993). TEle political pursuits of this suffer- 
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ing self are directed toward securing rights from a strong State "protec- 
tor" (Brown 1995; Wolin 1993). 

Consider an example horn the work of W n d y  Brown, who has pro- 
vided the fullest and most complex version of these arguments by ana- 
lyzing the historical, cultural, and political-economic conditions in which 
contemporary idenhty politics has emerged. Brown cites as indica~ve of 
identiq politics a Santa Cruz, California, city ordinance forbidding dis- 
crimination on a variety of grounds ranging from race to weight to per- 
sonal appearance. She argues that attempts to estcihlir;ln such a wide vari- 
ety of components as relevant to pliblic identity end up reinforcing the 
disciplinary, normalizing power of the regulatory apparatus of the state. 
When such definitions of identity become part of "liberal administrative 
discourse" it ensures that "persons describable according to them will 
now become regulated through them" (1995,6546). 

Why would political actors pursue social change in such a counterpro- 
duct-ive, self-destnrctive (or seXf-discipIinary) way? Bmwn locates the an- 
swer in "the complex logics of ressenti~lrent"-ressentiment inherent in 
liberal culture, but amplifed considerably by contemporary political, 
economic, and cul ttrral conditions (1995, 6&69), These conditions pro- 
duce or provoke identity politics-or, in her words, "politicized iden- 
tity"-which is rooted in an "acquisition of recognition through its his- 
tory of subjection (a recognition predicated on injury, now righteously 
revalued)." The coherence of the group identity itself, according to 
Brown, rests on its marginalization. In other words, politicized identity 
has an ontological investment in its own mbjection-its very existence is 
constituted by its oppression-thus it must continually concentrate on its 
own wounds of marginalization, exclusion, subjugation (Brown 1995, 
70-74; see also Patcli and Koertge 1994, chap. 3). The logic of ressen~ment 
(the "moralizing revenge of the powerless") is such that politicized iden- 
tity has to maintain and reiterate its suffering publicly, in order to main- 
tain its existence. 

Politicized identiv thus enunciates itself, makes claims for itself, only by en- 
trenching, restating, dramatizing# and inscribing its pain in poli-itics; i t  can 
hold out nu future-for itself or others-that triumphs over this pain. 
(Brown 1995,;74) 

The very gestures made to combat this pain compulsively reopen or rein- 
fect the wound (Brown 1995, 73). Brown's analysis almost irresistibly 
conjures up an image of identity politics as a kind af obsessive scratching 
at scabs; '"politicized identity" i s  polilicdly neurotic. 

Other political projects have been identified as neurotic in this way, 
and as having the same sort of political r-esults* Mmion Tapper argues 



that some feminist-inspired practices in academic institutions employ 
perhaps unwittingly, modem forms of disciplinary power. She cites, for 
example, the estL2blishment of pdicies that course content and teaclaing 
materials be nonsexist, that women be included in candidate pools and 
on selection committees, that research activities incorporate gender is- 
sues (Tapper 1993,136--38). To address injtrs~ces in academic ins2-i.t-Lahons 
in this way, Tapper argues, is to end up creating within universities 
"docile" subjects amenable to a variety of forms of surveillance of their 
t-eaching and research. The impulse toward "intellectual authoritarian- 
ism" that underlies these politics springs from ressentiment, which is 
"both a backward-looking spirit-it needs to keep on remembering past 
injustices-& an expansive spirit-it needs to find new injustices 
everywhere." As both T;ztpper and Brown nst-e, this spirit. is parSicularly 
invested not just in its own pain, but in its purity and powerlessness. 
Ressentiment involves "the need to see the other as powerful and respon- 
sible for my powerlessness, and then dle kanslormation of this thought 
into the thought that my powerlessness is a proof of my goodness and 
the other's evil" (Tapper 1993,13435; see also Brown 1995, chap. 2). 

The implications of ressentiment for pdi.tics, then, are twofold. It is not 
just that bureaucratic, regulatory practices are enhanced and expanded 
through the pursuit of this kind of "strikingly unemancipatory political 
project" (Brown 1995,66).Vhe further problem is that the assumption of 
morally pure and powerless victims eliminates the possibilities for dem- 
ocratic disagreement. Rather than articulating political claims in con- 
testable waysf v ic~ms wield "moml rqsoach" again& power. The myth 
of moral truth serves as a weapon in the "complaint against strength"; its 
own power rests in its being differentiated from power (Brown 1995, 
4246). As Brawn describes this view "Tmth is always on the side of the 

ed or the excluded; hence Truth is always clean of power, but there- 
fore always positioned to reproach powerf* (1995, 46). The problem then 
is that: these bifurcations-into good-evil, powerless-powerful, true- 
oppressive-vade the necessity for political argument about uncertain 
things, obscure the reality that all are implicated in power, and truncate 
both the capacity for political judgment and the practice of public debate 
(Brown 1995, chap. 2; Elshtain 1995, xvi-xvii, 44-45,58-59). 

Other leftist critics claim that identity politics visits another kind of 
harm on democra~c politics. Their concern is not so much the logic of 
ressentiment and the kinds of selves i"cecessi"rtes, buoather the "asser- 
tion of group difference" and the kind of community such assertions pre- 
clude. The criticism here is one of balkanization. For example, Todd 
Gitlin argues that radical politics, in academic and other forms, is no 
longer grounded in an interest in "universal human emancipation.""he 
left no longer relies on (indeed, it abures) the "'potentially inclusive lan- 
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guage" at the heart of "two hundred years of revolutionary tradition, 
whether liberal or radical" (1993, 174). The resulting identity politics 
(part-icularly in its academic manifestations) is a poli~cs of "&ispersion 
and separateness," of distinct and embattled groupings, Identity politics 
is simply old-style pluralism in revolutionary guise, a politics that pre- 
vents us horn imagining "a common enterprise.'" The "xademic left,'" 
Gitlin concludes, "has lost interest in the commonalities that undergird 
its obsession with differencef' (1993,177). This is not just a problem in the 
academy of course. A similar point is made in Wolin's grin assessment 
of our current political conditions, to which "the politics of difference 
and the ideology of multiculturalism have contributed by rendering sus- 
pect the language and possibilities of collectivity, common action, and 
shared purposes" (Wolin 1993, 481; see also Hitchens 1993). As Jean 
Bethke Elshtain puts it: 

2% the extent that citizens begin to retribaliize into ethnic or other "fixed- 
identity'" groups, democracy falters. Any possibility fur human dialogue, for 
democratic communication and commonality, vanishes, . . . Difference be- 
comes more and more ccxttusivist. . . . Mirecl in the cement of our own iden- 
tities, we need never deal with one another. (1995,7;;1) 

This kind of identity politics entrenches boundaries between groups at 
the expense of commonality; our attachment to the rus pziblica is attenu- 
ated, and the identity that s u e r s  is that of "citizen" (Wolin 1933,477-81). 

Imnically, Wlin notes, the hcus m difference instead of commonaliq 
provokes an attachment to sameness, to "the illusion of internal unity 
within each difference" (1993, 477). The notion of identity as exclusive, 
seamless, stable, and not open to critique has been challenged by others 
as well, in a different theo~tical vein. T'o make identiv the source of our 
commonality not only precludes a broader kind of public togetherness, it 
pmvents "a radical inquiry into the political construction and regulation 
of identity itself" (Butler 1990, ix). Some feminist theorists question the 
idea that feminists need a stable notion of gender identity, of the category 
"women.'They argue against the idea that identit_v-as both a particular 
sense of subjectivity and a concomitant sense of collectivity-can be a 
foundation for politics. Identification with a collectivity is itself an 
achievement of power; this is to say that we are constructed thmugh the 
workings of power to be certain kinds of subjects, mmbers of certain 
groups. Claims that this membership can be a source for collective politi- 
cal action distract us from investigating the ways membership (identity) 
is produced, and obscure the workings of power that produce it. As But- 
ler contends, "the identity of the feminist subject ought not to be the 
fatxndalion of feminist politics, if the farmation of the subject takes place 



within a field of power regularly buried through the assertion of that 
founda~on" "(1990,6). 

The "regulatory practice of identity" (Butler 1990,32) implants a desire 
for a stable oneness, an unproblematic "I" or "we." The pursuit of unity 
inevitably generates exclusions, because who "wef' are can be defined 
only by the presence of the not-we, the abnormal, Identity politics is 
charged with ignoring how norms of identity always produce exclusion 
(Brown 1995), how the effort to secure identity prevents us from contest- 
ing its production (Butler 1940,1992), and how that. production is tempo- 
rally specific and politically variable, not fixed (Riley 1988). 

In sum, these diverse leftist critics provide overlapping, although not 
identical, indictments of identity politics. Some criticize the production 
of a resenitfml self focused on redress of its (incurable) injuries and de- 
sirous of unity, stability, and the (unachievable) exclusion of difference. 
Others are critical of the construction of political collectivities that "nur- 
ture an irreducible core of exclusivityff "olin 1993,479) and thus thwart 
the commitment to commonality and shared purposes. And they all 
question the kinds of politics that such groups pursue (an enhancement 
of the regulatory state, or separaz-ist enclaves) and the kind that hey  pre- 
dude (cornmunica"sive democratic intesaclion), 

The failings of Anti-Identity Politics 

Leftist critics of identiv politics are not unaware that: the very arguments 
for the plit.ical relevancr? of identity arose as a response to certain con- 
ceptions of the political self and the political community. Feminists have 
long argued that men are the implicit norm of "universal" conceptions of 
the individual or the citizen (Okin 1979, 1989; Lloyd 1984; Yomg 1990; 
Pateman 1988). And feminism as a radical political movement arose in 
part from women's experience of oppression in the radical "political 
communit_)i'"Evans 1980). As same theorists have concluded, appeals to 
the "shared purposes" or "common interests" of a community are not 
neutral; they often serve to falsely universalize the perspectives of the 
powerful, while the concerns of those not part of the dominant culbrcl 
are marked out as particular, partial, and selfish (perhaps also whiny, 
backward-looking, self-absorbed?). The language of commonality itself 
can pez-petllc?te inequality, particularly when invoked by those who com- 
mand political, communicative, or economic resources (Mansbridge 
1983; Yaulzg; 1990; Fraser 1992). 

One central problem, then, with some leftist cri~ques of identity pali- 
tics is that they do not address the insights of the last few decades of rad- 
ical (particularly feminist) political thought. Simply to re-invoke "shared 
puuposes" "seems to me to ignore what we have learned about how the 



An ti-Anti-lde~r lily Polities S3 

language of commonality can actively exclude. Simply to reassert "citi- 
zenship" as a public identity that transcends or integrates other commit- 
ments i s  to evade the question of what conception of cil"Izenship would 
not automatically privilege certain commitments. And to see identity 
claims as obsessed with suffering is to overlook the fact that it is the per- 
specrive of the dominant culbre that mark  them out that way7 

Thus part of what makes identity relevant to politics is precisely the 
context of inequality in which even radical democratic political (interlac- 
t-im takes placee8 In such a context, the central democratic paint cannot 
be simply that group identities get in the way of strong commitment to 
the res publicn, the broader political community (as I think Gitlin and 
even Wolin would have it). Rather, the question is more like: in a context 
of inqualiv and oppression, how are multiple '%etsff to be democrati- 
cally part of the same public thing? What can make possible democratic 
communication with differentially placed others? 

The i.i.sse~rt.inze~zt argument suggests that pursuing this question 
through regulatory means is likely to be self-subversive. Certainly, any 
effective approach to political change must examine the possibility that 
particular sh-ategies for emancipatory political action nay end up under- 
mining the freedom of those for whom emancipation is intended. Tapper 
and Brown make a distinctive contribution to this analysis with their ar- 
pmen t  that: certain forms of political action run the risk of hrther en- 
trenching normalizing conceptions of identity and the power of regula- 
tory apparatuses to enforce and police them. Investigations of these sorts 
of risks have been part of kminist discussions for many years, particu- 
larly with respect to the dangers and necessity of working for emancipa- 
tory change through the state, and Brown's nuanced analysis of the mas- 
czllinist dimmsions of state power wiIl undoubtedly be central to .Future 
discussions (1995, chap. 79.9 

Howevel; to root feminist practices or other kinds of identiy paliEics 
p~$mar$fy in ressentiment is a much. less justifiable move. I da not neces- 
sarily want to argue that the logic of ressentiment is not evident in con- 
temporary sociopolitical life; it is one contestable interpretation of the de- 
sires at work in particular identity-based claims. I do contest it as a 
pi~l lary  characterization of the political uses of identity which is to say 
that I reject it as a wholesale description of contemporaly social move- 
ments concerned with identity, (Brown does say that the stol")r of idex.ltiw 
politics could be told in other ways, but implies that such alternatives 
miss the critical dynamics of identity-based claims 11995, 61-62].) I think 
what i s  necessary is a more variegated political analysis, one &at takes se- 
riously the multiple sources of the discursive production of identity. The 
kinds of sources not evident in an analysis like Brown's are the ones that I 
discuss below, that involve the conscious a r~rmla~on by pcrlirial aCtars of 



the uses and complications of "politicized identity." I point to these articu- 
lations not to suggest that they are epistemologically privileged or that 
they somehow m m p  other explanation8 hut rather that they play a role 
in the discursive production of identity-they are (widely read) attempts 
to materialize in the world positive accounts of identity, ones that do not 
ignore its location in and production by broader social forces, They are ar- 
ticulations of the links between identity and politics that do not preclude 
discussions of the claims made in identity's name. 

The feminist theorists of race, class, gender, and sexuality whom I ana- 
lyze below have been centrally concerned with the relationship between 
identity, community, and emancipatory politics. Rather than rejecting 
identity, they delve into its complicated political meanings. They provide 
a way of understanding the political dimensions and consequences of 
group identity one that moves beyond thinking of political identity as an 
expression of ressentiment, or group self-assertion, at the expense of 
democratic politics. They arliculate a more complex account of group 
membership and its political significance, and a contrasting phenomenol- 
ogy of the passionate citizen's capacities and desires. Yet these feminist 
thec3rists pursue a conception of politics-active agonistic, communica- 
tive-that is very similar to the one desired by leftist critics of identiv 
politics. By critically theorizing political identity and interaction, these 
kminists offer a concepgon of democratic citizenship for our inegalitalc; 
ian and diverse politp 

Refusing the Split; Materializing 
Fminist: bmocratic Citizenship 

One woman wrote, "'Because you are Black and Lesbian, you seem to speak 
with the mural authority of suffering.'" Yes, 1 am Black and Lesbian, and 
what you hear in my voice is fury, not suffering, Anger, not moral authority. 
There is a difference. (Audre Lorde 1984,132) 

In works such as Tlzis Bridge Culled My Back, BorilerlalldsiLa Fron tera, Sis- 
ter Ozr tsider, and Makilzg Fnce, Makirtg SonllHaciendo Caras, the political 
character of identity is analyzed in terms of its multidimensionality. I use 
the word "multidimensional" to indicate more than that identity is multi- 
plc, althugh multiplicity is part of it. The hrther point is that identity 
plays different kinds of political roles, is related ts  power in different 
ways. "Identity" thus has multidimensional Effects in the world. And the 
primary phenomena that identity (the assumptlsn, assignment, and ex- 
perience of identity) brings about are relations and separations. I put the 
point this way in order to distinguish it from the claim that identity as a 
concept means categorical sameness, and thus inevitably produces its 
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Other as the difference that makes the category possible. That logic of 
identity is certainly one of the forces shaping contemporary social orders. 
But identiv also produces other kinds of effects, ones that (I will argue) 
enable democrat-ic political action, 

Wii izing a group identity as politically mlevant is an attempt to re- 
spond to power in its comlrraining and oppressive form, Prevailing rela- 
tions of power allow institutions and individwds to define less powerful 
groups-through cultural images, bureaucratic practices, economic 
arrangements-in order ta control, constrain condemn, or isolate them 
(see esp. Moraga and Anzaldtia 1983, Anzald6a 1990d, Collins 1991). To 
say that a group of people is oppressed is to say that they are marked out 
as members of particular groups in ways that prevent them from exercis- 
ing (in Iris Young's krms) self-determination and sell-development. In 
such a political context, it is hard to imagine how one could articulate a 
political claim against oppression without naming group identities. But, 
pace Brown, the existence of the group does not depend solely on the pub- 
lic reiteration of its injuries. For identity has another relationship to poli- 
tics, one that manifests a different kind of power: power as an enabling, 
empowering force or capaciv. Far f-som being const3hted solely by their 
oppression and exclusion, group identities may be cherished as a source 
of strength and purpose. Our race, ethnic heritage, gender identity, or reli- 
@on can be a vital mo2ivaricon in our political lives, one that =stains us in 
struggle and makes political action possible (Morales 1983a, b; Quintales 
1983; Moschkovich 1983; Moraga 1983; also Anzaldfia 1987). Reclaiming 
these identiz-ies as expresdy political idmri.ties ofkn iwdves insis~ng on 
the recognition of oppression, but it also means reclaiming (in bell hooks's 
words) a "legacy of defiance, of will, of courage" (hooks 1989,9). 

This reclamation, however, is complicated by identity's multiple 
worldly manifestations and effects, which are often discrepant-some 
rooted in imposed definitions, in how others see us, some in how we see 
ourselves. The idenrities that are imposed an us do not necessarily neatly 
mesh with what we want ta reclaim; other individuals or institutions 
may define us differently than we would define ourselves, or take as 
defining characteristics ones that we do nDt. Controlling definitions of 
group identity that are imposed from the outside establish particular 
lines of sameness (of those within the group) and difference (from those 
not: in the group). This premise of homogeneity within groups is often re- 
peated and enforced by the groups themselves (AnzaldGa 1990b; Zook 
19520; Lorde 1990,151188). 

The premise of homogeneity and botrnddness is question4 in twa E- 

lated ways by the theorists I am citing: first, by insisting on the multiplic- 
ity of group memberships, and second, by highlighting the necessity of 
ac~vely intevreting what an identity means. Adrienne Rich's concephral 



language is useful here. Near the beginning of the long poem Sources, 
Rich asks: 

Witj~ .u?lzom do you believe your Lot is cast ? 
Fro.ani u7hel.e does your sf rengflz come? 

1 think somehow, somewhere 
every poem of mine must repeat those questions 

which arc not the same. (1986,6) 

Our strrength may come from thasc around whom we grew up, those 
who taught us our racial heritage, incited our religious passions, consti- 
tuted our ethnic or economic or sexed milieu. As we live on, our strength 
may come from others discovered or created as an "us," those with 
wham we come to share an ethics, a politics, a set of prac~ces-a move- 
rneM of feminists, say, or of radical artists. At the same time, we may re- 
ject, sustain, or revise the meanings of our earlier identifications, and we 
may confrmt conflicts between hose identifications. 

Politically speaking, Rich's poem reminds us, there is a further ques- 
tion: zvith whonz do yurr believe your lot is cast? If this is not the same ques- 
t-ion asfionr ~~ttlerc does yoar stri!tgth ccmril? it must be because our lot is cast 
beyond the groups that give us strength, beyond those with whom we 
share an intense history or passionate commitment. Indeed, the feminist 
writers I am discussing consistently emphasize that the achievement of 
freedom for oppressed groups depends on freedom for all. Their analyses 
invoke and explore group specificity at the sarEe time that they insist that 
freedom requires combating all systems of opp~ssion; they argue that we 
camot ipore group differencel despite i t s  constructed nature, nor can we 
ignore how the fates of different groups are intertwined.'" 

The difficulty of making this political analytic point stems, on the one 
hand, from the cultural legacy of liberal humanism, which assumes that 
individual freedom can be achieved by ignoring group difference. On the 
other hand, its difficulty stems from th is  particrrlar political context, in 
which casting one's lot widely with others can be seen as disloyalty to a 
particular g""up. 

""'Vour allegiance is to La Raza, the Chicano movement" say the members of 
my race. ""'Vour allegiance is to the Third WorI&" say my Black and Asian 
hiends. "Your allegiance is to your gender, to women," " s a y  the feminists. 
Then there's my allegiance to the Gay movement, to the socialist revolu~on, 
to the New Age, to lnagic and the ocwIt, . . . They wo~rld chop me LIP into 
little fragments and tag each piecc with a label, (AnzalidGa 1983a, 205) 
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Such calls to singular allegiance overlook the possibilities inherent in 
the experience of identity as noncategorical, as multiple. Anzaldda's re- 
sponse to this fragmenting competition is not to accept the implied con- 
tradictions, but rather to assert the connections: "only your labels split 
me." "Refusing the split" is another recurring theme in these works, as 
an altemahve to the pmliferation of ever more narrowly defined social 
locations or hyphenated identities." These writers insist that political 
identity cannot be captured simply by a would-be comprehensive listing 
of our group affiliations, arrd they maintain that our group identities are 
central to our political identity. 

The language of "refusing the split" may seem to indicate the kind of 
desire for wholeness that our postmodern eyes are trained to treat suspi- 
ciously But this desire to "bring toget.her'9art.s of the self is a response 
to a political landscape that tries to impose a single piece as the whole. 
This response, this desire, involves not the achievement of solidity, but 
'"allowing power from part.icular sources of my living to flow back and 
forth freely through all my different selves, without the restriction of ex- 
ternally imposed definitionf' (Lorde 1984, 1121; see also Moraga 1983, 
xvii-xix, and 1993,14@7). Refusing the split. does not involve acl-rieving 
a neatly unified sense of self. It means refusing the closure of fragmenta- 
tion, and recognizing the specific but related "sources of living" that can 
be brought to hear on palil-ical action. This insistence on the multiplicity 
and the incompleteness of identit5.; vvit-h its concornitmt rehsal of frag- 
mentation, provides an important alternative for thinking about the self- 
as-citizen. rKhis conception chalXenges neat "categories of marginalityff 
(Anzald~a 1990~) and thus suggests a new model for political together- 
ness as well.12 

Central to this alternative is the treatment of identity as something me- 
atrd, constructed in this specific world, in the presence of complex oth- 
ers-and largely through words (speech and wliting). "Making faces" is 
AnzaldOa's "'metaphor far constmc~ng me's identity'These faces are 
different from the masks "others have imposed on us," for such masks 
keep us fragmented: '"After years of wearing masks we may become just 
a series of roles, the conskllated self limping along with its braken 
limbs." Breaking through these masks is not, for Anzaldfia, a matter of 
revealing one's true inner nature; or essential self; rather we "wnzake 
anew both inner and oukr faces" ((Anzald6a 1990c, xv-xvi, my empha- 
sis). Identity is then a matter of active re-creation, which happens 
through speech and action. 

According to the ancient nalsuas, one was put on earth to create one's "face" 
(body) and ""hartf"(soul), To them, the soul was a speaker of words and the 
body a doer of deeds. Soul and body words and actions arc embodied in 



Moyocoyani, one of the names of the Creator in the Aztec framework, (An- 
zalidtia 1990c, xvi) 

Speech and action here are entwined with embodiedness and embed- 
dedness, not simply as constraints or necessary conditions, but as the 
materials with which we create, and out of which we are created. "We 
have 'recovered' our ancient identity, digging it out like dark clay, press- 
ing it to our current idenfrlty, molding past and pretienS., inner and outerf' 
(Anzaldzia 1990b, 147). Anzald~a stresses the conscious making of iden- 
tity, but such consciousness is not separate from the physical and social 
materiality of our lives. Our group identities provide fuel for the creative 
motion and cause us to think about the materials, loca~ons, and activi- 
ties, the desires and demands, out of which identiy is created. In this un- 
derstanding, we have the capacity to create a public identity that is more 
than just a string of labels, without ignoring the relevance to our lives of 
the groups those lczbels name. As Luganes says, "one cannot disown 
one's culture. One can reconstruct it in struggle" (1990,53).1" 

This depiction of identiv is sugge&ive not simply because of its stress 
on active construction, but also because of what is being constructed. A 
face is an outward appearanccUthe world knows us by our faces" (An- 
zaldtia 199Qc, xvi)-we cannot sec our own fatep except in a mirror. A 
face is oriented towad others. 1dent.ity is no& then, a m e d y  internal af- 
fair; it takes shape partly in appearing to others. The "face" metaphor is 
instructive because it both admits of a conscious expressiveness (I can to 
some extent compose my face to reflect or conceal what I want) but also 
an inescapable concreteness (my face is physically my face, its color, 
shape, its moles and markings and features undeniably mine.1'4 "Face" is 
a particularly apt metapllar for political idenhty for it stresses intersuh- 
jectivity and brings together-rather than regards as contradictory-our 
embeddedness in the socially constructed givens of our existence, and 
our capaciv to present ourselves self-consciously in a way that engages 
but does not simply reflect those givens. 

The stress on intersubjectivity involved in the metaphor of making 
faces points toward the implications of this creative understanding for 
groups (and not simply individuals). Groups based on identity have in 
recent decades been building a place in the world by creating bookstores, 
presses coffee houses, record labels, culkrral centers, shelters, newspa- 
pers, and cooperative businesses and residences. These places, and the 
political groups rooted in them, can provide a community context where 
some people feel they can appear as most themselves; these groups are a 
political "home," to use Bernice Johnson Reagon's terminology. Thus 
these autonomous institutions have important empowering roles. How- 
ever, as Reagcrn paints out in her much-cited[ art.icle on coalition pali~cs, 
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the hominess of such groups often tums out to be based on exclusion, or 
a false sense of samwess. C)ur multiplicity and dis~nctiveness as individ- 
uals makes for differences even within groups that are seen (from within 
or without) as homogeneous (Reagon 1983,35740; Anzaldfia 1990a, b). 

This recognition of multiplicity within groups as well as within individ- 
uals has pointed femini&s to the need for a second model of pdit-ical to- 
getherness, beyond the model of "home." The understanding here is that 
established or enforced social groups do not exhaust the possibilities of 
human togetherness; it is not simply individual identitJes that are Teere- 
ated rather than unyieldingly given, but those of political groups as well. 
Our politics need not be constrained and delimited by lines that we had 
no hand in drawing. Moraga says, "I would grow despairing if I believed 
. . . we were unilaterally defined by color and class" (Moraga 1983, xiv). 
AnzaldBa agrees: we cannot let '"color, dass and gender separate us from 
those who would be kindred spirits" (Anzald~a 1983a, 205-6; see also 
IPerez 1993, 65; Morales 1983b). Poli~cal collectivi~es can be creaked, and 
created in ways that do not necessarily accord with already existing 
groups or with fully shared experiences. This insight has led to criticisms 
of '%iste&oodM as a model for feminist solidar-ity and ta an incrtsasix-tg em- 
phasis, in feminist theoly and practice, on alliances and coalitions.15 These 
specifically political groups are created through a conscious decision to 
ally with others, pefiaps because we share political commitments or in- 
terests, but also simply because by working together we can change the 
meanings and merits of this common material world in which we coexist. 

Thus grwp identities are pditically rclevant not only by vime of their 
imposition and redamation, but through the possibility of creation as 
well. The creation of these alliances contests the lines of difkrence and 
sameness that would sort us only in established ways. This conception of 
action allows us both to claim and to transfigure given identitiesto chal- 
lenge the terms on which identity is given by creating new political con- 
kdera~ons. Coalirims enact a particular kind of palitical togetherness, 
one that is not restricted by established group identity but not dismissive 
of it either. Coalitions, then, are an example of a specifically democratic in- 
tersubjecrivity; that is, of political relalions between partially constihted 
and partially constituting subjects in a context of variegated power. 

This notion of coalition might not satisfy Gitlin, for it does not require 
the presupposition of deep or universal commonalities underlying our 
differences. But this conception of identities and politics seems to me to 
offer an extraordinary amount of promise. Such a conception underscores 
the point that the achievement of democratic politics does not rest on 
placing commitment to "common purposes" aahove cornmitxnent to one's 
group(s), but rather on acting together in ways that could create a demo- 

ne that i s  plural, egalitarian, and communicative. 



The further point is that this move against closure in intersubjective re- 
lations is prompted by, and utilizes the material of, subjective identity. 
Theorizing the lived experience of aoncategorial iden~ty herc informs a 
politics of freedom, gives shape to a genuinely democratic public. Brown 
contrasts arguing from identity with arguing from a desire for a collec- 
tive good (Brown 1995,51); yet there is no reason why an argument about 
"what I want for us" is incompatible with articulating "who I am." In- 
deed, the works of these theorists show that getting my opinions about 
"what X want for us'"hec7rd may requir-g a prior or ongoing argument 
about "who I amM-who I am to you, to us, to "the sheer possibility de i r l z  

'nosotras"' (Lugones 1990, 50). This thinking about identity does not re- 
ally fit Butler's vision of "identities that are alternately insfituted and re- 
linquished according to the purposes at hand'"(1990,16). But it chimes in 
some ways with her analysis of the centrality of performance to identity, 
and it ends up at a vision of democratic politics that is not unlike 
Brown's: active, argumentative, and oriented toward change (Butler 
1990,1993; Brown 1995, esp. 47-51,74-76). 

This understanding of identity and politics starts from the recognition 
that group identity is implicated in power in mulGple ways-ways that 
both perpetuate inequality and provide means to resist-and therefore 
that group idenfity is politically relevant to who we are as citizens. But that 
identity does not fix us and seg~gate  us; identity i s  a personal and political 
force open to adive re-creation &rough our words and actions. Such re- 
creation is not an exercise clean of power, m r  is it an exercise of saver- 
eipty; iS obviously has uncertain effect% located as it is in the context of 
the bureaucratic state, global capitalism, and other forms of dominating 
and productive power. Yet politicizing idenfity in this way opens the possi- 
bilitlJ of collec~ve interverr~on in those other hrms of pswel; hrtaugh gar- 
ticipation in an alternative performance of democratic identiv. 

In this forging of identity, we connect with others and engage in collec- 
tive work. I contend that this is an understanding of what: democratic cit- 
izenship is, and needs to be, in an inegalitarian or egalitarian context. 
These kinds of actors-conditioned arzd creaGve, situated but not static- 
arc3 citizens. And these activities should be understood not simply as 
"feminist work" or "coalition politics" but as the practice, the perfor- 
mance, of citizenship. It is through such practices that we might create a 
common world that wants, among other things, "m end to sufferingff 
(ZZich 2986, 25). 

The Passions of Citizenship 

In conclusion, however, let me stress that this understanding of identity 
and politics is not one that concentrates primarily on mffering or an the 
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moral purity of powerlessness. This way of politicizing identity and in- 
tersubjectivity foregrounds certain sensibilities and capacities that enable 
dernocrar.ic political action. The authors discussed above argue for a po- 
litical ethic that focuses not on suffering, innocence, or compassion-but 
cm anger, responsibility, and courage. 

Anger, as Lorde theorizes it, is very different from Nietzschean ressen- 
timent. Anger is indeed reactive; it is a response to injustices, like racism. 
It is a specific kind of reaction, though; Lorde distinguishes anger from 
hatred, the latter being marked by a craving for the destruction and e h -  
ination of others. By contrast, "anger is a grief of distortions between 
peers, and its object is change" (1984, 129). Unlike ressentiment, then, 
anger's reactive character does not "reiterate impotencef' or constrain the 
ability to acte16 Anger is energy directed toward another in an attempt to 
create a relationship between subjects that is not "distorted" (made un- 
just) by hierarchies of power and the way subjects work within those hi- 
erarchies. I f  those hierarchies are to be changed throtlgh political interac- 
tion, then recreating the relationship between subjects is a central step. To 
recognize anger as a possible force in that reconstruction is to recognize 
the specificity of the creahrres who engage with one another; it neither re- 
quires us to deny ourselves nor prevents our connecting with others. 

But materializing the possibility of relation and change that anger car- 
ries with it: depends both on our own actions and on the respanses of oth- 
ers. The uses of anger require creativity, as Lorde makes clear in chara- 
cterizing the "symphony of angerff: "And I say sy~nphorly rather than 
cncophavry because we have had to learn to orclneswate those frrries so that 
they do not tear us apart. We have had to learn to move through them and 
use them for strength and force and insight within our daily lives" (1984, 
129). Brrt we also have to learn how to hem anger, how not to treat it as de- 
structive, offputting, guilt-inducing. As Lorde points out, it is not the 
anger of Black women that is corroding the world we live in (1984,133). 

It is not the anger of other women that will destroy us but our rckrsaIs to 
stand still, to listen to its rhythms, to learn within it. . . . The angers between 
women will not kill us i f  we can articulate them with precision, i f  we listen 
to the content: of what i s  said with at least as much intensity as we defend 
ourselves against the manner of saying. (1984,130-31) 

The political uses of anger require creative action on both sides: articulat- 
ing with precision, listening with intensity. We are responsible, then, for 
how we speak and how we hear each other. 

Lorde's analysis of anger provides a possible way of rethinking "re- 
sentment." But it is important to recognize that the public passion of 
anger is not always or automatically used in the service of demmratic or 



progressive aims. The anger and hatred behind "ethic cleansing" or mil- 
itant militias reveals in the most disturbing way how this all-too-human 
emotion can lead to the deepest inhumanity. Anger can indetld tear citi- 
zens apart, and lead them to tear others apart. Thrre is no one meaning 
inherent in the political expression of feeling, whether anger or suffering. 
The question would seem to be not how to rid politics of anger, but 
whether and how we can create conditions in which anger is put to the 
sewice of a just world, 

This is relevmt ta the contemparary leftist hharrence of claims Qf "vic- 
timhood" and suffering. As long as some people are oppressed, claims 
abwt suffering are rc~ilevant in phl ic  discourse. Let me suggest: an aiterna- 
tive way of hearing these claims. A claim of victimhood is not automati- 
cally an asse&ion of powerlessness or innocence; it is an atssert.ion about 
the exercise of unjust power. It is a protest against certain relations of 
power and an assertion of alternative ones, for to speak against the exercise 
of' unjust power-to speak against being victimized-is ta say that I am a 
peer, a rightful participant in the argument about the just and the unjust, in 
the collecfive exercise of power. Claims about suffering, as well as claims 
made in anger, can be attempts to enact democratic polilical ~~Xazionships. 
Both are part of the languages of citizenship. What I am suggesting is that 
this conception of democratic citizenship requires, as part of its conditions 
lor realization, a praczice of political listening, Such listening is best under- 
stood not as an attempt to get at an "authentic" meaning, but as participa- 
tion in the construction of meaning. And I think we democratic theorists 
need to begin to imagine supple instihr2iorral spaces that might supporlt. 
such interaction and foster and sustain coalition politics.17 

Enac~ng these r-elationshi y S, speaking and listening to these languages 
of citizenship, is not particularly easy. If anger is "loaded with informa- 
tion and energy" ((Lorde 1984, 127), we may justifiably fear its intensiv 
and the intensity of our own response. Hence the necessity for courage, 
which has been connected to citizenship for centuries of political 
thought, although usually in ways that emphasized virility and battle 
strength. I have argued elsewhere (Bickford 1996) that Anzaldfia, Lorde, 
and ohers point to the necessiv for a femini& reworking of courage and 
give us the resources to begin that transfiguration.lVearlessness, as 
Lorde says, is a luxury we do not have, and need not wait for. 

We can learn to work and speak wl~en we are afraid in the same way we 
have 'ieared to work and speak when we are tired. For we have been social- 
ized to respcct fear more than our own needs for language and definition, 
and while we wait in silence fur the final luxury of fearlessness, the weight 
of that silence will choke ~rs. (1984,M) 
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An ethic of courage is thus an ethic oriented toward political action, 
not psychological pain, Yet it takes seriously the psychological state, for 
that i s  what necessitates the exexise of courage. Implicit in this under- 
standing of courage is the recognition that we "can sit down and weep, 
and still be counted as warriorsff (Rich 1986, 25); the articulation of suf- 
fering is not incompatible with the daring exercise of citizenship. Such 
courage-the courage to act, to take responsibility for the world and our- 
selves, despite risk-is a necessary qualiv for radical democratic poli'rics 
and thec3ry in a context: of difference and inequality.1" 

As citizens, we need to foster the courage necessary to take the risks of 
political action. But we also need to learn to recognize its exercise. This 
involves reconceptualizing political identity as active, and thus reinter- 
preting identity claims. Suffering and citizenship are not antithetical; 
they are only made so in a context in which others hear claims of oppres- 
sion solely as assertions of powerlessness. A conception of citizenship ad- 
e y a t e  to the world in which we live must recognize both the infuriating 
reality of oppression and the continual exercise of courage with which 
citizens meet that oppression. It must recognize, in other words, that 
claims of inequality and uppres"ion are articulated by political actors. As 
Lorde says-and I end, in tribute, with her words-"I am not only a ca- 
sualty I am also a warrior" (I9&4,41). 

Notes 
For their kind and critical attention to earlier versions of this essay, I am gratekrl 
to KilnberXcy Curtis, Lisa Discl.1, Michacli Liencsch, Cregory E. McAvoy John Mc- 
Gowan, Sliobhan Moroney, Stcphtn G. Salkcver, and Holloway Sparks 

I., Martha Minow (1987) calls this "the dilemma of difkrencc." An exampiic of 
the argument against bracketing is Frascr (1992), 

2, The primary texts X wiIX draw from are Sister Q~ufsidcr (Lordc 1984); Border- 
Inndslla Frontera ((Anzaldria 1987); Tlac Last Generation (Moraga 1993); and the 
edited colXections This Brideye Called My Back (Moraga and Anzafdllra 1983), Mak- 
ing Face, Makif.tg Sozll/Hnciendo Cnras (Anzafdrlra 199Gtd), and Frotztlir2ile Feminism 
(Kahn 1995). Specific essays in edited volumes will be cited by the individual au- 
thor's same. 

3. Accounts that foc~rs on the resentment of those with officially privileged 
grotrp identities can be found in Connolly (1987,1991). 

4, What is sometimes attached to the argument that identity politics ed~ances 
btrreatrcratic state power is the criticism of rights as an elnancipatory vehicle. 1 do 
not address this issue here, but sec Brown (195, chap. 4); Elshtain (1995) and the 
sources cited therein. 

5. Gillin dots join forces with the ressentiment folks in claiming that the "hard- 
ening" of group boundaries and the ""thickening" of identity politics resultti in ""a 



grim and hermetic bravado celebrating victimization and stylized marginality" 
(1993,172-73)- 

6. See also Patai and Koertge" critique of womertrs studies programs, in which. 
they refer to identity poliitics as "the ugly spawn of old-fashioned special-interest 
jockeying and ethnic politics" (1994,51, 72-77). 

7, Brom almost makes this point with her brief suggestion that we learn to 
"read" identity claims differently (1995, '75). 

8. As the analysis in the next section should make clear, X agree with Fraserrs 
argrrment that even in an egaiitarian setting, multiple group identities would be 
central to public identity (Fraser 1992, esp. 12528). 

"3 m e  work5 X discuss in the next section do not for the most part address this 
qtrestion about relationships with the state, since they are priinarily focrrsed on 
relations between citizens. Some recent feminist discussions of the state (in addi- 
tion to Brown, 1995) include Cooper (1995) and Pringle and Watson (1992). See 
Wolii~ (1981, 1989, 1992) for particularly insightful analyses of the ixnpacri of the 
contemporary state on democratic citiizcnship. 

10, Examples include Cotlins (1991, 37-39); hooks (1989, esp. chap. 4); Lorde 
(1984, 133); Moraga and AnzaldQa (1983, esp. the section titfed ""E Mundo 
ZurdslThe Vision"); Pharr (1995); Segrest (1994, esp. Part 3) and %mitI1(1995). 

11, See esp. Anzald6a (1983af 205); Moraga (1983,34); tugones (1990,47); also 
Lorde (1984); Morales (1983a, b); Moraga (1993). Alarcbn, in her analysis of This 
Bridge Called M!/ Back notes as a common theme this recognition that the subjec- 
tiiviy of women of color is a ""multiple-voiced"" one, its very rnultipliciv ""lived in 
resistance to competing notions for one's allegiance or self-identification" (Alar- 
ccin 1990,36546, sec also Sandoval 113%). 

12. This point, and the next several paragraphs, draw directly from my analy- 
sis in Bickford (1996). 

13. Thug Moraga's (1993) imagining of Queer AztXan; thus Anzald0a's (1987) 
persistent theorization of creative mestiza consciousness, 

14. Unless X undergo plastic surgery of course. For an interesting set of ref CC- 

tions on the connection between identity and face from the perspective of one un- 
dergoing rcconskuct;ive surgery, see Grealy (1993). For a fascinatingf provocative 
account from a feminist analyzing cosmetic surgery see Davis (1993). 

15, For the critique of "sisterhoodffhee Dill (1983, 131-50); hooks (19M, chap. 
4); AckeXsberg (l"33). On coafitionlaiiliance~~ see Rcagon (1983) and the foljswing 
collectiofis: Albrecht and Brewer (1990); Moraga and AnzaEd6a (1983); Anzaldria 
(1990d 1. 

16. The analysis of ressentiment as impotent reaction, as "a substitute for ac- 
tion, for power," is i s  inrow (1995,69-73). 

17, Although such instikttions shouXd not only be electoral ones, an example that 
comes immedial-tlly to mind is Lani Guiniier" work on atternatiive votiing schemes 
(1994), See also Lisa Disch's argument (1997) that ballot reform for third parties 
could encourage 1neaningfuI (althou$ s a l  parq-based) coalition building. 

18, For a more detailed account of courage, and of the social and insti.tn;rtional 
conditions which support it, see I-loltoway Sparks's essay in thiwoolume, Inter- 
estingly, as Sparks points out, Wendy Brown has also urged a reclamation of 
courage; see Brown (1988,2067). 
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19. Qn responsibility, see especially Lordc (1995); Anzald6a (1983b) and Se- 
grest (1 994). 
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5 Gender and the Meaning 
of Difference 
Postmodernism and Psycho 
RACHEL T. MARE-MUSTIN 

JEANNE MAREGEK 

Conventional meanings of gender typically focus on differ- 
ence, emphasizing how women differ from men. These differences have 
furnished suppor2- for the norm of male superiority, Unt.il recently psy- 
chological inquiry into gender has held to the construction of gender as 
difference. Thus, psychologists have focused on documenting differences 
between men and women, and their findings have served as scientific 
justification for male-female inequality (Lott, 1985; Morawski, 1985; 
Shields, 1975; Weisstein, 1971). When we examine theories of psy chother- 
apy, we find that they, too, have supported the culhral meanings of gen- 
der (Hare-Musrcin, 1983). 

One recent line of inquiry by feminist psychologists has involved reex- 
amining gender with the goal of de-emphasizing difference by sorting 
out genuine male-female diBerences .from stereotypes. Some examples 
include Janet Elyde's (1981) meta-analyses of cognitive difkrences, 
Eleanor hilacchy and Carolyn Jacklin's (1975) review of sex differences, 
and Jacquelynne Eccles's work on math achievement (Eccles, 1989; Eccles 
& Jacobs, 1986). The results of this work dispute the contention that 
many mle-female differenca am universal, dramatic, or enduring 
(Deaux, 1984; Unger, 1979; Wallston, 1981). Moreover, this line of inquiry 
sees the origins of difference as largely social and cultural rather than bi- 
ological. Thus, most differences between males and females are seen as 
culturally specific and historically fluid. 

Another line of inquiry, exemplified in recent feminist psychodynamic 
theories (e.g., Chodorow 1478; Eichenbaum & Qrbach, 1983; Miller, 
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19861, takes as its goal the reaffirmation of gender differences. Although 
these theories provide varying accounts of the origins of difference, they 
all emphasize deep-seated and enduring differences between women 
and men in what is ~ f e r r e d  to as core self--structure, identilgi, and rela- 
tional capacities. Other theorists have extended this work to suggest that 
these gender diffel-ences in psychic struckrre give rise to cognitive differ- 
ences, such as differences in moral reasoning and in acquiring and orga- 
nizing knowledge (cf. Belenky, Clinchy Goldberger & Tarule, 1986; Gilli- 
gan, 1982; Keller, 1985). These theories represent differences between 
men and women as essential, universal (at least within contemporary 
Western culture), highly dichotomized, and enduring. 

These two lines of inquiry have led to two widely held but incompati- 
ble representaitions of gender: one that sees considerable similarity be- 
tween males and females, and another that sees profound differences. 
Both groups of theorists have offered empirical evidence, primarily 
quantitative in the first case and qualitative in the second. We beUeve that 
it is unlikely that further empirical evidence will resolve the question of 
whether men and women are similar or different. The two lines of in- 
qu iry described here emerge from differclnit in telfectzlal &aditions, con- 
strue their domains of study differently, and rely on such different me&- 
ods that consensus on a given set of conclusions seems unlikely. 
Moreover, even i f  consensus were possible, the quesrion of what consti- 
tutes differentness wouf d remain, 

What constitutes differentness is a vexing question for psychologists 
who sbdy sex and gender. Research that focuses on average differences 
between men and women may produce one conclusion while research 
that focuses on the full range of variations and the overlap (or lack of 
overlap) at the extremes of fie range may produce another (Luria, 1986). 
An illustration can make this clearer: Although on average, American 
men are several inches taller than American women, we can readily think 
of' some men who are shorter than many or even most women. The size 
and direction of gender differences in social behaviors, such as aggres- 
sion or helping, often vary according to the norms and expectations for 
men and women that are made salient by the s e t ~ n g  in which the behav- 
ior takes place (Eagly & Crowley, 1986; Eagly & Steffen, 1986). Studies in 
experimental laboratories can produce dififerent results from field obser- 
vations in real set~ngs. Even more t-roubiing, the very criteria for decid- 
ing what should constitute a difference as opposed to a similarity are dis- 
puted. How much difference makes a difference? Even the anatomical 
differences between men and women seem trivial when humans are 
compared to daffodils or ducks. 

What are we to make of the differace versus no difference debate? 
Rather than debating whick of hese repm%ntati~ns of gender is "true," 



we shift to the metaperspective provided by postmodernism. From this 
perspective, we can entertain new and possibb more fnlithl ques~ons 
about representalions of gendel; including the political and social hnc- 
tions that the difference and no difference positions serve. This perspec- 
tive opens the way to alternative representations of gender that would 
raise new questions or recast old ones for psychologists. 

Postmademism and Meaning 

Two recent intellect-ual movements, cortstmctivism and Qeconstructiort, 
challenge the idea of a single meaning of reality and a single truth. Rather 
than concerning themselves with a search for "the huth" they inquire in- 
stead &out the way meanings are negotiated, the control over meanings 
by those in authority, and how meanings are represented in language. The 
current interest in constmctivism and deconstruction reflects the growing 
skepticism about the pasi~vist tradil-ion in science and essen~alist theo- 
ries of truth and meaning (Rorty, 1979). Both constructivism and decon- 
stmction challenge these posifions, asserting that the social context shapes 
knowledge, and that meanings are hislorically sihtated and con&uctcd 
and reconstructed through the medium of language. 

The connection between meaning and power has been a focus of post- 
modernist thinkrs (Foucault, 1973; Jamessn, 1481). Their inviry into 
meaning focuses especially on language as the medium of cognitive life 
and communication. Language is seen not simpjy as a mirror of reality or 
a neutral tool: (Taggart, 1985; Wittgenstein, 1960; 1367)- As Bruner (1986) 
points out, language "imposes a point of view not only about the world 
to which it refers but toward the use of the mind in respect to this world" 
(121). Language highlights certain featuwes of the ob~ects it represents, 
certain meanings of the situations it describes, "The word-nn matter 
how experimental or tentative or metaphoric-tends to replace the 
t%tings being described" "pence, 1487,3). Once designations in language 
become accepted, one is constrained by them not only in communicating 
ideas to others, but in the generation of ideas as well (Bloom, 1981). Lan- 
p a g e  inevitably smctures one's own experience of reality as weEl as the 
experience of those to whom one communicates. Just as in any interac- 
tion we cannot ""not communicate,"" so at some level we are always inRu- 
encing one another and ourselves through language. 

Meaning-making and control over language are important resources 
held by those in power. Like other valuable resources, they are not dis- 
t-ributed equitably across the social hierarchy. Indeed, Bclrthes (1972) has 
called language a sign system used by the powerful to label, define, and 
rank. Language is never innocent. Throughout history, dominant groups 
have asserted heir a u t h o r i ~  over language, Our purpose here is to draw 
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attention to the fact that men's influence over language is greater than 
that of women; we do not argue that women have had no innuence over 
language, Within mast social groups, males have had privileged access to 
education and thus have had higher rates of literacy than females; this re- 
mains true in malzy deveIoping countries today (Newland, 1979). Menfs 
dominance in academic ins~lrttions influences the social product-ion of 
knowledge, including the concepts and terms in which people think 
about the world (Andersen, 1983). In addition, more men are published 
and men con&al the print and electronic media (Skainchamps 1974). The 
arbiters of language usage are primarily men, from Samuel Johnson and 
Noah Webster to H. L. Mencken and Strunk and White. 

When meaning-making through language is concentrated among cer- 
tain groups in sociev, the meanings put forth can only be partial, because 
they exclude the experiences of other social groups. Yet the dominant 
group's influence over meaning-making is such that partial meanings are 
represented as i f  they were complete, In the insbnce of male control over 
language, the use of the generic masculine is a ready example of repre- 
senting a partial object, the masculine, as complete, that is, as encompass- 
ing both male and female. Although not all men have influence over lan- 
guage, for those who do, such authority confers the power to create the 
world from their point of view, in the image of their desires. 

In this chapter, we try to rcrthink the psychology of gender from the 
vantage point of constmcti:vism and deconstmction, W first take up con- 
structivism. We examine various constructions of gender and identify the 
problems associated with the predominant meaning of gender, that of 
male-female difference. We then turn to deconstruction. We show how a 
deconstructive approach can reveal alternative meanings associated with 
gende1: In therapy, deconstruction can be a means of disrupgng clients' 
understanding af reality by revealing alternative meanings. New mean- 
ings offer new possibilities for action and thus can foster change. We do 
not provide an exlsaus~ve review of sex differences in psycholagy or pm- 
pose a new theory of gender. Rather, we shift the discussion to a metathe- 
oretical level in order to consider gender theorizing. Our purpose is not 
to answer the quest.ican of what is the meaning of gender but to examine 
where the question has taken us thus far and then to move on to new ar- 
eas of inquiry. 

The Construction of Reality 

Constructivism asserts that we do not discover reality, we invent it (mt- 
zlawick, 1984). Our experience does not directly reflect what is out there 
but is a selecting, ordering, and organizing of it. Knowing is a search for 
"fitting" ways of behaving and thinkhg (Tion Glaserfeld, 1984). Rather 



than passively observing reality, we actively construct the meanings that 
frame and organize our perceptions and experience. Thus, our under- 
standing of reality is a representation, not an exact replica, of what is out 
there. Representations of reality are shared meanings that derive from 
shared language, history, and culture. Rorty (1979) suggests that the no- 
tion of accurate representaition is a compliment we pay to those beliefs 
that are successful in helping us do what we want to do. The "realities" 
of social life are products of language and agreed-m meanings. 

Constmctivism challenges the scitmtific tradition of positivism, whid? 
holds that reality is fixed and can be observed directly uninfluenced by 
the observer (Gergen, 1985; Sampson, 1985; Segal, 1986). As Heisenberg 
(1952) has pointed out, a truly objective world, devoid of all subjectivity 
would have n s  one to observe it. Cons&uct-ivism also cl-tallenges the pre- 
sumption of positivist science that it is possible to distinguish facts from 
values. For constructivists, values and attitudes determine what are 
taken to be facts (Hsward, 1985). It is not that formal laws and theories in 
psychology are wrong or useless; rather, as Kuhn (1962) asserted, they 
are explanations based on a set of agreed-on social conventions. Whereas 
positivism a s h  what are the facts, consmct-ivism asks what are the as- 
sumptions; whereas positivism asks what are the answers, construc- 
tivism asks what are the questions. 

The psitivisr tradition holds that seience is the exemplar sf the right 
use of reason, neutral in its methods, socially beneficial in its results 
(Flax, 1987). Historically, the scientific movement challenged the canons 
of traditional tcrelieh and the authority of church and state. Science was a 
reform movement that struggled to supplant faith as the sole source of 
knowledge by insisting on the unity of experience and knowing. For 
West.ern sociw today, sseience has largely displated church and state au- 
thority so that scientific has itself become a euphemism for proper. 

Constructivism holds that scienzific howledge, like all other knowl- 
edge, cannot: he disinterHed or poli~cally neutral. In psychology, con- 
stmctivism, drawing on the ideas of Bateson and Maturana, has influ- 
enced epistemological developments in systems theories of the family 
(Dell, 1985). Constructivist views have also been put fo&h in develap- 
mental psychology (Bronfenbremer, Kessel, Kessen & White, 1986; Scarr, 
19851, in the psychology of women (Unger, 1983, and this book), and in 
the study of human sexuality (Tiefer, 1487). Constructivist views also 
form the basis of the social constructionism movement in social psychol- 
ogy, which draws inspiration from symbolic anthropology, ethnome- 
t%todoiagy; and related movements in sociology and anthropology (Cer- 
gen, 1985; Kessler Sr McKemn, 1978). 

From a constructivist perspective, theories of gender, like all scientific 
thec3rieq are representations of reality that are organized within particu- 
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lar assumptive frameworks and that reflect certain interests. Below, we 
examine gender theorizing in psychology and indicate some of the as- 
sumptions and issrres that a constmctivisr: approach makes apparent. 

The Construction of Gender as DiRerence 

From a constructivist standpoint, the real nature of male and female cannot 
be determint.td. Constructivism b a s e s  tvur attentim on r e p ~ s e n h ~ o n s  of 
gender raher than on gender itself, W note first that most Ianpages, in- 
d u d i q  our own, are elaborately gendered. Gender differentiation is a pre- 
eminent phenomenon of symbolic life and communicafion in our society, 
although this is not the case in all languages and cultures. Nonetheless, the 
Englirift language still lacks adequate terms for speaking of each gendel: 
Male$e~tzale has the advantage of referring to individuals across the entire 
life span, but the terms imply biological characteristics and fail to distin- 
guish humans h m  other species. Me11-wornell is more restricliwe, referring 
specifically to humans, but it has the disadvantage of omitting childhood 
and adolescence. In this chapter, we use nlen and wonten for the most partf 
but we use rrrnle and firsale when we with to include individuals at any 
point in the life span. 

The very term gender illustrates the power of linguistic categories to 
determine what we know of the world. The use of gelzder in contexts 
other than discussions of grammar is quite recent. Gender was appropri- 
ated by contemporary American feminists to refer to the social quality of 
distinctions between the sexes (Scott, 1985). Gel~dev is used in contrast to 
terms like sex and sexual diference for the explicit purpose of creating a 
space in which socially mediated differences between men and women 
can be explored apart from biological differences (Ungel; 197I3). The ger- 
minal insight of feminist thought was the discovery that wottznn is a social 
category. So although sexual differences can be reduced to the reproduc- 
tive system in males (sperm prtaduction) and females (ovulation, preg- 
nancy childbirth, and lactation), sex differences do not account for gen- 
der, for women's social, pditicai, and economic subordination or 
women's child care responsibililies. 

From the vantage point of constructivism, theories of gender are repre- 
senta~ons based on conventional distinc~ons. In our view, such theories 
embody one of two contrading biases, alpha bias and beta bias (Hare- 
Mustin, 1987). Alpha bias is the tendency to exaggerate differences; beta 
bias is the tendency to minimize or ignore differences. 

The alpha-beta schema is in some ways analogous to that. in scient.ific 
hypothesis testing in experimental psychology and thus is a schema fa- 
miliar to psychologists. In hypothesis testing, alpha or Type 1 error in- 
volves reparting a significant difference when one does not exist; beta or 



Type 2 error involves overlooking a significant difference when one does 
exist. In our formulation, the term bins refers not to the probability of er- 
ror (which would imply that there is a correct gosi.tjon), but to a system- 
atic slant or inclination to emphasize certain aspects of experience and 
overlook other aspects. This inclination or tendency is presumably re- 
lated to the standpoint of the bower, that is, the position where he or she 
is located within and as part of the context. Thus, the standpoint of the 
knower necessarily shapes her or his view of reality. Far from deterring 
the knower from gaining knowledge, taking a standpoint can be a gosi- 
tive strategy for generating new knowledge (Hartsock, 1985). Our use of 
the term bias underscores our contention that all ideas about difference 
are social constructs; none can be mirrors of reality. Alpha and beta bias 
can be seen in representatims of gendel; race, class, age, and the like that 
either emphasize or overlook difference. Here we use the alpha-beta 
schema to examine recent efforts to theorize gader,  

Alpha Bins 

Alpha bias is the exaggeration of differences. The view of male and h- 
male as different and opposite and thus as having mutually exclusive 
qualities transcends Western culture and has deep historical roots. Ideas 
of male-female opposition are present in Eastern &ought and throughout 
Western philosophy, including the writings of Aristotle, Aquinas, Bacon, 
and Descartes, as well as the writings of liberal theorists such as Locke 
and mmanlicists such as Rousseatr (Grirnshaw, 11986). Throughout West- 
ern history, woman has been regarded as the repository of nonmasculine 
traits, an "othemess" men assign to women. 

The scientific model developed by Francis Bacon was based on the dis- 
tinction between 'bmaIeM reason and its 'Yfemale'2opposites-passion, 
lust, and emotion (Kefler, 1985). Because women were resbicted to the 
private sphere, they did not have access to tht. knowledge available in 
the public realm. The knowledge women did have, such as witchcraft 
was dkparaged or repudiated. As EveQn Fox Kekr  paints out, womenfs 
knowledge was associatd with insatiable lust; men's knowledge was as- 
sumed to be chaste. In Bacon's model of science, nat-ure was cast in the 
image of the female, to be subdued, subjected to the penetrating male 
g a z ~  and forced to yield up her secrets (cf. Keller, 1985; Merchant, 1980). 
Bacon's views are but one manifestation of the long-standing association 
of women with nature and emotion and men with reason, technology, 
and civilization (Orber, 1974). The material body has been a symbol of 
human limitation and decay since at least early Christian times, Henee, 
men sought to be other than their bodies, to transcend their bodies. They 
dissociated themselves from their bodies and associated women with 
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materiality, the sphere of nature, and the body (Butler, 1987). The opposi- 
tion of reason and emotion, as well as the opposition of civilization and 
nature, emphasized in the Enlightenmen& served in later times to rein- 
force liberalism's emphasis on rationality as the capacity that distin- 
guishes humans from animals (Grimshaw, 1986). 

In psychology alpha bias can be readily seen in most psychodynamic 
theories. Freudian theory is not neutral about sexual differences but im- 
poses meanings. It takes masculinity and male anatomy as the human 
standard; femininiy and kmale anatomy are deviations fmm that: stan- 
dard. Thus, Freud characterized women's bodies as nut haui~zg a penis 
rather than as having the female external genitalia. Similarly, he por- 
trayed feminine character in terms of its deficiencies relative to masculine 
character. The Jungian idea of the animus and the anima also places the 
masculine and the feminine in opposition. 

More recent psychodynamic theories also depict women as sharply di- 
vergent from men. For example, E~kson (1964) wrote that: female iden- 
tity is predicated on "inner space," a somatic design that "harbors . . . a 
biological, psychological, and ethical commitment to take care of human 
infancy . . . " (586), and a sensitive indwelling. Mate idenhty is asssciakd 
with "outer space," which involves intrusiveness, excitement, and mobil- 
ity, leading to achievement, political domination, and adventure seeking. 
In Lacan's (1985) postsmctzlraiist view, women are "outside'" language, 
public discourse, culture, and the law. For Lacan, the female is defined 
not by what is, but by the absence or lack of the phallus as the prime sig- 
nifier. In these ways psychodynamic theories overlook similarities he- 
tween males and females and instead emphasize differences. 

Parsons" sex-role theory which dominated the social theories of the 
1950s and 1 4 6 0 ~ ~  also emphasizes male-lemaie differences (Parsons & 
Bales, 1955). The very language of sex-role theory powerfully conveys 
the sense that men% and women's soles are fixed and dichotomousp as 
well as separate and reciprocal (Thorn6 1982). Parsons asserted that men 
were instrumental and women were expressive, that is, men were task- 
oriented and women were oriented toward feelings and relationships. 
Parsons's sex-role theory was hailed as providing a scientific basis for =l- 
egating men and women to separate spheres. Men's nature suited them 
for paid work and public life; women's nature suited them for family 
work and home life. Thus women became first in "goodness" by putting 
their own needs secondary to those of their families and altruistically do- 
nating their services to others (Lipman-Blumen, 1984). Parsons believed 
that separate spheres for men and women were functional in ~ d u c i n g  
competition and conflict in the family and thus preserving harmony. The 
role definitions that Parsons put forward came to serve as criteria for 
distinguishing normal individuals and families from those who were 



pathological or even pathogenic (cf. Broverman. Broverman, Clarkson, 
Rosenkrantz & Vogel, 1970). The criteria associated with sex-role differ- 
entiat-ion continue to be applied to fa;zmily shudure and functioning in 
such theories as contemporary exchange theory (Nye, 1982) and struc- 
tural family therapy (Minuchin, 1974). 

Alpha bias, or the inclination to emphasize differences, can also be 
seen in feminist psychodynamic theories (cf. Chodorow, 1978; Eichen- 
baum & Orbach, 1983; Gilligan, 1982; Miller, 1986). According to Nancy 
Chadorow (197&), boys and girls undergo contrasting experiences of 
identity formation during their early years under the social arrangement 
in which the care of infants is provided exclusively by women. Her influ- 
ential work, which is based on object-relations theory, argues that girlsf 
early experiences involve similarity and attachment to their m ~ h e r s  
while boys' early experiences emphasize difference, separateness, and in- 
dependence. These experiences are thought to result in broad-ranging 
gender differences in iden2ity personality s h c h r e ,  and psychic needs in 
adulthood. Women develop a deep-seated motivation to have children, 
whereas men develop the capacity to participate in the alienating work 
struckrres of advanced capitalism. Thus, according to Chodoro~ni, the so- 
cial structure produces gendered personalities that reproduce the social 
structure. Although Chodorow locates the psychodynamics of personal- 
ity kvelopment kmporally and sitnnationally in Western induslriaf capi- 
talism, psychologists who draw on her work often overlook this point 
concerning the social context. Her work is used to assert that there are es- 
sential diKerences between women and men and to view these, rather 
than the social stxucture, as the basis for gender roles (cf. Chernin, 1986; 
Eichenbaum & Orbach, 1983; Schlachet, 1984; Jordan & Surrey 1986). In 
any case, both Chodorow's theory and the work of her followers empha- 
size gender difference and thus exemplify alpha bias. 

In her approach to women's development, Carol Gilligan (1982) harks 
back to Parsons's duality, viewing women as relational and men as in- 
strumental and rational. Her theory of women's moral development 
echoes some of the gender differences asserted by Freud (1964) and Erik- 
son (196-9). She describes female iden2ity as rooted in connec~ons to oth- 
ers and relationships. She views female morality as based on an ethic of 
care and responsibility rather than fairness and rights. Unlike Freud, 
however, she views women" differences h m  men in a posi2ive light. 

Both traditional psychodynamic theories and the recently developed 
feminist psychodynamic theories emphasize differences between men 
and women while overlooking the similarities between them. Wereas 
the emphasis on difference in traditional theories went hand in hand 
with a devaluation of what was seen as female, feminists' emphasis on 
difference is coupled with a posi~ve evaluation of women's attributes. 
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Their emphasis on women's unique capacities for relationships and on 
the richness of women's inner experience has been an important resource 
Ear the movement within feminism known as culbral krninism. Cultural 
feminism encourages the development and expression of a women's cul- 
ture, celebrates the special qualities of women, and values relationships 
among women. 

Beta Bias 

The inclination to ignore or minimize differences, beta bias, has been less 
prominent in psychological theory than alpha bias, and thus our treat- 
ment of it is necessarily briefer. One example of beta bias in theory devel- 
opment i s  the practice, common until recent decades, of drawing gener- 
alizations about human behavior, adult development, and personality 
horn ohsewations limited to males (Wallston, 1981). Male experience was 
assumed to represent all experience. This is an instance of beta bias inso- 
far as generalizations about human experience based only on the male 
life course assume that women's experiences are no different than men's. 
Such generalizations offer only a partial view of humaniy* 

Another common instance of beta bias is the tendency to overlook both 
the differences in the social and economic resources that men and women 
typically have at their disposal as well as the diffewnces in the social 
meanings and consequences of their actions. Thus, beta bias can be seen 
in social policies that provide equivalent benefits for men and women 
but overlook their disparate needs (Weitzman, 1985). Two examples, 
which we take up later, are comparable parental leave and no-fault di- 
vorce. Beta bias can also be seen in educational and therapeutic programs 
that focus on transforming the individual while leaving the social context 
unchanged. For example, some programs purport to groom women for 
personal or professional success by providing training in what are 
deemed male behavicars or skills, such as assertiveness, authoritative 
speech patterns, or certain managerial styles. Thus, if a woman wants to 
succeed as a manager, she is instructed to copy the demeanor and actions 
of successful men. Such programs prc3surne that a certain manner of 
speaking or acting will elicit the same reaction from others regardless of 
the sex of the actor. This can be questioned (Gervasio & Crawford, 1989; 
Marecek &t Hare-Mustin, 1987); for example, asking far a date, a classic 
task in assertiveness training, is judged differently for a woman than a 
man (Muehlenhard, 1983). 

Beta bias can also be seen in theories of gender that rep~sent. mascu- 
line and feminine roles of traits as counterparts, as the construct of psy- 
chological androgyny does. The idea of masculinity and femininity as 
counterparts implies their symmetry and ewivalence and &us ohscures 



gender differences in power and social value. Sandra Bem's (1976) theory 
of psychological androgyny, which called for the creation of more bal- 
anced and healthy individuals by integrating posit.ive masculine and 
feminine qualities, implies the equivalence of such qualities (Morawski, 
1985; Worell, 1978). 

Bem's original hypotheses suggested that individuals who ih t i f ied  
themselves as highly feminine and those who identified themselves as 
highly masculine would be equally handicapped in performing "cross- 
sexff "tasks and equally c^lisadvantaged in terms of psychalsgical well- 
being. But attempts to demonstrate this empirically did not yield such 
symmetrical effects (Morawski, 1987); rather, a masculine sex-role orien- 
tation tended to be associated with greater adaptiveness, as well as 
higher scores on indices of self-esteem and &her aspects of psycholcz$rical 
well-being. This is perhaps not surprising: If society values masculine 
qualities more highly than feminine qualities, individuals who have (or 
perceive themselves to have) those qualities should feel better about 
themselves. This is not to say that every quality associated with mas- 
cufinity is regarded as positive. Aggression, for instance, is dqlored out- 
side of combat sihations and competitive sports. 

Beta bias can also be seen in theories of family functioning that ignore 
gender. In all societies, four primary axes along which hierarchies are es- 
tablished are class, race, gender, and age, Within hmilies, class and race 
usually are constant, but gender and age vary. Family systems theories, 
however, disregard gender and view generation (that is, age) as the cen- 
tral organizing principle in the family (Hare-Mustin, 1987). Such theories 
emphasize the importance of the boundaries that define the differences 
in power and responsibility between the parental generation and the 
children. In so doing, they deflect attenhon lrom questions about the dis- 
tribution of power and resources withirz generations of a family Are 
mothers as powerful as fathers? Are daughters afforded the same re- 
sources and degree of aut.onomy as sons? By regadding alt. members of a 
generation as equal interacting participants in the family system, systems 
theories put forward a neutered representation of family life (Libow, 
1985). 

The Question of Utili.ey 

Rather than debate the correctness of various representations of gender, 
the "true" nature of which camot be how, cons&uctivism turns to the 
utility or consequences of these representa~ons. How, we ask, do repre- 
sentations of gender provide the meanings and symbols that organize 
scientific and therapeutic practice in psychology? What are the conse- 
quences of represenGng gender in ways that either emphasize or mini- 
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mize male-female differences? We use the alpha-beta schema as a frame- 
work for discussing the utility of gender theories. 

Utility ofAIplzn Rius 

Because alpha bias has been the prevailing =presentation of gender we 
take up the question of its utility first. Alpha bias has had a number of ef- 
fects on our understanding of gender. An important positive conse- 
quence of alpha bias, or focusing on didferences between women and 
men, is that it has allawed some theorists to assert the worth of certain 
so-called feminine qualities. This assertion has the positive effect of coun- 
teling the cultural devaluation of women and encouraging greater self- 
acceptance among women (Echds, 1983). Further, the hcus on women's 
special qualities by some feminists has also prompted a critique of those 
cultural values that excuse or even encourage aggression, extol the pur- 
suit of self-interest, and foster narrow individuaiism. It has furnished an 
impetus for the development of a feminist social ethics and for a variety 
of related philosophical endeavors (Eisenstein, 1983). The emphasis on 
womeds diffeutlnces from men fosters a corresponding appreciation of 
the commonalities women share, an appreciation that can help to gener- 
ate positive emotional bonds among women. Sisterhood and solidarity 
have sprrrrcrd cotlec~ve action by women to gain =cognition and power. 

Unfortunately exaggerati~ gender difference does not always support 
the aims of feminism. By construing women as different and devaluing 
&ern, alpha bias fosters solidarit.]ir between men by consming women as 
a deviant out-group, which can then be devalued. In DurWleimfs terms, 
deviance supports in-group solidarity. Defining a sharp boundary be- 
tween male and female supports the stabs quo by exacerbating male 
fears of being viewed as feminine. This serves to enforce conformity by 
mafes to masc-ufine stercrotypes. Moreover, exaggerating womm's differ- 
ence fmm men fosters the view of woman as the Other (Beazlvoir, 1953). 
Further, this distancing and alienating view of women by the dominant 
male culture opens the way to treating women as objects, as is apparent 
in certain parnographic images and in much of the plnysical and sexual 
abuse of females. 

Alpha bias also supports the status quo by denying that change is 
needed in the smchre  of work and family life (Gilder, 1987; Marshnel; 
1982). So, for example, traditionalists assert that women are not as intel- 
lectuaily capable as mm, women are tempaamentalry better suited for 
care-taking roles and, as was argued in the Sears sex diseriminatian case, 
women prefer not to undertake stereotyped male roles (Erikson, 1964; 
Roselzberg, 1986; Rossi, 1984). Wbmenfs pprcsmed differences from men 
are used to justify unequal treatment. Yet, as Paitricia Mills (1987) sag- 



gests, it is women's confinement to the farnily that secures her differenc. 
The possibility that it is the unequal treatment that might lead to the ap- 
parent differences between men and women is hidden from view. 

The idea that male and female are opposites masks inequality behveen 
men and women as well as conflict between them. By construing ratio- 
nalit;tr as an essential male quality and relatedness as an essenGal &male 
quality, for example, such theories as those of Gilligan and Parsons con- 
ceal the possibility that those qualities result from social inequities and 
power diffesences. Men's propensity to reason from principles might 
stem from the fact that the principles were formulated to promote their 
interests; women's concern with relationships can be understood as a 
need to please others that arises from lack of power (Hare-Mustin & 
Marecek, 1986). Typically, those in power advocate rules, discipline, con- 
trol, and rationality while those without power espouse relatedness and 
compassion. Thus, in husband-wife conflicts, husbands call on rules and 
logic, whereas wives call on caring. Bmt, when women are in the domi- 
nant position, as in parent-child conflicts, they emphasize rules while 
their children appeal for sympathy and understanding or for exceptions 
based on special circumstances. This suggests &at raGonalit_\i and relat- 
edness are not gender-linked traits, but rather stances evoked by one's 
position in a social hierarchy. 

Oel.ters have offered related accounts of haw women's greater concern 
with relationships might be a consequence of women's position in the so- 
cial hierarchy rather than an essential female attribute. Wilden (19721, for 
example; proposes that low social status imparts a need to monitor 
where one stands in a relationship: "Anyone in a social relationship 
which defines him or her as inferior m s t  nesessarily be much more con- 
celned to discover what the relationhip is about than to communicate or 
receive any particular message within it" (297). 

Women's caring is but one example of a behavior that has been repre- 
sented as a gender di-f-ference but can be morc? adequately ~presenktl  as 
a way of negotiating from a position of low power. As Remicc Lott dis- 
cusses below, many other differences between men and women are best 
constmed as stances associated with their relative positions in the social 
hierarchy rather than as differences of gender per se. These alternative 
accounts open the way for psychologists to consider why every woman 
is not concemed with caring and relationships and why some men are. 

Feminist psychodynamic theories make assertions of extensive male- 
female personality differences throughout life. Even when these theories 
applaud the personality attributes of women, hey  can serve as justifica- 
tion for restricting individuals to a particular social place. Further, critics 
have challenged the idea that a brief period in infancy could be responsi- 
ble far crea23ng the broad-ranging differences that psychodynamic thea- 
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risks assert and overriding subsequent experiences in human develop- 
ment. Critics similarly challenge whether personality differences alone 
could he responsible for the gendering of all social ins2-i.t-Lahons &rough- 
out history (cf. Kagan, 1984; Lott, 1987; Scott, 1985); that is, feminist psy- 
chodynamic theories have been criticized for overplaying the influence 
of early experience and individual personality to the neglect of economic 
conditions, social role conditioning, and historical change. 

A further question has been raised as to whether changes in patterns of 
infant care-giving such as Nancy Chodorow (1978) and Durothy Dinner- 
stein (1976) propose are sufficient to undermine gender difference and 
thereby to effect social transformation. There is an uncomfortable literal- 
ism in imputing such power to such a small segment of experience. Joan 
Scotr (1985) has drawn attention to this problem in kms of represcnling 
the well-ordered family as the foundation of a well-ordered society. 

In focusing on the quesfion of why difereflces exist, feminist psy chody- 
namic theories disregard the question of why donlirlnf io~ exists. Iris 
Young (1983) points out that psychodynamic theories posit a masculine 
desire for power but fail to account for how men achieve power. The 
id,enti fication of a problem does not. consti hn te an explanation,. 

Alpha bias, the exaggerating of differences between groups, has the 
additional consequence of ignoring or minimizing the extent of differ- 
ences (or variability) among members of each group. The focus on 
Woman obliterates the sight of women. Further, such out-groups as 
women are viewed as more homogeneous than dominant groups (Park & 
Rotmart, 1982). Differences among men are readily identified, but all 
women are regarded as pretty much the same. Thus, men are viewed as 
individuals, but women are viewed as women. As a result, most psycho- 
logical theories of gender have been slow to concern themselves with dif- 
ferences among women that are due to race, ethnicity class, age, marital 
status, and a vairety of social circumstances. 

Another consequence of alpha bias is the tendency to view men and 
women not only as different but as opposite. The conception of mascu- 
line and feminine as embociy ing opposite and mutuafty exclusive traits is 
not only prevalenit in the crrlbre at large, but it has been embedded in 
certain well-established psychological tests. These include the Terman- 
Miles (1936) Masculinity-Feminini ty Personality Scale (M-F), the Califor- 
nia Personality Inventory (Gough, 1964), and the Minnesota Mrxltiphasic 
Personality Inventory (Hathaway & McKinley, 1943). The existence of 
these scales testifies to fifty years of psychological effort to evaluate the 
constructs of masculinity and femininifilJ, an unrelenting search for the 
presumed core of what defines masculine and feminine (Morawski, 
1987). Anne Constantinople (1973) has questioned the usefulness of the 
M-F constmct, poinling out the vague definitions used in test constmc- 



tion: M-F is defined as whatever masculinity-kmininity tests measuue. 
She concluded that such tests merely measurd the diffterences in the re- 
sponses of men and women. 

These tests are constructed so that a respondent must disavow femi- 
nine qualities in order to be categorized as masculine and vice versa. 
Thus, masculinity-femininity is represented as a single bipolar dimen- 
sion, a unitary continuum. Masculinity and femininity are defined in 
terns of one mother; what one is, the other is not. 

Such dichotomies caricatrure human experience; for example, to main- 
tain the illusion of male autonomy, the contribution of women's work at 
home and in the workplace must be overlooked. Feminist social scien- 
tists have observed that women and the family have been asked to com- 
pensate for the indifference and hostility of the outer world. Thus, the 
home is viewed as a haven (Lasch, 1Y77), but it is actually that wottzelz are 
the haven for men. The home is a metaphor that serves to obscure men's 
dependence on women and thus perpetuates the illusion of male auton- 
omy. Similarly the corporate world is seen as the locus of men's achieve- 
ment and independence, but this overlooks the contribution of women. 
The extent to which lemale supporr personnel, such as sec~taries and m- 
ceptionists, cover up their bosses' absences and shortcomings, adminis- 
ter their work day, and provide personal service is obscured. In both 
cases, women are expected to provide for menrs physical needs and me- 
diate their social relations. 

The portrayal of women as relational also ignores the complexity of 
their experiences. Rearing children involves achievement, and nurturing 
others involves power over those in one's care (Hare-Mustin & Marecek, 
1986). When gender is represented as dichotomized traits, the extent to 
which presumed opposites include aspects of each other is overlooked It 
is of interest to note that when women enter the "man" world" "of busi- 
ness, they often flounder at first because they assume it operates accord- 
ing to formal mEes and principles; they underestimate the importance of 
informal relationships, reciprocal favors, and personal influence. 

Gender dichotomies regarding work and housework also caricature 
the actual experiences of both housewives and working women. In in- 
dustrialized societies one's value is associated with the money one earns. 
Those who do not earn money-housewives, children, and old people-- 
have an ambigusus stabs (Hare-Musl;in, 1978). The contemparary focus 
on industrial production has led to the belief that households no longer 
produce anything important, and consequently that housewives no 
longer have much to do. But what exists is better repmscnted as a two- 
tiered production system in which work for money is carried on outside 
the home while a familial production system continues within. As Ruth 
Srhwartz Cowan (1983) has pointed out, women pwduce without pay- 
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ment meals, clean laundry, healthy children, well-fed adults, and trms- 
portatil,n Eor goods and people at a level unhown in past times. Yet paid 
workers are seen as productive and housewives are not. 

The view of male and female as opposite also supports the idea of sep- 
arate spheres. The idea of separate spheres lives on, even though the ma- 
jority of women are now in the paid labor force and operate in both 
spheres. A false symmetry embodied in the notion of separate spheres 
obscures women" dual roles and work overload (EIare-Mus~n, 1988). 

The representation of gender as dichotomies or opposites has had a 
long history in human thought. Even the autonomy-relatedness di- 
chotomy was foreshadowed by earlier dichotomies such as agentic- 
communal (Dnkan, 1966) and instmmmtal expressive (Parsons & Bales, 
1955). Indeed, man-woman may serve as a universal binary opposition. 
If so, this is not the result simply of a faulty definition, but as Wilden 
(1972) says, of prevailing ideology. The representation of gender as op- 
position has its source not in some accidental confusion of logical typ- 
ing, but in the dominant group's interest in preserving the status quo. 
Calling the psychosocial and economic relations of men and women op- 
positioz imputes symmetry to a relationship that: is unequal. As Dorothy 
Dinnerstein (1976) pointed out, women have been discontent with the 
double standard, but men on the whole are satisfied with it. Further, 
denying the interrelationship between male and female serves to 
maintain iney uality 

Alpha bias, or exaggerating differences, thus plays an important role in 
pmserving the stahs quo. PeAaps for this reason, the mass media offen 
promulgate representations of gender that emphasize difference and un- 
derplay those that minimize difference. As Martha Mednick (1989) docu- 
ments, h e  media have given extensive coverage to women's diflerence, 
such as their "fear of success," their lack of a "rnath gene," and their "dif- 
ferent voice." Similarly popular self-help books appeal to women's sup- 
posedly g ~ a t e r  expressiveness, empathy, and sensi~vity while holding 
women responsible for all that goes wrong in intimate relationships 
(MiorreZ1, 1988). Points of similariv between women and men do not 
make news, nor are rehtations of exaggerated daims of male-female dif- 
ference considered newsworthy. 

me Ut i l iq  of Beta Bias 

Beta bias, or minimizing differences, also has consequences for under- 
standing gender, but its csnscqrrences have received less attention. Qn 
the positive side, equal treatment under the law has enabled women to 
gain greater access to educationaf and occupational opportunities, as 
well as equal pay far equal work, T h i s  is largely responsible far the irn- 



provement in the status of some women over the last two decades 
(Diome, 1989). 

A ~ u i n g  for no differences between women and men, however, draws 
attention away from women's special needs and from differences in 
power and resources "atttween w m e n  and men. A ready example is seen 
in the stat-rrtes legisla~ng equal pay for equal work, which have had rela- 
tively little effect on equalizing incomes across gender. This is because 
most women work in female-identified sectors of the economy in which 
wages are low. In a society in which one group holds most of: the pawel; 
ostensibly neutral actions usually benefit members of that group. In 
Lenore Weitzman's (1985) research, for example, no-fault divorce settle- 
ments were found to have raised men's standard of living 42 percent 
while lowering that of women and clnildren 73 percent. Anodler example 
is the effort to promote public policies granting comparable parental 
leave for mothers and fathers of newborns. Such policies overlook the 
physical effects of giving birth from which women need to recuperate 
and the demands of breastfeeding that are met uniquely by women who 
nurse their infants. 

Giving birth is, paradoxically, both an ordinay event and an extraordi- 
naly one, as well as the only visible biological link in the kinship system. 
The failure of the workplace to accommodate women's special needs as- 
sociated with childbirth represents beta bias, in which male needs and be- 
haviors set the norm, and women's unique experiences are overlooked. 

In therapy, treating men and women as if they were equal is not always 
ecjuitable (Gilhert, 1980; Margolin, Talovic, Fernandez & Onorata, 1983). 
In marital and family therapy, treating partners as equals can overlook 
structural inequalities within the relationship. Some family systems theo- 
rists have tried ta dismiss the concept of power as an epistemological er- 
ror, arguing that both partners in a relationship contribute to the mainte- 
nance of the relationship. The notion of reciprocity, however, implies that 
the participants are not only mutudly involved but eyally involved in 
maintaining the interaction, and that they can equally influence its out- 
come (MacKinnon & Miller, 1987). As Virginia Goldner points out, this is 
not unlik the "kind of moral relativim in which the elegant truth that 
master and slave are psychologically interdependent drifts into the 
morally repugnant and absurd notion that the two are therefore equals" 
(1987, 111). As long as the social status and economic resouwces of f ie  
husband exceed those of the wife, marital contracts and quid pro quo 
bargaining strategies for resolving conflicts between parhers will not 
lead to evit&le remhs. Sex..fuir or gender-neuhl thempies that advocate 
nonpreferential and nondifferential treatment of women and men to 
achieve formal equality can inadvertently foster inequality (Bemal & 
Yse~x, 1986; Jacobson, 1983; Marecek & Kravetz, 1977), 
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Our purpose in examining representations of gender has not been to 
catalogue every possible consequence of alpha and beta bias but to 
demonstrate &at representatim is never neuh-al. From the vantage paint 
of constructivism, theories of gender can be seen as representations that 
construct our howledge of m m  and women and inlorm social and sci- 
entific practice. Gender selects and gives meaning to sexual differences. 
Deconstruction provides another approach for examining representation 
and meaning in language. We now turn to the ways in which deconstruc- 
tion can be used to examine the meanings of gender in the practice of 
therapy. 

Just as constructivism denies that there is a single fixed reality, the ap- 
proach to literary interpretation known as deconstruction denies that 
texts have a single fixed meaning. Deconstruction offers a means of ex- 
amining the way language operates outside our everyday awareness to 
create menfling (Culler, 1982). Deconshctiun is generally applied to lit- 
erary texts, but it can be applied equaily to scientific texts, or, as we sug- 
gest below, to therapeutic discourse. 

A primary tenet of deconstruction is that texts can generate a variety of 
meanings in excess of what is intended. In this view language is not a 
stable system of correspondences of words to objects but 'h sprawling 
limitless web where there is constant circulation of elements" (Eagleton 
1983,129). The meaning of a word depends on its relation to other words, 
specifically, its difference from other words. 

Deconstruction is based on the philosophy of Derrida, who moves be- 
yond the structuralist thesis that posits closed language systems. Derrida 
has pointed out that Western thought is built on a series of interrelated 
hierarchical oppositions, such as reason-emotion, presence-absence, fact- 
value, goad-evil, male-female (Culler, 1982). In each pair, the terns take 
their meaning from their opposition to (or difference from) each other; 
each is defined in terms of what the other is not. The first member of each 
pair is considered ""more valuable and a better guide to the truth" (Ne- 
hamas, 1987,32). But Derrida challenges both the opposition and the hi- 
erarchy, drawing attention to how each term contains elements of the 
other and depends far its meaning m the other. It is only by marginaliz- 
ing their similarities that their meaning as opposites is stabilized and the 
value of one over the other is sustained. 

Just as the meaning of a word partly depends on what the word is not, 
the meaning of a text partly depends on what the text does not say. De- 
constructive readings thus rely on gaps, inconsistencies, and contradic- 
t-ims in the textl and even on metaphorical associations, Deconsmction 



can serve as a tool for probing what psychology has represented as oppo- 
sitions, such as autonomy -nurturance, instrumentality -expressiveness, 
mental health-mental ilhaess. Our intention here is not to provide a de- 
tailed explication of deconstmction but to suggest some ways that it can 
be used to understand meaning and gender. Our focus here is on psy- 
chotherapy 

Therapy, Meaning, and Change 

Therapy centers on meaning, and language is its medium. Therapy is an 
oral mode, and narratives, proverbs, metaphors, and interpretations are 
its substance. The metaphorical language used in therapy to represent 
the world is a way to try to comprehend partially what cannot be com- 
prehended totally (Spence, 1987). A deconstructivist view of the process 
of therapy draws attention to the play of meanings in the therapist-client 
dialogue and the way a therapist poses alternar.ive meanings to create 
possibilities for change. This renegotiation of the client's meanings can 
take place explicitly, as in psychodynamic therapies, cognitive therapy, or 
rational-emotive therapy. Or it can take place implicitly as when a behav- 
ior therapist instructs a client on how to bring anxiety symptoms under 
voluntary control, or a pharmacotherapist reattributes symptoms of de- 
pmssion to disturbances in body chemistry. The therapeut-ic process can 
be seen as one in which the client asks the therapist to reveal something 
about the client beyond the client's awareness, something that the client 
does not know, 

Clients in therapy talk not about actual experiences but about recon- 
structed memories that resemble the original experiences only in certain 
ways. The client" story conlorrns to prevailing narrative conventions 
(Spence, 1982). This means that the client's representation of events 
moves further and further away from the experience and into a descrip- 
tive mode. The client as narrator Is a creator of his or her world, not a dis- 
interested observer: 

The therapist's task of listening and responding to the client's nalra- 
t-ives is akin to a deconstmc~ve reading of a text. Both seek subtexts and 
multiple levels of meaning. Just as deconstmctive readings disrupt the 
frame of reference that organizes conventional meanings of a text, so a 
therapist's interventions disrupt: the frame of reference within which the 
client customarily sees the world. Such disruptions enable new meanings 
to emerge (Watzlawick, Weakland & Fisch, 1974). As a multiplicity of 
meanings becomes apparent &rough such therapist actions as question- 
ing, explaining, interpreting, and disregarding, more possibilities for 
change emerge. The deconstructive process is most apparent in psycho- 
analysis, but, indeed, all herapy involves changing meaning as part of 
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changing behavior. The metaphor of therapy as healing is an idealization 
that obscures another metaphor, that therapists manipulate meanings. 
These metaphors are not contrary to each other; rather, as part of helping 
clients change, therapists change clients' meanings (Frank 1987; Haley, 
19%). 

Just as a poem can have many readings, a client's experience can have 
many meanings. Certain meanings are privileged, however, because they 
conform to the explanatory systems of the dominant culture. As a cul- 
tural institution whose purpose is to help individuals adapt to their so- 
cial condition, therapy usually refiects and promulgates such privileged 
meanings. But some therapists, such as radical therapists and feminist 
therapists, bring a social critique to their work. Such therapists, rather 
than attempgng to bring dients' meanings in line with those of tke wl- 
ture, disrupt the meanings privileged by the culture. Below, we examine 
certain privileged and marginalized meaniqs in relaGon to gender is- 
sues, issues that have been at the center of considerable debate among 
therapists and in society at large (Brodsky & Hare-Mustin, 1980). 

We begin with Freud's classic case of Dora (1963). When we look at 
Dora's case horn a deconsmctive perspectfie, we can see it as a thera- 
pist's attempt to adjust the meaning a client attached to her experience to 
match the prevailing meanings of the patriarchal society in which she 
lived. .A '"landmark of persuasion unsurpassed in clinical literahrre" is 
the way Spence described Dorafs case (1987, 122). Dora viewed the sex- 
ual atteneans of her father" associate, Herr K, as unwanted and unin- 
vited. She resgonded to them with revulsion. Freud insistently rekamed 
the sexual encounters with Herr K as desired and desirable for a 
fourteen-year-old girl and interpreted Dorafs rwulsion as a ditiguise for 
her true state of sexual arousal. When Dora refused to accept Freud's 
construction, he labeled her as vengeful and declared therapy a failure. 

From our vantage point ninety years after Dora's encounter with 
Freud, the case shows how meanings embedded in the dominant culture 
often go unrecognized or unacknowledged. Freud evidently viewed 
Herr K's lecherous advances as acceptable behavior, although Herr K 
was married and Dora was only fourteen and the daughter of a close 
family friend. We can surmise that the cultural belief in the primacy of 
men's sexual needs prevented Freud from seeing Dorafs r e d s i o n  as 
genuine. 

Freud's analysis of Dora provides an example of how a therapist at- 
tempts tr, =affirm privileged meanings and marginalize and discourage 
other meanings, to fill in the gaps and make intelligible a narrative. 



Where does Dora leave off and Freud begin? The many meanings of 
Dora" behavior-and Freud" as well-are evident in the numerous re- 
analyses, filmic reyresentalions, and critical literary readings of the case, 
which continue to be produced up to the present day. 

Conventional meanings of gender are embedded in the language of 
therapy. Like all language, the 'tangage used in t-tlerapy can be thought 
of as metaphoric: it selects, emphasizes, suppresses, and organizes cer- 
tain features of experience, and thus it imparts meaning to experience; 
for example, Oedipus conrplex imposes the complexity of adult erotic feel- 
ings onto the experiences of small children and emphasizes the male and 
the primacy of the phallus. The metaphor of the family ledger in family 
therapy implies that family relations are (or should be) organized as mer- 
cantile exchanges and eentered on male achievements (Boszarmenyi- 
Nagy & Sparks, 1973). 

Dominant meaniqs are often embedded in everyday language and 
commonplace metaphors. By challenging linguislic conventions and un- 
packing metaphors, therapists can disrupt these meanings. With respect 
to gender, for example, a therapist can unpack the metaphor of family 
harmmy and expose the gnder  hierarchy by pointing out that accord 
within the family often is maintained by women's acquiescence and ac- 
commodation (Haavind, 1984; EIare-iltlusgn, 1978; 1987). Moreover, the 
stress generated by womn's p~scribed family roles is often marginal- 
ized or overlooked (Bamch, Biener & Bamett, 1987). Psychologists study- 
ing stress have focused largely on men with men's workplace identified 
as a s t~ssor ,  The home, in contrast, has been viewed as a benign environ- 
ment in which one recuperates from work. T h i s  picture is drawn from a 
male perspective. For most women, the home is the workplace or at least 
one of their workpiaces. Further, women's roles associaed wirh the 
home are not free of undue stress. Family harmony involves a woman's 
pleasing a husband and keeping a home attractive, activities that are fre- 
quenlly incornpar-ible with meeting children" n&s (Piatrkowski cSr 
Repelli,1984), 

In unpacking the metaphor of family loyalty, the therapist can draw at- 
tention to the way the needs of some family members are subordinated 
to those of dominant members in the name of loyalty. In maintaining the 
ties in the family network, women provide for others while their own 
needs go unmet (Belle, 1982). 

The metaphor of women's dependency can also serve to conceal the ex- 
tent to which women as wives and mothers provide for the needs of men 
and boys. Mi'omen have traditionally been characterized as dependent, but 
Harriet Lemer (1983) raises the provocative questions: Have women been 
dependent enough? Have they been able to call on others to meet their 
needs? As Westkott (1986) observe$ the assumption of male entitlement 
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to unconditional nurturance from females is rarely questioned; nor is it la- 
beled as dependency and regarded as a psychologcal problem. 

Finally, both private concerns with p~serving the fclrnily and public 
rhetoric about the decline of the family can be challenged by drawing at- 
tention to the use of "the family" as a metaphor for male dominance 
(Fogrebin, 1983). Zs it the family that is threatened or just a farm of f ie  
family that supports men's greater power and status? Judith Stacey 
(1983) also draws attention to the way feminist theory has deconstructed 
the family as a nabral unit and reconstructed it as a social unit. 

As we have shown, the resemblance of therapeutic discourse to narra- 
tive offers the possibility of using deconstruction as a resource for under- 
standing meaning and the process of therapy. Therapy typically confirms 
privileged meanings, but decnnstruction directs attention to marginal- 
ized meanings. Doing therapy from a feminist standpoint is like the de- 
constmctionist's "reading as a woman" (Culler, 1982). The therapist ex- 
poses gender-related meanings that =side in such mlkrrally embedded 
metaphors as family harmony but go unacknowledged in the conven- 
tional understanding of those metaphors. These new meanings can 
change the ways that clients understand their own behaviors and the be- 
haviors of others-the click experience that women in the consciousness- 
raising groups of the 1960s and 1970s so often reported. New meanings 
allow and often impel dients to make changes in their lives. 

Paradoxes in Gender Theorizing 

The issue of gender differences has been a divisive one for feminist schol- 
ars. Some believe that affirming difference affirms women's value and 
special nabre. Others believe that insis2ing on eyality (that ia no differ- 
ence) is necessary for social change and the redistribution of power and 
privilege. But both ways of representing gender involve paradoxes. Like 
every representatim, both conceal as t h y  reveal. A paradox is conh-ar). 
(pam) to received opinion (doxa), a logical impossibility or a result con- 
trary to what is desired. 

One such paradox is that efforts to alEirm the special value of women's 
experience and to valo.rize women's inner life turn allention away from 
efforts to change the material conditions of women's lives (Fine, 1985; 
Russ, 1986; Tobias, 11986). Feelings of emot-ional int.ensi5 may not lead to 
an understanding of oneself or of society. A change in consciousness and 
symbolic life alone does not necessarily produce a change in the social 
conditions of" individualsVives and ins~kt-ional struct-ures. 

Another paradox arises from the assertion of a female way of knowing, 
involving intuition and experiential understanding rather than logical 
abstraction, This assertion implies that all other ways of knowing are 



male. If taken to an extreme, the privileging of emotion and bodily 
knowledge over reason can lead to the rejection of rational thought. It 
can also be taken to imply that women are incapable of ra~onal thought 
and of acquiring the knowledge of the dominant culture. 

There is yet another paradox. Qualities such as caring, expressiveness, 
and concern for relationships are extolled as women's superior virhxes 
and the wellspring of public regeneration and morality. But they are also 
seen as arising from women's subordination (Miler, 1986) and from 
women's being outsiders and oppressed. Thus has Berh"rlnd Russell spo- 
ken of the superior virtue of the oppressed. When we extol such qualities 
as women's caring, do we necessady also extol women's subordination 
(Echols, 1983)? Joan Ringleheim (1985) has suggested that the idealiza- 
t-ion of women's experience serves as a palliative for oppression. If subor- 
dination makes women better people, then the perpetuation of women's 
so-called goodness would seem to require continued subordination. 

It is not only alpha bias that leads to paradoxes and logical confsrsion. 
Beta bias also can. Saying that women are as good as men is a statement 
of self-acceptance and pride for some women. But asserting that women 
are equal to men is not the same as asserting that women and men are 
equal; it reveals that lllari is the hidden referent in our language and cul- 
ture. As Dale Spender (1984) points out, "'women can ody aspire to be as 
good as a man, there is no poillC in trying to be as good as a woman" 
(201). Paradoxically, this attempt at denying differences reaffirms male 
behavior as the standard against which all behavior is judged. 

"There is a paradox faced by any social change movement, including 
feminism: its critique is necessarily determined by the nature of the pre- 
vailing social system, and its meanings are embedded in that system. 
Sennett (1480) has observed a hrther paradox, that even when one" re- 
sponse to authority is defiance, that stance serves to confirm authority 
just as compliance does. Thus, the feminist critique simultaneously 
protesls and prQtects the status quo. In this regad, Dorothy Dinnerstein 
(1976) has suggested that woman is not really the enemy of the system 
but its loyal oppogiton. 

Momover, feminist separatism, the att:empt to avoid male influence by 
separating from men, leaves intact the larger system of male control in the 
society. Separa~sm can provide space for S&-affectictn and woman-to- 
woman bonding, but as an ultimale goal it is caught as a mirror image of 
the masculine reality it is trying to escape (Cornell & Thurschwell, 1987). 

The meaning of gender as male-female difference presents us with 
paradoxes. Whether such representdions of gender emphasize difference 
or minimize it, they are fraught with logical contradictions and hidden 
meanings. The representation of gender as male-female difference ob- 
scures and marginalizes the interrelatedness and commonalities of 
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women and men. It also obsmrres instikutiortal sexism and the extent of 
male authority. Just as our examination of the utility of alpha bias and 
beta bias ~ v e a l e d  no clear answer for those who ask the question of 
which is better, so too the paradoxes that arise reveal further complexities 
and contradictions. Can we look beyond these representations to new 
ways 02: understanding gender? 

Conelusion 

Male-female difference is a problematic and paradoxical way to construe 
gender. What we see is that alpha and beta bias have similar assumptive 
frameworks despite their diverse emphases. Both take the male as the 
standard of' comparison. Both construct gender as attributes of individu- 
als, not as the ongoing relations of men and women. Neither effectively 
challenges the gender hierarchy, and ultimately neither transcends the 
stahs y o .  They are changes within the larger system of assumptions, 
but they leave the system itself unchanged. The multiple representations 
all frame the problem of what gender is in such a way that the solution is 
"more of the same" (Watzlawick, Weakland & Fisch, 1974)- 

Gender is not a property of individuals but a socially prescribed rela- 
tionship, a process, and a social construction. Like race and class, however, 
gender cannot be renounced voluntarily, Representing gender as a contin- 
uum of psychological difference serves to simplify and purify the concept 
of gender. The riddle of gender is presumed to be solved when heteroge- 
neous material is ~ ~ d u c e d  to the hmogeneity of logical thought   gall^, 
1982). To establish a dichotomy is to avoid complexity. The idea of gender 
as opposites obscures the complexity of human action and shields both 
men and women fmm h e  discomforting recspigon of inequali5 

The issue of difference is salient for men in a way that it is not for 
women. Those who are dominant have an interest in emphasizing those 
difkrences that vealBrm their superioril-y and in denying their similarity 
to subordinate groups. By representing nonsymmetrical relationships as 
symmetrical, those who are dominant obscure the unequal social 
arrangements that perpetuate male dominance. Thus, noticons of gender 
that are part of our cultural heritage rely on defensive masculine models 
of gender (Chodorow, 1979). In accepting male-female difference as the 
meaning of gender, feminists have acceded to the construction of reality 
of the dominant group, "a gentle slide into the prevailing hegemony" 
(Bouchier, 19m9, 3W). 

Even when differences are minimized and gender is represented as 
male-female similarity equality remains elusive. Male themes and male 
views are presented as human experience. As Sandra Harding (1986) has 
observed, women are asked to degender themselves far a masculine ver- 
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sion of experience without asking for a similar degendering of men. Even 
women's need to define themselves derives from and is perpetuated by 
their being the nondominant group. The dominant group does not define 
itself with respect to its group or order. Thus men do not refer to their 
masculine status, they do not add "as a man." But women speak "as a 
woman." Specifying ""as a wman" reserves gewraiiv for men. 

DeeonsSmction h s e s  attention on oppasiti m s  and hidden meanings 
in language. Language mirrors social relations, but it is also recursive on 
the social experiences that generate it. Thus, from a postmodernist per- 
spective, there is no one right view of gender. Each view is partial and 
will present certain paradoxes. Feminist psychology has concentrated on 
male-female difference. Though the remapping of difference could go 
further, such a map of difference, even if perfected, will never reveal the 
entire terrain of gender. A map is not the terrain. Rather a map offers a 
constmc~on of the krrain. With regard to gender, here are other maps to 
be drawn, For instance, some would map gender in terms of the princi- 
ples that organize male-female relations in particular cultures (Stacey & 
Thorne, 1985). Some would map gender in terms of the discourses 
through which men and women position one another and define them- 
selves (Hallway 1984). Other maps, charting gender in yet other terms, 
are still [to] be invented. 

Poshodernism accepts multiplicity, randomness, incohewnce, inde- 
teminacy and paradox, whi& positivist paradigms are designed to ex- 
clude. Postmademism creates distance from the seemingly fixed lan- 
guage of established meanings and fosters skepticism about the fixed 
nature of reality. Recognizing that meaning is what we agree on, post- 
modernism describes a system of possiMlities. Constructing gender is a 
process, not an answer. In using a postmodemist approach, we open the 
possibility of theorizing gender in heretofore unimagined ways. Post- 
modernism allows us to see that as &servers of gender we are also its 
creators. 
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Romance in the Age 
of Electronics 

equin Enterprises 
LESLIE W. RABIME 

Harlequin, as it advertises itself, is the 'world's no. I pub- 
lisher of romance fiction'. Like its imitators and rivals, Dell's Candlelight 
Romances, Bantam's Loveswept, and Simon & Schuster's Silhouette Ro- 
mances, Harleyuin hrns out on its giant, computerized printing presses 
an ever-incrt-jasing number of uniforlnly jacketed and uniformly written 
romantic narratives per month.' Formerly a moderately successful Cana- 
dian publishing house, in 1971 it hired Lawrence Heisley, a Proctor & 
Gamble marketing man, as its new president, He turned kminine ro- 
mantic love into superprofits for his then all-male board of directors by 
transfeufing to the sale of books the tehniyzres used to sell detergent to 
housewives. By turning love into a consumer product, Harlequin in- 
creased its net earnings from $110,000 in 1970 to over $21 million by 1980. 

But packaging alone annot account far the loyalty of 14 million readers, 
The novels' flyleaf assures readers that 'no one touches the heart of a 
woman yuih like Harlequinf, and marketing statisticwlS8 million book5 
sold in 1980, sales accounting iror 30 per cent of all mass market paperbacks 
in a major bookstore chain-support this claim.2 What exactly is the semt 
to a woman's heart that Harlequin and its rivals have learned, and how 
have they t-umed this knowledge into profits far tkmselves? 

Secrets of a Woman's Heairl 

Harlequin may owe its dramatic growth in popularity to the fact that the 
romances m w  respond to specik needs of working women. Focusing on 
the junchre het-ween their sexual, emotional needs on dle one hand and 
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their needs concerning work relations on the other, it involves both their 
deepest, most private, most intimate feelings, and at the same time their 
very bmad relations to the process of social history. Impressive analyses 
by Tania Modleski, Ann Barr Snitow and Janice A. Radway-have ex- 
plained the popularity of mass market romances by examining how they 
respond to women's deep yeamings, but have not talked about why 
these romances have gained their phenomenal popularity just in the past 
10 to 15 years. Moreover, in the past couple of years, since Snitow and 
Modleski wrote their shrdies, the romance indusey has been undergoing 
an accelerated process of change. Given the fact that their heroines' sto- 
ries increasingly join the personal, sexual relations of private life to the 
work relations of the marketplace, we might ask what in the Harlequin 
fo~mula responds to new n e d s  of women as a result of recent profound 
changes in both their domestic and paid labor situations, and how that 
formula might change in the future. 

As Harlequin Romances have become more popular, mow and more of 
their heroines have jobs. Yet these working heroines have more subver- 
sive desires than simply to join the labor force: they are reacting to the 
limits of a sterile, harsh, alienating fragmented work wodd itself. In spite 
of some fairly glamorous jobs, the working Harlequin heroines, melodra- 
matically engaged in defiant struggles with their heroes, who are usually 
their bosses, demand from them and their world two additional changes 
in their situation. First, as the heroine struggles against the irresistible 
power of her hero, she also strugglesfor something, which she calls 
'love" but beyond that does not. define any hrther. What she wants fmm 
the hero is recognition of herself as a unique, exceptional individual. In 
addition to acknowledging her sexual attraction and her professional 
competence, he must also recognize her as a subject, or recognize her 
from her own point of view. 

Second, the heroines seek more than simply to succeed in the man's 
world. An analysis of the romances will show that on an implicit level 
they seek not so much an improved life within the possibilities of the ex- 
isting social structure, but a different social structure. The very facts that 
the hero is both bass and lover, that the world of work and business i s  ra- 
manticized and eroticized, and that in it love flourishes suggest that the 
Harlequin heroines seek an end to the division behveen the domestic 
world of love and sentiment and the public world of work and business. 

Since in Harlequin the struggle to gain recognition for a deep feminine 
self merges with the struggle-however implicit or utopian-to create a 
new, more integrated world, a reading of these romances uncovers a cer- 
tain power possessed by even formulaic narratives. Because they cannot 
help but recount a woman's life all of a piece, they may be able to reveal 
certain insights about women3 lives and women" desires that. escape 



empirical science. These romance narratives show us that an individual 
woman's need to be recognized in her own sense of self and the need to 
change a mow glabal social stmchre are interdependent, 

In Loving with a Verzgennct.: Mass-pradzrmd fantasies f i r  women, TTania 
Modleski says that 'in Harlequin Romances, the need of women to find 
meaning and pleasure in activit.ies which are not wholly male-centered 
such as work or artistic creation is generally scoffed atI.4 But in the past 
few years that has changed. Although in the mid-1970s, the average Har- 
lequin heroine was either just emerging from hornt;, or was a secretary or 
nurse who quit her unrewarding job at marriage, by the late 1970s' many 
Harlequin heroines had unusual and interesting, if not bizarre careers. 
More and more frequently both hero and heroine started taking the hero- 
ine's job or c ~ a t i v e  ac~vi ly  seriously. 

Almost never images of passive femininity their heroines of the late 
19;711s are active, intelligc-mt and capa'nie of at least economic indepen- 
dmce, Nicole, in Across the Great Divirlc' is a dedicated and competent 
swimming coach; Ama in Battle with Desirf is an internationally known 
violinist at the age of 22; Kerry in The Dir,idilzg Line, also 22, is on the 
board of directors of a prestigious department store. Furthermore, the 
hero often gives moral support to the heroine in her career, and intends 
to continue supporting her career aspirations after their marriage.5 

By the early 1Y80s, the heroinesf careers go beyond the wildest dreams 
of the most ardent member of: the National Organization for Wmen and 
often become the selling point that distinguishes one romance from an- 
other. As one example, Danni in Racefar Revenge is about to "succeed tri- 
umphantly in the male dominated world of motor racingf,h and Karla 
Mortley in Candlelight Romance's Game P l a ~  'joins the mgged New York 
flyers as a ballet trainer" ,only to find that 'the womanizing quarterback 
MacGregor proves hard to tacklef.7 In 1984 Harlequin added to its line a 
new, more sophisticated series, Harlequin Temptations, where the hero 
worries that the heroine will place her career before him. h7 the romances 
of the mid-1980s the careers range from the banal, like movie actresses 
and famous pop singers, to the unique, like engineering PhD Frankie 
Warbzartan in Love Ciwuits, who falls in love with the electronics heir that 
contracts for her services as a computer consultant. More than one hero- 
ine is an advertising executive who falls in love with her client. Univer- 
sity editorial assistant Liza Manchester in P~lblic Afaiu is an 'outspoken 
member of Graham University's feminist community' who falls in love 
with Professor Scott Harburton. And-inevitably-Garbriella Constant 
in By Any Otltev Narrle is a hest-selling romance writer who falls in love 
with her publisher.8 

Although the hero of these mmances is not always the heroine's boss, 
he mosr often either is the boss or hdds a position of economic or pra- 
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fessional power over the heroine. More important, as the advertising 
brochure for the new Harlequin Temptations series demonstrates, the 
boss figure remains the prototype for the Harleyix? hero, Promising to 
let us experience 'The passionate torment of a woman torn between two 
loves . . . the siren call of a career . . . the magnetic advances of an im- 
petuous employer" it adverlises its flagship novel of the new series, 
First Inzyressions, by saying: 'Tracy Dexter couldn't deny her attraction 
to her new boss.'9 

Because in Harkfluin Romances, plot, characters, style and erotic 
scenes have been set by formula, freedom to vary the heroine's job gives 
an author one of the few avenues for bringing originality, individuality 
and creative freedom into a rumance.. An unusual job offers composi- 
tional opport-trnities for an unusual setting and unusual conflicts be- 
tween the hero and heroine. But the job situation also serves a deeper 
purpose. Beyond showing the uncanny ability of mass culture to ingest 
any kind of social, economic, or cultural historic change in women's 
lives, these heroines with their fabulous jobs might help to explain why 
women respond to romance so much more massively than to other mass 
market ~ a d i n g .  New Right how-to books exhort their readers to be 'real' 
women by staying home to protect the family; liberal how-to books, such 
as The Cinduellrr Complex, urge women to cease wanlring to 'he part of 
somehody eisehnd 'to get into the driver's seatkaf 'the man" worXd"l0; 
and women's magazines claim to show readers how to excel in each sep- 
arate segment-sex, work, family, emotion-of their madly disarticu- 
lated, schizophrenic lives. Supermarket romances, alone among mass 
market literature, focus on the conflictive relations among these seg- 
ments. 

The same socioeconomic chmgfls of" the 1966s and 197Ds, which created a 
new kind of working woman, also created the conditions for Harlequin's 
commercial success. These are, according to Harry Braverman in Labor 
and Monopoly Capital, the restmcturing of business into huge interna- 
tional conglomerates; the 'extraordinary growth of commercial concerns' 
(like Harlequin) in compalison with production; and along with this the 
exrraordinary explosion of bureaucracy and office work with its systems 
management, computerization and assembly-line processing of paper,ll 
These conditions include new categories of work, and, occurring around 
1960, 'the creation of a new class of workers', low-paid clericcl] workers, 
overwhelmingly female. According to Roslyn L. Feldberg and Evelyn 
Nakano Clenn, bebeen 1960 and 1980 employment in clericai and kin- 
dred occupat-bsns doubled. They cite dramalic g r ~ h  in work categories 



created by the new technology, and also by the business expansion that 
Braverman describes.1" 

The women w b  work far these huge conglomerates and bureaucra- 
cies, in clerical positions, in service positions and as assemblers of the 
new electronic machinery, as well as the women whose shopping, bank- 
ing, education, medical care and weihre payments have been changed 
by these new developments, constitute a large part of the readership of 
Harlequin Romances. And the musicians, painters, poets, coaches, car 
racers, Olympic athletes, photographers and female executives of the ro- 
mances, with their glamorous jobs, are these readers' idealized alter egos. 
Although readers are well aware that the romances are unreal fantasies, 
their passionate attachment to the genre could not be explained without 
an intcznse iden2ification with the heroine m the level of ego ideal. 

Between 40 and 60 per cent of the mass market romance readership 
works outside the home.13 The assumption has been that these romances 
contain housewikly filntasies, but if that is so then why do so many of 
them revolve around work situations, however glamorized? Among the 
many possible reasons for this, the most obvious is that as countless sta- 
tistics show almost all these readers can expect to work sometime in their 
lives, moving in and out of the labor market. Moreover, a good number 
of them can expect to be single mothers, for at least part of their lives. But 
these fantasies involving work situations suggest that kminists, and es- 
pecially feminist organizers, might do away with this categorization of 
women into working women on the one hand and housewives on the 
other. The content of Harlequins suggest that the readers, like the hem- 
ines, do not compartmentalize their lives in this way, becoming different 
people when they go to work. Although the immediate concerns caused 
by workplace or home may be difkz-ent, our deeper hiding concerns re- 
main the same, whether at home or on the job. To draw a strong division 
between working women and housewives comes perhaps from applying 
to women a male model, For the average man, work and home really are 
very different. At work the man must accept the power of his employer, 
while at home he is master of his family and finds relaxation. The aver- 
age woman, on the other hand, finds herself contending with a masculine 
power both at home and at work. By combining the sexual domination of 
a lover and the economic domination of an employer in the same mascu- 
line figure, Harlequins draw attention to the specificity of the cmtempo- 
rary feminine situation. 

In a sensitive study that explains the popularity of mass market ro- 
mances by interviewing a group of readers from one books'torcj, Janice 
Radway says that women report they read the romances for relaxation 
and escape. 'When asked to specify what they are fleeing from,' she says, 
' t h y  invariably mention the ""pessures" and "'tensions" they experience 
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as wives and mothers."" group of working women I spoke to also said 
they read the romances to escape. But the escape portrayed in the work- 
ing heroine's romances is somewhat more precise about the pressures 
and tensions it aims to soothe. 

The heroines' fantasy dilemmas compensate exactly for those elements 
of women's work in the clerical factories-and for that matter in any fac- 
toriesthat critics of job automation find most oppressive. A reading of 
Harlequin Romances in the context of these critiques yields insight into 
the heroines' (and pehaps the authors' and readers" conflicts; their 
grievances against their living, working and sexual situations; and the in- 
tensity with which they feel these grievances, but also into the extent to 
which the romances and their authors have adopted the basic corporate 
struchrre of preseM work relations as the invisible and unchallenged 
framework of their romantic visions. 

Two themes of revolt and fantasy escape that run most strongly 
through the romances concern the depersonalization of the cybernetic 
world and the powerlessness of the feminine individual within it. Sur- 
prisingly enough, the heroine's lack of power and freedom corresponds 
rather closely to what sociologists have found out about the worker's 
lack of power and freedom in the computerized and bureaucratized 
wctrkplace. According to Rravennan, contemporary clerical workers and 
low-paid factory workers suffer from a lack of control over the work 
process, over the social use to which products will be put, over their own 
mental processes, and even over their own bodies. The assembly line 
struchrring of clerical work, says Braverman, rtssults from applying to of- 
fice work the techniques of Taylorism, which factory owners began using 
in the 1920s and 1930s to gain maximum efficiency by breaking down the 
unity of the labor process infa its smallest d i s c ~ t e  eIements. m i l e  Tay- 
lorization yields greater productivity its effects on the worker, whose 
tasks and bodily movements are also broken down to their smallest ele- 
ments, are devastating, 

With every movement of the office worker or lower-paid assembler 
controlled for maximum efficiency, and every moment of her day ac- 
counted for, she has lost ajl decision-making power not only over the 
products she is making, but also over her own bodily movements and 
minutest scheduling of her own time. Braverman talks about clerical 
workers feeling 'shackled' and quotes a vice-president of an insurance 
company as saying of a room full of key punchers: 'All they lack is a 
chain!"S Ida Russakoff Hoos, in Autot~zation in the Ofice. reports inter- 
viewing a myervisor who described key punhers keeping supplies of 
tranquilizers in their desks and feeling 'frozenf.lh And Ellen Cantarow 
cites findings of 'appalling rates of coronary heart disease in women cler- 
ical workersil7 as a result of lack of control. 



The force of Harlequin comes from its ability to combine, often in the 
same image, the heroine's fantasy escape from these restraints and her 
idealized, roman~cized and eroticized compliance with them. It does this 
through diverse types of story elements, which are remarkably consistent 
from romance to romance. A first and most simple compensation of the 
readers' situation is that, by conhast to the jobs most working readers 
have, the jobs of H a r l e ~ i n  heroines, while greatly varied, almost always 
have in common that the work is meaningful in itself, challenging, has a 
direct: effect on the well-being of other people, is a craft. that requires skill 
or talent and is one that gains recognition for a job well done. A second, 
slightly more complex compensatory fantasy is that Harlequin heroines 
do fight for, and win, control over their jobs and a great deal of freedom. 

A cenlral, and one of the most attractive, compensations offered by 
Harlequin is that the romances respond to the depersonalization of the 
Harlequin reader's life, not only in her workplace, but also in her shop- 
ping her banking, in her relations to government, to shoo1 and to all the 
services she now obtains from giant, faceless bureaucracies, which make 
her feel, as Tessa in The Enchanted lslnnd thinks, 'like a small, impersonal 
cog in a macl?iner.lA The relations between the heraims and their bosses 
may be loveihate relations, but they are intensely intimate. Although de- 
cisions about how the reader spends her time in the corporate workplace 
are made by real men, she never sees them. In the conglomerate, the real 
decision-makers may be in another state or another country, and in terms 
of the corporate hierarchy, they are in another universe. They are so re- 
moved kom the secretary or assembler as to seem disembodied gods. In 
the world of Harlequin, the god descends from the executive suite and 
comes to her. 

But in addition to this direct cornpensalion for the depersonalized rela- 
tions of the corporate world, the working heroines also idealize the 
reader' s sense that she herself has been reduced to one more interchmge- 
able part of the office" '"itegrated systems', In Bnt.tlt? U7illl Desire Gareth 
the hero, who is also violinist Amafs conductor, tells her: 'You and 1 ta- 
gether, Anna, will give them a performance they'll never forget. . . . The 
music will be a prelude to our love-(157). Yet Anna is hurt and asks her- 
self: %ut was it love for herself, or because she had been the instrument 
of such superb music?' Although Anna's position is a highly idealized 
fantasy, it raisrrs the same conflict experienced by those women in Hoos's 
study who feel their bosses regard them (if at all) as an instrument or as 
part of the machinery. 

A fourth and stiil more complex compensation concerns directly the 
theme of power. In the romances, the heroine fights ardently against the 
power the hero has over her. Because the power figure represents both 
her lover and her boss, this relat-ion bewem one man and one woman re- 
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verberates on a larger net.work of social relations, all stmctured accord- 
ing to inequality of power. Thus the boss-lover can become an analogy 
far other men in the reader" life, such as her husband. The heroines re- 
ject the dependence or submissiveness that is most often forced upon 
their resisting spirit: Nicole in Across the Great Divide finds in her new 
boss Lang 'something too suggestive of a rugged relentlessness . . . that 
she just couldn't bring herself to suffer meekly and which set her on the 
offensive'. In her own mind, she rejects arrogant hierarchies, and when 
the board of the swim club threatens to fire her 'she was determined not 
to submit tmely, If she was going down, she would be going down 
fighting!' (30, 165). 

In the most complex and contradictory of story elements, the romances 
combine in one image and escape from the Ywzen' feeling of working 
readers and an eroticized acquiescence to it. The heroine's struggle-filled, 
stormy relationship with the hero involves a strange combination of tern- 
pestuous physical movement and physical restraint by the hero. In one of 
dozens of examples, Nicole, in Across fhe Great Divide, struggles with 
Lang. 

'I hate the lot of yo~r!hshe sobbed brokedy. '/in$ don't toucl-t mc!"rying to 
jerk out of his hotd. You're all a load of two faced liars, only interested in 
your own egotistical aims,%en, when he didn't release her, 'I said don't 
toucl~ me!" as she begm pummelling violently at his broad chest, 

'For God's sake, NickyrTrnng gripped her wrists grimly in one hand and 
wrenched open the car door with the other. Get  in,' he muttered, and bun- 
dled her Bailing figure on to the back seat, Slamming the door behind them, 
he pimed her helplessly to his rnusctrlar form until she had exhausted her 
stmgglcs and conscmted to stay there, crying quietly. (140) 

The 'shackles' of the olBe or factory job are on the one hand compen- 
sated for by vigomus movement; on the other hand they are romanti- 
cized and eroticized. The hero restrains the heroine not out of an imper- 
sonal desire for efficiency, but out of a very personal desire to have her 
respond to him. He restrains her in an attempt to conitrol her angel; to 
arouse her sexually, to fulfill his burning desire to have her confess her 
feelings for him, or all three. The heroine's anxiety no longer has its 
source in the cold, nagging unpleasant fear that her boss will fire her if 
she rebels (or that her husband will reject her or worse) but in the warm, 
seductive, obsessive fear that she will not be able to resist his potent sex- 
ual magnetism, especially since he goes to considerable effort to create 
intimate situations where he can exert it. Transformed by the romances, 
the heroine" restraint becomes on the one hand intermittent and on the 
other hand emotionally and sexually gratifying. Instead of having to take 



tranquilizers to repress her internalized rage, like the office workers in 
Hoosfs study and Cantarow's article, the Harlequin heroine is privileged 
to vent it violent-ly and directly against her redmine& even while this re- 
straint takes an idealized farm. 

This strange mingling of protest and acquiescence to the situation of 
many contemparary women makes the Harlequin Romances so seduc- 
tive and contradictory. On the one hand, the heroine is empowered to re- 
volt without risking masculine rejection because the hero desires her 
more the angrier she becomes, but on the other hand, the romances also 
sexualize her impotence. This particular combination of elements intensi- 
fies our emotional involvement with a story that both arouses and nulli- 
fies the very subversive impulses that attracted us to it in the first place. 

Changing Times, Changing Conflict 

Harlequin's double message is all the more potent in that the heroine's 
conflict is also double. At stake for her in the romances that put the work 
situation at the center of the plot is both her social identity and the deep- 
est core of her feminine self. A surprising numiber of Harlequins employ 
the same vocabulary to describe the inner conflict of the heroine as she 
struggles against the hero on his own grounds where he has all the 
weapans. His main weapon in this idealized world i s  his powerhl sexual 
attraction; her main weakness is her susceptibility to that attraction, 
which quickly becomes total love. Her struggle aims to prevent the hero 
from exploiting her love far his own sexual desires, and &e conflict this 
struggle awakens in her is described by the key words 'humiliation' and 
'pride'. Nicole finds that 

the most galling part of the whok episode had been her unqt~alified suruen- 
$er to tang" stovemaking, That she shouLd have so readily submitted-no, 
welcomed it was far more honest; she confessed painfully-was something 
she found impossible to accept. The only thought left to salvage at least 
some of her pride being the knowledge that tang wasn't aware how deeply 
hex Fcc'iings were involved, Her humiliatiorz was bad enough no- but i t  
would have known no bounds i f  she had inadvertently revealed how she re- 
ally felt about him. (144, my italics) 

In Stor~ny Affnir Amber faces the same problem: 'She could not say: "I 
would love to live here and marry you but only if you say you love 
me, . . ." At least she still had sufficient pride to avoid the hutnilintiml such 
a statement would cause,q2" 

Thraugh the heroine" impossible clnoice bet-ween two painful and de- 
structive aiternatives, summed up by the terms "humiliat.ion' and 
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'pride', Harlequin Romances call attention to a feminine character struc- 
ture that differs from the masculine one. Both Radway and Snitow have 
discussed this feminine character structure in the Harlequin heroine, 
and both have relied on Nancy Chodorow's theory to analyze it." Ac- 
cording to Chodorow, capitalist-patriarchal family structure and child- 
rearing practices produce in boys more strongly defined and dosed-off 
ego boundaries, and in girls more fluid ego boundaries, so that men 
tend to define themselves as a separate, self-sufficient entity, while 
women tend to define themselves in terms of their relation to other pea- 
ple. Unable to adopt a rocklike, closed, thinglike self, such as the one the 
hero seems to possess, the Harlequin heroine's self alternates until the 
end of the rvmance between two forms of destruction: 'humiliationf, 
which signals a dissolrrtian of her self into the masculine sdf, and 
'pride', a self-control that shrivels up her self by denying its needs and 
desires. Solution: the hero must recognize and adopt the relational, fern- 
inine form of the self, 

This difference in character structure beween women and men, which 
Harlequins emphasize as the cause of the heroine's problems, is inherited 
from the industrial revollu2iun. With the separa~on sf work from home, 
women were socialized to immerse themselves in the intense emotional 
world of the domestic sphere. Self-perpetuating family practices made 
that socializatian seem like a 'nrrahxralf feminine character, Now with the 
cybernetic revolution, women must also, like men, make their way in the 
rationalistic world of business, but they take with them the emotional 
makeup they have inherited from the past. They do not have, and in 
many cases do not want to have, the harder, more competitive, success- 
oriented emotional equipment with which men have been socialized in 
order ta succeed, or even simply to survive. 

If Harlequin heroines' character structure is inherited from the indus- 
trial revolu~onr their narrative s.tcrucbre is also inherited from one of the 
most prominent literary genres of the industrial revolution, the romantic 
novel. Although Sally Mitchell and Tania Modleski have traced the ge- 
nealogy of Harlequin Romances back to forms of nineteenth-century 
popular fiction, such as seduction novels, historical romances, penny 
magazine, aristocratic romances, and gothic novels,21 the quest for self- 
fulfillment carried out by the heroes and heroines of nineteenth-century 
high romanrricism has also found a twentieth-cemry rehge in contern- 
porary mass market romances. As writer Louella Nelson told me of her 
romance Freedom's Forf~r~ze: 'This book is about a woman's quest for 
courage and self-~orth.~22 

The inner conflict of the Harlequin heroines is a more explicitly sexual- 
ized version of feminine conflicts analy zed by authors writing during the 
industrial revolution, such as the Bronte sisters. Problems of sexual dif- 



ference that beset the Harlequin heroines also confront the heroines of 
Bronte's Shirley, where Caroline Helstone says: 

5ShirXey men and women are so different: they are in such a diSferent posi- 
tion. W m e n  have so few things to think about-men so many: you may 
have a friendship with a man while he is almost indifferent to you. Much of 
what cheers your life may be dependent on him, while not a: feeling or inter- 
est of moment in his eyes may have reference to you." 

Shirley answers: 

Taroiiinc,Acmanded Miss Kecldar abruptly "don't yyo wish you had a: pro- 
fession-a tradc?'zs 

The Harlequin heroines do have a trade-and a lot of things to think 
about-but they still resemble the BrontGan heroines in that far &em sex- 
ual sensation, feelings of love and rational thought are all intimately con- 
nected. They cannot be compartmentalized and sealed o f f  from each 
other. When these heroines hli in love, they Efiink about love and their 
lover all the time. The heroes of Harlequin Romances, like the heroes of 
lane Eyre and Shiuley, are emotionally divided between the world of love 
and the world of: business and public affairs, and therefore kagmented in 
their psychic structure. For them, or so it seems to the heroine, sex is di- 
vorced from other feelings, and love from other areas o f  their life. It 
seems that whenever he wills it, the hero can simply shut her imago off 
and think about other things. 

From this fragmentation the Harlequin heroes, like their nineteenth- 
cenhry hrolhers M. Emanuel in Villef-te or Robert Moore in Shiulq, draw 
their strength for success in the world. But since the Harlequin heroines 
must now also survive alone in that world, they can only, as Nicole says, 
attempt to conceal their feelings, try to pretend to be like the hero, h t  the 
heroine's wholeness, which is also her weakness, means that her outer 
appearance and actions camot but reflect her inner emotions. The hero- 
ines are tranqarent where the heroes are opaque. 

In fact the heroine frequently suspects until the end of the novel that 
the hero has no tender feelings under his harsh surface, and that there- 
fore he does not have to exhaust all his energy in the fight far self-control 
the way she does. In Stortrly Afair; for instance, Amber thinks that 'she 
must pull herself together and not let Hamed Ben Slouma see that he in 
any way affected her' (25). But 'Hamed with his keen perception h e w  
exactly what was going on in her mind. . . . "Perhaps your desires were 
greater than mine, or do you think it could be that I have more self- 
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control? You're very tvanspnrenf, my charming one"' (100, my italics). The 
effect of all these differences between the hero and heroine is to increase 
the hero's power over this outsider in his wsrlA. But even this conflict 
contains within it wish-fulfilling compensations. If Ben Slouma finds 
Amber transparent, at least he cares enough to observe her transparency 
and is interested enough in her to notice what goes on inside her. I f  the 
heroine's anger is impotent, at least she has the chance to vent it with 
great rage at its rightful target, and at least he stays around to listen to it, 
even, as in the case of Tessak boss Andrew 'wih interestf (The Erzclznntenl 
Islafzd, 157'). 

Utopian and formulaic as they are, in Harlequin Romances the hero- 
ine's struggle and conflict serve to overcome something more than a 
merely psychalogical passivity or a role that a woman could simply 
choose to play or not to play. Although its roots in a total social situation 
are not so clearly shown as in the novels of the Brontes, the Harlequin 
heroine's c d i &  is shown to be a very real lack of pawer to be hersdf in 
relations controlled by others. Her very activity and anger are signs of 
her impotence in the face of the more powerful male. Thus Nicole 
'seethed impatentiy' (Acmss the Great Divide, 99), and Debra '&h.icd to con- 
trol the rage and humiliation she was feelingf, while Jordan's 'composure 
wasnf t disturbed by [Kathleenf s] burst of anger'.'" 

Like their nineteenth-century predecessors lane Eyre, Caroline Hel- 
stone and Lucy Snowe, the Harlequin heroines seek recognition as a sub- 
ject in their own right from their own point of view. And also like these 
earlier heroims, Harlequin heroines find that this rcrcogni~on mu& take a 
different form from that sought by romantic heroes. A hero like St. John 
Rivers in J a ~ r  E y r ~  becomes closed in on himself, static and self-sufficient 
as an absolute totality when he achieves this recognition. Bronte rgects 
this farm oE the self and the narcissistic form oE love it demands, and 
seeks fulfillment for a form of the self which is essentially fluid, essen- 
t-ially hanging, and essentially involved in a dynamic, living network of 
intrimate relations with others. 

Like the Bronte heroines, although in a less reflective and more narcis- 
sistic way,2j the Harlequin heroines find that women in our society are al- 
ready endowed with this relational form of the self, but that it never 
achieves recognition or fulfillment. The cause of pain and obscurity 
rather than SUCC~SS, it in fact tends to get: lost altogether in a relation with 
the hero's harder, closed self, and to merge into his. This is what Anna 
finds in Battle ~ ~ i t h  Desire: 'Ama knew she mustn't give in. . . . And it 
wasn't getting any easier to resist, the urge to fight was melting away, so 
she made one final attempt at self-respect' (19). What really melts here 
are the boundaries of the heroine's persohood and her sense of individ- 



uality as she loses herself in the other. Harlequins, unlike 'real life', pro- 
vide a solution: the hero adopts the feminine form of the self, recognizes 
it as valid, and gives the heroine the same tender devotion she gives him. 

The genius of the Harlequin Romances is to combine the struggle for 
the recognition of feminine selfhood and the struggle to make the work 
world a home for that self. As the cover blurb of The Dividirzg Line tells us 
of Kerry and Ross who have inherited interests in a department store: 
"She liked old-fashioned hiendliness and service. He was all for modern 
impersonal ef-ficiency. Between them, Sinclairs was becoming a battle 
ground.' Even the idealized form of Kerry's angry struggle against Ross, 
and violinist Anna's questioning resentment against Gareth, suggest a 
need to go bey ond an analysis like that in Hearth and Honze: Inzages of 
zctorncrl in Ike rrrnss nredin, edited b y  Gaye Tuchman, Arlene Kaplan Daniels 
and Jarnes Benet. The book criticizes the mass media image of women for 
implying that 'her fate and her happiness rest with a man, not with par- 
ticipation in the labor forcef,26 but it would be impoverishing even the 
impoverished romances to say that their heroines really want both. They 
want so much more besides. Not content with Helen Gurley Brown's ra- 
t-imalislic advice to 'have it all', they don't want it the way it is now; they 
want the world of labor to change so that women can find happiness 
there, and they want men to change so that men will just as much find 
their happiness with women. 

Hearth and Hoftzr sees hope for equality in 'economically productive 
women who insist on the abandonment of old prejudices and discrimina- 
tory behaviorsf.27 But Harlequin Romances suggest women abandon the 
present structures of economic production because those structures force 
women to give up their values, their ethos, and even their particular 
sense of self for success, or, more likely, far mere survival. The vast1 y 
popular Harlequin Romances implicidy and potentially pose a demand 
for profound structural transfamations of the total social world we in- 
habit. And like their ramantic fadears,  the heroines desire that this new 
world be not just our same old world improve4 but a diiferent, better 
world. The problem is that Harlequin Enterprises, having learned these 
secrets to a woman" hheart, exploited them by hrx-ring them into mar- 
ketable formulae which divorced the codicts from their causes and a t  
off the path towards reflecting upon any realistic solutions. 

Romantic Aspirations-- Rationalized Fom 

In her analysis of women readers, Radway has pointed out that 

we would do well not to condescend to romance readers as hopeless tradi- 
tionalists who are recalcitrant in their refusal to acknowiiedgc the emotional 
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costs of patriarchy. We must begin to recopize that romance reading is h- 
eled by dissatisfaction and disaffection.28 

Yet there is a crucial distinction to be made between dismissing the very 
justifiable fantasies and desires of Harlequin readers or the undoubted 
achievements of romance writers, and criticizing a multinational pub- 
lishing corporation that exploits those fantasies and achievements. Mod- 
leski is probably closer to the mark when she says of Harlequin that 
'their enormous and continuing popularity . . . suggests that they speak 
to very real problems and tensions in women's lives', but that the texts 
arouse subversive anxieties and desires, and then "ark to neutralize 
themf -29 

The methods of editing, producing, marketing and distributing Harle- 
quin Romances are part and parcel of the depersonalized, standardized, 
mechanistic conglomerate system that the Harlequin heroines oppose. 
Harlequin heroines seek interconnectedness in the social, sexual and eco- 
nomic world as a whole. Yet their very search is contained in a static, 
thinglike, literary structure, which denies their quest and turns it into its 
opposite. 

Radway reports that the readers she interviewed understand very well 
that 'the characters and events . . . of the typical romance do not resemble 
the peqle  and occurrences they must deal with in their daily lives'." At 
issue in the case of Harlequin, however, is not the illusion that the events 
in the romances are real, but the illusion h a t  ~ a d i n g  a romance consti- 
tutes only a relation to a text and to an author To see h e  act of reading a 
romance as simply a relation between the reader and the printed page is 
to isolate this act from its larger context. 

We are u s 4  to thinlfJng of a publisher as a mediator between the read- 
ers and a book written by an individual author, but Harlequin changed 
this. Although Harlequin is studied in few university literature classes, it 
is referred to in management classes as a &erlint: example of successfirl 
business practices that students should learn to emulate. According to 
business prokssor Peter Killing, Harlequin's success is due precisely to 
its doing away with the reader-text: and reade~author relation: 

Harlequin's formula was fundarnentaljy different from. that of traditional 
publishers: content; length, arwork, size, basic formats, and print, were all 
standardized. Each book was not a new product, but rather an addition to a 
clearly defined product line. The cofisequences of this uniformi9 were sig- 
nificant, The reader was buying a H-arleqzain novel, rather than a book of a 
certain title by a particular author, . . . There was no need to make decisions 
about layouL5, artwork, or cover design. The standardized size made ware- 
housing and distribution more efficient. Employees hired from rnass- 



marketing companies such as Proctor and Gamble had skills and aptitudes 
which led &em ta do well at Harfequin.32 

Harlequin thought of everything-except the readers, the authors and 
the creative freedom which has traditionally been the cornerstone of lit- 
eramre in western culture. This publishing giant mslded romantic aspi- 
rations into superrationalist forms of communication, the very antithesis 
of the readersAesires, 

It is not the idealization of marriage in the romances, nor any specific 
content, that neutralizes their challenges to patriarchal ideology, but 
rather the form of the rornmces, and the form of communication Harle- 
quin sets up between the corporate giant and the readers. Like the Bron- 
tgan heroes and heroines, whose desires far sublime sexual communion 
were a protest against the rationalizing forces of the industrial revolu- 
tion, the Harlequin romances both protest against and compensate for 
their readers' dissatisfaction with the Taylorization of their lives as 
workers and consumers of goods and services. But when Harlequin in- 
stituted its new methods, the romantic quest and the sublime sexual 
communion were themselves Taylorized, so that the apparent escape 
from a depersonalized, coldly compartmentalized world led the reader 
right back into it. 

Harlequin reduced romanlic aspirations to the rational distillation of a 
formula, The General Editorial Guidelines of 1982 for Worldwide Librnvy 
Superronzances, in its directions to writers, broke down the fluid process of 
the romantic quest into its component set of static categories-stmckrre, 
characters, plot, subplots, romance, sex, viewpoint and writing style- 
and in the past even set forth each step in the plot. 

* Introduction of hero and heroine, their meeting. 
Initial attraction or conflict between them. 

* Romantic conflicts or heroine's qualms about hem. 
* Counterbalance to developing romance (i.e.. sensual scenes, get- 

ting to h o w  each other, growth of love vs. conflicts). 
* Hero's role in crea"ting conflict. 
* Resolution of conflicts and happy ending, leading to marriage. 

The development of the romance should be the primary concern 
of the author, with other story elements integrated into the ro- 
mance.-"2 

Sex (always of course coupled with 'shared feeling rather than pure 
male dorninationLGeneral Editorial Guidelines) is meted out in mea- 
sured amounts and in measured doses of %ensualityf at measured inter- 
vals of the plot. As a ftrrther ra~onalization, the rornanlic quest can even 
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be broken down numerically and quantified, so that, as the 1982 Guide- 
lines for Writing Harlequin" New Amrican Romances tell us, 'parts of 
the plot can take place anywhere in tlte world provided that at least 80% 
of the novel takes place in the United Statesf.33 

But in 1984, with changes in readers' tastes and the growth of the au- 
t%tors"rofessional association Romance Writers of America, the Editorial 
Guidelines deny there is a formula: 'Every aspiring Harlequin writer has 
a very clear picture of what makes these lines so successful, to the extent 
that some people have even tried to reduce it- to a formulaI.34 

A Changing Genre: The Author as Heroine 

Yet so much has changed and continues to change since 1980, when 
growth in the industry led authors to organize Romance Writers of 
America as a support group, that it is impossible to tell what will happen 
in the fmhre. Present developments could lead not only to changes in the 
texts of the romances, but also to changes in the romance industry. Harle- 
quin's very success could open up the potential contradictions inherent 
in h e  c o 1 ~ 0 r a ~ o n ~ s  methods. The same kinds of stmggle against ratio- 
nalizing power its themes portray could be turned against it. When Ro- 
mance Writers of America held its first national convention in 1981, the 
organization saw as its main opponent a literary establishment and 
vaguely defined public that did not recognize the value of romance as 
%omen% literature'." But as cmditions governing author-corpora& re- 
lations clnange, tthe industry itself might become another apponent. 

H a r l e ~ i n  has responded to declining sales in face of competition by 
the classic strategy of buying out its major competitor (Silhouette Ro- 
mances). But authors have had a quite different response to growth in the 
romance industry. Although Harlequin's monopolizing strategy should 
work to make even more impersonal the author-publisher relation, au- 
thors have been seeking (as if in imitation of their own heroines) more af- 
firming relations with the publisher and greater job satisfaction. 

In her study of Harlequin Romances, Margaret Ann Jensen reports that 
the experience of becoming wrikrs has cczused many mmance authors to 
'identify themselves as feminists', to become self-assertive, and to be- 
come more aware of themselves as working women who have succeeded 
in a profession quite difficult to break into. In addition to cornbatting 'the 
negative image of romance in the 1iterar;v world" romance writers, she 
says, have two new concerns. They 'are attempting to organize to im- 
prove the standarh within their field" they are also engaging in 'an in- 
cveasing outspokenness about the romantic fiction industrykand making 
'critical ~spcmses to itf.36 At a Romance Writers of America meeting in 
Southeln California, one candidate far office in the organization raised 



these same two issues. She spoke first of the need to 'raise the standards 
of writing' and prevent 'mediocre' writing. Then, after mentioning other 
writersb~anizations that are more 'militant', she spoke of the need to 
'increase our clout with publishersf and 'improve the deal we're getting 
on contracts"."T 

A1r;hough aurhors still speak with indignation of the scorn that they 
face, saying that romances deserve the same respect as mysteries and sci- 
ence fiction, they also raise the above-mentioned other issues concerning 
the romance industry itself. Authors find themselves disadvantaged by 
the very marketing practice of Harlequin to which Peter Killing attrib- 
utes Harlequin" economic success: Harlequin promoks its lines but 
rarely its authors. And Silhouette has followed suit. In a 1980 interview, 
Silhouette president P.J. Fennel said: We're out to get brand name loy- 
alty, so we're not selling individual titles.'78 Because of this practice, and 
hesause a romance is on the market for only a month, romance authors 
have to hu&le their own books and find their own markets. They can 
also, they report, have a difficult time getting royalties from the pub- 
lisher, with waits of up to two years.39 

Although this kind of issue is just beginning to be addressed, the issues 
concerning quality of writing and personal creativity have already begun 
to be acted upon. Each product line in the romance industry has its own 
fomula, and as the f o r m u l ~  have multiplied, they have also loosend. 
As a result, an author can pick the line that gives her the most freedom. 
More important, through Romance Writers of America, authors have 
famed their own critique groups, so that influences an their writing now 
also come from their peers and not only from the publishing institutions. 
Romances are beginning to be better and more carefully written, with 
more varie'ry in the formulae and with more attention to detail, Although 
some romances repeat a mechanical version of the formula, other ro- 
mances like Leigh Roberts's Love Circuits are different. Roberts's work, 
where the hero, knder and loving from the beginning, wears a Charlotte 
Bront@ T-shirt, and where the heroine has a witty sense of humour, brings 
some surprising transformations to the formula. Like any kind of for- 
mula writing-or any kind of writing-romance writing requires &ill 
and talent, 

As the corporation follows its destiny of expansion, conglomeration 
and product diversificat.ion, differences between the mass production 
needs of the corporation and authors' needs may prove to be potential 
cracks in the Harlequin machine. The authors' own quest for creative in- 
di~iduaiity~ for economic indepenclence and for rc-.cogni"cion may make 
them the heroines of their own real life romance, with codicts and ad- 
ventures outside the text just as gripping as those inside. 
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I. Catering to an exclusively feminine audience, mass market romances are an 
international phenomenon, with single romances or whuiie romance series being 
translated into as many as fourteen lmpages.  Harlequin Enterprises, the best- 
sel-ting and most successfut publisher of this genre# has been imitated by many 
compeeitors both in Aznerica and in Europe, Harlequin ptrblishes a set nuznber of 
romances per month, categorized into different series according to a carefully 
meatitrred degree of explicit sex, known as %ensualityYn the trade. Harlequin 
publishes Harlequin Romances, Harlequin 17rcsmts and Harlequk Temptations, 
as well as a mystery-romance series, a gothic roznance series, a longer series 
called Superromances, and an American romance series. Like any corporate con- 
sumer product, Harlequin and its competitors are constantly 3diversiiEying"hecir 
line, prolifera~ng into a dizzying array of series. 

Other publishers now have romance series for more mature andlsr divorced 
women, like BerkeZey-love's second Chance at Love, or fur adolescent girls, like 
Simon e;?: Schusterfs First Love. This series shares the teen-rommce shelves with 
the Sweet Dream series from Bantam; Young Love from Dell; Caprice from Gms- 
set & Dunlap; and two series from Scolast;lc, whose Wishing Star and Wild Fire 
sold 2.25 million copies in 1982. 

Information taken from Brett Harvey, "oy crazy" Ellage Voice 27 (10-16 Febru- 
ary 19821, pp, 48-9; Stanlcy Meislcr, "arlequins: the romance of cscapisnrpt Los 
AngeEes Ti~~zes, 15 November 1980. pt 1, pp. 7-8; Rosemary Nightingale, True ro- 
mances', Miami Herald, S January 1983; J, P). Reed, Trom bedroom to boardroc-tm: 
romance novels court changing fancies and adorable profits', Time, 13 April 1981, 
pp. 1014; interview with Jany Saint-Marcoux, cditor of Collections sentimen- 
tales, Editions Tallandier; 'Romantic novels find receptive market', S~z-lrta Arm Xeg- 
isfey, 26 July 1979, section E, p, 1; Stanhrd and Poor's C o ~ o r a f i o n  Records 43 (New 
York, May 1982), p. 8475. 

2. See Reed, 'From bedroom to boardroom', According to Margaret Ann 
Jensen, the very success of Harlequin has caused these figures to decline drasti- 
cally. Because so many publishers are now imitating HarZcyuin and competing 
with it, Harlequin" '&are of the market has dropped to 45 per cent. . . . All signs 
indicate that Harlequin is a financially distressed corporation.' See Jensen, Love% 
$u?ref- Return: The firleqzain story (Toronto: Women's Educational Press, 19M). In 
order to offset this decline, Harlequin is purcj~asing Silhouette Romances, 

3. Tania Modfeski, Loving utifh n Vengeance: Mass-produced fantasies for %?omen 
()+amden: Archon Books, 1982); Ann Barr Snitow, Wass Market Romance: 
pornography for women is different" R~ndical History Review 20 (Sprhg-Summer 
1979), pp. 141-61, reprinted in Ifualers tf' Desire: The politics of sexuality' cd, Ann 
Snitaw, CChristine Stanself and Sharon Thornas (New York: Monthly Review 
Press, 1983); Janice A, Radway, Women read &c romance: the interaction of text 
and context" Femr'rlist Studies 9 (Spring 19831, pp. 53-78. 

4. Modleski, Lo.z?i~rg wifh a Vengeance, p. 113. 
5.  Kerry A'iIyne, Across the Great Divide (1980); Ann Cooper, BnffEe ujitlz Desire 

(1980); Kay Thorge The Uizriding Line (1980). All books published by Harlequin 



Books, Toronto, London, New York, Amsterdam Sydney, Hamburg; Paris, Stock- 
holm. Page numbers appear in parentheses in the text. 

6. Lynsey Stevens, Racefor Rez?enge (Toronto: Harlequin, 1981), back cover. 
7. Advertisement for Sara Jenningr;, Gan.~e Plan (Garden City, NV: Candlelight 

Ecstasy Romances, 1984), back cover. 
8. Leigh Roberts, Love Circuits (Harlequin Temptations, 1984); Sarah Jarnes, 

Public Afair (Harlequin American Romance, 1984); Marion Smith. Collins, By Any 
Other Naffle (Harlequin Temptationsr 19M). AXI books published by Harlequin En- 
terprises, Toronto, Page nu~nbers appear in parentheses in the text. 

9. Advertisement for Harlequin Temptations, found in Harlequin books of July 
1984 (Tc~ronto: Harlequin Enterprises, 1984). 

10, Colette Dowling, The Ginhrelln Coniplex: Wor?zen's lridljlen fear of inkpendence 
(New York: Simon 6i: Schuster Pocket Books, 1981), pp. 2'54. 

11, Harry Braverman, Lnbor and Monopoly Capital: Tlze &gradation of work iin the 
fzuenfietlucentury, Special Abridged Ed. (Special Issue of Monjclzly Revieu? 26 
(July-August 1974)), g. 50, 

According to Braverman, by 1970 in the United States, clerical work was one of 
the fastest-growing occupations and had become one of the lowest paid, its pay 
"tower than that of every type uf so-caffed blue collar work" (p. 51). Of its 10 mil- 
lion me~nbers, by 197'8,179.6 per cent were women. In 1970, clerical work included 
18 per cent of all gainfully employed persons in the United States, a percentage 
eqtral to that of production work of all sorts. 

12. Roslyn L. Fefdberg and Evelyn Nakano Glenn, 'Technology and work 
degradation: effects of office automation on women clerical workers" in Macl?inn 
ex Dea, ed, Joan Rothschild (New York: Pergamon Press, 1983), p. 62, 

13. Radway '"Women read the romance', p, 57, reportt; that 42 per cent of the 
women in her strrdy work outside the home, and says that Harlequin claims that 
49 per cent of its audience works outside the home. A 1984 WaXdenbuoks survey 
fo~rnd that 63 per cent of its rolnance readers held jobs outside the horne (Doug 
Brown, Testlarch. dissects the romantic novel', Los Angeles Tiwzes, 19 September 
1984, V 8). 

14, Ibid., p. 60, 
15. Braverman, Lnbur and M(3nopclly Capital, p. 61. 
16. fda RussakoK Hoos, Autonrafion in the Ofice (Washington, 1961), p. 53, cited 

in Braverman, op. cit. 
1'7. Elfen Cantarow, 'Working can be dangerous to your heal&', Mnde~f$oi~elle/ 

August 1982, pp. 114-16. 
18. Eleanor Farnes, The Enclzanfed lslnlrd (Toronto: Harleqtrin Enterprises, 19171). 

Page numbers appear in parentheses in the text. 
19. Margaret Mayo, Ston~zy Afair (Toronto: Harleqtrin Enterprises, 1980). Page 

numbers appear in parentheses in the text, 
20. Radway 'Women read thc romance'; Snitovt; Wass market romance'; and 

Nancy Chodorow, The Reproduction of Mothering: lasycl~onnnlysr's and the socior'ogy of" 
gender (Berke1c.y: Universi ty of CaXrifornia Press, 1978). 

21. Sally MitchelI, Tlze Fallerr Angel: Chastity, ccfnss, and ujor.lzezz% setzdirzg, 
1835-1880 (Bowling Green, Ohio: Bowling Crcen University Press, 1981); and 
Modleski, Lovirrg with n Ve~zgeance, 
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22, 17ersonal communication from Lauella Nelson, author of Freedoltz's Fortune, 
Harlequin Superrtjmance (Toranto: I-3arlequin Book, 19Srf). 

23. Chart one Brontg, SIzirlcy (Baltimore: Penguin, 19741, pp, 234-5. 
24, Janet Dailey The Matchmakers (Toronto: Harlequin Enterprises, 1978); Eliza- 

beth Graharn, Cotfie Next Spring (Toronto: Harlequin Ei~terprises, 1980). 
25. For the role of narcissism in the Harlequin Romances, see Modtcski, Loving 

willz a Ve~geanccr. 
26. Caye Tuchrnan, Arlene Kaplan Danicls, and Jarnes Benet, cds, EZcmuth and 

Home: Images qf wcln.lel-2 irt the p.lznss ~.lzedin (New York: Oxford University Press, 
19781, p. 18. 

27, Ibid., p. 4. 
28. Radway, 'Women read the romance" p. 68. 
29. ModLeski, Lovi~g  with a Vengcra~rce~ pp. 14' 30. 
38. Radway, 'Mromen read the romance" p. 59. 
31. Peter Killing# Harlequin Etzteqitrises Linlifed: Case maferial c$ the western school 

of l"lmsi~?ess adminis fration (London, %tario: University of Wcs tern Ontario, 19781, 
p. S. 

32. General Editorial Guidelines, Worldwide Library Superr0n'~nnces (Toronto: 
Harlequin Entcvriscs, 11982)' g. 2. 

33. Gtridelines for Writing Harlequin" New American Romances (Toronto: 
Harlequin Enterprises, 119821, p. 3. 

34. Elarlequin Romance and Harlequin Presents Editorial Gtridelines (htar io:  
Harlequis-r Books, l?%), p. 1. 

35. Gcorgc Christian, "omance writers, going to the heart of the matter (and 
the market) call for recognition" P~ufsEislrers Werkly' 24 July 1980. The first national 
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PART TWO 
Se;u, Sexua ity, and Gender 

The ssction 'From Sex to Sexuality" "opens the question of the 
relationship between biology and the social construction of gender by 
considering the impact on the sex-gender system of surgicai 
technologies in the United States and theatrical practices in Japan, 
Suzanne J. Kessler, an ethnomethodologist (Chapter 7), and Jennifer 
Robertson, a cullurai anthropologist (Chapter B),  consider the con- 
structedness of sex through medical intervention and the naturalness of 
playing maie gender in Japan's all-femaie Takarazuka Revue. The first 
essay is about gender assignment when sex (is., the genitals) appears 
ambiguous at birth; the second is about the implications al. 'pulting on" 
the other gender for the state regulation of female sexuality through 
theater for a mass audience. Kessler examines the case management 
of intersexed infants based on interviews with physicians; Robertson 
analyzes articles in the Japanese mass print media between l900 and 
1 945 and from the 1960s onward. 

As an ethnomethodologist, Kessler is interested in haw physicians 
make the decisions that transform ambiguous genitals into irrevocable 
gender assignments and discovers that although medical specialists are 
claiming to discover an infant" "real" "gender, they in fact are artificially 
producing it based on sex, specifically the size of the micropenis and its 
future potential to satisfy a (heterosexual) partner. Thus, instead of 
reducing the complexiv of gender .to Wo biological sexes, a Wo-gender 
culture is maintained by denying the complexity of biology. 

Robertson, as historical anthropologist, is interested in the history of 
Japanese theater that in its incarnation as Kabuki and as the Takarazuka 
Revue beginning in 191 3, makes no claims for masculinity and femininity 
as the province of male and female bodies. "Takarasiennes" are assigned 
"secondary genders" "sad an physical and sociopsyehological 
characteristics (not genitals) in order to perform as men, The 
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performance of masculinity is justified as a way to understand men in 
order to produce ""god wives, wise mothers" on the part of both actors and 
audience members, Mere the nation regulates gender roles via the theater, 
even as it promotes cross-dressing, as opposed to medical science that 
converts the non-normative into the normative, even when not mandated 
by biology. PosWar Japanese fans nevertheless see not an ideal. man but 
an exemplary woman who transgresses gender boundaries, thereby 
appropriating these dramatic representations for a lesbian subculture. 

Robertson invokes the concept of ""androgyny" as a way ta think abaut the 
relcationship among sex, gender, and sexuality by using the term to refer to 
the ""srface politics of the body,', the very sudace that medical science 
refuses ta politicize. Dodars who specialize in intersexuality resist seeing 
physical deformities as "natural"" and gender as artificial, governed by the 
aesthetics of genie;tl appearance. Gender as pedormance makes use of the 
manipulation of appearance by historical women for alternative sexual: 
meanings, including both homo- and heterogendered representations of 
homosexual desire. 

The section 'Cons"cucting Gender"" at̂ tempts to address the question of 
gender as woman" biological ""dinerence" from man, Sara Ruddick, a 
philosopher (Chapter 91, and Lisa Duggan, a political theorist (Chapter 
10), consider the double bind of woman as the same as and different from 
man by; on the one hand, revalorizing the feminine and, on the other hand, 
transcending the sexed body, both in the name of political action. Ruddick 
beuses on feminist peace politics as a way of digerentiating caring labor 
from war making. Duggan promotes ""queer'" politics as a way to overcome 
the limitations of the essentiializing identities that inform gay and lesbian 
politics. In both cases the paint is how to understand the theories of 
gender that underlie particular political practices. 

Ruddick argues that the diNerence betvveen caregivers and "just-war" 
theorists is not that caregivers are better peopie or even that they are less 
armed, but that they are ready to disobey. Whereas war making is 
predicated on the willingness to injure, engaging in caring means a 
willingness .to refrain from assaulting bodies. Militarists react violently ta 
the "embodied willfillness" of enemy saldiers; caretakers foster that 
willfulness in children and the infirm. These tvvo activities do not involve 
conflicting norms of rationality, Rather, they rely on contrasting attitudes ta 
the manipulation of sexual desire and affectionate attachment. Nearly 
everyone agrees that ""war is in some sense ~masculineW'~;eqtrally, 
caregiving relies on "feminine" maternal practices, unders"laad as caring 
for those one is unwilling to dominate, The question then becomes how to 
translate private caregiving into a public action that fosters peace. 

Duggan "makes it perfectly clear" that the label ""clueer" functions as a 
critique of gay and lesbian politics. The terms "gay and lesbian" rely on a 



notion of fixed identities borne by a social minority; "weer"" afters a critical 
relation to gender that recognizes the mobit!& of desire. Thus, ""qeer 
politics" refers to a conscious coalition-similar to "women of color"-an 
"oxymoronic community of digerence" in which what is shared is dissent 
from the dominant organization of sex and gender rather than a unitary, 
unchanging sexual identity based on same-sex ob~ect choice. ""Queerness:" 
confrontational in its revalorizing of an epithet and contradictory in its lack of 
definition, theorizes not only the destabilizing of identity but also the 
opposition beWeen theory and practice. At the same time, it positions the 
construction of sexualities at the centsr of any thinking about culture, 

Fluddick begins with the gendering of war and peace whife insisting that 
they do not rely on persons; Duggan tries to imagine a politics that relies 
not on persons but on coalitions, in the first case, it is never clear how and 
to what extent men have access to ""maternal practices." in the second, it is 
not clear what the referent of '"queer" is, and whether that maRers in .terms 
of politics. 

In the section ""Conceptualizing Difierenceiyhe focus is on the 
construction of gendered meanings not in relationship to sexed bodies but 
in refationships of power, Both Catharine A. MacKinnon (Chapter "I "t)nd 
Joan W. Scott (Chapter 12) address an understanding of gender as 
""difference," as opposed to sameness, by asking how this unders"landing 
constrains meaning. in both cases, gender as difference masks male 
dominance inasmuch as the choice between equality and difference 
obscures the fact that the opposits of equality is not difference but 
inequality. For MacKinnon, the meaning of this choice is constrained 
because it assumes social equaliv already exists; for Scott, presenting 
women with this impossible choice makes it difficult for them to recognize 
haw it has been falsely constructed. 

MacIZinnon as legal theorist examines sex equality within the context of 
sex discrimination law, In this seBing, a woman must be found to be the 
same as a man before she can file for sex discrimination; any distinction 
between men and women that is traceable to biorogy is not discrimination 
but difference, To claim that they are the same-that is, similarly situated- 
women must be close to the maie standard. For instance, women must bs 
lawyers rather than clerical workers, for whom there is no male standard 
and therefore no sex discrimination, only diff~rence. In other words, 
women must be equal to men before they can protest inequality. The 
question of whether the sexes are ever similarly situated is never asked. 
Thus, to presume equality already exists, other than in exceptional cases, 
makes it atrnost impossible to produce it in law, 

Sc~tt, a historian, bcuses not on bringing equality to the law but on 
deconstructing a famous sex discrimination case, EEOC v. Sears, 
Difference is not the distinction that prevents one from recognizing 
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discrimination, but a fixed set of oppositions that produce meaning 
through metaphors that need to be deconstructed as not natural. It is the 
"indifference to differenceM-the inability to see the opposition of two terms 
structured as hierarchical and interdependent-that makes it impossible to 
understand how meaning is produced. But more important, the obscuring 
of differences within each category of the pair makes it difficult to see that 
not only are men and women not the same, but women are different from 
each other. Just as only the female lawyer can suffer sex discrimination 
because she comes closest to a male standard of "lawyer," historians 
cannot adequately interpret the history of women's work without 
understanding the gendered meanings of "worker." Whereas MacKinnon 
argues that difference is "the velvet glove on the iron fist of domination," 
Scott insists on the importance of feminism as a series of double moves: 
Expose the operations of difference; insist that equality rests on difference, 
not sameness. Gender as difference obscures inequalities between men 
and women; differences within gender (among women and among men) 
reveal how sexualities differ. Differences within gender, based on desire, 
also show how sexual identity is less stable than other categories of 

i analysis. 



7 The Medica Construction 
of Gender 
Case Management of 
In tersexed Infants 
SUZANNE J, KESSLER 

T h e  birth of intersexed infants, babies born with genitals that 
are neither clearly male nor clearly female, has been documented 
throughout recorded time.' In the late twentieth cenbry, medical tech- 
nology has advanced to allow scientists to determine chromosomal and 
hormonal gendeq which is typically taken to he the real, natural, biologi- 
cal gender, usually referred to as "sex."2 Nevertheless, physicians who 
handle the cases of intersexed infants consider several factors beside bio- 
logical ones in determining, assigning, and announcing the gender of a 
particular infant. Indeed, biological factors are often preempted in their 
deliberations by such cultural factors as the "correct" length of the penis 
and capacit-y of the vagina. 

In the literature of intersexuality issues such as announcing a baby's 
gender at the time of delivery, postdelivery discussions with the parents, 
and consultations with patients in adolescence are considellcd only pe- 
ripherally to the central medical issues--etiology, diagnosis, and surgical 
proccdures.3 Yet members of medical teams have standard pract-ices for 
managing intersexuality that rely ultimately on cultural underslandings 
of gender. The process and guidelines by which decisions about gender 
(re)construction are made reveal the model for the social construction of 
gender generally Moreovel; in the face of apparent] y incontrovertible ev- 
idence-infants born with some combination of "female" and "male" re- 
productive and sexual features-physicians hold an incorrigible belief in 
and insislence upcm female and male as the only "nahral" options. This 



paradox highlights and calls into question the idea that female and male 
are biological givens cornpetring a culture of two genders. 

Idedly, to undertake? an extensive sh;ldy of intersexed infant case man- 
agement, I would like to have had direct access to particular events, for 
example, the deliveries of intersexed infants and the initial discussions 
among physicians, between physicians and parents, between parents, 
and among parents and family and friends of intersexed infants. The rar- 
ity with which intersexuality occurs, however, made this unfeasible.4 Al- 
ternatively/ physicians who have had considerable experience in dealing 
with this condition were interviewed. I do not assume that their "talk" 
about how they manage such cases mirrors their "talk" in the situation, 
but their words do reveal that they have certain assumptions about gen- 
der and that they impose tlnose assumpt-ions via their medical decisions 
on the patients they treat. 

Interviews were conducted with six medical experts (three women and 
three men) in the field of pediatric inkrscxuality: one clinical gneticist, 
three endocrinologists (two of them pediatric specialists), one psychoen- 
docrinologist, and one urologist. All of them have had extensive clinical 
experience with various intersexed syndmmes, and some are interna- 
tionally known researchers in the field of intersexuality They wel.e se- 
lected on the basis of their prominence in the field and their representa- 
tion of four diffewnt medical centers in New York City. Although they 
know one another, they do not collaborate on research and are not part of 
the same management team. All were interviewed in the spring of 1985, 
in their offices, and interviews lasted between forv-five minutes and one 
hour. Unless further referenced, all quotations in this article are from 
these intenriews. 

The Theory af Intevsexuality Management 

The sophistication of today's medical technology has led to an extensive 
compilation of various intersex categories based on the various causes of 
malformed genitals. The "true intersexed" condition, where both ovarian 
and testicular tissue are present in either the same gonad or in opposik 
gonads, accounts for fewer than 5 percent of all cases of ambiguous geni- 
tals.Wmove commonly the inhnt has either ovaries or testes, but the gen- 
itals are ambiguous. If the infant has two ovaries, the condition i s  re- 
ferred to as female pseudohermaphroditism. If the infant has two testes, 
the condition is referred to as male pseudohermaphroditism. There are 
numerous causes of both forms of pseudshermaphroditism, and ai- 
though there are life-threatening aspects to some of these conditions, 
having ambiguous genitals per se is not harmful to the infant's health.6 
Although most cases of ambiguous genitals do not represent true inter- 
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sex, in keeping with the contemporary literature, I will refer to all such 
cases as intersexed, 

Current attitudes toward the intersex condition are primarily influ- 
enced by three factors. First are the extraordinary advancements in surgi- 
cal techniques and endocrinology in the last decade. For example, female 
genitals can now be constmcted to be indistinguishable in appearance 
from normal natural ones. Some abnormally small penises can be en- 
larged with the exogenous application of hormones, although surgical 
skills awc. not suficiently advanced to construct a normal-looking and 
functioning penis out of other tissue.7 Second, in the contemporary 
United States the influence of the feminist movement has called into 
question the valuation of women according to strictly reproductive func- 
t-ims, and the presence or absence of hncrional gonads is no longer the 
only or the definitive criterion for gender as ent. Third, contempo- 
rary psychological theorists have begun to on ""gender ident-ity"" 
(me% sense of oneself as belonging to the female or male category) as 
distinct from "gender role" (cultural expectations of one's behavior as 
"appropriate" for a female or male).Vhe r-elevance of this new gender 
identiv "ceory far rcrthinkiing cases of ambiguous genitals is that gender 
must be assigned as early as possible in order for gender identity to de- 
velop successfully. As a result of these three factors, intersexuality is now 
considered a &eatable condil-ion of the genitals, one that needs to be re- 
solved expeditiously. 

According to all of the specialists interviewed, management of inter- 
sexed cases is based upon the theory of gender pmpased first by John 
Money J. G. Hampson, and 1. L, Hampson in 1955 and developed in 1972 
by Money and Anke A. Ehrhardt, which argues that gender identity is 
changeable until approximately eighteen months of agesg "To use the 
Pygmalion allegory, one may begin with the same clay and fashion a god 
or a goddess."'" The theory rests on sa23sfying several conditions: the ex- 
perts must insure that the parents have no doubt about whether their 
child is male or female; the genitals must be made to match the assigned 
gender as soon as possible; gender-appropriate hormones must be ad- 
ministered at puberv; and intersexed children must be kept inbrmed 
about their situation with age-appropriate explanations. If these condi- 
tions are met the theory proposes, the intersexed child will develop a 
gender identiy in accordance with the gender assignment (regardless of 
the chromosomal question her or his assignment 
and request reassi 

Supportive evidence for Money and Ehrhardt's theory is based on only 
a handful of repeatedly cited cases, but it has been accepted because of 
the prestige of the theoreticians and its resonance with contemporary 
ideas about gender; children, psychology, and medicine. Gender and 



children are malleable; psychology and medicine are the tools used to 
transform them. This theory is so strongly endorsed that it has taken on 
the character of gospel. ""Ihink we [physicians] have been raised in h e  
Money theory" one endocrinologist said. Another claimed, "We always 
approach the problem in a similar way and it's been dictated, to a large 
exrent, by the work of John Money and A n k  Ehrhardl ihecause they are 
the only people who have published, at least in medical literature, any 
data, any guidelines." It is provocative that this physician immediately 
fallowed this assert.ion wjlh: "And I don? know how effective it really 
is." Contradictoly data are rarely cited in reviews of the literature, were 
not mentioned by any of the physicians interviewed, and have not di- 
minished these physicians' belief in the theory's validity." 

The doctors interviewed concur with the argument that gender be as- 
signed immediately decisively and irreversibly, and that professional 
opinions be presented in a clear and unambiguous way. The psychoen- 
dacrinologist said that when doctors make a statement abuut the infant, 
they should "stick to it." The urologist said, "If you make a statement 
that later has to be disclaimed or discredited, you've weakened your 
c~ciibility."" A gender assignment made dedsively, unambigmusly, and 
irrevocably contributes, I believe, to the general impression that the in- 
fant's true, natural "sex" has been discovered, and that something that 
was there all along has been found. It also serves to maintain the credibil- 
ity of the medical profession, reassure the parents, and reflexively sub- 
stantiate Money and Ehrhardt's theory. 

Also according to the theory, if operative correction is necessary, it 
should take place as soon as possible. If the infant is assigned the male 
gender, the initial stage of penis repair is usually undertaken in the first 
yea& and fmrther surgery is  completed before the child enters schoo), If 
the infant is assigned the female gender, vulva repair (including clitoral 
reduction) is usually begun by three months of age. Money suggests that 
if reduction of phallic Zisstle were delayed beyond the neonatal period, 
the infant would have traumatic memories of having been castrated.12 
Vaginoplasty in those females having an adequate internal structure 
(e.g., the vaginal canal is near its expect4 location), is done ktween the 
ages of one and four years. Girls who require more complicated surgical 
procedures might not be surgically corrected until preadolescence.13 The 
complete vaginal canal is typically constmcted only when the body is 
fully grown, following pubertal feminization with estrogen, although 
more recently some specialists have claimed surgical success with vagi- 
nal construction in the early childhood years.14 Although physicians 
speculate about the possible trauma of an early childhood "castration" 
memory, there is no corresponding concern that vaginal reconstructive 
sugery delayed beyond the neonakal period is traumatic. 
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Even though gender identity theory places the critical age limit for 
gender reassignment between eighteen months and two years, the physi- 
cians acknowledge that diagnosis, gender assignment and genital recon- 
struction cannot be delayed h r  as long as two years, since a clear gender 
assignment and correctly formed genitals will determine the kind of in- 
teractions parents will have with the child." The geneticist argued that 
when parents "change a diaper and see genitalia that don't mean much 
in terms of gender assignment, I think it prolongs the negative response 
to the baby. . . . If y W have clitoral enlargement that is so extraordinary 
that the parents can't distinguish between male and female, it is some- 
times helpful to reduce that somewhat so that the parent views the child 
as female." Another physician concurred: parents "need to go home and 
do their job as child rearers w ih  it very clear whether it's a boy or a girl," 

Diagnosis 

A premature gender announcement by an obstetrician, prior to a close 
examination of an infant's genitals, can be problematic. Money and his 
colleagues claim that the primary complicaGons in case management of 
inkrsexed infants can be traced to mishandling by medical personnel urn 
trained in. sexotogy.16 According to one of the pediatric endocrinologisls 
interviewed, obsteh-icians improperly educated about intersexed condi- 
tions "don't examine the babies closely enough at birth and say things 
just by looking, before separating legs and looking at everything, and 
jump to conclusions, because 99 percent of .the time ifs correct-. . . . People 
get upset, physicians I mean. And they say things that are inappropri- 
ate." For example, he said that an inexperienced obstetrician might blurt 
out "I think you have a boy, or no, maybe you have a girl." Other inap- 
propriate remarks a doctor might make in postdelivery consultation with 
the parents include, "You have a little boy, but he'll never function as a 
little boy, so you better raise him as a little girl.'%s a result, said the pedi- 
atric endocrinologist "the family comes away with the idea that they 
have a little boy, and that's what they wanted, and that's what they're go- 
ing to get." In such cases parents sometimes insist that the child be raised 
male despite the physician's instructions to the contrary. "People have in 
mind certain things they've heard, that this is a boy, and they're not likely 
to forget &at, or hey"= not likely to let it. go easily" The urolagist agreed 
that the first gender attribution is critical: "Once it's been announced, 
you've got a big problem on your hands." "One of the worst things is to 
allow w e  parents] to go ahead and give a name and tell everyone, and it 
turns out the child has to be raised in the opposite sex."l7 

Physicians feel that the mismanagement of such cases reyirc;s carehnl 
remedying, The psychoendocrin01~gis2: asserted, " m e n  I'm involved, I 



spend hours with the parents to explain to them what has happened and 
how a mistake like that could be made, or not really a rnistake btrt n differclzt 
decisio~z" (my emphasis). One pediatric endocrinologist said, "[I] try to 
dissuade them from previous misconceptions, and say, 'Well, T know 
what they meant, but the way they said it confused you. This is, I think, a 
better way to think about it.'" These statements reveal physicians' efforts 
not only to protect parents from concluding that their child is neither 
male nor female but also to protect other physicians' decision-making 
processes. Case management involves perpehnating the notion that goad 
medical decisions are based on interpretations of the infant's real "sex" 
rather than on cultural understandings of gender. 

"Mismanagements" are less likely to occur in communities with major 
medical centers, where specialists are prepam"nto deal wit)? inkrsexu al- 
ity and a medical team (perhaps drawing physicians from more than one 
teaching hospital) is quickly assembled. The team typically consists of 
the original referring doctor (ohste&ician or pediatrician), a pediatric en- 
docrinologist, a pediatric surgeon (urologist or gynecologist), and a ge- 
neticist. In addition, a psychologist, psychiatlist or psy choendocrinolo- 
gist miight play a role. If an inhnt is born with ambiguous genitals in a 
small community hospital, without the relevant specialists on staff, she 
or he is likely to be transferred to a hospital where diagnosis and treat- 
ment are available. Intersexed infants born in poor rural arc3as where 
there is less medical intervention might never be referred for genital re- 
construction. Many of these children, like those born in earlier historical 
periods, will grow up and live through adulthood with the condiCion of 
genital ambipity-somehow managing. 

The diagnosis of intersexed conditions includes assessing the chromo- 
somal sex and the syndrme that pmduced the genital ambigrrity, and 
may include medical procedures such as cytologic screening; chromoso- 
mal analysis; assessing serum electrolytes; hormone, gonadotropin, and 
steroids evalrra'cion; digital examina'cian; and radiographic genitograpl-ry.'" 
In any intersexed condifion, if the infant is determined to be a genetic fe- 
male (having an XX chromosome makeup), then the treatment-genital 
surgery to reduce the phallus size-can proceed reldively quickiy, salis@- 
ing what the doctors believe are psychological and cultural demands. For 
example, 21-hydroxy lase deficiency, a form of female pseudohemaphro- 
ditism and one of the most common conditions, can be determined by a 
blood test vvit-hin the first few days, 

If, on the other hand, the infant is determined to have at least one U 
chramosome, then surgery ma y be considerably delayed. A decision 
must be made whether to test the ability of the phallic tissue to respond 
to (HCG) androgen treatment, which is intended to enlarge the mi- 
crophallus enough to be a penis. The endocrinologist explained, "You do 
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HCG testing and you find out if the male can make testosterone. . . . You 
can get those results back probably within three weeks. . . . You're sure 
the male is making testosterone-but can he respond to it? It can take 
three months of waiting to see whether the phallus responds." If the 
Y-chromosome infant cannot make testosterone or cannot respond to the 
t-eslasterone it makes, the phallus will not develop, and the Y-chmmo- 
same infant is not considered to be a male after all, 

Should the infant's phallus respond to the local application of testos- 
krone or a brief course of intramuscular injections of low-potency andro- 
gen, the gender assignment problem is resolved, but possibly at some 
later cost, since the penis will not grow again at puberty when the rest of 
the body develops.19 Money's case management philosophy assumes that 
while it may be dificult for an adult male to have a much smaller &an av- 
erage penis, it is very detrimental to the morale of the young boy to have a 
micropenis.?Vn the fomer case the male's manliness mi&t be at stake, 
but in &c? latter case his essential maleness might be. Although the psy- 
chological consequences of these experiences have not been empirically 
documented, Money and his colleagues suggest that it is wise to avoid the 
problems of both the micropenis in childhood and the still undersized pe- 
nis postpuberty by reassigning many of these infants to the female gen- 
der.?I This approach ~lfggeSts that for Money and his colleages, chromo- 
somes are less relevant in determining gender than penis size, and that, by 
implication, "male" is defined not by the genetic condition of having one 
Y and one X chromosome or by the production of sperm but by the aes- 
thetic condition of having an appropriately sized penis. 

The tests and procedures required for diagnosis (and, consequently for 
gender assignment) can take several months.22 Although physicians are 
anxious not to make a premahre gender assignment, their language sug- 
gests that it is difficult for them to take a completely neutral position and 
think and speak only of phallic tissue that belongs to an infant whose 
gender has not. yet been detemined or decided. Comments such as "see- 
ing whether the male can respond to testosterone" imply at least a tenta- 
tive male gender assignment of an XY infant. The psychoendocrinolo- 
gist's explanation to pareMs of their inlant" treatment program also 
illustrates this implicit male gender assignment. "Clearly this baby has 
an underdeveloped phallus. But if the phallus responds to this treatment, 
we are fairly confident that surgical techniques and hormonal techniques 
will help this child to look like a boy. But we want to make absolutely 
sure and use some hormone treaments and see whether the tissue re- 
acts." The mere fact that &is doctor refers to the genitals as an "underde- 
veloped" phallus rather than an overdeveloped clitoris suggests that the 
infant has been judged to be, at least provisionally, a male. In the case of 
the undersized phallus, what i s  ambiguous is not whether this is a penis 



but whether it is "good enough" to remain one. If at the end of the treat- 
ment period the phallic tissue has not responded, what had been a poten- 
tial penis (referred to in the medical literahre as a "clitoropenis'") is now 
considered an enlarged clitoris (or "penoclitoris"), and reconstructive 
surgery is planned as for the genetic female. 

The time-conswing nabre sf intersex diagnosis and the assumpr_ion, 
based on gender identity theory that gender should be assigned as soon 
as possible thus present physicians with difficult dilemmas. Medical per- 
sonnel are committed to diseovering the e~ology of the condition in or- 
der to determine the best course of treatment which takes time. Yet they 
feel an urgent need to provide an immediate assignment and gc-mitals 
that look and function appropriately. An immediate assignment that will 
need to be ~ t r a e t e d  is more problematic than a delayed assignment, 
since reassignment carries with it an additional set of social complica- 
tions. The endocrinologist interviewed commented: "We've come very 
far in that we can diagnose eventually many of the conditions. But we 
haven't come far enough. . . . We can't do it early enough. . . . Very fre- 
quently a decision is made before all this information is available, simply 
because it takes so long to make the correct diagnosis. And you cannot let 
a child go indefinitely, not in this society you can't. . . . There's pressure 
on parents [for a decision] and the parents transmit that pressure onto 
physicians." A pediatric endocrinologist agreed: ""At. times you may need 
to operate hefore a diagnosis can be made, . . . In one case parents were 
told to wait on the announcement while h e  infant wits treated to see if 
the phallus would grow when treated with andragens. After the first 
month passed and there was some growth, the parents said they gave it a 
boy's name. They could only wait a month." 

Deliberabg out loud on the judiciousness of m&ing parents wait. far 
assignment decisions, the endocrinologist asked rhetorically "Why do 
we do all these tests if in the end we're going to make the decision simply 
on the basis of h e  appearance of the genitalia?" This question suggests 
that the principles underlying physicians' decisions are cultural rather 
than biological, based on parental reaction and the medical team's per- 
ception of the infant% societal adjustment prospects given the way 
herihis genitals look or could be made to look. Moreover, as long as the 
decision rests largely on the criterion of genital appearance, and male is 
defined as having a "good-sized" ppeis, more inhnts will be assigned to 
the female gender than to the male. 

The Waiting Period: Dealing with Ambiguity 

During the period of ambiguity between birth and assignment, physi- 
cians not only must evaluate the infant" prospects to be a good male but 
also must manage parents' uncertainty about a genderless child. Physi- 
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cians advise that parents postpone announcing the gender of the infant 
until a gender has been explicitly assigned. They believe that parents 
should not feel compelled to tell other people. The clinical geneticist in- 
terviewed said that physicians "basically encourage [parents] to treat 
[the infant] as neuter." One of the pediatric endocrinologists reported 
that in France parents confronted with this dilemma sometimes give the 
infant a neuter name, such as Claude or Jean. The psychoendocrinologist 
concurred: "If you have a truly borderline situation, and you want to 
make it dependent on the hormone treatment. . . then the pam~its are. . . 
told, 'Try not to make a decision. Refer to the baby as "baby." Don't think 
in terms of boy or girl."' Yet, when asked whether this is a reasonable re- 
quest to make of parents in our society, the physician answered: "I don't 
think so. I think parents can't do iteff 

New York State requires that a birth certificate be filled out within 
forty-eight hours of delivery, but the certificate need not be filed with the 
state far thirty days. The geneticist tells parents to insert "child of" in- 
stead of a name. In one case, parents filled out two birth registration 
forms, one for each gender, and they refused to sign either until a final 
gender assignment had been made.2' One of the pediatric endocrinolo- 
gists claimed, "I heard a story; I don't know if it's true or not. There were 
parents of a hermaphroditic infant who told everyone they had twins, 
one of each gender. When the gender was determined, they said the 
other had died." 

The geneticist explained that when directly asked by parents what to 
tell others about the gender of the infant, slne says, "Why don't you just 
tell them that the baby is having problems and as soon as the problems 
are resolved we'll get back to you." A pediatric endocrinologist echoes 
this suggestion in advising parents to say "Until the problem is solved 
[we] would really prefer not to discuss any of the details." According to 
the urologist, "If [the gender] isn't announced people may mutter about 
it and may gmmble about it, but they haven't got anything to get their 
teeth into and make trouble over for the child, or the parents, or what- 
ever." In short, parents are asked to sidestep the infant's gender rather 
than admit &at the gender is unknown, thereby collaborating in a web of 
white lies, ellipses, and mystifications.2" 

Even while physicians teach the parents how to deal with others who 
will not find the infant's conditim comprehensible or acceptable, physi- 
cians must also make the condition comprehensible and acceptable to the 
parents, normalidng the intersexed condition for them. In doing so they 
help the parents consider the infant's condition in the mo& positive way 
There are four key aspects to this "normalizing" process. 

First, physicians teach parents normal fetal development and explain 
that: all fehses have the patentiai to be male or female. One of the en- 
docrinologists explains, "In the absence of maleness you have female- 



ness. . . . It% rally the basic design, The other [intersex] is really a varia- 
tion on a theme." This explanation presents the intersex condition as a 
natural phase of every fetal development. Another endocrinologist 
"likeis] to show pictureis] to them and explain that at a certain point in 
development males and females look alike and then diverge for such and 
such reason,'The professional literahrre suggests that doctors use dia- 
grams that illustrate "nature's principle of using the same anlagen to pro- 
duce the external genital parts of the male and female."Zj 

Scond, physicians stress the normalcy of the infant in other aspects. 
For example, the geneticist tells parents, "The baby is healthy, but there 
was a problem in the way the baby was developing." The endocrinolo- 
gist says the infant has "a mild defect, just like anything could be consid- 
ered a birth defect a mole or a hemangiuma*" This language not only 
eases the blow to the parents but also redirects their attention. Terms like 
"hermaphrodite" or "abnormal" are not used. The urologist said that he 
advised parents ""about the generalizilition of sticking to the good things 
and not confusing people with something that is unnecessary." 

Third, physicians (at least initially) imply that it is not the gender of the 
child that is ambiguous but the genitals. They talk about ""uncXe~eXoped,~' 
"maldeveloped," or "unfinished" organs. From a number of the physi- 
cians interviewed came the following explanations: "At a point in time 
the development proceeded in a different way, and some~mes the devel- 
opment isn't complete and we may have some trouble . . . in determining 
what the actual sex is. And so we have to do a blood test to help us" (my 
emphasis); "The baby may be a female, which you would k n w  a&er the 
buccal smear, but you can't prove it yet. If so, then it's a normal female 
with a different appearance. This can be surgically corrected"; "The gen- 
der of your child isn't apparent to us at the moment"; ' M i l t ;  this looks 
like a small penis, it's actually a large clitoris. And what we're going to 
do is put it back in its proper position and reduce the size of the tip of it 
enough so it doesn't Xook funny so it looks right." Maney and his col- 
leagues report a case in which parents were advised to tell their friends 
that the reason their infant's gender was reannounced from male to fe- 
maic is that "the baby was . . . 'closed up dawn there' . . . when the 
closed skin was divided, the female organs were revealed, and the baby 
discovered to be, in fact, a girl" (emphasis mine). It was mistakenly as- 
sumed to be a male at first because ""there was an excess of skin on the 
~litoris.~'Zb 

The messge in these examples is that the trouble lies in the doctor's 
abiliq to detemline the gender, not in the b&yfs gender per se. The real 
gender will presumably be determined /proven by testing, and the "bad" 
genitals (which are confusing the situation for everyone) will be "re- 
paired.'" The emphasis is not on the doctors creaking gender but in their 
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completing the genitals. Physicians say that they "reconstruct" the geni- 
tals rather than "construct" them. The surgeons reconstitute from re- 
maining parts what should have been there all along. The fact that gen- 
der in an infant is "reamounced" rather than "reassigned" suggests that 
the first amouncement was a mistake because the amouncer wits con- 
fused by the genitals, The gnder  always was what it is now seen to be? 

Finally, physicians tell parents that social factors are more important in 
gender development than biological ones, even though they are search- 
ing for biological causes. In essence, the physicians teach the parents 
Money and Ehrhardt's theory of gender development.28 In doing so, they 
shift the emphasis from the discovery of biological factors that are a s i p  
of the "real" gender to providing the appropriate social conditions to 
produce the ""real'" gender. What remains unsaid is the apparent contra- 
diction in the notion that a "real" or "natural" gender can be, or needs to 
be, produced artificially. The physicianlparent discussions make it clear 
to family members that gender is not a biological @ven (even though, of 
course, their own procedures for diagnosis assume that it is), and that 
gender is fluid. The psychoendocrinologist paraphrased an explanation 
to parents thus: ""It will depend, ultimately, on how everybody treats 
your child and how your child is looking as a person. . . . I can with confi- 
dence tell them that generally gender [identity] clearly agrees with the 
assignment." Similarly, a pediahic endocrinologist explained: "[I] try to 
impress upon them that there's an enormous amount of clinical data to 
support the fact that if you sex-reverse an infant . . . the majority of the 
t-ime the alternative gender identiv is commensurate witl-r the socializa- 
tion, the way that they're raised, and how people view them, and that 
seems to be the most critical." 

The implication of these comments is that gender identity (of all chil- 
dren, not just those born with ambiguous genitals) is determined primar- 
ily by social factors, that the parents and community always construct 
the child's gender. In the case of intersexed infclnts, the physicians merely 
provide the right genitals to go along with the socialization. Of course, at 
normal births, when the infant's genitals are unambiguous, the parents 
are not toid that the child's gender is ultimately up to socializa2-ion. In 
those cases, doctors do treat gender as a biological given. 

Social Factors in Decision Making 

Mast of the physicians interviewed daimed that personal cmvictj~ns of 
doctors ought to play no rde in the decision-making pmcess. The psy- 
choendocrinologist explained: "I think the most critical factors [are] what 
is the possibility that this child will grow up with genitals which look like 
that of &e assigned gender and which will ulhmately funct-ion according 



to gender . . . That's why it's so important that it's a well-established 
team, because [personal convictions] can't really enter into it. It has to be 
what is surgically and endocrinologically possible for that baby to be able 
to make it . . . It's really much more within medical criteria. I don't think 
many social factors enter into it." While this doctor eschews the impor- 
tance of social factors in gender assignment, she argues farcefully h a t  SO- 

cial factors are extremely important in the development of gender iden- 
tity. Indeed, she implies that social factors primarily enter the picture 
once the inhnt leaves the hospital. 

In fact, doctors make decisions about gender on the basis of shared cul- 
tural values that are unstated, perhaps even unconscious, and therefore 
considered objective rather than subjective. Money states the fundamen- 
tal rule for gender assignment: '"never assign a baby to be reared, and to 
surgical and hormonal therapy, as a boy, unless the phallic structure, hy- 
pospadiac or otherwise, is neonatally of at least the same caliber as that 
of same-aged males wi tll small-average penises."" H~lsewhere, he and his 
colleagues provide specific measurements for what qualifies as a mi- 
cropenis: "A penis is, by convention designated as a micropenis when at 
birth its dimensions are three or mare standard deviations below the 
mean. . . . When it is correspondingly reduced in diameter with corpora 
that are vestigial . . . it unquestionably qualifies as a micropenis."30 A pe- 
diatric endocrinslogist claimed that afthough "the [size of the] phallus is 
not the deciding factor . . . if the phallus is less than 2 centimeters long at 
birth and won't respond to androgen treatments, then it's made into a fe- 
male." 

These guidelines are clear, but they focus on only one physical feature, 
one that is distinctly imbued with cultural meaning. This becomes espe- 
cially apparenf: in the case of an XX inhnt with normal female reproduc- 
tive gonads and a perfect penis. Would the size and shape of the penis, 
in this case, be the deciding factor in assigning the infant "male," or 
would the perfect penis be surgically deskayed and female genitals c=- 
ated? Money notes that this dilemma would be complicated by the an- 
ticipated reaction of the parents to seeing "their apparent son lose his 
penis."31 Other researchers concur that parents are likely to want to raise 
a child with a normal-shaped penis (regardless of size) as "male," partic- 
ularly if the scrotal area looks normal and if the parents have had no ex- 
perience with intersexuality.32 Elsewhere Money argues in favor of not 
neonatally amputating the penis of XX infants, since fetal masculiniza- 
tion of brain structures would predispose them "almost invariably [to] 
develop behaviarally as tomboys, even when reared as girXs,'"This rea- 
soning implies, first, that tomboyish behavior in girls is bad and should 
be avoided; and, second, that it is preferable to remove the internal fe- 
male organs, implant prosthetic testes, and regulate the "boy'sff hor- 



i"he Medical Cor~strztcfion c$Geltder 147 

mones for his entire life than to overlook or disregard the perfection of 
the penis.= 

The ultimate pmof to these physicians that they intervend appropri- 
ately and gave the intersexed infant the correct gender assignment is that 
the reconstructed genitals look normal and function normally once the 
patient reaches adulthood. The vulva, labia, and clitoris should appear 
ordinaly to the woman and her partner(s), and the vagina should be able 
to receive a normal-sized penis. Similarly, the man and his partner(s) 
should feel that his penis (even i f  somewhat smaller than the norm) lacks 
and functions in an unremarkable way. Although there is no reported 
data on how much emphasis the intersexed person, him- or herself, 
places upon genital appearance and functioning, the physicians are ab- 
solutely clear about what thcy believe is impartant. The clinical gene~cist 
said, "If you have . . . a seventeen-year-old young lady who has gotten 
hormone therapy and has breast development and pubic hair and no 
vaginal opening, X can't even entertain the notion that this young lady 
wouldn't want to have corrective surgery." The urologist summarized 
his criteria: "Happiness is the biggest factor. Anatomy is part of happi- 
ness." Money states, "The primary deficit [of not having a sufficient pe- 
nis]-and destroyer of morale---lies in being unable to satisfy the part- 
ner."35 Another team of clinicians reveals their phallocenkism, arguing 
that the most serious mi&ake in gender assignment is to create "an indi- 
vidual unable to engage in genital [heterosexual1 sex."36 

The equar_ion of gender with genitals could only have emerged in an 
age when medical science can create credible-appearing and func~oning 
genitals, and an emphasis on the good phallus above all else could only 
have emerged in a culture that has rigid aesthetic and performance crite- 
ria far what constitutes maleness. The fonnub~on "goad penis equals 
male; absence of good penis equals female" is treated in the literature 
and by the physicians interviewed as an objective criterion, operative in 
all cases. There is a striking lack of attention to the size and shape re- 
quirements of the female genitals, other than that the vagina be able to re- 
ceive a penis.37 

In the late nineteenth century when women's reproductive function 
was culturally designated as their essential characteristic, the presence or 
absence of ovalies (whether or not they were fertile) was held to be the 
ultimate criterim of gender assignment for hemaphrodites. The urolo- 
gist interviewed recalled a case as late as the 1950s of a male child reas- 
signed to "female" at the age of four or five because ovaries had been dis- 
covered. Nevertheless, doctors totlay, schooled in the etiology and 
treatment of the various intersex syndromes, view decisions based pri- 
marily on gonads as wrong, although, they complain, the conviction that 
the gonads are the ultimate criterion "'still dictales the decisions of the 



uneducated and uninformed."38 Presumably, the educated and informed 
now know that decisions based primarily on phallic size, shape, and sex- 
ual capacity are right. 

While the prospect of constructing good genitals is the primary consid- 
eration in physicians' gender assignments, another extramedical factor 
was repeatedly cited by the six physicians inkrviewed-the specialty of 
the attending physician. Although generally intersexed infants are 
treated by teams of specialists, only the person who coordinates the team 
is actually rcrsponsible for the case. This person, acknowledged by the 
other physicians as having chief responsibility, acts as spokesperson to 
the parents. Although all of the physicians claimed that these medical 
teams work smoothly with few discrepancies of opinion, several of them 
mentioned decision-making orientations that are ggrounded in particular 
medical specializations. One endocrinologist stated, "The easiest route to 
take, where there is ever any question . . . is to raise the child as fe- 
male. . . . In &is country that is usual if the infant falls into the hands of a 
pediatric endocrinologist. . . . If the decision is made by the urologists, 
who are mostly males, . . . they're always opting, because they do the 
surgery, theyfre always feeling they can corred anytlsing." Another en- 
docrinologist concurred: "[Most urologists] don't think in terms of dy- 
namic processes. They're interested in fixing pipes and lengthening 
pipea and not dealing with hormonal, and certainly not. psychologicaX is- 
sues. . . . 'What can I do with what I've got."' Urologists were defended 
by the clinical geneticist: "Surgeons here, now I can't speak for else- 
whew, they don't get into a situation where the child is a year old and 
they can't make anything." Whether or not urologists "like to make 
boys," as one endocrinologist claimed, the following example from a 
urologist who was interviewed explicitly links a culhnml interpreta23on of 
masculinity to the medical treatment plan. The case involved an adoles- 
cent who had been assigned the female gender at birth but was develop- 
ing some male pubertal signs and wanted to be a boy '"He was ill- 
equipped," said the urologist, "yet we made a very respectable male out 
of him. He now owns a huge construction business-those big cranes 
that put shff up on the building.'" 

PostinCancy Case Management 

After the infant's gender has been assigned, parents generally latch onto 
the assignment as the solution to the problem-and it is. The physician as 
detective has collected the evidence, as lawyer has prctsented the case, 
and as judge has rendered a verdict. Although most of the interviewees 
claimed that the parents are equal participants in the whole process, they 
gave no instances of parental participation prior to the gender assign- 
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mente39 After the physicians assign the infant's gender, the parents are 
encouraged to established the credibility of that gender publicly by, for 
example, giving a detailed medical explanation to a lmder in heir com- 
munity, such as a physician or pastor, who will explain the situation to 
curious casual acquaintances. Money argues that "medical terminology 
has a special layman's magic in such a context; it. is final and authorila- 
tive and closes the issue." He also recommends that eventually the 
mother "settle [the1 argument once and for all among her women friends 
by allowing some of them to see the baby's reconstructed genitalia."""" 
Apparently, the powerful influence of normal-looking genitals helps 
overcome a history of ambiguous gender. 

Some of the same issues that arise in assigning gender recur some 
years later when, at adolescence, the child may be referred to a physician 
for counseling." The physician then tells the adolescent many of the 
same things his or her parents had been told years before, with the same 
language, Terms like "abnonnal,'"~isordel;" '""isease," and "'lzermaph- 
roditism" are avoided; the condition is  normalized, and the child's gen- 
der is keated as unproblematic. One clinician explains to his patients that 
sex organs are diffel-ent in appearance far each person, not just hose who 
are intersexed. Furthermore, he tells the girls "that while most women 
menstruate, not all do . . . that conception is only one of a number of 
ways to become a parenl; [and] that today some individuals are clnoasing 
not to become parents."" The clinical geneticist tells a typical female pa- 
tient: "You are female. Female is not htermined by your genes. Lots of 
other things determine being a woman. And yotl are a woman but you 
won" be able to have babies." 

A case reported by one of the pediatric endocrinologists involving an 
adolescent female with androgen insensitiviy provides an in&iguing in- 
sight into the postinfancy gender-management process. She was told at 
the age of fourteen "that her ovaries weren't normal and had been re- 
moved. That's why she needed pills to look normal. . . . I wanted to con- 
vince her of her femininity. Then I told her she could marry and have 
normal sexual relations . . . [her] uterus won't develop but [she] could 
adopt children.'The urologist interviewed was asked to comment on 
th is handling of the counseling. "It sounds like a very good solution to it. 
He's stating the truth, and if you don't state the truth . . . then you're in 
trouble later," This is a strange version of ""the ~ t h , "  hwever, since the 
adolescent was chromosomally XY and was born with normal testes that 
produced normal quantities of androgen. There were no existing ovaries 
or uterus to be abnormal, Another pediatric endocrinologist; in com- 
menting on the management of this case, hedged the issue by saying that 
he would have used a generic term like "the gonads." A third endocrinol- 
ogist said she would say that the utems had never formed. 



Technically these physicians are lying when, for example, they explain 
to an adolescent XY kmale with an intersexed histov that her '*ovaries 
. . . had to he removed because they we% unhealthy or were producing 
'the wrong balance of hormones."'43 We can presume that these lies are 
told in the service of what the physicians consider a greater good-keep- 
ing individual [concrete genders as clear and uncontaminated as the no- 
tions of female and male are in the abstract. The clinician suggests that 
with some female patients it eventually may be possible to talk to them 
"about their gonads having some structures and features that are 
testicular-like."" This call for honesty might be based at least partly on 
the possibility of the child's discovering his or her chromosomal sex in- 
advertently from a buccal smear taken in a high school biology class. To- 
day's litigious climate is possibly another encouragement. 

In sum, the adolescent is typically told that certain internal organs did 
not form because of an endocrinological defect, not because those organs 
could never have developed in someone with her or his sex chromo- 
somes. The topic of chromosomes is skirted. There are no published stud- 
ies on how these adolescents experience their condition and their treat- 
ment by doctors. An enAocrinalogist interviewed mentioned that: her 
adolescent patients rarely ask specifically what is wrong with them, sug- 
gesting that they are accomplices in this evasion. In spite of the "truth" 
having been evaded, the clinician's impression is that ""their gender iden- 
tities and general senses of well-being and self-esteem appear not to have 
suffered ."45 

Conelusion 

Physicians conduct careful examinations of intersexed infants' genitals 
and perform intricate laboratory procedures. They are interpreters of the 
body, trained and committed to uncovering the "actual" gender obscured 
by ambiguous genitals, Yet they also have considerable leeway in assign- 
ing gender, and their decisions are influenced by cultural as well as med- 
ical factors. What is the relationship between the physician as discoverer 
and the physician as determiner of gender? M e r e  is the relazive empha- 
sis placed in discussions with parents and adolescents and in the con- 
sciousness of physicians? It is misleading to characterize the doctors 
whose words are provided here as presenting themselves publicly to the 
parents as discoverers of the infant's real gender but privately acknowl- 
edging that the infant has no real gender other than the one being deter- 
mined or consmcted by the medical professionals. They are not hypo- 
critical. It is also misleading to claim that physiciansf focus shifts from 
discovery to determination over the course of treatment: first the doctors 
regard the infant's gender as an unknown but discoverhle realily; then 
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the doctors relinquish their attempts to find the real gender and treat the 
infant's gender as something they must construct. They are not medically 
incompetenit or deficient. Instead, T am arguing that the peculiar balance 
of discovery and determination throughout treatment permits physicians 
to handle very problematic cases of gender in the most unproblematic of 
ways. 

This balance relies fundamentally on a particular conception of the 
"natural."46 Although the deformity of intersexed genitals would be im- 
mutclhle wew it not for medical interference, physicians do not consider 
it natural. Instead they think of, and speak of, the surgical/ hormonal al- 
ternation of such deformities as natural because such intervention re- 
turns the body to what it "ought to have been" if events had taken their 
t-ypical course. The nonnormative is converted into the normative, and 
the normative state is considered natural.47 The genital ambiguity is 
remedied to conform to a "natural," that is, culturally indisputable, gen- 
der dichotomy. Sherry Ortner's claim that the cultureinature distinction 
is itself a construction-a product of culture-is relevant here. Language 
and imagery help create and maintain a specific view of what is natural 
about the two genders and, I would argue, clbout the very idea of gen- 
der-that it consists of two exclusive types: female and male.4Thhe belief 
that gender consists of two exclusive types is maintained and perpetu- 
ated by the medical community in the face of incontrover~ble physical 
evidence that this is not mandated by biology. 

The lay conception of human anatomy and physiology assumes a con- 
cordance among clearly dimovhic gender markers-chromosom gen- 
itals, gonads, hormones-but physicians understand that concordance 
and dimorphism do not always exist. Their understanding of biology's 
complexity however, does not inform their understanding of gender's 
complexity. In order for intersexuality to be managed differently than it 
currently is, physicians would have to take seriously Money's assertion 
that it is a misrepmsentatim of epistemology to cmsider any cell in the 
body authentically male or female.4' If authenticity for gender resides not 
in a discoverable nature but in someone's proclamation then the power 
to proclaim something else is available. If: physicians recognized that im- 
plicit in their management of gender is the notion that finally, and al- 
ways, people construct gender as well as the social systems that are 
grounded in gender-based concepts, the possibilities far real societal 
transformations would be unlimited. Unfortunately, neither in their rep- 
resentations to the families of the intersexed nor among themselves do 
the physicians interviewed for this slrjldy draw such far-reaching impli- 
cations from their work. Their "understanding" that particular genders 
are medically (re)constmcted in these cases does not lead them to see that 
gender is always consmcted. Accepting genital ambiguity as a nabral 



option would require that physicians also acknowledge that genital am- 
biguity is "corrected" not because it is threatening to the infant's life but 
because it is threatening to the infant" sulkre. 

Rather than admit to their role in perpetuating gender, physicians 
"psychologizef' the issue by talking about the parents' anxiety and hu- 
miliation in being confronted with an anomalous infant. The physicians 
talk as though they have no choice but to respond to the parents' pres- 
sure for a resolution of psychological discomfort, and as though they 
have no choice but to use mdical technology in the service of a two- 
gender culture. Neither the psychology nor the technology is doubted, 
since both shield physicians from responsibility. Indeed, for the most 
part, neither physicians nor parents emerge from the experience of inter- 
sex case managemenl with a greater understanding of the social con- 
struction of gender. Society's accountability like their own is masked by 
the assumption that gender is a given. Thus, cases of intersexuality, in- 
stead of illustrating naztrre's hilure to ordain gender in these isolakd 
"unfortunate" instances, illustrate physiciansf and Western society's fail- 
ure of imagination-the failure to imagine that each of these manage- 
ment decisions is a moment when a sy?eciEic imtance of biological ""sex" is 
transformed into a mlturally constructed gender. 
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Androgyny in Japan 
ity and Subversion in 

the Theater and Beyond 

Androgyny/ as I employ the term here, refers not to a phys- 
islogical condition (that is, an intersexed body) but to a '""surface politics 
of the body" (Butler 1990:136). Androgyny involves the scrambling of 
gender markers-clothes, gestures, speech patterns, and so on-in a way 
that both undermines the stability of a sex-ender system premised on a 
male-female dichotomy and retains that dichotomy by either juxtapos- 
ing or blending its elements. My emphasis on the constructed and per- 
formar_ive aspeds of gnder, and on its distinction fTom sex, i s  more than 
just a theoretical premise or literary exercise; these aspects are outstand- 
ingly evident in the two theatersKabuki, an all-male theater, and the 
Takarazuka Revue an all-female theater-which are the main sites of my 
investigation into the politics of androgyny in Japan. Because so much 
has been written on the Kabuki theater and so little on the Takarazuka 

The ge~ldel-cd body is cofzsfv~icted and perforvnnfir?e, Androatry inoolz~es the scrnnlblilzg ofge~1- 
der mark= (cfofl~cs, gestures, spmcJt pntlerrlsl i l l n '"su~fae politics e?/ the fpody. " I explore fhe poli- 
tics ofa?zdrt~gyny in Jnj?atz as fhay r'zrrzw been embodied and enacted by same-sw tl3eafer actors a~zd 
expressed in Japatzese sucief!j af Irzrge. Tlzc refel-erzt ofandrog~jnjj, or the body of the atzdrogyne, ltns 
chn~zgcd o z ~ r  the pnsf 300 years fiom male fofit~lnle, Sitice the early 201h century, androgi~zy has 
bent dqloyed in botjz di~mirfnfrf nm2 margirial discnurses fo cninsujage ""urlcorraenlr'c~naI"" feuznle 
sexual choices nlzd yracficer; by cucrali~~g f i e  illusiorl o f ~ t z  asexual i&rlPifzj, It tzns also Iteetr et~ok~li in 
refere~ce tc3fenrnles wfzo "doN botilt ";femaleN and "male" gerzder wiftzouf khzg ci~nstmilzed by eif?~e?: 
[iindrogynp gender; sexuality &eater, girls and women, Japan] 
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Revue, and because X am interested here in a female-embodied androg- 
yny, I will devote most of my attention to the Revue-its actors, audi- 
ence, and crigcs-and particularly to its early history, 

I begin by summarizing the spectrum of English and Japanese terms for 
and usages of androgyny and, in this connection, review the differences 
beheen sex, gender, and sexuality. I hen  move on to my main pruject, 
which, after an introduction to the Takarazuka Revue, is to explore some 
of the ways in which androgyny has been deployed to both support and 
subvert dominant representations of women and m m  in Japan. Over the 
past three centuries the referent of androgyny has changed from male to 
female. Androgyny has been evoked in variously cited discourses to cam- 
ouflage "unconventional" sexual practices, creating the illusion of an 
asexual-in effect, a disembodied-identity. Androgyny has also been 
used to describe Takarazuka actors who perform both "female" and 
"male" gender roles without being constrained by either. 

How is a dominant gender ideology consmcted, reproduced, resisted, 
and even subverted, sometimes simultamously, by females and males 
whose private and professional lives confound tidy, universalistic 
schemata, wheher of literary or of theoretical origin? Real people tend to 
be messy, inconsistent, hypocritical, and mostly opaque when the rela- 
tions between sex, gender, and sexuality are at issue. Thus, I examine de- 
bates and differences among the Revue's directors, perf o~mers, and fans, 
the mass media, and the state1 about the significance and symbolism of 
the Takarazuka Revue. Moreover, the stereotype of the Japanese as a ho- 
mogeneous people has had the extended eflect of whi tewashiw a color- 
ful variety of gender identities and sexual practices. Xt is my generd im- 
pression that more often than not the differing experiences of female and 
male members of Japanese socidy have been insufficiently prciblema- 
tized and have been confused with dominant, naturalized gender ideals 
(for example, housewife and workaholic) and the behavior of fictive 
characters. This artide should help to dismantle some of the more tena- 
cious stereovpes of Japanese women and men and to provoke discussion 
on the complicated relations bekeen sex, gender, and sexuality in Japan 
and elsewhere, 

Words and Usages 

Since the mid-1980s the English loanword a~ldorojcnii (androgyny) has 
appeared frequently in the Japanese mass media and elsewhere in refer- 
ence to clothing faskons, iincluding "cross-dressing," an expression rno* 
often used in reference to men's clothing adapted by and for women 
(Asahi Shinbun, 3 Decmber 1984; Asano 1989; Yagi 1989). Since avzdnm- 
jerrii is a transliteration, the term is ofkn simultaneously defined in 



Japanese as either ry6sisei (both sexesigenders) or chasei (between 
sexes i gendersl.2 In English, following ancient Greek usage, "androg- 
yny" fiterally means "male-female,"' although what: the word signifies 
and represents is far from literal. Heilbrun, for example, presents an- 
drogyny-which she defines as the realization of man in woman and 
woman in man-as an ideal, nonpolarized way of being necessary for 
the survival of human society (1982 [1964]:xx). Rich, on the other hand, 
argues that the very structure of the word androgyny "replicates the 
sexual dichotomy and the prioriq of nlzdros (male) over gync (kmale)" 
(19";7:76-77). 

Japanese scholars have taken similar theoretical and political positions. 
Asano, for example, adopts Jungf s quasi-biological theory of androgyny3 
in exploring the idea of androgyny as it has been expressed in Japanese 
popular religious texts (1989). She bemoans the progressive loss of "tra- 
ditional" androgyny (qua "the harmony of 'malef and 'femalef qualitiesf') 
over the course of Japan's modeznization but observes a revival of an- 
drogyny (qua "cross-dressing") in the present (1989:201-202). Similarly, 
Akiyama evokes Jungfs theory of the "inherent androgyny" of all people 
to debunk the notion of ""sexual perversion" (silitilswku), insisling that the 
sexual choices available to wamen and men are as varied as the combina- 
tions of feminine and masculine tendencies they embody (Akiy ama 1990; 
see also Ifukrrbe 1932). And Kural-rashi Yukiko suggests the corporeality 
of Jung's "animus," or "male archetypical essence," in her neologism for 
"a female who wants to be a manf': petzislrto, or "penistf' (cited in HyGga 
1971:26). Yagi, on h e  other hand, like Rich, dismisses andrsgyny as an 
idea (and ideal) that suppresses women's sexual difference in the name 
of equalilty (1989). 

Medical-anatomical and psychological-descript-ions and interpreta- 
tions of androgyny were especially plentiful in early 20th-century Japan. 
The works of Euro-American sexologists-Freud, Jung, Krafft-Ebing, El- 
lis, Carpente1; Hirshfeld-were exported Ai~ctly to Japan, where they 
were studied, translated, adapted, an$ augmented by Japanese sexolo- 
gists (Hanafusa 1930; Ifukube 1932;Osaka Mainichi, 31 January 1935; - 
Osumi 1931; Yasuda 1935). Physiological androgyny, or an intersexed 
body, was of special interest at that time to scholars of forensic medicine, 
who addressed the phenomenon in terms of conscription, patrilineality 
(specifically family name and inheritance), political service, and civil 
rights, all of which were contingent upon the establishment of a person's 
body as male-sexed (for examplc, Takada 1926 [1917]:285-291). 

A brief discussion of the relatjonship between sex, gender, and sexual- 
ity is called for at this juncture. Regardless of their popular conflation, the 
three are different. "Sex," as I use it here, refers to the physical body dis- 
tinguished by either &male or male genitalia------or, in the case of inter- 
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sexed persons, both, to varying degrees-and their usual capabilities, 
such as menstruation, seminal ejaculation, and orgasm. (Thus, when I 
use the term "female body,'" am ~ f e r r i n g  to a female-sexed body*) 
""Gender" refers to sociocultural and historical conventions of deport- 
ment, costume, geshre, and so on, attributed and ascribed to female- m d  
male-sexed bdies.  "'Sexualit-y" mmay overlap with sex and gendel; but 
refers to a domain of desire and erotic pleasure more complex and varied 
than the hegemonic construction of reproductive heterosexuality would 
have it (see Messler and McKenna 1985 [1978]:1-12; b n c e  1985:9). 

Sex, gender, and sexuality may be related, but they are not the same 
thing; the pattern of their articulation is negotiable and negotiated con- 
stantly. Although the three may be popularly perceived as irreducibly 
joined, their alignmmt remains a sihatjonal and not a permanently Eixed 
condition. In the words of Butler-whose recent book problematizes the 
"Westernf' belief in the vertical alignment of sex, gender, and sexuality 
(namely, kmale-feminine-hetemsexua1)-""matt and ~~zasiuline might just 
as easily signify a female body as a m l e  oneI and wouzan andfe~zini~ze a 
male body as easily as a female me" (Butler 199O:6). 

Among Japanese feminists and scholars influenced by feminist theory 
sex and gender and sexuality have been distinguished in principle since 
about 1970 (Uuri 1985). In Japanese, linguistic distincZions between sex 
and gender are c ~ a t e d  by sufixes. Generally speaking, sci is used to de- 
note sex-and scisei to denote sexuality (literally the sex of s e x t a s  in jo- 
sei for female and darzsei for male. Since the darz in dansei can refer both ta 
male sex and to "male'>ender, the i;rrffix sec with its allusions to ftmda- 
mental parts (for example, genitalia), is necessary in order to specifically 
denote sex. Gender is denoted by the suffix uashii, with its allusion to ap- 
pearance or likeness (Fukutami 1985; Kqien 1978% 1978b). A ""femalem- 
gendered person is onlznmshii, a "maleu-gendered person, otilkorashii.4 
The emphasis here i s  on a persods proximity to a gender stereotype. 
W k n  attention is to be drawn to an individual's resemblance to a partic- 
ular female or male, the term often used is joseiteki (like a/that female) or 
dunseiteki (like a/that male). That an individual resembles a particular fe- 
male or male in the first place is precisely because boa parties approxi- 
mate a more generic gender stereotype. The difference between otz- 
rzauashii or utokorashii and joseiteki or danseiteki is significant, although the 
two terms are often used interchangeably in popular parlance. Further 
complicating matters is the use of the terms ofzna and otoko to refer to 
both sex and gender, the distinction being evident only in the context 
used. 

Two of the most frequently encountered Japanese terms referring to 
androgyny are uydsei and clnisei, which were coined in the early 20th cen- 
tury when they first appeared in journal and newspaper articles on ho- 



mosexuality and "abnormal sexual desire" (Kabeshima, Hida, and 
Yonekawa 1984:185). Ryasei was and is most generally used to refer either 
to someone with both kmale and male genitalia or to someone with both 
feminine and masculine characteristics. Consequently, rydsei has been 
used to refer to intersexed bodies (see nyuga 1971; Komine and Minami 
1985:57,296-301) as well as to ppersons who behave as if they were at once 
masculine and feminine. The latter combine and embody the stereotyped 
and otherwise polarized and mutually exclusive characteristics attrib- 
uted to females and males (see Akiyama 1990; Asano 1989; Ihkube 1932; 
Kornine and Minami 1985:57). 

Chz;;se( on the other hand, has been used to mean '"neutral"" or "in be- 
tween," and thus neither woman nor man. Whereas vydsei emphasizes 
the juxtaposition or blending of either sex or gender differences, clnisei 
emphasizes erasure or nullification of differences. A person whose body 
is intersexed usually is raised or passes as one or the other sexigender 
(see Sclwada 2921; Komine and Minami 1985:296-301). A "neuh.alJ' body 
on the other hand, is one whose surface appearance (costume, hairstyle, 
intonations, speech patterns, gestures, movements, deportment, and so 
on) confounds the conven~onai alignment of sex with gender and scram- 
bles received gender markers. The normalizing principle at work here 
posits that, say, masculinity is a "natural" attribute of male-sexed bodies. 
However, "masculinityff is not a produd of nature-that is, some sort of 
agentless creation-but a sociohistorical representation of male-sexed 
bodies, a representation that is subject to manipulation and change. Gen- 
der, in other words, names an unstable '"amlgam of signifiers" (Pacteau 
1986:80). Despite the workings of this normalizing principle, it remains 
the case that in Japan, as attested in part by Kabuki and Takarazuka, nei- 
ther femininity nor mascrrlinit_)i has been deemed the exclusive province 
of either female or male bodies. 

During the early Edo (or Tokugawa) period (1603-1868), androgyny 
was embodied by the annagatn, the Kabuki theater actor specializing in 
girlsf and women's roles. From the 1910s to the present, generally speak- 
ing, mdrogyny has been embodied by the otokyaku, the Takarazuka Re- 
vue actor specializing in boyshnd men's roles. Watancibe attributes the 
disappearance of male-embodied androgyny to the "de-eroticisation of 
the male body" resulting from the modernization of political and social 
institutions toward the end of the 19th century, when the xel'tophOhic 
Tokugawa Shogunate was overthrown by imperialists and a new civil 
code was drawn up on the Prussian model (Watanabe and Iwata 1989 
[19871:131)). Further contexlualizing Watanabe's hypothesis, I propose 
that the "de-eroticisation of the male body" paralleled the emergence at 
this time of a "woman problem," part of which involved contradictory 
and contested images of and roles for Japanese women. Significantly the 



i"he Politics 4AncZrogyrty in lapan 1 S3 

Takarazuka Revue, founded in 1913, was among the modern theaters 
marking the return of females to a major public stage after they were 
banned horn the Khuki theater by the Shogunate in 1629.Wmeover, in 
the early 20th century-as to a significant extent today-the Takarazuka 
Revue was the focus of heated debates about the construction and perfor- 
mance of gender. A brief inmductim to the Takclrazukc? Revue and its ac- 
tors follows. 

The Takarwuka. Revue 

The all-fernale Takarazuka Revue (Takarazuka Kagekidan) was founded 
in the hot springs resort of Takarazuka by Kobayashi Ichizd (1873-1957), 
the ~ a n k 6  railroad-and-department store tycoon.6 Today, with two 
huge heaters in Takarazuka and Tokyo and regularly scheduled regional 
and internationaI tours, not ta mention television and radio broadcasts, 
the Revue remains one of the mast widely recognized and watched of the 
so-called theaters for the masses (tnis6 e~zgeki) that were created in the 
early 20th century (see Robertson 1991b). Takarazuka productions range 
from Japanese historical dramas, such as the Zirls of Cerlji, to Western mu- 
sicals, such as Okiailot?zn. The widespread popularity and social impact of 
the Revue are evident in the literally hundreds of articles that have been 
published in a wide range of print media since its founding. In fact, this 
article was inspired in part by the many early articles linking the estab- 
lishment of the Takarazuka Revue to the problematic emergence of "an- 
drogynous" "males and the diagnosis in women of a newly coirled a& 
niction, "abnormal sexual desire" fie~ztni seiyoku), 

The Revue's actors are called "TTakarasiennesf' Ctakcrrizjienlzu), after 
Parisiennes, in recognition of the original influence of the French revue. 
They include otukoyaku, the "male" gender specialists, and i?zusumqaku, 
the "femalef' gender specialists. Upon their successful application to the 
Tahrazukcl Music Academy, faunded in 1919 as a part of the Revue corn- 
plex, the student actors are assigned (what I call) their "secondary" gen- 
ders. Unlike "primaryf' gender, which is assigned at birth on the basis of 
an infant's genitalia, secondary gender is based on both physical (but not 
genital) and sociopsychological criteria: height, physique, facial shape, 
voice, persodity, and, to a certain extent, personal preference. Sec- 
ondary gender atbibutes or markers are prc~mised on contmstive gender 
stereotypes themselves; for example, men are supposed to be taller than 
women; to have a more rectangular face, thicker eyebrows, a higher- 
bridged nose, darker skin, straighter shoulders, narmwer hips, and a 
lower voice than women; and to exude charisma (kosei), which is dispar- 
aged in women. The assignment of gender involves the selection and cos- 
metic exaggeration of purported (nongenital) physical differences be- 



tween females and males, and it reinforces socially prescribed behavioral 
differences between women and men. Ironically in the Takarazuka Re- 
vue, gender(ed) differences that are popularly perceived as iherent in 
female and male bodies are embodied by females alone. 

The femininity embodied and enacted by the musumqaku serves as a 
foil for the masmlini@ of the crtokqynku.Wuch of the training of tkre Re- 
vue actors involves learning a vocabulary of gendered gestures, move- 
ments, intonations, speech pattems, and the like. An otokoyuku, for exam- 
ple, must stride hrthrightly across the stage, her arms held stiffly away 
from her body her fingers curled around her thumbs. In contrast, a 
nrrrsumryukzr pivots her forearms from the elbows, whlch are kept pinned 
against her side, constraining her freedom of movement and conse- 
quently making her appear mare ""icminine." h keeping with the patri- 
archal values informing the Takarazuka Revue, ~lzuslrrlzeyaku have repre- 
sented the fictional Woman with little if any connection to the actual 
experiences of females. The st~koyaku, howevel; have k e n  actively en- 
couraged to study the behavior and actions of men offstage (as well as in 
films) in order to more effectively idealize men on stage, be they samurai 
or cowboys. Personal or contrary motivations and desires aside, both 
~?zuscr~zeyakrr and utukoynka are the products of a masculinist imagination 
in their official stage roles, 

Conceptualizing Androgyny 

There seems to have been no formal concept of androgyny prior to 
Yoshizawa Ayame's development of a theory and method for the Kabuki 
onnagatn, or "female" gender specialist, in the early Edo period. Ayame 
himself (historical figurn are often rekrred to by the given name) was a 
Kabuki ofzlzagafa, and his theory was a twist on the Buddhist concept of 
henshin, bodily transformation or metamorphosis. Hen is the term for 
change, in both a transitive and an intransitive sense. Shin (also pro- 
nounced nri) is the term for body in the most comprehensive sense: that 
is, a physical, mental, social, historical, and spiritual entity (Gunji 1988; 
Hattori 1975:31-35; Xchikawa 1985:3W7; Irnao 1982:25)). The term hcnsrlzin 
originally referred to the process whereby deities assumed a human form 
in order to better promulgate Buddhist teachings among the masses of 
sen~ent  beings. 

Related to hellshin is the process of helzjo lzanshi (also tellllyo j6tzan), 
whereby a female body is transformed, or metamorphoses, into a male 
body. Since female bodies are regarded in orthodox Buddhist doctrine as 
not only polluted but also marks of a lower form of existence, enlighten- 
ment is not possible for them unless they manage to metamorphose into 
male bodies. The effect is not the crtlatim of an androgyne, hut a female's 
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total transformation into "the opposite" sex-in short, rebirth as a male 
over the course of several generations. It is clear that the orthodox Bud- 
dhist concept of henshin refers to physical bodies (including genitalia) 
and not only to embodied markers of gender.W~oever, the term he~zjo 
rzanshi was also used popularly during the Edo period in reference to in- 
krsexed bodies. For exampk, a peasant woman was deemed to be sufier- 
ing from henjo nansili silo (the hetzju natishi syndrome) when, at the age of 
27, she developed "male genitalia" (Tomioka 1938:104). 

He~gshin is also cenh-al to the Kclbrrki theater and refers specifically to 
the received process by which an ontiagafa becomes Woman, as opposed 
to impersonating a given woman. Ayame's theory resembles the Bud- 
dhist concept of heizshifz with the exception that gender (and not sex) is 
involved in an ort~olagatu's transformation Jrom a man to Woman. Ayame 
conceived of the urzrzagafa not as "a male acting in a role in which he be- 
comes a '~roman',"~ hut rather as ""a male who is a "man' acting a 
role."lo In other words, the transformation is not part of a particular role 
but precedes it. 

Ayame insisted that an onnagata embody femininity in his daily life." 
Simply impersonating a given woman was neither adequate nor appro- 
priate. To clinch his point, Ayame insisted that the construction of 
Woman not be left up to the idiosyncratic notions of a particular actor. In- 
stead, he introduced categories of Woman, each with predctermined 
characteristics. The role of a "chaste woman" (teijo), for example, was to 
be based on Ofzlta Dnipnku (GYE~ trr Lenrtlirzgfor Fernales [1672]), an innurn- 
tial primer on femininity written by a leading (male) Confucian scholar 
(cf. Irnao 1982:147-153). Given the Kabuki theater's ambivalent reception 
by the Tokugawa Shogunate, coupled with the low, outsider status of ac- 
tors during the Edo period, h e  constmctim and performance of kminin- 
ity on the basis of Orflza Daignku quite likely added a modicum of legiti- 
macy to the urban theater.12 

Ayame eschewed what he called the prevailing "androgynous" figure 
of the ontiagafa, describing it asfutanariilira-litere, "double-bodied" 
(Irnao 1982:145146; Maeda 197;3:"75, 867; 884; Takada 19226 [1917]:287).13 
An androgynous onfzagafa blurred the boundaries between sex and gen- 
der, male and female, femininity and masculinity (Irnao 1982:145-147). 
Ayame's apparent objective in formulating a theory and method for the 
ortrlngatn was to make distinct b& those botrndaries and the bounded, 
all the while recognizing that sex and gender were not "naturally" 
aligned in any one body. 

An annagntn, Shen, according to Ayame, was not an androgyne but an 
embodiment of patriarchally inscribed, state-regulated "female" gender. 
Heishe was unequivocally Woman, a model for females offstage to emu- 
late and for males offstage to proposition. Apparently during J"\yame's 



time there was even "tacit approval" for the onnagata "to bathe at the pub- 
lic bath5 resewed for womenf' (Watanakle and Iwata 1989 [1987]:86). From 
Name's point of view, the process of henshin, or transfarmalion, precluded 
a blending of the two genders. Howevel; because an onaagata was a male- 
sexed body enacting a type of femininity and thus disturbing the conven- 
tional alignmenit of sex, gender, and sexuality, Wtanabe regards the 
Kabuki actor as an androgyne (Watanabe and Iwata 1989 [1987]:74-135). 
For Ayame, "female" gender tjuperseded and even negated a male body, 
and thus &e onnagntn, having become TnJsman, could bathe with females at 
public bathhouses; in Watanabefs view, the "female" gender and male 
body of the MabuE actor formed a dialectic. According to Mlatmabe, the 
androgyny of the unrzagatyatn was achieved by style (coiffure and clothing) in 
addition to (homo)~xual practices, specifically the taEcing of a ""pssive" 
feminine role. 

With the Meiji Restoration of 18681"nd the modernizing (or western- 
izing) stat.efs insistence an short hair and Weskm clothing for men, the 
"feminine beauty" hitherto ascribed to and achieved by male bodies was 
kansferred to female bodies (Watmabe and Iwata 1989 [498[;7]:130-133). 
Watanabe describes the effect of the Meiji date's gender regulations in 
terms of an 'hti-androgyne complex," according to whi& males were 
prevented from having any qualities in common with females (Watanabe 
and Iwata 2989 [1987]:127); &at is they were prevented, by convention, 
from embodying and performing femininity outside the Kabuki theater. 
The establishment of the Takarazuka Revue, in conkast sanctioned the 
embodiment and performance of mascdiniv by females. However, hell- 

skirz was not a process officially prescribed for Takarazuka otok~yzkl-r. 
Kobay ashi, the Revue's founder, was no Ayame, and he was keen on lim- 
iting an ofokoy&ku's appropriation of "m1e'"gender to the Tilkarazuka 
stage. Along with many early 20th-century sexologists, he believed that a 
masculine female outside the context of the Revue was something abnor- 
mal and perverkd. 

Kobayashi proclaimed that "the [Takarazukaj otokoyaku is not male but 
is more suave, more affectionate, more courageous, more charming, more 
handsome, and morc fascinating than a real male" (Kabayashi 1460:38), 
But, although her body served as the main vehicle for the representation 
and enactment of masculinity, an otukoyaku, according to Kobayashi, was 
not to become unequivocally Mm, much less a model, far males offstage 
to emulate. Whereas the ylklata in onnagafa means model or archetype, 
the yaku in otokoyaku connotes the serviceability and dutifulness of a role- 
player: "The Takarazuka ofokoycaku affects a 'mde' guise, while the 
[Kabuki] urznngata . . . is completely transformed into a 'female.' As the 
term otukoyaku attests, the female who plays a man is but performing a 
duty" "(~ozaka FLkiyukiF cited in Tanabe and Sasaki 1983:130). Thus, Re- 
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vue directors refer to the actor's achievement of "male" gender not in 
terms of transformation or metamorphosis (henshin) but in terms of 
"psxtting something on the body" h i  rri tsukeuui-in this case, markers of 
masmlinlw. 

Kobayashi viewed the theater as one of the most powerful means of in- 
fluence. He envisioned the Takarazuka Revue as the cornerstone of the 
""sate theater" movement in the 1930s and 19405, a movement whose 
agenda included the portrayal of state-regulated gender roles-particu- 
1arly that of the ""gd wife, wise motherH-and an emphasis m the pa- 
triarchal, conjugal household (Robertson 1991b). Therefore, it would not 
do to enhance the exemplariness and semiotic authority of the utokoyakn 
by stipulating that she also be a man in her daily life. 

Female SsxualCZies 

I now turn to a review of the discourses of gender and sexuality that in- 
formed the social climate in which the Takarazuka Revue was estab- 
lished and received. Any interpretation of the Revue's popularity today 
must take into account its historical beginnings and unprecedented im- 
pact on the status quo. Therefore, as I noted earlier, a substantial part of 
my description and analysis focuses on developments in the early history 
of' the Revue and in the society at large. Where pertinent, and especially 
in the last section of this article, 1 discuss gender and androgyny as per- 
formed and constructed in the Revue from the 1960s onward, 

It was in the context of state formation and nationalism that the ryl?sai 
kenbu, or "good wife, wise mother," was codified as the model of "fe- 
male" gender in the patriarchal Meiji Civil Code.IVhe end of the Toku- 
gawa Shogunate and its 250-year seclusion policy was marked by the 
restoration of the emperor to a ruling position, by the promulgation of a 
European-inspired constitution, and by the international emergence of 
Japan as a new nation-state, The discourse of sexualities is closely linked 
to nationalism and state formation (see Corrigan and Sayer 1985; Mosse 
1985; Watson 1990). At the same time, the printed word is a key factor in 
the conceiving of the naz-ion and the promoting of nationalism (Anderson 
1983). Many of the dozens of articles on femininity, marriage, sex, gender, 
sexuality, androgyny and the revue genre published in the many news 
and literary journals founded at this time were written from a nativist 
and nationalist angle. Some of the authors even elaborated on the links 
behveen all of these issues (for example, Sugita 1935; Takada 1934). In 
fact, only decades after the Meqi Restoratim, social commentators began 
to react negatively to what they interpreted as the "masculinizing" effect 
of westernization on Japanese women (for example, Tachibana 1890). 
.And in 1935 one Japanese sexologist daimed in a newspaper interview 



that women's interest in adopting men's dress w_as fostered by the revue 
theater and foreign films (Hori Kentarfl, cited in BsaEca Mainich, 31 f anu- 
ary 1935). As X have discussed elsewhere, Kobayashi himself recognized 
the potential of theater, as an agent of the state, to orchestrate the con- 
struction and regulation of gender and to stage the enactment of gender 
roles in society (Robertson 1991b). 

Newspaper, magazine, and journal articles published between 1900 
and 1945 make it clear that female sexualities, and particularly certain 
homosexual practices, prsvoked the moa perplexity and made the 
biggest headlines. The "woman problem" (firjin illo~zdai)-the term for is- 
sues related to females' civil rights that were made problematic by Meiji 
feminists-appeared to be accompanied by problem women.16 Befom 
and even after dle Meiji period, published writers and critics-the vast 
majority of whom were malcrelegated sexual desire in females to cour- 
tesans and pro"itlltes (see Robertson 1991a). "Ordinaryf' women we= 
defined by the gender mles of "daughtel;" "wife," and ""daughter-in- 
law." Motherhood and mothering emerged as additional components of 
state-regulated sex and gender in the Meiji period (Koyama 1982, 1986; 
Mirsuda 1985; Nolte and Hastings 1991). Nearly all of the women's jour- 
nals founded in the first two decades of the 20t-h century were devoted to 
promoting, among their hundreds of thousands of readers, the socializa- 
t-im of women as "good wives, wise mothers'' (Watashitahi 110 rekishi o 
tsuzuru kai 1987). One exception was Seitd iBlaestockilzg), a feminist jour- 
nal founded by Hiratsuka Raich6 in 1911 and under surveillance by the 
government shortly afterward for publishing articles critical of the patri- 
archal household and family system (Hara 1987:16, 22). The "Taish6 
Democracy," as the Taishd period (1912-25) is popularly called, was 
hardly democra~c with respect to the condition of women. Not only was 
the Seitosha (Bluestocking Society) banned, but under the auspices of the 
Public Peace LW of W25, wctmen were banned from congrtzgating in 
p""hlic and horn participating in political activity in general. 

In the spring of 1938, the now explicitly militarist Shows (1926-89) 
government banned from womeds journals any articles related to sex 
and sexuality that did not trumpet the stae's patriarchal values and 
pronatal policies (Hara 1987:16-21). Not surprisingly, in August 1939 the 
Osaka prefectural gover ent outlawed utokuynku-"the acme of offen- 
siveness"---from public performances in that prefecture (Osaka Ni- 
chinichi, 20 August 1939). Kobayashi, who from July 1940 to April 1941 
sewed (in the second Konoe cabinet) as Minister of Commerce and In- 
dustry, colluded with government censors to produce musicczls that ex- 
alted the image of the "good wife, wise mother," an image further reified 
at that time as Nippon firji~~, or the "Japanese Womanf' (osaka Chdhd, 7 
September 1940). Typical of the musicals staged during this period of 
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militarization and state censorship was illastrious Wouren ufJapa,an (Nipyou 
nreifu derl, 1941), a nationalistic extravaganza dedicated to heroines, 
mothers of' heroes, and "women of chas~ty" (English Mainichi, 22 Febru- 
ary 1941). Takarasiemes were also recruited into patriotic women's asso- 
ciations and charged with entertaining farm workers, troops in the field, 
and the war wounded. 

Since becoming a fully adult female involved marriage and mother- 
hood, unmarried girls and women were refelred to (during and after the 
Meiji period) by the term shgjo, which mean% literally, a "not-quite-female" 
female. (Over h e  past several years, "gal" b a r n ]  has emerged as the term 
for an older, more "'femalef' sshiijo. Shajo now tends to be used in reference 
to teenage girls, and cwuni to u arried women in their early twenfies.)'T 
Shi?jo denotes both kmales bet puberty and marriage and that period 
of time itself in a female's life (sh6jojoki) (Kawahara 1921:112; Tamura 1913). 
Shajo aalso implies heterosexual inexperience and homosexual experience, a 
point to wh& X will ~.ekrn. (Gpru, an the other hand, does not imply ho- 
mosexual experience, but rather conjures up the figure of a self-assertive, 
self-sufficient woman who cultivates boykiends.) 

The state emphasized[ unilrersal-if segregated and sexist 
together with the notion that a brief stint in the burgeoning urban indus- 
trial and commercial workforce was a desirable thing for females. This 
emphasis had the elfect sf increasing the number of years betwen pu- 
berty and marriage (see Murakami 1983). Kobayashi was among the 
many influential persons who published articles in women's journals re- 
minding their female readers that wol;kjng wtside the home for wages 
should be construed not as a career in itself but rather as preparation for 
marriage (Shida and Yuda 1987:115). 

The shajo category included the ""new working woman" 'shirzshokugyd 
fujin) and her jaunty counterpart, the "modern girl" (nlodun gnru, or 
nroga), herself the antithesis of the "good wife, wise mother." The flapper- 
like ulga fancied themselves actors whose stage was the Ginza, at that 
time Tokyo's premier boulevard. Along with the "new working women," 
they were Takarazuka fans. Many of the urban-based "new working 
women'hczspired to the Revue stage, a d ,  by the same token, Takarazuh 
vtvkoyaku were often referred to in the press as "modem girls," especially 
after 1932, when the "malef' gender specialists began sporting short hair- 
cuts (Osah Mainichi, 29 May 1923). 

Generally speaking, not only sexism but also ageism was the rule in 
the workplace. Male employers preferred women up to 24 years of age, 
and there were few employment opportunities for women over the age 
of 30. In fact, not many women could afford the financial strain of re- 
maining single; those who did manage to support themselves included 
doctors, teachers, midwives, nurses, and, to a certain extent, actors 



(Shida and Vuda 1987:1314). Some women, in the first half aE the 20th cen- 
tury at least, "passed" as men in order to secure employment as rickshaw 
drivers, constrtldion supervisors and laburers, fishers, deparhnent &OR 

managers, grocers, and so on (Tomioka 1938:103).'"TassingM was associ- 
ated with sexual deviancy only in the case of urban upper-middle-class 
girls and women who, it was argued, wore masculine a t t i ~  not to secure 
a livelihood but to flaunt their "moral depra~ity.~' As privileged and edu- 
cated-in short, bourgeois-girls and women, they were supposed to 
fulfil1 the statc-sanctioned ""good wife, wise mother" gnder  role, Conse- 
quently those who resisted were vilified in journal and newspaper arti- 
cles cm "masculinized" "arzseika) kmalei; and we= roundly criticized in 
texts and treatises on "female" psychology (Sakabe 1934; Sugita 1929, 
1935; Ushijima 1943; hsuda  1935). 

Ironically given Kobayashi's views on work and marriage, tenure in 
the Takarazuka Revue further lengthened the shajo period, and many of 
the actors con~nued to perform into their 2-ilir~es befose re"ci,ring well be- 
yond the average age of marriage." Perhaps in response to criticism, the 
Revue management. in 1936 rttvealed an informal "retirement policy" 
fleincszseil, the Eirst of several, whereby Tahrasiennes whose tmure in the 
Revue exceeded 20 years would be encouraged to retire (Shin Nipp6,17 
June 1936). For the most part, however, it continues to be the case that, 
provided an actor does not. marry or leave to pursue other avenues of 
show business, she can spend her life as a Takarasienne, if not always on 
stage, then as an instructor or supervisor. 

Apart from conceiving 02: an all-female revue as a commercia%ly viable 
complement of the all-male Kabuki theater, Kobayashi was interested in 
producing (through resocialization and retraining) "good wives, wise 
mothers." In his autobi~graphicclX ?i.rkal.nzukn mia~pitsu (Takaraaukn Jot- 
fi~zgs) and earlier essays, he made clear his antagonism toward the "mod- 
em girl" imuga) and masculinized females. Kobayashi theorized that by 
p e r f m i s  as men, kmales learned to understand and wpreciate males 
and the masculine psyche. Consequently, when they eventually retired 
from the stage and married, which Kobayashi urged them to do, they 
would be better able to perlorm as ""gd wwives, wise mothers,,"' knowing 
exactly what their husbands expected of them (Kobayashi 1960:38, 91; 
Ueda 19";74:139). Elsewhere, I have shown how a number of Takarasi- 
ennes appropriated their secondary gender in such a way as to resig and 
subvert Kobayashi's designs: some used their tenure in the Revue as a 
springboard into the wider world of show business; some sought to pre- 
sent the ohkntynku as an alternative "female" gnder  role; some did both 
(ZZobertson 1989). 

Girlsf schools, including the Takarazuka Music Academy and the Re- 
vue, along with their (unmarried) female instlzlctors and students, were 
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singled out by sexologists and social critics as the sites and agents of ho- 
mosexuality among females (see Sugita 1929, 1935; Tamura 1913; Ushi- 
jima 1943).2(1 In 1410, one of the first articles on this suhject was published 
in a leading women's newspaper, the Fujo Shinbull (Fukushima 1984 
[1935]:561-563). Distinctions were drawn between two types of homosex- 
ual relationships between females: daseiai (same-sex love) and orne no 
bnke i  (male-female relations).21 It is clear from the article that what the 
editorial staff meant by "same sexf' was actually "same geyender" and that 
onrc. referrd to a "hutch-f-r?mme"-like couple (hat. isf same sex, different 
genders). Characterized as a passionate but supposedly platonic friend- 
ship, the daseini relationship was regarded as typical among girls and 
women from all walks of life, but especially among girls' school students 
and gradtxaes, female educators, female civil servants, and thespians 
(Fukushima 1984 [1935]:561; see also Tamura 1913; Yasuda 1935). Such re- 
lationships were also referred to as "S" or "Class S" (ktrrustr esu), with the 
"S"' shnding for sister, shajo, sex, or all three combined. Class 5 continues 
to conjure up the image of two schoolgirls, often a junior-senior pair, with 
a crush on each other (Miy asako 1986:61). 

Olrte relationships, on the other hand, we= described as 

a strange phenomenon difficult to diagnose on the basis of modern psychol- 
ogy and physiolagy.2z . . . &e of the couple has malelike fdnnseifeki] charac- 
teristics and dominates the flemalefike] other: . . . Unlike the fd8seiai couple], 
fr;iends whose spiritual bond has taken a passionate tmm, the latter have de- 
veloped a: strange, carnal relationship [lriku no sesslztlku] . . . stemming from 
their carnal depraviv fnikztkki dauaktr]. . . . The malelike female is technically 
proficient at ~nanipulating women. . . . Doctors have yet to put their hoes to 
this untutrltivated land [rnik-nz'k~~nchr'l. [Fukushirna 1984 (1 5135):542] 

This artide and others like it (for example, Tamura 1913; Yasuda 1935) 
make it clear that even an overheated dbsc.ini (that is, homogender) rela- 
tionship was not pathological in the way that an ottze (that is, heterogen- 
der) relationship was, the latter being not only explicitly sexual but also a 
heretkal refradian of the heterosexual norm codified in the Meiji Civil 
Code. The most objective writers, not surprisingly, referred to an ome 
couple as fii"fia (husband and wife), a marital metaphor that safely con- 
tained (and in effect neutralized) the sexual difference represented and 
practiced by the two females. 

The Fzrjo Shinblrn article introduced recent "medical" findings in sur- 
mising that: females were more prone than males to hornasexuality It was 
postulated that the "natural" passivity (trlufeikdshuyi) of females made 
them susceptible to neurasthenia (shinkeishitsu), which in turn occasioned 
a pessimism expressed in h e  form of homosexuality.2W0lne ("butch- 



femme") relationships, however, seemed to stymie the sexologists and 
worry the social critics of the day, since unmarried women (that is, sh6jo) 
in particular were steteotypically ~ g a r d e d  as blisshlly unaware of sex- 
ual desire and since females in general were certainly not supposed to 
play an active mle in sex. "Mord depravityf' fosteri~d by modernization 
(w~sternization) seemed to ihe the only viable "explanahonM for o ~ ~ t  rela- 
tionships among urban women, at least until the appearance of 
Takarazuka otokvynklr prompted critics to come up with new ideas to ac- 
count for the incrtsasingly visible masculinized female. 

Overall, it seems that the majority of print space was devoted to de- 
fending the typicality and relative "normality" of ddseiai (homogender) 
relationships among sh8jo and to insisting on their-ideally, at least- 
platonic character, Apart from eyecatching headlines and titles, propor- 
tionately little attention was paid to the unre relationship itself, although 
the "origins" of the "abnormal and anomalous" (hentaitrki) masculine 
partner generated several speculations, The author of a 1930 newspaper 
article on the Takarazuka Revue, for example, went so far as to assert 
that the emergence of onle-type relationships was the "direct result of fe- 
males-laying men's roles," and suggested that the Revue was the 
medium through which Class S couples were transformed into unre cou- 
ples, an evolutionary tlysis absent from the Fzrjo Shinbzrn article pub- 
lished 20 years earlier (Osaka Nichinichi, 21. July 1930; see also Uoshi- 
wara 1935:187, for essentially the same argument). The headline 
summed up the authorf s argument: "From Class S to Feverish Yearning 
for Otclkoynkzr."'"" 

Androgyny as Erasure 

The "psychiatric style of reasoning" imported from Europe and the 
United States late in the 19th century-and alluded to in the 1910 Ftrjo 
Shirrbtlzl article and ohers-pmvided a whole new set of concepts that 
made it possible to separate questions of sexual and gender identity from 
facts about anatomy (Davidson 1987:22; see also Hanafusa 1930; Irawa 
1931; Kure 1920; Yasuda 1935). Female sexualities, now problematic, 
were linked to experiences, to envim ent, and to "impulses, tastes, ap- 
titudes, satisfactions, and psychic traits" (Davidson 1987:Z). For exam- 
ple, in the FUjo ShillbEuz articlef "&usive stepmothers, exploitative em- 
ployers, constant hardship, othersf callousness, false accusations, and 
u n r e ~ i t e d  lovef' were blamed for causing girls and women to adopt 
dBseini practices. Certain sexologists and social critics regarded the so- 
called masculinized .female in particular as a prime example of a newly 
defined disorder, "abnormal psychologyf' iltentni seiri or hen tni shinri). Af- 
ter eslablishing cross-dressing (he~lsii) itself as "&normalJ' !fz-fsciji), one 
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sexology writer went on to distinguish between "natural," or congenital, 
cross-d~ssing and ""unnahrral," or acyuiwd, cross-dressing among fe- 
males and males." Accoding to this writer, the former invdved an inter- 
sexed person attempting to pass as either a woman or a man, while the 
latter invoked a person motivated by curiosity, criminal intentions, or 
the desire to secure a livelihood. Masculinized females associated with 
the theater, the author claimed, cross-dressed out of curiosity (Tomioka 
1938:98-103). 

Beginning in the 192Qs, srr far as I can assess from the print media, 
Takarazuka otvkoynku as well as the girls and women who were attracted 
to them (and sent "love lettersf') were referred to by ucsympathetic critics 
as "abnormar"" and "momalous" (Kawahara 1921: 13; Osaka Nichinichi, 21 
July 1930; Srrgita 1935). Their desire was interpreted as being out of align- 
ment with their female bodies. The sympathetic use of the term chasei 
("neutral," or "in beheenf' woman md  man) to describe the Takarazuka 
otoko!inkzl, and masculinized females in general, conveniently cirflum- 
vented the issue of erotic desire and parried allegations of "abnormal" 
sexuativ. Chiiscr' was used defensively to deflect: nega2_ive attention from 
both the sexual difference represented by the Tabrazuka otoknlyakzr and 
the social ramifications of that difference. Describing someone as chtisei 
suggested that she had a childlike naivete about anything beyond a pas- 
siona'ce friendship between shcrjo siskrs, A group interview with ten 
Takarasiemes on their thoughts about a Hungarian movie star known in 
Japan for her "utokoyaku-like" appearance illustrates the defiective, defen- 
sive use of" clzz"lsci. Active in the 193Qs, she is described in the interview as 
not only neutral (chtiseiteki) but also childish (kodo~lzoppui), mischievous 
iitazurakko), and "not coquettish, but rather romantic in a childish sense" 
fkt.dalvroppoi ro~tlanchiktlsa). The reparter notes that she is chasei, ""i the 
sense of childlike" (chaimdo fu iu imi), the implication being that despite 
her provocative wink, she is asexual (Yomiuri Shinbun, 23 May 1935). 

Some of the more "progressive" writers and critics sympathetic to the 
Revue, such as the novelist Yoshiya Nobuko (189619731, a lesbian,zh pre- 
ferred the safe ambiguity of chasri, with its allusions-like Yoshiya's fic- 
tion-to a "&mm world'Yyurrrc no sekrai) free from the constraints of 
fixed, dichotomous, and hierarchical gender roles. Takarazuka itself was 
conceived of as a dream world-"a place where dreams are made and 
sold," according to the Revue's adverlisements-ad the early theater 
complex was named, appropriately, "Paradise" (Paradaisu). Kobayashi 
collaborated with Yoshiya and shared her romantic vision, but colored it 
heterosexual: his dream world was one in which gallanz: men were sus- 
tained by adoring women. 

Detractors, on the other hand, referred to the otokoyaktr and other 
"modem girls'hs abnormal, masculinized females, who sported short 



hair (dotzpafsu) and wore pants (Maruki 1929; Sugita 1929:80,1935). Such 
females were also called "gargons, ''27 since they had "forgotten what it 
means to-be feminine," one of the accusations leveled at Yashiya Nobuko 
herself (Osaka Mainichi, 10 February 1932). If the "good wife, wise 
mother" was praised as the embodiment of social stability, the masculin- 
ized female was criticized as a disturbing s i p  of the disorder accompa- 
nying the growth of the modern, westernized city (Sugita 1929, 1935; 
Yoshida 1935). 

From the mid-193Qs onward the expression darn3 na reijin, meaning lit- 
erally "a beautiful person [that is, a female] in masculine attire," was 
used sympathetically in reference to both Takarazuka o tokoynkgr and mas- 
culinized kmales.3 This expression, a euphemism far chzrisei, was appar- 
ently coined in 1%2 by the novelist Muramatsu Shdfu. His serialized 
short story "Dans6 no reijin" was inspired by Kawashima Yoshiko 
(190-81, who had domed a militaly uniform and passed as a man dur- 
ing the early stages of Japan"" imperialism in China and Manchuria.29 
Several years later, in 1935, the affluent nrogn Masuda Yasumare (nke Fu- 
miko) made headlines as a da~zsd no reijia when she attempted suicide af- 
ter her ('"utch-fernme"") love affair with Saij6 Eriko at: the Shdchiku Re- 
vue became public knowledge (Nakano 1935; Saijd 1935; Tani 1935).3(1 
From a patriarchal perspective, the expression dnrlsij na reijilr subordi- 
nates the female body to the masculine clothes (dallsii) covering it. At the 
same time, a priori knowledge of the underlying female body neutralizes 
both the masculinity of the costume and, by extension, the "malef' gender 
identiv of the female in qzreslion. The d a m 6  nu reijin is rcrduced to a cari- 
cature of a man, and her sexuality read as ambiguous, unresolved, or 
un(der)developed-and unthreatening." Ideologically speaking, when 
people lack a priori knowledge of the sex of a body, gender must be 
overdetermined in order to facilitate their perception of that body as ei- 
ther female or male. 

Kohayashi's response to the Masuda-Saijd affair in an odficial 
Takarazuka fan magazine made problematic the sexual ambiguity of the 
dansd no veijin figure. In an editorial titled "What is the 'dansd no reijin'?" 
Kobayashi expressed his concern thal the current spate of scandal- 
mongeriq press reports on all-female revues was bound to create public 
misunderstandings about Takarazuka, the "'main household' [horlke] of 
the sZZGjo revue": 

The darts6 no reijin, . . . a symbol of abnormal love,. . . is becoming a: social 
problem. . . . Good [that is, upper-class] households especially are 
affected, . . . Notfn-ing must compromise fTakarazukars] reputation or worry 
the parents of [Takaraztrka Mrrsic Academy] students. [Kobayashi 
1935:10-12]32 
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In the editorial, Kobayashi included part of a letter to Ashihara Ku- 
niko, a leading otukoyaku, asking her to make sure that new students un- 
derstood they were not to use masculine words or to ihehave in a mascu- 
line fashion in their daily lives.33 Ashiharafs fans called her aniki (elder 
brother), a matter which distressed Kobayashi greatly and for which he 
had chastised her two years earlier (Ashihara 1979:157), Her reply- 
which, in keeping with precedent, may actually have been written by 
him-was included in the editorial." In that ostensible reply, the senior 
ofokoyaku reassured Kobayashi that she and "the others are all just 'cordi- 
nary girls' . . . who practice the tea ceremony and flower arrangement 
when not performing." Masculine words, she added, "are not used by 
any of the students or actors even though their use is popular among 
girlshchool studews and ['fakarazukal fans" (cited in Kobayashi 
1935: 11-12). But even sympathetic contemporary accounts of the Revue 
contradicted this "ordinary girl" image of the Takarasiennes: Hirai, for 
example, profiled one otokoynku who was urnalelike in her everyday life" 
(Hirai 1933:168). It appears, rather, that Kobayashi's editorial was a 
timeiy and opportzlnis2ic measurt: undertaken not only to deflect any 
negative repercussians on the Revue from the highly publicized Mamda- 
Saijd affair but also to reinforce his patriarchal agenda for the Takarasi- 
ennes. 

Conclusion: f ostwar Andragyny 

Here, I will shift from a discussion of largely historical (prewar and inter- 
war) references to androgyny to a consideration of several more recent 
(postwar) constructions of androgyny in the context of the Takarazuka 
Revue. Knowledge of precedents and of the early, varied ~cept ion  of the 
Revue is essential to an understanding of conkmporary experiments 
with androgyny. The Revue continues both to uphold the dominant ideal 
of hetertasexuality and to inform a lesbian subcultural style. In this con- 
nection, the allegorical tension that has marked Takarazuka from the be- 
ginning still frustrates the patriarchal management. With respect to state 
formation (ehat is, the pruduc~on and rcrproduction of the stcthrs y o ) ,  
the Iievue continues to attract the attention of the mass media, although 
the charges of "moral depravityf' and "abnormal sexual desiref' are rarely 
levded, as openly at least, at the Takarasiennes. Suffice it to say far the 
time being that the waning of overt criticism is due less to a greater toler- 
ance for diverse sexualities than to an avoidance of sexual practices and 
expressions other than the heterosexual and /' or (androcentrically ) porno- 
graphic. 

One of the reasons why the newly revived musical The Rose of lieu- 
snilles, first staged in the mid-1970~~ has been such a success among fe- 



male fans of all ages is that it dwells on the adventures of Oscar, a female 
raised as a boy in order to insure the continuity of a patriline of 
generals." The Oscar character represents a slippage between sex and 
gender and is referred to in the literature as a "classicM ddnnsb ~o mijin 
(Tsuji 1976:97, 107-108; Yabushita 1990:108). (See Figure 1 .) Significantly, 
Oscar has been acted exclusively by otokoynku, whuse own ac~zag careers 
in the Revue have followed a similar trajectory. Clothing is the means to, 
and even the substance of, the character's commutable gender, as the ex- 
pmssim dnizsij no reijirz suggests; accordingly, Oscar switches at one point 
from masculine to feminine attire. The alternative subtextual meaning of 
this play is that gender as performance undercuts the ideological fixity of 
received gender differences (Muhn 1985:53; see also Komashaku 1989; 
Tsuji 1976: 107-130). 

The Rose uf Versailles is one of the Revue's most reflexive productions in 
that the relationship between Oscar and herihis father is analogous to 
that between the ohokoyakai and the Revue's patriarchal directorship. 
When reading the following dialogue between Oscar and the General, 
bear in mind that Kobayashi had insisted that Takarasiemes call him 
"Father": 

Oscar: Father, please answer me1 
General: Oscar?! 
Oscar: If. . . i f  X had been raised as an ordix~ary female, would I have been 

forced to marry at age 15 like my sisters? I could be playing the clavi- 
chord, singing arias, dressing up every night in fine clothes and laugh- 
ing away the time in high suciety. . . . 

General: Oscar!! 
Oscar: Please answer me! I couXd be wearing velvet beauty mark3 and rose 

perfume; 1 could fill my arabesque compact with cosmetics; I could bear 
children-and raise them. 

General: Oscar!! 
Oscar: Answer me, please! 
General: (Pensively.) Yes, it's as you say-had you been raised as an ordi- 

nary female. 
Oscar: Father, thank you. 
General: (Is taken aback.) 
Oscar: Thank you for giving me a chance to live the kind of life I have, in as 

broad a world as X havef even though I am a female. Even while strtxg- 
gling to deal wit11 the strrpidity of pathetic people. . . . 

General: Oscar, 
Oscar: X am no longer remorsehl. I . . . I'll live as the child of Mars, god of 

war, I'll devote this body of mine to the sword; I'll devote it: to the can- 



Figure 1. Oscarp ~zcted by ofobynkza shio8-1 Y1-r in the 2990 productkrz cf The Rosc of 
krsaif les. Phn fograplit from the progratn CTakavazuh Kfigcrlkidan 19901, 



nun, My Xivelihood is the milihry and 1'11 serve as the child uf Mars, 
god of war, [Ikcda Riyoks, cited in Tsuji 19"i":I 65-166) 

Oscar (and by the same token, the Takarazuka utokuynku) is able to 
transcend the fixed, narrow life course of '"rdinary females" because of 
Father3 pragmatic decision to name her ""snnfTecogniaing that ""male" 

gender affords access to a wider world, Oscar is effusively grateful for 
the opportunity to be the household's otokoyaku. Oscar's military uni- 
l a m  not only accenbates the differcrnce between masculinity and femi- 
ninity-the former identified with swords and cannons, the latter with 
flowers and children-but magnifies the tension between "male" gender 
and the female body it camouflages. The overall effect at once exagger- 
ates and masks the slippage bet-ween sex and gender. Both the General 
and the audience h o w  that Oscar, like the Tahrasienne, is a masculin- 
ized female. That gender is a property of attribution and convention and 
not anatomy, is made doubly obvious by the synonymy between Oscar 
and the utokoyaklr performing Oscar. At the same time, both demonstrate 
the irony that access to a supposedly more "liberating" gender identity is 
granted by privileged father figures.36 

In the fall of 1985, the Takarazuka Revue staged a show called Alzdrpp- 
y l234 (Alzdnrojenii), which the (male) playwright / director felt captured the 
"bewitching cl-ram" of the andmgyne. ?"he show called for otokuy~kzc to 
appear alternately as "neutral boysff hinyzltornrzt boi), resplendent in 
gaudy glittery jumpsuik and eyually colorful wigs, and as well-known 
(non-Japanese) masculinized females, such as George Sand. Fan maga- 
zines described it as a show "ahead of its timeff and "unprecedentedff 
(Mure 1985:38). 

Although the 1985 revue may have been the first show titled Adrog- 
ylzy, the theme and phenomenon themselves have constituted an essen- 
tial part not only of the Takarazuka Revue's repertoire but also of its pub- 
lic image, as I have discussed. Moreover, in the late 1960s ofolcoyaku were 
encouraged to impart an "androgynous charm" by blending markers of 
"femalef' and "male" gender. They did so mainly by ratting their often 
peroxided hair to create puffy pampadotlrs and by using pastel makeup 
to soften the darker, sharper, deeply chiseled features of the "classicf' 
utokoyaku (see Figures 2 and 3). These 1960s otokvynklr foreshadowed the 
interstitial Oscar character: K6 Pu'ishki described herself as "an olakoyabcu 
who was close to being feminine," although she also threatened to resign 
if forced to appear as a woman on stage (Okazaki 1971:49; Yoshizawa 
1966:52); Anna Tun claimed to have been a "wsmanish"' (orrnappoii otokoy- 
aku (Anna 1979:197); Dai Takiko declared that even though she was a 
"leading man," she took care not to forfeit her femininity (Yamada 
1968:70). 



Figure 2,  Anna Xun as a 2960:: 'knilvog~/aoris" ofokoyaku, Zlhofogmphfiom the cover of 
Takaraztrka Gurafu (Fujii 1968). 



Figure 3, hsugnno Yachiyo as n "classic" otokoyak~rr. PI7otogra~~hfiotn the C O D C ~  of 
Takaraztrka Fuan (Kishi 1954). 

By allowing "the woman" to permeate "the man," these utokqyakzr in 
effect drew attention to the facticity of their female bodies and, fmnz the 
standpoint @conve?ztlon, to the prima9 of their femininity thus ensuring 
that their secondaly, "male" gender was kept in check by their primary, 
"femalef' gender. The directors did not want the otokoyaku to be too suc- 
cessful in her appropriation and performance of masculinity. Similarly, as 
a way of clarifying the limits of the actors' "honorary" masculinity, the 
directors staged shows in which utokoyaku were to appear as women, 
much to the consternation of the actors and their fans. Allowing "the 
woman" to permeate "the man" was one thing, but being assigned to 
women's roles was quite another. Many otokqyaku protested the directors' 
gender-switching antics and claimed to have experienced a sense of: con- 
flict or resistance (feiko), along with a loss of confidence (Misato 1974:68; 
Okazaki 19"i71:49; Takarazuka Gurafu 19";7:38; Uamada 1968~70-71; 
Yoshizawa 1967:71). G6 Chigusa, an otokoynku who retired in 1972, re- 
marked that on the rare occasion she was assigned to perform as a 
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woman, her fans complained bitterly of their resultant dis-ease (ki~rucili 
marui), that eerie feeling when the familiar is suddenly defamiliarized 
(UOshizclwa 1967:71). The androgynous charm of the st~koyaku was corn- 
promised by the compulsory femininity of "the woman." 

Otokoyaku have been characterized as "sexy but sexless," the argument 
being that ambiguous gender translates as an asexual identity (Asahi 
Shinbun, Osaka ed., 21 December 1977). An otukoyakti performing on 
stage as a man may be the object of desire, but she herself is purportedly 
without sexuality. Partly to rationalize and sustain the perception of 
asexuality, all Tahrasiemes must remain unmarried, and ostensibly het- 
erosexually inexperienced, throughout their tenure in the Revue-a pol- 
icy implemented by Kobayashi at the founding of the Revue. Implicitly 
acknowledging that a theatrical vocation virhnally precludes dislinc~ons 
between on- and offstage experiences, several utokoyaklr have noted that 
"it would be ridiculous to be manied a ~ d  perform as a man on stage,'" 
but their explanation contradicts the management's raZionaler "Female 
fans probably will not be charmed by a married utokoyaku" (Kageki 
1962:41). From the beginning, the Revue management has sought to limit 
the &male fans' infclklation to the ideal man performed by an ofokoyaku. 
My archival research and interviews suggest that, on the contrary, female 
fans of all ages, clnsses, and educational levels do not see a man on stage, 
but rather ncktluwledge a female body performing in a capacity that trans- 
gresses the bpundaries of received femininity (Hoshi 1987; Maruo 
1950:252-278; Osaka 'Jiji, 12 December 1934; Fujin Mdrw 1935; Tanabe and 
Sasaki 1983:135-136).'7 The utokoyaku, in short, is appreciated as an exem- 
plary female who can successfully negotiate both genders, and their at- 
tendant roles, without being constrained by either. 

Much of the Eurs-American literature on androgyny deals with 
nonethnographic theoretical issues, with film and literary characters (for 
example, Bell-Metewau 1985; Berg"trom 1991; Butler 1990; H e i l h n  1982 
119641; Facleau 1486; Stimpwn 1989 [1474]), or with intersexed and kans- 
sexed bodies (for example, Foucault 1980 [1978]; Millot 1990 [1983]). I 
have benefited from this insightful literature in devising strategies for 
making visible the construction and uses of anArogyny in Japan as a 
"surface politics of the body." However, I have tried to avoid the ten- 
dmcy to force Japanese cultural practices into Western analytical cate- 
gories. Of course, moments and sites of historical conjunction must be ac- 
knowledged, and cultural practices should be distinguished from the 
dominant gender idwlogy operating in Japan. 

My work also dilkrs from the Euro-American literature in that I have 
aimed to show how androgyny has been constructed, performed, prac- 
ticed, and deployed by real females and males, who include the 
Takarazukcl actor$ their fans, and their cri~cs. Bergstrom's discussion of 
the dual iconicity of androgyny for example, closely resembles my dis- 



cussion of the terms ybsei and chtisei: "Where androgyny as a fashion- 
Ale, contemporary look can indicate "arc?' sexuality, meaning both km- 
inine a~zd masculine appeal, virtually the same image can be used to sig- 
nal the eradication of sexuality" (1991:36). But whereas her cogent 
analysis is based on Calvin Klein underwear advertisements and select 
science fiction films, 1 have shown how the different seman~c m d  semi- 
otic values of androgyny were actually (re)produced and deployed by 
Japanese females and males on and off the Revue stage. 

1n Japan the tern chasei has been used since the turn of this centrrv to 
name three basic, but overlapping, types of females: those whose bodies 
approximate the masculine stereotype; those who are charismatic, un- 
conventional, and therefore not feminine females; and those who have 
been assigned to do "male" gender or who have appropriated it on their 
own initiative. The characterization of their appearance as "androgy- 
nous" i s  necessarily premised on a priori knowledge of the underlyingfe- 
nrale body-knowledge that nullifies or compromises the "malef' gender 
of the surface. It goes without saying that a female who passes success- 
fully as a man does not appear androgynous.38 The androgynous appear- 
ance of masculinized females has been read by some as not only '"abnor- 
mal" but a sign of their asexuality. The expression dalzsd rzo reijirt directed 
attention away from the body and toward the masculine clothing of a fe- 
male who made unconventional choices, sexual and otherwise. 

I have shown that the appeal to and experiments with androgyny in 
the Takarazuka Revue served the interests of the patriarchal manage- 
ment and the female actors and fans alike by deflecting negative atten- 
tion from the sexual difference posed by the otokoyabctl. By allowing "the 
woman" to permeate "the mm," the experiments with androgyny in the 
late 1960s and early 1980s in effect emphasized the facticity of the female 
body doing "male'" gendelz The directors used these experiments to en- 
sure that an utokoyakrr's secondary "male" gender would be kept in check 
by her primary, "natural" femininity. Female fans, on the other hand, saw 
the otvkoynklr as a female unconstrained by a sexual and gendered divi- 
sion of labor. Androgyny as a "suÎ Lace politics of the body," has been 
used historically to interrogate the naturalized dualities of male and fe- 
male, masculine and feminine. By the same token androgyny has also 
been used-in various ways by various agenb-t.o exaggerate, essential- 
ize, and mystify those dualities. 
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All translations from Japanese to English arc my own unless otherwise indi- 
cated, For Japanese individuals, the family name precedes the given name. 

1. By "'the state,'" I mean not simply an "organ of coercion'" or a ""bureaucratic 
lineage" h t  a ""reprtoire of activities and institutions" "at shape and arc 
shaped by sociohistorical circumstances and experiences (Corrigan and Sayer 
1985:2-3). Although for the sake of convenience I refer to the state as a thing in it- 
self, namely "the state," I regard the state as an "ideological project," an ""exercise 
in legitimation'" (Phillip Abrams, cited in Corrigm and Sayer 1985:8), 

2, Yasui (1"33) notes that a vemamlar expression for androgyny i s  tltoko-onna- 
literally, "man-wornanfr-although references to androgyny in social scientific, 
l i tcrar~ and scientific writings tend to be limited to the terms ryt7sei and d?l;tsei, 

3. Jung proposed that all people were androgynous; any person, wltether fe- 
male or male, had both a feminine side and a masculine side, "Anima'" was his 
term for the kmininc archetype in males, ""animus" for the masmline archet-ype 
in females, The sexist essen~alism of Jung's proposali is evident in his descript;ion 
of these terms, The anima included irrationality spirituality, and cmotionafism, 
and the animus rationality, courage, and strong convictions (Hyde and Rosen- 
berg 1980 f 1 976]:19), 

4, The jo in $sei may also be read as orzftn, and the &n in dntzser' as o f o h .  
5. Although a female, the legendary dancer Qkuni from Izumo, i s  credited 

with having initiated Kabuki at the start of the 17th century; females have been 
banned from that stage since 162% Apparently, the newly installed Shogunate 
was distuX'b~d by the general disorde~; including unlicensed prostitution, follow- 
ing the performances, when patrons quarreled with one another fur access to 
their favorite dancers. Replacing the females with boys did not solve the prob- 
lem, for the male patrons were equally attracted to the boys. Eventually the pro- 
hibition of females and later of boys prompted the sanctioned emergace of the 
onnqafa,  adult males who specialized in femininity, 

6. For a more detailed diswssion of the Revue's early history, see Robertson 
1989 and 1991b. 

7'. The Takarasiennes, in short, specialize in performing "maIefr and "femalefr 
gender, However, the Revue has never staged a play featuring contemporary 
Japanese characters (other than patriotic youths in wartime productions). Plays 



2 84 jennger Robertson 

with Japanese characters are liinited to stories set in the Heian through Edo peri- 
ods, roughly the 9th thro~rgh the mid-18th century. Plays set in the 20th century 
present non-Japanese "male'" and "'female'" characters exclusively. Thus, the 
repertoire af an ofokqaku does not include contemporary Japanese men, altho~rgh 
the Takarasieme learns about mascufinity by watching, among others, Japanese 
males. The representation of contemporary Japanese '"malef" gender appears to 
be off-limits to Takarazuka ofokoyaku, 

8. Asano (1989) notes that thcre are several sutras written to facilitate the hertjc~ 
nanslfi process and that certain unorthodox sects, such as the Fujika (late 16th 
century), Nyoraikyd (late 19th ctmhry), and Ornotokya (early 28th cenhnry), in- 
corporated the concept of androgyny qtra "cross-dressing" into their doctrines 
and ritual practices. 

9. Otoko gn ontzu ni nari yaku o erzjz'ru, 
18. Onna de a m  ~tojCI) gn yaks o enjiru, 
11. Onrmgatn u7n nicIzij6teki ni onna de nru kuto. An Ayarnian orrnwfn is more 

specifically referred to as a lvrn no onnngntn, or ""true'" onnagatn, in contradis~nctiion 
to some present-day Kabuki actors who perform as onnngatn in addition to taking 
on a plethora of ""male" roles. 

12. The primer was written by Maibara Ekken, a leading representative of the 
""practical schoolf\f Confucianism and a self-appointed critic of females, E&en 
proclaimed that while necessary for the reproduction of male heirsr fernak geni- 
talia promoted dull wittedness, laziness, lasciviousness, a hot temper, and a 
tremendous capacity to bear grudges. He was not alone in suggesting that a 
female-sexed body was contrary to and even precluded "femaXer$gendcr (see 
Robertson 1991a). 

Political leadership durhg the Edo period was monopolized by the Tokugawa 
clan ~rnder the leadersj-iip of the shogun, who rtrfed from the capital city of Edo. 
The Confucian orientation of the Shogunate was refiected in the four-part social 
status hierarcl-iy, in whicl-i samurai occupied the top rank, followed by farmers, 
artisans, and merchants, Actors, along with outcastes and criminals, were 
lumped into a fifth, "nonpeople" category below the mer&ants. Although indi- 
viduals of higher status could fall, those of the lowest status could not rise, 
Kabuki was among the literary fine, and performing arts whose devetopment ac- 
companied the consolidation of a mercmtilistic urban crulture during this period. 

23. The termfzlfnnnn'him is also a play on the name of Arihara no Narihira, a 
9th-century bisexual courtirr etrfogized in Edo-period fiction as "tltc god of yiu 
and ya-r.lgm "chaiiow 19"310), Thefufa (double) pmceding narij~liz'ra w d d  seem to 
imply an ""overdetermined" Narihira, or perl-iaps a ""lbdy-double" Narihira. 

14. In 1868 the Shogunate was defeated by anti-TX"ukugawa court nobterj, and 
the emperor (who adopted the r e i p  name of Meiji) was restored to power. 

15, The civil code promulgated during the Mciji period (1868-1912) was opera- 
tive from 1898 to 1947. 

16. For more infvr~nation in English on the "woman problem,'" see Nolte and 
Hastings (1991), Sicvers fl983), and Sitverberg (1991). 

17. In 1990, the expression ojin gyarzr (older man-gal) was coined to refer to 
""gls" who enjoy drinking, gambling, and singing (hraoke-sqle) after wtjrk, pre- 
sulnably just like their fathers and other older men, There is even an ojin pjaru 
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anthem, ""Snchimentaru gyam" (""Sentimental Gal"") which was broadcast regu- 
larly in the spring of 1990 on the government television station's (NE-IK) weeMy 
hit parade. The phrase oji~z ,gynru suggests androgny ir~asmuch as it refers to a 
female who has appropriated masculine pastimes, 

18, Tomioka refers to such women as examples of "'acquired kaleYimperson- 
ation" '(kotenfeki dansdi, although he notes that these ""working women are not 
mentally disturbed, but rather passing as men in order to earn a livelihood" 
(1938:103). It is clear from his articte, especially the section on ""inherent [senfrrz- 
feki] bale'/l"fcmale' iimpersonation," &at he uses "cross-dressing" to mean an- 
drogyny. Generaiil y speaking, his "inherent" androgyny corresponds to ryOsel', 
and Ms "acquired" androgyny to cl?;ii'sei. 

19. Qn 2 April 1940, a Shin N'ipp6 newspaper article on a leading Takarasienne 
appeared under the headline ""Sill a SI3lijo at 351" Takarasiennes were by defini- 
tion unmarried, but the reporter was drawing attention to the disturbing lack of 
correspondence between chronological age and shoju status, The same point-had 
been made 15 years eartier in a newspaper series on slz~jo theater groups (Qsa- 
kato, 15, 17-20, and 22 July 1925). 

20. The Meiji government ruled in 1872 that primary edtrcaticm, if sex segre- 
gated, was compulsory for girls and boys alike, although home economics consti- 
tuted the b~rlk of edtrcation for girls. Public and private secondary schools for 
girls and young women, callted ""lngher schools," were esti3btished countrywide 
in the early 1 9 0 0 ~ ~  and by 1907; 40,273 female students were enrolled in 133 
higher schools (Pfiugfelder 1989:7). For a comparative perspective, see Vicinus' 
work on English boarding school friendships (1989), 

21, Early -20th-century sexologists used the term dr-Ssciai (literally, ""same-sex 
iioveU")or homosexuality and the term iseiai (literally 'QcJifferrznt-sex loveM")or 
heterosexuality (see, for example, Kure 1920). These and other terms appeared 
not only in specializc.d medical journals but also in a wide range of print media, 
including novels and women" newspapers and journals; they were thus familiar 
to a broad spectmm of literate people. 

AItho~rgh ddseiai is a generic term, it is defined more sspccifically in this partism- 
lar article as an e s ~ n ~ a l l y  platonic if passionate relationship, Olrze is an abbrevia- 
tion of osek (male) and mesu (female), terms reserved for plants and animals and 
applied pejoratively to humans. An 1818 reference to omc refers not to a same-sex 
couplic but to an androgyne, in this case a female who passed as a man (Tomioka 
1938:102). 

22. The author was alluding to the fact that the "male" "partner was not inter- 
sexed but had a "normal" female body. 

23. Slzirzkeislzitsm originated around the turn of the ctmtury as a category of so- 
ciasexual disease, diagnosed most often in ~rrban middle-class women (who rep- 
resented about 30 percent of b e  female population at that time), 

24. Xn a 1934 newspaper interview' a Japanese swologist drew distinctions bc- 
tween what he called "pseudo-homosc~uali"cy'~ fgisei dcSiseiai) and "true hornosex- 
ualiy" khmsei  dfiseiai), the former consisting of a ""tansitory love relationship"' 
(rzu7cli reltiri k~zfzkeib and the latter of ""actnxal sexual practicesfr "(~zorzkizkufeki rm sez'koi). 
According to his criteria, Class S relations would fail into the category of pseudo- 
homosexualii ty and 0 1 2 7 ~  relations into that of true hornosexualiv (Hori Kentarli, 
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cited in Osaka Mainichi, 31 January 1935). See Kobertson (1989) fur expressions 
used by Takarasiennes for female-female couplies. 

25, The writer used ""cross-dressing"' where others used "androgyny" and he 
tucked information about contemporary practices bewecn long accounts of Edo- 
period cross-dressers, possibly as a way to avoid the wartime censors. 

26. Uoshiya, an openly recognized lesbian, wrote populiar, widely disseminated 
articics and short stories on such topics as ""same-sex love," h e  superfluousness 
of husbands, and patriotism. The mass media referred to Yoshiya and her life- 
partner, Monma Chiyo, as a diiselal fafu (same-sex love husband and wife) 
(Usumi 1935:43). 

27. The use of garcons probably reflects the French infiuence on the develop- 
ment of the all-female revue and the role of thc "mafc" ~ n d c r  spscialist, 

28. A variant of this expression appcars in a 1935 newspaper Qsaka Mainichi, 
15 jantlary) article as dafzs8 no reijii, literally, a ""baautihnl [unmarried] female in 
maswIine attire," 

29. Kawashima, born into the Chinese royal family but raised by her adopted 
family in Japan, began to wear men's clothes at the age sE 16 (Kamisah 1984:8;7). 
She was eventually executed in japan on charges of treason. Muramatstr's short 
story was serialized in a leading women's journal, Fujl'rr Karorr, 

30. Founded in Tokyo (Asakusa) in 1928, the all-female Shdchiku Revue later 
established an Osaka branch (near Takarazuka) and quickly becalne Taka- 
razuka's main rival in every respect. From the start, the Shdchiktr Revtre, wl~ich 
was formally disbanded in early 1990 (although special performances are to be 
scheduled annually), was cast as the opposite of Takaraztrka. For example, 
where Takaraztrka productions were stereotyped as naive and romantic, the 
Shachiku actors performed allegedly more mature and erotic revues. Fans par- 
tial to one revue rarely attended performances staged by the rival troupe. More- 
over, following the establishment of the Rkyo Takarazuka theater in the Ginza 
area in 1934, an areal distinction was drawn between the two revues. 
nkarazuka was cast as an ""uptaw" theater attractive to girls and women from 
wealthy households, and ShtSichiku as a ""lowtown" theater appealing to a blue- 
collar: clientele. 

Mizunoe Takiko (Takii), Shdchiku" leading otoicoyaku fur decades, was the first 
revue actor to cut her hair short and is the subjed of many books and articles. 
Generally speaking, artiicles, books, and, in recent decades, television programs 
on Takarazuka far ouhurnber those on the Shdchiku Revue, See IZobertson (1989) 
for an account of same-sex ("utch-fernme'") affairs in the Tahrazuka Revue, 

31. Although it would seem that the r e a so~ng  behind the concept of dnnsa no 
reijin fits the experience of the Kabuki tlnnagnfa, the two are not symmetrical. 
Mereas  the former is reduced to a caricature of a man, the latter is promoted as a 
paragon of fcmininiv. The asymmetry reflects the ahitrary operations of a domi- 
nant ideolclgy premised on male dominance and agency. 

32. Kobayashi's concern about upper-class households reflects the fact that 
Masuda was from a wealthy family as was (and is) the typical Takarazuka stu- 
dent. 
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33. For Kobayashi, the most problematic "'male" words were aniki (elder 
brother), hokld (a self-referent denoting ""malefr "gender), and kirnr' (a masculine 
form of "you") (Kobayashi 1935). 

34. Ashihara suspected Kobayashi of forging a iiettcr detailing a fan's negative 
reaction to her nicharne, aniki (Ashhara 1979:257), 

35. In 1989/ the play was revived-to satisfy nostalgic ""old fans" and attract 
new fans. A two-year run was planned. T ~ Z L  Rose of Versailles, by lkeda Riyoko, 
was serialized from 1972 to 197'4 in the weekly Margaref and published in several 
volumes in 1983 (Ikeda 1983). 

36. Kt& observes that if "'clothing can be costumef capable of being modified 
at the wearer's will, it foljsws that the gender identiv conventionally signified 
by dress Inay be just as easily cl~angeabte" @985:53). What is most problematic 
about this thcorcticaf statement with respect to the Takaraatlka tlloko?jaku is the 
matter of the "wearer% wwif"Will" "does not figure in one's initial gender as- 
signment (based on genitalia), nor is a Takarasienners secondary gender assign- 
ment necessarily congruent in every respect with her will, 

InteresGngly, in recent decades Takarrlsiemes and their fans have some~mes re- 
ferred to the utokoynku as a female who has metamorphosed (Izensl?irt slill'fn) 
(Takaraztzh GurakE 19861, indicating a recontextualization of this hitj~erta andm- 
centric term to fit their stage experience. Their use of the term outside the Buddhist 
and b b u b  (ontzagak) contexts may have been prompted by the tremendous con- 
~ n u i n g  popularip of the ""hnsjzin dramas" 'dorat-nnl that were first aired in the late 
196b. Thcsc television dramas/ some of &ern animakd, feature mostly "c~rdinary'~ 
boys an$ young men who have the abiliv to change (knshi~rl strddenly into oher, 
more powerhl farms. In another incarnation the brainy Fa-man, for example, is 
Mitsuo-kz~n, an average ele~nentary sd~etol student, His inventors suggest that what 
audiences find intriping is the possibiliy of "'one person living in two worlds" 
(Asahi Shinbun, Osaka ed,, 13 January 1968). Many comic book characters and toy 
robots (such as Tramformers) are also based on the idea of henslzz'~?. 

37. Since the postrwar period (roughly the 1950s onward), EernaXes of a11 ages 
have cofistituted the overwheIming majority of the Tahrazuka audience and fan 
population, Throughout the prewar and interwar years, about half of the audi- 
ence was made LIP of males, alt11ough the most zealous (and problematic) fans 
were female. The unabated postwar popularity of Takarazuka among females 
probably has much to do with the dominant gender ideology. Voting right"(1947) 
and nolninal eqt~al elnployment opportunity laws (1986) notcvithstanding, sexist 
discrimination-from the boys-first order of school roll calls to short-term 
""mommy track"" jobs-is the prevailing state of affairs. The gender ""normfi of 
""women inside, men outside'" is reinforced by ""public opinion" p l l s  commis- 
sioned by the Prime Minister's Office and others, despite the fact that over 60 
percent of all adult females-80 percent of them married and mothers-work for 
wages outside the home (see Asahi. Shinbun, Osaka ed,, 28 March 1990; Atsumi 
1988; Japan Times, 10 April 1990). 

38. In Gender Blendirtg, Devor's use of the term "androgyny'" is different from 
mine here. She presents the life histories of females who do not consciousty at- 
tempt to pass as men but who, because of their agpearmce, are perceived as such 
(1 989)- 
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Notes Toward a 
Feminist Peace PO 
SARA RUDDIGK 

I n  this paper, I outline one version of a feminist peace politics. 
The peace politics I imagine is not preoccupied wjlh the question, When, 
if ever, is it right to kill? Nor is it committed to the absolute renunciation 
of violence often associated with pacifism. Rather, this politics expresses 
a sturdy suspicion of organized violence even in the best of causes. Ac- 
cordingly, it seeks to expose the multiple costs of violence and to disrupt 
the plans of those who organize it. This politics also ferrets out hidden or 
less organized violence wherever it appears-in boardroom or bedroom, 
government council or factory. Finally this politics is committed to in- 
venting myriad h m s  of nonviolent dir;mp~c,n, cooperation, ~spec t ,  re- 
straint, and resistance that would replace violence and would constihnte 
""peace." Speaking generally, a feminist peace politics contributes in dis- 
tinctively feminist ways to the threefold aim of fomenting sturdy suspi- 
cion of organized violence, disclosing hidden violences, and inventing 
the strategies and ideals of nonviolence. 

Both within the United States and throughout the world there are 
many feminisrns, some explicitly militarist, some suspicious of any 
"larger" cause that might dilute feminist energies. In these remarks I de- 
velop one variant of antimilitarist feminism in which feminist and anti- 
militarist commi"cents are interwoven from the start,l Someone-a 
woman or man-becomes, simultaneously feminist and antimilitarist at 
least partly because she or he sees war making as an extension of "mas- 
culine" domination and "masculine" hdsmination as a reflec~on of" and 
preparation for war. In a letter she wrote during the First World War, Vir- 
ginia Woolf expressed colloquially one version of this feminist / antimili- 
tarist weave. 
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1 become steadily more feminist, owing to the Times, which 1 read at break- 
fast and wonder haw this preposterous masctrline fiction Ithe war] keeps 
going a day longer-without some vigorous woman ptrlling trs togetl~er and 
marching through it." 

In order to outline three aspects of an e m e ~ l n g  feminist peace pdil.ics, 
I will take far more seriously than she could have intended the rhetoric of 
mginia Wolf" letter: War is mascuiine, war is a fictjon, and a vigomus 
woman-or womanliness-might march us through it. 

Wa& Masculinity 

Nearly everyone agrees that war is in some sense "masculine." Through- 
out history and across the globe, whatever the "race" or history of partic- 
ular cultures, men have greatly predominated among the generals, chiefs 
of staff, and heads of cadre, tribe, nation, or state who direct wars. In 
technologically developed states, men predominate among the business 
entrepreneurs who fund wars and among the defense intellectuals and 
philosophers who j u s ~ @  them. Still today men predominate among the 
soldiers who execute war strategies. But there is no ready conclusion to 
draw from warfs masculinity. Many militarists celebrate and many civil- 
ians accept the conjtzncrion of war and manliness as a "nat.uraXf' or neces- 
sary component of war. By contrast, many feminists who clearly perceive 
and heartily resent war's masculinity challenge military practices in the 
hope of sewing for women a citizen" right to fight and to command 
fighters. 

Antimilitarist feminists address war" masculinity in a double voice. 
They aim to challenge the connection between war and masculinity 
which, along with the belief that masculinity is biologically determined, 
renders men "naturally" warlike and war a "naturalff male and, there- 
fore, legitimate human activity. merefore, speakng in one register, they 
recognize many "masculinities," all of which, whatever their connection 
to biology, are socially constructed and subject to change. Yet despite 
their skeptical and pluralistic stance toward gender categories, an timili- 
tarist feminists also underscore the masculinity of war. Their aim is to 
make a familiar masculinity freshly evident and also evidently objection- 
able in ways that: demean both war and one norm of warlike masculinity. 

To this end, antimilitarist feminists attend relentlessly to a "malem- 
defining, women-excluding misogyny and homophobia3 that threads 
through military speech and practice. The "monstrous male, loud of 
voice, hard of fist," who goes off to war singing of the "Persian pukes" he 
is ready to "nape," the faggot assholes he is ready to sodomize, the dead 
and diseased whore he is rcady to rape, expresses even as he caricahres 



this common military attitude.4 This conception of masculinity is ex- 
pressed in a lower register in boot camp training rituals, soldiers' chants 
and songs, gmffiti on bombs and guns, tough talk by genemls, metaphors 
of strategists, and the gestures, bonding, and "boyish" boasts of soldiers 
returning from battles and bombing raids. Criminally, this "masculinity" 
is expressed in actual acts of rage, sexual assatnlt, and torture. 

Certain feminists go beyond merely reporting on soldiersf attitudes 
and offer a psychoanalytic account of the acquisition of a "normal" mas- 
culinity which is expressed under pressure in defensive, aggressive 
misogyny. According to these psychoanalytic feminists, in social groups 
where men hold the principal governing posts and are responsible for 
hunting, war, or other "legitimate" forms of aggression, and where 
women are responsible for child tending, masculinit_y is highly valued, 
potentially aggressive, and fragile.5 Men must ward off their envy of fe- 
male birth giving and their longing to be cared for by mothering women, 
and at: the same time affirm their male privilege and assuage their mis- 
givings (if any) about male dominance and aggression. To this end they 
learn, as boys becoming "men," to define themselves as not-female and 
better than female. Accordingly, they tend to devalue bodiiyness and 
emotionality, both of which are evoked by physical vulnerability and as- 
sociated with the bodies and emotions of females, whose care they need, 
fea7; and long for. 

If this storqr is to be believed, men's culbrally prized masculiniv may 
never be so vaunttzd, fragile, and inclipiently misogpist as in war. Womm 
are metaphorically and psychdogically "behind the lines," resented for 
their safety, scorned for their ignorance of the "real" and really masculine 
expcricnce.6 k t  images of women-ends own at home, the enemy's at 
hand-are ever present, mprescrtting, as they often do in civilian life, wl -  
nerability and emotionality. In extraordinarq. circumstances, soldiers must 
ccmtrol ordinary emotjons of fear, rage, and desire. Understandably many 
rage against &sent women and the emo~onality they represmt. They may 
also blame women for their own longings for women that allegedly divert 
them from soldierly duty, thereby endangering them and their comrades.7 
In this strained emotional ambience of danger and separation, comman- 
ders often encourage "masculine" aggressive impulses. Given tkis encour- 
agement and the pressures to which their "normal masculine" defenses are 
subject; it is not sul~l-ising if many soldiers imaginatively elaborate or ac- 
tualIy engage in rapes and assaults on women, 

Assaultive misogynist masculinity is not even the only model of military 
masculinily. The just warriol; restrained and sdf-sacrificing, protecEive of 
women and vulnerable people, is also marked as masculine. So too is the 
conquering hero, dashing and well mounted (previously on horseback, 
now in tank or plane), who enacts the national interest /glory. The models 
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of swaggering assaultiveness, restrained warrior, and conquering hero 
combine with other conceptions of masculinity ranging from the eternal 
boyishness of cornpe~tive jousters to the comradely victory lust of team 
players. Together they create an ideal of soldierly bmtherhood that unites 
men against women, who cannot share the bond of battle, and often, also, 
against civilian /government ifathers who "slay their sons."R 

Different militaries, different wars invoke for their soldiers and project 
onto the enemy models of masculinity that spur fighting. Especially 
among racially assimilable enemies, both sides have hemes, while a too 
easy surrender is contemptible and feminine, and spoils a good fight. 
Typically, masculinities are also divided between the enemy and "our 
troops." "We" are the just walrior-protectors. By contrast, a particularly 
malignant form of swaggeuing masculinity-a criminal, sexualized ag- 
gression-is attributed to the enemy. When enemy males are racialized 
as predators from whom innocent countries or women-and-children 
need protection, they become killable killers ready to be burned and 
buried in their trenches. 

In highlighting swaggering, assaultive masculinity, feminists do not 
simplify the motives of individual soldiers. In war; as in civilian life, the 
ideal of assaultive masculinity is oppressive to many men who struggle 
with and against a gender identity that would immerse them by "nature" 
in violence. It does seem that in the best of cause% there are men who 
love war and take excited, sometimes explicitly sexual pleasure in as- 
saulting bodies. Yet many of the soldiers who are excited by, and act 
upon, the sexual and aggressive lusts of battle are also often ashamed of 
their emotions and deeds later in the day, or in later years. Whatever the 
cause, war stories reveal men on all sides of battle lines who are mnning, 
surrendering, or hiding. There are also courageous but constrained and 
reluctant fighters as well as men with equal courage who refuse to kill. 
And in the worst of causes, there are soldiers who believe that they are 
fighting justly and protecting others.9 By highlighting-and deploring- 
soldiersf arrogant, homophobic, assaultive misogyny antimilitarist femi- 
nists have at least three aims. First, they want to make one variant of 
masaliniy evident and repellent whenever it appear$ whether in palit- 
ical, domestic, or military battle. Second, they want to block the split be- 
tween our masculinity and theirs, revealing instead war's ugliness. And, 
finally, by stressing the social construction of assaultive masculinity 
while also revealing its repellent character, they want to make it easier for 
men to reject this particular gender norm. 

In highlighting assaultive, misogynist masculinity antimilitarist femi- 
nists also address themselves ta women. In most cultures, war" mas- 
culinity is constructed in tandem with a distinctly military femininity. As 
mrginia Wo~lf lamented in the midst of the Second World War, "No, I 



don't see what's [to] be done about war, Its manliness; and manliness 
breeds womanliness-both so hateful."lo "Womanly" militarists ac- 
knowledge the exclusionary male bonding of battle. They take up disfinc- 
five war work that is either feminine, such as nursing the wounded, or is 
seen as only a temporary substitute for the work that men will return to 
when they came home from war. Less prosaically they express, within 
the confines of loyalty, the losses and sexual dangers of war. Bereaved 
wctmen weep for war's victims; endangercl$ women cry out for protec- 
tion from the enemy's rapacious, cmel marauders. 

The loyal military female, in contrast to misogynist soldier, is an- 
drophiliac. In the midst of battle excitement, she eroticizes "our" heroes, 
memorializes "our" just warriors, and matronizingly cheers "our" boyish 
adventurers. Masking or denying the sexual assaultiveness of "our 
troops," she ascribes to enemy men "the naked, hideous male gratifica- 
tion" of assaullive masculiniv.1UA,frer baltlel; she can repair 112ifitary en- 
mity by mourning all casualhes and, if the war has not been too bitter or 
self-righteous, she can honor all heroic fighters. 

In highlighting assaultive masculinity, antimilitarist feminists aim to 
destahilize military femininity Their hope is that a woman who sees wal-s 

as eliciting assaultive masculinity will be disarmed of the racist and mili- 
tary split between "theirf' marauding males and "our troops." Then her 
military hero may look: like an abuser, not an unhmiliar figure in civilian 
life; conversely, the civilian abuser will be deprived of any militarist 
glamour. While the military womanf s generalized, romantic androphilia 
is dismpted, she will still love parl-icular men; only now wafs  mares of 
abusiveness threaten to transform the beloved lover/mate/brother/ 
sonifather into "a boisterous male . . . hard of fist."'2 Fearing the effect of 
war's manliness on men she loves as well as the effect in her own life of 
abusive, war-made men, the loyal lady of sorrows may well begin to 
weep disloyally to politicize her fears. 

The misogynist domina'cian that prvades military life and lore fosters 
brutality and domination both on and off official battlefields. While an 
ethos of assaultive masculinity legitimates abusive war and warlike abuse 
a myth of manly protection, sustained by military androphilia, prevents 
men and women from seeing what they already know: wars almost al- 
ways leave everyone in their vicinity radically irlzprotected. By looking 
t%trougll myth of manliness, women and men should be better able to see 
the cruel realities of war engraved on bodies of all ages and both sexes. 

Preposterous Fiction 

W n y  women and men would continue to support war for moral reasons 
even if they deplored its psychosexual charader. "Warism," ""te belief 
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that war is morally justified in principle and often justified in fact,"" is a 
dominant and a majority ideology in most past and prclsent socieees and 
states. To amuse sbrdy suspicion of war; it is necessry to undermine the 
kinds of thinkitzg that legitimate war making as an institution and, within 
that institution, sanction particular wars. 

In many wars, and notably in thf" recent Persian Gulf Waq warism is 
influentially and attractively expressed in just-war theory. Just-war theo- 
rists are cognizant of war's horrors and begin by condemning war in 
general, though allowing it in principle. Their task, then, is to judge par- 
ticular causes and particular ways of fighting according to standards of 
"justice." Briefly, one can go to war only as a last resort, only if the fight is 
justly conducted, and only if the cause is just: one's own or another state 
is attacked; innocent people are being slaughkred; or, more controver- 
sially, the balance of peacekeeping power is threatened. 

In judging wars, just-war theorists take seriousl y several realities. Men 
are transformed by uniform and recruiment pmcedures into "soldiers," 
who are legitimate killers and targets of killers. Boundaries, often ini- 
tially established by military conquest or imperial negotiation, become 
the real, legitimate markers of states. Wars are spatially and kmparally 
bounded events. They are fought on or above "battlefields,"'4 begin with 
the detonation of weapons or the "exchange of fire," and end with vic- 
tory or surrender. These and other realities-far example, innocent civil- 
ians, military targets, clean, smart weapons selectively aimed-are the 
primitive terms, the basic referents, for the abstract language through 
which wars are judged to be just or unjust. 

In late-twentieth-century high-technology wars, it becomes increas- 
ingly difficult for anyone to believe in the bounded realities to which just- 
war theorists refer." By way of contributing to an increasing skepticism of 
the realities just-war theory assumes, antimilitarists can bring into play re- 
cent feminist critiques of prevaiting ideals of rationality. According to 
these feminist critiques, prevailing ideals of reason reflect compulsive ten- 
dencies to defend, dissociate, and abstract.16 To the extent that '"men of 
reason" are governed by these dominant Western ideals, they thrive on 
boundaries and definition, eschew ambiguity, suspect parlimlar attach- 
ments, and separate thought from feeling, mind from body. On the oher 
hand, men of reason seem almost compulsively attached to detachment. 
Ts adapt a phrase h m  Klaus Theweleit, they thrive on a fantasy sf tran- 
scendence based on a "tradition of freeing the thinking brain horn the 
depths of the most pressing situations and sending it off to some (fictive) 
summit for a panaramic overview."T Yet the discourses of reason barely 
conceal the emotions that permeate them-anxiety, defensiveness, addic- 
tive sexual assertiw or kar of sexualitr; diskste for and envy of femle 
sexual and birth-giving bodies, and competitive aggression. 



These ideals, I suggest, are exemplified in just-war languages and the 
"realities" to which they refer. In Western philosophy ideals of reason 
have sometimes been created in explicit connection with the ideals of 
war. As Plato put the point boldly, an education in reason "must not be 
useless to warlike men [or women]"; rulers must prove themselves "best 
in philosophy and with respect to war."'"Rhatever the historical con- 
nections between reason and war, contemporary war theorists, like 
other men of reason, resort to abstraction, binary oppositions, and 
sharply hounded concepts. Most notably, "deknse intellechals,'"ho 
"create the theory that informs and legitimates American nuclear [and 
high-technology] strategic practicesff conceal, even from themselves, the 
bodily mutilation their policies require.Ig Also, like their philosophical 
counterparts, these defense intellectuals reveal the anxieties, aggrnssiorr, 
and even the sexual and pmereative envies and desires, that are familiar 
from soldiers>tories. 

Superficially the languages of justice and sbategy seem quite unlike, 
Just-war theorists do not deny war's sufferings; if war weren't so damag- 
ing, one would not require a ?floral theory first to justify and then to con- 
tral the damage. Tdnlikr? teclnnostrakgists who explicitly eschew moral 
questions, just-war theorists insist upon the interdependence of ethics 
and politics, thereby providing the moral (soft and feminine) counterpart 
to realistic (had  and masculine) instrumentality. 

Yet despite these differences, the justificatory languages of morality 
and strategy are intertwined. The success of just walriors is dependent 
on the stralegies that defense intelleclrjlals legitimate. Just condud of a 
war (jus in bello) depends upon the "smartness" and "cleanliness" of 
weapons, who acquire these virtues within the strategic discourse that 
brackets pain and srrffering as "collateral Aamage,'To be sure, there is a 
frightening disconnection between morality and strategy: might does not 
make right, but it does make victories. The capacity to defeat and demor- 
alize depends fclr more upon economic and technological than on moral 
resources. But the high moral tone and abstract moral puzzles of just-war 
theory tend to divert attention from this fundamental, often heartbreak- 
ing indifference of war to virhne. 

%ken on its own terms, just-war theory is far more like its techno- 
strategic counterpart than its moral concem would suggest. Like their 
stratcgis2. counterparls, just-war theorists resort to abstraction, di- 
chotomy and bounded definition. Like their counterparts, just-war theo- 
rists employ a'nsbaction to take a distance from unreasoned emotionality. 
Partly because the language of just-war theory is less evidently 
sexual/aggressive itself, it is even more able than strategic discourse to 
occlude the sexual aggressivity of war. The moral emotions just-war the- 
orists do invoke-14ghteousnr;)ss~ indigna~on, and (pehaps) Aame and 
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guiltza-conceal as well as license the cruelty and delight in destruction 
that war provides. Most seriously, like its technostrategic counterpart, 
the language of moraliq too easily obscures the realities of termrizing 
and injuring, the defining activities of war. To repeat: Just-war theory 
does not deny, and indeed insists on, the pain of victims. But as one 
learns to speak within the theory to unravel the puzzles the theory sets 
for itself, to assess "causes" and strategies by criteria the theory estab- 
lishes, it becomes increasingly difficult to give %?eight to the varieties of 
loss and pain suffered by individual vict-ims and conquertars, t k i r  com- 
munities, and their lands.21 

Confronted with the apparent irrationality, the "craziness," of war, 
many people are compelled to be, to feel, and to appear "reasonablem- 
deliberative, coherent, and controlled. Although, and partly because, 
they obscure war's messy realities, both techostrategic and just-war dis- 
course provide the illusion of rationality. In order to combat just-war 
&inking, it is necessary to offer alternative modes of reasoning that can 
provide the comforts of reason but that do not obscure emotion and pain. 
370 this end, I would invoke ideals of reason that are central to the ""differ- 
ent voices" of a feminist "ethics of care."22 Very briefly, these alternative 
modes of reasoning arise out of attention to concrete particulars, develop 
insights within ongoing, changing relationships, test these insights in the 
contat of collective and ofen passionate a d  conflictual enterprises, and 
convey them in open-ended narration.23 

Iz. seems likely that women or men who reason predominantly in these 
alternative modes will be less apt to accept the realities of just-war the- 
ory. Although as aware as any just-war theorist of the blessings of nonvi- 
olent stability, they might not take so seriously extant boundaries estab- 
lished by diplomacy and war. They might be less apt to appreciate the 
moral significance of burning soldiers up as opposed to burying them in 
their trenches or of bombing a water supply rather than a market. In- 
deed, because they are generally skeptical of moral discoume governed 
by abstract distinctions and procedural rules, they might reject the funda- 
mental premise of just-war theory: young men (and women) can be 
bansformed by policy, weapon, and ranifm into legitimate killers and 
targets. 

As I have learned from the frustrations of teaching just-war theory, 
people who reason in these "diliel-ent voices" can appear disturbingly 
uninterested in just causes and mles of war that are meant to constrain 
battle and whose violation is often an anguished focus of war memoirs. It 
is not that these skeplics are unable to distinguish between the pain and 
destmctiverzess of rifle shot and napalm, smart bomb and random mis- 
sile. Nor do they confuse killing armed, fighting soldiers with bombing 
those same soldiers in retrcrat or dealing with them cruelly when they 



have surrendered. They appreciate the particularity of horrors-rape or 
torture of individuals, undiscriminating slaughter of people, buming of 
whole villages or cities. But they see all the horror-the lesser and 
greater-as predictable ingredients of high-technology wars. Hence they 
refuse to believe in the categories and conventions through which just 
wars are presented, rehse to be drawn into a fiction of good-enough 
cambat that is used to sanitize and legitimate violence, 

Those who reason in a concrek, contexbal, narra~ve mode would also 
be slow to accept the hnndamental fiction that war is a discvete phenome- 
non that is arranged by diplomats and takes place on battlefields. There 
is, of course, a sense in which wars are temporally bounded events 
whose beginnings and endings have clear consequences. Few see so dif- 
ferently that they deny the terror of a bombing raid or the relief of 
"peace." But wars rarely have the neat endings their planners envision. 
Moreover, the rewards even of neat victory are often compromised or re- 
versed in decades, i f  not in months. In women's Np~~hhrar" 'stories, thcrcl 
is a thematic, recurrent underlining of the unboundedness of war.24 Phys- 
ical disabilities, psychic injuries, social disruptions, and socioecological 
destmctions of battle last long after surrender. 

Nor does war begin only on the day of invasion. As the (then) East 
German writer Christa Wolf enjoined: "You can tell when a war starts, 
but when does the pre-war start? If there are rules about that we should 
hand them on, Hand them down inscribed in clay, in stone. Do not let 
your own people cieccsive yctu."2WDiscrete episodes of: legitimate violence 
are predictable consequmces of daily warlilce ways of living. Speaking in 
a voice she explicitly attributes to her experience as a woman Virginia 
Woolf envisioned a system of violences in which "the public and private 
worlds are inseparhly connected; the tyrannies and servilities of the one 
are the tyrannies and servilities of the other."Zh Looking at the patriarchal 
(her word) family, and particularly at education and professional life in 
England, Woolf saw an ethos of male dominion and military domination 
in the making. People are taught "not to hate force but to use it" in order 
to keep their possessions, defend their grandeur and power, through va- 
rie"ces of economic, racial, and sexual violences,27 

A contemporary feminist, Cynthia Enloe, has looked with equal suspi- 
cion at the connection, particularly as wrought by the United States, of 
militarism, international corporate capitdism, racism, sexism, and as- 
saults against the poor. In Bana~zns, Beaches a~zd Bases, Enloe reveals an 
economic and militaly war systeln that allows the United States to initi- 
ate, hnd, Sight, or avoid discrete "wars." In this system a military ethos, 
sustained by military spendiw, prepares for and exploits racial and mas- 
culine domination despite, and partly because of, the fact that armed ser- 
vice appears to provide minority and kmale citizens, especially those 
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who are poor, material advantages and symbolic status otherwise un- 
available to them. To further the system, war planners manipulate al- 
legedly private and sharply genderized relazionships, playing upon class 
interests, racial fears, and sexual norms in order to recruit women" bha- 
ies, senrices, and labor for military af-f-airs.28 

In rejeczing the realities of just-war theory feminist antimilitarists do 
not deny the existence of conquest, massacre, tyranny, enslavement, ex- 
ploitation, and economic injustice. The issue is how, not whether, to resist 
these evils. A feminist peace politics, like peace politics generally, 
searches for alternatives to exploding, cutting, bombing, and starving. 
The abstract, bounded, justificatory concepts of just-war theory short cir- 
cuit this search by allowing the morally troubled to accept good-enough 
wars in place of h e  many kinds of cooperation, compromise, and resis- 
tance required for peace. 

A ""Vigorous Womanlin~ss": 
Toward a Politics of Care 

The most thorough unraveling of the concepts and fantasies that legiti- 
mate violence will only lead to despair without viable conceptions of 
peace making, or new ways of cooperating and fighting. Conversely if 
people cannot imagine peace, they will be unable to see war wholly or to 
reject it steadily, especially when war's cause is dear to them. 

As there is no sharp division between the violences of domestic, civic, 
and military life, &ere is also no sharp division between the practices 
and thinking of private and public peace. Even in the midst of war, peo- 
ple cooperate, and care for each other. In their ordinary lives, most 
women and men, including many who are ffrequently violent, sometimes 
express anger and resolve conflict without injuring. One of the tasks of 
peace making is to transform this ordinaly peacefulness that surrounds 
us into a public commitment to, aand capaciq for, malting peace. 

As war is associated with men, peace is associated with women and 
the "womanly." These dual associations are expressed most succinctly in 
the clich6d opposition of mather and soldier, and, more generally and 
prosaically, of caregiving and war. Although most mothers and the ma- 
jority of caregivers may be women, neither mothering nor caregiving 
genem"lly are intrinsically female or feminine. Some men Mly engage in 
mothering and most are, at some time in their lives, active caregivers. 
Many women are uninterested in mothering and reject the caregiving 
that is expected of hem. Vet, historically, the obligations of care thread 
through women's lives, creating, in specific social conditions, distinc- 
tively fminine patterns, as well as burdens, of knowledge and of love. It 
is understandable, then, that some feminists, already partisans of 



women, would look to "womanly" "practices of caregiving for intirna- 
tions of orclinav peacefulness. 

Caregiving appears to depend upon peace and to be peacelike. Miar, like 
other less attractive violences, always disrupts and often ruins the caring 
labors of feeding, clothing, sheltering, nursing, tending children and the 
elderlyF maintaining kind and neighborhood ties. The contradiction be- 
tween caregiving and organized violence may be most poignantly ex- 
pressed in the laments of mothers who are unable to protect their chil- 
dren amid war, who may even kill their children rather than let them 
continue to suffer violence.29 Yet despite the opposition between war 
making and caregiving, most caregivers have complied with, and often 
enough have devoted their energies to, war. To set militarism and care at 
political odds, to give their opposition emotional and pditical weigf-tt, it 
will be necessary to contrast in detail caregiving and militav enterprises. 

In the spirit of detailed comparison, I have contrasted maternal with 
military battle. Mothers fight with children and on their behalf. They 
"make peace" between children in their household, neighborhood, and 
extended family. Often, they also fight in the same household, family, or 
neighborhood in which they make peace, The mothers I have known are 
often overcome with a sense of failure-with memories of their abuse or 
neg-lect of their children or of their dfusion with those who hurt them, 
Nonetheless, I have come to believe that there are enough maternal prac- 
tices that are sufficiently governed by nonviolent principles to provide 
one model of nonviolent action. These maternal principles of reconcilia- 
tion, resistance, and ref-msal to injux-e are analagous to, although also dif- 
ferent from, principles developed by Gandhi and King.3c' 

In a similar spirit, 1 would like to contrast military and caregiving con- 
cepts of control. Like militarists, caregivers ofkn set out to control the 
wills of others-to get children to stop fighting, tum out their lights, go 
to school; to get patients to cooperate with painful testing; to get an el- 
derly pemm to eat. Like militarists, caregivers conml within a particular 
conjunction of power and powerlessness, 

Typically, militarists strive for a position of superior strength from 
which they can dominate people and resources by threatened or actual 
assault. Only an enemy's efforts to achieve "equal strength" lead mili- 
tarists to settle for a ""lralance'kf powcsr or terror. By contrast, caregivers 
are alxady powerful; they attempt ta control people who are, by dint of 
the caregiving relationship, vulnerable to threats of damage or neglect. 
For many years, mothers can injure, terrify, or humiliate their children. In 
other caring relations such as nursing, aiding the disabled, or tending the 
frail elderly, caregjvers often seem able to neglect at will, or to subtly 
threaten or hurt the bodies and psyches of people dependent upon them. 
Unlike maitalists, carqivers are unable to rely upon balances of power 
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or equal strength to control their own or others' aggression. Unequal 
strength is a structural feature of caring labor. Vulnerability, as we like to 
remember, often elicits prokction. But vulnerability also dlows for, and 
sometimes excites, domination, abuse, or neglect, Powerful caregivers 
may be more than usually tempted by sadism, self-indulgent aggression, 
self-interested exploitation, and sell-protective indifference to the real 
needs of people whose demands seem overwhelming. 

Both militarists and caregivers often feel and are powerless. Militarists 
who feel powerless attempt to a m  themselves. XnilSally heir efforts may 
be defensive, but strategies, weapons, social policies and group motiva- 
tion conspire to turn defense into offensive threat and action. Militarists 
then can display the power that caregivers take for granted. Despite un- 
deniable powe~; caregivers also olten feel powerless in the face of the 
willful, resentful impatience of those they care for. But powerless care- 
givers cannot arm themselves; they are already armed. The simplest im- 
plements at: hand-a toy black, a kitchen knife-an be put to deadly use; 
bribes and punishments can be backed up by threatened or real physical 
force. Armed yet powerless caregivers can, and some~mes do, resort to 
violmce. But violent display of power only inc~ases  powerlessness. .A 
beaten child beats her brother, a patient whose arm is twisted behind her 
back still spits her medicine in her nurse's face. Some strong and armed 
caregivers nonetheless become entrapped in pclttems of escalating vio- 
lence that excite and relieve even as they fail in their purpose. But often 
enough, and ideally, caregivers, despite their strength and the "arms" at 
their disposal, see through the promise of violence and discipline them- 
selves to nonviolent strategies. 

The resulting contrast between powerful / powerless nonviolent care- 
givershand violent militarisls' control rekcts hndamenbally contrclsting 
attitudes toward embodied willfulness, By 'kernbodied willfulness" 1 re- 
fer to two facts. For humans the capacity to will is rooted and expressed 
in bQdily life; and human bodies are subject to pain, fear, and memory It 
follows from these facts that people are able, in general, though certainly 
not in every case, to dominate the will of others if they can credibly 
hreaten to injure or can achally damage their bodies. 

Militarism and Tlnilitarized diplomcy involve, by definition, a readi- 
ness to exploit embodied willfulness, that is, to impose one's will upon 
others by fireatening or actually injurhg them. That militarists often in- 
jure for the sake of causes that are, or appear to be, just does not alter 
their willingness to injure. Probably most militarists would prefer to 
threaten rather than injure, bomb emp'cy hctories rather than air-raid 
shelters, destroy launchers rather than water supplies, provoke 
blood[l]ess surrender rather than burn men up or bury them in the sand. 
Nonetheless, the willingness to burn, bury, cut, blow apart, and starve 



bodies is essential to militarist enterprises; forms of coercion that rule out 
in advance deliberate damage to bodies are m t  militarist. 

By contrast, caregiving involves a ctmrrnif171enf to refrain from neglect- 
ing or assaulting bodies. Someone who claims to be caring but who, over 
time, willingly abuses the bodies in her charge and is neither remorseful 
nor ready to change is not engaged in caring labor. Ordinary ""good 
enough caregivers often fail to fulfil1 their commitments, and their fail- 
ure often is no fault of their own but rather of policies and communities 
that have denied them the resources of care. But to be committed to care- 
giving work, to be engaged in caregiving labor, means, among other 
things, to count assault or neglect as "failure." However often a caregiver 
fails, her refusal to exploit embodied willfulness through injury and 
&real of injury is a r-equirement of "success." 

This nonviolent stance to bodily life is not simply given to caregivers. 
A violent stance toward embodied willfuiness also arises ptausibly from 
crtai,iy work under pressure amid disturbingly wilit-ul, uncontrdlable, 
vulnerable bodies. In the most malignant form of caregiving, resentful or 
cruel mothers exploit their children's bodies as the site and opportunity 
of sadism, sexual exploitation, and domination. Less dramatically, many 
ordinaly "good enougW caregivers struggle against a compulsion for or- 
der and effectiveness that could lead &ern tu dominate their lumly ' "  
subjects through bodily shame, neglect, or hreat. Even the most benign 
caregivers are sometimes likely to take their child's "nature," or their el- 
derly parent's or patient's willftrl embodied being, as an eneny to be 
conque~d.  Caregivers are not predictably better people than are mili- 
tarists. Rather, they are engaged in a different project. Militarists aim to 
dominate by creating the structural vulnerabilities that caregivers take 
far granted. They arm and train so that they can, if other means of dsmi- 
nation fail, terrify and injure their opponents. By contrast, in situations 
where domination through bodily pain, and the fear of pain, is a struc- 
t-urd possibility! caregivers try to resist tmytations to assault and ne- 
glect, even though they work among smaller, frailer, vulnerable people 
who may excite domination. 

Posi tiwely caregivers, at their best, faster the embodied willhlness and 
desires of those they care for. Mothers learn to accept, even treasure, the 
messy, unpredictable, willful bodies of children. Those who work with 
failing faltering, soiling bodie resist their awn impatience, fear, and dis- 
gust in order to foster, against the odds, a sense of effective willfulness 
amid bodily disarray. Even the smallest infant, the sickest patients, and 
the feeblest elderly thrive upon a caregiver" aabiliq to identify and re- 
spond to their self-generated, willful acts. Recognizing, as militarists do, 
that for anyone, at any age, in any stage of health, the capacity to will is 
enacted in a'nodity su"nject vulnerable to inwsion and pain, ca~givers 
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set themselves to respect bodily integrity. They thereby protect the will- 
fulness of a person they are z~~zruillitrg to dominate, a person lively with 
her or his own desires and projects. 

There are many ways of contrasting caring labor with war making. As 
I mentioned earlier, some people are looking at conflicting norms of ra- 
tionaliq in the two mterprises. My remarks about war" masculinity he- 
gin to contrast two attitudes toward the manipulation of sexual desire 
and affectionate attachment. I would like to see studies of the two prac- 
tices &at compared for each of them the place of passion and the mean- 
ing of particular emotions such as bitterness and anger or the weight of 
attitudes such as trust and forgiveness. I would like to explore self- 
realization and self-loss in the two practices, and the stances of each to- 
ward change, or heir  respective identifications of evil. T"o reveal the 
peacefulness of care it will be necessary to compare, in detail, and over a 
wide range of characteristics, militarist and caregiving enterprises. In 
the act. sf comparingy it is crucial to highlight mi1itarist.i~ or, more gener- 
ally domineering and oppressive aspects or liabilities of caregiving. It is 
certain strtrggles withiil the caregiving enterprise that will illuminate 
stmggles for peace. 

Even when all the comparisons are in, it will not be easy, conceptually 
or politically, to extend the values of domestic battle to public wars. One 
cannot simply apply rationaliries and moral orientalions that arise in par- 
ticular relationships between a few people to more public, impersonal 
domains. Caregiving depends upon caregivers-upon people with real 
power who are committed to self-restraint, Most evidently, mar-ernal 
nonviolence depends upon a mother whose power is limited but real and 
upon children who are subject to that mother's power. State govern- 
ments and their leaders are not bad mothers-they are not mothers at all. 
Adult citizens are not "children," nor can adult citizenship be described 
in terms of the illness or hailty of citizens, though some citizens are of 
course ilt and frail. Most adult citizens may rc?tain fantasies of politicized 
parental or healing power; leaders may imagine themselves as good par- 
ents or as physicians to a sick populace. But social democracy depends 
upon renouncing, or at least checkingy familial or medical fanbsies and 
creating in their stead robust images of responsible participation in states 
and communities. Social democrats can draw upon ideals of mutuality 
and reciprocity that govern the actions of many caregivers. But social 
democrats would have to express these borrowed ideals in a language 
that did not presume anything like maternal will or childlike compliance. 

People can learn fmm the moral orienta~ons of care whether or not 
they are caregivers. It is more ambitious to imagine caregivers them- 
selves creating a new, antimilitarist political identity. Of the many diffi- 
culhes attending this creation, two seem preeminent. 



Given the pervasiveness of militarism, obedience is the handmaid of 
war, resistance the prerequisite of peace. Socially, caregivers tend to be 
powerless; often they expect, and expect hemselves, to delegate "politi- 
calf' decisions to others. Even in a just world where caregivers were em- 
powered, caregivers-mothers in particular-are responsible for insur- 
ing their charges' respect far authorities, including for the caregivers 
themselves. Minimal obedience is a requirement of safety and, for chil- 
dren especially, of educaGon and moral development. 

Many carelakrs do "resist,'"even within the context of' obedience, sim- 
ply by continuing to care under appalling conditions of t.yramy poverty 
and neglect. There are also many examples of mothers and other care- 
givers-specially physicians and nurses-who resist collectively and po- 
lificallyt in the name of- care, These womm and men bequealh a history of 
resistance for .feminist peacemakers and caregivers to extend and trans- 
form. Without denying the proper place of obedience within the work of 
care, kminist antimilitarists can strive to represent, in speech and act, a 
political identity that includes within the requirements of care a reflective 
readiness to disobey. 

Cartlgivers3isobedience is far mare likely when authorities hreaten 
their "own" work, their "own" people. Caregivers are notoriously "par- 
tial." Mothering especially is rightly seen to be embedded in passionate 
loyalty to one" sown cl"rildren and the people they live among. Qz-ciinary 
partiality of good-enough mothers is magnified by warlike circum- 
stances in which violence is legitimated and fueled by racism and one 
people's children are set against another's. 

Despite maternal partiality, there is a literary and historical record of 
maternal identification with "otherfkothers and their children-includ- 
ing those of the enemy, To cite only one example, many mothers 
(Madres) in Argentina who suffered quite particular and brutal assault 
against their own children came in the course of protest to identify with 
anyone who had disappeared in their country, and then with children 
across the globe who had suffered direct violent or abuses of negIect.31 
This is not transcendent impartiality hut a sympathe~c apprehension of 
another grounded in one" own particular suffering, 

Such a groundedness may prove sturdier than transcendence. The par- 
tiality of caregiving, most often seen as a liability, is also a shength. People 
are partial, passionde, local. What looks like the ability to transcend par- 
ticular attachment is often defensive, self-deceived, or a luxury of the 
strong and safe. Political relationships of mutuality and respect will have 
to be created in the midst of passionate particularity, not outside of it. 

But I do not want to deny the real and inevitable tension between car- 
ing for one's own and caring for others. Those of us who are trying to 
banslate caregiving commitment into public action begin with different 
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metaphysical orientations. Many of us are able to draw upon and modify 
religious accounts of each person's inclusion in divine care. Others of us 
requim a secular and agnostic groultding for a translation from one's 
own to the worldrs (as to God") children, 

The work of extending care is in its beginnings; it is a work worth do- 
ing. Nonviolenit camgiving offers one construction of power which re- 
fuses domination, respects eznbodied willfulness, but does not let abuse 
go unchallenged. The morality of care originates in everyday life amid 
fantasies and expeaiencczs of violence and love. Most men and women are 
caregivers, to varying degrees, at different times in their lives. Everyone 
is sometimes subject to practices of care whose mix of violence and non- 
violence is enacted on their bodily spirit at its most vulnerable. Anyone 
who is willing to remember honestly and listen attentively can learn 
care's lessons. Caregiving is only one of many ordinary practices that of- 
fers hints of peace and of the price of its violation. Given the pervasive- 
ness of warism and the multiple costs of war, peacemakers can ill afford a 
competition among themselves to decide who is the best peacemaker. It 
is enough to identify a practice whose ubiquity and emotional potency 
makes it one distinctly valuable rmource for peace. 

I have delivered versions of this paper to various fexninist and peace strrdies aLr- 
diences. 1 am grateful to the many people who listened and offered correction, 
insight, and amplification and wo~rld like to mention especially Berenice Fisher 
and E. A m  Kaplan. A diffellcnt version of this paper was published under the ti- 
tle "A Fierce and Human Peace" in a volume produced by Concerned Philoso- 
phers for Peace entitled Just War, Non-z?iolence and Nuclear De&rrenceI edited b y  
Duanc Cady and Richard Wemer. I am grateful. to Duanc Cady for a careful, use- 
ful reading of that earlier version. Thraugho~rt the preparation of this final ver- 
sion, I have prof ted from. informative, entertaining, and critical conversations 
with Miriam Cooke about this paper and, more generally, about issues of war 
and peace. 

I. I develop one version (my own) of one variant of feminist peace politics. I 
draw upon a larger literature in ways its authors might: not have intended, For 
brevity 1 speak generally of feminist peace politics4.g,, ""fminist antimilitarists 
hope, believe . . ."I hope to represent fairly widely held tmdencies in some ver- 
sions of feminist peace politics but I am finally imagining a prospectus that I in- 
vent. 

2, Virginia Woolfy Collected Letters, vo1, 2. cd. NigeX Nicolson and Joanne Traut- 
man (New York: Harcourt Brace and Jovanovich, 1976), letter 748, p. 76, WoolE re- 
mained susgicio~s of violence even in the best of causes. In her life, these best 
causes were armed resistance to Franco's forces in the Spanit;h Civil War and the 
war against Nazi Gerznany. Currently, many critics are assessing the origins, 
strengths, and limitations of Woolf" feminist: antimilitarism. For an overview 



with references, see Mark Hussey, ed., Erginin Wonyand War (Syracuse, N.Y.: 
Syracuse University Press, 1991). 

3. m ~ i l e  militarist misogyny seems crulturally pervasive, it is not always inter- 
twined with homophobi;x, as it is in the United States. Plato, for example, iimag- 
ined an army of gay men. 

4. For methodologicaX1y and politically distinct accounts of assaultivc mas- 
culinity, sec Mlaus Theweleit, Male Fnnfasit?s, vols. 1 and 2 (Mimeagolis: Univer- 
sity of Minnesota Press, 11987,1990); Robin Morgan, Demon Lor~er (New York: Ran- 
dom Houw, 1988); Christa Wolf, Ckzssnndra (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 
19M). In this passage X am drawing especially upon Joan Smith, ""Crawling from 
the Wreckage," in her Misagyr-zies (New York: Ballantine Books, 1990), and Vir- 
ginia Woolf, Tjzree Cuifzcas (Mew York: Earcourt Brace/HBJ, 1966)- The literakrre 
is vast and, I assume, familiar. I do not mean to be reporting on this literattxre; 
rather I am regecting upon its feminist or antirnilitaris~urposes. 

5. Both Klaus Theweleit and Joan Smith expficitly invoke an object relations 
variant of psychoanalytic theory. %c also Nancy Hartsock, "The Feminist Stand- 
point;" cconctuding chapter of Money, Sex and Poaoer (Ncw York: Longman, 1983). 
For a more generally Freudian and influential account, see Dorothy Dinnerstein, 
The Memraid and t l ~  Minuknur (New York: Harper and Row; 1976). 

6. In addition to the writers cited in note 4, see WiIliam Broyles, "Why Men 
Love War,:,'" in Walter Capps, ed., The Wefnat-n Reader (New York: Routledge, 1991); 
Tania Modelski, ""A Father Is Being Beaten: Male Feminism and the War Film," in 
Ferz-zinisnz Without Wou-zen (New York: Routledge, 1991); and Susan Jeffords, The 
Remaseuli12iznfirrn of Atnericn (ESloc?mington: Indiana Universitly Press, 1988). 

7, For an example of ""god" war stories by a ""god8* soldier who nonetheless 
uses women in this way, see Tim QESricn, The Tl~ings They Carried (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1990). In CTBrien's stories dea& is embodied in the death of a 
nine-year-old girl; thoughts of a sweetheart tcad a man (as he sees it) to negtcct 
his men; women won't answer letters or respond to men's wars; a dumb Cooze 
(middle-aged woman of liberal sentiments) does not understand Q"rien% ssto- 
ries. 

8. Willfred Qwen, "The 17arable of the Qfd Man and the Young,:,'" Collected Poems 
(London: Chatto and Windus, l"33). On the gcnderizaticln of war experience, in- 
cluding governments, sec especially jeffords, Renzasculi~zization of" America, 

9. Indeed, if the New York T i m s  of  May 1, 19911, reporting on the mifitary's aid 
to Krlrdish refrxgees is to be believed, soldiers wouLd rather comfort than create 
the victims of war. 

10. Virginia Woolf: to Shena, Lady Simon, January 1941, in Collected Letters 
6:4@, 

11. Wolf, Cassnlrdriz, p. 74. 
12. Wolf, Three Guineas, p. 105, 
13. X take this definition from Duane Cady, Frol-rii Warism It0 Pacgsm (Philadel- 

phia: Temple tlniversiq Press, 19891, 
14. Any city, village, or "territory" can, of course, be marked as a battlefield. 
15. See, for example, Miriarn Cooke, "bstmodern Wars: Phallornilitary Specta- 

cles in the DTO," "jnurnal of Urhnvr and Cultural Studit~s 2, no, 1:2874Q. 
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16. Many feminists have contributed to these critiques, In addition to 
Theweleit see, especially, Evelyn Fox Ketler, Re)lectiuns on Ge~zder and Science 
(New Haven: Yale Universiq Press, 1985), and Carol C o h  ""Sex and Death in the 
Rational World of Defense Intellectrrals," Signs 12, no. 4 (Srrmmer 1987): 687-718. 

17. Reweleit, Male Fantasies 1 :364. 
18. Plato, Republic, 543a, 521d. Sec also Genevieve Llayd, ""5lfic)od, War and 

Masculinity,'" in Carole Paternan and Elisabeth Gross, eds., Fenfinis f CIzallenges 
(Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1987). 

19. Cohn, ""Scx and Death," p. 668. Cohn coined the term teclf~zostrirfegic mtio- 
nalit!j, 

20. MicI~aeI Walzer in Jusf and Uf9jusf Wars (New York: Harper Collins, 1992) is 
somewhat sardonic about J. Glenn Grayrs discussion of guilt in T?te Mrriors 
(New York: Harper and Row, 19170). For the connection between abstract thought 
and abstract emotions see, Gray, InJnvriors, and Hannah Arcndtrs foreword to the 
1970 edition. 

21. Many feminists have arlpued that dominant ideals of reason, in both their 
civilian philosophical and military forms, reflect a subjectivity that is but12 "mas- 
culine" and reflective of social privilege. They point out that these ideals have 
been articulated mostly by cconornicaXXy advantaged men of dominant ""rces" 
or ethnicities (hough similarly advantaged men have also articrrlated alternative 
ideals); that many male philosophers explicitly have stated that ideals of ratio- 
nalty were inaccessible to women of any social grorrp, to men of 'iaboring 
classes, and to anyone of "inferior'" ""race" or ethniciv; and that these ideals le- 
gitimate and serve male-dominated and culiturally dominating institutions such 
as war, acadernia, or the law. In diagnosing "'mascutinity" within a system of 
privilege, some f-cminists refer only to texts, wwhilc others explain the acquisition 
of philosopt~ical masculinity by the same social constellaticm of female caregiv- 
ing8 '""legitimate" male aggression, and masculine privilege that allegedly gives 
rise to military misogyny. This literatrrre and comment upon it is vast. For sam- 
ple speciinens of feminist critique see Keller, Re$ections on Gender and Science; and 
Christina Di Stefano, Conjgurafiurrs c$lClasculirrity (lthaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1991). 

22. 1t has been claimed, notoriously, that this ""dffcrent" voice i s  heard more 
frequently in women than in men, that it pervades African and African-American 
worncm" thinking$ and that its values arise from a strong identification and en- 
gagement with mothering and other forms of caregiving and with colnm~rnity 
survival and resistance to oppression. (As Margaret Urban Walker pointed out, 
many people have been so preocmpied with deciding who speaks in a different 
voice and why that they have barely attended to what the different voice is say- 
ing.) I claim here that whever  speaks in the "different voice" will find it diWcrrft 
to speak just-war theory. 

23.1 arn drawing here, especially, on Margaret Urban Walker, ""Aiitcmative 
Epistemologies for Feminist Ethics,'Yn Eve Browning Cole and Susan Coltrap 
McQuinn, eds., Explomfions in Fer~~inist El"lzics (Btoornington: Indiana University 
Press, 1992). Walker gives a perspicrrous overview of various feminist writers, in- 
cluding Carol Giiligan and Nel Noddings. Mlalker's account seems to mc sub- 



stantiated in Patricia Hill Collins, Black Fettiinisfr Tlzoug-lzt: Knou?ledgeI Consciousness 
and the. Pc~Iifics of Empowermed (Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1990). 

24, Many men% war stories also talk about the postwar fate of the soldier- 
giving special prominence to his fate, and hit; transformation as an individual. 
Ron Kovic's story as told in the movie Born on the frourflz ofJuly offers a splendid 
and moving exampiie. Thc women" stories X think of first highlight the effect of 
the soldier" return or loss on his family and community. Rebecca Westrs 
post-First: World War novel Return of fhe Soldier [reprint, New York: Dial Press, 
1982) nalnes and typifies the genre. Two classics that also recall the First VVorld 
War, Toni Morrison" Sala (New York: Knopf, 1973) and Virginia Woolif's Mrs. 
Dallowuy (London: Hogart11 Press, 1925)) inextricably entwine the vislences of 
war and postwar as they are played out in family communityf and-behind the 
scene-oficial policies of state. 

25, Wolf, Cnssnndra, p. 66. 
26. Woolf, Three Guineas, p. 18. 
27, Ibid., p. 142, "Do they [the facts of history] not prove that education . . . 

does not teach peoplie to hate force but to use it",~)o they not prove that education 
makes [the educated] . . . so anxiarrs to keep their possessions, that "grandeur and 
powerbf which the poet speak' that they will use not forcc but much subtler 
methods than force when they are asked to share them? And are not force and 
possessiveness very closely connected with war?" (p. 29). "'The Facts . . . seem to 
prove that the professions have an undeniable effect- upon the professors, They 
make the people who practice them possessive, jealous of any infringements of 
their rights, and highly combative if allyone dares dispute them. . . . And do not 
such qualities lead to war?'" (p. 66). 

28. Cyn"clnia Enloe, Bnnanas, Beaches and Bases ((Berke1c.y: I-lniversitly of Galifor- 
nia Press, 1990). In this connection, Dume Cady called to my attention George 
Bush's celebration, during black history month, of the miiitary as an equal oppor- 
tunity employer. 

29. See, for example, Linda Johnson, "'No Words Can Describe: Japanese 
Women" World War 11 Narratives" "npublished manuscript] on Japanese moth- 
ers who killed their childrtm rather than let them starve or-in one case-insisted 
on saving them only to watch thcm die painhlfy. Xn Toni Morrison" Beloved, the 
heroine, Scthe, attempts to kill her children to prevent them from returning to 
slavery and succeeds in killing one. 

30, Maternal Thr'rrki~tg~ (Boston: Beacon Press, 1989) chap, 7. 
31. X wrote about the Nadrcs in Mnfemnl' Ths'nkiurgr chap, 8. 



Making It Perfectly Queer 
LISA DUGGAN 

During  the past few years, the new designation "queerH has 
emerged from within lesbian, gay and bisexual politics and theory. 
"Queer Nation" and "Queer Theory," now widely familiar locations for 
activisls and academics, are more than just new labels for old boxes, 
They carry with them the promise of new meanings, new ways of think- 
ing and acting politicaily-a promise sometimes realized, sometimes 
not. In this essay I want to elucid&e and advocate this new potential 
within politics and theory. 

Because I am a Southern girl, I want to arrive at my discussion of these 
new meanings through a pmcess of slorytelling. From an account of con- 
crete eventerecent events that gripped and provoked me personally-I 
will construct a certain political history, and from that history raise certain 
t%teoretical que"iions. Because the position "queer" has arisen most proxi- 
mately from developments in lesbian and gay politics, the trajectory I fol- 
low here reflects my own passage through those politics. Were I to follow 
another trgectory-through feminist or socialist politics, for example-I 

'This essay was first pmscntcd at the Un4vcrsity of Ilinois at Charnpaign-Urbana's Unit 
for Criticism and fritel-pretive Theory Colluquiurn in April 1991, l-hen at the 5th Annuat Lcs- 
bian and Gay Studies Conference at Rutgers Universiy in November 1992. I .cvould like to 
thank AIan E-lance and Lee Furey for their comments in tirhana, and Kathleen McHugt~t, Ca- 
r o l ~  Vance, Cindy I'atton, Jc-tff Eseoffier, Jonathan Ned Kat~, and especially Nan D. Hunter, 
for their invaluable contributions to my GItinking. 1 would also like to thank Gayle 1;lubin 
and tarry Gross for providing me with copies of important but obscure artides from heir 
vottxminous files, m ~ d  tfie SE Bay Area cotlective for their helpful ectikl-ial suggestit-ions. 



would arrive at a similar position with many of the same questions and 
suggestions. But the stories would be different, and the "work" of those 
stories would be differently cons~c ted .  Here, I want to take UP the posi- 
tion of "queer" largely in order to criticize (but not completely displace) 
the liberal and nationalist strategies in gay politics and to advocate the 
construct-ionist turn in leshian and gay theolies and practices. 

Scene #it: New 'IlO& City, March 1992. 
me S& Padfick's Day Parade, 

i"he Irislz Lesbian and Gay Orglzrtisafion (ILGO) Izns been denied perrmissiorz fn 
~ ~ n r c h .  After much pi-lhlic protest c?f" ttzis exclusion, u dml has berv~z struck u1it.h the 
march tlrganizers, fLCO members will be per~rifi.ed to marcIz as the gut>sfs of' a con- 
tingent C?fflia A~zcient Order ofHibernians, E~uf they Izave had to agree not to carry 
u ~ y  identifiirxg banlters or S ~ ~ I Z S .  Mayor Dnvid Dirzkins, wlfo helped fo brokr the 
&at, has decided to walk witlil flze kesbiatt arrd p y  group. On the day of the pnmde, 
this group, trtarked out for ttze curious by the presence of Dinkins, beeornes the tar- 
gct. c$ repea fed ou tfaursts of in tense Izos tilz'fy on the yarf of' specfaft~rs, pamde orga- 
ni;zel-s, arrd ofickks r$ttze Cafholic Ctzu~I2. 

These events rcrceived exrensive nationwide news coverage, which fa- 
cused largely 017 the spectacle of the mayor under attack, Dinkins himself 
used this spectacle to frame an analogy between the treatment of the les- 
bian and gay marchers in the St. Patrick's Day parade and the hostile 
treatment af civil rights marchers in the South decades earlier. In an op- 
ed published in The NEZL? York Ti~les several days after the parade, he ex- 
tended and elaborated on this analogy: 

Ort Sattrrday, despite our taking great care to see that the parade rules were 
observed, a fearful rage errrpted-a rage of intolerance. The anger hrrrled at 
the gay and lesbian Irish Americans and mc was so fierce that one man 
threw a filed beer can at us. Perhaps the anger from those wat&ing the pa- 
rade stemmed from a fear of a lifestyle rrnlike their o m ;  perl~aps it was the 
violent cal! of people frightened by a future that seems unlike the past. 

It: is strange that what is now my most vivid experience of mob hatred 
came not in the Sou& but in Mew York-and was directed against me, not 
becaugc I was defending the rights of African Americans but of gay and Ies- 
bian Americans. 

Yet, the hostiliv I saw was not unfamiliar. It was the same anger that led a 
bus driver to tel-t me back in 1945, when I was cn route to North Carolina in 
Marine unilorxn, that there was no place for me: "Two more white seats,'" he 
said. It was the same anger that I am sure Montgomcry marchers and Bir- 
mingham demonstrators experienced when they fought for racial tolerance, 
It is the fury of peopfe who wmt  the right to deny anotherrs identity. 
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We cannot @inch from our responsibility to widen the circle of tolerance. 
For the true evil of discrimination is not in the choice of groups to hate but in 
the fact that a group is cl~osen at all. Not only does our Bllil of Rights protect 
us all cqtlaiily, but every religious tradition I know affirms that; in the words 
of Dr, Martin Luther King, Jr., ""Every man is somebody because he is a child 
of  GO^.'^^ 

I quote the Dinkins op-ed extensively here even though it is in most 
respects formulaic and unsurprising., an invocation of the themes and 
images of a familiar brand of liberal politics, with its limited call for 
"ttalerance" and an end to "discrimination," I quote it because even my 
most radical and cynical lesbian and gay friends found it deeply mov- 
ing, because it. was in one important respect quite rare. Dinkins' anal- 
ogy to the civil rights movement, an analogy liberal gay organizations 
have outlined and pursued for decades, is still seldom heard outside 
lesbian and gay circles. In the hands of David Dinkins, a political figure 
with national visibility and a well-known record of civil rights activism, 
this analogy mobilizes images of noble suffering in the face of naked 
hatred. It invokes the culturally resonant figure of Martin Luther King, 
Jr. on behalf of lesbians and gay men thereby endowing our struggle 
for equality with a precious and, for us, elusive political resource- 
moral authority, 

Appeals to Li bemf ism 
For nearly fifty years now, lesbian and gay organizations have worked to 
forge a politically active and effectiwe lesbian and gay "minority""grup, 
and to claim the liberal ""rights" a f  privacy and formal equaliv on i ts  he- 
half. As a rhetorical strategy this positioning has aimed to align lesbian 
and gay populations with racial, ethnic, and religious minority groups 
and women in a quest for h11 economic, political and cultural pauticipa- 
tion in U.S. life. This rhetorical move, when successful, opens up avenues 
of political and legal recourse forged by the civil rights and feminist 
movements to lesbian and gay action: support for gwug-specific antidis- 
criminatim statutes; participation in political coalitions to design, pass, 
and enforce broad civil rights provisions; application to the courts for 
equal protection under various constit-utional provisions; organization to 
elect and pressurtr public officials; lobbying of media organizations for 
fair and equitaible representatim, and so on. 

But this rhetorical overkrre to the logic of liberal tolerance has gener- 
ally met with very limited success. The inclusion of lesbians and gay men 
in the pantheon of unjustly persecuted groups is everywhere unstable 
and conkged. Pditical coalitions risk their legitimacy when they include 
lesbian and gay groups or issues. Group-specific municipal antidiscrimi- 



nation ordinances are constantly slrbject to repeal attempts. Cultural 
groups from the National Endowment for the Arts to the Modern Lan- 
p a g e  Association are attacked or ridiculed far the presence of lesbian 
and gay topics on their agendas. And the legal climate for lesbian and 
gay organizations has been poisoned for the rest of this century (at least) 
by the nasty, bmtish and short 1486 decision of the U.5. Supreme Court 
in Bowers us. Hardwick (upholding the state of Georgia's statute criminal- 
izing consensual sodomy ). 

The qectacle of the sdfering mayor walking with downcasS gays and 
lesbians in the St. Patrick's Day parade brings both these failures and the 
important achievements of liberal gay politics into vivid relief. The hostil- 
ity of the spectators, the parade organizers, and the Roman Catholic Car- 
dinal underscored the precarious positisn of the ILCO and, by extension, 
of gay communities more generally lndusion could be negotiated only on 
humiliating terms, and even then public civility could not be enforced. 

But as the subsequent press coverage and the Dinkins op-ed show, the 
parade was also a moment of highly visible achievement for the rhetoric 
of liberal gay politics. The circulation of images from the parade evoked a 
response supportive of Dinkins and the ILGO from nonga y politicians 
and pundits, a response which frequently framed the issues in language 
that liberal gay organizations have proposed, appropriating the Ameri- 
can Dream for the ""mmrity'2hat seems to reside permanently at the 
bottom of the list. 

At this historical moment, marked by the precarious and contested 
achievements illustrated by the example of the Sc. PatricKs Day parade, 
the liberal strategy has also come under increasing attack from within 
lesbian and gay communities. Of course, this strategy has never occupied 
the field of gay pa1i"cics unopposed. Challenges to it. have appeared fom 
the overlapping yet distinguishable positions of militant nationalism and 
radical constructionism. In the 1990s, both of these positions appear to be 
gaining ground. 

The Gall to Militant Nationalism 

Scene #2: New 'IlO& City, Spring 2991. 

Posters ofcelebril.ies lnbeted "Absolutely Quecr" appear on Manhathn u7alls. One, 
featuring an inrnge clfactress Jodie fister, is captioned "Actress, Yilie, Dyke. " TI-rese 
posters have not been produced by homophohic conserz?nti'~~cs, huf. by gay ~ ~ i l i t n ~ r t s  
engaged in flze practice of Nt)utE'rtg. ' I  

'"Ouhng" is a poli'cical tactic inauguraed by New York City's now de- 
funct: gay weekiy newspaper &dweek (though the term for it was coined 
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by Tinze), and associated most closely with the paper's "lifestyle" colum- 
nist, Michelangelo Signorile. As a practice, it is an extension of the early 
gay liberationist appeal to lesbians and gay men to ""cm out of the 
closet," reveal their hidden lives, and reject the fear and stigma attached 
to their identities. In "outing," this appeal is transformed from an invita- 
tion into a command. Journalists and activists expose "closeted" lesbians 
or gay men in public life, especially those deemed hypocritical in their 
approach to gay issues. Tneir goal is to end the secrecy and hypocrisy 
surrounding homosexuality, to challenge the notion that gay life is some- 
how shameful, and to show the world that many widely admired and re- 
spected men and womw are gay. 

Both "outing" and Olltiveek sprang from the efflorescence of militance 
surrounding the rhetoric and politics of ACT UP and its spinoff, Queer 
Nation. Many of these new gay militants reject the liberal value of pri- 
vacy and the appeal to tolerance which dominate the agendas of more 
mainstream gay organizations. Instead, they emphasize public* and 
self-assertion; confrontation and direct action top their list of tactical op- 
tions; the rhetoric of differace replaces the more assimilahnist liberal 
emphasis m similarity to other groups. 

But the challenge that the new politics poses to the liberal strategy is 
not only the challenge of militance-the familiar countelposing of anger 
to civility of flamboyance to respectability, often symbolized through 
"styleM-but also the challenge of nationalism.2 

Nationalisms have a long history in gay and lesbian politics and cul- 
ture. From turn-af-tke-century German hornasexual emancipationist 
Magnus Hirschfeld to contemporary radical-feminist philosopher Mary 
Daly, the "nation" and its interests have been defined in varying ways. 
M& no geographical base or kinship ties to provide boundaries, gay and 
lesbian nationalists have offered biological characteristics (as in the 
"Third Sex"), or shared experience (whether of sexual desire or gender 
solidarity) as common ground. Qf these various nationalisms, two 
broadly distinguishable competing forms have appeared and reappeared 
since the mid-nineteenth centuly: (I) the ethnic model of a fixed minority 
of both sexes defined by biology andior the experience of desire (most 
often estimated at ten percent)3 and (2) the single-sex union of gender 
loyalists, the no-fixed-percentage model associated with lesbian sepa- 
ratism (theoretically all women could belong to the Lesbian Nation)." 

The ethnic model also underpins the liberal strategy of course. The ar- 
gument for "rights" is made on behalf of a relatively fixed minority con- 
stituency. It becomes the basis for a mow militant nationalism when the 
"ethnic" group is represented as monolithic, its interests primary and ut- 
terly clear to a political vanguard. The example of "outingf' serves as an 
illustration of this brand of gay politics. Quters generally not only believe 



in the existence of a gay nation, but are confident of their ability to iden- 
tify its members and of their authority to do so. They have no doubts 
about defini"cions or boundaries, and do not hesitate to override the wel- 
fare and autonomy of individuals "in the national interest."S 

Outers present their version of gay nationalism as radical but, like 
other nationalisms, its pali.Fical implications are complex, and often act-u- 
ally reactionary. These new nationalists define the nation and its interests 
as unitary; they suppress internal difference and political conflict. Self- 
appointed ayatdlahs explain it all. 

This reactionary potential was especially apparent in the pages of 
Olltweek in 1990, when Malcolm Forbes, then recently deceased, was 
"outed" and presented as a role model for gay youth. The same maga- 
zine had earlier reviled Tim Sweeney, a longtime gay activist: and execu- 
tive director of Gay Men's Health Crisis in New York City, for compro- 
mising the gay national interests by negotiating with African-American 
groups over the conditions for appointment of a New York City health 
commissioner.6 Outweek's "nation," it appears, is white, values wealth 
and celebrity for their own sake, and pursues self-interest in the narrow- 
est pos"ible terms. 

This particularly virulent strain of gay nationalism has been criticized 
with increasing vehemence by those excluded, misrepresented, or terror- 
ized by it. C. Carr, writing in TCle Village Voice under the banner headline, 
"Why Outing Must Stop," called it "the most absurd excuse for political 
thinkjng I have ever encountered," and commented: 

Anyone who &inks. . . that a iieribian can proclaim her wxuality in an indus- 
try as male-centercd as Holtywood, wl~erc even straight women have trou- 
ble getting work. . . has to be out of his fucking mind. 

micing the sentiments of many Carr also noted that ""l" still waiting 
for the news of Malculm Furbes%ornosexrraliq to improve my life."' 

Carrfs critique of "outing" takes up the liberal defense of "privacym- 
emphasizing the continuing strategic value of a "right to privacy" for les- 
bians and gay men threatened with everyday persecution. But her col- 
umn also echoes the criticisms of gay political discourses that women 
and people of color (especially though not exclusively) have forged and 
developed over the past two decades. 

Whose fdenlity? 

Both the liberal assimilationist and the militant nationalist strands of gay 
politics posit gay identity as a unitary unproblematic given-the politi- 
cal project r-evolves around its public articulation. But for people with 
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multiple "marked" identities, the political project begins at the level of 
the very problematic construction of identities and their relation to differ- 
ent communi'i-ies and different political projects, In Audre Lsrde3 s u c h  
quoted words: "It was a while before we came to realize that our place 
was the very house of difference rather than the security of any one par- 
ticular differenceeM8 

Thus Carr hypothesizes that, for Jodie Foster, being a woman defines 
her relationship to Hollywood in a way that shifts the meaning of being 
N g a ~ f f  and the consequences of "coming out.'Trom this perspective, ad- 
vocaq of "outing" is colonizing, Foster's situation is  appmpriated by a 
single-issue politics that camot honor the complexity of her differences. 

The charge I want to make here against both the liberal and nationalist 
strategies, but especially against the lattel; is this: any gay politics based 
on the primacy of sexual identity defined as unitary and "essential," re- 
siding clearly, intelligibly and unalterably in the body or psyche, and fix- 
ing desire in a gendered direction, ultimately represents the view Cram 
the subject position "twentieth-century Western, white, gay male." 

Seerre 1113: San Francisco, Febnrnq 1992. 
Secnftd Avtlrual Lesbr'an nrld Gay MruiteusTmf;?rerrce. 

The &signation of tj~is conference as si~nply "Iesbian and g ~ y  " is confesfed etwry- 
wlzere X look, An ocqanized bisexuar" lobby is I~iglzly visible and z?olulale, Tlze desig~:nn- 
fiorr "Queer" is ubiquitous, sometimes used in the "iin-your-f~ce" manner c$ the 
many "Faggof'knnd "Dyke'3uti.orrs that f see., buf also used to designate n t72orc 
broadly indusizle "comtrtunify. " 

Louise Sloan, reporting on this conference in the Salt Fra~trisco Bay 
Guardinut, wmte that it canstmcted a "comrnuni~": 

of men, women, transsexuals, gay males, lesbians, bisexuals, straight men 
and women, African Americans, Chicanes, Asian Americans, N a ~ v e  Ameri- 
cans, people who can see andlor walk and people who camot, welfare re- 
cipients, trust fund recipients, wage carncrs, Democrats, Republicans, and 
anarchists-to name a few. . . . Indeed, since difference from the "'norm" is 
about all that many people in the ""gay comm~mity" "have in common with 
each other; these sorts of ""gay and lesbian" etherings, at: their best: and 
worst and most: radical, seem to be spaces where cross-sections of the hzl- 
man lnultiverse can gatrher to thrash out differences and perhaps to lay the 
groundwork fox peaceful. and productive futures, . . . In my most naively 
hopeful moments, I often imagine it wifX be the ""queer community"-the 
oxyrnoronic comm~mity of difference-&at might be able to teach the world 
how to get along." 



Sloan's description of the "oxymoronic community of difference" at 
the writers' conference challenges the oversimplified notion that the 
essentialist-versus-social-constmctionit dehate, now sahrating the gay 
press, is a controversy of activist politics versus academic theory. 

In its most clich4d formulations, this controversy is presented in one of 
t-wo ways: valiant and dedicated activists working to get civil rigZtts for 
gay and lesbian people are being undermined by a bunch of obscure, ar- 
cane, jargon-ridden academics bent on "deconstructing" the gay commu- 
nity hefgre it even comes into full visibility; or theoretically informed 
writers at the cutting edge of the political horizon are being bashed by 
anti-intellectual activists who cling naively to the discursive categories of 
their oppressors.lWoth these formulations fail to acknowledge the vigor 
and longevity of the cons&uc~onist strand in lesbian and gay politics, a 
strand which theorists have taken up, not produced. 

From the first appearance of the homosexual heterosexual polarity 
just over a hwdred years ago, "essentialist" theories, both homophile 
and homophobic, have had to account for the observed malleability of 
sexual desire. Each theoretical assertion of the fixity of desire has had at- 
tached to it a rcrsidual category-a catchall explanalion for those forma- 
tions of pleasure that defy the proffered etiologies. In Havelock Ellis' 
scheme, flexible, "acquired" sexual inversion accompanied the more per- 
manent, "congenitalJ' type. In the lexicon of contemporary sociology, 
"situational" homosexuality occurs among "heterosexual" persons un- 
der special circumstances-in prisons or other single-sex institutions, for 
example. ("Situational" heterosexuality is seldom discussrsti.)ll In each 
theoretical paradigm, the "essential" nature and truth of the homoihet- 
ero dyad is shored up with a rhetoric of authenticity. The "real" is distin- 
pished from the 'kcopy," "the "true inverts" from those merely suscepti- 
ble to seduction, 

Such constructionist branches on the tree of essentialism grew up on 
their own during the heady days of early gay liberation. Drawing m the 
more constructionist versions of psychoanalytic theories of sexuality, vi- 
sionalies painted a utopia in which everyone was potentially polymor- 
phously semal with everyone else.12 During the 1 9 7 0 ~ ~  lesbian-feminists 
outlined a somewhat more ambivalent position, with a sharper political 
edge. They aggressively denaturalized heterosexuality and presented it 
as a central apparatus in the pez-petllhcon of patriarclny But these same 
women often presented lesbianism as the naturalized alternative. When 
Alix Dobkin sang that "Any Woman Can Be a Lesbian," the implication 
was that any woman not suffering from false consciousness eoctuld be? 

The current revival of constmc~onist rhetoric in act-ivist discourses is, 
like its const-ructic,nist prtrdecessors, afso partial and ahivdent-but in 
a very diflerent sense. The new political currency of' the tern "bisexual," 
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for instance, which has been added to the titles of lesbianigay organiza- 
tions from coast to coast in the United States, has had contradictory ef- 
fects. Ac~vists have used the term "bisexual" to disrupt- the natural sta- 
tus of the dualism heterosexual/homosexual. But they have then 
paradoxically reinstated sexual polarity through the addition of a third 
naturalized term, as rigidly gmdered as the original two, only doubled. 
The tendency of bisexual writers and organizations to appropriate 
wholesale the rhetoric of the lesbian and gay rights movement reinforces 
the latter effect. 14 

Defining a Queer Community 

The notion of a "queer community" can work somewhat differently. It is 
often used to construct a collectivity no longer defined solely by the gen- 
der of its members' sexual partners. This new community is unified only 
by a dared dissent fi'om the dominant organizalion of sex and gender. 
But not every individual or group that adopts the name "queer" means 
to invoke these altered boundaries. Many members of Queer Nation, a 
highly demtralized lnifitant orgm"izatim, use the tern "queer" only as 
a synonym for lesbian or gay. Queer Natim, for some, is quite simply a 
gay nationalist organization. For others, the "queer" nation is a newly de- 
fined political entity better able to cross boundaries and constmct more 
fluid identities. In many other instances, various contradictory defini- 
tions coexist-in a single group, or in an individual's mind. This ambiva- 
lent rnixhxre is illustrat.e3d in a series of interviews with Queer Nation ac- 
tivists published in OutlLook: 

Migue1 Cutl'errez: Queerness means nonassimilationist to me. 
Reheccn HensEcr: A lot of what the "'queer generation'" is arguing for is the 

same stuff that was being fo~rght for by gay liberation. 
Alcrxnnder Clfee: The operant d ~ a m  is of a community united in diversitly, 

queerly ourselves, . . . [The facilitators] took great care to explain that 
everyone was welcome under the word queel-, 

&aura TpZlll~nzas: X don't see the queer movement: as being organized to do 
anything beyond issues of antiassimilation and being who we want to 
be. 

A&le Marrisan: Queer i s  not an ""instead of," it's an ""inclusive of." . . . It's 
like the whole issue of ""pople of color,'" 

Gerard Kaskuvic~~: I think queer has been adopted here in San Francisco by 
people who are using their experience of marginillisation to produrn an 
aggt-cssive critique of the prevailing social sy stern. . . . I think werre ssec- 
ing in its early stages a reorganization of some of those forces into a 
new communiv of people where the range of defining factors is rather 



fluid. People" limits have shifted significantly from the traditional ur- 
ban gay communily of the 19170s.1" 

Or, as former Outweek editor Gabriel Xiotello explained to a NW 't"ork 
Times reporter, 

M e n  youke tryiing to describe the community, and you have to list gays, 
lesbians, bisexuals, drag queens, transsexuals (post-oy and pre-), it gets un- 
wieldy. Queer says it alI.16 

In addition to the appearance of organizations for "bisexualsf' and 
"queers," the boundaries of community have also been altered by a new 
elas~city in the meanings of ""teshian" and "gay." When Pat Califia an- 
nounced that sex between lesbians and gay men is "gay sex," and Oic t- 
me& published a cover story on "Lesbians Who Sleep With Men," the no- 
tion of a fixed sexual identity determined by a firmly gendered &sin. 
began to slip yietfy away17 

Queer Theory on the Move 

The constructionist perspect-ive began to generate theorc~cal writing be- 
ginning in the 1970s. British historical socialogist Jeffrey Weeks, influ- 
enced by the earlier work of Mary McIntosk appropriated and reworked 
the sociological theories known as "symbolic interactionism" or "label- 
ing theory" to underpin his account of the emergence of a homosexual 
identity in Western societies during the nineteenth century. Other British 
writers associated with the Gay Left Collective produced work from 
within this same field of influence. U.S. hisbrians Jonakhan Ned Katz 
and John D'Emilio, influenced primarily by feminist theory and the work 
of Marxists such as E.P. fiompson, began to produce "social construe- 
t-im" theories of homosexuality by the early 1980s.l" 

This theory, though rich with implications for theoretical investiga- 
tions of identity and subjectivity generally, remained severely ghettoized 
until relatively recently. Gay authors and gay topics, stigmatized and 
tabooed in the academy have found audiences and sources of support 
elsewhere. But lesbian and gay histoly and theory have suffered from 
this ghettuizalion, as have history and theory more braadly.19 

The figure who most clearly marks the recent movement of this theory 
out of the ghetto is Michel Foucault. His reputation and influence placed 
his inves~gations of the emergence of homosemal identity within a theo- 
retical context, embedded in a body of work, that legitimated it-and ulti- 
mately served to legitimate the work of other, more stigmatized and mar- 
@naXized theorists. The history of sexuality ultimately became a subject, a 
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disciplinary location largely as an effect of the circulation of Foucault's 
work through the work of (predominantly) lesbian and gay auhors.2fl 

Since the publication of Foucault" Hr'sf-ory of Sexmnlity, the cultural 
work of lesbian and gay theory has shifted. After a couple of decades of 
staking out a position, a territory a locale, our theories are now preparing 
to travel, After defining a viewpoint' articulating a set of questions, and 
producing a body of knowledges, we are deterxnined now to transport 
these resources across cultural boundaries. Theory is now working- 
finally-to get us out of the academic ghetto. 

"Constructionist" theories accomplish this in a way "essentialist" theo- 
ries never could. Lesbian and gay identities, theorized as fixed and borne 
by a minority, place certain limits on the horizon of theory as well as pol- 
itics. They contain desire and naturalize gender through the opera~ons 
of their very definitions. Constructionist theories, on the other hand, rec- 
ognize the (constrained) mobility of desire and support a critical relation 
to gender. They stake out a new stance of opposition, which many theo- 
rists now call "queer." This stance is constituted through its dissent from 
the hegemonic, structured relations and meanings of sexuality and gen- 
der, hut its ackrai historical forms and positJons are open, conssantly sub- 
ject to negotiation and renegotiation, 

Queer theories do their ghetto-busting work by placing the production 
and circulation of sexuali.ties at the core of West-cm cultrures, defining the 
emergence of the homosexual/heterosexual dyad as an issue that no cul- 
tural theory can afford to ignore. As Eve Sedgwick put it in the first para- 
graph of her hook Epistenrol~fl yf the Closet.: 

This book will argue that an understanding of virtually any aspect of mod- 
ern Mic.stcm cuXture must bec, not rnercfy incomplete, but damaged in its cen- 
tral substance to the degree that it dots not incorporate a critical analysis of 
modern homo /heterosexual definition.2" 

This project works in at least two directions-taking queer questions 
and knowledges into the domain of mainstream theoretical paradigms, 
and bringing the formulalions of feminist, Marxist, postmodernist and 
poststructuralist theories to bear on issues of queer culture and politics. 

In the case of a major figure such as Foucault, the project involved the 
smuggling of queer questions into the very foundations of contemporary 
theory. Without being c~~llpletely crude and reductive, it is possible to ask: 
From what subject position do prisons, mental asylums, confessionals 
and sexuality seem connected and central to the operations of power? 
Foucault's own queerness, seldom stated but widely known, may have 
shaped his questions and his work in ways that endowed it with its cur- 
rent legitimating power3 



In the area of literary studies, Eve Sedgwick's work is now performing 
the work of legitimation and de-ghettoization. She is importing "queer 
readings" " into the house of critical theory. She is able to accomplish this 
effectively in part because, as the "Judy Garland" of gay studies, she does 
not bear the stigma of homosexuality herself. She can be perceived (how- 
ever wrongly) as in some sense ""disinterested," and therefore as a more 
"credible" standard bearer for theoretical queerness. (This is not a criti- 
cism of Sedgwick, but of the conditions of reception for her work.) 

SedgwicKs work performs its magic primarily for the benefit of gay 
male readers and readings, and on the texts of the traditional, white, 
male "canon."23 Within the field defined by queer literary theory lesbian 
visions remain profoundly ghettoized, though they are gaining ground 
from within feminisr theory (which is itself only newly emeging from its 
own ghetto). Only a few literary theorists have embarked on queer read- 
ings of the texts of lesbians, especially those from less privileged class 
bacbruunds or from communities of color.24 

It is precisely from within feminist theory, however, that a "queer" cri- 
tique of the dominant categories of sexuality and gender is emerging 
most imaginatively and persuasively The work of film theorist Teresa de 
Lauretis, especially has effected the de-ghettoization of a queer perspec- 
tive in kminist theory. As she wrote in ?i.chnologies qGertder in 1987: 

The problem, which is a problem for all fe~ninist scholars and teachers, is 
one we face almost daily in our work, namely that most of the available the- 
ories of reading, wMiriting, swualiv, ideology or any other wltural produc- 
tion are built on male narratives of gender, whether oedipal or anti-oedipal, 
bound by the heterosexual contract; narratives wl~ich persistently tend to re- 
produrn themselves in feminist tlleories. They fend to, and wil! do so unless 
one constantly resists, suspicious of their drift.2" 

We can surmise who is the "one" who is most likely to become and re- 
main so relentlessly suspicious. 

Following on the work of de Lauretis, feminist philosopher Judith But- 
ler has hacked away at: the heterosexual assumptions built into the foun- 
dations of theories of gender, whether feminist, nonfeminist, or antifemi- 
nist. EJer Gender Trouble: Feninisnz and the Sztbvcrsiorz of Iderzfity, d r w s  
upon the queer practices of drag and cross-dressing (&eated in the earlier 
work of anthropologist Esther Newton) and the queer "styles" of lesbian 
hutch-fern to build her own conception of gender as performance, and of 
gender parodies as subversive bodily acts.26 

Though neither de Lauretis nor Butler has staked out a position named 
specifically as "queer," the elaboration of such a locale within feminist 
thes3ry could work a radical magic similar to that: of the category "women 
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of color." As many feminists have argued, the category "women of 
color," as proposed in such groundbreaking anthologies as This Bridge 
Callcll iWy B a d ,  is a significane concephlal m d  political innovat.ion." As 
Donna Haraway wrote in 1985: 

This identity marks out a self-consciously constructed space that cannot af- 
firm the capaciv to act on the basis of naturaf identification, but only on the 
basis of conscious coalition, of affinity, of political kinship, Unlike the 
"w~mart" of some strealns of the wl~ite women'?; lnovelnent in the United 
States, there is no naturalisation of the matrix, or at least this i s  what [Chela] 
Sandoval argues is uniquely available through the power of ogpositional 
C ~ ~ S C ~ O U S ~ C S S ~ ~ ~  

This description (I would argue) applies equally well to the political 
community and theoretical standpoint constructed by the designation 
"queer.ff 

Activism Versus Academia? 

The challenge for queer theory as it emerges from the academic ghetto is 
to engage intellectually with the political project in the best sense of "the- 
oryff while avoiding jargon and obscurantism in the worst sense of "aca- 
demic." m e  record to date is at best uneven. On the damside, there is a 
tendency among some queer theorists to engage in academic debates at a 
high level of intellechal sophis~car.iun, while erasing t-he goli"rial and 
activist roots of their theoretical insights and concerns. Such theorists 
cite, modify, or dispute Foucault Lacan, and Derrida, while feminist, les- 
bian, and gay innovations and political figures disappear from sight. 
They use formal languages to exclude all but the most specialized from 
the audience for theory. 

On the upside, some queer theorists work in a way that dimpts  the 
activist / theorist opposition, combining sophisticated thinking, accessible 
language, and an address to a broadly imagined audience. Writeriac- 
tivists such as Glaria AnzaXd-Lia, Kobena Mercer, Douglas Crimp and 
Gayle Iiubin offer us the possibility of escape from the twin pitfalls of 
anti-intellectual posturing among some activists and the functional elit- 
ism of some would-be radical theari~ts~29 

The continuing work of queer politics and theory is to open up possi- 
bilities for coalition across barriers of class, race, and gender, and to 
somehow satisfy the paradoxical necessit-y of recognizing differences, 
while producing (provisional) unity. Can we avoid the dead end of vari- 
ous nationalisms and separatisms, without producing a bankrupt univer- 
salism? 



I think queer politics and theory offer us promising new directions for 
intervention in U.S. life-though in different ways in differing arenas. In 
the arena of academic cultural theory queer theory is breaking into the 
mainstream, making a difference and providing (some, limited) material 
support in the form of careers. This is possible because queer theory 
shares with much academic culhrai theory a critique of U.S. liberalism 
and a focus on the process of political marginalization. But in the arena of 
political activism-the kind that takes place in mass institutions from 
mainstream media to Congress-queer politics occupies the cri~cal mar- 
gins. This is because the language and logic of liberalism still occupy the 
progressive edge of the possible in mainstream U.S. politics. Lesbian and 
gay liberal politics offer us the best opportunities we have to make gains 
in courtrooms, legislatures, and TV sitcoms. Queer politics, with its cri- 
tique of the categories and strategies of liberal gay politics, keeps the pos- 
sibility of radical change alive at the margins. It also infuses a remarkable 
efllorescence of off-center cultural production-art, music, dance, the- 
ater, film and video, and more. 

Jeffrey Escoffier and Allan B4mb4 desclibe this paradoxical reality in 
the special Ouf/Li~ook section on Queer Nation: 

The new generation calls itself queer, not lesbian, py, and bis~xual-awkwardf 
narrow and perhaps compromised words. Queer i s  meant to bc confronta- 
~onal-opposed to gay assimilationists and straight oppressors while inclu- 
sive of people who have been marginalized by anyone in power, Queer Ha- 
tionals are undertaking an awesome task, They are trying to combine 
contradictory impulses: to bring tagether people who have been made ta 
feel perverse, queer, odd, outcast, different, and deviant, and to affirm same- 
ness by defining a common identity on the hinges. 

Queer Nationals are torn between affirming a new identity-"I am 
qtreerM-and rejecting restrictive identities-""leject your categoriestf9e- 
tTivc.cn rejecting assimilation-""fdon't need your approval, just get out of 
my facet"-and wanting to be recognized by mainstream society-"We 
qtreers are gonna get in your face." 

These queers are clonstructixrg a new culture by combining clemcsnts that 
usually donrt go tagether. They may be the first wave of activists to embrace 
the retroftrttrre / classic contelnporary styles of postmodernism. They are 
buiiding their own identity from old and new elements-borrowing styles 
and tactics from popular culture, communities of color, hippies, AIDS ac- 
tivists, the antinuclear movement, MTV; feminists, and early gay libera- 
tionists. Their new culture is slick, quick, anarchic, transgressive, ironic. 
They are dead serious, but they also just wanna have fun. I f  they manage 
not to blow ~ r p  in contradiction or get bogged down in process, they may 
iicad the way into new forms of activism for the l953Q~~30 
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For the foreseeable future, we need both our liberal and radical fronts. 
But queer politics and theory, in their best guises and combinafions, offer 
us  a possible f-uhnrc. h11 of provocations and possibilities. 
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Sex Equa 
On Difference and Dominance 

T ~ W Y L ~  is O ~ P  fGzifzg L?fwJziCJI otre carr say ?reititrev tjrat it is orre m e f ~ r  
Ecltrg nor tlzat i f  is rzof ovze n~eter lolrg, and that is the sfa~~dard 
meter i?a Paris, 

The nrensuw ~$~zran is nmn. 

-Py.t.hagoras 

[Merz] think tlzenzsel-oes srapcuriov ta wornell, but tGzcy nzirzglrz tjrat 
with the notion qeqzaalify hetweerr men n ~ t d  wonretz. It's very odd, 

-Jean-Pauli Sadre 

Inequality because of sex defines and situates women as 
women. If the sexes were equal, women would not be sexually subjected. 
Sexual force would be exceptional, consent to sex could be commonly 
real, and sexually violated women would he believed. If the sexes were 
equal, women would not be economically subjected, their desperation 
and marginality cultivated, their enforced dependency exploited sexu- 
ally or econamically. Wmen would have speech, gr ivaq authority re- 
spect, and more resources than they have now. Rape and pornography 
would he recogllized as violations, and abortion would he both rare and 
achally guaranteed. 

In the United States, it is acknowledged that the state is capitalist; it is 
not acknowledged that it is male. The law of sex equality, constitutional 
by intevretation and stahtory by joke, ewpts through this fissure, expos- 
ing the sex equality that the state purports to guarantee.' If gender hierar- 
chy and sexuality are reciprocally consti tuting-gender hierarchy provid- 
ing the eroticism of sexuality and sexuality providing an enforcement 



mechanism for male dominance over women-a male state would pre- 
dictably not make acts of sexual dominance actionable as gender inequal- 
ity. Eyuality would be kept as far away from sexuality as possible. In fact, 
sexual force is not conventionally recognized to raise issues of sex in- 
equality, either against those who commit the acts or against the state that 
condones them. Sexuality is regulated largely by criminal law, occasion- 
ally by tort law, neither on grounds of equality.2 Reproductive control, 
similarly has been adjudicated primarily as an issue of privacy. It is as if a 
vacuum boundary demarcates sexual issues on the one h n d  from the law 
of equality on the other. Law, structurally adopts the male point of view: 
sexuaf ily concerns nature not social a&itrarine?;s, interpersonal re1 ations 
not social distributions of power, the sex difference not sex discrimination. 

Sex discrimination law, with mains t~am moral theory, sees equality 
and gender as issues of sameness and difference. According to this ap- 
proach which has dominated politics, law, and social perception, equal- 
ity is an equivalence not a dislinction, and gender is a distinction not an 
equivalence. The legal mandate of equal treatment-both a systemic 
mrm and a specific legal doctrine-becomes a matter of treating likes 
alike and unlikes unlike, while the sexes are socially defined as such by 
their mutual udikeness. That is, gender is socially constructed as differ- 
ence epit;temological1y and sex discrimina~on law bounds gender equal- 
ity by diffe~nce cioctrinally Socially, one tells a woman from a man by 
their difference from each other, but a woman is legally recognized to be 
discriminated against on the basis of sex only when she can first be said 
to be the same as a man. A built-in tension thus exists between this con- 
cept of equality, which presupposes sameness, and this concept of sex, 
which presupposes difference. Difference defines the statef s approach to 
sex equality epistemologicaily and doctrinally Sex equaliv becomes a 
contradiction in terms, something of an oxymoron. The deepest issues of 
sex inequality, in which the sexes are most constructed as socially differ- 
ent, are either excluded at the thrcrshald or precluded Erom coverage once 
in. In this way, difference is inscribed on society as the meaning of gender 
and written into law as the limit on sex discrimination. 

In sex discriminalion law, sex inequality in life becomes ""sex classifica- 
tion" in law, each category defined by its difference from the other. A 
classification in law or in fact is or is not a sex-based discrimination de- 
pending upon the accuracy of its "f i tM3 with gender and upon the validity 
of its purpose for government or business. A classification, in the classic 
formulation of the ""rational relation" test '5must be reasonable, not arbi- 
trary and must rest upon some p u n d  of difference having a fair and 
substantial relation to the object of the legislation, so that all persons sim- 
ilarly circumstanced shall be treated alike."Wnder the equal protection 
clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, the line drawn by a rule or practice 



being challenged as discriminatory is required to track the gender line 
more closely than this. To be nondiscriminatory, the relation between 
gender and the line's proper objectives must be more than rational but 
need not be perfect. In what has been termed "intermediate scrutinym-a 
judicial standard of care for women oq-gender lines are scrutinized 
more carehlly than most, but not as sh'ictly as some.'" They are not pm- 
hibited absolutely as they would have been under the dominant inter- 
pretation of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA).h Seen on this doctlinal 
continuum, which scrutinizes the correlazion between gender lines and 
the purposes of drawing them, the ERA was not a new departure but a 
proposal to take the standard equal protection approach to its conclusion. 

Equality is comparative in sex discrimination law. Sex in law is com- 
pared with sex in life, and women are compared with men. Relevant em- 
pirical similarity to men is the basis for the claim to equal treatment for 
women. For differential treatment to be discriminatory the sexes must 
first be NsimilaTly situatecf"3by legislation, qualifications, circumstance, or 
physical endowment.7 This standard applies to sex the broader legal 
norm of neutrality, the law's version of objectivity. To test for gender neu- 
t-ralit)i, reverse the sexes and compare. To see if a woman was discrimi- 
nated against on the basis of sex, ask whether a similarly situated man 
wctuld be or was so trttated. Relevant differtrnce suppork different treat- 
ment, no matter how categorical, disadvantageous, or cumulative. Accu- 
rate reflections of situated disparities are thus rendered either noncompa- 
rable or rational, therefore differences not inequalities for legal purposes. 
In this view normative equality derives from and refers to empirical 
equivalence. Situated differences produce differentiated outcomes with- 
out necessarily involving discriminaliw. 

Xn this mainstream epistemologically liberal applloach,s h e  sexes are 
by nature biologically different, therefore socially properly differentiated 
for some purposes. Upon this natural, immutable, inherent, essential, 
just, and wonderful differentiation, society and law are thought to have 
erected some arbitrary, irrational, confining, and distorting distinctions. 
These are the inequalities the law against sex discrimination targets. As 
one scholar has put it, "c?ny prohibition against sexual classificaions 
must be flexible enough to accommodate two legitimate sources of dis- 
tinctions on tlne basis of sex: biologicd differences "sheen the sex= and 
the prevailing heterosexual ethic of American society."g The proposed 
federal ERA'S otherwise uncompromising prohibition on sex-based dis- 
tinctions provides parallel exceptions for "unique physical characteris- 
tics" and "personal privacy."lO Laws or practices that express or reflect 
sex "stereotypes,'hunderstood as inaccurate overgeneralized attitudes of- 
ten termed archaicf' or "outmoded," are at the core of this definition of 
discrirnination.11 Mistaken illusions about real differences are actionable, 



but any distinction that can be accurately traced to biology or heterosexu- 
ality is not a discrjminaiion but a difference. 

Fwm women" point of view, gender is mot.c? an inequality of power 
than a differtmtiation that is accurate or inaccurate. To women, sex is a 
social status based on who is permitted to do what to whom; only deriv- 
atively is it a difference. For example, one woman reflected on her gen- 
der: "I wish I had been born a doormat or a man."l2 Being a doormat is 
definitely different from being a man. Differences between the sexes do 
descriptively exist, But the fact that these are a woman's rcalisrSc oprSons, 
and that they are so limiting, calls into question the perspective that con- 
siders this disiinc~on a "difference." Men are not called different because 
they are neither doormats nor women, but a woman is not socially per- 
mitted to be a woman and neither doormat nor man. 

From this perspective, considering gender a matter of sameness and 
difference covers up the reality of gender as a system of social hierarchy, 
as an ineyality. The diflerences attributed to sex become lines that in- 
equality draws, not any kind of basis for it. Social and political inequal- 
ity begins indifferent to sameness and difference. Differences are in- 
equality"~ post hoc excuse, i ts conclusory artifact, its outcome presented 
as its origin, its sentimentalization, its damage that is pointed to as the 
justification for doing the damage after the damage has been done, the 
distinctions that perception is socially organized to notice bwause in- 
equality gives them consequences for social power. Gender might not 
even code as difference, might not mean distinction epistemologically, 
were it not for its consequences for social power. Distinctions of body or 
mind or behavior are pointed to as cause rather than effect, with no real- 
ization that they are so deeply effect rather than cause that pointing to 
them at all is an effect. Inequality comes first; difference comes after. In- 
equality is material and substantive and identifies a disparity; difference 
is ideational and abstract and falsely symmetrical. If this is so, a dis- 
course and a law of gender that center on difference serve as ideology to 
neutralize, rationalize, and cover disparities of power, even as they ap- 
pear to criticize or problematize them. Difference is the velvet glove on 
the iron fist of domination. The prahlem then is not that differences are 
not valued; the problem is that they are defined by power. This is as true 
when difference is affimed as when it is denied, when its substance is 
applauded or disparaged, when women are punished or protected in its 
name. 

Doctrinally speaking, two alternative paths to sex equality for women 
exist within the mainstream approach to sex discrimination, paths that 
follow the lines of the sameness/difference tension. The leading one is: 
be the same as men. This path is termed "gender neutrality" doctrinally 
and the single standad philosophically Ir: is kstimony to how substance 



becomes form in law that this rule is considered formal equality. Because 
it mirrors the values of the social world, it is considered abstract, mean- 
ing transparenit to the world and lacking in substance. Also for this rea- 
son it is considered to be not only the standard, but a standard at all, 
Legdl y articulated as conforming mrmative standards to existing reality, 
as law reflecting life, the strongest doctrinal expression of sameness 
would prohibit taking gender into account in any way, with exceptions 
for "real differences." This is so far the leading mle that the words "equal 
to" are code for, oriand equivalent to, the words "the same asM---with the 
referent for both unspecified. 

To women who want equality yet find themselves "differentf" the doc- 
trine provides an alternative route: be different from men. This equal 
recognition of difference is termed the special benefit rule or special pm- 
tection rule legally the double standard philosophically. It is in rather 
bad odor, reminiscent of women's exclusion from the public sphere and 
of protective labor laws.13 Like pregnancy which always brings it up, it is 
something of a doctrinal embarrassment. Considered an exception to 
true equality and not really a mle of law at all, it is the one place where 
the law of sex discrimination admits it is recognizing something substan- 
tive, Together with the Bona Fide Occupational Qualification (BFOQ) md  
the exception for unique physical charactelistics under ERA policy, com- 
pen~"tory legisla~on, and sex-conscious relief in particdar litigation, af- 
firmative action is thought to live here.14 Situated differences can pro- 
duce different trratment-indulgences or deprivations. This equality law 
is agnosfic as to which. 

The philosophy underlying the sameness / difference approach applies 
liberalism to women. Sex is a natural difference, a division, a distincGon, 
beneath which lies a stratum of human commonality, sameness." The 
moral thrust of the sameness branch of the doctrine conforms normative 
rules to empirical reality by granting women access to what men have: to 
the extent women are no different from men, women deserve what men 
have. The differences branch, which is generally regarded as patronizing 
and unprinciplled but necessary to avoid absurdity, exists to value or 
compensate women fur what. they are or have become distinctively as 
women-by which is meant; unlike men, or to leave women as "diffe~ 
ent" as equality law finds them. 

Mast scholarship on sex discrimination law concerns which of these 
paths to sex equality is preferable in the long run or more appropriate to 
any particular issue, as if they were all there is.16 As a prior matter, how- 
ever, trtclating issues of s a  equality as issues of sameness and diffe~nce 
is to take a particular approach. This approach is here termed the same- 
ness/ difference approach because it is obsessed with the sex difference. 
Its main &erne is: "weke the same, we'= the same, we"e the same," Its 



counterpoint theme (in a higher register) goes: "but we're different, but 
we're different, but we're different." Its story is: on the first day, differ- 
ence was; on the second day a division was created upm it; on the third 
day occasional daminance arose, Ctivision may he rational or irrational. 
Dominance either seems or is justified or unjustified. Difference is. 

Concealed is the substantive way in which man has become the mea- 
sure of all things. Under the sameness mbric, women are measured ac- 
cording to correspondence with man, their equality judged by proximity 
to his measure. Under the difference ~wbric, women are measured ac- 
cording to their lack of correspondence from man, their womanhood 
judged by their distance from his measure. Gender neutrality is the male 
standard. The special protection rule is the female standard. Masculinity 
or maleness is the referent for bo&. Approaching sex discrimination in 
this way, as if sex questions were difference questions and equality ques- 
tions were sameness questions, merely provides two ways for the law to 
hold women to a male standard and to call that sex ewality 

Sameness / difference doctrine has mediated what women have gotten 
as women from this state under the rubric of sex discrimination. It does 
address a very important problem: haw to get women access to every- 
thing women have been excluded from, while also valuing everything 
that women are or have been allowed to become or have developed as a 
consevence of their smggle either not to be excluded from mast of life's 
pursuits or to be taken seriously under the terms that have been permit- 
ted to be women's terms. It negotiates what women have managed in re- 
lation to men. Its guiding impulse is: we are as good as you. Anything 
you can do, we can do. Just get out of the way. It has improved elite ac- 
cess to employment and education-the public pursuits, including acad- 
emic and prafessional and blue-collar work-to the military, and more 
than nominal access to athle.t.ics.17 It has moved to alter the dead ends 
that were all women were seen as good for, and what passed for lack of 
physical kaining, which was serious training in passiviq and enforced 
weakness. The military draft has presented the sameness route to equal- 
ity in all its simple dignity and complex equivocality: as citizens, women 
should have to risk being killed just like men.18 Citizenship is whole. The 
consequences of women's resistance to its risks should count as men's 
count. 

The sameness standard has mostly gotten men the benefit of those few 
things women have historically had-for all the good they did. Under 
gender neutrality, the law of custody and divorce has shifted once again, 
giving men what is termed an equal chance at: mstody of children and at 
alimony.2" Men often look like better parents under gender-neutral rules 
like ievel of income and presence of nuclear famify, because men make 
more money and (as it is termed) initiate the building of hmily units. 



They also have greater credibility and authority in court. Under gender 
neukaliy, men are in effect: granted a preference as parents because soci- 
ety advantages them before they get to court. But law is prohibited from 
taking that preference into account because that would mean taking gen- 
der into account, which would be sex discrimination. Nor are the group 
realities that make women mare in need of alimony permitted to matter, 
because only individual factors, gender-neutrally considered, may mat- 
ter. 50 the fact that women will live their lives, as individualsF as mem- 
bers of' the group women, with women's chances in a sex-discriminatov 
society, may not count or it is sex discrimination. The equality principle 
in this form mobilizes the idea that the way to get things for women is to 
get them for men. Men have gotten them. Women have lost their children 
and financial securiy and still have not gained equal pay or e v a l  work, 
far less equal pay for equal work, and are close to losing separate en- 
claves like women's schools through this approach." 

What this doctrine apparently means by sex inequality is not what 
happens to women, and what it means by sex equality is only getting 
things for women that can also be gotten for men. The law of sex discrim- 
ina2;ion seems to be looking only for hose ways women are kept down 
which have ~zut wrapped themselves up as a difference, whether original, 
imposed, or imagined. As to original differences: what to do about the 
fact tkat: women have an ability men still lack, gestating children in 
utero? Pregnancy is therefore a difference, yet it does not define a perfect 
gender line because not: all women "crcome pregnant.22 Gender here is 
first defined biologically-to encompass that which affeds all women 
and only women-and then the most biological of differences, preg- 
nancy, is excluded because it is not biological (that is, 100 percent) 
enotrgh. Besides, pregnancy is a difkrence, on tkre basis of which difkr- 
entiations can be made without being discriminatory. Pregnancy is both 
too gendered and not gendered enough, so women can safely not be 
compensated for job absences, guaranteed jobs on return, and so on. 
Gender neutrality suggests, indeed, that it may be sex discrimination to 
give women what they need because only women need it. It would cer- 
tainly be considered special protection, But it is not in this approach, sex 
discrimination nut to give only women what they need, because then 
only women will not get what they need.23 On this logic, sex discrimina- 
t-im law pmhibits virhnally nothing that socially disadvantages women 
and only women. Other than de jure, sex discrirninatim is a null set. 

Consider imposed differences: what to do about the fact that most 
women are segz-egated into low-paying jobs where there are no men? Ar- 
guing that the structure of the marketplace will be subverted if compara- 
ble worth is put into effect (an interesting comment on the radical poten- 
tial of a reform with much in common with "wages for housework" 



proposals),Z"ifference doctrine says that because there is no man to set a 
standard from which women" treament is a deviation, there is no sex 
discrimination, only a sex difkrence. Never mind that there is no man to 
compare with because no man would do that job if he had a choice, and 
because he is a mm, he does, so he does not. Straightforward cases of sex 
discrimination x-un agrumd on the same ruck. For example, in Scars v. 
EEOC, the Equal Employment Opportunities Commission argued that 
massive statistical disparities between w m e n  and men in some cate- 
gories of betteepaying jobs showed sex discrimination by %ars, One ex- 
pert, Alice Kessler Harris, assuming women's sameness with men in the 
name of feminism, supported them, saying that whenever women were 
permitted to be exceptions, they were. Defendant Sears argued that 
women wesc3 diff'erent from men, did not necessarily want the same 
things men want, such as better-paying jobs. Another expert, Rosalind 
Rosenberg, arguing women's differences from men in the name of femi- 
nism, supported them. Given that the women in the data overwhelm- 
ingly divided on gender lines, and that neither the doctrinal assumptions 
nor the sex inequality of the job definitions was challenged, not to men- 
t-im the social sexism that constructs what people "want;" h e  argument 
on women" differences won, and women lost.25 

Nsvv consider de fact0 discrimination, the so-called subtle reaches of 
the imposed category. Most jobs require that a qualified gender-neutral 
person not be the primary caretaker of the worker's preschool child.26 
PoinGng out that this fact raises a concern of gender in a society in which 
women are expected to care for young clnildren is taken as day one of tak- 
ing gender into account in the structuring of jobs. To do that would vio- 
late the rule against not noticing situated differences based on gender. So 
it is never clear that day one of taking gender into account in jab struckrr- 
ing was the day the job was structured with the expectation that its occu- 
pant would not have prima7 childcare responsibilities. 

Imaginary sex differences, such as those between equally qualified 
male and female applicants for estate administr;ation,2T sex discrimina- 
tion doctrine can handle. But if women were not taught to read and write 
(as was mce the case, the women are &ill a maority of the world's illiter-. 
ates), the gender difference between women and men in estate adminis- 
tration would not be imaginary. Such a society would be in even greater 
need of a law against sex inequality, yet this dodl-ine would he incapable 
of addressing it as an inequdity problem, Illusions and mistakes sex dis- 
crimination law can deal with. Realities are another thing entirely. The re- 
suit is, due to sex inequality even when women are ""similarly sihated" 
to men they are often not seen as such. The deeper problem is, due to sex 
inequality, they are seldom permitted to become "similarly situated" to 
men. 



This law takes the same approach to the social reality of sex inequality 
that the ideology of sex inequality takes to social life, and considers itself 
legitimate because the two correspand. For this reason, sex equalit-y law 
is always being undermined by the problem it is tlying to solve. It cannot 
recognize, b r  instance, h a t  men do not have to he the same as anyone to 
be entitled to most benefits. It cannot. recognize that. every quality that 
distinguishes men from women is already affirmatively compensated in 
society's organization and values, so that it implicitly defines the stan- 
dards it neutrally applies. Men's physiology defines mod sports, their 
health needs largely define insurance coverage, their socially designed 
biographies defined work-place expectations and successful career pat- 
terns, their perspectives and concerns define quality in scholarship, their 
experiences and obsessions define merit their military service defines 
citizenship, their presence defines family, their inability to get along with 
each other-their wars and rulerships-defines history, their image de- 
fines god, and their genitals define sex. These are the slandards that are 
presented as gender neutral. For each of men's differences from women, 
what amounts to an affirmative action plan is in effect, otherwise known 
as the male-dominant structure and values of American society. But 
whenever women are found different from men and insist on not having 
it held against them, every time a difference is used to keep women sec- 
ond class and equality law is brough2. in as rdress, the dodrine has a 
paradigm trauma. 

Clearly, there are many differences between women and men. System- 
atically elevating me-half of a population and denigra2ing the other half 
would not likely produce a population in which everyone is the same. 
What sex equality law fails to notice is that men's differences from 
women are equal to women's differences from men. Yet the sexes are not 
equally situated in society with respect to their relative differences. Hier- 
archy of power produces real as well as fantasied differences, differences 
that are also inequalities. The differences are equal, The inequalities, 
rather obviouslyf are not, 

Missing in sex equality law is what Aristotle missed in his empiricist 
notion that ewality means tr.ec?zing likes alike and unlikes unlike.28 No 
one has seriously questioned it since. Why should one have to be the 
same as a man to get what a man gets simply because he is one? Why 
does maleness provide an original entitlement, unquestioned on the ba- 
sis of its gender, while women who want to make a case of unequal treat- 
ment in a world men have made in their image (this is really the part 
Aristotle missed)29 have to show in effect that they are men in every rele- 
vant respect, unfortunately mistaken for women on the basis of an acci- 
dent of birth? 



The women that gender neutrality benefits, and there are some, expose 
this method in highest relief. They are mostly women who have achieved 
a biography that somewhat approximates the male nom, at least on pa- 
per. They are the qualified, the least of sex discrimination's victims. 
When they are denied a man's chance, it looks the most like sex bias. The 
more unequal socie2-y gets, the fewer such women are permitted to exist, 
The more unequal society gets, the less likely this sex equality doctrine is 
to be able to do anything about it, because unequal power creates both 
the appearance and the reality of sex differences along the same lines as it 
creates sex inequalities. 

The special benefits side of the samenessidifference approach has not 
compensated women for being seccmd class. Its double standard does 
not give women the dignity of the single standard, nor does it suppress 
the gender of its referent: female. The special benefits rule is the only 
place in mainstream sex equality doctrine where one can identify as a 
woman and not have that mean giving up all claim to equal treatment. 
But it comes close, Originally, women were permitted to be pmtected in 
the workforce, with dubious benefit."Then, under its double standard, 
women who stood to inherit something when their husbands died were 
allowed to exclude a small percentage of inheritance tax, Justice Douglas 
waxing eloquent about the difficulties of all women's economic situa- 
tion." If women are going to be stigmatized as different the compensa- 
tion should at least fit the disparity. Women have also gotten three more 
years than men get before being advanced or kicked out of the military 
hierarchy. This i s  to compensate them for being precludd h m  combat, 
the usual way to advance.32 Making exceptions for women, as if they are 
a special case, often seems preferable to correcting the mle itself, even 
when women" 'kspeciaXness" is dubious or shared or statrutorily created. 

Excluding women is always an option if sex equaliw feels in tension 
with the pursuit itself. For example, women have been excluded from con- 
tact jobs in male-only prisons in the name of "their very womanhood" k- 
cause they might get raped, the Court taking the viewpoint of the reason- 
able rapist 017 women's employment opportunities." The conditions that 
crtsate women" rapability are not seen as susceptible to legal cf-tange, nor is 
predicating women's employment upon their inevitability seen as discrim- 
inatory. Apparently rapability is a difference. Women have also been pro- 
teckd out af hazardous jobs because they did not wish to be sterilized, or 
the employer did not want to run that risk. The job has health hazards, and 
somebody who might be a real person some day and therefore could sue- 
a fehrs-might be hurt if potentially fer"rile women were giverr jobs that 
would subject their bodies to possible harm." Fertile women are appar- 
ently not real persons and therefore cannot sue either for the hazard to 



their health or for the lost employment opportunity-although only 
women are treated in this way. Men, it seems, are never excludable as such, 
even when their f e r ~ l i v  (as with health hazards) or their lives (as with 
combat) are ha t ened ,  even though only men are being harmed. 

These two routes to sex equality, the sameness route and the difference 
route, divide women accorcfing to their rela~ons with men and according 
to their proximity to a male standard. Women who step out of women's 
traditional relations with men and become abstract persons--exceptional 
to women's condition rather than receiving the protections of it-are 
seen as seeking to be like men. They are served equality with a 
vengeance. If they win, they receive as relief the privilege of meeting the 
male standard, of paying the price of admission which men are trained 
for as men and are supposed to gay, even i f  regularly they do not, 
Women who assert claims under the difference route, claims in tradi- 
tional role terms, may, if they win, be protected, or they may be left in 
sex-specif c ciisadvantage. Diiferent situations may justiQ different treat- 
ment-better or worse, 

The result of gender neutrality is that at the same time that very few 
women gain access to the precondi~ons effec.trively to assert ewalif-y on 
male terms, women created in society's traditional mold lose the guaran- 
tees of those roles to men asserting sex equality. Women asking courts to 
enforce the guarantees that have been part of the bargain of women's 
roles receive less and less, while also not receiving the benefits of the so- 
cial changes that would qualify them for rights on the same terms as 
men. This is not a T-r"ansiCional problem. Abstract ewality necessarily re- 
inforces the inequalities of the status quo to the extent that it evenly re- 
flects an unequal social arrangement. The law of sex discrimination has 
largely rehsed to recognize that it is women who are unequal to men, 
and has called this refusal the equality principle. 

Because, in thls doctrine, equality of rights rests upon a claim to simi- 
larity, and gender is actually a hierarchy, men who fail as men readily 
qualify for women's special treatment, while few women attain the pre- 
requisites to claim equality with men. Many of the doctrinally definitive 
sex discrimination cases that have reached tke Supreme Court since 1971 
have been brought by men seeking access to the few benefits women 
had.35 Many have won, while women plaintiffs seeking opportunities 
pmviously rtsst;rved for men lose and lose and lose, aand usually do not 
even get to the Supreme Court." As a result of men's easier downward 
mobility combined with menf s comparatively greater access to resources 
and credibility, acmss men almost never lose; sex discrimination law's 
compensatory, preferential, or protective rationales on women's behalf 
have most often been articulated in the context of challenges by men to 
sex-specific provisions t-fiat cushion or qualify but do not change 



women's status. As often they reinforce it in backhanded ways. One such 
case upheld a male-only statutory rape law against a sex equality chal- 
lenge on the grounds that only women get pregnant, ignoring that young 
men also get raped, that the youngest raped women do not get pregnant, 
and that women over the age of majority get raped as well as pregnmt. 
Because rape was not recognized as an act of sex inequality, the Court 
preserved young men as sexual actors, even with adult women, and di- 
vided the female population into categories of accessibility to forced sex. 
The age line kept little girls sexually taboo and thus sexually t a~e ted ,  by 
definition unable to consent. Girls one day older and women were left ef- 
fectively consenting, presumed equals unless proved otherwise.37 An- 
other case preserved the male-only draft forcing only men to risk their 
lives in combat, and, with it, men as societ.grfs primary combatants, its le- 
gitimate violence in their hands.38 

Granted, some widowers are like most widows: poor because their 
spouse has died Some husbands are like most wives: dependent on their 
spouse. A few fathers, like most mothers, are primary caretakers. But to 
occupy these positions is consistent with female gender norms; most 
women share them. The gender-neubal approach to sex discrimination 
law obscures, and the protectionist rationale declines to change, the fact 
that women's poverty and consequent financial dependence on men 
(whether in marriage, welfare, the workplace, or prostitu'cian), forced 
motherhood, and sexual vulnerability substantively constitute their so- 
cial status as z~orlloz, as members of their gender. That some men at times 
find themselves in similar sihations does not mean that they occupy that 
status as men, as members of their gender. They do so as exceptions, both 
in norms and in numbers. Unlike wonm, men are m t  poor or primary 
caretakers of children on the basis of" sex* 

The standards of sex discrimination law are for society's exceptions. To 
claim that they are situated similarly to men, women must be exceptions. 
They must be Ale to claim all: that sex inequaliq has, in general, systern- 
atically taken from women: financial independence, job qualifications, 
business experience, leadership qualities, assertiveness and confidence, a 
sense of self, peer esteem, physical stature, strength or prowess combat 
skills, sexual impregnability and, at all stages of legal proceedings, credi- 
bility. Taking the sexes "as individuals," meaning one at a time, as if they 
do not belong .t-o gender$ perkctly ohscures these collective reali.tjtrs and 
substantive correlates of gender group status behind the mask of recogni- 
tion of individual rights. It is the woman who has largely escaped gender 
inequality who is best able to claim slne has been injured by it. It seems a 
woman must already be equal before she can complain of inequality. 

Sex discrimination law requires that women either be gender objects or 
emulate maleness to qualify as subject. These criteria interestingly paml- 



lel the two-pronged "passionlessness" that Nancy Cott identifies as 
women's side of the bargain under which women were historically al- 
lowed access to this form of institutional equality at all. "Passianless- 
ness"-sexual acted-uponness as female gender definition-was the 
price of women's admission to Victorian morllt equaiity.3 Passionless 
women merit equal protection (equal treament separate version kmale) 
or qualified permission to be second-class men (equal treatment, version 
male). Passionateness would merely break the rule, disentitling the 
women to moral equality hut leaving passionlessness standing as the 
rule for women. Nonpassionless women-perhaps self-acting, self- 
defined, self-respecting, not sexually defined, and resisting sex inequality 
from that position-simply do not exist in these terms. If gender status is 
sexually based, sexual equalit-y wwld be real equality. In this light, this 
form of sexual objectification as the price for equality looks like inequal- 
ity as the price for equality, and the bourgeois bargain-the terms on 
which women as a gender were admitted fa abstract personhood and in- 
dividuality in the first place-is revealed to have had a sexual price. 

Under sex equality law, to be human, in substance, means to be a man. 
Ts be a person, an hsltsract. individual with abstract rights, may be a bwr- 
geois concept, but its conlent is male. The only way to assrt  a claim as a 
member of the socially unequal group women, as opposed to seeking to 
assert a claim as against membership in the group women, is to seek treat- 
ment on a sexually denigrated basis. Human rights, including "women's 
rights," have implicitly been limited to those rights that men have to lose. 
This may be in part why men perSistently c o n f u ~  proceclural and abslract 
equality with substantive equality: for them, they are the same. Abstract 
equality has never included those rights that women as women most 
need and never have had. A11 this appears rational and neu&aX in law be- 
cause social reality is constructed from the same point of view. 

Stereoty ping-inaccurate or exaggerated misreflectionsis the arche- 
t-ypal liberal injury It happens in the head or in symbolic social space. It 
freezes the process of objectification (of which it is a bona fide part) at its 
moment of inaccuracy, failing to grasp, thus being always potentially de- 
kated by, images that hecome behaviorally and emotionally real. Most 
do, Taking, for example, job applicants on an individual basis obscures 
rather than relieves this fact, although it surely helps some individuals. 
That women and girls may not. be physically stmng, or do not appear 
physically intimidating compared with men and boys, may be conse- 
quences as much as causes of the social image of proper womanhood as 
weak and of manhod as strong. The issue is not simply one of rigid as- 
sumption of biological causality in the face of social variation to the con- 
trary. It is a question of one's account of the reality of gender at the point 
of dismantling it. Power in society includes both legitimate farce and the 



power to determine decisive socialization processes and therefore the 
power to produce reality. The distinction between women and men is not 
simply etclsed onto perceived reality, but superimpased on a pickrre that: 
already exists in the mind because it exists in the social world. I f  a stereo- 
type has a factual basis, if it is not merely a lie or a distortion but has be- 
come empirically real, it is not cultsidered sex discriminatory. It is a dif- 
ference. Tr, criticize sexslal objectification as a process of sex inequality by 
contrast, is to see actual disparity as part of the injury of inequality 
thmugh which stereotypes are made most deeply injurious at the paint at: 
which they become empirically real. 

In cases in which sex-differential treatment is not facial, discrimina- 
tion law is increasingly requiring a showing that discriminatory "mo- 
tive" or "intentJ'40 animated the challenged behavior. Much like the 
mental element in rape, this requirement defines the injury of sex dis- 
crimination from the standpoint of the perpetrator. If he did not mean 
harm, no harm was done. If the perpetrator did nst: intend his acts to be 
based on sex, they were not based on sex.?' Discrimination is a moral 
lapse. Women know that much if not most sexism is unconscious, heed- 
less, patronizing, well-meant, or profit-mc,Givated. It i s  no less denigrat- 
ing, damging, or sex-specific for not being "on purpose,'""21ntent re- 
quires proof that defendants first know women's value but then choose 
to disregard it. But the point at which bigotry is most determinative is 
the point at which women are not seen as full human beings at all. Often 
members of both sexes value women's work less highly, on the basis 
only of their knowledge that a woman did the work. k t ,  not knowing 
that one has sexist attitudes, or not knowing that they are influencing 
one's judgments, is legally taken as a reason that sex discrimination did 
not occur. 

Similarly burdms af proof effectively presuxne a non-sex-discriminatoq 
universe, the one men largely occupy, to which plainfiffs are required to 
prove themselves and their sibaGon excepgons. As a context within which 
to evaluate claims and weigh evidmce, the doctrine permits women bring- 
ing cases to receive no benefit of a recognition that discrimination against 
women occurs. Defendan& need only ""ar~crulate a legitimate and nondis- 
criminatoly reason" for their adions4Qo recover the benefit of the assump- 
tion that the merit system generally works. This in spite of the evidence 
that women overwhelmingly are not advanced according to abiliq This 
allocation of burden of proof is presented as neutral and unbiased and 
merely technical. Presuming that equality in general exists militates 
against finding inequc7lit-y in par~cular cases as surely as presuming that 
inequality in general exis& militates in favor of finding inequality in partic- 
ular cases. Social inequality makes neutral ground unavailable: the law 
against it must assume that either equality or inequaiiv is the social nom. 



Assuming that equality generally exists, and that each challenged instance 
is an exception, makes it almost impossible to produce eyuality by l m  

Sex discrimination law is fundamentally undercut by its concepts 02: 
sex, of inequality, and of law. The underlying strategy is to conceive sex as 
a difference; to diagnose the evil of sex inequality as mistaken differences; 
to imagine that sex eqzraliy-the elimination of unreal differences-has 
been achieved; and to generate rules from this projected point as a strat- 
egy for reaching it. Its reflective method-law mirrors the reality of sex, 
the reality of sex inequality-embodies this strategy* Ta suppose that 
legally assuming the situation really is equal in order to make it so is the 
sentimentality of liberalism. The distanced aperspectivity that achieves 
the sought-after blindness to sex differences also achieves blindness to sex 
inequalirty, Such an approad cannot distringuish sepamtim from scgrega- 
tion, nondiscrimination from .forced integration, or diversiy from assimi- 
lation. It also misdiagnoses the stake the dominant have in maintaining 
the situation, because neit-her it nor they know they are dominant. Ronald 
Dworkin, for example, defines the equality standard of liberalism as one 
that "imposes no sacrifice or constraint on any citizen in virtue of an argu- 
ment that the citizen could not accept withw t abandoning his sense of 
equal worth."& He seems not to recognize that the inferiority of women is 
necessary, substantively, to masculine self-worth in unequal societies, in- 
deed that this is part of the mason sex inequality persist-s, 

All these doctr ineshe intent requirement, the allocations of burden 
of proof, but most fundamentally the requirement of similar situation 
across the gender line-authoritntivl?Xy deny that social realit-y is split by 
sex inequality. This denial, which makes sense from the male point of 
view, merges the legal standard for a cognizable inequality with objectiv- 
ity as an epistemological stance. Objectivity assumes that ewally compe- 
tent observers similarly situated see, or at least report seeing, the same 
thing. Feminism radically questions whether the sexes are ever, under 
current conditions, similarly situated even when they inhabit the same 
conditions. (It questions some standards for competence as well.) The 
line between subjective and objective perception which is supposed to di- 
vide the idiosyncratic, nonreplicable, religious, partial, and unverifi- 
a b l c t h e  unscientific-from the real presumes the existence of a single 
object reality and its noncontingence upon angle of perception. Rut if 
women's condition exists, there are (at: least) two abject realms of social 
meaning. Women's point of view is no more subjective than men's if 
women inhabit a sex-discriminatory object reality. 

In this analysis, social ciscumstances, to which gender is central, pro- 
duce distinctive interests, hence perceptions, hence meanings, hence def- 
initions of rationality. This observation neither reduces gender to think- 
ing differently, rightness to relative subjectiviq, nor principle to whose 



ox is gored. It does challenge the view that neutrality, specifically gender 
neutrality as an expression of objectivity, is adequate to the nonneutral 
objectified social reality women experience. If differentiation we= the 
problem, gender neutrality would make sense as an approach to it. Since 
hierarchy is the problem, it is not only inadequate, it is perverse. In ques- 
tioning the principledness of neukal principles," this analysis suggests 
that current law to rectify sex inequality is premised upon, and promotes, 
its continued existence. 

The analyt.ical p i n t  sf departurt, and ~ ~ k r r a  of sex discrimination law is 
thus the liberal one of gender differences, understood rationally or irra- 
tionally to create gender inequalities. The feminist issue, by contrast, is 
gender hierarchy, which not only produces inequalities but shapes the so- 
cial meaning, hence legal relevance, of the sex tliffewnce. To the extent ha t  
the biology of one sex is a social disadvantage, while the biology of the 
other is not, or is a social advantage, the sexes are equally different but not 
ecjually pcrwerhl. The issue ihecomes the social meaniq of biology, not 
any facticity or object quality of biology itself. Similarly, both sexes possess 
a sexuality that occupies a place in "the heterosexual ethic." To the extent 
that the scxualilcy of one sex is a social st-igma, target, and provocation to vi- 
olation, while the sexuality of the other is socially a source of pleasure, ad- 
venture, power (indeed, the social definition of potency), and a focus for 
deifiation, entertainment, nurturance, and de~~pression, The sexuality of 
each is equally different equally heterosexual or not, but not equally so- 
cially powerful. The relevant issue is the social meaning of the sexuality 
and gender of women and men, not heir sexuality or gender "it;t;elf"-if: 
such a distinction can be made. To limit efforts to end gender inequality at 
the point where biology or sexuality is encountered, termed differences, 
witf-raut ~Talizing that these exist in law or society only in terms of their 
specifically sexist social meanings, amounts to conceding that gender in- 
equality may be challenged so long as the central epistemological pillars of 
gender as a system of power are permitted to remain standing. 

So long as this is the way these issues are framed, women's demands 
for sex epality will appear to be demands to have it both ways: the same 
when women are the same as men, different when different. But this is 
the way men have it: equal and different too. The same as women when 
they are the same and want to be, and different from women when they 
are different or want to be, which usually they do. Equal and diffgrent 
too would be parity. But under male supremacy while being told women 
get it both way S-the specialness of the pedestal and an even chance at 
the race, the ability to be a woman and a person, too-few women get 
much benefit of either. The sameness route ignores the fact that the in- 
dices or injuries of sex or sexism often ensure that simply being a woman 
may mean setdum being in a position sufficiently similar to a man's to 



have unequal treatment attributed to sex bias. The difference route incor- 
porates and reflects rather than alters the substance of womeds inferior 
status, presenting a protection racket as equal protection of the laws. In 
this way, the legal Eorms available far arguing the injuries of sex inequal- 
ity obscure the gender of this equality's reference point while effectively 
precluding complaint for women" sex-li;pecific grievances, 

When sameness is the &andad for equality a critique of gender hier- 
archy looks like a request for special protection in disguise. In fact it en- 
visions a change that would make a simple equal chance possible for the 
first time, To define the rea1it.y of gender as difference and the warrant of 
equality as sameness not only guarantees that sex equality will never be 
achieved; it is wrong on both counts. Sex in nature is not a bipolarity, it is 
a continuum; socie'ry makes it into a hipslarity. Once this is don6 to re- 
quire that one be the same as those who set the standard-those from 
whom one is alrcrady socially defined as different-simply means that 
sex equality is conceptually designed in law never to be achieved. Those 
who most need equal treatment will be the least similar, socially, to those 
whose situation sets the standard against which their entitlement to 
equal treatment is measured. The deepest problems of sex inequality do 
not find women '"similarly situatedr"o men. Practrices of inequaliv need 
not be intentionally discriminatory. The stahns quo need only be reflected 
unchanged. As a strategy for maintaining social power, descriptively 
speaking, first structure social reality unequally and then require that en- 
t-itlement to alter it be grounded on a lack of distinction, in sihlation; first 
structure perception so that different equals inferior, and then require 
that discrimination be activated by evil minds who k~zvw that they are 
beating ewals as less, in a s0ciet.y in which, episternologically speaking, 
most bigots will be sincere. 

The mainskearn law of equaliv assumes that society is already funda- 
mentally equal. It gives women legally no more than they already have 
socially and little it cannot also give men. Actually doing anything for 
women under sex equality law is thus stigmat.iaed as special protection 
or affirmative action rather than simply recognized as nondiscrimination 
or equality for the first time. So long as sex equality is limited by sex dif- 
ference-whether valued or negclted, staked out as a gmund lor femi- 
nism or occupied as the terrain of misogyny-women will be born, de- 
graded, and die. Protection will be a dirty word and equaliv will he a 
special privilege. 

I., Sex ineqtlaliq was first: found unconstitutional by interpretation of the equal 
protection clause of the Fouurtcenth Amendment: in 1971. Reed v. Reed, 404 U.S. 71 
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2 Deconstructing Equa 
Versus- Difference 
or, The Uses of Poststructura 
Theory for Feminism 
JQAN W. SCOTT 

T h a t  feminism needs theory goes without saying (perhaps 
because it has been said so often). mat: is not always clear is what that 
theory will do, although there are certain common assumptions I think 
we can find in a wide range of feminist writings. We need theory that can 
analyze the workings of patriarchy in all its manifestations-ideo10gical, 
institutiond, organizational, subjective-accounting not only for conti- 
nuities but also for change over time. We need theory that will let us 
think in kms of pluralieies and diversities rather than of unities and uni- 
versal~. We need theory that will break the conceptual hold, at least, of 
those long traditions of (Western) philosophy that have systematically 
and repeatedly construed the wodd hierarhically in terms of masculine 
universals and feminine specificities. We need theory that will enable us 
to articulate alternative ways of thinking about (and thus acting upon) 
gender without eitl-rer simply reversing the d d  hierarchies or confirming 
them. And we need theory that will be useful and relevant for political 
pracmice. 

Iz. seems to me &at: the body of the0ry rekrred to as pwststmchralism 
best meets all these requirements. It is  not by any means the only theory 
nor are its positions and formulations unique. In my own case, however, 
it- was reading poststructuralist theory and arguing with literary scholars 
that provided the elements of clarification for which I was looking. I 
f o n d  a new way of analyzing contitmctions of meaning and rdation- 
ships of power that called unitary, universal categories into question and 



historicized concepts otherwise treated as natural (such as man /woman) 
or absolute (such as equality or justice). In addition what attracted me 
was the historical connection between the two movements. Poststruc- 
turalism and contemporary feminism are late-twentieth-century move- 
ments that share a certain self-conscious critical relationship to estab- 
lished philosophical and political traditions. Et. thus seemed wor&while 
for feminist scholars to exploit that relationship for their own ends.' 

This article will not discuss the history of these various "exploitations" 
or elaborate on all the reasons a historian might look to this theory to or- 
ganize her inquiry.2 What seems most useful here is to give a short list of 
some major theoretical points and then devote most of my effort to a spe- 
cific illustration. The first part of this article is a brief discussion of con- 
cepts used by poststmckrralisb that are also useful for feminisls. The sec- 
ond part applies some of these concepts to one of the hotly contested 
issues among contemporary (U.S.) feminists-the "equality-versus- 
difference" "bate. 

Among the useful terms feminists have appropriated from poststmc- 
turaiism are fanwager discourse, difference and decons&ucCion. 
La~g~age. Following the work of smcturaiist IingujStics and anthro- 

pology, the term is used to mean not simply words or even a vocabulary 
and set of grammatical rules but, rather, a meaning-constituting system: 
that ia any system-strictly verbal or other-through which meaning is 
constructed and cultural practices organized and by which, accordingly, 
people represent and understand their world, including who they are 
and how they relate to others,   language,'"^ conceived, is a central fo- 
cus of poststructuralist analysis. 

Language is not assumed to be a representation of ideas that either 
cause material relahons or from which such relations follow; indeed, the 
idealist /materialist opposition is a false one to impose on this approach. 
Rather, the analysis of language provides a crucial point of entry a start- 
ing point for understanding how social relations are conceived, and 
thereforcbecause understanding how they are conceived means under- 
standing how they work-how institutions are organized, how relations 
of production are experienced, and how collective identiy i s  established. 
Without attention to language and the processes by which meanings and 
categories are ccmstihrted, one only imposes oversimplified models on 
the world, models that perpebate conventional understandings rather 
than open up new interpretive possibilities. 

The point is to find ways to analyze specific "textsM-not only books 
and documents but also utterances of any kind and in any medium in- 



cluding cultural practices-in terms of specific historical and contextual 
meanings. Postsmcturalists insist that words and texts have no fixed or 
intrinsic meanings, that there is no transparent or self-evidenit r-elation- 
ship between them and either ideas or things, no basic or ultimate corre- 
spondence between language and the world. The questions that must be 
answered in such an analysis, then, are how, in what specific contexts, 
among which specific communities of people, and by what textual and 
social processes has meaning been acquired? More generally the ques- 
t-ims are: How do meanings change? How have some meanings emerged 
as normative and others have been eclipsed or disappeared? What do 
these processes reveal about how power is constituted and operates? 

Discourse. Some of the answers to these questions are offered in the 
concept of discourse, especially as it has been developed in the work of 
Michel Foucault. A discourse is not a language or a text but a historically, 
sociab, and instifnztionalb specific shcucture of statemwtq terms, cate- 
gories, and beliefs. Foucault suggests that the elaboration of meaning in- 
volves conflict and power, that meanings are locally contested within dis- 
cursive "fields of force,'' that (at least since the Enlightenment) the power 
to c017&al a particular field resides in claims to (scientific) knowledge em- 
bodied not only in writing but also in disciplinary and professional orga- 
nizations, in institutions (hospitals, prisons, schools, factories), and in so- 
cial relationships (doctor/ patient, teacher/ student, employer /'worker, 
parent / child, husband 1 wife). Discourse is thus contained or expressed 
in organizations and institutions as well as in words; all of these consti- 
tute texts or documents to be read.3 

Discursive fields overlap, influence, and compete with one another; 
they appeal to one another's "truths" for authority and legitimation. 
These trulhs are assumed to be outside human invention, either alxady 
known and self-evident or discoverable through scientific inquiry. Pre- 
cisely because they are assigned the status of objective knowledge, they 
seem to be beyond disprxte and thus serve a powerful legitimating func- 
tion. Darwinian theories of natural selection are one example of such le- 
gitimating truths; biological theories about sexual difference are another. 
The power of these ""ss-uthsff comes kom the way they func.trion as givms 
or first premises for both sides in an argument, so that conflicts within 
discursive fields are framed to follow from rather than question them. 
The brilliance of so much of Foucault" work has been to illuminate the 
shared assumptions of what seemed to be sharply different arguments, 
thus exposing the limits of radical criticism and the extent of the power 
of dominant ideologies or epistemologies. 

In addition, Foucault has shown how badly even challenges to funda- 
mental assumptions often fared. They have been marginalized or si- 
lenced, farced t~ underplay heir most radical claims in order t~ win a 



short-term goal, or completely absorbed into an existing framework. Yet 
the fact of change is crucial to Foucault's notion of "archaeology" to the 
way in which he uses contrasts frown different historical periods to pre- 
sent his arguments. Exactly how the process happens is not spelled out to 
the satisfaction of many historians, some of whom want a more explicit 
causal model. But when causal heories are highly general, we are often 
drawn into the assumptions of the very discourse we ought to question. 
(If we are to question those assumptions, it may be necessary to forgo ex- 
isting standards of histaricd inquiry) Although some have read Foucault 
as an argument about the futility of human agency in the struggle for so- 
cial change, I think that he is more appropriately taken as warning 
against simple solutions to difficult problems, as advising human actors 
to think strategically and more self-consciously &out the philos~hical 
and political implications and meanings of the programs they endorse. 
From this perspective, Foucault's work provides an important way of 
thinking differently (and perl-taps more creatively) about the politics of 
the contextual construction of social meanings, about such organizing 
principles for political action as ""equalityf' and ""dfference.'" 

Diflemsce, An important dimension of: poststructuralisI andyses of 
language has to do with the concept of difference, the notion (following 
Ferdinand de Saussure's structuralist linguistics) that meaning is made 
hrtaugh implicit or explicit contrast that a pasitive definition rests on I le  
negation or repression of something represented as antithetical to it. 
Thus, any unitary concept in fact contains repressed or negated material; 
it is established in explicit opposition to another tern. Any analysis of 
meaning involves teasing out these negations and oppositions, figuring 
out how (and whether) they are operating in specific contexts. Opposi- 
t-ims rest on metaphors and cross-references, and often in patriarchal Ais- 
course, sexual difference (the contrast masmline / feminine) serves to en- 
code or establish meanings that are literally unrelated to gender or the 
body. In that way, h e  meanings of gender become tied to many kinds of 
cultural representations, and these in turn establish terms by which rela- 
tions between women and men are organized and understood. The pos- 
sibilities of this kind of analysis have, fctr obvious reasons, drawn the in- 
terest and attention of feminist scholars. 

Fixed oppositions conceal the extent to which things presented as op- 
positional are, in fact, interdependent-that is, hey derive their meaning 
from a particularly established contrast rather than from some inherent 
or pure antithesis. Furthermore, according to Jacques Derrida, the inter- 
dependence is hierarchical with one tern dominant or prior, tlne oppasite 
term subordinate and secondary. The Western philosophical tradition, he 
argues, rests on binary oppositions: unity / diversity, identity / difference, 
presence /' absence, and universality / specificity. The leading terms are ac- 



corded primacy; their parhers are represented as weaker or derivative. 
Yet the first terms depend on and derive their meaning from the second 
to such an extent that the secondary terms can be seen as generative of 
the definition of the first terms.Vf binary oppositions provide insight 
into the way meaning is constructed, and if they operate as Derrida sug- 
gests, then analyses of meaning cannot take binary oppositions at: face 
value but rather must "deconstmct" them for the processes they embody. 

Deconstruction. Although this term is used loosely among scholars- 
often to refer to a dismantling or desh-uct-ive enterprise-it also has a pre- 
cise definition in the work of Derrida and his followers. Decortstmction 
involves analyzing the operations of difference in texts, the ways in 
which meanings are made to work. The method consists of two related 
steps: the reversal and displacement of binary oppasitions. This double 
process reveals the interdependence of seemingly dichotomous terms 
and their meaning relative to a particular history. It shows them to be not 
natural but constructed oppositions, clm,&ructed for parZicular purposes 
in particular contexts.5 The literary critic Barbara Johnson describes de- 
constmctirn as crucialfy dependat (m difference. 

The starting point is often a binary difference that is srrbsequently shown to 
be an illusion created by the working of differences much harder to pin 
down. Thc differences between entities. . . are shown to be based on a repres- 
sion of differences wifhin entities, ways in which an enti"cy differs from it- 
self. . . . The "&constructionu of a binary opposition is thus not an annihila- 
tion of all values or differences; it is an attempt to follow the subtle, 
powerful effects of differences already at work within the illusion of a bi- 
nary opposition." 

Deconstruction is, then, an important exercise, for it allows us to be 
critical of the way in which ideas we want to use are ordinarily ex- 
pmssed, exhibited in pattezxs of meaning that may undercut h e  ends we 
seek to attain. .A case in point-of meaning expressed in a politically self- 
defeating way-is the "equality-versus-difference" debate among femi- 
nists. Here a binary opposition has been created to offer a choice to 
feminists, of either endorsing "equality" or its presumed antithesis "dif- 
ference." In fact, the antithesis itself hides the interdependence of the two 
terms, for equality is not the elimination of difference, and diffe~nce 
does not preclude equality. 

In the past few years, "equality-versus-difference" has been used as a 
shorthand to characterize conflicting feminist positions and political 



stmtegies.7 Those who argue that sexual difference ought to be an irrele- 
vant consideration in schools, employment, the courts, and the legisla- 
ture are put in the equality category Those who insisl that appeals on be- 
half of women ought to be made in terms of the needs, interests, and 
characteristics common to women as a group are placed in the difference 
category. In the clashes over the superiority of one or another of these 
strategies, feminists have invoked history, philosophy, and morality and 
have devised new classificatory labels: cultural kminism, liberal femi- 
nism, feminist separatism, and so on.8 Most rcrcently, the d&ate about 
equality and difference has been used to analyze the Sears case, the sex 
discrimination suit brought against the retailing giant by the Equal Em- 
ployment Opportunities Commission (EEOC) in 1974, in which histori- 
ans Mice Kessler-Harris and Rosalind Rosenberg testified on opposite 
sides. 

There have been many articles written on the Sears case, among them 
one by Ruth Milkman. Milkman insists that we attend to the political 
context of seemingly timeless principles: "We ignore the political dimen- 
sions of the equality-versus-difference debate at our peril, especially in a 
period of conservaitive resurgence like the present.'"She concludes: 

As long as this is the poli-itical context in which we find ourselves, feminist 
scholars must bc aware of the real danger: that arguments about ''difference" 
or ""women% culture'" will be put to uses other than those for which they 
were originally developed, That does not mean we m~rst abandon these ar- 
guments or the intellectual terrain they have opened up; it does mean that 
we must be self-conscious in our formulations, keeping firmly in view the 
ways in which our work can be exploited politically." 

Milkman's carefully nuanced formulation implies that equality is our 
safest course, but she is also reluctant to reject difference entirely. She 
kels a need to choose a side, but which side is the problem. Milkman's 
ambivalence is an example of what the legal theorist Martha Minow has 
labeled in another context "the difference dilemma." Ignoring difference 
in the case of subordinated groups, Minow points out' "'leaves in place a 
faulty neutrality" but focusing on difference can underscore the stigma 
of deviance. "Both focusing on and ignoring difference risk recreating it. 
This is the dilemma of difference."'O What is required, Minow suggests, 
is a new way of thinking about difference, and this involves rejecting the 
idea that equality-versus-difference constitutes an opposition. Instead of 
framing analyses and sbategies as i f  such binary pairs were T.imelesss and 
true, we need to ask how the dichotomous pairing of equality and differ- 
ence itself works. Instead of remaining with the terms of existing political 
discourse, we need to subjecl those terms to critical examination, Unt.ii 



we understand how the concepts work to constrain and construct spe- 
cific meanings, we cannot make them work for us. 

A close look at: the evidence in the Sears case suggests that evality- 
versus-difference may not accurately depict the opposing sides in the 
Sears case. During testimony, most of the arguments against equality and 
for difference were, in fact, made by the Sears lawyers or by Rcrsalind 
Rosenberg. They constructed an opponent against whom they asserted 
that women and men differed, that ""Eundamental differencesp-the re- 
sult of culture on long-standing patterns of socialization-led to 
women's presumed lack of interest in commission sales jobs. In order to 
make their own claim that sexual difference and not discrimina~on could 
explain the hiring patterns of Sears, the Sears defense attributed to EEOC 
an assumpgon that no one had made in those terms-that. women and 
men had identical interests." Alice Kessler-Warris did not argue that 
women were the same as men; instead, she used a variety of strategies to 
challenge Roser;bergfs assertions, First, she argued that historical evi- 
dence suggested far more variety in the jobs women actually took than 
Rosenberg assumed. Second, she maintained that economic considera- 
tions usually offset the effects of socialization in women" attihdes to 
employment. And, third, she pointed out that, historically, job segrega- 
tion by sex was the consequence of employ er preferences, not employee 
choices. The question of women's choices could not be resolved, Kessler- 
Harris maintained, when the hiring process itself predetermined the out- 
come, imposing generalized gendered criteria that were not necessarily 
relevant to the work at hand. The d&ak joined then not around equality- 
versus-difference but around the relevance of general ideas of sexual dif- 
ference in a specific context.IZ 

To make the case for employer discrimination, EEOC lawyers cited ob- 
viously biased job applicant questionnai~s and statements by persomel 
officers, but they had no individuals to testify that they had experienced 
discrimination. Kessler-Harris referred to past patterns of sexuat segrega- 
tion in the job market as the product of employer choices, but mostly she 
invoked history to break down Rosenberg's contention that women as a 
group differed consistently in the details of their behavior kom men, in- 
stead insisting that variety characterized female job choices (as it did 
male job choices), that it made no sense in this case to talk about women 
as a uniform group. She defined equalily to mean a presumption that 
women and men might have an equal interest in sales commission jobs. 
She did not claim that women and men, by definition, had such an equal 
interest. Rathez; Kessler-Harris and the EEOC called into quesliion the rel- 
evance for hiring decisions of generalizations about the necessarily anti- 
thetical behaviors of women and men. EEOC argued that Sears's hiring 
practices ~flected inaccurate and inapplicable notions of sexual differ- 



ence; Sears argued that "fundamental" differences between the sexes 
(and not its own actions) explained the gender imbalances in its labor 
force. 

The Sears case was complicated by the fact that almost all the evidence 
offered was statistical. The testimony of the historians, therefore, could 
only be infe~enZial at- hest. Each of them sought to explain small stalistical 
disparities by reference to gross generalizations about the entire history 
of working women; furthermore, neither historian had much informa- 
tion about what had achrally happened at Sears. They were farced, in- 
stead, to swear to the truth or falsehood of interpretive generalizations 
developed for purposes other than legal contestation, and they were 
forced to treat their interpretive premises as matters of fact. Reading the 
crass-examinaticon of Kessler-Warris is revealing in this respect. Each of 
her carefully nuanced explanations of women's work history was forced 
into a reductive assertion by the Sears lawyersf insistence that she answer 
questions only by saying yes or no. Simila*, Rosalind Rosenberg's R- 

buttal to Alice Kessler-Harris eschewed the historian's subtle contextual 
reading of evidence and sought instead to impose a test of absolute con- 
si&ency. She juxtaposed Kessler-Harris's kstimony in the trial to her ear- 
lier published work (in which Kessler-Harris stressed differences be- 
tween female and male workers in their approaches to work, arguing 
that women were mare domestically oriented and less individualistic 
than men) in an effort to show that Kessler-Harris had misled the court.1" 
Outside the courtroom, however, the dispari"cis of the Kessler-Harris ar- 
pment  could also be explained in other ways. In relationship to a labar 
history that had typically excluded women, it might make sense to over- 
generalize about women's experience, emphasizing difference in order to 
demonstrate that the universal term ''wwkerN was really a male refer-. 
ence that could not account for all aspects of women's job experiences. In 
relationship to an employer who sought to justify discrimination by ref- 
erence to sexual difference, it made more sense to deny the totalizing ef- 
fects of difference by stressing instead the diversity and complexity of 
women" behaviar and moGvation. In the first case, difference served a 
positive hnction, unveiling lfne inequity hidden in a presumably neutral 
term; in the second case, difference served a negative purpose, justifying 
what Kessler-Harris believed to be unequal treatment. Although the in- 
consistency might have been avoided with. a more self-conscious analysis 
of the "difference dilemma," Kessler-Harris's different positions were 
quite legitimately different emphases for different contexts; only in a 
courkoorn could they be tnkn as pmol of bad faith.14 

The exacting demands of the courtroom for consistency and "truth" 
also point out the profound difficulties of arguing about difference. Al- 
though the testimony of the historians had to explain only a relatively 



small statistical disgariq in the numbers of women and men hired far 
full-time commission sales jobs, the explanations that were preferred 
we= totalizing and catego"i"al.1~ In cross-examination, Kessler-Harris's 
multiple interpretations were found to be contradictory and confusing, 
although the judge praised Rosenberg for her coherence and lucidity.16 In 
part, that was because Rosenberg held to a tight model that unproblem- 
atically linked socialization to individual choice; in part it was because 
her descriptions of gender differences accorded with prevailing norma- 
tive views. In contrast, Kessler-Harris had trouble finding a simple 
model that would at once acknowledge difference and refuse it as an ac- 
ceptable explanation for the employment pattern of Sears. So she fell into 
great difficulty maintaining her case in the face of hostile questioning. On 
the o m  hand, she was accused of assuming that economic opportunism 
equally affected women and men (and thus of believing that women and 
men were the same). How, then, could she explain the differences her 
own work had identified? Qn the other hand, she was tarrcrd (by Rosen- 
berg) with the brush of subversion, far implying that all employers might 
have some interest in sex typing the labor force, for deducing from her 
own (presumably Marxist) theory, a ""conspiratorialJ' conclusion about 
the behavior of Sears.17 If the pattems of discrimination that Kessler- 
Harris alluded to were real, after all, one of their effects might well be the 
kind of difference Rosenberg pointed out. Caught within the framework 
of Rosenberg's use of historical evidence, Kessler-Harris and her lawyers 
relied on an essentially negative strategy, offering details designed to 
complicate and undercut: 12usenbergk assertions. Kessler-Harris did not 
directly challenge the theoretical shortcomings of Rosenberg's socializa- 
tion model, nor did she offer an alternative model of her own. That 
would have required, I think, either hlXy developing the case for em- 
ployer discrimination or insisting more completely on the "differences" 
line of argument by exposing the "equality-versus-differencef' formula- 
tion as an illusion, 

In the end, the most nuanced arguments of Kessler-Harris were re- 
jected as contradictory or inapplicable, and the judge decided in Sears's 
hvor, repeating the deknse argument that an assumption of equal inter-. 
est was "unfounded" "cause of the differences between women and 
men.iWrjot only was EEQC's gosir-ion rejected, hut the hiring policies of 
Sears were implicitly endorsed. According to the judge, because differ- 
ence was real and fundamental, it could explain statist.icaf variations in 
Sears's hiring. Discrimination was redefined as simply the recognition of 
"natural" difference (however culturally or historically produced), fitting 
in nicely with the logic of Reagan csnservatism. Difference was suhsti- 
tuted for inequality, the appropriate antithesis of equality, becoming in- 
ecjuality's explanation and legiemation. Ttle judge's decision illustrates a 



process literary scholar Naomi Schor has described in another context: it 
"'essentiafizes difference and naturalizes social inequity."'"") 

The Sears mse oft'ers a sobering lesson in the operation of a discuwsive, 
that is, a political field. Analysis of language here provides insight not 
only into the manipulation of concepts and definitions but also into the 
implementation and justification of institutional and pali~cal pawer, Ref- 
erences to categorical differences behveen women and men set the terms 
within which Sears defended its policies a ~ d  EEOC challenged them. 
Eqrralit-y-versus-difference was the intellectual trap within which histori- 
ans argued not about tiny disparities in Sears's employmnt practices, 
but about the normative behaviors of women and men. Although we 
might conclude that the balance of power was against EEOC by the time 
the case was heard and +a& therelore, its outcome was inevitable (part of 
the Reagm plan to reverse affirmative action programs of the 1 9 7 0 ~ ) ~  we 
still need to articulate a critique of what happened that can inform the 
next round of political encountez: How should that position he concepb- 
alized? 

When equality and difference are paired dichotomously, they structure 
an impassible choice. If one opts for eq.rrality one is forced to accept the 
notion that difference is antithetical to it. If one opts for difference, one 
admits that equality is unattainable. That, in a sense, is the dilemma ap- 
parent in Milkman's conclusion cikd hove. Feminists cannot give up 
""difference'"; it has been our most creative analytic tool, We cannot give 
up equality at least as long as we want to speak to the principles and val- 
ues of our political syst-ern. But it makes no sense for the feminist move- 
ment to let its arguments be forced into preexisting categories and its po- 
litical disputes to be characterized by a dichotomy we did not invent. 
How hen  do we recognize and use notions of sexual difference and yet 
make arguments for equality? The only response is a double one: the un- 
masking of the power relationship constructed by posing equality as the 
antithesis of difference and the rehsal of its consequent dichotomous 
construction of political choices. 

Equality-versus-difference cannot structure choices for feminist poli- 
tics; the appositional pairing misrepresents the relationship of bath 
terms. Equality, in the political theory of rights that lies behind the claims 
of excluded groups for justice, means the ignoring of differences between 
individuals for a particulczr pur-pose or in a particular contea, Michael 
Walzer puts it this way: "The root meaning of equality is negative; egali- 
tarianism in its origins is an abolitimist politics. It aims at eliminating 
not all differences, hut a particzllar set of differences, and a different set in 
different times and places."2"is presumes a social agreement to con- 
sider obviously different people as equivalent (not identical) for a stated 
puupose. In this usage, the opposite of evality is inevality or inequiva- 



lence, the noncommensurability of individuals or groups in certain cir- 
cumstances, for certain purposes. Thus, for purposes of democratic citi- 
zenslnip, the measure of equivalence has been, at different times, inde- 
pendence or ownership of property or race or sex. The political notion of 
equality thus includes, indeed depends on, an acknowledgment of the 
existence of differace. Demands b r  equality have rested on implicit and 
uslrally unrecognized arguments from difference; if individuals or 
groups were identical or the same there would be no need to ask for 
equaiity. Eyality might well be defined as deliberate indifference to 
sperified difrerences. 

The antithesis of difference in most usages is sameness or identity. But 
even here the contrast and the context must be specified. There is nothing 
self-evident or t-ranscendent about difference, even if the fact of difkr- 
ence-sexual difference, for example-seems apparent to the naked eye. 
The questions always ought to be, What qualities or aspects are being 
compared? What is the nahre of' the comparison? How is the meaning ol 
difference being constructed7 Yet in the Sears testimony and in some de- 
bates among feminists (sexual) difirence is assumed to be m immutntzlc 
fact, its meaning inherent in the mtegories female and male. The lawyers 
for Sears put it this way: "The reasonableness of the EEOCfs a priori as- 
sumptions of maleifemale sameness with respect to preferences, inter- 
ests, and qualifications is . . . the crux of the issue."21 The point of the 
EEOC challenge, however, was never sameness but the irrelevance of cat- 
egorical differenms. 

The opposition meniwomen, as Rosenberg employed it, asserted the 
incomparability of the sexes, and although history and socialization were 
the explanatory factors, these resonated with categorical distinctions in- 
f e r ~ d  hom the facts of hodiXy difference. When the opposition 
men/ women is invoked, as it was in the Sears case, it refers a specific is- 
sue (the small statistical discrepancy between women and men hired for 
commission sales jobs) back to a general principle (the "fundamental'" 
differences behveen women and men). The differences within each group 
that might apply to this particular situation-the fact, for example, that 
some women might choose "aggressive" or "risk-takingf"obs or that 
some women might prefer high- to low-paying positions-were ex- 
cluded by definition in the antithesis between the groups. The irony is, of 
course, that the statisltical case r e q u i ~ d  only a small percentage of 
women's behaviors to be explained. Yet the historical testimony argued 
categorically about "women." It thus became impossible to argue (as 
EEBC and Kessler-Harris tried to) that within the female category, 
women typically exhibit and participate in all sorts of "male" behaviors, 
that socialization is a complex process that does not yield uniform 
choices. To make the argument would have r q u i ~ d  a direct attack on 



categorical thinking about gender. For the generalized opposition 
maleifemale serves to obscure the differences among women in behav- 
ior, character, d e s i ~ ,  subjectivity, sexuality, gender identification, and 
historical experience. In the light of Rosenbergfs insistence on the pri- 
macy of sexual difference, Kessler-Harrisfs insistence on the specificity 
(and historically variable asped) of women's act-ims could be dismissed 
as an unreasonable and trivial claim. 

The alternative to the binary construction of sexual difference is not 
sameness, i&ntity, or androgpy. By subsumis women into a general 
"human" identity, we lose the specificity of female diversity and 
women's experiences; we are back, in other words, to the days when 
"Man's" story was supposed to be everyone's story, when women were 
"hidden from history" when the feminine served as the negative cwn- 
terpoint, the "Other," for the construction of positive masculine identity. 
It is not sameness or identity between women and men that we want to 
claim but a more complicated historically variable diversity than is per- 
mitted by the opposition male/female, a diversity that is also differently 
expressed for different purposes in different contexts. In effect, the dual- 
ity this opposition creates draws one line of difference, invests it wit-h bi- 
ological explanations, and then treats each side of the opposition as a 
unitaly phenomenon. Evelything in each categoly (male/ female) is as- 
sumed to be the same; hence, differences within either category are sup- 
pressed. In contrast, our goal is to see not only differences between the 
sexes but also the way these work to repress differences within gender 
groups. The sameness constmcted on each side of the binary opposition 
hides the multiple play of differences and maintains their irrelevance and 
invisibility. 

Placing equalit-y and difference in anhthetical relc2fionship has, then, a 
double effect. It denies the way in which difference has long figured in 
political notions of equality and it suggests that sameness is the only 
ground on which eyaiity can be daimed. It thus guts feminists in an im- 
possible position, for as long as we argue within the terms of a discourse 
set up by this opposition we grant the current conservative premise that 
because women cannot be idenGcai to men in all respects, we cannot ex- 
pect to be equal to them. The only alternative, it seems to me, is to refuse 
to oppose equality to difference and insist continually on differences- 
differences as the condition of individual and collec~ve iden~ties, differ- 
ences as the constant challenge to the fixing of those identities, history as 
the repeated illustration of the play of differences, differences as the very 
meaniq of equalit-y itself. 

Alice Kessler-Harris's experience in the Sears case shows, however, 
that the assertion of differences in the face of gender categories is not a 
sufficient strategy. What is required in addilion is an analysis of fixed 



gender categories as normative statements that organize cultural under- 
standing~ of sexual difference. This means that we must open to scmtiny 
the krms women and men as they are used to define one anoher in par- 
tintlar contexts-workplacs, for example. The history of women" work 
needs to be retold from this perspective as part of the story of the creation 
of a gendered workEctrce. hz the nineteenth ctenbrr, far example, certain 
concepts of male skill rested on a contrast with female labor (by defini- 
tion unskilled). The organization and reorganization of work processes 
was accomplished by ~ l e r e n c e  to the gender attributes of workers, 
rather than to issues of training, education, or social class. And wage dif- 
ferentials between the sexes were attributed to fundamentally different 
family roles that preceded (rather than followed from) employment 
arrangements. In all these processes the meaning of ""worker" was estab- 
lished through a contrast between the presumably natural qualities of 
women and men. If we write the history of women's work by gathering 
data that describes the activities, needs, interests, and culhxre of "women 
workers," we leave in place the naturalized contrast and reify a fixed cat- 
egorical difference between women and men. We start the story in other 
words, too late, by uncritically accepting a gendered category (the 
"woman worker") that itself needs investigation because its meaning is 
relative to its history. 

If in our histories we relativize the categories woman and man, it 
means, of course, that we must also recognize the contingent and specific 
nature of our political claims. Political strategies then will rest on analy- 
ses of the utility of' certain arguments in certain discursive contexts, with- 
out, however, invoking absolute qualities for women or men. There are 
moments when it makes sense for mothers to demand consideration for 
their social role, and contexts within which motherhood is irrelevant to 
women's behavior; but to maintain that womanhood is motherhood is to 
obscure the differences that make choice possible. There are moments 
when it makes sense to demand a reevaluation of the status of what has 
been socially constructed as women's work ("comparable worth" strate- 
gies are the current example) and contexts within which it makes much 
more sense to prepare women for entry into '%notraditional"" jobs. But to 
maintain that femininity predisposes women to certain (nurturing) jobs 
or (collaborative) styles of work is to naturalize complex economic m d  
social processes and, once again, to obscure the differences that have 
characterized women's occupational histories. An insistence on differ- 
ences undercuts the tendency to absolutist, and in the case of sexual dif- 
kence, essentialist catslgories. It does not deny the existence of gender 
difference, but it does suggest that its meanings are always relative to 
particular constmctions in specified contexts. In contrast, ahsctlu2ist cate- 
gorizations of difference end up always enforcing notnative rules. 



It is surely not easy to formulate a "&constructive" political strategy in 
the face of powerful tendencies that construct the world in binary terms. 
Yet there seems to me no other choice. PeAaps as we learn to think this 
way solutions will become more readily apparent. Perhaps the theoretical 
and historical work we do can prepare the ground. Certainly we can take 
heart. from the history of leminism, which is full of iltustra~ons of rcrfrrsals 
of simple dichotomies and attempts instead to demonstrate that equality 
requires the recognition and inclusion of differences. Indeed, one way his- 
torians could conkibute to a genuine rethinking of these concepts is to 
stop writing the history of feminisms as a story of oscillations between de- 
mands for equality and affirmations of difference. This approach inadver- 
tently strrngthens the hold of the binary construction, establishing it as in- 
evithle by giving it a long history. When looked at do~ely, in fact, the 
historical arguments of feminists do not usually fall into these neat com- 
partments; they are instead attempts to reconcile theories of equal rights 
with cultural concepts of sexual difference, to question the valiciiq of nor- 
mative conshuctions of gender in the light of the existence of behaviors 
and qualities that contradict the rules, to point up rather than resolve con- 
ditions of contradiction, to ar.ticulate a political iden"rity for women with- 
out conforming to existing stereotypes about them. 

In histories of feminism and in feminist political strategies there needs 
to be at once attention to the operations of diffel-ence and an insistence on 
differences, but not a simple substitution of mltiple for binary difference 
for it is not a happy pluralism we ought to invoke. The resolution of the 
"difference dilemma'" comes neither from ignoring nor embracing difkr- 
ence as it is normatively constituted. Instead, it seems to me that the crit- 
ical feminist posifion must always involve two moves. The first is the sys- 
tematic criticism of the operations of categorical diffczrence, the exposure 
of the kinds of exclusions and inclusions-the hierarchies-it constructs, 
and a refusal of their ultimate "tmth." A refusal, however, not in the 
name of an equality that implies sameness or identity, but rather (and 
th is is the second move) in the name of an equality that rests on differ- 
ences-differences that confound, disrupt, and render ambiguous the 
meaning of any fixed binary opposition. Ta do anything else is to buy 
into the political argument that sameness is a requirement for equality, an 
untenable position for feminists (and historians) who know that power is 
constmcted on and so must be dallenged from the gmund of difference. 
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PART THREE 
Gender, Race, and C 

Articulating the relationships among gender, race, and class has been at 
the center of a great deal of feminist theorizing. The three sets of paired 
articles considered here approach these interrelationships from different 
perspectives, The first pair centers on issues of gender and race, though 
class surfaces importantly in the analyses; the second pair focuses on 
the reproduction of colonial reiations that often arose in feminist 
theorizing about 'Third World womenB"he third pair oHers analyses of 
the different meanings of gender that emerge for particular groups of 
women in Third World contexts. Taken together, the six articles 
encompass a critique of some farms of feminist theorizing that treat 
"women'hs a homogeneous category. They demonstrate, in analyses of 
site-specific and historically situated contexts, how gender, race, and 
class are neither parallel nor intersecting, but mutualty cons"ctutive. 

In two essays reiativety free from particular disciplinary preoccu- 
pations, feminist legal scholar Patricia J. Williams (Chapter 1 3) and 
literary critic Amy Kaminsky (Chapter 14) address the construction of 
racial meanings through social-historical processes. Witliams examines 
the painful legacy of slavery in her own family; Kaminsky traces the 
meanings of raza in three different periods of exchange among Spain, 
Spanish America, and the United States. Both authors rely on "stories" 
as their core texts, though Williams uses an evocative, personal voice to 
offer autobiographical accounts, and Kaminsky writes in a more 
detached, impersonal voice but draws on personal fictional and 
theoretical texts. The authors ofhr atternate accounts of the construction 
of "racee"3y pointing to the powerCul influences of macrosocial forces and 
events as well as of family relationships and family lineage in creating 
social and personal understandings of race. Both contexlualize racial 
meanings in time and space by showing how they differ in particular 
historical moments and different places. Williarns examines the long 



echoes and reverberations of a particular set of historical events 
(associated with U.5. slavery as an institution) and emphasizes the impact 
of economic reiations and actions, In contrast, Kaminsky differentiates the 
history of Spanish, Spanish American, and U.S. relations into periods 
(imperial, postcolonial, and expatriate) that have different impfieations for 
the formation of the meanings of raza. Whereas Wiltiams articulates 
her own challenges to dominant racial and gender categories, Kaminsky 
analyzes the chatlenges created by "expatriate" hminist Iheorists-that is, 
Latinas creating new unders"landings of both gender and race. 

Both Williams and Kaminsky show how race and gender mutually 
define each other, since neither has the same meaning when inflected by 
the other. For exampie, Williams explores the cold brutality of whiteness 
through her powerful image of polar bears, but we discover that image is 
also power"fully masculine in her closing passage. Kaminsky shows that 
cultural beliefs about gender differences were used in the past to 
naturalize emergent "racial fictions" and argues that the same function is 
served today by the government" census categories. These two quite 
different essays are similar, too, because they not only articulate 
theoretical meanings of racial categories and their operation in texts but 
both also recognize the psychological impfications of those categories for 
individuals. Williams writes, " h u s t  assume, not just as history, but as an 
ongoing psychological force, that, in the eyes of white culture, irrationality; 
lack of control, and ugliness signify not just the whole slave personaii'ty, 
not just the whole biack personalit& but me2"lemphasis added], Kaminsky 
cites lesbian Latina feminists who avoid "complicity with any racializing 
project that demands [their] sexual complicity. . [They] resist the 
smoothing out of diHerence . . . [because they] find strength in their own 
multiplicity as they engage in struggle, within and with the culture." 

The next two essays address the dilemmas of the Western feminist 
academic project vis-8-vis non-Western women and the dilemma of the 
Westernized non-Western feminist academic (as potentially complicit with 
coionialism). They articulate limitations of feminist theory and feminist 
schofarship generalty in describing or analyzing the situation of women 
outside "the West," b t h  essays identify part of the problem in the same 
homogenizing, universalizing impulses in feminist theory that posed 
difficulties in articulating differences among U.S. and Western women 
(e.g., by race, class, and sexuality). But they also locate part of the 
problem in the association of Western feminism with a liberai and 
imperiaiist agenda. They cail for changes in feminist theorizing that would 
make it both ress oppressive and more useful, better able to address the 
situatedness of women in the Third World with attention to historical 
specificity and to digerences among women in those set.tings. 
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Marnia Lazreg (Chapter 25) points to the parallels betvveen traditional 
social science discourse that U.S. or Western feminists have critiqued and 
feminist discourse about women in the Middle Easc showing that "women 
in Algeria (or in any othsr part of the Third World) are dealt with precisely 
in the ways with which academic feminists do not wish to be deait3ome 
of the intellectual practices Lazreg points to are quite particular to 
scholarship on the Middle East (e.g., demonization of Islam, equation of 
the siwation of women with their religion, exclusive focus on veiling), 
whereas others are more generally applicable (e.g., the tendency to 
homogenize as "Middle Eastern" women from and within at least twenty 
separate countries). 

Literary critic Rey Chow (Chapter 16) is similarly critical of many uses of 
feminist theory for understanding women in China. Beginning with the 
apparent irrelevance of gender to an analysis of the 3989 Tiananmen 
Square uprising, Chow cails for an approach that recognizes variation in 
the centrali-ty or salience of gender to a particular situation. She argues 
that events experienced by the Chinese population as ethnic trauma are 
mere specta~le .far Western observers, At the same time, she views 
Western feminist theory as too blunt an instrument for the long and varied 
historical circumstances of women and China, circumstances in which 
women frequently disappear into a '"egendered"" traditional China. finally, 
by comparing representations of white women in King Kang and Gorillas 
in the Mist; she defines an impulse (she associates with the figure of Dian 
Fossey in the latter fifm) that requires that the "wild" "ay "alive" in its 
original habitat, rather than permitting it to change, to become "more 
civilizcr3d:kr to speak for itself. Both Chow and Lazreg speak from complex 
personal backgrounds and identities, and both argue for a more truly 
""pastcolonial"" feminist theory and for less institutionalized discourse and 
more talk in different voices. 

Ths last Wo essays in Part Three represent (indirectty) responses to the 
arguments made by Lazreg and Chow and take up themes expressed by 
Williams and Kaminsky. Both essays begin by assuming that gender is 
defined by power relations and has implications for personal identity. 
Similarly, both refuse the opposition of activelgassive and victim/ 
oppressor, asserting instead the simultaneous operation of both in most 
actions and most persans. These Wo ess;ays are different from the other 
four in this part in that both are empirical studies involving field research 
and participant observation; they examine theoretical issues not by 
reference ta autabiagraphical narratives, fic=tion, or other theoretical texts 
but through analysis of gendered practices and experiences of 
contemporary women. Both articles focus on women in Third World 
countries (Egypt and Mexico), and both focus on the construction of 
gendered meanings in the context of the work lives of lower-middle- or 



working-class women. In this way both essays foreground the importance 
of class structures in shaping women" experiences, without adopting a 
comparative "class differences" emppical approach, In fact, both essays 
aim to uncover variations in the meanings of gender within a single class 
and ethnicity. As sociologist Leslie Salzinger (Chapter 1 7) spells out, 
'F~aststructuralist feminist theorists have argued that gender is a discursive 
construction and emphasized its variable content, [This ressarck] seeks to 
ground and specify these assertions." In this way, these Wo essap may 
be seen as seeking to address precisely the criticisms Lazreg and Chow 
leveled at earlier feminist scholars. 

Salzinger uses a participant observer methodology and a comparative 
strategy to identify diFterences among women, as a fundion of the social 
structures (particular workplaces) they inhabit, She identifies the different 
degree of centralib of gender in three workplaces, as well as the different 
valences of gendered meanings (with femininiw highly valued in one but 
much less so in the others) and the different content of gender (for 
exampfa, with femininiv deeply sexualized in one and not in the others). 
Although Salzingerb strategy is to uncover the particular meanings of 
gender within particular workplaces, she also recognizes the dominant 
cultural meanings of gender within which these di~erences exist, Finally, 
she sees women as ssmetimes partly participating in the struggle to 
define gendsred meanings and also as the object of social definitions they 
do not control. 

Paliticai scientist Arlene Elowe MacLead (Chapter 18) uses a slightly 
different research strategy. Though she engaged in a participant 
observation study of women in twenty-eight households in Cairo, the 
material. .far this essay is drawn from more bcused interview with Wenty- 
five younger women from those househoids and emphasizes work and the 
"new veiling" movement. More than Salzinger, but like Lazreg and Chow, 
MacLeod foregrounds her awn complex ethnic identily as a factor in the 
research, She analyzes the women's accounts of what the new veiling 
means to them as expressing contradictory and multiple meanings, which 
shs summarizes with the notion of ""accommodating protest." Shs 
recognizes that the new veiling means different things to dimrent women 
and argues against seeing it as either ""traditional" or """feminisl"Woreover, 
she situates its different meanings within class, situational (e.g., private 
versus public, home versus work), and historical context. Finally, MacLeod 
notes the importance of the difierent meanings of their veiling actions to the 
women themselves (e.g., as keeping them safer from sexual harassment) 
and to observers of the wmen (as signaling their seriousness). 

It: is interesting that both essays analyze features of dress as carrying 
gender meanings. Whereas Macleodk primary goal is to examine ane 
aspect of dress, Salzinger uncovers the importance of clothing in the three 
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workplaces she studied by noticing the extreme differences both in the 
actual dress and in the gendered implications of it. Despite the very 
different cultural locatians of the two studies, both find that "swathing" 
women's bodies (with veils or with smocks and caps) not only keeps the 
women literally ""under wraps73ut also is felt to lessen the salience of 
gender in ths workplace. Wornsn and men are cited in both studies as 
viewing the concealment of women" bodies as facilitating a smoothly 
operating, nonsexuatized workpfszce, In this way these articles contribute 
to our understanding of the importance of dress .to definitions of gender 
and of gender to definitions of the workplace, 



On Being the 
ect of Property 

On Being Invisible 

Reftecf ions 

For some time I have been writing about my great-great-grandmother. I 
have considered the significance of her history and that of slavery from a 
variety of viewpaints on a variety of occasions: in every speech, in every 
conversation, even in my commercial transacCions class. 1 have ta lkd so 
much about her that I finally had to ask myself what it was I was looking 
for in this Rugged pursuit of family history. Was I being merely indul- 
gent, looking for roots in the pursuit of some genetic heraldry seeking 
the inheritance of being special, different, unique in all that primogeni- 
ture hath wrought? 

I decided that my search was based in the utility of such a quest, not 
mere indulgence, but a recapturing of that which had escaped historical 
scrutiny, which had been overlooked and underseen. X, like so many 
blacks, have been trying to pin myself down in history place myself in 
the stream of time as significant, evolved, present in the past, continuing 
into the future. Tc, be without documentation is too unsustaining, too 
spontaneously ahistorical, too dangerously malleable in the hands of 
those who would rewrite not merely the past but my future as well. So I 
have been picking through the wins for my roots. 

What I know of my mother's side of the family begins with my great- 
great-grandmother. Her name was Sophie and she lived in Tennessee. In 
1850, she was about twelve years old. I know that she was purchased 
when she was eleven by a white lawyer named Austin Miller and was im- 
mediately impregnated by him. She gave birth to my great-grandmother 
Mary, who was taken away h m  her to be raised as a house servant," 



know nothing more of Sophie (she was, after all, a black single mother- 
in today's terms-suffering the anonymity of yet another statistical 
teenage pregnancy). While I don't remember what I was told about 
Austin Miller before I decided to go to law school, I do remember that just 
before my first day of class, my mother said, in a voice full of secretive re- 
assurance, ""The Millers we= lawyers, so you have it in ywr  blood."z 

When my mother told me that I had nothing to fear in law school, that 
law was "in my blood," she meant it in a very complex sense. First and 
forcmo&, she meant it defiantly; she meant. that no one should m&e me 
feel inferior because someone else's father was a judge. She wanted me to 
reclaim that part of my heritage from which I had been disinherited, and 
she wanted me to use it as a source of strength and self-confidence. At the 
same time, she was asking me to claim a part of myself that was the dis- 
possessor of another part of myself; she was asking me to deny that dis- 
enfranchised little black girl of myself that felt powerless, vulnerable 
and, moreowel; rightly felt so, 

In somewhat the same vein, Mother was asking me not to look to her as 
a role model. She was devaluing that part of herself that was not Harvard 
and refocusing my vision to that part of herself that was hard-edged, pro- 
ficient, and Western. She hid the lonely, black, defiled-female part of her- 
self and pushed me forward as the projection of a competent self, a cool 
rather than despairing self, a masmlim mther than a feminine self. 

I took this secret of my blood into the Harvard milieu with both the 
pride and the shame with which my mother had passed it along to me. I 
founA myself in the sihation described by Marguerite Duras, in her 
novel Tke Lover: 'We're united in a frzndamental shame at having to live. 
It's here we are at the heart of our common fate, the fact that [we] are our 
mother's children, the dildren of a candid creamre murdered by society. 
We're on the side of society which has reduced her to despair. Because of 
what's been done to our mother, so amiable, so trusting, we hate life, we 
hate ourselves."3 

Reclaiming that from which one has been disinherited is a good thing. 
Self-possession in the full sense of that expression is the companion to 
self-knowledge. Yet claiming for myself a heritage the weft of whose gen- 
esis is my own disinheritance is a profoundly troubling paradox. 

A friend of mine practices law in wral Florida. His office is in TJde 
Glade, an extremely depressed asea where the sugar industry reigns 
supreme, where blacks live pretty much as they did in slavery times, in 
dormitories called slave ships. They are penniless and illiterate and have 
both a high birth rate and a high death rate. 



My hiend told me about a client of his, a fifteen-year-old young woman 
pregnant with her third child, who came seeking advice because her 
mother had advised a hysterectomy-not even a tubal 1igat.ion-as a 
means of birth conkol. The young woman's mother, in tun had been ad- 
vised of the propriety of such a course in her own case by a white doctor 
some years befose. Listening to this, I was reminded of a case I workd on 
when I was working for the Western Center on Law and Poverv about 
eight years ago. Ten black Hispanic women had been sterilized by the Uni- 
versity of Southern Calit'omia-Los Angeles Coun'cy Generd Medical Cen- 
ter, allegedly without proper consent, and in most instances without even 
their knowledge.4 Most of them found out what had been done to them 
upon inquiry, after a much-publicized news story in which an intem 
charged that the chief of obstetrics at 2-lle hospital pursued a policy of rec- 
ommending Caesarian delivery and simultaneous sterilization for any 
pregnant woman with three or more children and who was on welfare. In 
the course of researhing the appeal in ha t  case, I remember learning &at 
one-quarter of all Navajo women of childbearing ageliterally all those of 
childbearing age ever admitted to a hospital-had been sterilized.5 

As I reflected on all this, I realized that one of the things passed on 
from slavery which continues in the oppression of people of color, is a 
belief stfucbre rooted in a concept of black (or brown, or red) mti-Vrrilt, 
the antithetical embodiment of pure will. We live in a society in which 
the closest equivalent of nobility is the display of unremittingly con- 
trotled will-fulness. 3'0 be perceived as unremittingly wift-less is to be im- 
bued with an almost lethal trait. 

Many scholars have explained this phenomenon in terms of total and 
infantilizing inkrdependency of dominant and oppressed.6 Consider, for 
example, Mark Tushnetfs ddistinclian between slave law's tZotalistic view 
of personality and the bourgeois "pure will" theory of personality: "So- 
cial relations in slave society rest upon the interaction of owner with 
slave; the ownex; having total domination over the slave. In contrast, 
bourgeois social relations rest upon the paradigmatic instance of market 
relations, the purchase by a capitalist of a worker's labor power; that 
t-ransact-ion implicates only a part of the worker's personality. Slave rela- 
tions are total, engaging the master and slave in exchanges in which each 
must take account of the entire range of belief, feeling, and interest em- 
bodied by the other; bourgeois social relations are partial, requiring only 
that participants in a market evaluate their general productive character- 
istics without regard to aspects of personality unrelated to production."T 

Although such an analysis is not objectionable in some general sense, 
the description of master-slave relations as "total" is, to me, quite trou- 
bling. Such a choice of words reflects and accepts-at a very subtle level, 
pehaps-a historical rationalization that: whites had to, could do, and 



did do everything for these simple, above-animal subhumans. It is a 
choice of vocabulary that fails to acknowledge blacks as having needs be- 
yond those that even the most ""hurnane'br '%senzimentalfl white slave- 
master could provide.8 in trying to describe the provisional aspect of 
slave law, 1 would choose words that revealed its skucbre as rooted in a 
concept of, again, black anti-will, the polar oppasite of pure will. I would 
characterize the treatment of blacks by whites in whites' law as defining 
blacks as those who had no will. 1 would charackrize that treament not 
as total interdependency, but as a relation in which partializing judg- 
ments, employing partializing standards of humanity, impose general- 
ized inadequacy on a race: if pure will or total control equals the perfect 
white person, then impure will and total lack of control equals the perfect 
black man or woman. Therefoz-e, to define slave law as comprehending a 
"total" view of personality implicitly accepts that the provision of food, 
shelter, and clothing (again assuming the very best of circumstances) is 
the whole requirement of humarrive It assumes also either that psychic 
care was provided by slave owners (as though a slave or an owned psy- 
che could ever be reconciled with mental health) or that psyche is not a 
significant part of a whole human. 

Market theoly indeed focuses attention away from the full range of hu- 
man potential in its pursuit of a divinely willed, invisibly handed eco- 
nomic actor. Master-slave relations, however, focused attention away 
from the full range of black human potential in a somewhat different 
way: it pursued a vision of blacks as simple-min&d, skong-bodied eco- 
nomic actants.9 Thus, while blacks had an indisputable generative force 
in the marketplace, their presence could not be called activity; they had 
no active role in the market. To say, therefore, that "market relations dis- 
regad the peculiarities of individuals, whereas slave relations rest on the 
mutual recognition of the humanity of master and slave"'" (no matter 
how dialectical or abstracted a definition of humanity one adopts) is to 
posit an inaccurate equation: if "disregard for the peculiarities of in- 
dividuals" and "mutual recognition of humanity" are polarized by a 
"whereas," then somehow regard for peculiarities of individuals must 
equal recognition of humnity. In the context of slavery this equation 
mistakes whites' overzealous and oppressive obsession with projected 
specific peculiarities of blacks for actual holistic regard for the individual. 
Iz. averlooks the fact that most defini.tions of humanity mquire something 
beyond mere biological sustenance, some healthy measure of autonomy 
beyond that of which slavery could institutionally or otherwise conceive. 
Furthemore, it. overlook the fact that both slave and bourgeois systems 
regarded certain attributes as important and dis~garded certain others, 
and that such regard and disregard can occur in the same glance, like the 
wearing of horseblinders to fscus &tention simultaneously toward and 



away from. The experiential blinders of market actor and slave are fo- 
cused in different directions, yet the partializing ideologies of each makes 
the act of not seeing an unconscious, alienating component of seeing. 
Restoring a unified social vision will, I think, require broader and more 
scattered resolutions than the simple symmetry of ideological bipolarity. 

Thus, it: is important to undo whatever words aitzscure the fact: that 
slave law was at least as fragmenting and fragmented as the bourgeois 
worldview-in a way that has persisted to this day, cutting across all ide- 
ological boundaries. As "pure will" 'signifies the whole bourgeois person- 
ality in the bourgeois worldview, so wisdom, control, and aesthetic 
beauty signify the whole white personality in slave law. The former and 
the latter, the slavemaster and the burgermeister, are not so very different 
when expressed in those terns. The reconciling difference is that in slave 
law the emphasis is really on the inverse rationale: that irrationality lack 
of control, and ugliness signify the whole slave personality. "Total" inter- 
dependence is at best a polite way of rationalizing such personality 
splintering; it creates a bizarre sort of yin-yang from the dross of an op- 
pressive schizophrenia of biblical dimension. I would just call it schizo- 
phrenic with all the baggage that that connotes. That is what sounds 
right to me. Truly total relationships (as opposed to totalitarianism) call 
up images of whole people dependent on whole people; an interdepen- 
dence that is both providing and laissez-faire at the same time. Neither 
the historical inheritance of slave law nor so-called bourgeois law meets 
that definition. 

None of this, perl-raps, is particularly new. Nevertheless, as precedent 
to anything I do as a lawyer, the greatest challenge is to allow the full 
truth of partializing social constructions to be felt for their overwhelming 
reality-realif-y that otherwise I might rationally try to avoid hcing. In 
my search for roots, I must assume, not just as history but as an ongoing 
psychological force, that, in the eyes of white culture, ilrationality, lack of 
control, and ugliness signify not just the whde slave personality not just 
the whole black personality, but me. 

Vision 

Reflecting on my roots makes me think again and again of the young 
woman in Belle Glade, Florida. She told the story of he; impending steril- 
ization, according to my friend, while keeping her eyes on the ground at 
all times. My friend, who is white, asked why she wouldn't look up, 
speak with him eye to eye. The young woman answered that she didn't 
like white people seeing inside her. 

My friend's story made me think of my own childhood and adoles- 
cence: my parents were always telling me to look up at the world; to look 



straight at people, particularly white people; not to let them stare me 
down; to hold my ground; to insist on the right to my presence no matter 
what. They told me that in this culbre you have to look people in the eye 
because that's how you tell them you're their equal. My friend's story 
also reminded me how very difficult I had found that looking-back to be. 
What was hardest was not just that white people saw me, as my Eriendfs 
client put it, but that they looked through me, that they treated me as 
though I were transparent. 

By itself, seeing into me would be to see my substance my anger, my 
vulnerability, and my wild raging despair-and that alone is hard 
enough to show, to share. But to uncover it and have it devalued by 
ignore-ance, to hold it up bravely in the organ of my eyes and to have it 
g ~ e t e d  by an impassive stare that passes right 2-ilmugtz a11 that which is 
me, an impassive stare that moves on and attaches itself to my left ear- 
lobe or to the dust caught in the msty vertical geysers of my wiry hair or 
to the breadth of my freckled brown nose-this is deeply humiliazing. It 
re-wounds, relives the early childhood anguish of uncensored seeing, the 
fullness of vision that is the permanent turning-away point for most 
blacks, 

The cold game of equality-staring makes me feel like a thin sheet of 
glass: white people see all the worlds beyond me but not me. They come 
t-rotting at me with force and speed; hey  do not see me. I could force my 
presence, the real me contained in those eyes, upon them, but I would be 
smashed in the process. If I deflect, if I move out of the way, they will 
never know X existed. 

Marguerite Duras, again in The Lover, places the heroine in relation to 
her family. "Every day we try to kill one another, to kill. Not only do we 
not talk to one another, we don't. even look at one anotl-iec When you're 
being Iooiked at you can't look. To look is to feel turious, to be iplterested, 
to lower y o ~ r s e l f . ' ~ ~ ~  

To look is also to make myself vulnerable; yet not to look is to neutral- 
ize the part of myself which is vulnerable. I look in order to see, and so I 
must look. Without that directness of vision, I am afraid I will will my 
own blindness, disinherit my own creativity and sterilize my own per- 
spective of its embattled, passionate insight. 

One Saturday afternoon not long ago, I sat among a litter of family pho- 
tographs klling a South African friend about Marjorie, my godmother 
and my mother's cousin. She was given away by her light-skinned 



mother when she was only six. She was given to my grandmother and 
my great-aunts to be raised among her darker-skinned cousins, for Mar- 
jorie was very dark inAeed. Her lnother left the family to ""pass," to 
marry a white man-Uncle Frederick we called him with trepidatious 
presumption yet without his ever bowing of our existence-an heir to a 
meat-packing fortune. m e n  Uncle Frederick died thirty years later and 
the fortune was lost, Madorie's mother rejoined the race, as the royalty of 
resentful fascination-Lady Bountiful, my sister called her-to regale us 
with tales of gracious upper-class living, 

My friend said that my story reminded him of a case in which a 
swarthy, crisp-haired child was born, in Durban, to white parents. The 
Afrikaner government quickly intervened, removed the child from its 
birth home, and placed it to be raised with a ''more suitable," bmwner 
fc?mily 

When my friend and I had shared these stories, we grew embarrassed 
somdlow, and our conversation trickled away into a discussion of 
laissez-faire economics and governmental interventionism. Our words 
became a clear line, a railroad upon which all other ideas and events 
were tied down and sacrificed. 

As a teacher of commercial transactions, one of the things that has always 
impressed me most about the law of contract is a certain deadening 
power it exercises by reducing the p a r ~ e s  to the passive. It constrains the 
lively involvement of its signatories by positioning enforcement in such a 
way that parties find themselves in a passive relationship to a document: 
it is the contract that governs, that "does" everything, that absorbs all re- 
sponsibility and deflects all other recourse. 

Contract law reduces life to fairy tale. The four corners of the agree- 
ment become parent. Perfarmance is the equivalent of obedience to f ie  
parent, Obedience is dutifully passive. Passivity is valued as good 
contract-socialized behavior; activity is caged in retrospective hypotheses 
about stales of mind at: the magic momenit of conbac~ng, Individuals are 
judged by the contract unfolding rather than by the actors acting au- 
tonomously. Nonperformance is clisobedience; disohedience is acti\ie; X- 

t-ivity becomes evil in contrast to the childlike passivity of conkact con- 
formitr, 

One of the most powerful examples of all this is the case of Mary Beth 
Whithead, mother of Sara-of so-called Baby M. Rl_s. Mihitdwd became 
a vividly original actor after the creation of her contract with William 
Stern; unfortunately for her, there can be no greater civil sin. It was in this 
upside-down context, in the picaresque ullborrndedness of breachor, that: 



her energetic grief became hysteria and her passionate creativity was 
funneled, whorled, and reconstructed as highly impermissible. Mary 
B& Whitehead thus emerged as the evil stcpsist-er who deserved noth- 
ing, 

Some time ago, Charles Reich visited a class of mine.12 He discussed 
with my strudents a proposal for a new form of bargain by which emo- 
tional "itemsu-such as praise, flattery, acting happy or sad-might be 
contracted for explicitly. One student, not alone in her sentiment, said, 
"Oh, hut then you'll just feel obligated." Only the week before, however 
(when we were discussing the contract which posited that Ms. White- 
head "will not form or attempt to form a parent-child relationship with 
any child or children"), this same student had insisted that Ms. White- 
head must give up her child, because she had said she would: "She was 
obligated!" I was confounded by the degree to which what the student 
took to be self-evident, inatienabie gut r t l a c t i a  could he governed by il- 
lusions of passive conventionality and form. 

It was that incident, moreover, that gave me insight into how Judge 
Harvey Sorkow, of New Jersey Superior Court, could conclude that the 
contract that: purported to terninate Ms. Mit-dead's parental rights was 
"not illusory."ls 

(As background, I should say that: I think that, within the framework of 
contract law itself, the agreement between Ms. Whitehead and Mr. Stern 
was clearly illusory.'" the one hand, Judge Sorkow's opinion said that 
Ms. Whitehead was seeking to avoid her obligatiolzs. In other words, giv- 
ing up her child became an actual oblignz-ion. On the other hand, accord- 
ing to the logic of the judge, this was a service contract, not really a sale of 
a child; therefore deliveling the child to the Sterns was an "obligation" 
for which &ere was no consideration, for which Mr. Stern was not pay- 
ing her.) 

Judge Sorkow's finding the contract "not illusoryf' is suggestive not 
just of the dodrine by that name, but of ilXusisn in general, and delusion, 
and the righteousness with which social constructions are conceived, 
acted on, and delivered up into the realm of the real as "right," while all 
else is devoured from memory as " w r ~ n g . ~  Fmm this perspeclive, the 
rhetorical tricks by which Sara Whitehead became Melissa Stern 
seem very like the heavy-worded legalities by which my great-great- 
grandmother was pacified and parkd from her child, In both situa~ons, 
the real mother had no say, no power; her powerlessness was imposed by 
state law that made her and her child helpless in relation to the father. 
My great-great-grandmother" powerlessness came about as the r-emlt of 
a contract to which she was not a party; Mary Beth Whitehead's power- 
lessness came about as a result of a contract that she signed at a discrete 
point of p me-yet whicl-r, over time, enslaved her. The con&act-red* in 



both instances was no less than magic: it was illusion transformed into 
not-illusion. Furthermore, it masterfully disguised the brutality of en- 
forced[ arrangements in which these women3 autonomy, their flesh and 
their blood, were locked away in word vaults, without room to recon- 
sider-ver. 

In the months since Judge Sorkow" opinion, X have reflected on the 
similarities of fortune between my own social positioning and that of 
Sara Melissa Stern Whitehead. I have come to realize that an important 
part of the complex magic that Judge Sorkow wmte into his opinion was 
a supposition that it is "naturalf' for people to want children "like" them- 
selves. What this reasoning raised for me was an issue of what, exactly 
constituted this "likeness"? (What would have happened, for example, if 
MS- Whitehead had hmed out to have been the "passed" descendant of 
my "failed" godmother Marjorie's mother? What if the child she bore 
had turned out to be recessively and visibly black? Would the sperm of 
Mr. Stern have been so pawerltll as to make this child "his" with the ex- 
clusivity that Judge Sorkow originally assigned?) What constitutes, 
moreovel; the collective understanding of "un-likenessf'? 

These quesllons tun?, pehaps, on nol-so-subtle images of which moth- 
ers should be bearing which children. Is there not something unseemly, 
in our society, about the spectacle of a white woman mothering a black 
child? A white woman giving totally to a bhlack child; a black child totally 
and demandingly dependent for everything, for sustenance itself, from a 
white woman. The image of a white woman suckling a black child; the 
image of a black child sucking for its life from the bosom of a white 
woman. The utter interdependence of such an image; the selflessness, the 
merging it implies; the giving up of boundary; the encompassing of other 
within self; the unbounded genemsity, the interconnectedness of such an 
image. Such a picture says that there is no difference; it places the hope of 
continuous generation, of immortality of the white self in a little black 
face. 

When Judge Sorkow declared that it was only to be expected that par- 
ents would want to breed children "like" "emselves, he simultaneously 
crtlated a legal right to the same, Miirh the creation of such a ""fight;'%e 
encased the children conforming to "likeliness" in protective custody, far 
from whole ranges of taboo. Taboo about touch and smell and intimacy 
m d  boundary. Taboo about ardor, possession, license, equivocation, 
equanimity, indifference, intoterance, rancor, dispossession, innocence, 
exile, and candor. Taboo about death. Taboos that amount to death. 
Death and sacredness, the valuing of body, of self, of other, of remains. 
The handling lovingly in life, as in life; the question of the intimacy ver- 
sus the dispassion of death. 



In effect, these taboos describe boundaries of valuation. Whe"Eer 
something is inside or outside the marketplace of rights has always been 
a way of valuing it. m e n  a valued object is located outside the market, it 
is generally understood to be too '"riceless'9o be accommodated by or- 
dinary exchange relationships; when, in contrast, the prize is located 
within the markeplace, all objects outside become "valueless." Tradi- 
tionall~ the Mona Lisa and human life have been the sorts of subjects re- 
moved from the fungibility of commodification, as "priceless." Thus 
when black people were bought and sold as slaves, they wew placed be- 
yond the bounds of humanity. And thus, in the twistedness of our brave 
new world, when blacks have been thrust out of the market and it is 
white children who are bought and sold, black babies have become 
"worthless" currency to adoption agents-""surplus'Yin the salvage 
heaps of Harlem hospitals. 

"Familiar though his name may be to us, the storyteller in his living im- 
mediacy is by no means a present farce. He has already become some- 
thing remote from us and something that is getting even more distant. . . . 
Less and less frepently do we encounter people with the ability to tell a 
tale pwperly. . . . It is as if something that seemed inaliencihle to us, the 
securest among our possessions, were taken from us: the ability to ex- 
change experiences." 

My mother's cousin Mariorie was a storyteller, Fmm time to time X 
would press her to tell me the details of her youth, and she would tell me 
instead about a child who wandered into a world of polar bears, who 
was prayed wer by palar bears, and in the end eaten. The child's life was 
not in vain because the polar bears had been made holy by its suffering. 
The child had been a test, a message from god for polar bears. In the po- 
lar bear universe, she would tell me, the primary object of crea23on was 
polar bears, and the rest of the living world was fashioned to serve polar 
bears. The clouds took their shape from polar bears, trees were designed 
to give shelter and shade to polar bears, and humans were ideally de- 
signed to provide polar bears with meat.16 

The tmth, the tmth, T would laughingly insist as we sat in her apart- 
ment eating canned fruit and heavy roasts, mashed patatoes, pickles and 
vanilla pudding, cocoa, Sprite, or tea. What about roots and all that, I 
coaxed. But the voracity of her amnesia would disclaim and disclaim and 
disclaim; and she would go an telling me abotrt the polar bears until our 
plates were full of emptiness and I became large in the space which de- 
scribed her emptiness and I gave in to the emptiness of words. 



Qn Life and De&h 

Sighiny into Space 

There are moments in my life when I feel as though a part of me is miss- 
ing. There are days when I feel so invisible that I can't remember what 
day of the week it is, when I feel so manipulated that I can't remember 
my own name, when I feel so lost and angry that I can't speak a civil 
word to the people who love me best. Those are the times when X catch 
sight of my reflection in store windows and am surprised to see a whole 
person looking back. Those are the times when my skin becomes gummy 
as clay and my nose slides amund on my face and my eyes drip down to 
my chin. I have to close my eyes at such times and remember myself, 
draw an internal picture that is smooth and whole; when all else fails, I 
reach for a mirror and stare myself down until the features reassemble 
&emselves like last sheep. 

Two years ago, my godmother Marjorie suffered a massive stroke. As 
she lay dying, I would come to the hospital to give her her meals. My 
keding her who had so o k n  fed me became a complex ritual of mirror-. 
ing and self-assembly. The physical act of holding the spoon to her lips 
was not only a rite of nurture and of sacrifice, it was the return of a gift. It 
was a quiet bowing to the passage of time and dle doubling back of all 
things. The quiet woman who listened to my woes about work and 
school required now that I bend my head down close to her and listen for 
mouthed word fragments, sentence crumbs. I bent down to give meaning 
to her silence, her wandering search for words. 

She would eat what I brought to the hospital with relish; she would re- 
ject: what I braugb with a turn of her head. I brought fruit and yogurt, ice 
cream and vegetable juice. Slowly over time, she stopped swallowing. 
The mashed potatoes would sit in her mouth like cotton, the pudding 
would slip to her chin in slow sad streams. When she lost not only her 
speech but the power to ingest, they put a tube into her nose and down to 
her stomach and I lost even that medium by which to communicate. No 
longer was there the odd but reassuring communion over taste. No 
longer was there some echo of comfort in being able to nurture one who 
nurbred me. 

This inc~ment  of decay was like a little newborn death. With the tube, 
she stared up at me with imploring eyes, and I tried to guess what it was 
that she would like. I read to her aimlessly and in desperation. We enter- 
tained each other with the skax-rge embarrassed flickering of our eyes. I 
told her stories to fill the emptiness, the loneliness, of the white-walled 
hospiilal room. 



I told her stories about who I had become, about how I had grown up 
to know all about exchange systems, and theories of contract, and mone- 
tary fictions. I spun tales about blue-sky laws and promissory estoppel, 
the wispy-feathered complexity of undue influence and dark-hearted 
theories of unconscionability. I told her about market norms and gift 
econoxny and the thin razor" eedg of the bartering ethic.. Once upcan a 
time, I rambled, some neighbors of mine included me in their circle of 
barter. They were in the habit of exchanging eggs and driving lessons, 
hand-knit weaters and computer prczgramming, plumbing and calUgra- 
phy. I accepted the generosity of their inclusion with gratitude. At first, I 
felt that, as a lawyer, I was worthless, that I had no barterable skills and 
nothing to contribute. What I came to realize with time, however, was 
that my value to the group was not calculated by the physical items I 
brought to it. These people included me because they wanted me to be 
part of their circle, they valued my participation apart from the material 
hings I could offer. SO I gave of myself to them, and t h y  gave me fruit 
cakes and dandelion wine and smoked salmon, and in their giving, their 
goods became provisions. Cradled in this community whose currency 
was a relational ethic, my stock in myself soared. My value depended on 
the glorious intangibility, the eloquent invisibility of my just being part of 
the collective; and in direct response I grew spacious and happy and gen- 
tle, 

My gentle godmother. The fragility of life; the cold mortuary shelf. 

Dispassionate Deaths 

The hospital in which my godmother died is now filled to capacity with 
AIDS patients. @e in sixty-one babies born there, as in New York City 
generally, is infected with AIDS antibodies.I7 Almost all are black or His- 
panic. In the Bronx, the rate is one in forty-three.lVn Central Akica, ex- 
perts estimate that, of children receiving kanshsions for malaria-related 
anemia, "abowt 1000 may have been infected with the AIDS virus in each 
of the last five years."'g In Congo, 5 percent of the entire population is  in- 
fected.20 The New York Til~zrs reports that "the profile of Congo's popula- 
tion seems to guarantee the continued spread of AIDS."ZI 

In the Congolese city of Pointe Noir, "the annual budget of the sole 
public health hospital is estimated at about $200,000-roughly the 
amount of money spent in the United States to care for four AIDS pa- 
~ents."zZ 

The week in which my godmother died is littered with bad memories. 
In my journal, I made note of the following: 

Good Frid~y: Phil Donahue has a: special program on AIDS. The segues are: 



a, from Martha, who weeps at the prospect of not watching her childp.cn 
grow up 

b. to Jim, w l ~ o  is not conscious enou& to speak just now, who coughs 
convulsively, who recognizes no one in his family any more 

c. to Hugh who, at 85 pounds, t h id s  he has five years but whose doctor 
says he has weeks 

d. to an advertisement for denture polish ("If you love your Polident 
Green / then giinrneey a SMILE!") 

e. and then one for a plastic srrrgery salon on Park Aven~re ("The only 
thing that's expensive is our address") 

f ,  and then one for what's scorning up on the five o'clock news (Linda 
Lovelace, of k e y  Thmuf fame, ""still recovering from a do~rble lnastectomy 
and complications from silicone injections" i s  being admitted to a New York 
hospital for a liver transplmt) 

g. and finally one for the miracle properties of all-purpose house cleaner 
("Mr. Clecean / is  the man / behind the shineiis it wet or is it dry?"" X note that 
Mr. Clean, with his gleaming bald head, puffy muscufature and fever-bright 
eyes, looks like he is undergoing radiation therapy). Now back to our show. 

h, "We are back now with Martha" (who is  crying hardcr than before, sob- 
bing uncontrollably, each jerking ihalation a deep unearthly groan), 17Etil 
says, "Oh l~oney 1 hope we didn't make it worse for you." 

Easfer Snfurdny: Over lunch, X watch another funeral. My office windows 
overlook a graveyard as crowded and still as a rush-hour freeway. As 1 savor 
pizza and milk, 1 notice that one of the mourners is wearing an outfit fea- 
tured in the window of BXoomingdaiie's (59h Street store) only since last: 
weekend, This thread of recognition jolts me, and X am drawn to her in sar- 
row; the details of my own shopping history Rash before my eyes as I reflect 
upon the sober spree that brought her to the rim of this earthly chasm, her 
slim suede heels sinking into the soft silt of the graveside. 

Xesarrecfion Sundny: John D., the bookkeeper wt~ere I ~rsed to work, died, 
hit on the head by a stray but forcchljy propclled hockey puck. X cried copi- 
ously at his memorial service, only to discover; later that afternoon when 1 
saw a black rimmed photograpl~, that 1 had been mourning the wrong per- 
son. X had cried becauge the man X I.hozrg/~f had died i s  John D, the office mes- 
sengerf a bitter unfriendly man who treats me with disdain; once 1 bought an 
old electric typewriter from him which never worked. Thorrgh he prolnised 
nothing, X have harbored deep dislike since then; death by hockey puck is  
only one of the fates 1 had ilnagined fur him. 1 washed clean my guilt with 
buckets of tears at the news of what I thou&t was his demise. 

The man who did dic was small, shy, anonymously sweet-featurcd and 
innocent. In same odd way 1 was relieved; no seriously obligatory mourn- 
ing to be done here, A quiet impassivity settled over me and 1 forgot lny 
grief. 



Holy Communion 

A few months after my godmother died, my Great Aunt fag passed away 
in Cambridge, at ninety-six the youngest and the last of her siblings, all 
of whom died at ninety-seven. She collapsed on her way home from the 
polling place, having gotten in her vote for "yet another Kennedy.'"er 
wake was much like the last family gathering at which I had seen her, 
two Thanksgivings ago. She was a little hard of hearing then and she 
stayed on the outer edge of the conversation, brightly, loudly, and ran- 
domly asserting enjoyment of her meal. At the wake, cousins, nephews, 
daughters-in-law, first wives, second husbands, great-grand-nieces gath- 
ered round her casket and got acquainted all over again. It was pouring 
rain outside. The funeral home was dry and warn, faintly syicily clean- 
smelling; the walls were solid, dark, respectable wood; the floors were 
cool stone tile. On the door of a ravm marked 'WP;J~ Admittance" was a 
sign that: reminded workers therein of the reverence with which each 
body was held by its family and prayed employees handle the remains 
with similar love and care. Aunt Jag wore yellow chiffon; everyone 
agreed that laying her out with her glasses on was a nice touch. 

Afterward, we all went to Legal Seafoods, her favorite restaurant, and 
ate many of her favorite foods. 

I have never been able to determine my horoscope with any degree of ac- 
curacy. Born at Boston" now-defunct Lying-Tn HosgitaI, 1 am a Virgo, de- 
spite a quite poetic soul. Knowledge of the hour of my birth, however, 
would determine not just my sun sign but my moons and all the more in- 
t-imate specifici~es of my destiny. Once upon a time, I sent far my birth 
certificate, which was retrieved from the oblivion of Massachusetts mi- 
crofiche. Said document revealed that an infant named Patricia Joyce, 
born of parents named Williams, was delivered into the world *'~olored.'~ 
Since no one thought to put down the hour of my birth, I suppose that I 
will never know my true fate. 

In the meantime, 1 read what text there is of me. 
My name, Patricia, means patrician, Patricias are noble, lofty, elite, ex- 

clusively educated, and well mannered despite themselves. I was on the 
cusp of being Pamela, but my parents knew that such a me would require 
lawns, estates, and hunting dogs too. 

I am also a Williams. Of William, whoever he was: an anonymous 
white man who owned my father" people and from whom some es- 



caped. That rupture is marked by the dark-mooned mystery of utter si- 
lence. 

Williarns is the second most common sulxame in the United States; Pat- 
tricia is fhe most common prename among women born in 1951, the year 
of my birth. 

In the law, ri&ts are islands of empawerment. To be un-righted is to be 
disempowered, and the line between rights and no rights is most often 
the line between dominators and oppressors. Rights contain images of 
power, and manipulating those images, either visually or linguistically is 
central in the making and maintenance of rif=hts. In principle, therefore, 
the more dizzyingly diverse the images that are propagated, the more 
empowered we will be as a sociev 

Xn reality, it was a lovely polar bear afternoon. The gentle force of the 
earth. A wide wilderness of islands. A conspiracy of polar bears lost in 
timeless forgetting. A gentleness of pofar bears, a fruitfulness of polar 
bears, a silent black-eyed interest of palar bears, a bristled expectancy of 
polar bears. With the wisdom of innocence, a child threw stones at the 
polar bears. Hungry, they rose from their nests, inquisitive, dark-souled, 
patimt with foreboding, fearhl in tremendous awakning. The instinc- 
tual ferocity of the hunter reflected upon the hunted. Then, proud teeth 
and warrior claws took innocence b r  wilderness and raging insubstan- 
t-iality for knder r;tbbit breath. 

In the newspapers the next day it was reported that two polar bears in 
the Brooklyn Zoo mauled to death an eleven-year-old boy who had en- 
t e ~ d  their cage to swim in the moat. The police were called and the bears 
were killed.23 

In the public debate that ensued, many levels of meaning emerged. 
The rhetoric firmly established that the bears were innocent, naturally 
territorial, unfairly imprisoned, and guilty. The dead child (born into the 
urban jungle of a black, welfare mother and a Hispanic alcoholic father 
who had died literally in the gutter only six weeks before) was held to a 
similarly stern standard. The police were captured, in a widely dissemi- 
nated photograph,z' shooting helplessly, desperately, into the cage, 
t%trtaugh three levels of bars, at. a pieta of bears; since this image, cconvey- 
ing much pathos, came nevertheless not in time to save the child, it was 
generally felt that the bears had died in vain." 

In the egalitarianism of exile, pluralists rose up as of one body, with a 
call to buy more bears, control juvenile delinquency eliminate all zoos, 
and confine Eu.krre police.26 



In the plenary session of the national meeting of the Law and Society 
Association, the keynote speaker unpacked the whole incident as a veri- 
table lcihoratory of emergent rights discourse. Just seeing &at these com- 
plex levels of meaning exist, she exulted, should advance rights dis- 
course significantly.27 

At the ftlneral of the child, the presiding priest pronounced the death 
of Juan f.%rez not in vain, since he was saved from growing into ""a life- 
time of crime." Juanf s Hispanic-welfare-black-widow-of-an-alcoholic 
mother decided then and there to sue. 

How I ended up at Dartmouth College for the summer is too long a story 
to tell. Anyway, there I was, shaling the town of Hanover, New Hamp- 
shire, with about two hundred prepubescent males enrolled in Dart- 
moutks summer basketball camp, an all-whitey very expensive, affirma- 
tive action program for the street-deprived. 

One fragrant evening, I was walking down East Wheelock Street when 
I encountered about a hundred of- these adolescents, fresh from the 
courts, wet, lanky, big-footed, with fuzzy yellow crew cuts, loping to- 
ward Thayer Hall and food. In platoons of twenty-five or so, they de- 
scended upon me, jostling me, smaclcing me, and pushing me h m  the 
sidewalk into the gutter. In a thoughtless instant, I snatched off my 
brown silk headrag, my flag of African femininity and propriety my sign 
of meek and smpplicatory place and presentation. X released the armored 
rage of my short nappy hair (the scalp gleaming bare between the angry 
wire spikes) and hissed: "Don't I exist for you?! See Me! And deflect, 
godammit!" "he quaiM professionalism of my formal English never al- 
lowed the rage in my head to rise so high as to overflow the edges of my 
text.) 

They gave me wide berth. They clearly had no idea, however, that I 
was talking to them or about them. They skirted me sheepishly, suddenly 
polite, because they did know, when a crazed black person comes crash- 
ing into one3 field of vision, &at it i s  impolite to llarrgh. I stood tall and 
spoke loudly into their ranks: "I have my rights!" The Dartmouth Sum- 
mer Basketball Camp raised its collective eyebrows and exhaled, with a 
certain tested nobility of exhaustion and sdidarit-y, 

I pursued my way, manurnitted back into silence. I put distance be- 
tween them and me, gave myself over to polar bear musings. I allowed 
myself to be watched over by bear spirits, Clean white wind and skong 
bear smells. The shadowed amnesia; the absence of being; the presence of 
polar bears. White wilderness of icy meat-eaters heavy with remem- 



brance; leaden with undoing; shaggy with the effort of hunting for si- 
lence; hozm in a WL;b of intent-ion and intuition. A lunacy of polar bears. 
A history of polar bears, A pride of polar bears. A consistency of polar 
bears. In those meandering pastel polar bear moments, I found cool frag- 
ments of white-fur invisibility. Solid, black-gummed, intent, observant. 
Hungry and patient, impassive and exquisitely timed. The brilliant 
bursts of exclusive territoriality, A complexity of messages implied in our 
being. 
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4 Gender, Race, Raza 

Since the publication of This Bridge Called M y  Back: Writings 
of Radical Wupller~ of Color (1981) and All the Wvrllen Am m i t e ,  All the 
Blacks Are Men, bzrt So~lle of Us Arc Brave (1982), scholarship by and about 
women of color has become increasingly central to the project of acade- 
mic feminism in the United States,' Many white academic ferninist.~ 
have, for their part, made a concerted effort to pay attention to issues of 
race in their theoretical, critical, and pedagogical work.' This important 
and necessary change is incrtlasingly affecting the way gender itself is 
understood. Nevertheless, the acknowledgment of racial difference and 
even the publication of important feminist womanist work concerning 
women of colar has not meant that race has been sufficiently theorized in 
the context of feminism. Here I am referring not simply to challenging 
the homogeneity of a racial community, or to looking simultaneously at 
race and gender, but,, rathel; to analysing dle instability of race itself and 
the part gender plays in naturalizing what gets called "race" in and 
acrms culturts."n an attempt to do some of this work here, I use a com- 
parative, gender-conscious approach to examine configurations of race 
as they occur in and between Spain, Spanish America, and the United 
States. I name and discuss three discrete but overlapping moments of 
Hispanic racial foma.t.iont the Imperial, the postcolonial, and the expatri- 
ate. The Imperial moment occurs between 1492 (when the last Moslem 
kingdom in Spain was defeated by Ferdinand and tsabella and Colum- 
bus landed in America) and the mid- to late-nineteenth cent-crry, when 
Spain lost its American colonies. The postcolonial moment begins with 
that nineteenth-century independence from Spain and continues 
t%trtaugh the present. It: refclrs geographically to Spanish America. The ex- 
patriate moment is primarily a late-twentieth-century phenomenon 
marked by the emigration of Spanish Americans to Europe (including 
Spain) and the United States- My discussion elaborates the notion that as 



a cultural construction race is unstable and has different meanings and 
different purposes in different times and places and that gender is funda- 
mental in making those meanings and revealing those prxl-poses. 

The ease with which so many North Americans can cross most geograph- 
ical borders too easily deceives us into thinking that we are able to cross 
all borcfers-linguistic, cultural, hist.orical-with similar ease. The aver- 
age English speaker's faith in literal translation, together with the belief 
that race is biologically determined, creates the illusion that when we 
talk about racial difference across cultures and over time we mean the 
same things. Yet the differing linguistic-geographical axes in English and 
Spanish have a profound effect on meanings of crucial categories of 
analysis. Like the Spanish gkmro, whose primary meanings of genre and 
grammaticd gender make it a false cognate for "gender" as it is used in 
English, razn does not quite mean "race."4 

"Race" in English has polished its veneer of scientific objectivity, but 
mzn still relies on affective connotations of culture and affinity. In the 
politicized borderlands of the United States that were formerly northem 
Mexico, raza means "Chicano." For the Chicano movernen2; which takes 
language itself as a vehicle for constituting an appositional culture, the 
very Spmishness of the word is an irreducible part of its meaning. In this 
context; raza, unlike "race," is not a category that may include many pos- 
sible variants. Heavy with connotations of Chicano family, history, and 
politic,.;, m u  actively resists translation. 
h another use of the term, originaling in Sl,lain the Imperial %anisf? D& 

de in Rnzn (Colurnbus Day literally "Day of the Race") celebrates an expan- 
sionist consolidation of race by means of conquest and colonization, the 
drive towar8 a grcat and inclusive Hspanic race, first under the proteclim 
of Empire (as Jose Piedra argues), and later as an affirmation of indepen- 
dence.5 Its goal-and enabling belief-has been the assimila~on of differ- 
ence into a homogenizing HjspavzidaR, a term that might provisimall y be 
translated as "Hispanicity." Hispatlidad wills a whitening first of Spain and 
then of what Carlos Fuentes has called Afro-Indo-%era-America.& The pu- 
ritjling noun, Hi~paniclad~ suggests the promise of supremacy far all thaw 
who submit to indusion under its rubric. The English word "Hispanic," on 
the other hand, is an adjective signifying a form of non-whiteness, a 
marker of difference with irnplicaZj~ns of inferioriV7 

As a W.S. racial term,   his panic'"^ a relativev new, vaguct, and con- 
tested categoy."Tts emergence m r k s  the third moment of racial brma- 
t-im I discuss in this article. This expatriate moment is clnaracterized by a 
shift from a position of dominance and majority status, particular to the 
Impaial and postcolonial monents, to a position of subordination and 
minority stabs. The term "Hispanic'3is impased by a hostile dominant 
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culture in the United States and derives from a history of colonialism, in- 
sofar as it refers to people whose ancestors lived in areas of the Americas 
colonized by Spain, including descendants of the Spaniards themselves. 
It is largely linguistic, with Spanish a cultural connector, even if-as is of- 
ten the case among third-generation Chicanos, for example-the lan- 
guage is no Ionger spoken. It even sometimes includes Asians and Jews, 
as well as the descendants of those Blacks and Native peoples forcibly 
melted into the pot of Hisyn~idnd under Empire. Not least problemati- 
cally it collapses particular national identities and cultural heritages into 
a single, undifferentiated category.9 

Feminists in the United States tend to treat race as a stable (if complex) 
category Among white feminists, moreovel; there is a danger of fe~shiz- 
ing, and thereby immobilizing, race in the desire to engage in responsible 
feminist practice. One manifestation of this phenomenon can be found in 
anthologies of feminist literary criticism which consist of large numbers 
of essays on white writers that pay little attention to race, overshadowing 
a single article on a racially identified writer or subject.1"~ a fetish, race 
becomes a receptacle far meaning instead of a locus of the production of 
signification. At its worst, the reification of race creates the expectation 
that women of color will write only from a fixed standpoint and a de- 
mand &at they be spokespeople for a group, writing from an "experi- 
ence" that is uniform and already known." This sort of essentialism lim- 
its agency, negates change, and stunts theoretical growth. As long as race 
is assumed to be a monolithic category, and as long as only people of 
color are assumed to "haveff race, it will be the lump in the batter of fern- 
inist theory; and all our adding and stirring will be futile. Only when we 
conceptualize race as mutable and mulhvalenced can we hope to make 
sense of the ways in which it interacts with the differently nuanced cate- 
gory of geder. 

Race, like gender, can be &ought of as a cluster of characteristics that 
are explained in terms of purported biological difference. (And in Span- 
ish America there is far less resistance than in the United States to the no- 
t-im of biological gender.) Both gender and race, as sets of behavioral ex- 
pectations rationalized through biology, are hard categories to shake 
loose from beliefs about the constraints of biology. The inherited traits of 
race would seem to adhere to one anothel; as if hair texture, say, were 
only the visible s i p  of other, hiddeq properties. Moreover, the absence 
of revealing physical characteristics are understood not to negate the ex- 
istence of these deeper truths: blood will tell. Racial metaphors range 
from the invisibly internal (the aforementioned blood, particularly dear 
to sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Spaniards bent on proving the 
"purity" of theirs) to the blatantly external (skin "calol;" the faworite of 



contemporary North Americans). In all cases the referent is something of 
which only traces remain in the individual: her or his parentage. Even in 
English, race i s  ultimately, less about science than social organization, 
more about lineage than gene pool, while hierarchized racial difference is 
a function of conditions of political and economic dependmy. Race is le- 
gitimated by something that looks like biology, made scientific in the 
nineteenth century by the newly developing field of physical anthropol- 
ogy.12 It is constituted through a cluster of prescribed, proscribed, or per- 
mitted behaviors not unlike those associated with a feudal n o ~ o n  of so- 
cial organization. Unlike laws of nature, however, rules of behavior can 
be transgressed. When they are, authority takes care that the transgressor 
is either punished or pardoned, so that through its intervention the fun- 
damental strtlckrres of racially or gender-appmpri* behavior can he E- 
covered. 

For example, in 1797, after his father petitioned the king of Spain to al- 
law him to continue his sbdies and attain a formal degree, activil.ies pro- 
hibited to Black, in the Spanish colonies, lost? Ponciano de Ayarza was 
granted permission to attend the University of Santa F4 in Bogotd (Colom- 
bia) and become a lawyer, The king wmte that "the ckarmcter ofrrrulntto be- 
ing held rwfingziished in hiltz, he be admitted, without its serving as precedellt, 
to the degrees he may seek in the university. . . ."l3 Similarly, when the 
pope allowed Catalina de Erauso (1585-?), who had lived much of her life 
as a soldier of the Conquest in the New World, to resume her masculine 
clothing and way of life, he did not repeal the laws of gender-appropriate 
b&avior of his day but imkad reasserted them by the very act of granting 
Catalina her singular privilege.1"hese exceptions to authorized gender 
and race behaviors quite explicitly do not u 

Unlike gender in Wstern crrlhre, whith breaks down into a pair of 
bipolar opposites, where male / female is another way of saying male / not 
male, race canlzot he split neatly in tvv0.~5 AS defimd by the U.S. Bureau 
of' the Census, for example, race is a melange of governmentally deter- 
mined classifications that follow no particular pattern. The 1990 U.S. 
Census designates the following racial categories, in the following order: 
White, Black or Negro, Indian (Amer.), Eskimo, Aleut, Asian or Pacific Is- 
lander (with a series of geographical locators).1b There is a mechanism for 
refusing any of these classifications: the slot designated "Other race." 
Even so, these categories are dearly insufficient. Ashkenazi Jews often 
classify themselves as white in relation to African Americans but as 
racially different in relation to white gentiles. Arab Americans, like Lati- 
nos, are inc~asingly identrified and identifying in ways that are part eth- 
nic and part racial, a phenomenon no doubt intensified by the current po- 
litical climate in the Middle East. "The Black or Negro category," 
according to the census material, ""also includes persons who identiQ as 
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African-American, Afro-American, Haitian, Jamaican, West Indian, 
Nigerian, and so on."I7 That is, the category contains anybody who has 
African ancestv and who, if light skinned, chooses to self-define. Ameri- 
can Indian imhades anyone of a bureaucratically designated percentage 
of Native American ancestry, whose self-identification is ratified by a 
t-ribal group. 

The racial categories defined by the U.S. Bureau of the Census may be 
bureaucratically consolidated, but they derive in part from the individ- 
ual's sense of identity within communiq and subsewently modify the 
community's perception of itself. This perception is affected, in turn, by 
the dominant culture's participation in the naming process. Racial identi- 
fication, then, rests on multiple factors, including self-definition, external 
attribution, and poli~cal exigency in different propor~ms, and resulting 
in a gaggle of official racial groupings. Despite this pileup of color-coded 
categories-black, red, brown, white, yellow-there remains a tendency 
in the United Staks to think of race in terms of whitelnot-white, where 
not-wKte oscillates beween Black and a litany of othemesses.18 

Although ""femaleff and "'not-maleff are pretty much coterminaus, 
"Black" is merely one version of "not-white." The tendency in the United 
States to categorize racial "others" in relation to whiteness, and to elide 
the differences among these others, serves to maintain the symbiotic fic- 
t-ims of "white" as norm and "Black"" as race. The emerging racial cate- 
gory "Hispanic" easily disappears into the realm of "non-white," eliding 
the multiple differences in U.S. society, all the while burying ever more 
deeply the differences within "Hispanic." In the Census material, inter-. 
estingly '"Hispanic" is not classified as a race. It ist instead, a specially 
designated ethnic classification, unique among all U.S. ethnicities in ap- 
pearing on the form.19 "Hispanic" itself is broken down into four cate- 
gories: Mexican, Mexican-Am, Chicano; Puerto Rican; Cuban; other 
Spanish / Hispanic (including the rest of Spanish America and Spain). 
The ofificially recognized internal diffeences are geographical and, astan- 
ishingly, political (namely Chicano and Mexican-Am). Despite the fact 
that the Census does not classify SpanishiHispanic under "race," but 
rather gives it- its own slot on the form, in the popular imagination ""His- 

panic" is a racial classification, insofar as it is invoked along with African 
American, American Indian, and Asian as a designated minority gmup. 
Sbart Hall's observation that whereas racial idenhty was once tied to na- 
tionality it is now tied to ethnicity is perfectly congruent with the argu- 
ment I am making here.2" 

The construction of "Hispanic" as race in the first, Imperial, moment and 
in the second, postcolonial, moment is nicely illustrated in two unself- 
consciously genderc3d tales of racial farmation under the sign of His- 



pallidad, one Spanish, the other Mexican. In the third, expatriate, moment, 
the stories no longer unconsciously reproduce cultural givens concerning 
gender in their production of racial formations but, rather, interrogate 
both gender and race. I invoke these stories not as magic mirrors that re- 
flect without distortion the essence of their moment, nor as signposts 
poin23ng baldly to hms in the road, but rather as texts in a larger disar- 
sive field that serve as catalyst and reference point for my discussion. The 
Spanish story is from the anonymous picaresque novel, Lazarillo de 
Drnies (c, 1554). M a t  charatterizes the picaresque, and its  prutovpe, 
Lazarillo de Rrnzes, is its caustic and purportedly didactic representation 
of the underside of society during the time of the consolidation of the 
Spanish empire. In the following passage the title character recalls his 
mother, in the first-persm narra~on typical of the Spanish picaresque: 

My widowed mother, finding herself without a husband or anyone to take 
care of her, decided to [ally herself with good folk in ordcr to] be like them. 
So she came to the city to live, She rented a little house and began to cook for 
some students. She wasE~ed clothes for some stableboys who served the 
Commander of La Magdale.n;l, too, so a lot of time she was around the sta- 
bles. She and a dark man-one of those who took care of the animals-got 
to know each other. Sometimes he would come to our door and wsrxldl.trt 
iieavc till the next moming; and other times he wouXd come to our door in 
the daytime pretending that he wanted to buy eggs, and then he would 
come inside. 

When he first "ogan to come I didn't like him; he scared me because of the 
color of his skin and his fevif aspect]. But when 1 saw that with. him around 
the food got better, I began to like him quite a lot. He always brought bread 
and pieces of meat; and in the winter he brought in firewood so we could 
keep warm, 

So with his visits and the relationship going right along, it happened that 
my mother gave me a pretty little black baby, and X used to bounce [him] on 
my knee and help keep fhim] warm. 

I remember one time when my black stepfather was playing with the little 
fellow, the chiid noticed that my mother and X were white but that [he was 
not, and, frightened, he shrank from him and toward my mother and point- 
ing his finger said, "Mama, bogey man!"Mnd my step fa&er laughed: ""Ion- 
of-a-bitch]." 

Even though I was still a young boy, 1 thought about the word my little 
brother had used, and I said to myself: How many people there must be in 
the world who run away from others [becaul;e] they dun" tee themselves.21 

In the underclass world of the Laravilla, there is a rough evivalency 
beheen the parents: the gender role of one and the race of the other are 
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both markers of subordination. The white mother is a widow who needs 
to feed her family, the Black father is a slave; gender and race meet on the 
common ground of poverty The woman without a husband to provide 
for her finds her counterpart in the Black who is made to serve a master 
in a discourse in which his unmarked, dominant, gender meets up with 
her unmarked, dominant race," The sexual relationship ihetween Zaide 
and Lazarillo's mother is a matter of mutual agreement, 

In the next generation race as Hispallidad emerges from the resolution 
of the fear of difference. Both Lazarillo and his brother dread what is un- 
familiar in the Black father. The baby is afraid only of Zaide's color; 
Lazarillo, who is old enough to recognize culturally appropriate behav- 
ior, is frightened of both his stepfather's color and his unfamiliar counte- 
nance, whi& he? calls "evil." But Zaide is a goad man who provides for 
his family, a kind father who plays with his child. Lazarillo's fear disap- 
pears when he connects Zaide's presence to food and warmth in the 
house. W e n  the baby s h w s  fear of his father" color, Zaide respcmds 
with good humor. Not incidentally, this baby recognizes racial difference 
at the point when he enters into language-that is, when language makes 
it possible for him to articulate differenie. At the same time, the sentence 
that tells of this differentiation is ambiguous and in need of some disen- 
tangling to get to which "he" is the stepfather and which is the baby. That 
is to say, diffe~ntiation threatens to collapse back into sameness even as 
it is being articulated. 

Lazarillo would have his audience believe that he is telling this tale for 
its moral: That many people fear in others what they do not see in them- 
selves. The baby assumes he is white, because white is standard in the 
household (Lazarillo and his mother stay, Zaide comes and goes), but he 
cannot see his own dark face. Lazarillo has to overcome a fear of the other, 
but the baby has to get over what amounts to a fear and ignorance of the 
self. That Lazarillo then generalizes the baby's response suggests that this 
racial splitting and lack of self-awareness is a societal problem, not a ques- 
tion of individual childhood development. Although we cannot know 
whether Lazarillo's mother entered into a relationship with Zaide for rea- 
sons of pure survival, Lazarillo tells us ha t  Zaide is motivated by love, 
and we see that theirs is a stable, long-term relationship.23 Zaide and 
Lazarillofs mother part only because the state separates them, denying 
Lazarillo" m4tl . l  contact with Zaide afkr the two are caught and pun- 
ished for his crime of stealing and hers of possessing stolen goods: 

As luck would have it, talk about Zaide f. . . f reached the cars of the fore- 
man, and whm a search was made they found out that he'd been stealing 
about half of the barley that was srrpposed to be given to the animals. He'd 
pretended that the bran, wool, currycombs;, aprons, and the horsc covers 



and blankets had been lost; and when there was nothing else left to steal, he 
took the shoes right off the horses%ooves, And he was using all this to buy 
things for my mother so that she co~rld bring up my little brother. [. . . ] 

And they found him guilty of everything I've said and more. [. . . J 
They whipped my poor stepfather and scalded his wounds with boiling 

fat, and they gave my mother a stiff sentence besides the usual hundred 
lashes: they said that she couldn't ggo into the house of the Commander (the 
one 1 mentioned) and that she coufdn? take poor Zaide into her own 
ho~rse.2if 

Here gender and racial difference are imposed from the outside, by the 
authorities; for although the crimes the couple commits are not specifi- 
cally racial or gendered, the penal.Eies are. To suffer whipping and scald- 
ing with boiling fat, as Zaide does, is a penalty reserved for slaves. The 
mother is punished beyond the hundred lashes that any white, male, 
Ckristjan criminal would get; she is deprived both of her source of in- 
come doing domestic work for the commander's stable hands and of the 
company and support of her child's father." After the forced separation 
of the parents, the child, who earlier had to learn he was Black, is simply 
absorbed into the white family. Once the authorities banish Zaide, effec- 
tively erasing his (further) presence in the text, the child becomes a 
Spaniard, like any other. After &is incident, LazarilXo refers to the child 
only once again and with no racial reference whatever. Ironically, it is lan- 
guage, which enabled Lazarillo's baby brother to articulate difference, 
that also subsumes him into the sameness offered by Hispaaidad. 

"Language has always been the companion of empire."Zh So wrote An- 
tonio de Nebrija in 1492, in dedicating his Granznzar of the Spanish Lan- 
wage to Queen Isabella. Jose Piedra recalls Nebrija in his assertion that 
Hisparlidad is a linguistic contract, consolidated in and through Empire, at 
a time of Spanish sovereignty and power: 

The ~rnification of all races into the Text [the Castilian of Nebrija" 11492 
Gramrlznr] was propelled by many social, religious, and historical circtrm- 
stances, chief among which were Spain's own racialjy ill-defined origin% its 
occupation by lighter and darker-skinned conquerors who imported their 
own black slaves and citizens, and the rest of Europe's prejurdires about 
Spain" imprecise racial heritage. This constellation of circumstances led to a 
theoretical welcoming, on paper, of black newcomers under the far-reaching 
~rmbrella of a "M spanic'brace.27 

This Impelial incorporation of the racial other, begun in 1492 and con- 
tinuing until the Spanish empire was dissolved, is the first of three mo- 
ments of the elaboration of Hispanidad X have mentioned. The second mo- 
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ment which registers the separation of the countries of Spanish America 
from Spain, is expressed in Octavia Paz" story of Mexican racial brma- 
t-im, "Los hijos de la Malinche" (The sons of Malinhe), in his influential 
1950 book of essays on the Mexican national character, The Labyri~zth of 
Solittide. Here Paz identifies the common epithet with the historical figure 
of Malinche, the indQenous woman who served as HernAn Cort&sls 
translator and sexual partner during his conquest of Mexico. 

This story, unlike the Lazarillo episode, is a tale of racial and sexual 
plunder in wlliCh there is no reconciliatim.26 En it power relat-ions are ex- 
aggerated, and gender and race are called into play as markers of oppres- 
sion in an unbalanced equation, where the father is the white European 
male who rapes the racial and gendered other, the Indian woman. She is 
shamed, as women often are in rape stories: pitied for the violatim of her 
body blamed for betraying her people. The child of this union is the t~zes- 
tizo, the mixed-race Mexican who still needs to come to terms with his vi- 
olen t beginnings: 

If the Chingah is a representation of the raped Mothen; it does not seem to 
me forced to associate her with the Conquest, which was also a rape, not 
only in the historical smse but in the very Resh of Indian women, The sym- 
bol of surrender is dofia Malinche, tl-re lover of Cortks. It is true that she 
gives hersclf voluntarily to the Conquerom; but he, once she stops being usc- 
h l  to him, forgets her. Dofia Marina has become a figure that represents In- 
dian women, fascinated, or violated, or sedtrced by the Spaniards. And in 
the same way that the child does not forgive his mott-ter for abandoning him 
to seek his faher; the Mexican people do not forgive MaXinAe her betrayal, 
She incarnates what is open, what is fucked, in contrast to our Indian men, 
stoic, impassive and closed. 

W e n  he repudiates Malinhe f .  . . ] the Mexican breaks his ties with the 
past, renounces his origin$ and enters history alone.zq 

In this account the child is not ignorant of his origins (as is Lazarillofs 
brother), nor is racial identity incorporated into the healthy self. Rather, 
the raciall y mixed offspring reyudiates-or represses-his parentage, de- 
nies his history and is in need of something like psychoanalysis to come 
to terms with the lacerating violation that produced him. Racial identity, 
a matter of self-definition mediated by socioculhral attribut-ion, rtsyuires 
a conscious desire for self-awareness. At the same time, gender oppres- 
sion is validated and naturalized by Paz's transformation of the rape of 
the matkr  into a voluntary act of sexual submissisn, wlhicll he asserts 
with some vehemence. "It is true," Paz affirms, on no particular evidence, 
"that she gives herself uolulztarily to the Conqueror."'o Unlike Lazarillo's 
mother, with whom the narrator sympathizes, Paz's Malinche, uncere- 



moniously abandoned by her bored "lover" rouses little compassion. 
Moreover, it is not only Cortbs, hut also Paz, who abandons Malinche. 
Lazarillo"s mother is present in the text both before Zaide enters the 
scene and after he is banished from it; Malinche is invoked only as an ef- 
fect of CorMsfs actions. Her sexuality is no more than a function of his de- 
sire-including his desire that she be a willing participant-unlike 
Lazarillo's mother who is in control of her body, and who, whether for 
love or more practical motives, enters into a mukrally satisfyint; sexual 
arrangement with Zaide, 

Bringing the Spanish and Mexican stories together, and remembering 
what Jod  Piedra calls "Spain's own racially ill-defined origins," we are 
reminded how shaky is the story of a single, monochromatic Hispanidad. 
The child of Zaide and the widow, born in the late fifteenth or early six- 
teenth century, could easily have grown up to be one of Cort4sfs soldiers. 
The pure European conqueror was more than a little African, and racial 
differentjam in Europe as well as America hnrns out not to be binary 
but multiple. 

Piedra claims that the consolidating device the empire would impose 
to mask racial difference was language itself. Equally important in the 
Hispanicization of the other, however, was the imposition of religious ho- 
mogeneity. In the Lazarillo episode, for example, although no overt men- 
t-im is made of it, race is closely tied to religion. Like the Jews, the Moon;, 
understood as both Black and Muslim, were considered dangerous to 
Catholic Spain, and that danger derived equally from religion and race, 
because the two were constructed as inseparable. The instabilit-y of racial 
incorporation is, in fact, most visible in the inquisition, which regularly 
routed out those newly Christianized (read Hispanicized) subjects who 
were insufficiently incovorated into an Hispn~idad that Piedra defines as 
"a grand metaphor for unrealized promises of universal harmony."" To 
this day, Spaniards tie language to religion. As a student, when I rudely 
spoke English in frsx'lt of my %anish friends they would tell me in no un- 
certain terms, "Habla cristianon-talk Christian-benignly oblivious to 
the complexity of such a demand on a Jew. 

By the end of the nineteenth century, all that was left of the Spanish 
empire was language. As Miguel de Unamuno proudly, pathetically, 
claimed: "To speak of the Spanish race is not to know what one is talking 
about. . . . The language is the race."32 As power shifted in Europe, Spain 
became insignificant, starting in the late seventeenth century and culmi- 
nating in the nineteenth with the loss of its last American colonies. Until 
the final yarter of the twentieth cenbry Spain was out of step with the 
rest of the continent-the Spanish Civil War anticipated the Second 
World War but also precluded Spain from acting in it, and when the rest 
of Europe was rebuilding, S p i n  under Francs stagnated. During the 
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same period, the countries of Spanish America were consolidating their 
own identity, while becoming increasingly important to, and dominated 
by, the United States. Hispanidnd now changed meaning, as it shift.ed its 
center from Spain to its former colonies. It took on the theme of a unified 
Spanish America, with the linguistic and cultural bond of a colonial past 
against which to define itself. At the same time, it was challenged by 
racial and national differences within, 

This second, postcolonial, moment in the formation of Hispanidad con- 
sists of the forging of new nationalities within Spanish America in oppo- 
sition to the European colonizer. This gesture fluctuates between assert- 
ing national and pan-American identities, and it relies on the difference 
from the former colonizer, whether idealized, as in Jose Vascancelosfs 
Cosnric Race or mubled, as in Paz's Labyri~ftlr @Solifade,= Ironically how- 
ever, the stabilization of race as a function of nationality which a number 
of countries have addressed via the ideology of ii~estizaje, results in a 
mystification of racial hierarchy and dilerence that mimics the colonial 
gesture of Imperial incorporation. The principle of tlzestizaje, because it 
tacitly justifies colonization in the forging of a new raceination that 
blends conqueror and conquered, mat.erially threatens indigenous pea- 
ple who resist assimilation in the new nationirace." hrthermore, Pm's 
nresfizaje symbolically erases women as products of the new racial blend. 
In his account all women are sexually available to men and as such oc- 
cupy the space of the conquered Indian mother. 

Two and a half decades after Paz invoked the rape of Malinche as the 
engendering moment of a Mexican race, Victoria Occlmpo wrote what 
would be one of many feminist revisions of the Malinche story echoing 
the victimization theme but rescuing the Indian woman from what 
Clcampo believed to be ill-deserved scorn and censure-.." Unlike f az, km- 
inist writers do not blame Malinche for her "betrayal" of her people but, 
rather, sympathize with her position and admire her ability to survive 
enslavement in two oppressive culbres. A lrquent theme in the feminist 
retellings of the story is Malinchefs betrayal by her people. Ocampo, writ- 
ing from an upper-class, but also padmericiln, posi~on in Argentina, a 
countq whose naTional identity is not built: m an ideological foundation 
of nrestizaje, invokes Malinche as an example of mistreated, misunder- 
stood womanf-tvod. Rosariv Castellanas, writing from within Mexico just 
a few years before Qcampa, not only absolves MaXinhe of blame but also 
downplays her victimization and dilutes her symbolic role as the nation's 
mother. In Castellanosrs play, The Eteraal Fclninirze, Malinche is one of a 
group of female figures from Mexico" past for wham the writer is creat- 
ing a revisionist history.36 

A significant number of feminist-revisionist Malinche stories are writ- 
ten by Chicanas on the other side of the MexicoiUnited States divide. As 



the frontier is crossed, a subtle change takes place in these retellings: the 
border is a geographical sign separating the postcolonial from the expa- 
triate moment in racial formation. Hawevel; the border, as Glaria An- 
zald6a has perceptively noted, is not a one-dimensional line but an in- 
habited space that joins as well as divides. The Chicanas who rewrite 
Malinche are deeply marked by a Td.5.-style racial consciousness, and by 
their feminism, which is played out in most of their accounts by an explo- 
ration of the motheridaughter relationship. They are also marked by 
Paz's canonical Mexican version of the story. 

Historian Cordelia Candelaria considers Malinche a "feminist proto- 
type, a girl-child" 

given away by her mother who suught to gain control of her daughterrs in- 
heritance fur a son by her second husband. . . . Matinal was given to itiner- 
ant traders who eventually sold her to the mling cncique of Tabasco. . . . After 
his takeover of Tabasco, and in keeping with age-old historic traditions, 
Cortks received from the caciqtle a gift of twenty maidens to serve as domes- 
tic labor for the warrior's adventrrrers. Malinal was part of the gro~1p.37 

Along the same lines, Adelaida R. Del Castillo frames the story as a New 
World version of Snow White, with the mother as primary villain.38 
Cherrie Moraga echoes Gloria AnzaldGafs implication that the mother 
may not have been the one to decide her daughter's fate and that holding 
her responsible is just another version of woman blaming.39 

Most of the Chicana writers, like Castellmos, contest the portrayal of 
Malinche as helpless victim, and the majority reclaim her as a sexual sub- 
ject. Del Castillo takes Paz to task for equating women's sexuality with 
passivity and violation and suggests that Maiinche was a willing sexual 
partner. Poet Alma Villanueva's Malinche, in contrast, denounces her 
rape, and as an angry goddess she demands retribution, while Margarita 
Cota-CBrdenas writes a Malinche who loves Cortks but defies all at- 
tempts to pin her down to a single interpretation."" 

The Chicanaa who write as the spiritual daughters of Malinche as part 
of a resistance to an oppression in which race and gender are inextricably 
intertwined displace the paradigmatic male child of the conquest and in- 
terpose a female subject. This subject sustains the vision of gender 
evoked and then supp~ssed  in Pm's version. Nomenclature helps reveal 
the story's racial subtext: Paz usually calls the woman Malinche, which is 
how the Spaniards rendered her name; but many Chicana writers, recu- 
perating the story still hrther as one of racial as well as gender revindica- 
tion, insist on the indigenous form, Malinal, Malinalli, or Malintzin. De- 
spite the differences between the female- and male-centered versions of 
these stories, what they all share i s  the exh-erne polarization that disal- 
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lows the nuance of intersecting identities. The result is that the t~zestizn 
daughter holds fast to her Indian identity, while the father is the irre- 
deemably white oppmsssr. 'My Chicana identity is grounded in the In- 
dian woman's history of resistmce," Anzaldfia writes." l i s  declaration 
of Indian strength is a source of pride, and in Moragafs case it figures a 
lesbian feminist reading of the contemporary Chicana who claims her 
heritage through her mother. 

Yet this polarization, whereby race is marked by and as gender, cannot 
be %stained. The figure of Malinche has been injected with multiple and 
contradictory meanings precisely because the racially marked other she 
represents has been overly simplified. As Norrna Alarc6n has percep- 
tively noted, "issues of 'classf and 'colorf [. . . ] per se have not entered 
the [Chicana] reappropriation IQ1 history, sexuality, and language] be- 
cause [. . . ] the person and symbol of Malintzin-indigenous female 
slave in her own society as well as in the one taking shape under the 
Spaniards-implicitXy subsumes hose as part of her condition, hence the 
possibility of her suppression as feminine /maternal speaking subject."42 

Nalinhe, as she is written by Paz, oscillates between betraying and 
founAing ""the race," or "her people." But there are two different 
racesipeoples here: the betrayed Indian and the founded illestizo. The lat- 
ter contains and transforms the former and can only exist without an- 
guish if the idea of radal puriw is discarded as a possibility, or at least as 
an ideal. Adelaida R. Del Castillo, whose self-described "mystical inter- 
pretation" of Malinche is grounded in historical sources, points out that 
here was no single people far Nalinche to be&ay To accuse Malinche of 
betraying her people is to project her into the future, to have hrr betray 
the very nz~ t i zo  nation that she begot: the betrayal is in the begetting it- 
self. 

Del Castillo's account is compelling for the way it fuses (and refuses) 
the various Malinche stories. Melodramatically, she repeats the story of 
Malinche as the mother of a race: "In the midst of the horror of deskoyed 
bodies, of disease and wounds and the stench of decaying corpses of 
both men and animals, Marina shed her own Hood with that of the men. 
In the midst of all this death, she made love to a decaying CortcSs, thus 
giving birth to a new people." Del Castillo abandons her purple prose to 
report the death and displacement of Malinchefs actual mestizo children. 
The Spaniarclis killed her son: hers was not to be the first of a new race. 
The dispossession of Malinchefs daughter tragically parodies her own 
childhood experience. But this time it is the father who is solely to blame 
for the daughtefs fate: "Don Martill Cort4s Tenepal, natural son of 
Herndn CortGs and Doiia Marina, was accused of treason and tortured by 
the Spaniards to obtain a confession, after which he was executed. Maria 
Jaramillct, 1egi.timate daughter of Don Juan Jaramilla and DoAa Marina, 



was robbed of her inheritance of land and money by her own father soon 
after Dofia Marina" dea&."43 

The tale of Malirtche" children anticipates the future. Her son is liter- 
ally accused of the treason that she has come to stand for, and he is anni- 
hilated. Her daughter's fate becomes that of the contemporary nzestiza, 
Mexican or Chicana, who, rcil?bed of her patrimony, is denied the full 
meaning of her illestizaje. But this child cannot simply claim her identity 
as an Indian either. The Chicana is not Malinche's daughter but her 
daughter's daughter: Moraga writes that she comes h m  "a lmlg line of 
vendidasmrf44 

The third-moment Chicana inclination to identify with the Indian 
mother (which is not only a feminist gesture but also one that marks the 
Chicano movement in general) undermines the second-moment Mexican 
nationalist project of the t~zestizo as alloy, a fully blended and fully stable 
being. This identification is, I think, both a form of solidarity with the 
growing internationai indigenous mavement.~ and a testament to the 
force of racial formation in the United States, which seeks ontological sin- 
gularity. 

Like the Spanish empire, the U.S. empire has its reasons for maintaining 
the fiction of a Hispanic race. The unified identity of the attributed His- 
panic label serves to provide an Nother'' that consolidates North Ameri- 
can (and European) white supremacy. This monolithic Hispanicity 
obscures racial classifications within Spanish American countries.45 
Alongside the early, careful, measuring-cup terms that denote the 
amount of one's African ancestry in Spanish America, there are myriad 
terms, not all of them benign, for various racial ancestries and mixtures, 
from crl'ollo and nlestizu to mulato and zatrzbu. (In the United States terms 
like "half-breed," "octaroon," and "mulatto" are not only racist but anti- 
quated. Moreover, the resolution of the concepts they denote into ab- 
solute racial categories testifies to haw U,S*-style dominant whiteness de- 
mands sharp divisions.) Class differential plays an important role in 
racial attribution within many Spanish American societies, where such 
markrs of smperior economic and social class as the wearing of business 
attire and the use of standard speech are perceived as markers of white- 
ness as well. This more fluid approach to race does not mean that differ- 
entiation and hierarchy do nat. exist; only that they are exp~ssed  in other 
ways. 

In Puerto Rico, the question of national identity as it is tied to racial dif- 
kence is a cenh-al issue in such major twentieth-cenhry writers as Fran- 
cisco Arrivi, Luis Pal6s Matos, and Ren6 Marquks, who often lodge this 
theme in stories of sexuality and reproduction. Younger Puerto Rican 
writers like Rosario FerrcS and Ana Wdia Vega explore the same cmjunc- 
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tion of elements from a decidedly feminist perspective. But as a person 
crosses over onto the 67.5. mainland, Puerto Rican intracultural differ- 
ences are suppanted by a unitary raciaf attribution, Aurora Levins 
Morales describes the shock of "white" Puerto Ricans from the island 
who come to the mainland and find they are "brown."46 In a parodic echo 
of Nebrija's unifying grammar; the Spanish language, or its residual 
mark, the accent is a determinant, now marking the outsider instead of 
the insider.97 

Feminists from other parts of Spanish America also note this linguisg- 
cally charged racialization. Maria Lugones, for example, is a philosopher 
and social acrivist from Argenena, of European background and living in 
the United States, who tells of experiencing the expatriate moment of 
Hispanicizatim when she entered the United States. Lugones's strategy 
has been to embrace this racial assignment and use it in opposition to the 
system that imposes it. Identifying politically with Chicanos and other 
Latinos, Lugones speaks specifically as a Latina in her scholarship.48 She 
simultaneously theorizes and enacts this position by writing bilingually 
thereby inverting the insider / outsider dichotomy imposed by the domi- 
nant culkre and empowering the bilinpal reader by igecting Spanish 
into the prestigious venues of what had been English-only academic 
journals. 

Lugones plays i;rrccesshlly with markers of statusf but on the whole, 
dass in h e  Unikd States is masked. For this reason, class differtmces are 
suppressed in the transformation of racial classifications in the border 
crossing. %at seems to remain is the differing ability of distinct Latino 
groups to assimilate or to prosper. Cubans, for example, for reasons of 
politics and class, have tended to the latter but not the former. Class and 
race overlap: many of the middleclass Cubans who came to the United 
States after the revolution were white, and many of the poor, who re- 
mained because their lives were improved, were Black. On the other 
hand, certain words associated with nationality can carry both class and 
racial meanings in the United States. For some Mldwesterners, "Mexi- 
canf' is marked by class to mean "migrant worker." An upper-class, light- 
skinned "Mexican" is unthinkable; such a person would be reinvented, 
not "Mexican," but "from Mexico."a' The prepositional phrase makes na- 
tionality seem contingent, unlike the adjectival noun, which is marked 
indelibly. To be Mexican is to be "at.herJYn racial and class terns. TQ be 
"from Mexico" is to have something interesting to add to a Minnesota 
evening's conversation. This distinction is a liberal gesture that may be- 
gin to de-essen~alize racial categories but at the high cost of perpebating 
class divisions and toying with national and ethnic identities. 

Tne racial construction charactelistic of the expatriate moment-a con- 
solidaz-ion of Hispano-American otherness defined not. from within but 



from without-derives in part from a simplified version of postcolonial 
nationallracial identity, which in turn has roots in Imperial Hispanidad. It 
occurs in Europe as well as in the United States. Crislina Peri Rossi's short 
stary, "La influencia de Edgar A. Foe en la poesia de Raimundo Ariastf 
(The influence of Edgar A. Poe on the poetry of Raimundo Arias), serves 
as an illus&ation.s() In Peri Rossi's tale of racial unhinging, Alicia, the child 
of America, a girl whose particular heritage is apparently Caucasian, 
takes advantage of the European assumption that all Spanish Americans 
are the exotic "'other,'%e stay takes glace in Spain, &e site &osen for 
exile in Alicia's father's mistaken belief that a common language would 
mean a relatively painless assimilation, and where, since 1972, Peri Rossi 
has been living out what began as her own exile from Uruguay. In effect, 
Alicia's father anachronislically pins his faith on the promise of Imperial 
Hispanidad; Alicia quickly learns better. Dressed in what in her own coun- 
try was a costume for a school play in which the audience would recog- 
nize her as a white &ild disguixd as an Indian, she begs for money h m  
a European public that sees her as foreign and exotic. Alicia gets away 
with this impersonation because, as far as her audience is concerned, it is 
no impersonation. It is not the outlandish costume, which is blatantly 
phony (it looks like early Hollywood Indian), that allows the urban Euro- 
peans to see Alicia as racially other but her Spanish American-ness that 
makes the cosknme credible. Her father, on the other hand, who tries to as- 
sert the sameness promised by the Imperial contract, is rendered invisible. 
He fails at even the deracinated version of modern commerce--selling 
soap out of a briefcase-that is the parodic sign of participation in First 
World modernity. It is only as racial (and therefore cultural) other that the 
child of Spanish America can be seen at all. The act of dressing up may be 
a falsification of what she knows to be her idenziw, but it conf-inns the Eu- 
ropean version of the racial identity now ascribed to the undifferentiated 
Spanish American. The European response to the racialized Spanish 
American other i s  Aronicled by exiles like Peri Rossi, forced to leave their 
countries during the military dictatorships of the 1970s and early 1980s. 
Other Peri Rossi stories return to the exile either as invisible or as the ex- 
otic other In "La ciudadf' (The city), for example, a Euwpean woman fig- 
ures Spanish America as the other to Europe: dirty, dangerous, exotic.51 
"Las estabaa o la condicidn del extranjeroff (Stclhes, or the foreigner's 
condition) evokes the fortliver whose presence is simply not acknowl- 
edged.52 Peri Rossi's stories return the once-colonized figure to Spain for 
redefinition. The process of homogenization and racialization of Spanish 
America that these stor-ies represent highlights the radical failure of the 
Imperial gesture. This process also occurs in the United States, which sim- 
ilarly creates an undifferentiated Spanish American, whom it calls "His- 
panic" once she or he crosses the border into this country Iranically, al- 
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though Spain now participates in the othering of Spanish America, 
Spaniards who come to the United States are not exempt from the racializ- 
ing Hispanicization that Spanish Americans undergo* In a classic example 
of chickens coming home to roost, first moment Hispanidad (the Spanish 
empire's colonizing notion of a people) converges with Hispmicization- 
the desire of dominant U.S. sociev to racialiae this particular other. 

The United States is coming to categorize Hispanic as race as a way of 
invoking a purported biological border at a time when the geographical 
border between North and Soutlt America is more and mare permeable, 
and when there are as many Spanish Americans or their descendants liv- 
ing in the United States as in some Spanish American countries. Like the 
two earlier mommts in Hispanic moments of racial formation discussed 
in this artide, the current one relies on a form of homogenization. Al- 
though each of these homogenizing gestures has its own distinguishing 
features, each is the work of a dominant group representing state power, 
and each has been resisted by hose on whom it has been imposed. 

Whereas the Imperial moment is characterized by the incorporation of 
the racial other into the expansionist Imperial body and the postcolonial 
moment by assimilation into the new nat.ional body, the expatriate mo- 
ment is characterized by the crossing-r shifting-of boundaries so that 
"Hispanic" becomes the name of the alien, menacing the body. The term 
"expahiate," when applied to Puerto Ricans, whose nalion remains a vir- 
tual colony, is almost wishful. When applied to Chicanes, it is grimly 
ironic. It is not they who have been removed from their land, but their 
land whose identity has been changed via appropriation by another 
power, turning them, its previous inhabitants and their descendants, into 
strangers in what was once their home. The Chicmo is no longer Mexi- 
can but is not fully expected to he at home in the United States either, We 
have already seen how the daughters of Pazfs Malinche are thrown back 
to the precise moment of contact between Spain and America, recalling 
the violated essential other. This is not just an effect of the idenlification 
of the mother with the Indian but also of the anomalous position of the 
Chicana (and also the Chicano), still colonized, in a postcolonial world. 

Nevertheless, the Chicanas who claim a revindicated Malinche as 
mother have also claimed themselves as t~zestiza. Standing in contrast to 
the Anglo colonizer, the colonized rnestiza occupies the position of indige- 
nous other, which is already, but only one of her components. In Mexico, 
postcolonial lllestizaje is the creation of a new race on which to found new 
nations. Functioning as a dominant discourse of national identity, the in- 
voca~on of nrcsti,.aje often threatens indigenous mlhres. In Mexico "In- 
dian" stands in opposition and resistance to nlestizo. In the United States, 
in ccmh.ast, mestizo is an oppositionat racial fiction, barely =cognized by 
the daminanf: culture, for whom mixed ancestry originating elsewhere 



resolves into simple "otherness." Meanwhile, for the classes of people 
who invoke it for its oppositional value, rllcstizajc risks absorption into a 
fo~m of indigenwsnes. 

The oppositional borderland itzrstizaje that such writers as Anzaldfia 
and Moraga invoke is supaimposed on normative Mexican nlrsfizaje. 
The expah.iate mcsiizalo is composed of the (already otherwise, and not 
fully homogenized, itzestizaio) Mexican and the North American (as- 
sumed to be European but of course also racially diverse).j3 Both these 
writers confront the ind[igenous woman who challenges their right to 
claim a purely Indian identity. AnzaldGa faces the fact that "living in the 
Borderlands means knowing/ that the india in you, betrayed for 500 
years, [is no longer speaking to you," and she postulates a multivalenced 
borderlands.34 Moraga is saddened and resigned: "She's right [. . . . ] In 
her world, I'm just white."Sj Moraga now avoids collapsing irldia and 
"woman" by emphasizing the gender distinctions within precontact in- 
digenous culture, Drawing on Aztec &male deities who srmggle against 
their male counterparts, Moraga refashions the trope of the weak Indian- 
as-woman into the figure of the powerful woman Indian. Other Latina 
feminists, occupying two ""impure'kultures that they themselves em- 
body are also addressing this complexity. Levins Morales incorporates 
Jew and Puerto Rican, and Maria Lugones theorizes the impossibility 
and limitations of purity even in sepauaGon. 

Lugones conceptualizes nrestizaje as multiplicity, never resolving into 
one or another of its parts and never blending them into an homogenous 
whole, For Lugones, m~f-iznl;.  is anotl-ter name Eor impurity; and it is to be 
deployed as a form of resistmce." Her formulation, derived from a U.S. 
L a ~ n o  context and also from a feminist reading of gender and a lesbian 
thec3ry of sexuality, is applicable bmadXy to a whole range of differences 
and stands as a direct challenge to a notion of racial or ethnic fixity. 

Imperiaf and nationalist "FIispanidad" and expatriate "E-iispanicity'" 
are fic~ons of purity, the first two based on the gmmise of assimilation 
into the dominant culture, the last based on an equally false premise of 
exclusion. For the first and second moments of Hispanic racial formation 
to occur-in order to (re)produce the new race-the hetemsexual female 
body must be conscripted. This attempt was certainly resisted-by Jews 
and Muslims in Spain, and by indigenous peoples on this continent. A 
major distinguishing rl-eature of the current form of resistance is the dif- 
ferent discursive location gender has assumed in the late twentieth 
century. Gender difference was formerly invoked as a kind of con- 
scripted &male heterosexuality to be utilized literally and figuMively in 
naturalizing racial fictions, It functimed as an urnernarked marker, part 
of a Cod-given or scientifically proclaimed order, and it depended on 
women's silence. Race was nahralized via gendered sexuality that, in 
turn, was always already naturalized. Now, race is only residually about 
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naturalized difference, and the contemporary bureaucratization of race 
stands as its own accusation, a technology that produces, reproduces, 
and shores up the shaky edifice of racial differen2iation. Previous bureau- 
cracies of race erected by Empire, the inquisition, and the modern nation 
state, which had the same function, were not thought of as doing any- 
&ing hut revealing an existing truth. 

Current feminist consciousness brings gender to the surface in the 
first- and second-moment origil~ narratives of racial formation, and it re- 
configures gender itself in h e  third-moment stories. Peri Rossi's Alicia is 
a daughter in relation to a father, an inversion of the time-honored 
mother /son dyad that also questions generational roles. Along the same 
lines, much Chicana feminist work is interested in women-to-women re- 
lationships cross-generationally. 

Women who come out of a history of compulsory, and racialized, het- 
erosexuality are foregrounding gender and historical race, and dislodg- 
ing both-excavating &em, making them visible, and exploding them. 
They are likely to invoke race as a political mechanism or as a complex, 
fraught multiplicity of meanings-Anzald~af s frontera, Moraga's explo- 
ration of her mulrJracial hmily Levins Morales's self-conscious pasiCion 
as Jewish Puerto Rican, metropolitan Lugones's alliance with Chicanos of 
rural New Mexico. It is also not a coincidence that many of the best- 
known of: the theorisls doing this work are lesbians who are simultane- 
ously reconfiguring women" sexuality For-to give an example-al- 
though lesbian motherhood is also a reality, it is not the same old 
naturalized story and in fact is profoundly upsetting to patriarchal desire 
and expectation; it disrupts the culturally determined natural order. The 
resisting ChicanaiLatina, who in her most radical and theoretically 
promising: farm i s  lesbian, rehses compliciv with any racializing project 
that demands her sexual complicity. Lugones, Moraga, and Anzaldca all 
resist the smoothing out of difference and find strength in their own mul- 
tiplicity as they engage in struggle, within and with the culture. 

The differences within an emerging racial category like "Hispanic," the 
struggle cover the very nomenclature of race, and the unpredictability of 
racial diffel-ence are reminders that race cannot be taken as a simple vari- 
able in the cultural equation that feminism and other appositional poli- 
tics are trying to solve. When the meanings of racial categories change, 
and when racial attribution disengages from identity, race enters a state 
of flux that best serves liberatory ends if it rehses stability. 

Notes 
I wish to thank Cheri Rcgistcr, Naomi Scheman, Joanna O'Conncll, EIainc John- 
son, and the Feminist Studies editors and reviewers, who read earlier drafts of this 
artiste and pushed and prodded me to make it better than it was, 
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5 Feminism and Difference 
s of Writing as 

Woman on Women in A 
MARNlA LAZREE 

A t  the heart of the feminist project, East and West, is a desire 
to dismantle the existjng order of things and reconstruct it to fit one's 
own needs. This desire is best expressed in Omar Khayyam's cry: 

"Alz lozle! Could you and I witlz Him conspire 
7i7 gra"~7~ this sorry sclzenze of things entire 
Would ~zof zver shatter it to bits-altd fkert 
RemozrlA it I.0 the hmrt's ddesire!"7 

However, feminists, East and West, differ in the grasp they have on 
this "sorry scheme of things'hnd the tools they use to "'shatter it to bits." 
They also differ as to whether the process of remolding things can take 
place at all. Indeed, Western academic feminists can rediscover their 
womanhood, attempt to redefine it, and produce their own howledge of 
themselves hampered only by what many perceive as male domination.2 
Ultimately, W e e m  kminists operate on their own social and inkllectual 
ground and under the unstated assumpgon that their socieGes are per- 
fectible. In this respect, feminist critical practice takes on an air of nor- 
malcy. It appear-as part of a reasonable (even if difficult) project for 
g"'~""ter gender equalit-y, 

By contrast, the Algerian and Middle Eastern feminist project unfolds 
within an external frame of reference and according to epally external 
standards. Under thefie circumstances the consciousness of one% w m -  
anhood coincides with the realization that it has already been appropri- 
ated in one form or another by outsiders, women as well as men, experts 
in things Middle Eastern. In this sense, the feminist project is warped and 



rarely brings with it the potential for personal liberation that it does in 
this country or in Europe. The forms of expression used by Algerian fem- 
inists are, in fact, cczught between three overlapping discourses, namely, 
the male discourse on gender difference, social science discourse on the 
peoples of North Africa and the Middle East, and academic discourses 
(wkrether feminist or protoleminist) on women from these same societies. 

This article initially grew out of a preliminary reflection on the nature 
and specificity of U.S. feminist theory and on the ongoing search for a 
feminist episternulugy* My forays into the production of U*S. feminist 
knowledge, at a time when feminism appears to be undergoing a crisis, 
impressed upon me the fact that academic feminism has yet to break 
away from the philosophical and theoretical heritage it has so powerfully 
questioned.Xnowledge is produced not only within a socioeconomic 
and political framework but also within an intellectual tradition with 
stated and unstated assumptions. Although it questions traditional as- 
sumptions, academic feminism has often neglected to invesligate i ts  own 
premises. If it were to do so more often, it might become apparent that 
"traditional" social science categories have not yet been transformed but 
have been given a different sex instead." 

When I turned my attention away from the center of the debate over 
feminist theory and epistemology to its North African and Middle East- 
ern periphery for example, I noticed three intriguing phenomena. First, 
the interest of U.S. feminists in women from these parts of the world has 
spurred a growing literature that is noteworthy for its relative lack of the- 
ore~cal impart. With a few exceptions, women who write about North 
A f r i a  and Middle Eastern women do not identify themselves as femi- 
nist, yet their work finds its legitimacy in academic feminism's need for 
information about their subject matter."econd, ""Eastern" feminists writ- 
ing for a Western audience about women in their home countries have 
done so with the generally unstated assumption that U.S. feminist 
knowledge can be expanded or accmmodated but seldom questioned." 
U.S. minority women, in contrast, have consistently challenged academic 
feminist projects in a variety of ways. In so doing they have pointed out 
prolslem arrtas that feminist knowledge must address and r-esolve before 
it can claim to be an alternative to "traditional" howledge.7 Third, al- 
though U.S. feminists (like their European counterparts) have sought to 
define and carve out a space in which to ground their criticism, ""Eastern" 
feminists have simply adjusted their inquiry to fill the blanks in the geo- 
graphical distribution made available to them by U.S. feminist liberal- 
ism.8 These observations on feminist knowledge, East and West, led me 
to search for the connecting links between Western feminist knowledge 
writ large and constituted knowledge, through the study of the concrete 
case of Algeria. M a t  I discovered was a continuity between the tradi- 
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tional social science modes of apprehending North African and Middle 
Eastern societies rooted as they are in French colonial epistemology and 
academic women's treatmenit from these societies.9 One continuity, for 
example, is expressed in the predominance of a "religious paradigm" 
that gives religion a privileged explanatoly power.10 Most academic fem- 
inist pracZice takes place within this paradigm, thereby reproducing its 
presuppositions and reinforcing its dominant position. This process takes 
place even when feminists claim they are aware of the paradigm's 
flaws.11 

I also discovered a temporal and conceptual continuity between fe- 
male (often protofeminist) and feminist discourses.12 What was written 
about Algerian women by women in the first part of this century is repro- 
duced in one form or another in the writings of contemporary French 
women and U.S. feminists about the same subject matter. More impor- 
tantly, the themes defined by the French colonial or neocolonial discourse 
as significant for understanding Algerian women are the ones found to- 
day in Easkrn feminists' writings.1" 

In the pages that follow I will describe some of these continuities and 
will smggest some of' the ways in which. poststmct-uraliswn impacts upon 
them. I will also discuss the need for reevaluating the feminist project 
within a humanistic / ethical framework. 

The Social Science and Feminist Paradigms 

The study of Middle Eastern and North African societies has been 
plagued by a number of conceptual and methodological problems that 
prompted the British sociologist Bryan S. Turner to say that it "lags be- 
hind other area studies in both theoretical and substantive terms." In- 
deed, it is "underdeveloped."l4 Scholarship on North African and Mid- 
dle Eastern socie.ties typically focuses on Islam as a privileged subject of 
inquiry whether it is dealt with as a religion or as a culhre, Underliying 
the study of these societies are a number of problematical assumptions. 
First, tslam is seen as a self-contained and flawed belief system impervi- 
ous to change, In sociology this assumpgon finds its heore~cal justifica- 
tion in the work of Max Weber.l%ecand, Islamic civilization is assumed 
to have been in decline and to conenue to decline. The ""decline thesis," 
best exemplified in the work of H.A.R. Gibb and Harald Bowen,l" 
prompted David Waines to say that "the birth of Islam is also the genesis 
of its declimze.q? Attempts made by indigenous people to &ango their in- 
stihtjons are more often than not explained in t-e~ms of a retuxn to Islam. 
This is well illustrated by the work of Clifford Geertz on what he calls 
""sripturalism."lXast but not least, it is assumed that ""IsXam cannot pro- 
duce adequate, scien~fic knowledge of itself, since the poli"rial condi- 



tions of Islamic societies preclude critical, autonomous scholarship. Islam 
requires Western science to produce valid knowledge of the culture and 
social o ~ a n i z a ~ o n  of the Islamic world."lg 

Such science has managed to keep the study of North Africa and the 
Middle East in a sort of intellectual ghetto where theoretical and method- 
ological developments that take glace in the mainstream of social science 
are somehow deemed inapplicable. For instance, up until recently, one 
could not talk about social classes in the Middle East hut only of social hi- 
erarchies, or mosaics of people. One cannot speak abwt revolution but 
only of upheavals and coups. One still cannot talk about self-knowledge 
but only of "local knowledge" or "the native's point of view."2(] 

Even when efforts are made by well-intentioned sholars to accommo- 
date theoreticalimethodological developments from other fields, they 
end up reinforcing the old problematical assumptions. For example, the 
recent focus on "popular culture" feeds into the view of Islam as divided 
up into the orthodox and the mystical. Similarly, the intrroduction of the 
concept of class in the study of the Middle East and North Africa has 
sometimes resulted in making proletarian rebels out of theologians 
and / or members of religious sects.21 

A bird's-eye view of the literature by women, whether they are femi- 
nists or only have interests in women's questions, indicates that by and 
large they reproduce the pra'blematical assumptions that underlie the 
area study of the Middle East and North Africa. 

Academic women" work on Middle Eastern and North African 
women is dominated by the religion/ tradition paradigm and is charac- 
terized by a variant of what the late C. Wright Mills called "abstracted 
empiricism."" That is, the problems selected for study are limited by the 
method chosen to study them. Once researchers have decided on a hnc- 
tionalist/culturalist method, for example, they are unable to address 
anything but religion and tradition. The overall result is a reductive, a 
historical conception of women. The emphasis on the religion / tradition 
paradigm, a combination of orientalist23 and evolutionary assumptions, 
constrains its critics by compelling them either to ritually refer to its para- 
meters or to submit to them. Tmditiort in this case i s  seen as exemplified 
by the veil, seclusian, clitoridectomy and so on. 

Historically, of course, the veil has held an dsessive interest for many 
a writez:. In 1829, for example, Charles Farster wrote Muharnnletnni Urr- 
veiled, and Frantz Fanon, the revolutionary, wrote in 1967 about Algerian 
women under the caption: "Algeria UnveiledemZ' Even angry responses 
to this abusive imagery could not escape its attraction as when a Moroc- 
can feminist titled her book: Beyond the Veil.25 The persistence of the veil 
as a symbol that essentially stands for women illustrates the difficulty re- 
searchers have in dealing with a reality with which they are unfamiliar, It 
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also reveals an attit-ude of mistrust. A veil is a hiding device; it amuses 
suspicion. Besides, veiling is close to masquerading so that studying 
women from societies where veiling exists is a form of theater! Some na- 
tive (for example, "Eastern") feminists have pushed the theatrical im- 
agery to its extreme by making the veil an integral part of the woman's 
persona.26 

The evolutionary bias that suffuses most thinking about women in the 
Middle East and North Africa is expressed in a definite prejudice against 
Islam as a religion. Altl-rough U.S. feminists have attempted to accommo- 
date ehristimity and feminism and Judaism and kminism, Islam is in- 
evitably presented as antifeminist.27 What is at work here is not merely a 
plausible rationalist bias against religion as an impediment to the 
progress and freedom of the mind but an acceptance of the idea that 
there is a hierarchy of religions, with some being more susceptible to 
change than others. Like tradition, religion must be abandoned if Middle 
Eastern women are to he like Western women. As the logic of the argu- 
ment requires, there can be no change without reference to an external 
standard deemed to be perfect. 

Although religion is seen in Western societies as one institution among 
many, it is perceived as the bedrock of the societies in which Islam is 
practiced. A ritual is established whereby the writer appeals to religion as 
the cause of gender inequality just as it is made the source of underdevel- 
opment in much of modernization theory. In an uncanny way feminist 
discourse on women from the Middle East m d  North Africa mirrors that 
of theologians' own interpretation of women in Islam. Academic kmi- 
nists have compounded this situation by adding their own problematical 
specifications. They reduce Islam to one or two suun, or injunctions, such 
as those related to gender hierarchy and the punishment meted out to 
adulterous women (which is also applied to men).ZH 

The overall effect of this paradigm is to deprive women of self- 
presence, of' being. Because women are suhsumed under religion pre- 
sented in fundamental terms, they are inevitably seen as evolving in non- 
historical time. They have virtually no history. Any analysis of change is 
iherehre fQ~cXosed. m e n  feminists "&'%istow, they generally appmr 
to engage in an antihistory, where progress is measured in terms of a 
countback to the time where it all began, and all began to come unrav- 
eled. This means the time of the Koran far the &male writer, just as it is 
the time of the Koran and the Traditions far the male wsikr." The tenzl- 
ciaus focus on religion in the scholarship on women in the Middle East 
and North Afi-ica makes it the hnetional equivalent of fire in mythology 
and early scientific thought. A similar obsessionifascination with the 
mysterious power of fire dominated the "primitivef' as z~ell as the "scien- 
tific" mind up until the end of the eighteenth cenbry.30 



The question to raise at this point is this: Why hasn't academic femi- 
nism exposed the weaknesses of the prevailing discourse on women in 
the Middle East and North Ahica? There have been articles and prefaces 
to anthologies that have denounced what Elizabeth Fernea and B.Q. 
Bezirgan have aptly referred to as "astigmatic writing" about women in 
the Middle East and North Akica,3' Some studies have also attempted to 
break away from-although they have not displaced-the prevailing 
paradigm. It is also worth remembering that competing paradigms are 
"incommensrrrahie" in that the criteria for judging their relative merits 
are not determined by value-neutral rules but lie within the community 
of scholars whose "expertise" has plod~rced North Africa and the Middle 
East as a field of klzowlcdge.32 Still, no sustained effort has been made to 
challenge systematically lfie epistemological and theoretical presupposi- 
tions of much of the scholarship on ~ o m e n . 3 ~  

Difference, in general, wheher cultural, ethnic, or racial, has been 
a stumbring block for Western social science from its very inception. 
Nineteenth-century European ethnology and anthropology were estab- 
lished precisely to study different peoples and their institutions. How- 
ever, rcrgardless of the concepbal, tlleoretical, and methodological inade- 
quacies and uncertainties in the works of many classical anthropologists 
and ethologists, their interest in "difference" was a hnction of their de- 
sire to understand their o m  institutions better, This was the case with 
Emile Durkheim's work on religion, Marcel Mauss on exchange, and Bro- 
nislaw Malinowski on the Oedipus complex to cite only a few. Although I 
do not wish to absolve Western anthropology of' its Bumpacentrism, it 
showed, at least in its inception, some awareness of a common denomi- 
nator between people of different cultures, a hunzan bond. The notion of 
"cultural universalsf' or that sf the "human mind,'%owever problema23~ 
are expressions of such a common link between various peoples. 

Contemporary academic feminism appears to have forgotten this part 
of its inkUectual heritage. 0 6  course, counterposing rl-eminist sct-tolarship 
to social science may appear senseless. Aren't kmale social scientists part 
of the same society and intellectual milieu as males? Indeed they are. But, 
academic feminists have generally denounced conventional social sci- 
ence for its biases regarding women both in its theory and its practice. 
Specifically, they have shown that it has reduced women to one dimen- 
sion of heir lives (such as reproduction and housework) and failed to 
conceptualize their status in society as historically evolving. Academic 
feminism, herefore, has brought a breath of fresh air into social science 
discoume on women and held out the promise of a more even-handd, 
less-biased practice. It is surprising, then, when one sees that women in 
Algeria (or in any other part of the Third World) are dealt with precisely 
in the ways with which academic feminists do not wish to be dealt. 
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Women in Algeria are subsumed under the less-than-neutral label of 
IdI[slamic women" or 'Arab womenf' or "Middle Eastern women." Be- 
cause langrrage produces the rcrality it names, ""Islamic wamen'hust by 
necessity be made to conform to the configuration of meanings associ- 
ated with the concept of Islam. The label affirms what ought to be seen as 
pr&lematical, Whether the ""Ilamic women" are truly devout or 
whether the societies in which they live are theocracies are questions that 
the label glosses over, 

The one-sidednms of this discourse on difkrmce becomes grotesque if 
we reverse the terms and suggest, for example, that women in contempo- 
rary Europe and North America should be studied as Christian women! 
Similarly, the label "Middle Eastern women," when counterposed with 
the label ""European women," 'reveals its unwarranted generality. The 
Middle East is a geographical area covering no less than twenty countries 
(if it is confined to the "Arab" East) that display a few similarities and 
many diafrrrences. Feminists sbcly women in Victorian England or under 
the French Revolution; few would dare subsume French or English 
women under the all-encompassing label of "European women" or Cau- 
casian women, as substantive categories of thoughl. Yet, a book on 
Egyptian women was subtitled "Women in the Arab World."" Michel 
Foucault may have been right when he asserted that "knowledge is not 
made for understanding; it is made for cuttingaf'35 

There is a great continuity in the U.S. feminist treatment of difference 
within gender whether the difference is within or outside of U.S. society. 
In each case an attribute, whether physical (race or color) or cultural (reli- 
gion or ethnicity), is used in an ontological sense. There is, however, an 
added feature to feminist modes of representing women from the Middle 
East and North Africa, and these modes reflect: the dynamics of global 
politics. The political attitudes of "centerff states are mirrored in feminist 
attitudes toward women from "peripheral" states. Elly Bulkin rightly 
notes that "women's lives and women" soppression cannot be considered 
outside the bounds of regional conflicts." She points out that Arab 
women are represented as being so different that they are deemed unable 
to understand or develop any form of feminism. When Arab women 
speak for themselves they are accused of being "pawns of Arab menaff36 
The implication is that an Arab woman cannot be a feminist (whatever 
the km means) prior to disassociaZing herself kom Arab men and the 
culture that supports them! In the end, global politics joins hands with 
prejudice, thereby closing a Western gynocentric circle based on misap- 
prehended difference.37 

The political bias in these representations of difference is best illus- 
trated by the search of many feminists for the sensational and the un- 
couth. This search for the disreputable, which reinforces the notion of 



difference as objectified otherness, is often carried out with the help of 
Middle Eastern and North African women themselves. Feminism has 
provided a forum for these women to express themselves and on occa- 
sion for them to vent their anger at their societies. The exercise of free- 
dom of expression often has a dizzying effect and sometimes leads to 
persona1 confession in the guise of social criticism. Individual women 
from the Middle East and North Africa appear on the feminist stage as 
representatives of the millions of women in their own societies. To what 
exrent they do violence to the women they claim authoriv to write and 
speak about is a question that is seldom raised. 

In assessing the issue of writing about Third World women, Gayatri C. 
Spivak points out that First World women and Western-trained women 
are complicitous in conkibuhng to the continued ""def~radtian'kof Third 
World women whose "micrology " they interpret without having access 
to it. Although well taken, this view obscures the fact that complicity is 
often a conscious act involving social class gosir-ion, psychological identi- 
fication, and material interests. Of course, to include all "Wstern- 
trainedf' women in the plural "we," which also encompasses "First 
World" "menf is to simplify the reality of the feminist encounter be- 
tween Western and non-western women. Unfortunately acadelnic femi- 
nist practice, just like that of its intellectual predecessors, is not pure on 
either side of dilference. I, for one, veftlse to he idenTihJ, even metaphor- 
ically with Senanyak, the Indian antihero character who lends his expert 
knowledge to crush the revolution exemplified by "Dopti," a female rev- 
olutionary." AAgfirming the existence of complicity is not sufficient, In- 
deed, the very act of translating this particular Indian short story for a 
U.S. audience did not bridge the chasm of cultural difference. It fits in 
with what; Gaston Bachelard called the "museum of horrors." It Xtocu- 
rnents the villainous acts of Indian men and the victimization of Indim 
women. The associa.tion of the Western and non-Western female reader 
with the process of victimizc?lion is an imaginative way of reducing the 
differential. divide, but itdoes no"r:ll it, And therein lies the dilemma of 
Third World women writing about Third Wcrrld womw. 

As I have suggested, Euro-American and / or academic feminist discourse 
on women in Algeria reproduces the major elements of the prevailing so- 
cial science paradigm. In addition, it makes explicit the connection be- 
tween feminist or protofeminist practice and traditional geopolit-ics, of 
which colonialism and the international division of intellechal labor are a 
significant part. %ere is also continuity between nineteenth- and twenti- 
eth-cenbry feminist and protofeminists writing about Algerian women. 
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By and large, nineteenth- and twentieth-centuly literature on women in 
Algeria betrays a great deal of ambivalence. Male authors searched for 
women wherever they could find them, and although they bemoaned 
what they perceived as seclusion, they also expressed contempt for the 
libertines they encountered and surprise (rather than approval) before the 
unveiled rural women. Women writing from a social scientific perspec- 
tive expressed their ambivalence in a slightly different mode, ostensibly 
empathizing with Algerian women they perceived as inferior and dis- 
playing unabashed con tempt for Algerian men.39 

A model of the protofeminist discourse on Algerian women is pro- 
vided by Hubertine Auclert's Les Fe~llnles arabes EH Algdrie, published in 
1900. 

Auclert sees that colonialism victimized women but even though she is 
aware of the excesses of the colonial order, she still advocates the Frenchi- 
fication of women. She suggests, moreover, that French women should 
become the tools of such an endeavor! "Upon entering tents and bolted 
doors, they [French women] would familiarize Muslim women with our 
lifestyles and ways of thinking"! Their task would no doubt be easy be- 
cause, according to Auclert, Algerian women were at heart the daughters 
of the free-thinking women of pre-Islamic Arabia. The eloquence they 
displayed in court, writes the author, was such that "you would think 
you heard, resuscitated, the beautihl speakclrs of pagan Arabia." In other 
words, Islam, the obstacle to being French, was but a veneer for women. 
Through women, moreover, one can undo Islam. Religion is identified 
with men so that a step toward the Frenchification of women is the con- 
struction of a pre-Islamic female essence. That same religion was respon- 
sible for what Auclert felt was Algerian women's inability to experience 
passionate love as Frcnch women were assumed to do. Algerian women 
were also found to be lacking a certain sensitivity that the French dis- 
played because the latter read novels and had a different religion! In the 
end, the Algerian woman was perceived as living in limbo, "The Arab 
woman neiher is nor does she feel at home at her husband'smr'~~~ 

In 1929, anoher Frtrn& woman, Mathea Gaudry, a lawyer hmed an- 
thropologist accepted the fact that she could not change the Algerian 
women's religious beliefs but did not give up the overall colonial project 
of Frenchification. Working with women from the Aur&s mountains, she 
stated that ""her intelligence would make the Auressian woman worthy 
of some education; what X mean is that we could teach her French, how to 
sew and run a home." As for the Algelian men from the region, she wrote 
that "their mental fclcult-ies appear to be shntecl in the prime of life." Be- 
sides, the men are '5nvekrat.e liars" and display a "congenital noncha- 
lance.""" She too pursued the nostalgic noticon of Algrian women's pre- 
Islamic past, to wit: "By subjecting her [the woman from Ammour 



mountain] to the authority of a master whom she must fear, Islamic law 
profoundly separated her from those berber and pre-Islamic women: 
Sadouk, Raytah and others whose independence is legendary,'"""ndeed, 
t h i s  is more a matter of legend than reality. The author adds that the no- 
madic woman's "more or less confused understanding of this legendary 
past" accounts for her flirtatious games with men. Why can% a woman be 
free to flirt without a rationale being found for her behavior in mythical 
 me? 

Throughout the 1950s and 1960% various monographs on women ap- 
peared with the aim of "guidingff Algerian women toward the ideal of 
French womanhood and downgrading their religion and customs, even 
at a time (the 1950s) when women were displaying the kind of behavior 
Fxncl-r women should have commended. In this respect it is noteworthy 
that only one study was written by two French women of an Algerian 
female revolutionary who became a catrsr cklPbre during the war 
(1 95&2).4" 

Germaine Tillion's work (The Republic of Corrsirzs), which appeared to 
break new ground in bringing Algerian women together with southern 
Mediterranean women in the same theoretical Eramewark? was also un- 
able in the end to transcend the stumbling block of Islam. Algerian 
women emerged from the book at the bottom of the hierarchy of sister- 
hood. After asser2.ing that Islam had little to do directrly with what she 
termed the "degradation of the female condition," Tillion was unable to 
keep religion analytically separate from her comparative evaluation of 
Algerian and European women living in the northern rim of the Mediter- 
ranean. Tillion also managed to neglect the colonial factor in her analysis 
of the dynamics of religion, political economy, and the reproduction of 
gender relations.44 

In a book that purports to have been written in a spirit of sisterhood, 
Franqoise Correze stated that "the donkey and the mule tied to a ring 
undoubtedly suffer less from man's [authority than the women clois- 
tered in the shed we entered."' That she, a stranger, was allowed to 
penetrate the "cloisters" is a fact that she did not bother to ponder. 
Hawing apparently approached her shdy of mral women with a pre- 
conceived interpretative framework, she found herself compelled to ex- 
plain away facts that did not conform to her ideas. For example, she 
wondered why a mother-in-law she met did not: exhibit the signs of the 
mythical "powerful mother-in-law" and concluded that "perhaps she 
was once [powerfull."""" 

The author's gaze at the Algerian female Other dwelled on women's 
postures, gestures, and clothes, and it studiously noted whether 
women's clothes were clean or dirty. In the process, the reader is not al- 
ways told about the nature of the social changes that have affected the 
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rural communities studied, although signs of such changes abound al- 
most in spite of the author's will. 

In 1980, Juliette Mines produced an essay on women in Algeria (in a 
book that, naturally, covers "the Arab Worldf") in which she denied 
women any selfiood or ability to think. Women's participation in the 
war is presented as the result of men's will and manipula'cion. Her con- 
tempt for women is revealed in her remark that Algerian women chose 
Islam over colonialism. She, the scientist, tells women that "they have no 
consciousness of the double alienation they underwent'? Yet, she adds, 
"they had access to French society and were open to new ideasM!4b Echo- 
ing Minces, U.S. feminist 'Judith Stiehm has written that "the French held 
the Muslim culture in disdain because of its treatment of women." Using 
as her main source a State Department area handbook b r  Algeria, Stiehm 
revealed her ignorance of her subject matter by making factually incor- 
rect statements. For example, she wrote that "as Muslim women move 
out of seclusion they tend to enter segregated schools, offices and /or fac- 
tories."" As a matter of fact, offices are not segregated and what single- 
sex schools remain were inherited horn the French era. In addiGon, the 
state has been implementing a policy of coeducation. 

In a book published in 1980 entitled Fertznres d'lslam ou ic sexe ilztevdif 
(Women of Islam or the forbidden sex), encompassing North Africa, 
Ren6e Pelletier and Autilio Gaudio engaged in anolher diatribe against 
Islam, blaming it for, among other things, the Algerian president's al- 
leged unwillingness to "show his wife in public." In fact, the current 
president does appear with his wife in public, although he may not 
"show" her! The authorsf analysis of the Koran is based on one sclra, just 
as the rest of their essay is based on anecdotal information gleaned from 
one book written in the 1960s supplemented by images from a short film. 
What is most noteworthy about this book, however, are the leading ques- 
tions used in a questionnaire meant to elicit responses about women in 
R/forocco* For example: 

Question if 10: "Have you felt sexual a t t r ac~w for boys'?f' 
Question #13: "Have you already kissed a bay on the lips who i s  not 

your fiance or husband?" 
Question #2: "How did you perceive your mother's condition when 

y w  were a child?" 
Question #S: "When have you, for the first time, felt the weight of 

traditions and prohibitions?" 

In conclusion, the authors assert that "this study could be applied to all 
three countries of the Maghreb."'R On the other side of difference, they 
must he, they are, all alike, 



Echoing Stiehm, another U.S. feminist political scientist, Kay Boals, has 
written that the nature of femaleimale relations in Algeria "elicited con- 
tempt and derision from the colonizer." Also of interest is the t-ypology of 
forms of consciousness that Boals set up to explain the behavior of colo- 
nized people, blacks, women, and homosexuals. Such individuals exhibit 
a type of conwbusness that falls in one of six categories, ranging fmm 
"traditional'9o "traditionalist, reformist, assimilatimist, revolutionary," 
and "transformingf' (which an earlier draft of the article termed "mod- 
ernizing"") The author asserted that Algerian males are definitely "kadi- 
tionalist" but women are "transforming." Indeed, what women "aspire 
to corresponds mow closely to patterns of male-femafe relations in Eum- 
pean than in traditional Muslim culture." A problem arises, however, 
when one h m s  to the definitions of these types of consciousness. The 
""tradi"ronalistW i s  the man who "continues to reaffirm the criteria of 
judgement of his own tTadiSIonal culhre or digion but he is unahle to 
do so with internal conviction. There is thus a strong internal inckermce 
between emotion and thinking, between what one would like to believe 
and what one "news in one's b0nes.'~49 

No such conflict should exist among women whose consciousness is 
transforming. Yet "Algerian women are eager to change the traditional 
patterns but are somewhat inhibited in doing so by the internal psychic 
ambivalence creat.ed by the desire to aaffirm the Algerian heritage and cul- 
ture." The "transforming consciousness" is defined as that which feels 
"genuinely free to forge new combinations of personality traits . . . with- 
out the need . . . to imitate the model of the Eumpean.'YIf this is the case 
then one wonders why Algerian culture or heritage would be an obstacle 
to acquiring such a consciousness unless it is deemed inadequate and 
therefore something that: ought to be rejected. Indeed, the auhor has de- 
fined "traditional consciousness" as that which is characterized by "a 
calm conviction of superiority over others and a sense of being at the cen- 
ter of' the cosmos." The ideal human type of this consciousness is hund 
in the person of Al Khidr Husayn, the first editor of the journal of Al 
Azhar University in Cairo. This creature, "although writing in the 1930's 
appa~nt ly  remained essentially unaffected by the British occupation!"'"u 
In other words, the colonial/ European factor defines a catch-22 situation. 
If you fall prey to it you are an "anomaly" in the sense that you wish for 
change deemed impassible to obtain; if you don't you are still anomalous 
because you are defined as "traditional." It is worth noting that the au- 
thor does not provide any information about having interviewed or ob- 
served the females and males whose psyche she has ft-urnished with am- 
bivalence, contradictions, ihibitions, and anomaly. 

The repetitive nature of the prevailing paradigm stifles the mind and 
dulls the senses. At the very least, it has no aesthetric value; it is like wear-. 
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ing the same clothes all the time. However, its ultimate effect is to pre- 
dude any understding of Algerian women in their lived realiy: as sub- 
jects in their own right. Instead, t h q  are mified, made into mere ihearers 
of unexplained categories. Algerian women have no existence outside 
these categories; they have no individuality. What is true of one is true of 
all; just as what is true of Algerian women is also held to be true of all 
women deemed to be like them over the space generously defined as the 
"Muslim world" or the "Arab world." This 'korlding" of the female 
world is another instance of the unqueslioned practice of "abstracted em- 
piricism." 

How, then, can an Algerian woman write about women in Algeria 
when her space has already been defined, her history dissolved, her sub- 
jects shjeeified, her language chosen for her? How can she speak with- 
out saying the same things?51 The Algerian case supports Foucault's con- 
tent.ion about Western culture that "the most tenacious subjection of 
dilference is undouhredly that maintained hy categaries."52 What is 
needed is a phenomenology of women's lived experience to explode the 
constraining power of categories. Such a phenomenology would not be a 
mere description of the subjective meaning of women's experience. 
Rather, it would be the search for the organizing principles of women's 
lived reality as it intersects with menfs.'To study women from a phe- 
nomenological perspective is different kom merely interviewing them to 
elicit from them information about their lives that confiv~ts otrv concep- 
tions of thenl.5" 

The fetishism of the concept, Islam, in particular, obscures the living re- 
ality of the women and men subsumed under it. Nor& AAfricm and Mid- 
dle Eastem societies are more complex and more diverse than is admit- 
ted, and cannot be underslaod in terms of monolithic, unitary concepts. 
Religion cannot be detached from the socioeconomic and political con- 
text within which it unfolds. And religion camot be seen as having an ex- 
istence independent of human activity As the product of human ac~vity 
it is subject to change, if not in content at least in function. To understand 
the role of religion in women's lives, we must identify the conditions un- 
der which it emerges as a significant factor, as well as those that limit its 
scope. In addition, we must address the ways in which religious symbols 
are manipulated by both women and men in everyday life as well as in 
instihtional settings. Finally, we should refrain kom thinking in terms of 
a "Middle East" and realize that what is useful to geopolitics is not neces- 
sarily so to sociolagy. Concrcte women (like men) live in concrek soci- 
eties and  rot in an ideologically miform space. There are lirrkish women 
and Egyptian women and Algerian women. Subsuming some under oth- 
ers results in obscuring, rather than improving, our understanding of 
gender relations. 



This bird's-eye view of feminist discourse on women in Algeria paints to 
the necessity of asking anew a question that might sound embarrassing: 
What is the nature of the feminist project? What is its relation to women 
in other places? Is there something at the heart of academic feminism that 
is inescapably Western gynocentric; that is, must it inevitably lead to the 
exercise of discursive power by some women over others7 

li> subscribe to the nothn that the metaphysics of difference-as- 
misrepresentation is inescapable is self-defeating and betrays resistance 
to changing the intellectual status quo. The French philosopher Jacques 
Derrida upholds the view (shared by some Third World feminists) that 
ethnocentrism is necessarily irrevocable on the grounds &at ethnology is 
a European science. He also adds that deconstruction is inscribed in the 
very lanpagc of European social ~ciencc.~S Read in an unorthodox fash- 
ion, this means that the metaphysics that sustains ethnocentrism aiso 
sustains deconstruction, a destructuring activity. In spite of its honest 
recognition of the ethnocentric core of social science, this view appears to 
legitimate its own existence. For if ethnocentrism reproduces itself in an 
endless cycle, the language of ethnocentrism may not be superseded; it 
can only be deconstructed. What applies to ethnocentrism also applies to 
the Wstern gynocentric conception of difference. 

If academic feminism camot be allowed to hide behind a deconstruc- 
tionist approach to legitimate its misapprehension of difference within 
gender, it should not be allowed to seek rehge in the Faucauldian con- 
ception of power and language either. Foucault's conception of power as 
being decentered has legitimized the view, among some academic femi- 
nists according to which power over women-in-generd is diffuse. In so 
doing, the actual instrumentality of power that some women (for exam- 
ple, academic women) exercise over other women (such as Third World 
women) is neglected. Similarly, subsuming all rcaliq under discourse, as 
Foucault does, has ~str l ted in a shift of focus from women's lived uealiv 
to endless discoursing about it. It is true that a feminist engaged in the act 
of rep~senting women who belong to a difkrent cclrlkm, ethnic group, 
race, or social class wields a form of power over them; a power of inter- 
pretafion. However, this power is a peculiar one. It is borrowed from the 
society at large which is male-centered. It is borrowed power that gives 
acaderxlic feminists engaged in interpreting difference stahrs and credibil- 
ity. But, when the power of men over women is reproduced in the power 
of women over women, feminism as an inkllectual movement presmls a 
caricature of the very institutions it was meant to question. The mis- 
representation of ""dfferrznt" Msomen is a form of self-misrtrpresenta~on. It 
bespeaks a repression of one's femaleness and glasses over the fact that 
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the representer is also engendered and remains far from having achieved 
the freedom and capacity to define herself. 

Just as some men" inability (or reluctance) to accept sexual difference 
as the expression of modes of being human has led them to formulate a 
sociobiological conception of women, Western gynocentrism has led to 
an essentialism of otkrhood. Both phenomena are products of a larger 
differentialist trend that has affected Western Europe and North America 
since the end of World War Two. The collapse of the colonial empires, the 
rise of consumer societies, and the crises of the late capitalist states have 
formed the context wihin which assertions of ""difference" have 
emerged. The celebration of difference between women and men, homo- 
sexuals and heterssexuals, the mad and the sane, has since become the 
unquesgoned norm. 

What is problematical in this conception of difference is that it affirms a 
new form of reductionism. The rejection of humanism and its universal- 
istic character in discourse analysis and deconstruction deprives the pro- 
ponents of difference of any basis for understanding the relationship be- 
tween the varieties of modes of being different in the world. Difference 
becomes essentialiaed. It is not accidental that Foucault, for example, 
contributed little to our understanding of what it means to be mad, fe- 
male or male. What he did was to explain the cutgory of madness and of 
sexuality. The discourse and deconstruction approaches to diffel-ence ob- 
viate the crucial issue of irztersubjectizrity Although Derrida warns against 
an ontological conception of difference, he is unable to avoid affirming 
difference as wmediated otherness. He locates difference in language, 
thus removing it from the realm of shared experiences that language may 
m t  necessarily captun;. 

The inability to address the intersubjective foundation of difkrence is 
clearly a significant problem in academic feminism. In the United States, 
this problem is not merely the result of some feminists being influenced 
by Foucault or Derrida. It is also related to an intellectuail tradit.ion 
marked by pragmatism, a byproduct of positivism, that has character- 
ized U.S. institutions of higher learning since the nineteenth century. In 
ferninist scholarship, this has meant giving the female expeuiencc.  ad 
U.S. or "Western") a privileged ontological status. 

To take intersubjectivity into consideration when studying Algerian 
women or o t k r  Third Miorld women means seeing their lives as mean- 
ingful, coherent, and understandable instead of being infused '%by usff 
with doom and sorrow It means that heir lives like "oursf' are smcbred 
by economic, paliticai, and culhral factors. Et. means that these women, 
like "us," are engaged in the process of adjusting, often shaping, at times 
resisting and even transforming their environment. It means they have 
their own individuality; they are "for themselvesff instead of being "for 



us." An appropriation of their singular individuality to fit the generaliz- 
ing categories of "our" analyses is an assault on their integrity and on 
their identity. Intersubjectivity alerts us to the common bond that ties 
women and men of different cultures together. It is a relative safeguard 
against the objectification of others, a reminder that the other is just as en- 
titled as I am to herihis humanity expressed in her/ his cultural mode.56 

For the intersubjective component of experience to become evident in 
the study of difference within and between genders, a certain form of hu- 
manism must be reaffirmed. But the rejec~on of humanistic philosophy, 
which subsumed woman under man while making claims to universal- 
ism, has so far been replaced with the essentialism of difference. 

It is often argued, of course, that humanism erases individuality, differ- 
ence; that any rebrn to a humanistic thwght is self-defeating. kt, it ap- 
pears that the essentializing of difference between women has resulted in 
the erasure of "otherf' women. When these are locked into the categories 
of religion, race, or color, their own individuality as women has already 
been erased. For example, a "Muslim woman" is no longer a concrete in- 
dividual. She is not Algerian, or Yemeni; she is an abstraction in the same 
way as a "woman of colar" isis, Their assumed uniqueness dissolves their 
concrete reality. They cannot by definition be compared with "First 
Worldf%omen. Indeed, what distinguishes them from the latter is also 
what is seen as accounting for their very essence. 

Antihumanism has not provided any authority higher than itself that 
could monitor its excesses. Old-style humanism, in contrast, and despite 
its shortcomings, makes itself vulnerable to criticism by appealing to its 
unful"filled promise af a more reasonable rationalism or a more egalitar- 
ian universalism. Indeed, the universalistic claim to a supracultural hu- 
man entity embodied in reason provided colonized societies with the 
tool necessary to regain their freedom. Colonized women and men were 
willing to give up their lives in order to capture their share of humanity 
celdrated hut. denied by colonial powers. But what does antihumanism 
offer "different" peoples? On what grounds (moral or otherwise) can 
powerless people struggle against their relegation to the prison house of 
racef colar, and nationalit_v into which anGhumanism locks them? 

There is a sense in which the antihumanist celebration of unmediated 
"differencef' may denote resistance to accepting difference as the other 
side of sameness. Xt i s  not accidental that the rise of an~humanism coin- 
cided with the collapse of the French colonial empire, more specifically 
the end of the Algerian war (and it was at this time &at both Foucault 
and Derrida began publishing). Yet, antihumanism, as a philosophy, 
holds a great attraction for some feminists because of its nihilistic ques- 
tioning of all (including moraliethical) constraints on action or on 
&ought. %is is, of course, the very reasm it is fraught with dangers as 
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soon as discoursing about others' (not only men's but women's) subjec- 
tivity is at stake. To what extent can Western feminism dispense with an 
ethics of responsibility when writing about "diMerentM women? Is the 
subject "women" free of all constraints only because women are the re- 
searchers? The point is neither to subsume other women under one's 
own experience nor to uphold a separate truth for them. Rather, it is to al- 
low them to be while recognizing that what they are is just as meaningful, 
valid, and comprehensible as what "we" are. They are not the antithesis 
of ""ourselves'~that justifies "'our" studying them in ways we ĉ lo not 
study *iourselves.ff 

Heideggerrs letter on humanism offers an example of the kinds of ques- 
tions that might be posed in order to reorient our thinking on humanism. 
We need to ask what is the ""hmanitas of homo humanus?" What is 
womanrs/man's place in histoly? Is womaniman "a specter, a spectator or 
a creator?" M a t  would a "hummism in a new dirnensim" be like? A new 
humanism  quires a mort, original  experiencing of what it is ts  be hu- 
man. This involves a process of "questioning, etymologizing, and histori- 
cizing." Although Heideggerfs answers are ambiguous, they nevertheless 
poiM to &e importance of historyf language, and ethics in  exploring hu- 
manistic thought. When seen as a "process of coming to the word," hu- 
manism precludes the assumption of womanfs/manfs domination by the 
ward, a tenet of The antiftumanisl discursive approach to history.57 

Finally, being aware that womm/man plays a role in history that re- 
quires specification points to the ethical component of human activity 
and though. Indeed, when feminists essenitially deny other women the 
humanity they claim for themselves, they dispense with any ethical con- 
straint. They engage in the act of splitting the social universe into "us" 
and "them," '%'subects" and "&jects." This propensity to apprehend so- 
cial reality in terms of binary oppositions is a contradictory element in 
feminist thought. Feminists have criticized the social and natural sciences 
precisely because they use dichotamous categories that assign women 
one attribute or role, thereby simplifying the far more complex reality of 
women's lives. 

The split vision of the world that relegaes non-Western women to a 
residual category where fancy more than fact rules, is a significant error 
in feminist scholarship as a whole. It can be corrected only if and when 
Western femini&s are ready and willing to think differently about the va- 
riety of modes of being female, including their own. They must recognize 
that knowledge of North AfricmiThird World women is not given all at 
once. It is, like howkdge of women in Westel3 societiesF a process of 
sifting the true from the false and making visible that which remains sub- 
merged. It is historical and has a rationality of its own which human rea- 
son cnlr comprehend. 



As it now stands, difference is seen as mere division. The danger of this 
undeveloped view lies in its verging on indifference.58 In this sense, any- 
t h i ~ g  can be said about women from other cclr1z"lrx.e~ as long as it. appears 
to document their differentness from "us." This bespeaks a lack of con- 
cern for the complexity of difference as well as a simplification of differ- 
ence to mean ""particularity," that is to say unmediatd singularity" Be- 
cause the North African and Middle Eastern cultures have long been 
stereotyped, because the feminist movement ought to be a movement to- 
ward human liberation from epistemological domination, women fmm 
these cultures cannot satisfy themselves with a mere act of negation 
when they write about themselves. They must shoulder a double burden, 
namely, to work toward an epistemological break with the prevailing 
paradigm alld to reevaluc?te the smcture of gender relations in their own 
societies. 

History has dealt these women a hard blow. It held them hostage to 
colonkl or imperial ventures and delivered them to travelers, chroni- 
clers, painters, and anthropologists of both sexes who mused about their 
lives. Now, they are in a position from which they could recapture the 
dispersed kagznents of their selves and put them back together in combi- 
nations that the motley crowd of their observers may not suspect. The 
task is e n m o u s  but necessary. If feminism is seen as a critical intrllec- 
tual movement, "Eastern" feminism should attempt to bring abwt that 
intellectual renaissance that men have so far failed to carry out. 

This requires reflecting on the roles that female intellectuals should 
play in effec~vely promohng women's needs. It i s  crucial here to ponder 
the a d e ~ a c y  of the means for achieving these ends. To think of feminism 
in the singular is sociologically inappropriate. Similarly French or U.S. 
styes of feminisns may not be hnct-iond in different: socioeconomic and 
political contexts. What form should women's effort to reach gender 
equality take in the various societies of North Africa and the Middle 
East? IS feminism, as understood in Wstem societies, women's only av- 
enue toward social change? Such questions may not be answered if East- 
em feminists think of their audience as residing here instead of in their 
societies of origin. 

f iere  is a sense in which the issue for North African and Middle East- 
em academic women is not the applicability of U.S. or French feminist 
theories. That is a luxury one cannot afford. The question is to define a 
critical writing space within which women who are not making their ca- 
reers in Western universities, but who are the subjects of our writing, can 
identi@. This requires resis~ng the temptation of seeing in U.S. or French 
women's present needs our ideals. It also calls for a comprehensive ex- 
ploling and understanding of the body of knowledge produced by the 
indigenous peoples of these areas of h e  world. TO selectively pinpoint in- 
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stances of wornen" '%ictimization," as is often done, obscures the corn- 
piexi9 of gender processes and presents a truncated image of an intellec- 
tual heritage whose exisknce is barely suspected by all but a few experts. 
If this means to reinvent the wheel, SO be it! f e old wheel. has not worked 
too well. Perhaps a new one might be an improvement on the old. 

A failure to da so will inevitably result in storytelling. That can be a re- 
warding endeavor. Having told his wonderful stoly several times, 0th- 
ello remarked that Desdemona "devoured up my discourse," and "my 
story being done she gave me for my pains a world of kisses." Howevel; 
Othello was aXso devoured by his own discourse, In the end he bade 
Lodovico tell his story: 

"And say besides ttzaf in AIqpa once, 
W e r e  a nlaligunnf and turbaned Turk 
Beat a Ve~zefin~z ufzd traduced titze StateI 
f look b1.y flz 2fl"aro.unf the circur;.lcis:_seli dog 
A~zd smofc lri~rt-f/~us" We stabs hirnselfbm 

If discourse can be murderous, speech may never rise above mere talk. In 
the words of Dostoevsky, some people "may be able to live in dark cellars 
for forty years and never open their mouth(s1, but the moment they get 
into the light of clay and break out they talk and talk and talk"' . . . Isn't 
the whole point to have a uoice?hl 
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ence in the Other Country 
China as Crisis, Spectac 
and Woman 
REV CHOW 

O n  June 4, 1989, after weeks of peaceful demonstrations by 
Chinese civilians for reform and democracy, the Chinese government 
sent troops and tanks to massacre hundreds at Beijingfs Tiananmen 
Square, In the following week, Chinese armies were ordered to clean up 
the mess they had created; soldiers became so socially constructive that 
they cut civiliansf hair on the streets of Beijing. Meanwhile, hundreds 
were arrested and tried, and an unknown number executed.1 

Benedict Anderson (1983, 68), in a footnote in his book bt?agined Cnrtl- 

nzunifies: Rejections rlrz the Spread of NafMnalism, says: "So, as European 
imperialism smashed its insouciant way around the globe, other dviliza- 
tions found themselves traumatically confronted by pluralisms which 
annihilated their sacred genealogies. The Middle Kingdom's marginal- 
ization to the Far East is emblematic of this process." rZ"he fact of China's 
marginalization in the twentieth-century world is obvious; it is a margin- 
alization that makes us think of it as the "other country."z However, An- 
derson's remarks contain another, equally important point, if only in 
passing, in the word frauuratically. The trauma faced by Chinese people 
in the whole process of "modernization" has yet to be properly under- 
stood. The Tiananmen incident confronts us with this fact. 

The first point about this trauma is the futility of intellectual discourse 
at the moment of shock. There is nothing subtle, nothing reflexive, about 

This essay is drawn, in part, from Wa~rznn and Glzinese Modernity: Th3 Politics of Reading Be- 
lu?eet.r Msrsl nrrd Ensf, by lXey Chow (Mb~neayoIis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991). 



a government gunning down its own, or for that matter any, people. This 
experience shocks us out of our assumed categories of thinking. All of a 
sudden, those of us who are academics cannot see the world as scholarsf 
but rather become journalists. We become suddenly aware of the precari- 
ous, provisional nature of our discourse. The unreliability of conven- 
tional sources of information, the limitations of our reasoning instru- 
ments, the repetitive narratives to which we are subjected-all these raw 
aspects of our representational machinery suddenly become acute, 
plunging our perception into crisis. 

I heard a feminist ask: "How should we read what is going on in China 
in terms of gender?" My immediate response to that question was, and 
is: "We do not, because at the moment of shock Chinese people are de- 
gendered and become simply 'Chinese."To ask haw we can use gender 
to "readf' a political crisis such as the present one is to insist on the uni- 
versal and timeless sufficiency of an analytical category and to forget the 
historicity that accompanies all catslgorical explanatory power. In her es- 
say "Explanation and Culture: Marginalia," Gayatri Spivak (1987, 105; 
emphasis in original) writes: 

The will to explain was the syinptoin of a desire to have a self and a 
world. . . . the possibility of explanation carries the presupposition of an ex- 
piiainablc (even i f  not fully) universe and an explaining (even if imperfectly) 
subject. These presupgositiom assure our being. Explaining, we exclude the 
possibility of the rndiclzlly heterogeneous. 

Any analytical discourse on the Chinese situation in terms of a single 
category, when Chinese prodemocracy protesters are being arrested, 
punished, or killed for having demonstrated peacefully for freedom, is 
presumptuous. The problem is not how we should read what is going on 
in China in terms of gender, but rather: what do the events in China tell 
us about gender as a category, especially as it rcrlates to h e  so-called 
Third World? What are gender's limits, where does it work, and where 
does it not work? How do these events help us recognize the anger often 
voiced by non-Wskm women about the singular priariy that is given 
to "woman" by bourgeois liberal feminism? The roots of this anger do 
not simply lie in the need, neglected by bourgeois liberal feminism's 
agenda to put the female sex in the forefront of all battles, to pluralize I le  
term wonrarz., Wonrelz, often used as remedy for that neglect, leaves most 
problems of social inequity intact. If the more trendy zvorner2 itself is, at 
best, an unstable category, it is because, as Denise Riley (198gF 5) tells us, 
"this instability has a historical foundation." The anger felt by non- 
Western women is never simply that they have been left out of bourgeois 
liberal feminism's account "as women," but more important, that their 
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experiences as "women" can never be pinned down to the narrowly sex- 
ualized aspect of that category as "women" versus "menf' only. What is 
often assumed to be the central transaction between women and cul- 
ture-wornen" heterosexual relation to men-has little relevance to the 
China crisis. 

China Mlaaching 

Rather than a purely analytical discourse on the China sibation, I want 
to raise a set of questions that pertain more closely to us in the U.S., 
where most of us participate in "China watching" as TV audiences and 
newspaper readers. China is, in this instance as it has been for the past 
several decades, a spectacle for the Wst.  C>us condemnation of the mili- 
tary violence in Beijing must go hand in hand with the understanding 
that the deaths of the thousands of Chinese people were an overdeter- 
mined evenit. In many respects, the media all over the world perform the 
function of urging those protesters on; our cameras lie in wait for the next 
"newsworthyf' event to unfold before us. When I say "overdetermined," 
therehre, I mean to include the complicity of our ted-rnolagy, which does 
much more than enable us to *iseee'' 

Since the week of June 11,1989, for instance, the focus on the China cri- 
sis has sltifkd to how the Chinese government is con&olling the dissemi- 
nation of the news and how it is, after the military crackdown, instituting 
the control of thought and speech through propaganda. The Chinese au- 
horities are ruthless in their deployment of camera networks and other 
mass communication charnels to track down '"dissidents." The cmdity 
of their technologies of indoctrination is transparent: they kill, and then 
they lie. But what role do the media play oil, our side? There have been 
instances in which Chinese people cautioned photographers not to take 
their picture for fear they would be arrested, and what happens to them? 
We see their pictures with their cautioning as 'kexplanation" of the 
"China crisis," either in the form of a silent caption (in the newspapers) 
or in the voiced commentary of our reporters (on television). This hap- 
pened even in the same reports that criticized t-he Chinese government 
for issuing telephone numbers so that people could turn others in. Even 
though some newscasters now take the trouble to obscure the faces of the 
people they interview, in some cases it is too late. Meanwhile, these 
newscasts continue to take us to more remote places such as villages, 
where they continue to film people and try to make them talk. 

To use a familiar narrative from the archives of imperialism, we are 
still locked within the political structure of the movie K i ~ t g  Kolzg (1933), 
with our media always ready to venture out to "make a movie" about the 
unknown jungle with its dark, abominable secrczts. Much like Director 



Denim's film crew, our cameras capture the inhuman monster and pre- 
sent it to us in the "civilized" world as a spectacular sight on display. 
King Kong was mounted on a rack far a well-dressed theater audience in 
New York City; China is served to us on the television screen at home. 

Describing what she calls "the civilizing power of socialized capital," 
Spivak (1987, 90) says: "The ir~ducible search for greater production of 
surplus-value (dissimulated as, simply, 'productivity') through techno- 
logical advancement; the corresponding necessity to train a consumer 
who will need what is produced and thus help realize sul-plus-value as 
profit . . . all conspire to 'civilize."' Recast in the realm of ideological pro- 
duction alone, Spivak's remarks explain the frantic simulation of infor- 
mationiknowledge in what I'd call the King Kong syndrome. This is the 
cross-cultural syndrome in which the "Third Wcrrld," as the site of the 
"raw" material that is "monstrosity," is produced for the surplus-value of 
spectacle, entertainment, and spiritual enrichment for the "First World." 
The intensive productivity of the Western newsperson leads to the estab- 
lishment of clear boundaries, Locked behind the bars of our television 
screens, we become repelled by what is happening "over there," in a way 
that confirms the customary view, in the U.S. at least, that ideology exists 
only in the "other" (anti-U.S.) country. 

In Ki~tg  Kong, the white woman, A m  (Fay Wray), is the point of strug- 
gle between the film crew and the "natives." Within her s0ciet.y Ann oc- 
cupies the position of the underprivileged. Herself the victim of patriar- 
chal oppression (an oppression that includes her being "lifted" into the 
role of' heroine as a result of hunger and thus made part of' the profimak- 
ing film industry), the white woman becomes the hinge of the narrative 
of progress, between enlightened instrumental reason and barbarism- 
lurking-behind-the-Wall. The white woman is what the white man "'pro- 
duces" and what the monster falls for. If her body is, in filmic language, 
the place of "suture," what it sews together-what it "coheres"-are the 
white man's producZion and the monster's deslmction. 

The "King Kong syndrome" surfaces in the China crisis in the way the 
"goddess of liberty" is reproduced across Chinese communities as a defi- 
ant emblem of what China "lacks": democracy The first replica of the 
Goddess of Liberty was constructed at the Beijing Academy of Arts at the 
height of the nananmen demonstrations. After the statue was m o w d  
dawn with the protesters on the morning of June 4, Chinese groups in Tai- 
wan, Hang Kong, and the U.S. produced other replicas in a concerted ef- 
fort to attack the Chinese communist government's scandalizing acts. 
Kir2g Krrvrg ends with the statement "kauty killed the Beast," h the China 
crisis this sounds like a prophecy for the future, and Chinese people in 
parficular, with little intellectual choice of any kind left, feel obligated to 
condone the statement's prescriptive as well as desaiptive meaning. 
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In the age of electronic and mechanical reproductions, the Chinese 
governmenfs resort to political repression should make us think not only 
in terms of their current vblence! but of the glal?al roots of that violence, 
and the similar gestures of repressive veiling we have already encoun- 
tered in other non-Western counkies. What the Western media; reenact is 
the whole issue of extraterritorialit-y that has been present: in Sim- 
Western relations since the mid-nineteenth century, For those who are 
not familiar with the term, extraterritoriality was one of the many conces- 
sions China was forced to grant to foreiffn powers in the "unequal 
treaties" signed during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It 
meant that nationals and subjects of the "treaty powersf' were subject to 
the civil and criminal laws of their own counkies and not to Chinese law. 
Foreigners were thus protected for their undertakings on Chinese soil- 
against the Chinese. 

From the days of England's gunboat diplomacy to the present day, the 
question of human rights, when it is raised in China in rela~on to the 
West, has never been separable from the privilege of extraterritoriality 
demanded by the Western diplomat, trader, or missionary. If you think of 
a person such as Ted Koppel or Tom Bmhw standing on the street in 
Beijing, speaking a language which is not Chinese, conde 
nese government, and how fantastic a spectacle that is, then the issue of 
"journalislic freedom" that is presented as the p u n d s  for intrusive film- 
ing and reporting becomes much more problematic than what it purports 
to be. This is not the same as criticizing such "freedom" by endorsing the 
Chinese government's facile, misleading charge that the We* is ""med- 
dling with China's internal affairs." What it means is that it forces us to 
question the presuppositions that underlie such "freedom," revealing it 
to be nsf a basic existential condition to which all are enGtlied (though this 
is the claim that is made) but a network of demands, negotiations, and 
coercions that are themselves bound by historical determinants con- 
structed on slaughter and bloodshed. 

The tragedy of the China crisis lies in the polarization, which is still in- 
scribed in na~vist  and nationalistic terns (the Chinese vis-&-vis the rest 
of the world), between an obsolete cultural isolationism, currently suy- 
ported by military violence and the paternalistic ideology of the govern- 
ing regime, and a naive, ideafistic clamor for democracy "American 
style,'>mduced from a plethora of discourses ranging from the astro- 
physicist Fang Lizhi, to workers, intellectuals, and students, and to the 
overseas communities, all of which converge on the symbolism of the 
white-woman-as-liberty. This polarization leaves everyone little to 
choose from, and that is why the emotional and moral stand taken by 
Chinese "representations" around the globe, myself included, is unani- 
mously supportive of the "white woman" vsymbol_ism. Only a united 



front, oblivious of the differences in class, gender, education, and profes- 
sion, can cope with the violence expelienced as ethnic trauma. 

But the polarizalion heween "&adil.ionalismM or what I have called cul- 
tural isolationism (represented by the Party official line), on the one hand, 
and "democracy" on the other, means that extraterritoriality-the exemp- 
tion ham local jurisdiction-becomes itself exempted horn the history of 
its own role, not in the promotion of freedom and rights but in the subjuga- 
tion of other peoples in the course of colonial conquests. To return to the 
&erne of h e  production of knowledge as S U ~ ~ U S - V ~ ~ U ~ :  the pwductim of 
knowledge about the non-West was possible, in the past, because the pro- 
ducers were exempted from local jurisdiction even as they committed 
crimes on "local territory." Nowadays, instead of guns, the most effective 
insnumen& that aid in the production of .the ""ThirA World" are the tech- 
nologies of the media. It is to these technologies-the bodies of the Western 
journalist and cameraperson, their voices, their images, their equipment, 
and the "reality'9that is broadcast in dle U.S. and then ""faxed" back to 
China-that extraterritoriality is extended, and most of all by Chinese 
communities overseas who must, under the present cirfumstances, forget 
the history of exhratemitorialiEy in Sino-Western relations. 

The fetish of the white woman is a serious one, even though it is not, 
unliktt some inkrprtltations of K i q  Ko:ongr about sex. Here woman is not 
the heterosexual opposite of man, but the symbol of what China i s  
notidoes not have. In the eyes of many U.S. leftist intellectuals, it is dis- 
turbing to see young Chinese students fighting for their cause with this 
symbolism. Don't they know what: atrocities have been committed in the 
name of liberty and democracy? we ask implicitly or explicitly. For in- 
stance, Ronald Reagan's comments on the current Chinese situation, 
heard during the week of June 11, sound more like art unconscious de- 
scription of his own foreign policies: "They have something elemental to 
learn: you cannot massacre an idea; you cannot ran tanks on hope. . . ." 

And couldn't the Chinese shdents learn about "demacracy'" fmm the 
way Margaret Thatcher's British government is  treating the citizens of 
Hong Kong? From 1842, when Hong Kong (Island) was, by the Treaty of 
Nanking, cceded to Britain as a result of the Opium War (which British his- 
torians nowadays prefer to call, euphemistically, the "First Anglo-Chinese 
War"), to the present, when Hong Kong (the British crown colony that in- 
cludes the Hong Kong Island, the Kowloon Peninsula, and the leased 
New Territories) is an international city, Britain's policy toward its colo- 
nized peoples has remained untouched by history and motivated by pure 
self-interests. A cenlrjlry and a half ago, self-interests (monetary profit de- 
rived from opium, produced in India and sold in China) were justified in 
terns of Chinese peoplef s desire for opium, in the sense of "they asked for 
i tM3ow, self-interests (the need to protect England from being " d o -  
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nized" by the peoples from its previous and current "dependent territo- 
ries") are expressed pointblank by members of the British public in the 
failowing way: "The thought of three and a half million people coming 
over to the island of Britain is quite horrifying."TTree and a half million 
is the number of Hong Kong people whose national status is, as their 
passports specie, '"ritish Dependent Territories citizensff 

Such elaborations of the contradictory nature of the claims of democ- 
racy remain, as yet, inaccessible to the Chinese who grew up on the 
Mainland in the past twenv to thirty years. They have been, precisely be- 
cause of the cultural isolationism implemented by the government at dif- 
ferent levels, deprived of the intellectual space that would allow them 
the kind of critical understanding I am suggesting. An emotional ideal- 
ism which arises from desperation and which is displaced onto a fetish 
such as the Goddess of Liberty is the closest they could come to a taste of 
freedom. There is as yet no room-no intellectual room, no reflexive mo- 
biiiv-to understand the history in which the ideal of "democracy" de- 
construct~ itself in the West. Instead of focusing only on the problematic 
nature of their fetishizing (and thereby implicitly sneering at their 
naivet4), it is necessary for us 'to ask why these shrdents are doing this, 
what their fmstrations are, and what the causes of those fmstrations are 
in their own as well as world history, 

Because as intcllechals we do the kind of work that is by necessity re- 
flexive, more likely to have effects in the long run than in the immediate 
future, responses to these questions can be only preliminary at a moment 
such as this. And yet, as well, we must respond. The image of the Chi- 
nese intellectual I often have in mind is that of a tiny person weighed 
down with a millstone, much heavier and much older than she is, as she 
tries to fight her way into the "inntemational'harena where, if only per- 
functorily she can be heard. This millstone is "China." My choice of the 
feminine pronoun is &liberate. If, as I said, "womanf' and "womenf' be- 
come rather poinlless categories if they refer only to the dominant sexual 
transaction of woman-versus-man, then there are other ways in which 
the oppressed and marginalized status of the "Third World" woman can 
be instmctive. China as a spectacle, as what facilitates the pwduct-ion of 
surplus-value in the politics of knowledge-as-commodity-this China 
becomes, in its relation to the West, "womanf': in the sense that it is the 
"Other" onto which the unthinkable, that which breaks the limits of civi- 
lized imagination, is prajected. 

""Woman" in the Other Country 

In an event such as the present one, the Chinese woman, who is hmver 
caught between patriarchy and imperialism, disappears as a mat.ter of 



course. Where she appears, she does not appear as "woman" but as "Chi- 
nese"; this is the message we learn from the twenty-three-year-old stu- 
dent leader Chai Ling. The issues that the figure of the Chinese woman 
brings, the issues of gender and sexuality and their enmeshment in poli- 
tics, are here intercepted and put on hold by the outbreak of military via- 

ven though it is precisely these issues that have to be probed in 
order for us to get to the roots of violence in patriarchal Chinese culture. 
What are the links between what is currently happening and a tradition 
that emphasizes order and hamony, but that also consistently crushes 
the openness brought to it by intellectuals, students, and young people? 
Time and again in the past few decades, when things have just begun to 
be open enough for such issues of liberation to come into their own, we 
see a crackdown of the kind that immediately requires the pospanement 
of the consideration of such issues. As a result, Chinese women, like their 
counterparts in many other patriarchal "Third World" countries, are re- 
qzrircd to sacrifice and pospane their needs and heir rights again and 
again for the greater cause of nationalism and patriotism. As one of the 
most oppressed sectors of Chinese society, they get short shrift on both 
ends: whenever there is a pcrlitrical crisis, they stop being women; when 
the crisis is over and the culture rebuilds itsel& they resume their more 
traditional roles as wives and mothers as part of the concerted effort to 
restore order. 

To my mind, it is sexuality and gender, and the challenge to the bases 
of traditional authority they bring, which would provide the genuine 
means for undoing the violence we wibess today. This is because this vi- 
olence cannot be understood apart from the long-privileged status that is 
conferred upon paternalistic power among the Chinese, be that power 
exercised in the home, in channels of educat-ion, and in civil as well as 
military administration. If this sounds like a contradiction to my opening 
remarks, it is because the very efficacy with which we can use gender 
and sexuality as cafepries for historical i ~ v i r y  is itself historical; this ef- 
ficacy is a result of the relative political stability and material well-being 
that are available to us as an intellectual community in North America. 
The battle we fight is thus a differM, albeit concurrent, one. 

Closer to home, we see how the challenge to authority posed by gen- 
der and sexuality is resisted in a field such as sinology, which is much 
more inkrested in protecting the t-imeless treasures of the Chinese kadi- 
tion. In the practices of sinology we see not the barbaric but the beautiful 
China, which occupies a highly revered place among world intellectuals 
as the "Other" that satisfies the longing far exotic ancient dvilizations. 
Alternatively, China was also the Other that provided, for Western left- 
ists in the 1960s-precisely at the height of what have since then been re- 
vealed as the horrors of the Cultural Revolution-a hspeful dift'erent 
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route to communism. Both the specialist and the amateur China admirer 
have the tendency to attribute to "China" absolrr tr differences from the 
West. In this tendency lies a suppression of thutrght: if, as historians tire- 
lessly tell us, modern East Asian history is the history of "Westerniza- 
tion," and if "Westernizationf' is not merely a "theme" but the materiality 
of daily life fsr madem Asian peoples, then how could it be passible to 
insist on the idealist demarcation bemeen ""Est" and "West" that we still 
so often encounter? 

"This is Chinese" and "this is not Chinese" are mades of' description 
and criticism which we constantly hear, from journalists, to business pea- 
ple, to academic "China specialists." These modes of description and crit- 
icism, which are articulated on the presumed certainty of what is "Chi- 
nese,," use the n o ~ o n  ""Chinese" as a way to legitimize the authority of 
tradition and thus exclude the fundamental instability of any e th ic  cate- 
gory. The suppression of thought through authoritarianism, even when 
the ""authorit.]irN of tradition has become, literally corrupt, is therefore not 
limited to the blatant policies of the Chinese communist government al- 
though at this point that government is making a spectacle of what is a 
long process of crrlhral trauma and collapse. When we move our atten- 
tion away from the short-term brutality which we must remember and 
condemn, we will see that repressive politics is a general problem per- 
taining to (rhe understanding of) modem China as a part of the ""Third 
World," a problem whose roots cannot be confined to a single incident. 

If the immediate cases of military violence are translatable into the par- 
adigm of "King Mong breaks loase,'"hen the pruhlems pased by sinol- 
ogy and China studies find a revealing analysis in a more recent film, Go- 
rillas irt t h ~  Mi,st (IStSES)."n many wa ys, Gorillas i s  the antipade to K i ~ g  
Kir~lg: whereas in the latter movie we see the "Other" world depicted as 
being uncivilized, a condition that leads to its death, in the former we see 
the good and gentle nature of the gorillas in contrast to the brutality of 
those who hunt them down for pwfit. Than& to the pioneering work of' 
primatologists such as Dian Fossey, the film's ending credits tell us, this 
"Other" world is allowed to live. Mediating between the civilized and 
uncivilized worlds is once again the wlhite woman, whose bravery and 
foolhardiness "create" the story. This time, instead of King Kong holding 
a screaming A m  in his gigantic paw, we see the Dian Fossey character 
(Sigourney Weaver) responding to Nabre" call and holding hands with 
the gorillas. Instead of the gorilla, it is the white woman who is killed. 
The destruction of King Kong affirms civilization; the white woman in 
Gorillas is seen to have "gone off the deep end" in her battle against civi- 
lization, a battle which results in her mysterious death. 

In the present context, I propose to recast Gorillas in the logic of Ed- 
ward Saidfs argument about "Orientalism," even though that logic may 



appear rigid and predictable at times. What the Orientalism argument 
enables us to see is this: the white female primatologist, like the great 
Orientalists, knows the language of the "natives" and speaks toiofion 
behalf of them with great sympathy. But in her doing so, the "native cul- 
ture" also becomes her possession, the site of her spiritual war against 
the "hame" that is the Westexx world, We are thus confronted with what 
is perhaps the ugliest double bind in the history of imperialism: while the 
kind, personal intent behind many a missionary exploration of the 
"Qther'korld must he recognized-as a benign humanism extended 
pluralistically across not only nations and cultures but speciessuch ex- 
plorations are implicated in colonialism and neocolonialism in their ro- 
mantic insistence that the "wild" ststay ""alive" in their original, "nakral" 
habitat. This double bind is, I believe, the thorniest issue that our pm- 
gressive discourses, in dealing with the "others" as part of a self- 
consciousness-raising program, have yet to acknowledge fully. 

China Studies and the Problem of Westernization 

Where do these ape narratives lead us with regard to modern China and 
Chinese women? "Letting the natives live where they belong," tran- 
scribed into a field such as sinology and China studies, becomes another 
way of reaffiming the authoriv of the Chinese &adition to the exclusion 
of other, "non-Chinese" modes of inquiry. Who gets to defend that au- 
thority? Where does it leave the "nativef'? The answers to these questions 
form the remaining part of my argument, which I shall introduce with 
the help of a personal scenario. 

Since one of my primary areas of research is modern Chinese litera- 
ture, I often meet sinologists and China historians, some male and some 
female, who ask me this question directly or indirectly: "Why are you us- 
ing Western theory on Chinese literabre?" Since I happen to work with 
questions of femininity in madern Chinese literature, I am also asked 
from time to time, "Why are you using Western feminist theory on Chi- 
nese wornen?" 

The con-b.adic~ons about modem China as a site of the production of 
knowledge-as-surplus-value are revealingly demonstrated in these sim- 
ple intelrogations. The questions put to me are clearly based on sets of 
oppo"iions: the West versus the non-West; dominant versus "other'ha- 
tional or ethnic traditions; dominant theories of women versus *'otherf' 
women; the subjectivities of "Western" versus ""nan-Western" fminist 
critics. Although the point that we must not be trapped within di- 
chotomies is a familiar one, many of us, especially those who experience 
racial, class, or gendered dichotomies from the unprivileged side, are still 
within the power of dichotomization as an epistemological weapan. The 
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above kind of interrogation slaps me in the face with the force of a na- 
tivist moralism, precisely through a hierarchical dichotomy between 
West and East that enables my interrogators to disapprove sf my ""com- 
plicity" with the West. Such disapproval arises, of course, from a general 
context in which the criticism of the West has become mandatory. How- 
ever, where does this general critical imperative leave those ethnic peo- 
ples whose entry into culture is, precisely because of the history of 
Western imperialism, already "Westernized"? For someone with my edu- 
caz;ional background, which is British colonial and American, the moral- 
istic charge of my being "too Westernized" is devastating; it signals an at- 
tempt on the part of those who are specialists in "my" culture to 
demolish the only premises on which I can speak. 

This personal scenario brings to the fore the cultural predicament that 
faces all of those who have to negotiate their way into dominant channels 
of representation. As my earlier image of the Chinese intellectual sug- 
gests, the millstone around our necEcs-'TCXlinaf"nd the "'Chinese kadi- 
tionf'-is huge and crippling; as it weighs us down it also gives shape to 
our movements and gestures. Over a long period of time the millstone 
become% Ear many, their only attitude toward the world- On the other 
hand, the Chinese intellectual knows that she must fight her way into the 
world precisely because she is already, in one way or another, "Western- 
ized."In what ways can she speak? 

Once again, I pose the question in the feminine form because I think in 
the shifting boundaries implied by the term Chinese wornen lie the clues to 
the ge~~cral  stakes that: are involved fsr Wsternized Chinese intellectuals 
entering the international "field." The instabilities of the categories "Chi- 
nese" and "womenf' are multiplied by their juxtaposition, allowing for 
questions such as: mo are Chinese women? What do hey  tell us &out 
"China"? What do they tell us about "woman" and "women"? What 
does it mean when China historians study them as one entity? What are 
the relaz;ions between "Chinese women" and ""China studies" "? 

Basically, how have h e  stories of Chinese women been told "intema- 
tionally"? I would address this question in the area I know best-acade- 
mia. In the wake of interests of' "women" across the disciplinesI investi- 
gations of Chinese women are quickly establishing themselves, through 
what Chandra Mohanty ("Under Western Eyes") calls "the third world 
diferenceM-"tha~ stable, ahistorical something that apparently op- 
presses most if not all the women in these countriesH-as a viable area of 
research among hstorians, anthropologists, sociologists, and film critics, 
as well as sinologists who specialize in the classical texts.3 The o'sljects of 
such investigations vary from female peasants in remote "Chinese villages 
to the heroines of premodern as well as modern Chinese political history, 
to the "feminine turn of rhetoric" in literary texts, and to female mysrcics 



in less well researched parts of prominent dynasties. At the university 
where I teach this year, for instance, a couple of other junior faculty and I 
were put in charge sf a conference sponso~d  by the Department of East 
Asian Studies when the authorities decided it was time we had a confer- 
ence "on women." It is obvious that in the eyes of academic administra- 
tors, whose roles in the production and circulat.ion of "howiedgcl" ccan- 
not be slighted even though many of them have no interest in 
scholarship, "women" is now a profitable theme, on a par with such oth- 
ers as ""calligraphy," ""time," or "water" (in the particular department 
concerned). But more alarming is, once again, a homologous situation be- 
tween ""womanf'-"women" and "First WorldM-"Third Worldf': if 
"womanf' is now a category of inquiry in well-established disciplines, 
then the "other woman" is aattched to well-established methodologies of 
investigation in the so-called non-Western fields. 

To sinology and the mammoth U.S. enterprise of "Chinese history," the 
emergence of ""Chinese women" is now a new adcniition which often 
brings with it the emphases of the "Chinese tradition": the understand- 
ing of Chinese women must, it is implied, take place within the parame- 
ters of Chinese texts and Chinese history. Rebming the natives to their 
natural habitat, perhaps? We are faced here not with the blatant imperial- 
istic acts of capture and murder that describe the King Kong syndrome, 
but with the lofty spiri tual ideal, vpif.ied by Gri l las  in fhc Mist, of "let- 
ting the Other live in their place and my love." 

What can be said about the complex meanings that cluster around the 
Nwl"lite woman" "re? "Letting the Other live," when it is cast in terms 
of the relation between white female sinologistsiChina historians and 
Chinese women, calls forth, first of all, the questions that have been 
raised about the paradigmatic relation between white and nonwhite 
women as "investigator" and "investigatee." This relation is often fore- 
grounded by nonwhite women's indignation at the universalism of 
"womanhood" as suggested by dominant feminist discourses. In an at- 
tempt to raise women's status in the West, liberal feminism, like all alter- 
native ideologies which seek to overthrow those previous to them, 
spoke on behalf of all women. The ermr of this universalism lies in the 
fact that it disguises a more fundamental relation between white and 
nonwhite women, which is mediated by legacies of a very different 
kind. After all, ""beyond sisterhood there are still racism, colonialism and 
imperialism!" (Mohanty). 

Vis-8-vis the non-Western woman, the white woman occupies the posi- 
tion, with the white man, as investigator with "the freedom t-c, speak," 
This relation, rather than the one that says "we are all women," is partic- 
ularly evident in disciplines such as anthropology and ethnography. 
What has become untenable is the way Weslern feminism imposes its 



VioEeltce irx I.hs Other Courttry 357 

own interests and methodologies on those who do not inhabit the same 
sociohistorical spaces, thus reducing the latter to a state of reified silence 
and otherness. This cri"ccism informs Audre Lsrde" ((1984) famous 
"Open Letter to Mary Daly." A similar kind of criticism is voiced by Ai- 
hwa Ong (1988,80), who puts it this way: "when feminists look overseas, 
they frequently seek to establish t l~e ir  authority on the backs of non- 
Western women, determining for them the meanings and goals of their 
lives" (emphasis in original). 

In China studies, where the understanding of China is institutionally 
organized around notions such as "tradition" and "modernity," the 
spaces allocated to Chinese women fall into two large categories. First, 
among historians and social scientists, Chinese women figure promi- 
nmtly in "case shdies." "ng (1988,85) puts it succinctly: 

By portraying women in non-Western societies as identicaX and interchange- 
able, and more exploited than women in the dominant capitalist societies, 
liberal and socialist. feminists alike encode a belief in their own cultural su- 
periority. . . . For instance! sstudies on women in post-1949 China inevitably 
discuss how they are doubly explioitcd by the peasant family and by social- 
ist patriarchy, reflectiing the more ilnrnediate concerrrs of American socialist 
feminists than perhaps of Chinese women t-hernselves, By using China as a 
""cw study" of the socialist experiment with women's liberation, these 
works are part of a whole network of Western academic and policy-making 
discourses on the backwardness of the non-Western, non-modern world, 

The case study belongs to the rhetoric of instrumental reason. Unlike 
the sinologist, the social scientist may not be fluent in the language, but 
then her project is not exactly that of becoming "subrnissive'3.l-o Chinese 
culture (in the way Fossey learned to be "submissive" to the gorillas). 
Rather, it is to use Chinese women-and the more remote they are from 
Western urban civiliza~on, the better-for the production of the types of 
explanations that are intelligible (valuable) to feminism in the West, in- 
cluding, in particular, those types that extend pluralism to "woman" 
t%trtaugh "race" and '"lass." To be sure, documentary films such as Snlnll 
Happiness (by Carma Hinton, who speaks Chinese fluently) help push 
Chinese women into the international field where they would be recog- 
nized as victims. The question is: how would Chinese women be recog- 
nized beyond the victim status? What would a film by Chinese women 
about American female China scholars be like? 

As 0179 goes on to suggest about: non-Western women in general, the 
second space in which Chinese women are allowed to appear is-to bor- 
row from Johannes Fabian's concept of "coevalnessmh--of an absolute 
"other time." '?his is the time of classical history and literahre, which 



renders Chinese women speechless even as they offer imwmerable entice- 
ments to scholarly study. I have attended lectures by women sinologists 
who research well-known classical Chinese texts for their themes on 
women and who recall with great relish the details of those texts as if 
they were the details of an exotic jungle. In this case, like a Fossey, the si- 
nologist ""sbmits" to the language of the goriflas. The point, however, is 
this: o n e  CEnese women, like Chinese texts, are confined to the ""culture 
garden" (Fabian 1983, 47) that is "their past," everything that is said 
about &em can be labeled "difkrent" in an absolute sense: they are "Chi- 
nese" and hence cannot and should not be touched by Western method- 
ologies, 

These two main spaces, the case study and the culture garden, that are 
available to Chinese women follsw from the instit-utional division of Chi- 
nese studies into the modem and the traditional. This division is clearly 
felt in the incompatibility between those who are immersed in the 
labyrinths of classical texklal hermeneutics and those who are propelled 
by the post-Enlightenment goals of "knowing" (in this case, a backward 
nation) with rational tools. The problem of modernity, because it is al- 
ways approached by way of such taxonomic divisions, remains caught in 
them. Subsequently Chinese people, too, are classified according to their 
proximity to tradition or to modernity. Those from Mainland China are, 
implicitly, more "c?uthez?tic," while hose from Taiwan and especially 
those from Hong Kong are "contaminated." Even as it is inextricable 
from the daily experience of Asian peoples, the materiality of Westerniza- 
tion as an irreducible part of Asian modern self-consciowness remains 
unrecognized and inarticulate in the paradigms set down by China 
specialists. 

And yet it is precisely the materiality of this self-consciousness whid? 
would provide the clues to the protests against the spectacular violence 
that we see breaking out in China today. What are the sources of such vi- 
olence? Great dangers lie ahead it: we simply equate it with the present 
regime. What are some of the justifications used by the ultra-conservative 
Party leaders at this point?-that these are China's "internal" affairs; that 
the strudents are not ""p&ioticU or "loyal" to the Party; that the sddiers 
were tlying to restore "order" in Beijing. These outrageous distortions of 
fact are, ideologically, in keeping with the reverence for established au- 
tho149 and for "'tradition" that is requised in ail Chinese learning. Vio- 
lence here is the other side of ""culture"; it is what underlies the cherished 
notion of civilization in which China is more than heavily invested. Deal- 
ing with this violence means that a different kind of' sell-consciousness, 
one that refuses to seek legitimation in terms of facile unities or taxo- 
nomic divisions, has to be sought for long-term political intervention. 
This consciousness is, to v o t e  Teresa de Laure~s, the ""consciousness of 
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ideological complicity." De Lauretis (1988, 136) defines it in specific rela- 
tion to the feminisl: subject: 

The feminist subject, which was initially defined purely by its status as colo- 
nized subject or victim of oppression, becomes redefined as much less 
ptrre-and nof urt$ed or simply divided bettveen positions of masculinity and 
femininity, but multiply tlrgarrized across positionalities along several axes 
and across mutually contradictory discourses and practices. 

As more and more non-Western women participate in feminist dis- 
courses, this "consciousness of ideological complicity" is bound to be- 
come an unavoidable political as well as theoretical issue, forcing upon 
each of us the following questions: How do I speak? In what capacity and 
with whose proxy? Therefore, while it is important that we continue to 
acknowledge the necessity of the kind of work that elaborates the un- 
ecjual miationship betwem Western kminism and non-Western women 
along the lines of "investigator versus investigatee," it is also crucial that 
we recognize the emergence of a different, still marginalized, mode of ar- 
ticulation-that. of the non-Western, but Westernized, feminist subject, 
whose existence epitomizes the stakes involved in this "complicity." A 
productive use of feminism in the non-Western context would imply 
kminismfs capacity to respond to the ways these ""sther" ffenzinisl sub- 
jects speak.. 

Chinese Women andlas the Subject of Feminism 

Because it is ""mujtipXy ori;aniz;edfH f i t f i r e  space of the We&emized, non- 
Western feminis2: subject is an elusive m e  and as such always mns the 
risk of being elided. The China crisis shows us such an elision: at the mo- 
ment of political shock, Chinese women become degendered, and join 
everyone else as "Chine~e.~ In the long run, however, when the mots of 
violence can be probed more leisurely and analytically the problems cur- 
bodied by Chinese women with regard to the Chinese tradition and China 
sc27olarsElip in the W s t  would serve as focal paints through which the 
reverence for authority must be attacked. In a field where such reverence 
is, in the foreseeable future at least, clearly immovable, and where invest- 
ments in heritage are made with strong patriarchal emphases, the emer- 
gence of Chinese women as feminist subjects (rather than as objects of 
study) is difficult. This is because feminist self-consciousness, even when 
it is recognized, easily becomes the latest support for ""heritage" and 
*itradition." 

Here the work of Ding Ling (19041986) is instructive. What I would 
like to point out, as an elaboration of my argument about the relatim be- 



tween Western feminism and non-Western women as it surfaces in China 
studies, are some of the ways Ding Lingf s works are typically read. These 
readings are, to my mind, probiema'cic because, in a way that reflects I le  
larger problems in the field, they partake of the specular political struc- 
tures of "otheringf' that I have been desclibing-structures that block the 
emergence of the ""other women'hs historical subjects. 

In its different stages, Ding Ling's writing career exemplifies contrasts 
that are portrayed in this description of the difference between white and 
rronwl.rite toomcn: "VerisimiliSudr?, realism, positive images are the de- 
mands that women of color make of their own writing as critical and po- 
litical practice; white women demand instead simulation, textual perfor- 
mances, double displacements" (de Lauretis 1986, 17). Although Ding 
Ling is one of the most well known modern Chinese women writers, her 
works from the twenties and early thirties are generally considered to be 
immature; they revolve around themes of sexuality and femininity, and 
the "female subjectiwit.)r" that is evident in them is usually fraught with 
contradictions, illusictnr;, and a great sense of despair. Her later works, 
notably The Surz Rises orrev the Sarzggan River (1948) and those produced 
after her punishment and imprisonment during the Culbral Revolutim, 
are much more "patriotic," suggesting a conscious repudiation of the in- 
terests in her more youthful period through a devotion to the Chinese 
badition and the Chinese people, 

This construction of Ding Ling's development as a writer is the one 
most favored by Chinese communist critics, but it is also popular among 
Ding Ling scholars in the West; especially in the U.S. The gist of it is: 
Ding Ling, as a woman writer, turned from the contamination of being 
"white" to the purity of being colored; from being concerned with "per- 
fomance" in her youthful years, she became concerned with ""rt?aXismff 

the way a Chinese (colored) woman writer should be. 
What is interesting is that, when American China scholars who are in- 

terested in "women" shdy modern Chinese literahre, it is often to a Chi- 
nese woman writer such as Ding Ling that they turn, in order to gauge 
their measurements of sexuality and gender in what they emphasize as a 
"non-Wstern'" culture, Ding Ling passes the tests of these scholars with 
flying colors. The trajectory of her career fits extremely well with the es- 
sentializing tendencies that already dominate the field of China studies. 
Her increasingly patriotic leanings make it possible for some to mgard 
her work in terms of so-called Chinese feminism. 

The nationalizing, or natiuizing, of feminism in this case springs from a 
need to decenter the West, and as mCh it is a type of critique of the hege- 
mony of Western discourse. However, what does it mean when non- 
Chinese scholars insist on the "Chinese-nessf' of Chinese texts and writ- 
ers, and with that, the implied judgment of what is "not Chinese"'? if 
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nativism per se is problematic, then a nativism prescribed by the non- 
Chinese scholar on the "nativef' is even mow so. History books tell us 
that modernization in Asia means "Westernization.'" Why is it that, if 
Chinese texts and writers exhibit "symptoms" (as they well should) of 
having been affectediinfected, they are by and large viewed with con- 
cern, suspicion, and disapproval? 

As in the interrogation of my work that I described earlier, what is left 
out is precisely the material reality of a Westernized subjectivity that is 
indelibly present: in tho non-Western intellectual" entrance into the 
world. Ding Ling's development, like that of all writers, especially 
women writers, in "Third World" countries, was complex. I do not think 
it can in any way be evaluated teleologically, in terms of pmgress from 
"immaturityf?o "mahrity," h m  being "Westernized" to being "Chi- 
nese." The "return" to her traditional origins in her later years has to be 
understood in terms other than those of idealist nativism. (This point ne- 
cessitates a close reading of her works and can be substantiated only else- 
where.) It is highly problematic, then, when feminist China scholars sim- 
ply build on a nationalistic teleological construction by adding to it the 
label of "feminism." Conversely, the &tempt to deconstruct the hege- 
mony of patriarchal discourses through feminism is itself foreclosed by 
the emphasis on "Chinesef' as a mark of absolute difference. 

Paradoxically then, the "authsrity" that feminism exercises on non- 
white women as they look overseas is evident even when these other 
women are given their "own" national and ethnic identity in the manner 
I just described. The introduction of six-tocentrism-what E in the early 
part of this essay described as cultural isolationism-as a way to oppose 
the West is far from being the solution to the problems created by West- 
ern centrism itself. The attempts to champian a '"Chinese feminism" on 
the part of some feminist China scholars do not really create avenues for 
modern Chinese women to come forth on their own terms, but rather 
compound deep-rooted patriarchal thinking to which "woman" is now 
added as the latest proof of, once again, the continuity and persistence of 
a pure indigenous "tradition." For Chinese women who go through the 
most mundane parts of their lives with the knowledge &at it is precisely 
this notion of an "originary" Chinese tradition to which they cannot 
cling, the advocacy of a "Chinese feminism" in the nativist sense is exclu- 
sionary in nabre; what it excludes are heir lived relations to Westerniza- 
tion and the role played by these relations, however contradictory, in 
their subject-positions. 

The idealism of those in the West who specialize in "Third World" cul- 
tures, and the charges they lay against members of those cultures for be- 
ing "too Westernized," are the twin aspects of the "cultural predicament" 
that, as I smggest, confronts the Westernized feminist critic. Because it is 



irreversible, this predicament is oppressive. But perhaps this is precisely 
where feminism can be best used in a non-Western context. In the words 
of Kamala Visweswaran (1"388,29), the Er-lndamental reconstit-utive value 
of feminism and the potential of a feminist ethnography which has yet to 
be expressed consist in that which "locates the self in the experience of 
oppression in order to liberate it." 

The development of any theory typically requires a period in which 
the space which that theory marks off for its own emergence is elabo- 
rated to the point at whjc'll it must give way to its own critique. Western 
feminism, I think, is at such a point. Its continued relevance to other op- 
pressed groups would depend on its understanding of its own historic- 
ity: having derived much of its strength and sophistication from the basis 
of women's experiences of oppression, it needs to ask itself how it can 
open up similar avenues for others without assuming the "master dis- 
course" position. These others cannot be responded to simply with 
words suck as pllrrnlism and cosmopo~ita~isnz. Feminism needs to face up 
to its own history in the West. It belongs to a juncture in time when West- 
ern thought's efforts at overcoming itself are still, relatively speaking, 
supported by a high level of rnaerial well-being, inkllectual feedom, 
and personal mobility. This historical juncture at which feminism has 
come to the fore in every facet of Western knowledge is not an accidental 
one. Even though it often, if not always, speaks the language of oppres- 
sion and victimization, Western feminism owes its support to the exis- 
tence of other populations who continue to experience daily exclusions 
of various kinds, many of which are perfomed at territorial borders. It is 
the dear demarcation of such borders which allows us the comfort and 
securiy in ttrhich to theorize the noeon of "'exclusiun" itself. While some 
of us elljoy this corndort and secrrriv Ilrough the accidenit of birth, oth- 
ers, like myself, do so through "naturalization," which often means that 
we speak with "native fluencyf' our oppressor's language. The task of the 
Westernized kminist: is not to wlearn that language but to ask that her 
accented interventions be understood properly, not as an excuse for na- 
tivism but as the demand, put to feminism, for "a willingness, at times, to 
shred this %women"to bitsf"RiIiiey 1988, 114bso that other histories can 
enter, 

To bring in the non-Western woman and feminist in the manner I have 
done is to append a nexus of prclblerns which is not recogniz;lble in the 
immediate crisis in China. As such, this essay is asymmetrical; my end 
does not fit my beginning. But "other women" speak without good man- 
ners as a rule. Far them, arlimlation means the crude assembling of what. 
is presently and urgently at hand, in order to stockpile provisions for the 
longer fight 
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1, During this tilne Z was to deliver a paper at a conference called "'Nation- 
alisms and SexuaXiticsrbt Haward Universit-y; X had planned to discuss work of 
the controversial modern Chinese writer Uu Dafu. Watching the events in China 
unfold in the U,S. media, X felt more and more that, at that moment in Chinese 
history, a talk devoted to ""sexuality" was o~ r t  of place. I therefore decided to 
speak about the current events. This essay iri, in part, the talk X gave. 

2. "The Other Country" was the title of the panel on which I was speaking. 
3, At a teleconference via satellite entitled ""Hang Kong: A Matter of Honor?' 

held between Hong Kong and England dtrring June 1989. 
4,Z am gratehl to Giuliana Menuzzi" Ph.U. dissertation, ""Aspects of the Dis- 

course of Wildness Within Modernity" (Comparative Literature, University of 
Minnesota, 1989). Menozzi" juxtaposition of King Kong and Gorillas in ttze Mist 
alerts me to the Bakhtinian dialogic nature of their making, even though X am us- 
ing that ""dalogtre" for a different purpose. 
5, Readcrs who are interested in having a general view of the critical treatment 

of Chinese women as historical figurea fictional characters, or a~rthsrs may con- 
sult the following suurces: Margery Wlf  m d  Roxanne Witkef eds., Wo~~zen  in Chi- 
uese Society (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1975); Marilyn B. Young, ed., 
Women in China: Studies in Social Cl~nnge and Feminism (Ann Arbor: Center for Chi- 
nese Studies, The University of Michigan, 1973); Richard W Guisso and Stanley 
Johanncsen, eds., Women in China: Current Birecfz'ons in Historical Scl~olarship 
(Youngstown: PhiXo Press, 1981); Angela Jung Palandri, ed,, Mrarnen Writers of 
Twerrlietlz-Century Chitla (Asian Sttrdies Program, University of Oregon, 1982); 
Anna Gerstfacher, Ruth Kcen, Wolfgang Kubin, Margit Miosga, and Jenny Schon, 
eds., W ~ ~ ~ P T Z  a ~ d  Literature iirl Chitrn (Bochurn: Sadienverlag Brockmeyer, 1985). 
Sipificant recent coverage of Chinese women in journals includes Xtlndern Chi- 
uese Literature, Fall 1988; Canzera Ohscum, no. 18; Wide Angle 11, no. 2. This, of 
course, is by nu means an exhaustive list, 

6. See Fabian, Time and the Other: Wow Anfhropc~lo~-y Makes Its Object (New b r k :  
Columbia University Press, 1983). 
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7 From High Hee 
Swathed Bodies 
Gendered Meanings Under 
Production in Mexico S 
Expor t-Processing Industry 
LESLIE SALZrNGER 

I n  recent decades, young, Third World women have emerged 
as transnational capital's paradigmatic workers. Managerial manifestos 
recast womenfs '"Inabralf' affinity for the home as a transferable set of 
skills and disposit-ions. These then crystaElize into ""dociiity'hand "'dexter- 
ity"-terms that go on to have autonomous effects as "labor force re- 
quirements"" for assembly workers intematiunally."n this process, men 
have been redefined as n~nw~rker~-Ir?~y,  demanding, and unreli;ible, 
This public narrative of home-grown sex differences provides a backdrop 
to the constitution of localized gendered meanings in export factories 
t%trtaughout the Third World. 

During; the first decades of the boom in transnational production man- 
agers and feminists were in substantive agreement about the utility of 
young women's p~comtituted '"eminhityr' for capitalist production, 4- 
though their moral evaluations of the process were markedly divergent.2 
Howevel; in recent years, psststructuralist feminist theorists of work 
have hnrned their attention to understanding the formation of ""gendered 
categories," rather than uncritically narrating history within them.This 
has enabled them to go beyond recounting the fate of "woman workers" 
to investigate the pmcesses through which the gendered clnaracter of la- 
bor power itself is established. Focusing on public narratives, they have 
desclibed the deployment of images of the "exploitable woman worker" 
from nineteenth-cenbry France to the contemporar). Third 



Meanings are constituted and operate at many levels however, and 
public narratives are only one of them. The poststructuralist focus on 
overarching categories has led to sophis.l-icated ddinea2-ions of "'the" hege- 
monic, linguistically established gender categories that structure work- 
places in a particular cultural moment. Such research agendas obscure the 
high level of variation beween gendered meaning smchrres across indi- 
vidual workplaces and their links to particular sets of daily practices and 
struggles. In this process, these analyses reinforce a more generalized the- 
oretical assumption that gender's meanings are stable across arenas 
within a single cultural system. If the content of gender categories is de- 
termined by the meaning structures within which their occupants are in- 
tcrryellated,Vthen it. hehooves us to inveslcigate, rathe than to assume, the 
context in which meanings are formed and at: what levels they vary. 

In the spirit of this project, therefore, the following pages explore the 
constitution of gendered meanings in a set of three workplaces, all lo- 
cated in Ciudad Judrez and drawing on the same young, immigrant, 
North Mexican work force. By locating myself in production, within the 
meanings and practices of individual shop floors, a plethora of idiosyn- 
cratic ""Emininities" and ""masculinities" "come visible that are ob- 
scured in external discussions and descriptions of Mexico" eexport- 
prrtcessing indushy Of course, factory-level gen$ered meanings and 
suhjectivities refer to larffer discussions. However, they never simply 
echo them. Instead, they take shape within the framework of local, man- 
agerial subjectivities and strategies, and their final form can only be un- 
derstood within the context of" these immediate smctures. 

Genders Under Produc;tion 

When Mexico's Border Industrialization Program was established in 
1965, it was already framed in public, gendered rhetorics. The border, 
export-proeessi~ faetwies, known as 'kaquilas,'" were ostensibly in- 
tended to hire men expelled from migrant labor jobs in the United States. 
However, like other export-processing factories in free-trade zones 
around the world, maquila managers already had an image of ""export 
workers" and male .farmworkers we.e not it. Advertising for Seguritas 
and Danlitas throughout the border areas made clear-only young 
women need apply.7 These policies were repeatedly, if indirectly, legiti- 
mated in public discussions by managers, union bosses, and pditical 
commentators, all of whom persistently invoked the superiority of 
women workers and the deficiencies of their male counterparts. In a typ- 
ical article, a manager commented matter-of-factly: ""8%) of the labor 
force is made up of women, since they're more disciplined, pay more at- 
tention to what they do, and get bored less than men do.'"s In an article 
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headlined "Maquiladoras Don't Have Problems with 'Saint Monday"' 
(an allusion to [male] workersf unilaterally taking Monday as a holiday), 
the prt~Sident of the Association of Maquiladoras explained that: depend- 
able work attendance "is one of the positive aspects offered by a female 
labor force."" 

In the early 1980s, however, the image of the docile young woman be- 
gan to crack, Inter-union codicts led to sever& strikes, bringing anom- 
alous pictures of defiant women workers, sticks in hand, to the front 
pages of local newspapers. Shortly thereaffer, peso devalua~ons dramat- 
ically cut wage costs in dollar terms, and the demand for maquila work- 
ers soared. This led to a shortage of young women willing to work at 
maquila wages and to an increasingly assertive attitude on the part of 
those already employed. Confronted by young women workers who did 
not behave like "women" at all, some managers faced by shortages 
turned to young men. By the end of the decade, men made up close to 
one-half the maquila work force; and within individual factories, man- 
agers deployed increasingly diverse discourses around gender in their 
hiring and labor control strategies. 

Civen the historical pemistence of the trope of the Nrnalleable working 
woman" described in the literature,1%arly public discussions of essen- 
tialized femininity come as no surprise. What is more remarkable is the 
ongoing resilience of this mpe  in citywide discclrssions of the industry in 
the face of changed labor market conditions and labor control strategies. 
More than a decade after men began entering maquila jobs in large num- 
bers, the head of labor relations for the Association of Maquiladoras com- 
ments that maquilas do better to hire women: "Men are not inclined to 
sit. Women are calmer about sitting." Current interviews with managers 
about ideal workers elicit the same tropes-patient and malleable 
women, impatient and uncontrollable men. These traditionally gendered 
descliptions of "ideal workers" emerge even in the conversation of man- 
agers who-----in response to the unavailabiiiq of cheap, ywng women- 
deploy distinctively gendered hiring and labor control strategies in the 
day-to-day management of their own factories. 

Ttlus, these labor market shifts have produced a highly visible disjunc- 
ture between public narratives about gender and work and managers" 
gendered shop-floor strategies. Individual manager's claims around the 
g e n d e ~ d  nabre of the "ideal" worker referace ptrbXic Eramings but do 
not reproduce them. Instead the specific institutional functions and man- 
agerial subjectivities on each shop floor lead not only to particular sys- 
tems of production and labor control but also to specifically gendered 
versions of these systems. As a result, within the context of these individ- 
ualized strategies and workers' responses to them, distinctive gendered 
subjectivities emerl;je fsr workers on each production floor. 



This demographic shift provides us with an opportunity to investigate 
the localized construction of gendered meanings in a historical moment 
in which public narratives are relatively weak and local discourses are 
comparatively easy to discern. Thus, in the pages that follow I will take 
up where previous authors have left off, at the factoly door. Entering the 
arena of production, I will show the variations in gendered meaning 
structures between three factories located within what is otherwise a 
common discursive context. Tn so doing it will "ctecctmtt possible to iden- 
tify fissrrres in gendered meanings at a local level and to &ace these dif- 
ferences to the particular struggles within which they emerge. In addi- 
tion, in each locale, we can delineate the consequences that emergent 
gendered meanings have for the struggles that generated them. 

The maquilas X will discuss here are vyical of large plants in the area 
and exhibit a set of basic similarities. Although two have official 
"unions," in all three, workers are basically unorganized and managers 
set the parameters within which shop floor stmggles occur. A11 are di- 
rectly owned by enormous, world-renowned transnationals. The facto- 
ries themselves are large, ranging from 750 to 1,100 workers in the day's 
first shift. Wages are low, generally about fifty dollars a week. This is far 
less than is necessary to support an independent life, still less a family, in 
Ciudad JuBrez. As a result, workers tend to be in their teens or early 
Wenties and generally are unmarried and childless. The absence of any 
compensation for seniority leads to high turnover, and most workers 
have been on the job for under a year. It is against this backdrop of low- 
wage, low-investmen work that the stories I recount below take pXace. 

Given the level of managerial control in structuring these shop floors, I 
will pay particular attention to managerial practices in identifying the 
discourses that constitute local gcndered meanings and subjectivities.ll 
Nonetheless, the narrative will not take the form of structured compar- 
isons of a consistent set of explanatory variables across shop floors. Sub- 
jectivity cannot be ""held const.ant." Rachel; I analyze each case as a 
unique configuration of structuring discourses within which the logic of 
local gendered meanings and subjectivities becomes comprehensible. 
Hence, I will argue through illustration, underlining in each case the 
highly idiosyncratic mix of managerial decisions, worker responses, and 
resultant gendered subjectivities on each shop floor. Each subsection 
should be read as a unit, an instance of the way &at particular gendercd 
meanings are constituted in terms of a specific context of damination and 
struggle. 

The analysis draws on eighteen months of part-icipant olzservatian, in- 
terviewing, and archival research in Ciudad Judrez on Mexico's northern 
border.12 Given my interest in localized subjectivities, the m e a  of the 
"dat;.1'komes h r ~ u g h  factory ethnographies. That is, I gather informa- 
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tion on the "constitution of gendered meanings" through locating myself 
within the meaning-imbued practices, narratives, and structures of a par- 
ticular h o p  floor. Iz. is thmugh interacting &rough addressing and being 
addressed, that I come to grasp the formation of gendered subjectivities 
on a local level. Thus, the images below are not those of a worker or of an 
observer but of a ""participant observerr"of an outsider located bath lit- 
erally and metaphorically on the line. 

Seeing is believing. The gendered meanings and subjectivities enacted at 
"PanoptimexM~%appear to be straightforward reflections of external nar- 
ratives.14 On its production floor, male supervisors direct objectivized 
and sexualized young women-apparent1 y precons ti tuted in the home 
for use on the line. Yet what is most noticeable over time spent in the 
plant is the amount of work dedicated to the creation of appropriately 
gendered workers. In this television assembly plant, managers' obsession 
with The visual sets the parameters within which gendered meanings are 
established. Labor control practices based on the heightened visibility of 
wctrkers constitute self-conscious and seH-mmitoring women and emas- 
culated men, Thus, managerial framing generates, rather than simply 
takes advantage of, a particular set of gendered subjectivities and in so 
doing establishes a high level of shop floor quiescence. 

The plant manager 3s a white-blond South American wjlh his sights set 
on headquarters. He is obsessed with the aesthetics of "his" factory-re- 
painting the shop floor his trademark colors and insisting on ties for su- 
pervisors and tunics for workers. The plmt i s  the company's local show- 
piece, a state-of-the-art facility whose design has been so successful that 
its blueprint was recently bought by a competitor building a second fac- 
tory in the city. 

The factory floor is organized for visibility-a panopticon" in which 
everything is marked. Yellow tape lines the walkways; red arrows point 
at test sites; green, yellow, and red lights glow above the machines. Ch 
the walls hang large, shiny white graphs documenting quality levels in 
red, yellow, green, and black. Just above each worker's head is a chart 
full sf dots-green far one defect, rccl far three dekct-s, gdd stars for per- 
fect days. Mrorkersf bodies too are marked: yellow tunics for new work- 
ers; light blue tunics for women workers; dark blue smocks for male 
workers and mechanics; orange hnics for (female) ""special" workers; 
red tunics for (female) group chiefs; lipstick; mascara; eyeliner; rouge; 
high heels; miniskirts; identity badges. . . . Everythng is signaled. 

Ringing the toy, of the producrion floor are windows. One Right rap the 
managers sit, behind glass, looking-r perhaps not. From on high, they 
"keep track of the flow of production," calling down to a supervisor to 
ask about a slowdown, easily visible kcam above in the accumulation of 



televisions in one part of the line, gaps further along, or in a mound of 
sets in the center of a line, technicians clustered nearby. Late afternoons 
the plant manager and his assistant descend. Hands clasped behind 
backs, they stroll the plant floor, stopping to chat and joke, just as every- 
one says, with "the young and pretty ones." 

The personnel department-its members titled '"social workersH-is 
entirely focused on questions of appropriate appearance and behavior, 
rather than on the work itself. "That" not manly, a man with trortsers 
wouldn" bbghave like thatYbne of the social workers tells a young male 
worker who showed his ex-girlfriend's letter to others on the line. "Re- 
member this, it's agreeable to be important, but more important to be 
agreeable," she counsels a young woman who keeps getting into argu- 
menits with her coworkers. Behavior, attikrde, demeanor-typicaXXy in 
highly gendered form-is evaluated here. Skill, speed, and quality rarely 
come up. 

Managerial bcus on the look of things is reflected in the demographics 
of the workplace as well. Close to 80 percent of the plant's direct line 
workers are women. They sit in long lines, always observed, repeating 
the same meticulous geshres a thousand times during the nine-hour day. 
During the 1 9 8 0 ~ ~  when it became difficult to hire women workers and 
most Ju6rez maquilas began hiring men, the company went so far as to 
recmit a busload of young wornm Cram a rural village forq-five minutes 
away. The company, calmed by the sight of the familiarly populated 
lines, provided the workers with free transportation to and from work 
for years. 

Lines are "operator controlled." The chassis comes to a halt in front of 
the worker, she inserts her components and pushes a button to send it on. 
There is no piece rate, no moving assembly line, to hurry her along. But 
in this fishbowl, no one is willing to be seen with the clogged line behind 
her, an empty space ahead of her, managers peeling from their offices 
above. And if she does slow momentarily the supervisor materializes. 
"Ah, here's the problem. What's wrong, my dear?" For the supervisor is, 
of course, watching as well as watched. He circles behind seated work- 
ers, monitoring efficiency and legs simultaneously-his gaze focused 
sometimes on "nimble fingers" at work, sometimes on the quality of 
hairstyle. Often he will stop by a favorite operator-chatting, checking 
qualily, flirting. His approval marks ""good worker" aand '"desirable 
woman" in a single gesture. 

"Did you see him talking to her?" For the eyes of workers are also at 
woik, quick side-glances registering a new style, making note of wrinkles 
that betray ironing undone. "Oof, look how she's dressed!" With barely a 
second thought women workers can produce five terms for "give her the 
once over." A y y o ~  w m a n  comment-s that when she started work she 
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used no makeup, only wore dresses below the knee. But then her 
coworkers started telling her she looked bad, that she should "fix herself 
up." "'As she speaks, her best friend surveys her painted, miniskirted 
physique affectionately, "They say one's appearance reveals a lot," she 
remarks. Two lines down, another young woman mentions she missed 
work the day before because she slept too late-too late that is to do her 
hair and makeup and still make the bus. To come to work is to be seen, to 
watch, and so to watch and see yourself.16 

The ull-imate arbiter of desirabiliw of course, is neither one3 self nor 
one's coworkers, but supevisors and managers, Workers gossip con- 
stantly about who is or is not chosen. For those (few) so-anointed, the ex- 
perience is one of personal power. "Tf you've got it, flaunt it!" a worker 
comments gleefully, looking from her lace boAysuit. to the supervis~r 
hovering nearby.17 This power is often used more instrumentally as well. 
On my first day in the plant, a young woman-known as one of the 
'"young and p ~ t q  ones" Cavored by managerial notiee-is stopped by 
guards for lateness. She slips upstairs and convinces the plant manager 
to int-e~ede for her, She is allowed to work after all, The lines sizzle with 
gossip. 

The few men on the line are not part of these games. Physically segre- 
gated, they stand rather than sit, attaching screen and chassis to the cabi- 
net at one end, packing the finished product at the other. They move rela- 
tively freely, joking and laughing and calling cut-noisy and ignored. 
The supervisor is conspicuous in his absence from their section of the 
line, and they comment disdainhlly that he's afraid to bother them. 
Nonetheless, when they get too obviously boastful he brings it to a halt. 
Abruptly he moves the loudest of them, placing them in soldering where 
they sit in conspicuous discomfart among the "'girls" while the others 
make uneasy jokes about how boring it is "over there." 

One young man says he came here intentionally for all the women. "I 
t%tougf-tt I'd find a girl friend. I thought i t  would be fun." ""'And was it?" I 
ask. There's a pause. "No one paid any attention to me," he responds fi- 
nally, a bit embalrassed, laughing and downcast. His experience reminds 
me of a story told by one of the women workers who rehrned to the fac- 
tory after having quit. "It's a good environment here," she says. "In the 
street they [men] m@ss with us, hut here, we mess with them a little. We 
make fun of them and they get embarrassed." In the factory to be male is 
to have the right to look, to be a supervisor. Gender and class positions 
are discursively linked. Standing facing the line, eyes trained on his 
work, the male line-worker does not count as a man. In the plant" central 
game, he is neither subject nor object. As a result, he has no location from 
which to act--either in his relation to the women in the plant or in rela- 
tion to factory managers. 



What is striking once inside the plant is how much work is involved in 
the ongoing labor of constructing appropriate "young women" and 
"young menff out of new hires. Gendered meanings are forged within the 
context of panoptic labor control strategies in which women are consti- 
tuted as ctesirable okljects and maie managers as desiring subjects. Mafe 
workers become not-men, with no standing in h e  game. These identities 
are defined by management in the stmaure of the plant but they are rein- 
forced by workers. Young women workers take pleasure in the experience 
of' being desirable and in their use of this delicious i f  limited power in at- 
tempting to evade the most egregious aspects of managerial control. Male 
workers attempt to assert an alternate masculinity, becoming vlalnerable 
in the process to the managerial ability to undercut these assertions. 

The gendercd meanings devdoped here? are familiar, echoing the for-. 
mulations of the public narrative described above, as well as descriptions 
of export-processing factories in other parts of the world. These reso- 
nances suggest a model in which a single set of gendered representalions 
emerges within the logic of an entire economic system, subsequently fil- 
teling down to local arenas. However, even amidst such similarities we 
note the plethora of localized practices within which these repetitious 
meanings are constituted anew 

Workepus as ' ' i n p t l t ~ . ~  Unlike Panoptimex, where emergent gendered 
meanings and subjectivities appear to echo those crystallized in public 
discussion about the maquilas, the femininities and masculinities con- 
structed at "Anarchomex" clearly depart from these confines. Like their 
counterparts at Panoptimex, Anarchomex managers reiterate external 
gendered frameworks. However, their hiring and labor control practices 
around gender are in tension with their claims; and within the context of 
this contradiction, a new set of gendered meanings and subjectivities 
emerges that sharply diverges both from public narratives and from 
those at Panqtimex. 

Anarchornex assclmbles harnesses (car eleckical systems), and distant 
managers define workers as just another set of inputs. As a result, they 
are mare concerned with finding the "right" w o h r s  &an with address- 
ing those they have. This has ramifications throughout the labor process. 
Managers have little presence on the shop floor and do less to speak to 
the subjectivir-ies of workers-whether gendered or otherwise-on the 
line. As a result, given the high demand for women workers and the 
enormity of the plant, they have trouble attracting sufficient numbers of 
young women to work. Despite their primarily male work force, how- 
ever, they continue to echo hegemonic narratives, defining women as 
ideal workers and men as congenitally unsuitable to maquila work. 
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Male workers respond to this combination of managerial absence and 
depreciation by claiming the social, sexual, work space of the shop floor 
as their own-in SO doing, constihrhng a masculinity &at at once restrricts 
their female coworkers and contests managerial disrespect. Women 
workers are located at the intersection of two contradictory gendered dis- 
courses and constihte identities that hold asserl-ion and passivity work 
and sexuality in complex tension. The gendered meanings that emerge 
here camot only be traced to local antecedents, but have local effects as 
well, as they undermine the managerial attempts at: conk01 horn which 
they emerged at the outset. 

The factory floor is dingy dated, and chaotic-an enormous barnlike 
structure with dark grey floors and walls, exposed fluorescent lights 
hanging from cczvernous ceilings, On the right side of" the building, huge 
boards circtrlate. On the left, smaller boards evolve at a brisker pace, in- 
terspersed with splicing stations draped with wires of every imaginable 
color and length. Everyt-f?ing obsbcts  h e  view of everything else. 

The plant manager is an American with many years of experience in 
U.S. harness production but few on the border. His Spanish is weak, and 
he keeps his dislcznce from the shop floor. He tends toward discussions of 
Mexican "cultural" problems and is particularly concerned by his Mexi- 
can supervisory staff, whom he sees as simultaneously unwilling to take 
responsibility for problems and overly authoritarian and conhtolling on 
the line. As a result, he encourages supervisors to focus on the indices. 
"A line is like a grocery store. The supervisor . . . buys inputs and sells a 
product and he has to balance his boobeYf 

Not surprisingly given this framework, supervisors are notable for 
their absence on the plant floor. Everyone-workers included-knows 
about the numbers: numbers of defects, of" harnesses unmade, of" extra 
workers per line; and supervisors frequently call meetings in which they 
tell workers what the line's numbers are for the week and scold them for 
not doing better. But no one is there by the pwdrrct-ion line, hanging over 
workers' shoulders and watching them work. It is numbers that supervi- 
sors pore owl; not bodies. 

It is not that management is unconcerned with workers' haracters. On 
the contrary, from the plant manager on down, getting the "right" work- 
ers is a preoccupation. However, the focus is not on making good work- 
ers hut on finding them. As a result, management puts far mart3 energy 
into hiring strategies than into labor control. Once the right sort of work- 
ers are hired, goes the logic, labor control will take care of itself. Hence, in 
discussing the produdion floor disarray, the plant manager comments, 
"No one can control 2,000 teenagers," and goes on to outline attempts to 
at_tract more job applicants. 



This focus on hiring the "right" workers at the outset is particularly 
problematic because the primary criterion for being a "good workerff is 
being female, and the hctory has never succeeded in hiring mare than 40 
percent women. Given its size-the plant is 50 percent larger than Panop- 
timex-and managersf failure to address any gendered subjectivities on 
the shop floor, Anarchomex could not begin to compete fsr women 
workers.lVoday the work force is 65 percent male. 

These demographcs are not inherently problematic for labor control, 
as we shall see in the case of "'Androgymex'~iseussed below, Howevel; 
the absence of any pretense of a "family wage" in the plant appears to 
make Anarchomex managers, both Mexican and American, reluctant to 
diverge from the public framework that defines women as appropriate 
maquiEa workers, even in the face of their overwhelmin& male work 
force. Instead, managers comment disparagingly on the willingness of 
their young male employees to accept Anarchomex jobs. Typically dis- 
missive, Marcos, the quality managel; comments, "Say I'm tuven.ty years 
old. I know that with this job I can't support a family. Obviously I'm go- 
ing to look for something better." To reframe the work as men's work 
would be to define it as underpaid Faced with the choice between ques- 
tioning maquila pay practices or the manliness of maquila workers, man- 
agers choose to question their subordinates. As a result, Anarchomex 
managers hold their gendered pract-ices and narratives in permanent ten- 
sion, disparaging the great majority of their work force in the process. 

Given management's sense that workersf aptitude for and attitude to- 
ward work is set at hiring, it comes as little surprise that the bulk of trhe 
labor control mechanisms they do employ are punitive in nature. As in 
other plants, pay is docked for lateness and absenteeism. "Techni- 
cians'Lthose promoted workers who do the bulk of daily supervision- 
are constantly coming by and scolding workers for praduciq defects, for 
sitting down, for disappearing from their posts. But, as their title indi- 
cates, heir primary focus is an technical, and not personnel issrres. Work- 
ers' selves are not incorporated into either the work or the work place. 

In general, it is workers who keep each other in check on a daily basis. 
U-nlik the television plant, assembly is done standing by a moving line. 
Workers are mobile, following the boards as they go. If experienced 
workers want to take a break, they can work ahead, intruding on the pre- 
vious worlcstation and =appearing just in time to finish a subsequent 
board, by now moving through an adjacent worker's territory. However, 
in most workstations, part of the assigned task is contingent upon the 
complerion of previous jobs and is difficrrlf; to do once later s tags have 
been finished. As a result, this work rhythm-r even a real inability to 
keep up-disrupts the work of those nearby. Thus, the limits on work 
pace are social and lateral, depending on the tolerance of coworkers and 
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the thick-skinnedness of the worker in question, Workers rather than su- 
pervisors hold the pivotal place in labor control, and this leaves much of 
h e  daily life of the fclctory in their hands. 

The centrality of workers in monitoring each other does not produce 
investment in the work itself, however. On the contrary, in the context of 
exrrersle disconnect-ion between workers and their product, these height- 
ened social interactions take on a life of their own. Throughout days oth- 
erwise saturated by the meaninglessness of the work, workers elaborate 
a compelling, rih-ralized, laughter-filled world of play oil, the shop floor 
In fact, the factory has gained a reputation beyond its walls for the teas- 
ing, flirtatious social life develwed in its confines. 

This social world is not neutral in gender terms, however. Stepping 
into the vacum left by management, male workers determined to 
reestablish their masculinity assert it in this space. New, orange-smocked 
workers are greeted by male voices immediately upon entering the fac- 
tory floor. "Carrots, carrots!'' "goes the chorus. But soon the women 
among the newcomers pick out a different call. "Carrot, come. Come 
here! Here's your rabbit!" Whistles and kissing sounds follow each 
woman as she walks past line after line to her new workstation. Within a 
couple of days she is angling for the navy smock used by other workers, 
an escape from the heightened visibility of the brilliant newcomer's uni- 
Ea~m. 

The new smock only changes the intensity. Although the whispers and 
calls diminish, soften and personalize with the new uniform, the male 
voices never stop, Sexuality-br both the ywng women and the young 
men in the plant-remains a primary entertainment, occupation, preoc- 
cupation; and in the game of flirtation, men act and women receive. Male 
workrs leave their posts to flirt with prospective girlfriends. Women 
workers turn their back on harness boards to chat with suitors. Men call 
out or visit, women smile and chat in response, either enthusiastically or 
with polite distance. But they ignore advances at their peril. "Don't be 
stuck-up," a young woman counsels, "If you act like that, no matter how 
pretty yc,u are, no one will pay attenfrion to you." 

Male workers assert their masculinity not only through their sexual- 
ized interactions with their female coworkers, but also by disparaging 
women's ability to do the work at all. Thus, throughout the day they talk 
loudly about how the work is "really" men's work-performed standing 
requiring speed and endurance. They point out women workers who are 
slow or resting. They comment that women workers don't really need to 
work. They get in the way when their female coworkers attempt to learn 
new positions. And they describe women's sexuality as inherently prob- 
lematic at work. Thus, in describing a coworker who acted like "a 
woman from the street,'" a young man comments: ""I the line were hster 



and there were more pressure, I can assure you they wouldn't have time 
to go around grabbing . . . like that." A few lines down another man com- 
plains: "'Thy sElouldnft wear minis. The point at work i s  to be on the ball; 
it's impossible that way." 

Although women workers generally enter the arena of sexual play on 
the terms set by their male coworker$ they resist their denigration as 
workers. They make no attempt to elaborate the work as inherently femi- 
nine. However, they take insistent note of managerial hiling preferences 
for women, all the while ignoring managers" substantive claim that their 
value lies in their docility. Locating themselves at the intersection of two 
discourses of domination, women workers elaborate a femininity 
marked both by a ritualistically receptive sexuality and a highly capable 
woik persona. 

Thus, the gendered meanings defined here depart both from the sense 
and from the uniformity of those constituted in public narratives and at 
Pansptimex. Supervisory authority and the right to see do not define 
masmliniy. Instead, activity and aggressiveness vis-A-vis women work- 
ers-both in the sphere of sexuality and in the sphere of work--consti- 
t-ute masculinity on the shop floor:. Similarly, femininity i s  not defined 
around objectification. Instead, what counts as femininity is fragmented. 
Sexually to be krninine is not to be sew, but rather to receive, as a form 
of play, the comments of: the male workers. And it is male workers who 
are empowered to judge if women respond appropriately, li, be a good 
woman worker, on the other hand, is specifically not to play, to focus on 
the work itself. Here, women themselves judge what counts, backed by 
the distant voices of supervisors. Thus, gendered meanings are contested 
and contradictory here, evolving within struggles between workers and 
management and between &male and male workers, and in the process 
leaving room for maneuver for all workers, but particullarly for women, 

These gendered meanings have both localized antecedents and local- 
ized effects. They emerge in response to the use of puni~ve  rather than 
disciplinary19 labor control methods and to managerial challenges to 
wctrker masculinity, h treating worken; as inputti and failing to address 
the selves of workers on the shop Roar, managers inadvertently allow 
gender to be defined between workers, eroding labor control and consti- 
tuting subjectivities that they then have little capacity either to legitimate 
or sanction. Shortly after I left the factor?;, half the work force was moved 
to another building, a costly move that idled much of the plant's machin- 
ery. The maquila manager explained simply that they'd felt the factory 
was "too hard to control."20 The set of gendered meanings constituted 
through managerial hiring and labor control practices undercut those 
very attempts at ccmh;ol. 
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Gender rrnder wraps. In Panoptimex, gendered meanings echo those in 
public discussions, while in Anarchomex they depart from this para- 
digm. However, in Androgymex, no hegemonic gendered meanings ma- 
terialize. The definitions of femininity and masculinity crystallized in 
elite, public discussions are present here, as are many other such defini- 
tions, but managerial negation of gender3 importance, coupled with the 
compelling nature of struggles in and over production, sideline the im- 
portance of gender as a central axis of subjectivity in daily life on the 
shop floor As a result, although various gender definizions are alluded 
to, discussed, and even employed in the arena of production, no particu- 
lar configuration emerges as dominant. 

Unlike the maquilas discussed above, in Androgymex, production 
rather than sexuality is the focus of attenzion in workers3claily practices. 
Skill matters here. Paid by the piece, workers can appreciably increase 
their weekly salaries through experience and hard work. This possibility, 
and the games and cmflicts generated by the piecework stmchre in gen- 
eral, draw attention and focus to the work itself. At the same time, man- 
agers' experience with a strike in the early 1980s destroyed any illusion 
of woman's controllability and jobs are unmarked by gender on the shop 
Roor, Women and men work side hy side, sewing intently, bodies cov- 
ered in smocks and caps that obscure gender markers. Gendered subjec- 
tivities, sexual and otherwise, are muted. Gendered rhetorics abound, 
but there are as many opinions about women, men, and work as there are 
managers, supervisors, and workers to have them, and there is no consis- 
tent correspondence between position in production and perspective on 
gender. As a result, unconnected to the fundamental axes of struggle over 
control in the factory, gendered categories do not disappear, but they 
subside into insignificance in daily intemc~on on the shop floor. 

Androgymex produces disposable hospital garments. The impression 
one receives upon first entering the plant is one of total uniformity 
amid& chaos. liVorkers are scattered across its expanse, swathed in the 
blue smocks and light blue caps produced in the plant. There are no lines. 
Instead, workers sew, fold, or pack feverishly in groups-tossing their 
finished products into piles whi& are cczrried or wheeled in towering 
precarious-looking edifices to the next step in the process. Apparently 
just at the brink of collapse, the piles are thrown down at the appropriate 
production site, where they immediately become part of' the next step in 
the process. 

Music blasts through the factory. At intervals, loud whoops emerge 
from the Rctor in response to a particularly hvcrred selection, If the music 
is especially inspiring, the commotion may develop into an impromptu 
salsa-a couple of paired blue smocks dancing in the aisle-sometimes a 



woman and man, sometimes two women, sometimes two men. Whoops 
greet other things as well trance onto the shop floor without the re- 
quired sterile smack or cap or the attempt of some unlucky soul to chat 
privately with someone of the "opposite sex." Always these outbursts 
delight and enliven, contributing, for the casual observer, to the sense of 
disorganization and play at work. 

And yet, appearances deceive. The single most striking characteristic 
of this plant is how hard people work. In this factory, production itself 
compels- This i s  in part due to the fact that workers are paid by the piece. 
It is worth it to work hard. Nonetheless, when asked why they set stan- 
dards for themselves that are higher than those set by the plant itself, an- 
swers gnerally revolve not amund money but amund making work Me 
bearable.21 A woman comments: "1 used to work in harnesses. I was so 
bored I used to go to the bathroom and sleep. Here I say, today I'm going 
to make so many, and that way I don't get so bored." The guy down the 
line kom her measures his production against hers, constantly telling me 
that today he is going to produce more than she. 

Forestalling boredom is part of the reason for the focus on work, the 
possibiliq of gaining a sense of control is another. Sharing one side of a 
table are two men, the fastest folders in their section. They both have a 
personal daily standard far higher than the factory's, and they both give 
themselves permission to stop work either when they've reached their 
own quota or at 2:45, even though the work day ends officially at 3:05. 
"This way 1 decide what I do," says one. One day his group leader insists 
that he keep working after he3 readed his own limit. After a long and 
aggressive altercation, he goes back to work. But the next day he pro- 
duces precisely the quota, finishing at exactly 3:05. "She wonf t bother me 
about that again," he says with grim satisfacrion. He3 right. 

Piecework fosters a focus on work not only through giving workers a 
sense of control but precisely because it is the site of so many minor con- 
flicts. A lew months befare my arrival, management increased the stan- 
dard, supposedly as a consequence of a new and easier folding pattern, 
Wages fell. The entire twelve-person section agreed to produce exactly 
the standard-- no more. They lasted a week, until a threatening lecture 
from the union and the head of production in tandem scared them back 
to the old rhythm. Now the story is told and retold--evidence sometimes 
of the impossibiliv of collective action, sometimes of the ability of the 
worker telling the story to stand up for her or himself, whatever the con- 
sequences. 

The event i s  repeated in miniature again and again. Material is scanty 
and production falls. Who pays for the lost time--company or workers? 
Workers complain about the supervisor, contest their checks with the 
union, squabble with each other over scarce material. "He steals mater- 
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ial," go the whispers after an offending worker is caught in the act during 
a lunchtime stakeout. The qualrels and complaints are constant. Their ef- 
kct is not disrupt-ive. 017 the contrary, these myriad conficts provide a 
space in which workers can insist on respect and human dignity and in 
which particular elements of work can be negotiated, without challeng- 
ing the overall hnctianing of the plant, 

This form of labor control through conflict works in part because 
workers are valuable in tke gament business. In electronics or harnesses, 
most workers can be kained in under two weeks. The company can't be 
forced to negotiate unless workers can threaten to organize broadly. 
Thus, constant conflicts would simply lead to constant turnover. Sewing 
however, despite its low-tech nature, is a skill that cannot be easily ac- 
quired. This is reflected in the hiring process, where garment plants at- 
tempt to steal each others' workers, and in the fact that workers who pre- 
viously worked in the plant are recontracted, few questions asked. And it 
is reflected on the shop Roor, where workrs do sometimes win minor 
concessions. It is in this context that struggles can be a force for stability. 
Labor control in this plant is achieved precisely through these ongoing 
struggles over when, where, and how much. The sli&tly higher wages 
show that management has had to respond to some of these demands, 
but the struggles over exactly how to interpret the rules serves not only 
to renegotiate amounts but also to reaffirm the rnanagelial ri&t to set the 
rules to begin with. 

This permanently negotiated peace has a histoly, a history with impli- 
ca2;ions for gender as well as for production processes. En 1981 the work 
force was almost entirely .female. A conflict between two unions para- 
lyzed production, precipitating a yearlong strike still remembered in the 
city for its violence. It was shortly after that strike, the putative docility of 
women workers having lost its credibility, that management began hiring 
men. The current plant manager was brought in at the end of the strike. 
He discusses the union, piece rates, the "'Andmgymex family" but gen- 
der does not catch his attention. Unlike many of his fellow managers in 
the maquila industry he is convinced that gender doesn't matter. 

This att_itude is visible throughout the plant. Cendered signs are mini- 
mized on the shop floor. Because the product is sterile, jewelly, makeup, 
and beards are prohibited. Workers wear dark blue smocks buttoned 
high, caps that cover every strand of hair. T k s e  remain in place even at 
meals. At first glance, everyone looks the same. At the outset, it is even 
difficult to distinguish gender. A young man I met working elsewhere 
had worked[ at the plant briefly and left. "You couldn't tell who t k  pretty 
ones were," he complained. The first sight of one's coworkers outside is a 
shock, somehow obscene, as if everyone had suddenly been stripped of 
clothes en~rcly. Eyes fall on all sides and smiles are uneasy. 



The plant is 55 percent male, 50 percent in the smock area where all the 
sewing is done. Men and women do the same work. Once the swathing 
blueness is decoded, one notices scores of men bent over sewing ma- 
chines, whipping out smocks beside their female coworkers. The woman 
in charge of hiring tells me: "Group leaders do sometimes request 
women for particular jobs, but not in the smock sec~on-of course not! 
That's sewing!" Sewing is hard work with high turnover-often as high 
as 20 percent monthly. Group leaders, she implies, will take whomever 
they can get. 

Yet, this is not entirely accurate. In the smock area, gender proportions 
range from a low of 30 percent men to a high of 70 percent in sections en- 
gaged in exactly the same work. Group leaders, generally women who 
began as line workers years ago, have strong and markedly idiosyncr;lCic 
opinions about gender, and they indeed request their preferred gender 
when they ask for workers. One comments: "I don't like to work with 
men. mey're just big children!'"e next section down, the gwup leader 
disagrees. "I'd rather work with men," she says, "Fewer problems with 
child care and stuff." It's not that gender isn't articulated in this plant. On 
the contrary, opinions are legion. But for all the fervency of these com- 
ments, they are erratically distributed. There's no "line" on gender. 

In this factory, the importance of skill, the institution of piece work, 
and the strike-impelled presence of a semif-trnctioning union combine to 
create a context in which labor control is in part negotiated rather than 
simply imposed. The resulting daily struggles take the form of impas- 
sioned altercations that bypass gendered subjectivities. In a context in 
which bodies are obscured, literally under wraps, and in which the cen- 
tral struggles of the plant-both between management and workers and 
among workers-revolve around issues directly ~ l a t e d  to productionl 
gender ceases to be a significant category. This is not to imply that any- 
one in the factory forgets her or his gender identification or that people 
don't have a great deal to say about gender when asked. In fact, gen- 
dered discourses proliferate here, in quantity if not in importance. How- 
ever, there are so many different opinions precisely because none are 
linked to cen ha1 conflicts over labor control and work life in the plant. As 
a result of gender's irrelevance to struggles for power and control, it 
loses its practical and expaiential importance on a day-to-day basis on 
the shop flo~l:22 

Panopfimcx recovrsidered. Public narratives about the maquilas in Ciudad 
Jucirez continue l a  elaborate on the docility and malleability of young 
women workers and the laziness and incompetence of their male coun- 
terparts. Androgymex, Anarchomex, and Panoptimex are all embedded 
within th is framework, yet thcr gendered meanings and subjectivities in 



From H&h Heels to Swaflzed &dies 381 

the three diverge sharply, both from this larger common sense and from 
each other. By locating our lens within these factories rather than training 
it on public discussions about them, these distincrive patterns, and the 
discursive contexts that shaped them, become visible. 

The focus in this analysis on "superficialf' differences rather than on 
"essential similarities" i s  is ttheoretically driven one. Obviously, there are 
commonalities in gendered meanings across these three shop floors. 
However, much has been made of the "archetypal nature" of Mexican 
"sex roles." In &at context, the differences that emerge here are particu- 
larly striking. Any project of transformation must be able to recognize the 
broad range of lived specificities a "Isingle cuItureM ccan encompass.2" 
Thus, although it would be perverse not to acknowledge similari.t-icis, in 
this reading 1 have chosen to foreground the cmrcial differences in gen- 
dered meanings and subjectivities that emerge even in these closely situ- 
ated arenas.2" 

In Anarchomex, managers' definition of workers as inputs leads them 
to ignore all worker subjectivity and actively disparage that of male 
workers. Worker responses to this ultimately produce a distinctive, local 
set of femininities and masculinities. Shop floor, worker masculinity 
comes to be defined around control of production-both of the work and 
of their female coworkers, whereas shop floor femininity is configured 
almost entirely around rcrceptive sexuality. In sharp conh.ast, in Arrdro- 
gymex, the labor process makes possible the emergence of work-based 
subjectivities, even as the need for a sterile workplace and managerial 
disillusionment with women workers' docility leads to tlle mininlizaticrn 
of gendered markers on the shop floor. The result is a proliferation of 
gendered meanings and subjectivities, in which no single set of masculin- 
ities or femininities holds sway 

Of the three factories, the gendered meaning structures in evidence in 
Panoptimex are hardest to distinguish from those of the public narrative 
within which they are embedded. What counts as ""womanly" or 
"manlyFf is so close to its definition in external discussion that from a dis- 
tance it appears as a simple reflecltian. However, once we focus on 
factory-level discoursea it becomes clear how vital these local practices 
are in bringing the docile women and unsuitable men of external defini- 
tion to life. 

Panoptimex managers subscribe to dominant notions of the ideal, fem- 
inine maquila worker, and their smaller work force makes it conceivable 
for them to develop hiring practices that match this image. However, it is 
their bcus on h e  visual that ultimately compels and enables them to put 
this vision into practice on the shop floor. The factory is set up to be seen 
and to look a particular way. The young women seated in long lines cam- 
plete the appropriate picbr in their own sexualized daily experience 



as well as in that of managers. Managers at all levels strategize to ensure 
their presence. Tneir decision to bus young rural women to work on a 
daily basis suggests their determination to maintain a primarily female 
labor force. But women workers also respond to this image. Unlike most 
maquilas, women workers who leave for other maquila jobs often try to 
return. Nine hours of objectification grove less stultifying than nine 
hours of invisibiliq. 

Young women are hired into a panopticon for the same reasons that they 
are hired at all-because the managerial hamework for labor con&ol is to 
ensure that producfion looks right. In an arena peopled by male supenri- 
sors and female workers, this objecfifying modality of control constitutes a 
parzicular set of gendewd subjectivities. h e n  workersf llaboring and 
sexualized identifies merge on the shop floor, and the few male workers 
lose heir claim to masculinity by virtue of their location at the wrong side 
of the lens. Although the gendered representations and subjectivities here 
echo those embedded in public discussionsf they are inmmated on the 
shop floor within specific managerial practices. Even shared representa- 
tions must be constmed and acted upon by living beings in specific con- 
texts. Thus, in seeking to understand the conshuction of gendered mean- 
ings and subjectivities, we must look to the particular configuration of 
localized frameworks and daily practices within which they emerge. 

Theorizing SpecCf ieities 

"Any attention to the life of a woman, if traced out carefully must admit 
the degree to which the effects of lived gender are at least sometimes un- 
predictable, and fleeting."2"This caution, written by Denise Riley in the 
late 1980s, was directed not at a sexist. academy, but at mare than a 
decade of feminist theory. In the process of delineating and analyzing the 
oppression of "women," she and other such critics warned, notions of 
gender as a binary system wevc~ being reinforced-replacing biological 
with sociological essentialism.2" 

Riley" words encapsulated one of the central goals of paststructuralist 
feminism: to cievllop a language capable of describing gender in all its 
palpable heterogeneity and fluctuating significance. Despite this focus, 
the unpredictability and inconsistency of gender have been more cited 
than explored; and, for tht; most part, the0rist.s working in this tradition 
have not chosen to further investigate gender's lived specificity. Instead, 
much of this analysis has remained at the level of the purportedly hege- 
monic discourses of a particular period-for instance, Judith Butler's27 
ongoing dialogue with psychoanalysis or Riley's own fascinating discus- 
sion of the changing meaning of "woman" historically.28 This focus on in- 
tellectzlal categories, while certainly crucial, implicitly assumes the soci- 
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eta1 extension and resonance of a particular discursive understanding of 
gender.2' The question of how these representations vary between local- 
ized arenas of domination, even those sharing elements of a common dis- 
cursive framework, remains unexplored. 

Of this group of scholars, Joan Scott's historical analyses have gone 
furthat toward recognizing and describing the varied social contexts, as 
well as the complexity of gendered meanings. Nonetheless, even this re- 
search focuses on public discussion, leaving open the question of how 
gendered representations are specified and lived wihin particular 
Poststructuralist feminist theorists have argued that gender is a discur- 
sive construction and emphasized its variable content. The research de- 
scribed above seeks to ground and specify these assertions. 

Gendered subjectivity indeed ~ p e a m  to toe "unpredictable" and 
"fleeting," but its shifts are neither arbitrary nor isolated. Gender is a so- 
cial relation-a structure of meanings established by and beheen living 
subjects in the prac~ces of daily life. As such, the meanings of femininity 
and masculinity vary with these interactions-with the strategies, frame- 
works, and subjectivities of those who people a specific arena and with 
the ou tcome of heir stm ggles. Questioning the conventional gen dewd 
categories with which we narrate our stories is an important goal of fern- 
inist theory. However, this need not entail a move away from those sto- 
ries into a history of categories. Et is precisely the question of' haw these 
categories are built and lived in daily interaction that must concern us. 
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I-"~~u?er invests ifIze donriziatedl, passes t!~rougl~ thenr and zljii-12 the 
help of them, relying orz them just as they, iis~ their strtlggle 
ngaittsf pow"! rely 011 tJ7e 120M it exerts or2 tlzer~, 

Michel Foucault1 

T h e  persistence of women's subordination throughout his- 
tory and across many cultures presents a difficult puzzle; although 
women are clearly assertive actors who struggle for better conditions for 
&emselves and for their families, their efirts often seem to produce lirn- 
ited or ephemeral results. The recent widening of opportunities for some 
women is unusual, and when placed in historical and cross-cultural per- 
spective, i ts future seems uncertain.2 In this article, I explore the puzzle 
of women's persistent efforts toward change and the equally persistent 
presence of gender inequality-the puzzle of the resilience of power in 
gender ~ la t ions .  Part of the pmblem, E argue, is located in a style of 
struggle women employ to resist the constraints of power, a style I have 
called '%accommodating protest." 

Feminist theorists have long been interested in the part women play 
within relations of power. They have often cast women as victims, ac- 
cepting the inevitability of domination.3 Others have portrayed women 
as consenting subordinates, relatively satisfied with a deferential role. 
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More recently to counter these images of passive victimization and ac- 
tive acceptance, feminists have depicted women as powerful wielders of 
hidden, informal influence. This latter view begins to dm1 with the nu- 
ances of power relatims by detailing various brms of power and by ar- 
guing that women are both active subjects and subjects of domination. To 
continue this effort of detailing the complexities of women's part in 
power relations, I argue that women, even as subordinate players, al- 
ways play an active part that goes beyond the dichotomy of victimiza- 
tion / acceptance, a dichotomy that flattens out a complex and ambiguous 
agency in which women accept, accommodate, ignore, resist, or protest-- 
sometimes all at the same time. Power relationships should be viewed as 
an ongoing relationship of struggle, a struggle complicated by women's 
own contradictory subjectivity and ambiguous purposes."~uch a per- 
spective on power relations builds on the work of Antonio Gramsci, the 
Italian Marxist who tried to comprehend the puzzles of class conscious- 
ness and lower-class consent in modernizing societies. Here X extend his 
arguments on the complexity of consent to consider the problem of hege- 
mwic rdatictns and gender wsistance. 

The case of Middle Eastern women is parl-icularly inkresting with ref- 
erence to this issue. From a Western vantage point, women in the Middle 
East are often pitied as the victims of an especially oppressive culture, 
generally ewat.ed with XsEamic religion, Women are depicted as bound to 
the harem, downtrodden and constrained; the ultimate symbol of their 
oppression and their acceptance of inferiority is the veil. Yet this picture 
cannot be rcrconciled with the asserl-ive behavior and influenzial position 
of women in m a y  Middle Eastern settings. In Cairo, .for instance, marry 
women manage the household budget, conduct important marriage 
arrangements, and coordinate extensive socioeconomic networks.' They 
are more than deferential partners, playing effective roles in their homes 
and the wider community, as demonstrated by the recent literature ex- 
amining women's networks and the informal powers, bargaining tac~cs, 
or hidden strategies exercised by Middle Eastern women.6 By implica- 
tion, although these women definitely struggle to widen their options, 
they also play a real part in maintaining the social context, including 
power relations, that limit women's opportunities. The dichotomization 
in the literature on Middle Eastern women between women-of-the- 
harem victimizatisn and behind-he-scenes-but-truly-powerh agency 
tends to produce arguments which flatten out the subtleties of women's 
subjectivity under power. Lost in either of these views, which stem in 
part from postcolonial discourses embedded within &minist theory, is 
the much more ambiguous reality of women's attempts to understand 
and acte7 Using the new veiling movement as an example, 1 want to draw 
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attention to these ambiguities of women's simultaneous attempts to alter 
and to maintain, to protest and to accommodate. 

My argument is based on a s a y  of wosking women in lower-middle- 
class Cairo.8 These women form part of a new class in Egyptian society, 
one created in part by the revolution of 1952 that removed a British- 
supparted monarchy and established a new state. The revolu2-im, a mili- 
tary coup led by a group of army officers, evolved into an attempt to wed 
Arab nationalism with socialism under the leadership of Gamal Abdul 
Nasser, Egypt's new president and the Arab world% new popular leader. 
Nasserfs authoritarian populism stressed social welfare programs, self- 
determination in fomign policy, and pan-Arabic regional unity. His poli- 
cies propelled Egypt into political leadership in the Arab world but also 
into a top-heavy and relatively unproductive bureaucratic regime.9 The 
new middle class that emerged from the peasantry through free educa- 
tion and guaranteed jobs in government offices is increasingv squeaed 
economically by the government's attempt to maintain a welfare state 
with relatively meager resources. The economic and social struggles of 
this new middle class frame the circumstances of women working as 
low-ranking clerks in the government. bureaucracy. Indeed, the values 
and living standards of middle-class life assume a magnified importance 
for these women and their families in marking family position and indi- 
vidual iden"riq. Although they have the example of upper-class women 
who hold political power or important jobs in the business and bureau- 
cratic worlds, these women face the novel experience of being the first in 
their familiesf recent histories to pursue formal educa~on and jobs out- 
side the home.10 

In recent years, many of these women have embraced the controversial 
new vciling, a voluntary women's movement to abandon Western 
clothes in favor of some form of covered Islamic dress. My interpretation 
of the politics of this dress centers on its expression of a contradictory 
message of both protesli and accommodation. W i l e  this ambiguous sym- 
bolic politics takes on the distinctive and dramatic form of veiled dress in 
Cairo, the argument it raises about women's part in power relations is 
suggestive for women elsewhere as well." For the new veiling in Cairo 
takes place not as a re ant of traditional mlture or a reactionary return 
to traditional patterns, but as a form of hegemonic politics in a moderniz- 
ing environment, making its meaning relevant to women in other such 
settings as well-settings in which, as Foucault reminds us, power and 
resistance both reveal trhemselves in kansformed and ever more subtle 
arrangernents.12 

Choosing to look at women" use of the veil in an urban center in the 
Middle East and using that case study to reflect on womenf s part in power 
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relations also illustrates some of the unresolved methodological dilemmas 
of writing about women and power in the Third World. The veil has been 
an obsession of Western wrdters from early h.avelogues to 17701~ recent tele 
vision docudramas, serving as the symbol par excellence of women as op- 
pressed in the Middle East, an image that ignores indigenous cultural con- 
smctions af the veil's meanings and reduces a complex and ever-changing 
symbolism into an ahistorical reification. Although a more recent literature 
on women's informal powers has revised this image, it has tended to so 
contemalize women's situalion that &e larger issues af women's subordi- 
nation are sometimes left untouched. The polemics of global feminist dis- 
course create a context in whch it becomes difficult to talk about women's 
subordinafion at all without contributing to earlier stereotypes, yet avoid- 
ing the topic of women's ijlfbordinaZion creates a ferninism that celebrates 
difference but loses its foundation for ethical judgment.'" have tried to 
contextualize the use of the veil for these women in Cairo and to empha- 
size their agency; however, 1: also examim the ambiguities at the heart of 
their use of the new veils, raising questions about h e  nature of women's 
agenq and resistances more generaity. 

This sbdy is founded on a dose assscia'cion with twenty-eight lower- 
middle-class households in Cairo, including about eighty-five women. 
Material was collected primarily through participant observation and in- 
lama1 conversations conducted during lmg visits with women and their 
families at home and with women in the workplaces. In later stages of 
the research, twenty-five younger women were selected for informal in- 
teuviewing more systematically focused on working and veiling. Cer- 
tainly, my own identity influenced my field research and writing consid- 
erably. First, my father is Iraqi and my mother is from Maine. I went to 
the Middle East far the first 'cime to do field rescar& for my disserta23on; 
there I found that women accepted me as both Arabic and American, us- 
ing my two identities as it suited their own purposes in different social 
situations. Other aspects of my iden2iq, as a married woman and evenb- 
ally a mother, for example, or as a political scientist, also shaped the na- 
ture of our encounters and thus the ideas expressed here. Throughout 
this s k d y  women's words and my reflections on their meaning are inter- 
woven.. Recounting women's words is common in feminist texts, but the 
status of these words is often unclear;j%ere, they are meant to illuskate 
the range of thinking women offelled in my presence and those aspects of 
our encounter which led to my thinking about the new veils and 
women's resistance in terms of accommodating protest. In this context, it 
is important to note that: a case shndy such as this has both benefits and 
limitations. Its strength lies in the ability to illuminate the distinctive de- 
tails of a local situation and use these details to think beyond the bound- 
aries of the specific case. Yet this ability to interpret and rcrflect on the 
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meaning of the case could also be seen as its primary weakness, for the 
case does not "prove" in the same way as large-scale surveys or statistical 
analyses; nonetheless, it orEfers insight into the dynamics of women's 
lives that larger studies often cannot provide. 

The Politics of Veiled Dress 

While to many Westerners veiling symbolizes the coercive manipulation 
of &male bdaviol; within the Middle East it serves indigenous symbolic 
purposes that extend well beyond such stereotypes. Veiling is employed 
in a wide variety of situations, with social, economic, and nationalistic as 
well as sexual connotations. Indeed, the wide range of styles and social 
meanings is perhaps the most striking feature of veiled dress, demon- 
strating the variety of political relationships that may be reinforced or 
challenged by such clothing.'" 

The Quran and Islamic doctrine are usually blamed by Westerners for 
initiating the covering and seclusion of women. However, veiling existed 
in many of the Arab tribes before the beginning of Islam. The Quran itself 
advocates the covering of the hair, shoulders, and upper arms and se- 
cluding oneself from inappropriate viewers; this advice refers, however, 
to the wives of the Prophet who had both the religious and social status 
of an elite group and the special problem of being permanently in the 
public eye.16 The implications for other women are unclear and have 
been inttsrpreted in a wide variety of ways depending on local needs, 
class interests, kinship struckrres, and women's endeavow. 

Although the widespread concern with women's dress does indicate a 
cultural focus on modest behavior, veiling is a subtle and evocative sym- 
bol with multiple meanings that cultural participants articulate, read, 
and manipulate. Veiling may, for example, function to emphasize appro- 
priate relations of familiarity and distance within the web of kinship 
bonds.37 Women may draw their covering dress closer about them or 
cover their face when in the presence of strangers, and then leave their 
face uncovered within the home or in front of certain male relatives. In- 
deed, as many families make the transition horn village to urban settings, 
veiling may be extended as women are more often in the range of 
strangers?itiion. Veiling can also be tied to class; often less feasible for 
poorer women lc-ihoring in the fields or outside the home, veiling tends to 
increase as class standing rises and families can afford the "luxury" of 
mow seclusion for women.lR Thus, covered dress may signal higher pres- 
t-ige and stahs, making it more desirable to hmilies moving to a higher 
class standing. Further, veiling may present overt political statements 
centered on cultural authenticity or political and religious affiliations.19 
Finally, veiling may function as a mode of communication between the 
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wearer and viewer, a public way of sending social or economic messages, 
perhaps about malital status, education, or village origin. The subtle al- 
terations of how the veil is worn, what material it is made from, and 
which small decorations complement an outfit highlight the fact that 
veiling is a two-way mode of communication, not merely a form of dress 
imposed an women against their will. MTomen, to some extent, use veil- 
ing for their own purposesas  attraction, as warning, as a reminder of 
kin and social obligations.2Vdilig emerges as an evocative sign of the 
int.ersection of domination and resistance, highlighting interpretive 
struggles over women's identity and role. 

The importance of veiling as a symbol of power relations in Middle 
Eastern society is underlined by the history of veiling in Cairo. In 1923 
Huda Shaarawi, an upper-class woman involved in the naionalistic 
struggles against British colonial power, launched a movement to aban- 
don the face veil.2' This movement eventually &jumpbed and until fairly 
recently upper-middle- and upper-class women in Cairo have worn 
Western-s~1e dress, On the other hand, lower-class women, both of rural 
and traditional-urban origins, have continued to wear various t-radit-ional 
outfits which generally include long colorful dresses and a black outer 
garment and gauzy headscarf .22 

Yet, in the last fifteen years, many middle- and upper-class women are 
re-veiling-or more accurately, adopting new versions of lslamic dress 
ranging from fashionable turbans and silky gowns to austere head-to-toe 
coverings." The most interesting aspect of this changed dress centers on 
its emergence as a women's movement a voluntary veiling initiated pri- 
marily by women, Not confimd to Cairo, but a widespread movement 
with varying popularity throughout the Islamic world, the new veiling 
clearly has symbolic significance far many However, its meaning varies 
from country to country, Class to class, even individual to individual; it 
has been used to signal identification within political disputes, as in Iran 
before and a&er the rev01ution; to signal membership in Islamic reviwal- 
ist groups, as in the universities in Egypt in the late 1970s or in Istanbul 
today; and to signal anti-Western or nationalistic sentiment, as in the oc- 
cupied territories in the Palestinian iwf@da. The poprxlariv of the new 
veiling mvement among lower-middle-class working women in Cairo 
in the mid-1980s has its own specific and local meanings as well, to 
which we can now turn. 

Lower-Middle-Class Working 
Women and the New Veiling 

Cairo has grown in papulation in the last gener&ion from about 2 million 
to about 12 million, swelled in part by an influx of rural families in search 
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of work and a "more modern" life, These families, the foundation of the 
lower middle class, struggle to overcome poverty and reach for middle- 
class security* The women I knew generally grew up in families with 
about eight living children in cramped apartments of two or three tiny 
rooms in the traditional quarters of the city. Their mothers are house- 
wives who may raise ducks or chickens for extra income, and their fa- 
thers work as construction laborers, drivers, mechanics, or small shop- 
keepers. These families are the beneficiaries of the socialist programs of 
the Nasser era, especially the educafional reforms that allowed children 
to attend school and guaranteed jobs to all graduates in the government 
bureaucracy. These jobs offer respectable working conditions for families 
very concerned with female members' reputations and the secure, if 
small, incomes. 

Additionally these jobs offer the prestige of middle-class status to fam- 
ilies seeking to differentiate themselves from more recent migrants or 
from manud laborers, domestics, or s t ~ e t  peddlers. Loww-middle-class 
women distinguish themselves from the "poor," the "peasants" of the 
lower classes, who follow "uncivilized" and "not modernf' life-styles. 
With household incomes barely rising above the levels of lower-class 
families, who often follow less prestigious but more lucrative occupa- 
tions, women from these families are hard pressed to pay for rent, food, 
commuting, and clothes.24 Yet they emphasize the status and prestige of 
class differences, however subtle, which separate them from lower-class 
families and exaggerate their similarities to families with more resources. 
In these families, women's working not only affects their individual 
standing but also moves the entire family from the lower class to the bot- 
tom rungs of the middle class. 

These women-educated, working, modernizing-have started to 
veil, abandoning the modest versions of Western dress that are the badge 
of their hoped-for class position and turning to the long dresses and 
headscarfr; of the mukraggnba, the covered woman, This movement. initi- 
ated as a political and religious statement in the universities after the 
1967 and 1973 wars with Israel" and has over the years been transformed 
into a new movement with different adherents and reasoning. Women's 
stories illustrate some of the controversies which are provoked by this in- 
creasingly common pattem in lower-middle-class Cairo.26 

Mervat graduated from a two-year institute with a degree in business 
three years ago; she works as a typist in a govemment office. She and her 
four officemates are all single and enjoy the chance to be out of the home 
which working affords. Since their duhes are light, they tend to spend 
their day chatting over cups of sweet tea about family affairs, the clothes 
and furnishings they are saving to buy, or the men in the nearby offices. 
Like many of her Eriends, Mervat wears Weskm dress. She has most of 
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her clothes made by her sister-in-law, which is less expensive than buy- 
ing them ready-made, and she saves carefully to buy shoes on credit to 
match her skirts and blouses. She explains this effort as marriage strat- 
egy: "Men like women to look beautiful of course! So, if T wish to find a 
husband, I wear this kind of clothes." When asked about the higab, she 
expresses a qpical sentiment: "I hqpe to wear the higab some day. Not 
right now, but I respect the women who have made this decision and per- 
haps I will feel in my heart that this is right too, God willing. Not every- 
one can make this decision at: the same time; I don" think about these 
things very much now, but maybe I will in the future. It will be important 
to me, like it is for my sister. She has just decided to become covered and 
perhaps this decision will come to me too." On the other hand, Memat's 
older neighbor; Sanayya, who is married with teenage children and also 
wears Western clothes, is quite adamant about never putting on the higab: 
"Some women wear this scarf over their hair, and that is alright for them, 
but for me, no. I will never put on those clothes. It's important to wear 
modern clothes and go to work and educate your children, not to cover 
yourself up. Clothes don't matter anyway, it is a fad for younger girls." 

Aida is engaged, and she lives with her family in a traditional yarter 
in central Cairo. Aida's father is a migrant laborer who works as a driver 
in the Gulf states and has been away for many years; her mother is illiter- 
ate and a s i f t  al-hnyd, a housewife, who has never worked outside the 
home. Some time ago, Aida broke off her engagement because her fiance 
refused to consider Aida's working after their marriage. But Aida defi- 
nikly wants to continue in her job; her reasons include the income she 
can earn, security, and the chance to socialize. Most important however, 
is the need to be challenged: "I need to keep busy, and have something to 
think &out and be doing all day. I can't just sit in the home and &at with 
neighbors and cook the meals; I know how to do all these things but I like 
to be out with people and working hard to accomplish something. Then, 
when my husband will come home at night, even h w g h  he says "cook 
my dinner,' we are equal, we stand together, and this will make a mar- 
riage work better." In time, Aida was again engaged, this time to a man 
who a g ~ e d  that she could continue wo&ing after the wedding. One day, 
while discussing her plans for the ceremony and the future, she men- 
tioned her intention to become a nluhagg&an, a covered woman. She 
planned to change her colorltrl We&ern outfits for a long made* skirt 
and a headscarf wrapping over her hair and shoulders. "See this beauti- 
ful hair," she laughed, "you won't see it anymore. Well, maybe you will 
see a little peeking out here and there, but I will wear the higab." When 
asked when she would put on this garb, she was vague: "Not right after 
the wedding, no, maybe a year, maybe two. I am not sure." About a year 
after the wedding, after giving birth to a son and resuming her work at: 
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the office, and despite her husband's objections, Aida indeed put on cov- 
ering dress. 

Husnayya is married and has three small chilhen; she and her has- 
band both work in government offices. Husnayya has been wearing the 
higab for several years now; family photos show her earlier Western dress 
now changed to ankle-length skirts, long sleeved jackets, and a scarf 
wrapped securely around her hair and shoulders. She explained the 
change this way: "Here in Cairo, we are Muslim women, and so we dress 
this way, with long sleeves and covering our hair and shoulders. Some- 
times no kohl on the eyes even! But I wear kohl, just a little. No lipstick 
though, only for my husband in the evening in our house! Before we 
dressed differently I don't really know why. But this dress is better, when 
I wear these clothes I feel secure, X know I am a good mother and a goad 
wife. And men know not to laugh and flirt with me. So it is no problem to 
go out to work, or to shop, or anything. This is a good way to dress, it 
solves many problems." 

From such accounts it is clear that women have many different reasons 
for the dress they wear, including religion, fashion, harassment, and fam- 
ily responsibilities; indeed women, families, friends, and co-workers 
spend long hours in amiable or contentious debate about what women 
should be wearing. Husbands and wives may not always agree, and 
sometimes men prefer women to wear Western dress, promoting their 
"modern" status. Women's dress, always symbolic in this society pro- 
vokes intriguing conh.oversy. 

Hegemany and Resistance 

Why would these women, who are educated, dedicllted to working, and 
relatively successful symbols of modernization, rebrn, to a traditional 
symbol like the veil? Why agree to, or even encourage, what seems to be 
a return to an inferior stabs? These quest;i~ns confront us with one of the 
central issues of any study of subordinates within relations of power: 
why do subordinate groups seem to aid the reproduction of power rela- 
tions which hnction to their disadvantage? 

In his Pvisolz Notebooks, Gramsci considers the problem of the en- 
durance of power relations and the puzzle of obedience within relations 
of class inequality: Why do people consent.? Why do people selAom 
rebel? Why do people actually aid their own subordination? He develops 
the concept of hegemony as a characterization of power relations within 
modern societies where consenl operates more obviously &an force, 
eventually using the term to convey several different approaches to this 
web of problems. One interpretation portrays hegemonic interaction as 
the shaping of beliefs and behavior of a subordinate class by a dominant 
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group. Consent is achieved by the instrumental molding of the common 
sense of subordinates, directed toward the interests of the upper class. 
This intez-prstation of hegemony essentially argues that the ruling class is 
able to structure a situation in which the lower classes are unable to per- 
ceive the ways they are subordinated. Certainly, the new veiling in Cairo 
inilSally appears as a classic example of hegemony so defined, for in de- 
ciding to veil, women seem to reproduce their own inequality. Hege- 
monic relations, conceived in this mamer, indicate that these women 
must be deluded about their true interests and duped into behavior 
which reinforces their own subordination; they are victims of a "false 
consciousness. 

Yet mow recent studies of class relations encourage a mow encompass- 
ing reading of Gramsci's ideas and of subordinate's behaviol; viewing 
hegemony as ideological struggle rather than ideological domination.27 
Focusing on an examination of what "consent" really amounts to in spe- 
cific situations, scholars have discovered that the role of subordinate 
groups is a great deal more complex than the "false consciousness" 
model of hegemonic relations suggests. Consent, or the lack of overt and 
organized political oppasif-ion, is acZrctaXXy a blanket tern that can cover a 
range of possible consciousness and political activity from active support 
to passive acceptance to submt-rged ri~sistance." Consent emerges as a 
more complicated int-eraction than it first appears, highlighting the need 
to rethink the question of such ideological struggle in cases of gender in- 
equality as well. 

In the case of lower-middle-dass women in Cairo, two important signs 
reinforce the need to think of hegemony as a mode of political struggle 
rather than a process of top-down domination. First, these veils are a new 
kind of covering clsthing. In Cairo, lower-middle-class women have 
been wearing Western clothes for some years now; Western dress signi- 
fied moderniy and women" aability to be e q d  partners in aiding 
Egypt's recovery and grawlth. Women are not simply clinging to the past; 
covering clothes have not been their normal dress for many years. In- 
deed, the dress these women are putting on is not even the traditional 
dress of their m ~ h e r s  or gradmdhers  but a quits distinct: and new 
style, clearly distinguished from the traditional garb of lower-class 
women. The second sign of struggle is that this is a movement initiated 
by women themselves. Women have the right, which they exercise, to de- 
cide what dress they will wear; covering dress is considered a personal 
decision a woman makes in her heart and not a matter her husband can 
decide for her. So the new veiling canna be exphined as the mainte- 
nance of traditional ways or as the revival of a traditional symbol at 
men's insistence. The controversies over voluntary veiling in lower- 
middle-dass Cairo alert us to the complexit_)i of women" sfconsent" and 
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lead to the question of what this new dress signifies as part of a hege- 
mwic st-rmggle. 

Women's Dilemma and the New Miling 

Althou& lower-middle-class women now leave the household far out- 
side work, we cannot assume that this produces greater opportunities; in 
fact many women complain that working carries considerable burdens 
along with limited benefits, As one married woman with two young chil- 
dren complained: "Of course it is good now that we can go out of the 
house and go everywhere to work, but it is also hard. Each day I must go 
to work, ride the bus, shop for food, pick up my children, cook the meals, 
and clean the house. There i s  never enough time and I am always very 
tired." This comment was echoed by many others who cited responsibili- 
ties that make working outside the home especially burdensome. The 
double load of working inside and otrtside the home is aggravated by 
women's feeling that men do not, and indeed, could not, be expected to 
help with household labor in any significant way. In addition, everyone 
complained &at the salaries they earn are far too low: "I spend each day 
here from nine until two [normal work hours], and look how little I earn, 
I should have more money for the work I do here!" Women complain 
that t-fie government has encouraged their education and promised a 
good living, yet today their salaries are hardly meeting rising costs. 

As for the work in the offices, women called their duties "boring and 
unchallengingfhcznd "useless." The government policy of hiring all gradu- 
ates has produced a civil service that provides some economic security, 
but at the cost of overcrowding, inadequate equipment, and lack of pro- 
ductivity. A vpical work day for one energetic woman named Hoda, for 
instance, involves making the appointments for a manager down the hall. 
Since two other women in her office are also responsible for the same task, 
they can easily cover for each other while one slips out to h o p  for vegeta- 
bles, visit a sick friend, or pray. Each day two or three appointments are 
recorded in a worn book, and the hours are filled by chatting and drinking 
tea. Some women stated that this lack of rei;~tonsibility is an advantage, as 
they can save their energy for the work that awaits them at home, while 
others were frustrated. Clearly, this is not the kind of work that would of- 
fer womm the skills or sense of accomplishment that might create a neu; 
positive identity as worker or professional, even though it compares fa- 
vorably with the work lower-class women must do as domestics, factory 
laborers, or s t ~ e t  peddlers. Even ambitious and energetic lower-middle- 
class women have very few options for other jobs outside the public sec- 
tor. Since the infitah peliod (the opening) initiated by Anwar Sadat the 
grow& of a dual economy with a privileged pr-ivate sector alongside the 
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public has widened class inequities. As one woman noted, "I would love 
to have a job typing or being a receptionist in a private travel agency. 
There I would make a salary which is three tjrnes the amount I make here. 
But I do not know how to get such a job, I think you must have connec- 
tions to work there and also you must know English and even French. But 
I don't think it is right &at I make so little money, after all 1 need to buy 
the same things for my family that those women do." Even equivalent 
secretarial positions in the private sector are generally available only to 
upper-middleclass women with foreign language abilities, appwpriate 
social skills, and family connections. On bdance, working is generally 
portrayed by these women as a progressive step for the increased mobility 
it provides but also as troublesome and tiring; it is not surprising that 
maw women claim they would quit their jobs if they could.29 

These complaints point to an important problem women are experi- 
encing as they move into the intersection of the two worlds of household 
and workplace; they face a deep dilemma of identity and mle. All"llough 
many husbands maintain (at least in public) that they want a wife who 
stays at home, most women quickly state that this is impossible. "It is 
ridiwlous! Today all wives have to work to help the family, it is not pas- 
sible to pay for children, and rent and food without a wife working." 
Mlornen see their work as a trade-off for the necessi~es of middle-class 
status-a two-room aparment; an electric fan, a refrigerator, and tutors 
for children. The economic pressures that push women into the work- 
place are reinforced by the ideological requirements of class standing. 
These are ambitious families with high expectarcions for a better life, ex- 
pectations promoted by the policies of a welfare state that encouraged 
education, government jobs, and an increased standard of living. These 
values were fueled in the late 1978s and early 1980s with the con- 
sumerism accompanying the ilzfitah policies of the Sadat years. Families 
of this level have very high hopes for a better standard of living and are 
willing to work h a d  to gain heir goals? which appear in enticing televi- 
sion advertisements of modern kitchens, labor-saving appliances, and 
ready-made clothes. In ovewhelming numbers, these familiezs choose to 
have female members enter the formal work force to gajn the extra 
income. 

Yet the economic ideology which pushes women into the workplace is 
countered by a gender ideology whi& frames women's glace within the 
home as moher and wife. Members of this class believe that women and 
men embody different natures that make them suited to quite different 
tasks and responsibilities. According to both women and men, women 
belong in the home, where their nature is fulfilled by caring for husband 
and children and managing the household.XWne unhappy husband 
complained, ""Bfore X used to get a hot dinner every night, my mother 



Hegel~~unz'c Relations u ~ d  Gender Xesiskalrce 399 

had it ready for me and my father as soon as we walked in the door. Now 
I have to wait and wait while Samira cooks the dinner." This recollection 
of life befoz-e women left the home was echoed by his wife, busy co0kjng 
in the hot kitchen after the same long day in a government office and on 
the overcrowded city buses. "Before, my mother would have the whole 
day to go to the market and select &e very best vegetcibies. Look at these 
awful things, they're terrible, bad! But I only have time to shop on the 
way home from work, and to cook in a rush like this. I hardly ever have 
t-ime to make good meals, I used to be a good cook, but now we eat mac- 
aroni all the time." These comments are interesting, not only for the gen- 
eralized belief that life in Cairo is getting more difficult, but also for the 
underlying assumption that women really should be at home, that fami- 
lies would be better off if this were possible, The clash of gender beliefs 
with economic realities and ideology creates a compromising dilemma 
for these women: "I work because my income is necessary, look at this 
b u d s &  how could we live here and eat and send my sons to school i f  I 
didn't work? But I miss my sons very much, I know they are happy here 
with my mother every day, and I visit each afternoon. Still, a mother 
should be with her children, I want the hours to play with them and cook 
for them." Women working outside the home feel they are neglecting 
their husbands and children despite the fact that they work, in good part, 
far their familie ra&er than far personal satislilction.3 %is dilemma is 
reinforced by the intractability of the economic situation, which is wors- 
ening as high inflation eats away at income and raises the price of house- 
hold goods. Rents especially have become an extremely difficult expense 
to meet, yet a middle-class apartment is considered a necessity for mar- 
riage and establishing a family. 

Women's double bind is intensified by the seeming immutability of 
gender roles. Since male and female natures are perceived as set, there is 
little hope of enticing men into helping with household work. Indeed, 
while some women wished their husbands would help out at hame, 
many expressed the idea that the home was their domain and seemed 
unwilling to have it invaded. As one young wife emphasized: "Women 
are in &arge in the home, yes, of course we do a lot of work, but on the 
other hand men don't know how to do these things. You know, men can 
make tea perhaps or something small like that. But cooking a good meal, 
or arranging things properly, these are women's matters. X am tired at the 
end of the day, but I want my husband to know what a good wife I am.ff 
Individual men may more or less fit the qualities of male nature, but in 
geneml mnen act in certain ways and are responsible far certain tasks, as 
are women. "Men will not change, they are rough and hard; they are not 
suited for doing things in the home. That takes a woman who is soft and 
kels things in her heartsf' 



Caught in a double bind of economic and gender ideologies, women 
face a loss of respect and rctsourccss despik smail econonic gains. It is in 
this contea that many women have started to wear the new veils. When 
asked why they wear this dress, women overwhelmingly responded, 
"This is what Muslim women wear." Over time, as I came to know cer- 
tain women better, they expanded on their original answer "Now we 
have realized the need, where before we were in the dark," answered one 
woman, a thought that suggested an awakening of insight inspired by a 
retu~x to religious and cdtural values. Beauty and dignity were common 
aqecCives for the woman who veils: ''I think a woman who wears the hi- 
gab is very beautiful, she shows her inner strength. I hope that I will feel 
in my heart the urge to wear this dress soon," said one young woman 
wearing Western dress, with sincere admiration of her co-workers who 
were dressed in covering garb. Others felt it decreased attractiveness and 
stressed that a woman had better find a husband before putting on this 
dress. "Mori" wear f ie  higab because I want to look good, and show slf a 
little, how else will I find a good husband after all!" The claim that this 
dress is a trend, "it's what everyone does these days," also emerged in 
many women's comments. Fashions come and go, hey  suggested, and 
no one really knows why; some of the more thoughtful stressed that eco- 
nomic hard Grnes and a sense of cultural crisis create a need to rebm to 
culhxrai roots in the face of an onslaugltt of West-cm consumer goods and 
television vdues, Overt religious sentiment was remarkable in its relative 
absence in women's accounts; only a very few emphasized increased reli- 
gious feeling as a reason for altering their dress, and affiliation with Is- 
lamic groups was rare. Neither did this dress seem associated with a 
given time of life; women cited "after I marry," "after I have children," 
"when I get a little older,'"khen I feel the need in my heart" as times in 
the future when they would consider changing their dress, but no one 
said it was mquired in any way at pxticular stages of a woman" life. 

With no simple or settled answers about the meaning of this symbol, 
and with the controversy expressed in the media and in daily conversa- 
tions, it seems unlikely that the meaning of this symbol is entirely regu- 
lated by poli~cal or religious groups (although both do try to conbol and 
manipulate its meaning). Women take veiling seriously as an important 
decision they must make about who they are and what women should 
be. One point women repeatedly made i s  that the dress makes a state- 
ment about their identity as wives and mothers. "This dress says to 
everyone that I am a Muslim woman, and that I am here working be- 
cause my family needs me to. Not fsr myself-'! I am here because I love my 
family and we need some things for our home." While individual 
women put on the new veils for many reasons, the new veiling seems to 
serve as a symbolie mediator for many women, expmssing and amelio- 
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rating women's concems arising at the intersection of work and family. 
Aida, mentioned earlier, explained her desire to veil at some time after 
her marriage: "Life is like an accotrnt hook, with columns of numbers on 
the credit and debit sides. Good and bad actions are weighed at the end. 
If I work after I am married, this is very bad, so I need to do something 
very good to make up for it." Working, Aida maintains, is forbidden for 
women by religion and the Quran.32 However, working before marriage 
is not so terrible as working aftenuard, for then she would be neglecting 
her real duties as wife and mother to a far greater extent. Ti, countslract 
this problem and still keep her job, she has made the personal decision to 
veil; her covering clothes will serve as compensation, righting the bal- 
ance of her compromising behavior. Aida's account illuminates a 
dilemma many women feel, that h e y  violate their duties as wife and 
mother by working outside the home despite their families' need for 
their income. Her recognition of this double bind is acute: "I want to be 
able to buy nice t%tings for my home. You see this refrigerator? I bought 
this for my mother after I started working, we never had one in the house 
when I was small. It is necessary to have one, for the food, and water. It 
saves w o k  because we can cook a big meal and store the rest in thew to 
eat for several more days. My mother could not do these things. She 
waits for my father to give her money, this is not secure. But she was al- 
ways home with us as crslildren, our home was a warm place. This is also 
very important." Many women expressed the idea that the veil in some 
way compensates for and even alleviates the dilemma they experience. 
"When I wear this dress, men will respect me," commented a young 
woman in her early twenties, who is hoping to marry a government em- 
ployee like herself. "The higab is a protection from annoying people on 
h e  street" menitioned a married woman who had a long waXk to her of- 
fice building; "I don't have to worry that men in the cafe or on the street 
are talking about me every day as I pass." In another vein, a married 
woman with three children commented, "This dress looks beautiful and 
shows people that I am a woman even though I am working. My neigh- 
bors feel that a real woman stays at home, but now their tongues are 
silent about me." In a senhment echoed by many women, one woman 
said, "This higab says I am a good Muslim woman, I can go out on the 
streets and to the office and no one can say I am not a good woman and 
mother." Women's amwers, while sbessing individual needs met by this 
dress, converge in their expressions of the need to make a statement 
about identity in a time of shifting norms. 

As the veil has emerged as a mass-employed symbol rather than the 
outfit of relatively elite political actors as in the 1970s' its meaning has al- 
tered to suit differing political needs. These women object to the loss of 
their traditional identity, their valued and respected rdes as mother and 
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w i f ~ r u c i a l  roles considering the extreme importance of the family in 
Egyptian society. "I don't know why my husband thinks I can cook meals 
and clean the house the way he wwld like when I am at: work all day It 
is not possible! Every night he is  hard on me and upset." Another woman 
claimed, "These days men are not polite on the streets, before men left 
women alone, now they are always bothering women. I wear these 
clothes so they will know they should respect me." Through the veil, 
these women express their distress with their double bind; they want to 
reinstate their position as valued centers of the family but without lasing 
their new ability to leave the home. Many agreed with the comment 
made by one woman: "It's wonderful now how women can go out visit- 
ing or to work. I would not want to return to the days of sitting in the 
house. I like to visit my sister in Imbaba and my cousin in Sayyida 
Zeinab and these days I can do this. With this dress it is easier." By em- 
phasizing the dignity traditionally due to women for their valued part 
within the household, a r-espect eroded by women's current com promis- 
ing behavior of working outside the home, the veil expresses women's 
concerns and makes a host of symbolic demands. 

Accommodating Protest 

Women's accounts signal a much more complex story underlying what 
first appears as reactionary behavior. The assessment of voluntary veiling 
as an example of hegemony narrowly defined as ideological domination, 
is misguided. Veiling involves a struggle over womeds identity and role 
in society a negotiation of symbolic meaning that women initiate. While 
hegemony is typically discussed as what dominant groups do to subordi- 
nates, it. is evidenf: in this case that women are hardly active consenters to 
their domination, nor even passive acceptors of societal arrangements. 
Instead, they attempt to control meaning on their own, advancing de- 
mands which revolve around transforming identity and widening op- 
portunity in a changing Cairo. Although more familiar examples of 
protest such as strikes, demonstrations, riots, or revolutions are less 
equivocal statements, recent studies identify many Less easily codified 
behaviors as forms of resistance and stress the submerged and subtle 
ways subordinattss may advance political demand$ sipificantly widen- 
ing definitions of protesli and suggesting that. the categories we use to 
think about consent, resistance, and protest may need to be reworked.3" 

Although the veil is employed as a farm of protest, it is also true that 
women" intentions in Cairo are more ambivalent; indeed, I argue that 
the veil conveys women's desire to accommodate as well as resist. This 
accommodation could be read as subterfuge, a useful technique in power 
struggles often employed by subordinate groups, but women's use of the 
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new veils goes beyond disguise to a more intertwining and inseparable 
linkage of protest with accommodation. The dress of the nluhqp~aba ex- 
pmsses both a demand for renewed dignity and compliance. One accom- 
modating aspect of the new veil, for instance, is the fact that this dress is 
often impractical. While covering clothes can be less expensive than nu- 
merous Western outfits, women also complained ha t  they are awkward, 
heavy and stifling in the summer. More significant are the ways in which 
veiling conveys women" adjustment to and acceptance of existing con- 
ceplions of appropriate female behavior. One example is women" expec- 
tation that veiling will help lessen the sexual teasing and harassment 
they receive on the streets and in the offices. As one woman stated, "I 
wear these clothes to show the kind of woman I am, m d  now these men 
on fihe street should respect me," Another commented, "In the workplace 
men used to comment on my hair, and face and clothes, now they see 
that they should not discuss these things about me." Rather than charg- 
ing men with the responsibility for changing their unwelcome behaviol; 
women accommodate by altering their dress to fit the prevailing norm 
that men cannot help responding to women as temptations. While this 
may be a helphnl short-km policy fsr individual women, veiling thus re- 
inforces the belief that wamen invade men's world h e n  they leave the 
home to work, 

ki l ing presents a double face; it both symbolizes women's p"Lest 
against a situation that threatens valued identity and status, and it sig- 
nds  women's acceptance of a view of women as sexually suspect and 
naturally bound to the home. Protest is firmly bound to accommodatim 
in a resonant public symbol, creating an ambiguous resistance, an accom- 
modating protest. Although women clearly struggle to shape their iden- 
tity and fix ture stabs, aand are not simply ideologically manipulated by 
dominant groups, the bare fact that such struggle exists is not in itself 
suf5icimt reason for optimism.3WfN'ny would women mount their protcs-t 
in what seems an ambivalent and compromised form? Numerous sbdies 
citing women's active manipulation within difficult circumstances refute 
the possible conclusions that women are more constrained or more sus- 
ceptible to ideological domination than other groups and thus more 
likely to "consent." The recent focus on the complexities of consent in 
class analysis pushes us to reconsider what such "complicity" might 
mean in gender relahons as well. It has been argued that for some subor- 
dinate groups such accommodations can be tactics, a disguise to mask 
the reality of hidden stmggles;3' yet this implies a straightforward and 
unambiguous subjectivity which does not seem to characterize women's 
situation particularly well. In his Prison Notebooks, Gramsci discusses the 
"fragmentation" and "contradictory consciousness" of the working class 
as evidence of the need for a vanguard party and poli~cal leadership,"" 



but perhaps we could draw on these ideas to think about ambiguous 
subjectivity-and the necessarily ambiguous agency such consciousness 
would generate-without concluding that this implies a distorted or un- 
developed consciousness, Ambiguity can, after all, be gmductive and not 
simply undirtzcted. 

The linkage of accommodation with protest signals something of im- 
portance about the power relations in which women are e 
opposed to those of other subordinate groups. From the numerous possi- 
ble reasons why women's resistance might take this form, X raise three 
here for the purposes of exploration. The first centers on the distinctive 
situation that women occupy with respect to the relations of power that 
constrain their lives, For women, there is no clear-cut other to confront 
directly Facing a layered and ovmlapping round of oppressors, women 
do not have the relative luxury of knowing their enemy. Relations with 
men, class relations, and the more distant realm of global ine~al i t ies  all 
affect lower-middleelm women in Cairo, yet none is exclusively re- 
sponsible for women" ssubordination. VVomen see a web of cross-cutting 
power relations, and an ambiguous symbolic solution like the veil that 
speaks on Aiffe~Rit political levels suits the nabre of these overlapping 
power constraints, 

Another factor influencing women's style of protest centers on women's 
attempt to pursue different goals than other subordinate groups when re- 
sisting domination. For women's power relations are often entwined with 
other kinds of ties, such as romantic love or family bonds. Although a 
peasant may wish ta be a landlord or a worker might wish to be a capital- 
ist ownel; the majoriv of women do not wish to become men, nor even to 
rid the world of men. Ideologies of opposition and inversion are less at- 
tractive when the end goal cenkrs on crea~ng a new relationship of coap- 
eration or equality rather than eliminating the other.37 In Cairo, for exam- 
ple, most husbands and wives consider themselves partners in the family 
stmcbre, and neither wishes to switch roles nor ta dissolve the differences 
between male and female character. In such a context, the ambitions of 
women in power struggles necessarily become more complex. Further, 
women daily inhhit the worlds of their oppressors rather than only occa- 
sionally intersecting the lives of the dominant group. Women live with, 
among, and in some ways, as one of, the dominant poup; the everyday in- 
teraction, for example, of husbands and wives insures that women will of- 
ten identify with their husbands, despite the times when these husbands 
act as oppressors. This identification should not be confused with simple 
ideological domination. Women truly do inhabit a unique position; ac- 
commodation is involved because women are part of both the dominant 
culhre and the subordinate subculture. 
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A final reason women's struggles may take the form of accommodat- 
ing protest centers on the constrained nature of choice. Working women 
of lower-middle-class Cairo have few viable ideological alternatives; any 
action they might take must be a choice which fits within their cultural 
tradition. Women's struggle is limited by the constraints of existing social 
discourse. For insfane, wornen" descriyGons of male character, which 
include the adjectives "hard," "rough," "stubborn," and "stupid" are in- 
teresting not only for their assertion that men are in many ways imper- 
kct and even inferior to women, but for the underlying assumplion that 
male character is set by nature and therefore unalterable. While these ad- 
jectives implicitly convey women's criticisms of male nature, and per- 
haps the potential of an alternative perspective which might motivate 
protest, women interpret their own adjectives within the constraints of 
existing dismurse, 

Of course there are other images available, but they do not attain the 
compelling state of the natural, remaining alternatives, hut only in the 
sense of oddities. For instance, the Western woman is imagined accord- 
ing to the images available on television including the women portrayed 
in imparted shows such as Dallas and FEatnilrgo Road; the glamorous 
women in comrnercids advertising cars, perfumes, and cosmetics; and 
the scantily clad singers featured in European nightclub shows. None of 
these images facused as they are on women as sexual object and glam- 
orous consumer, fit the lives of these women or offer an attractive alter- 
native image. Further, in a postcolonial context, any images derived from 
the West are politically and culturally suspect.38 Images from within the 
Islamic tradition, such as stories about the act-ive lives of Fafcirna or Aisha, 
are much more attractive and useful, but subject to the same ambiguities 
of interpreta~on the veil itself embodies.39 

Such limiting of discourse lies at the center of hegemonic politics, and 
it differs from the narrowed idea of hegemony as the obscuring of reality 
from subodinate participants. Hegemony can be understood as a sym- 
bolic struggle, a negotiation over meaning that involves constraints on 
imagination, where ideology is not so much a tool in the hands of a dom- 
inant class as an enveloping version of reality in which all social encoun- 
ters are necessarily conducted. Such hegemonic struggles, and the ac- 
companying constraints on political imagination, may be an especiaily 
common pattern in modeln and modernizing cultures. Further, the con- 
straints on imagination may tighten as local cultures are overtaken by 
mass-manufactured and Western popular culture?." h CCao, despite the 
opportunity opened by economic changes in everyday routines and 
habits, women and men remain enveloped in traditional ideas about 
male and female character, roles, rights, and responsibilities, enmeshed 
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in a struggle where oppositional imagination cannot effectively engage 
realiv. 

In this contes3xl, women's veiling calls on the Muslim kadilion, not as 
an indiscriminate recollection of all traditional values, but as a highly se- 
lective attempt to revitalize and emphasize some of the old ideals. Yet 
there is always the danger of recalling not only the desired dignity which 
women hope to replant in the modem environment, but the accompany- 
ing emphasis on seclusion and constraint. Particularly for those who seek 
to recall the past not. as holders of power, but as those constrained by 
power, the dangers need to be considered as well. The example of 
women's veiling recalls the Bakhtinian idea of the immense difficulties of 
appropriating language for new and oppositional uses. Women may 
choose to veil for their own reasons; yet the symbd mainbins a some- 
what separate life of its own, carrying both intended and unintended 
messages. The acquiescing and accommodating aspects of women's 
mode of hegemanic negotiation open the gates to possible co-opta~on. 

Lndeed, there are signs in Cairo that this co-optation is beginning to take 
place. For example, the character of this movement as women's personal 
decision is starting to be threatened; as husbands try to browbeat wives 
into veiled dress, or neighbors argue that a woman should be more mod- 
est, or religious leaders sermonize on women's clothes and role as mother, 
the choice of dress may become the province of men, the family, or the 
state, and less the decision of women. In the end, the higab operates as a 
symbol within a system where women's relations of inequality tend, more 
ofkn than not, to be reproduced. The resilience of power rdalions can be 
explained, not as something which happens behind women's backs, but 
as the result, in part, of the way women struggle. Women's creative use of 
the new veils in lower-middle-class Cairo exemplifies the ambigrrities 
which are the strength and the weakness of this style of resistance. 

The idea that women's power relations may take the form of accom- 
modating protest r v i r e s  us to rethink our understanding of women's 
agency, rather than trying to fit women's actions within constraining cat- 
egories or assuming a linear progression of consciwsness from accpies- 
cence to resistance to conscious protest. Once again, Gramsci"s idea of 
hegemony can be useful, for he argues for the possibility of creating a 
counterhegemony a working or popular class worldview which would 
combat; on the cultural front; the dominant: class and create an alterna- 
tive vision of social relations." While alternatives can emerge from out- 
side the hegemonic discourse, such imported ideologies seldom answer 
local needs nor attain viabilit-y in their new environment. The cmcial and 
difficult question is exactly how alternative visions might emerge from 
within a culture to engage belief in a way which allows alternative dis- 
course and ultimately effective political actions. Far women, then, the 
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idea of accommodating protest does not imply that women will always 
be victims despite their struggles, but encourages us instead to think be- 
yond the dichotomies of victim / actor or passive / powerful toward the 
more complicated ways that consciousness is structured and agency em- 
bodied in power relations. Suggesting that part of women's continued 
subordination results from women's actions may be unconf~rtaible~ but 
examining carefully the ambiguities of women's accommodating 
protests in different contexts may offer a clarity about womw's subjectiv- 
ity under domination that we need to address questions of gender in- 
equalities and political change. 
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ing ourselves to "'diffel-ence," which may be only a mask fur "'indifference." 

14. For discussion of the mctkaodologicaii issues involved in letting Third Miorld 
women "speak'" in feminist texts, see Gayatri Sgivak, ""Can the Subaltern Speak?" 
in Marxisnt and Ithe ftrtet~refatior~ of C~illFurc~ ed. Gary Nelson and Lawrence Cross- 
berg (Ul"bana: University of Illinois Press, 19881,271-313; alsc~ see Elsbeth Probyn, 
"Travels in the Postmodern: Making Sense of the Local," in Fen~iv~lsl-riilPust~~~od- 
errrism, ed. Linda Nicholson (New Vork: Routledge, 1990), 176-89; and Rosalind 
UHanlon, ""Recovering the Subject: Subaltern Studies and Histories of Resistance 
in Colonial Smth AsiaN Moder~t Asia11 Sfudies 22, no. 1 (February 1988): 189-224. 

15.14 wide literahre exists on veiling, both within and outside the Middle 
Eastern context; see, c.g,, Richard Antoun, "On the Modesty of Wmcn in Arab 
Muslim Villages,'" American Anf/zrq~ologist 170, no, 4 (August 1968): 671-98; Carroll 
McC. Pastner, ""A Social, Structural and Historical Analysis of F-funom; Shame and 
Purdd~," Arit!~ropologicd Quarterly 45, no. 4 (October 19722): 24842; Hannah Pa- 
panek, "hrdah:  Separate Worlds and Symbolic Shelkr," C~unlpamfive Sfudies in 
Society and History 15 (1973): 289-325; and Jane Scl~neider, ""01: Vigilance and 'iiir- 
gins: Honor, Shame and Access to Resuurces in Mediterranean Societriesfj,"YEltznoE- 
(ID 10, no, 1 (Jantrary 1971): 1-24. 

16, Nesta Kamazani, "'The Veil-Piety or Protest?" "umnl of Souflf Asian and 
Middle Easfern Studies 7, no. 2 (Winter 1983): 20-36. 

17. For instance, see Robert Murphy? "Social Distance and the Veil," in Peoples 
and Cultures t$ Itlze Middle Emf ,  cd, Louise Sweet (New b r k :  Natural History 
Press, 119702), 290-315; and Carla Ma&louff Chufzging Veils: Wonzen and Mudernz'zu- 
fian in North Vetncn (Austin: Universiv of Texas Press, 1979). Also, for an account 
of modesty codes centered on another group in the Egyptian setting, see Lila 
14bu-tughod, Veiled Senfimenfs (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of Califor- 
nia Press, 1986). 

18, See Lois Beck and Nikki Keddie, Women in the Muslim M r l d  (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press' 119781, csp. 8-9. 

19. See, e,g., Adele K. Ferdsws, "Women and the Islamic Revolution,'" Xrzternn- 
fianal Journal tfMiddle Easf Studies 15, no. 2 (May 1983): 283-98; or Nahid Veganch 
and Nikki RR, Keddie, ""Sextrality and Sh" Social Protest in Iran," 21 inSlzirism ufzd 
Social Prok~k, cd, Juan CsXc and Nikki Keddie (New Haven, Csnn,: Yale Univer- 
sity Press, 1986),10&36. 

20. See Unni Wikan, Belzz'nd the Veil in Arabia (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univer- 
sity Press, 1982); or Hannah Papanek's discrtlssicm of ""mobile curtains" in "Pur- 
dah: Separate Worlds and Symbolic Shelterf'' Comparative Strtdia in Society and 
EZkto17j 15 (I 973): 289-325. 

21, See Huda Shaarawi, Harem Yc l z~ :  Menioirs of all Eg!/ptian Fenzi~zist, trans, 
Margot Badran (New b r k :  Feminist Presst 1987). 

22. For a detailed description of the variations on these outfits, see Andrea 
Rugh, Rer~eal and Cortceal: Dress in CorrEmzpomy Eg!fpf (New k r k :  Syracuse Uni- 
versity Press, 1986). 



23. See Fadwa El Guindi, "Veiing Infit& with Muslim Ethic: Egptrs  Contem- 
porary Islamic Movement" "cinl Problems 28, no. 4 (April 1981): 465-87, and 
"Veiled Activism: Egyptian W m e n  in the Contemporary Islamic Movement," 
Fe~l2rnes de la Illediferrnnee, Peuples Mediteraneens 22, 23 (1983): 79-89; John Alden 
Williams, "A Return to the Veil in Egypt," Middle Enst Review 11, no, 3 (Spring 
1979): 49-54, In addition, the film by Elizabeth Fcrnca and Marilyn Caunit; A Veiled 
Rez?olu tion f 1982), offers an interesting view of voluntary veilking i r ~  this period. 

24, Two interesting accounts of the lives of lower-class women, from whom 
lower-middle-class wolnen seek to differentiate themselves, are IZr~ni Wikanj L$i 
Among the Pc~or in Cairo (London: Tavistock, 1980); and Paayra Atiya, Khul-Khaal: 
Five E ~ p f i a r z  Won2en Tell Their Stories (New Uork: Syractrse Ur~iversity I"res,c;, 1982). 

25, See the artiicles by El Guindi. 
26. Ntrmbers on women" stahls in the Middle East are notoriotrsly CiifGwIt to 

acquire; 1 estirnate that, in 1984, about one-third of the working women frorn 
Cairo's lower middle class actually veiled, and another third stated that they in- 
tended to veil at some undefined time in the ht-Llre, These numbers incxased to 
about hnio-&irds of the women by the summer of 1988, 

27. Graznsci uses the term ""hegemony" to convey several different approacl~es 
to this web of problems; see Gramsd (n. 4 above), as wel! as Nicholias Abercrom- 
bie, Stepban Hill, and Bryan Turner, eds., irhe Domr'rmnk Ideolo~lja Tjjesis (London: 
Allen & Unwin, 1980); Joseph Femia, ""Hegemony and Consciousness in the 
Thotrght of Antonio Gramsci," Political Studies 23, no. 1 (March 1975): 29-43; 
Ernesto LaClau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony arid Socialist Strategy (Thetford, 
Norfolk: netford Press, 1985); and Anne Showstack Sassoon, ed., Apprtmclzes to 
Gra~~zsd (London: Writers and Readers, 1982). 

28. For example, looking at peasants in Malaysia, Scott argues that consent i s  
actrraIly not present alnong the lower class in the village to any appreciable de- 
gree; a range of resistance can be discovered in which peasants act against thc up- 
per class to present their own view of justice. Peasants' 'Tittle tradition" offers an 
alternative interpretation of the great tradition, and its existence argues that a 
surface situation of obedience can be achieved despite ongoing submerged con- 
flict. %e James C. Scott, "Protest and Profana~on: Agrarian Revolt and the Little 
Tradition,'" Tl~eury and Socief?/ 4, nos. 1, 2 (January March 19'77): 1-38, 21146, 
InJeap7ons of fjze Weak (Mew Haven, Corn.: Yale University Press, 19851, and Domi- 
nation avrd the Arts t$Xesistnnce (New Haven, Conn.: Yale Univcrsiv Press, 1990). 
In an iduential sttrdy of working-class boys, Willis argues that they do not be- 
lieve in promises of social mobility and therefore they do not strive to better their 
sittration. Instead they participate in the working-class counterctrltrrre of opposi- 
tion to school values, ultimately paranteeing that they will end up in working- 
class jobs. The existing class ineq~ralities endtrre not through the boy's active be- 
lief in the system, but through a very different kind of ""consent" which partially 
penetrates thc situation to see the impossibilip of success. See Paul Willis, &earn- 
ing to Labour. (Westmead: Saxon Housef 1978). 

29. Xn fact, few wilt have this opportunity due to economic realities' and more 
women than ever are attempting to enter the work force. Yet the government bu- 
reaucracy cannot absorb more emplioyees, and women are being squeezed out by 
policies prolnoting women's leaves and elnpbasizing women" family roles, 
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30. For discussion of wornen" nature in other Middle Eastern settings, see 
Faha Ait Sabb&/ Women irl I.he Muslim Unconscious (New Vork: Isergamon, 1984); 
in Cairo, see Sawsan al-Messiri, Xbn al-Bnlad: A Concqt of Egy~tilan Idet~tity (Lei- 
den: Brill, 19%). 

31. Qf course, stating that one is working for one's own satisfaction would vio- 
late the norms of fami'Iy life, which put the gmup above the individual. Nonethe- 
less, the importance of family makes the goals of these women different than 
those of many Wcstcm feminists, who often stress self-actuajization and auton- 
omy as appropriate goals. 

32. The question of whether women may work outside the home is a matter of 
great controversy among these women. In general, there is conf~~sion (which can 
be very usehl. for women) about what ZsXarnic texts acmalfy state, and ~ l i a n c e  on 
custom is common. In times of changing norms and behavior, interpreting the 
tradition, and the question of who is allowed to interpret, become crucial, 

33. For cxampfe, Richard Gloward and Frances Fox Piven discuss suicide and 
other forms of deviance in "'Hidden Protest: The ChmneZi~~g of Female Innova- 
tion and Resistance," Sgns: Jozrrnal of Miiamen ipr Czdlt~lw and Society 4, no. 4 (Sum- 
mer 1979): 651-69; conversational strategies are considered by Rosen (11.6 above); 
disbelief as resistance is discussed by Elizabeth Janeway in Powers t$ the Weak 
(New Vork: Knopf, 1980); 'iiaclav Havel in Tht. k w e r  qf the fiunlrless (Armonk, 
N.V.: Sharpe, 1985) d- iscus~s "'living authentically'bas resistance; walking in city 
streets as everyday protest is discussed by Michel de Certea~r in The Practice qf 
Exlerydny Lqi (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California 17rcss, l"384); 
and various forms of ""evevday resistance" are portrayed by Scott in Domitinfiorl 
and tie Arfs ofResistance. 

34. Lila Abu-Lughod argues against the ""rmance of resistance," tracing 
power relations in a Bedo~rin community; she says that young people seem obliv- 
ious to ways their resistance to elders within the community backs them into 
more complex subordination to world economic and political powers. See Lila 
Abu-Lughod, "'The Romance of Resistance: Tracii~g the Ransformatiam of Power 
thro~rgh Bedouin Women," Americulz Ethrtologz'st 17, no. I (February 1990): 41-56. 

35. See SCO~;~, Domination and the Arfs ofResistance, 
36. Gramsci, Selectionsfi0171 tlze Prison Notebooks (n. 4 above), csp. 321;-27,333, 
37. See Diane Margolis, ""Considering Wxnen's Experience: A Reforxnufat-ion 

of Power Theory" Tkaq and Sodefy 1% no, 3 (May 1989): 387436. MargoXis ar- 
grres that the cooperative aspects of power have been ipored and that bringing 
in women's experiences will widen our understanding of power from purely op- 
positional forms to include other categories, 

38. For a discussion of how Westernization and a history of colonialism act 
wit11in national movements to colnplicclte feminist discourses in the Middle East, 
see Evelyne-Accad, Sexualify and Wr: Litemry Masks in the Middle Enst (New Uork: 
New York Unirrersity Press, 2990), csp. the introduction; aXso see Julie Peteet, Gen- 
der in Crisis: Wor?zen and tk Palestirzian Resistance Moz?it~zent (New Vork: Columbia 
University Press, 1991 ). 

39. There are s t m g  fe~ninist groups in Egypt, but often their goals seem dis- 
tant to women of this classI and indeed their knowledge of such women" organi- 
zations is generally slight. On Egyptian feminism, see Akram a a t e r  and Cynthia 



Nelson, ""Al-HaralrcA aii-r\lissa5iyah: The Wornenrs Movement and Political Fartic- 
ipation in Modern Egypt," Women" Sfudies f~lterrmtional Forzr??? 11, no. 5 (1988): 
465-83; Margot Badran, "Dual Liberation: Feminism and Nationalism in Egypt," 
F e ~ ~ ~ i ~ ~ i s t  Issum 8, no. I (Spring 1988): 15-34; and Beth Baron, "Unveiling in Early 
Twentieth Cenhry Egypt#" Middle Eastern Studies 25, no. 3 (July 1989): 37046. 

40. See Abu-Lughod, "The Romance of Resislance,'"~x a fascinating example 
of &is tendency in the Egyp~an  context, 

41. For an interesting discussion of the difficulties involved, see Chantal 
Mouffe, "Hegemony and Ideology in Gramsci," 21 inramsci and Marxisf TJ~eory, cd. 
Chantal Mouffc (Boston: Routtcdge & Kegan PauX, 1979), csp. 185-98. Also see 
LaClau and Mouffe (n. 27. above), esp. chap. 3 on antagonisms and hegemo~c  
politics. 



PART FOUR 
Questioning Ferninisms 

These essays offer new conceptual resources for theorizing women, 
gender, and feminism in an era characterized by postmodern and 
poststructuralist critiques of modernism, by a conservative backlash 
against many aspscts of feminism, and by the ciaim that the feminist 
revolution has already succeeded and we are now "posgeminist." 

The first pair of essays expiores how women's relationship to the 
political arena differs from men"; at the same time, both illustrate the 
ultimate breakdown of a distinction betvveen ""pbbtic" and "privats" as the 
best way to conceptualize that different relationship, Political scientist 
Rosalind Pollack Petchssky (Chapter 19) shows how mothsrhood is 
degendrtred as the private is made public in political debates over 
women" reproductive rights (with women granted no special standing in 
that debate, though they have a special "kterest" in it), Political 
philosopher Hollovvay Sparks (Chapter 20) recommends gendering 
citizenship as she shows how women can make some public spaces 
political through ""dissident citizenship," &deed as "often creative 
oppositional practices of citizens who . . . contest current arrangements 
of power from the margins of the polity.'Woth essays stress the capaciv 
of wamen far active political agency despite their collective 
subordination to men and at the same time point toward differences 
among women in the situations examined (abortion and reproductive 
rights and dissent). Both theorize not only the structural context of 
women" political activity but also important features of women's internal 
experience as political actors (for Petchesky, the particular relationships 
pregnant women have to the fetus; .far Sparks, the nature of courage). 
Finally, both incorporate reference to the power of "stories" to 
personalize, inspire, and inform political debate and political action. 
(Petchesky alludes to the introduction of wamen" stories of their 
abortions in a Supreme Court brief; Sparks notss the power of stories of 



others"political courage to inspire and retells for her purposes the Rosa 
Parks story.) 

Petchssky" essay demonstrates the extent to which current notions of 
citizenship are gendered by bringing into focus public representations of 
women's bodies and women's roles as mothers- She foregrounds the role 
of an incomplete and objedifying visual representation in the struggle over 
women" reproductive rights. She shows how women (mothers) have been 
excluded from the visual representation of fetuses by antiabortion 
activists. That representation in turn depends on a set of medical- 
technological advances and practices that oFten similarly exclude women 
and mothers as decisionmakers and participants. In a complex and subtle 
argument, Petchssky asserts that feminists should seek inclusion in the 
technological-medied domain-as in the political-rather than turn away 
from reproductive technology. She recommends feminist representations 
of women" position in abortion (and fetal develapment) and advocates 
women's participation in the development and implementation of new 
technologies to increase the likelihood that such advances will improve 
rather than ruin women" lives, 

Sparks, on the other hand, addresses classic and contemporary 
formulations of democratic theory and the current conversation about 
'"Rizenship" that includes feminist scholars, Shs seeks ta braaden the 
focus of democratic theory to include both acts of dissident citizenship 
aimed at those in power and the practice of dissent among equals who are 
ail. marginal (to encompass relations among allies), She uses the case of 
Rosa Parks to show how the concept of dissident citizenship would enrich 
our understanding of Parks's action (and incorporate more features of it). 
Equally, she shows how 'kcourage" can be defined in a way that illuminates 
similarities (rather than differences) between male and female citizens, 

The final tvvo essays offer direct visions of the plural, shifting, "uggled:? 
and ambivalent feminism(s) necessary in a poslf.sminist period. Bath 
literary critic Judith Halberstam (Chapter 2"f and political scientist 
Christine Sylvester (Chapter 22) respond directly ta postmodern 
challenges to feminism and ask feminist scholars to imagine ways to 
overcome or transcend past theoretical divisions. Halbsrstam sees 
potential for theorizing gender via new undersbndings of machines and 
technology; she argues that we can move beyond the (formerly hstpfut) 
image of a "female machine" that blurred even as it reinforced associations 
of female with nature and of mate with culture. Sylvester sees potential for 
'"world-traveling" (as dis6inct from ""turism"")~ a method for overcoming 
separate feminist theoretics t approaches, exemplified in different 
approaches to thinking about women in the development context as weil 
as in first and Third World feminisms. 
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Halberstam rereads the symbol of the apple not only as having new 
meanings in the computer era but also as literarly disconnecting from its 
pasmeendered symbolic association with Eve and the Falt, She cites both 
the persecution of British mathematician Atan Turing for gender deviance 
and his "sexual guessing gameV?o undermine and problemattze the logical 
differentiation aC bodies and machines in his work on the idea aC a 
"universal" hteiligent machine. Sylvester perceives a converging evolution 
among Western feminists, kminist scholars who are African, and 
Western-born Africanists taward a "form af world-traveling [that] relies an 
empathy to enter into the spirit of difference and find in it an echo of 
oneself as other than the way one seems to be. It moves us, in other 
words, ta places of subj>jectivi.ty that shift and hyphenate into the worlds of 
others," She sees this trend as destabilizing both one" own subjectivities 
and those of others, hence as critical not only to theory but also to 
empirical research that avereomes "fictionally fixed place" all 
concerned. 

In all four chapters in this section, we see contemporary feminist 
theorists struggling with the need .to reconcile (past and future) progress 
within feminist theorizing with a ""pstfeminist'"I""lh not a feminist, but . . . "") 
social context. All of them draw on narratives or stories as they escape 
disciplinary boundaries in their use af ~vidence, arguments, sources, and 
rhetorical strategies, Feminist theorists have continued to struggle with 
certain analytic tools and disciplinary constraints, but they no longer do so 
exclusively, ar even mostly, in dialogues contained within disciplines. In 
these essays, the confticts feminist theorists have are largely among 
themselves but are debated on intellectual terrain they have cleared .for 
one another, 



The Power of Visua 
i tics of Reproduction 

ROSALIND POLLACK PETGHESKV 

Motu cltimes fhe glass, n note ofszc~eet.est sfrengtlilz, 
It clozrds, it clears, nzy ufmc~sf  hope it proves, 
For flzere lay Iongiug eyes belwld a f  Ee~qttz 
A dat~per ~ O I ~ T E ,  f-izaf lizws anltd breatlzes a ~ d  ~vrozri?s. 

(Lfltr'nrakly) the zot~rld of "bekg" ca~f i t zc t in l .~  to the exelusbrz ctf 
the nrufIzer. No need&)r fmc~tl-ler-provided titat tlzere is snnrefhitig 
of the ~rratemal: n~zd 11 is thc father then zuhu acts as - is - the 
rnotirie~ E i f h r  f17tz zuipnznn is passive; or she doesn't exist. Waf is 
left. is utffhit~kabft?, u f ~ t h o ~ g l i t  R$: Stize does not enf6.r i~r to  the 
c~pp-tositluns, shc is trlot cottyled with tlzefitlwr Izi?ISlo is coupled witIz 
tltc sn~r). 

I n  the mid-19805, with the United States Congress still dead- 
locked over the abortion issue and the Supreme Court having twice reaf- 
firmed "a woman's right to choose,"' the political attack on abortion 
rights moved hrdler into the terrain of mass cclrlkzre and imagery, Not 
that the "prolife movement" has abandoned conventional political are- 
nas; rather, its defeats there have hardened its commitment to a more 
long-term ideological struggle over the symbolic meanings of febses, 
dead or alive. 

Antiabortionists in both the United States and Britain have long applied 
the principle that a picture of a dead fetus is worth a thousand wards. 
Chaste silhouettes of the fetal form, or voyeuristic-necrophilic pho- 
tographs of its remains, litter the background of any abortion talk. These 
still images Roat like spirits &rough the courtrroorns, where lawyers argue 



that fetuses can claim tort liability; through the hospitals and clinics, 
where physicians welcome them as "patients"; and in front of all the abor- 
tion centers, legisiaZive committees, bus terminals, and o t k r  places that 
"right-to-lifers" haunt. The strategy of antiabortionists to make fetal per- 
sonhood a self-fulfilling prophecy by making the fetus a public preseizce ad- 
dresses a visually oriented cutbre. Meanwhile, finding "positive" "ages 
and symbols of abortion hard to imagine, feminists and other prochoice 
advocates have all too readily ceded the visual terrain. 

Beginning with the 1984 presidential mmpaign, the neoconservative 
Reagan administration and the Christian Right accelerated their use of 
trlevisiw and video imagery to capbre political diticourse-and power." 
Along with a new series of ""Ron and Nancy" wmmexials, the Reverend 
Pat Robertson's ""708 Club" (a kind of right-wing talk show), and a resur- 
gence of Good versus Evil kiddie cartoons, American television and 
video viewers were bombarded with the newest "prolife" propaganda 
piece, The Silerlf Screatlr. The Silerlf Screatlr marked a dramatic shift in tlte 
contest over abortion imagery. With formidable cunning, it translated the 
still and by-now stale images of fetus as "baby" into real-time video, thus 
("1 giving those images an immediat-e interface with the electTonic media; 
(2) transforming antiabortion rhetoric from a mainly religious /' mystical 
to a medical technological mode; and (3) bringing the fetal image "to 
life.'Wn major netuiork television the fetus rase to instant stardom, as 
The Silriit Screanz and its impresario, Dr. Bernard Nathanson were aired 
at least five different times in one month, and one well-known reporter, 
holding up a fehs in a jar before 10 million viewers, announced: "This 
thing being aborted, this potential person, sure looks like a baby!" 

This statement is more than just propaganda; it encapsulates the "poli- 
tics of style" dominating late capitalist c u l t u ~ ,  transforming "surface im- 
pressions" into the "whole message."3 The cult of appearances not only is 
the defining characteristic of national politics in the United States, but it 
is also nourished by the language and techniques of photoivideo im- 
agery. Aware of cultural trends, the current leadership of the antiabortion 
movement has made a conscious strategic shift from religious discourses 
and authorities to medicotechnical ones, in its effort to win over the 
courts, the legislatures, and popular hearts and minds. But the vehicle for 
this shift is not organized medicine directly but mass culture and its dif- 
fusion into mproductive technology through the video display terminal, 

My interest in this essay is to explore the overlapping boundaries be- 
tween media spectacle and clinical experience when pregnancy becomes 
a moving pickrre. In what follows, I attempt to understand h e  cuItural 
meanings and impact of images like those in The Silent Screa~lz. Then I ex- 
amine the effect of routine ultrasound imaging of the fetus not only on 
the larger mltural climate of repwduct-ive politics but also on the experi- 



ence and consciousness of pregnant women. Finally T shall consider 
some implications of "fetal imagesf' for feminist theory and practice. 

Decoding The SI'Ient Scmm 

Before dissecting its ideological message, I should perhaps describe The 
Silent Screa~tz for readers who somehow missed it. The film's actual gene- 
sis seems to have been an article in the New Eizglartd Journal ofMedicine by 
a noted bioethicist and a physician, claiming that early fetal ultrasound 
tests resulted in "maternal bonding" and possibly "fewer abortions." Ac- 
cording to the authors, both affiliated with the National Institutes of 
Health, upon viewing an ultrasound image of the fetus, "parents [that is, 
pregnant women] probably will experience a shack of recognition that 
the fetus belongs to them" and will more likely resolve "ambivalent" 
pregnancies "in favor of the fetus." Such "parental recognition of the fetal 
form," they wrote, ""i a fundamental element in the later parent-child 
bond."4 Although based on two isolated cases, without controls or scien- 
tific experimentation, these assertions stimulated the imagination of Dr. 
Bernard Nathansun and the Na~onal Right-to-Life Committe. The re- 
sulting video production was intended to reinforce the visual "bondingff 
theory at the level of the clinic by bringing the live fetal image into every- 
one" living room. Distributed not only to television, nemvvwrks but also to 
schools, churches, state and federal legislators, and anyone (including 
the opposition) who wants to rent it for fifteen dollars, the video cassette 
provides a mass commodit_\i form for the "'pmlife" message, 

The Silerlt Scvranz purports to show a medical event a real-time ultra- 
sound imaging of a twelve-week-old fetus being aborted. What we see in 
fact is an image of an image of an image; or, rather, we see three concen- 
tric frames: our television or VCR screen, which in turn frames the video 
screen of the filming studio, whch in turn frames a shadowy, black-and- 
white, pulsating blab: the (alleged) fetus. Throughout, our response to 
this set of images is directed by the figure of Dr. Nathanson-sober, be- 
spectacled, leaning professorially against the desk-who functions as 
both medical expert and narrator to the drama. (Nathanson is in "real 
life" a practicing obstetrician-gynecologist, ex-abortionist, and well- 
known antiabortion crusader.) In fact, as the film unfolds, we quickly re- 
alize that there arc3 two texts being p ~ s e n t e d  here simultaneously-a 
medical text, l a ~ e l y  visual, and a moral text, largely verbal and auditory. 
Our medical narrator appears on the screen and announces that what we 
are about to see comes to us courtesy of the "dazzling'hnew ""science of 
fetology" which "exploded in the medical community" and now enables 
us to witness an abortion-"from the victim's vantage point." At the 
same time we hear sbains of organ music in the background, ominous, 



the kind we associate with impending doom. As Nathanson guides his 
pointer along the video screen, "explainingf' the otherwise inscrutable 
movements of the image, the disjunction between the two texts becomes 
increasi~lgly jarring. We see a recognizable apparatus of advanced med- 
ical technology displaying a filmic i~nage of vibrating light and shaded 
areas, interspersed with occasional scenes of an aborlion clinic operating 
table (the only view of the pregnant woman we get). This action is mod- 
erated by someone who "looks like" the paternal-medical authority fig- 
ure of the proverbial aspirin commercial, He occasionally interrupts h e  
filmed events to show us clinical models of embvos and ktuses at vari- 
ous stages of development. Meanwhile, however, what we hear is more 
like a medieval morality play, spoken in standard antiabortion rhetoric. 
The form on the screen, we are told, is "he  living unborn child,'" "an- 
other human being indistinguishable from any of us." The suction can- 
nula is "moving violentlyf' toward "the child"; it is the "lethal weapon" 
that will Ndismembel; cmsh, de&roy," "tear the child apart," until only 
"shards" are left. The fetus "does sense aggression in its sanctuary," at- 
tempts to "escapef' (indicating more rapid movements on the screen), 
and finally ""rears back its head" in "a silent screamM-ail to a feverish 
pitch of musical accompaniment. In case we question the nearly total ab- 
sence of a pregnant woman or of clinic personnel in this scenario, 
Nathanson also ""ihrms" us that the woman who had this abortion was 
a "feminist," who, like the young doctor who performed it, has vowed 
"never againf'; that women who get abortions are themselves exploited 
"victims" and ""tstrated"; that many abortion clinics are "run by the 
mobs." It is the verbal rhetoric, nohof science, but of "Miami Vice." 

Now, all of this raises important questions about what one means by 
"evidence,'%or "medical information,'"because the ultrasound image is 
presented as a docultzerzt testifying that the fetus is "alive," is '%urnan like 
you or me," and "senses pain." The Silent Screanl has been sharply con- 
konted on this level by panels af opposing medical experts, New Vurk Tim6 
editorials, and a Planned Parenthood film. These show, for example, that at 
twelve weeks the fetus has no cerebral cortex to receive pain impulses; that 
no "scream" is possible without air in the lungs; ha t  ktal movements at 
this stage are reflexive and without purpose; that the image of rapid frantic 
movement was undoubtedly caused by speeding up the film (camera 
tricks); that the size of the image we see on the scree% along with the 
model that is continually displayed in front of the screen, is nearly twice 
the size of a nomal Welve-week feh-rs, and so fo~h."et this literal kind of 
rtlrhuttal is not very useful in helping us to understand the ideological 
power h e  film has despite its visual distortions and verbal fraud. 

When we locate The Silent Scveanl where it belongs, in the realm of cul- 
hral representation rather than of medical evidence, we see that it em- 



beds ultrasound imaging of pregnancy in a moving picture show. Its ap- 
pearance as a medical document both obscures and reinforces a coded set 
of messages that work as pwlil-ical signs and moral injunctions. (As we 
shall see, because of the cultural and political context in which they oc- 
cur, this may be true of ultrasound images of pregnancy in general.) The 
puupose of the film is obviously didactic: to induce individual women to 
abstain from having abortions and to persuade officials and judges to 
force them to do so. Like the Great Communicator who charms through 
lies, the medical a u t h o r i ~  figure-paternalistic and tecl-rnocra~c at the 
same timcdelivers these messages less by his words than by the power 
of his image and his persona. 

As with any visual image, The Silent Scream relies on our predisposi- 
tim to ""seef' what. it wants us to "see" because of a range of influences 
that come out of the particular culture and history in which we live. The 
aura of medical authority, the allure of technology, the cumulative impact 
of a decade of fetal images-on billboards, in shopping center malls, in 
science ficlion blockbuskrs like 2001.: A Space Odyssey-all rescue the film 
from utter absurdity; they make it credible. "The fetal form" itself has, 
within the larger culhre, acquised a symbolic import that condenses 
within it a series of losses-from sexual innocence to compliant women 
to American imperial might. It is not the image of a baby at all but of a 
tiny man, a homunculus. 

The most disturbing thing about how people receive The Silent Scuea~tz, 
and indeed all the dominant fetal imagery, is their apparent acceptance of 
the image itself as an accurate representa~on of a real fehs. The curled-up 
profile, with its enlarged head and finlike arms, suspended in its balloon 

iotic fluid, is by now so familiar that not even most feminists ques- 
t-ion its authenticiy (as opposed to its relevance). X went back to ttrace the 
earliest appearance of these photos in popular literature and found it in 
the June 1962 issue of Look (along with Life, the major mass-circulating 
"pichre magazine" of the period). It was a story publicizkg a new bock, 
The Firsf Nine Morzths uf life, and it featured the now-standard sequel of 
pictures at one day, one week seven weeks, and so forth.6 In every picture 
the febs is solitary, dangling in h e  air (or its sac) with nothing to connect 
it to any life-support system but "a ckarly defined umbilical cord.'" In 
every caption it is called "the baby f' (even at forty-four days) and is re- 
krrcrd to as %"heH-un~l the birth, that is, when ""he" tu~ms w t  to be a girl. 
Nowhere is there any reference to the pregnant woman, except in a single 
photograph at the end showing the newbom baby lying next to the 
motltel; both of them gazing off the page, allegedly at "the firtther." From 
their beginning, such photographs have represented the fetus as primary 
and autonomous, the woman as absent or peripheral. 

Fetal imagery epitomizes the distortion inherent in all photographic 
images: their tendency to slice up reality into tiny bits wrenched out of 



real space and time. The origins of photography can be traced to late- 
nineteenth-century Europe's cult of science, itself a by-product of indus- 
trial capitalism. Its rise is imxlricably linked with pasitivism, that flawed 
epistemology that sees "reality" as discrete bits of empirical data di- 
vorced from historical process or social relationships.7 Similarly, fetal im- 
agery replicates the essentjal paradox of photographs whether moving or 
still, their "constitutive deception" as noted by postmodernist critics: the 
appearance of objectivity, of capturing "literal reality." As Roland Barthes 
puts it, the "photographic message" appears to be "'a message without a 
code." According to Barthes, the appearance of the photographic image 
as "a mechanical analogue of reality," without art or artifice, obscures the 
fact that that image is heavily constructed, or "coded"; it is grounded in a 
context- of historical and cclrltural meaningsSg 

Yet the power of the visual apparatus's claim to be "an unreasoning 
machineff that produces "an unerring record" (the French word for 
"lens" is I'clbjecfifl remains deeply embedded in Western mlture.9 This 
power derives from the peculiar capacity of photographic images to as- 
sume two distinct mea.ilings? often simultancoudy: an empirical (infor- 
mational) and a mythical (or magical) meaning. Historically, photo- 
graphic imagery has served not only the uses of scientific rationality-as 
in medical diagnostics and record keeping-and the tools of bureaucratic 
rationality-in the political rcrcord heping and police surveillance of the 
state.10 Photographic imagery has also, especially with the "democratiza- 
tion" of the hand-held camera and the advent of the family album, be- 
come a magical source of ktist-res that can resurrect the dead or pmserve 
lost love. And it has constructed the escape fantasy of the movies. This 
older, symbolic, and ritualistic (also religious?) function lies concealed 
within the more obvious rahonalistic one. 

The double text of The Silrlit Screanz, noted earlier, recapitulates this 
historical paradox of photographic images: their simultaneous power as 
purveyors of fantasy and illusion yet also of "object-ivist %uth.""'ll When 
Nathanson claims to be presenting an abortion from the "vantage point 
of the [fetus]," the image's appearance of seamless movement through 
real time-and the technologic allure of the video box, connohng at once 
""advanced medicine" and "the newsM-render his dairn "true to lifeff 
Yet he also purveys a myth, for the fetus-if it had any vantage point- 
could not possibly experience itself as i f  dangling in space, without a 
womads uterus and body and bloodstream to support it, 

In fact, every image of a fetus we are shown, including The Silerlt 
Scmanr, is viewed kom the standpaint neither of the ktus nor of the preg- 
nmt woman but of the camera. The fetus as we h o w  it is a fetish. Bar- 
bara Katz Rothman observes that "the fetus in utero has become a 
metaphor for 'man' in space, floating kee, attached only by the umbilical 
cord to the spaceship. But where is the mother in that metaphor? She has 



become empty space."'2 Inside the futurizing spacesuit, however, lies a 
much older image. For the autonomous, free-floating fetus merely ex- 
tends to gestalicon the Hobbesian view of born human beings as discon- 
nected, solitary individuals. It is this abstract individualism, effacing the 
pregnant woman and the fetus's dependence on her, that gives the fetal 
image its symbolic transparency, so that we can read in it our selves, our 
lost babies, our mythic secure past. 

Although such receptions of fetal images may help to recruit antiabor- 
tion activists, among both women and men, denial of the womb has more 
deadly consequences. Zoe Sofia relates the film 2002: A Space Odyssey to 
"the New Right's cult of fetal personhood," arguing that "every technol- 
ogy is a reproductive technology": "in science fiction culture particularly, 
technologies are perceived as modes of reproduction in themselves, ac- 
cording to perverse myths of fertility in which man replicates himself 
without the aid of woman." The "Star Child" of 2001 is not a living or- 
ganic being but "a  biomechanism, . . . a cyb0r.g capable of living unaided 
in space." This "child" poses as the symbol of fertility and life but in fact 
is the creature of the same technologies that bring cosmic extermination, 
which it alone survives. Sofia sees the same irony in "the right-wing 
movement to protect fetal life" while it plans for nuclear war. Like the 
fetal-baby in 2001, "the pro-life fetus may be a 'special effectf of a cultural 
dreamwork which displaces attention from the tools of exterrninari0z.t 
and onto the fetal signifier of extinction itself." To the extent that it di- 
verts us from the real threat of nuclear holocaust and comes to represent 
the lone survivor, the fetal image signifies not life? but death.13 

If the fetus-as-spaceman has become inscribed in science fiction and 
popular fantasy it is likely to affect the appearance of fetal images even 
in clinical, contexts. The vantage point of the male onlooker may perhaps 
change how women see their own fetuses on, and through, ultrasound 
imaging screens. The Silefzt Scrnlr~ bridges these two arenas of cultural 
construction, vide0 fantasyland and clinical biotechnics, enlisting med- 
ical imagery in the service of mythic-patriarchal messages. But neither 
arena, nor the film itself, meets a totally receptive field. Pregnant women 
respond to these images out of a variety of concrtste sihatims and in a 
variety of compliex ways, 

Obstetrical Imaging and MasculineNisual Culture 

We have seen the dominant view of the fetus that appears in still and 
moving pichres across the mass-cultural landscape. It is one where the 
fetus is not only "already a baby," h t  more-a '"baby man," an au- 
tonomous, atomized mini-space hero. This image has not supplmted the 
one of the fetus as a tiny, helplesa suffering creamre but rather merged 



with it (in a way that uncomfor"cbly reminds one of another famous irn- 
mortal baby). We should not be surprised, then, to find the social rela- 
tions of obste&ics-the site where ultrasound imaging of fetuses goes on 
daily-infiltrated by such widely diffused images. 

Along with the external political and cultural pressures, traditional 
patterns endemic to the male-dominated practice of ohste&ics help deter- 
mine the current clinical view of the fetus as "patient" separate and au- 
tonomous from the pregnant woman. These patterns direct the practical 
applications of new reproductive technologies more toward enlarffing 
cliniciansf control over reproductive processes than toward improving 
health (women's or infants'). Despite their benefits for individual 
wctmen, amniocentesis, in vitm krtilizahon, electronic fetal monitoringI 
routine cesarean deliveries, ultrasound, and a range of heroic "fetal Ifier- 
apies" (both in utero and ex utero) also have the effect of carving out 
more and more space/ time for obstetrical "management" of pregnancy. 
Meanwhile, they have not been shown to lower infant and perinatal mor- 
tality/morbidity, and they divert social resources from epidemiological 
research into the causes of fetal darnage.'vut the presumption of fetal 
"autunomy'"("'patientlsoodM i f  not ""p@rsonhoodf") is not an inevitable re- 
quirement of the technologies. Rather, the technologies take on the mean- 
ings and uses they do because of the cultural climate of fetal images and 
the politics of hos t i l i~  toward pregnant women and abortion, As a result, 
the pregnant woman is increasingly put in the position of adversary to 
her own pregnancy /fetus, either by having presented a "hostile environ- 
ment" to its development or by actively refusing some medically pro- 
posed intervention (such as a cesarean section or treatment for a fetal 
""crXefectM).l" 

Similarly the claim by antiabortion polemicists that the fetus is becom- 
ing "viable" at an earlier and earlier point seems to reinforce the notion 
that its treatment is a matter between a fetus and its doctor. In reality, 
most authorities agrtse that twenv-four weeks is the youngest a f@bs is 
likely to survive outside the womb in the foreseeable future; meanwhile, 
over 90 percent of pregnant women who get abortions do so in the first 
trimester, fewer than 1 percent do so past the twentieth week.16 Despite 
these facts, the i~lzages of younger and younger, and tinier and tinier, fe- 
tuses being "saved," the point of viability being "pushed back" indefi- 
rrif.elyf and untold aborted fehnses being ""brn alivef3ave capturd re- 
cent abortion discourse in the courts, the headlines, and television 
drama.17 Such images blur the boundary beheen lebs  and baby; they 
reinfarce the idea that the rl-etrrs's identiv as separate and autonomous 
from the mother (the "living, separate child") exists from the start. Ob- 
stetrical technologies of visualization and electronic / surgical interven- 
tion thus dismpt the very definition, as traditionally understood, of "in- 



sideN and "outside" a woman's body of pregnancy as an '"interior" expe- 
rience. As D m a  Earaway remarks, prepancy becomes integrated into 
a "high-tech view of the body as a biotic component or cybeznetic com- 
munications system"; thus, "who controls the interpretation of bodily 
boundaries in medical hemeneutics (becomes] a major feminist issue."l" 
Interpreting boundaries, howevel; is a way to contest them, not to record 
their fixity in the natural world. Like penetrating Cuban territory with re- 
connaissance satellittzs and Ziadio Mar"ci, treating a fetus as if it were out- 
side a woman3 body because it can be viewed, is a political act. 

This background is necessary to an analysis that locates ultrasound 
imaging of fetuses within its historical and cultural context. Originating 
in sonar detectors for submarine warfare, ultrasound was not introduced 
into ohstetrical practice until the early 1960s-some years after its ac- 
cepted use in other medical diagnostic fields." The timing is significant, 
for it corresponds to the end of the baby boom and the rapid drop in fer- 
tility that would propel obsletrician-gynecologists into new areas of: dis- 
covey and fortune, a new ''patient population" to look at and treat, 
"Lookingf' was mainly the point, because, as in many medical technolo- 
gies (and technolagies of visualization), physicians seem to have applied 
the technique before knowing precisely what they were looking for. In 
this technique, a transducer sends sound waves through the amniotic 
fluid so they bounce off fetal sSructures and are rdected back, either as a 
still image (scan) or, more frequently a real-time moving image "similar 
to that of a motion picture," as the American College of Obstetricians and 
Gynecologists (ACQG) puts it.20 

Although it was enthusiastically hailed among physicians for its advan- 
tages over the dangers of X-ray, ultrasound imaging in pregnancy is cur- 
rtsntly steeped in controversy, A 1984 rtsport by a joint Nagonal Instihrte of 
Health /Food and Drug Administration panel found "no clear benefit 
from routine user" specifically "no improvemmt in pregnancy outcome" 
(either far the feknslinfant or the woman), and no conclusive evidence ei- 
ther of its safety or harm. The panel recommended against "routine use," 
including "to view . . . or obtain a picture of the fetus'' or "for educational 
or commercial demonstrations without medical benefit to the patient" 
("the patient" here, presumably, being the pregnant woman). Yet it ap- 
proved of its use to "estimate gestafional age," thus qualifying its reserva- 
t-ions with a major loophole. At least one-ttnil-ci of all pregnant women in 
the United States are now exposed to ultrasound imaging, and that would 
seem to be a growing figure. Anecdotal evidence suggests that many if not 
most p~gnancies will soon include ultrasound scans and present.a.eion of 
a sonogram photo "for the baby album."2' 

How can we understand the mutinization of ktal imaging in ohsteh.ics 
even thutrgh the profession's governing bodies admit tlne medical bene- 



fits are dubious? The reason ultrasound imaging in obstetrics has ex- 
panded so much is no doubt related to the reasons, economic and patriar- 
chal, for the gmwth in electronic fetal monitoring, cesarean sections, and 
other reproductive technologies. Practitioners and critics alike commod y 
trace the obstetrical technology boom to physicians' fear of malpractice 
suits. But the impulses b&ind ultrasound also arise kom the codes of vi- 
sual imagery and the construction of fetal images as "cultural objects" 
with historical meanings. 

From the standpoint of clinicians, at least three levels of meaning at- 
tach to ultrasound images of fetuses. These correspond to (1) a level of 
"evidence" or "report," which may or may not motivate diagnosis 
and /or therapeutic intervention; (2) a level of surveillance and potential 
social conitrol; and (3) a level of fantac?sy or myth. (Not suxprisingly these 
carnotations echo the textual structure of Tke Silent. Screanz,) In the first 
place, there is simply the impulse to "view," to get a "picture" of the fe- 
tus's '"anatomical stmct-ures" in motion, and here obstetrical ultrasound 
reflects the impact of new imaging technologies in all areas of medicine. 
One is struck by the lists of "indications" for ultrasound imaging found 
in the ACOG Rchlrical Bulletin and the hrericwn fnuvfrnl of Obsfefrics and 
Gtjneculugy indexes. Although the "indications" include a few recogniz- 
able "abnormalJ' conditions that might require a "non-routinef' interven- 
t-im (such as "evaluation of ectopic pmgnancy" or ""Aiagnosis of abnor- 
mal fetal position"), for the most part they consist of technical 
measurements, like a list of machine parts-"crown mmp length," "ges- 
tational sac diametel;" fetal sex organs, fetal weight-as well as estima- 
tion of gestational age, As one neonatologist told me, "We can do an en- 
tire anatomical workup!"" Of course, none of this viewing and 
measuring and recarding of bits of anat.omica1 data gives the slightest 
clue as to what vnlue should be placed on this or any other fetus, whether 
it has a moral claim to heroic therapy or life at all, and who should de- 
cide.2' But the point is that the fetus, through visualization, is being 
treated as a patient already, is being given an ordinary checkup. Infer- 
ences about its "personhoodf' (or "babyhood"), in the context of the dom- 
inant ways of seeing fehses, seem verified by sonographic ""evidencef" 
that it kicks, spits, excretes, grows. 

Evidentiary uses of photographic images are usually enlisted in the 
service of some kind of action-to monitor, control, and possibly inter- 
vene. In the case of obstetrical medicine, ultrasound techniques, in con- 
junction with electronic fetal monitoring, have been used increasingly to 
diagnose "fetal distress" and "&normal present.alionM (leading to a prc- 
diction of "prolonged labor" or "breech birth"). These findings then be- 
come evidence indicating earlier delivery by cesawan section, evoking 
the correlation some researchers have observed between increased use of 



electronic fetal monitoring and ultrasound and the threefold rise in the 
cesarean section rate in the last fifteen years.2" 

Complaints by feminist health advocates about unnecessary cesareans 
and exmssive monitoring of pregnancy are undaubtedly justified. Even 
the profession's own guidelines suggest that the monitoring techniques 
may lead te misdiagnoses or may themselves be the cause of the 
"stresses" they "discover."2' One might well question a tendency in ob- 
stetrics to "discover" disorders where they previously did not exist, be- 
cause visualizing techniques compel "discovery" or to apply t-echniques 
to wider and wider groups of cases.26 On the whole, however, diagnostic 
uses of ultrasound in obstetrics have benefited women more than they've 
done ham, making it possible to define the due date more accurately to 
detect anomalies, and to anticipnte complica~ons in delivery. My que* 
tion is not about this level of medical applications but rather about the 
cultural assumptions underlying them. How do these assumptions both 
reflect and reinfarce the larger culture of fetal images sketclled above? 
Why has the impulse to "see inside" come to dominate ways of knowing 
about pregnancy and fetuses, and what are the consequences for 
women's consciousness and reproductive power relationsl 

The "prevalence of the gaze," or the privileging of the visual, as the 
prima7 means to knowledge in Westem scientific and philosophical tra- 
dirJons has been the srrbject: of a feminist- inqzriry by Evelyn Fox Meller 
and Christine R. Grontkowski. In their analysis, stretching from Plato to 
Bacon and Descartes, this emphasis on the visual has had a paradoxical 
function. For sight, in contrast to the other senses, has as its pecdiar 
property the capacity for detachment, for objectifying the thing visual- 
ized by clrcating distance hebeen knower m d  known. (In modem op- 
tics, the eye becomes a passive recorder, a camera obsara.) In this way 
the elevation of the visual in a hierarchy of senses actually has the effect 
of &basing sensory experience, and ~latedness, as modes of h w i n g :  
"Vision connects us to truth as it- dislances us from the corp~real,"~T 

Some femil~ist cultural theorists in France, Britain, and the United 
States have argued that visualization and objectification as privileged 
ways of hawing are specifically masculine (man the viewer, woman the 
spectacle).28 Without falling into such essentialism, we may suppose that 
the language, perceptions, and uses of visual information may be differ- 
ent for women, as pregnant subjects, than they are for men (or women) as 
physicians, researchers, or reporters. And th is difference will reflect the 
historical control by men over science, medicinr, and obstetrics in West- 
ern sociev and over the hislorical definitions of mascufiniq in WesTflm 
culture. The deep gender bias of science (including medicine), of its very 
ways of seeing problems, resonates, Keller argues, in its 'kmmon 
rhetoric." Mainly "adversarial" and "'aggressive" in its stance toward 



what it studies, ""sience can come to sound like a battlefield."~Virnilarly 
presentations of scientific and medical "conquests" in the mass media 
commonly appropriate this terrain into Cold MTar culture and macho 
style. Consider this piece of text from Lye's 1965 picture story on ultra- 
sound in pregnancy, '"A Sonar 'took" at an Unborn Babyf': 

The astonishii~g medical machine resting on this pregnant womanrs ab- 
damen in a Philadelphia hospital is ""looking'" at her unborn child in pre- 
cisely the same way a Navy srrrface ship homes in on enelny srrbmarines. 
Using the sonar principle, it is bombarding her with a beam of ulitra-high- 
frequency sound waves that are inaudible to the human ear, Back came the 
echoes, bouncing off the baby's ri~cad, to show trp as a vistral image on a 
viewing screen. (I? 45) 

The militarization of obstetrical images is not unique to uhasonogra- 
phy (most techdogies in a militarized society either begin or end in the 
military); nor is it unique to its focus on reproduction (similar language 
constructs the "war on cancer"). Might it then correspond to the very 
c u h r e  of medicine and science, its emphasis on visualization as a farm 
of surveillance and '%ttackM"?or some obstetrician-gynecologist practi- 
tioners, such visualization is patently voyeuristic; it generates erotic 
pleasure in the nonreciprocakd, illicit "look." IMerviewed in Newsweek 
after The Silelzt Scre.en~z was released, Nathanson boasted: "With the aid of 
technology, we stripped away the walls of the abdomen and uterus and 
looked into the womb."" And here is Dr. Michael Harrison writing in a 
respected medical journal about "fetal management" through ultra- 
sound: 

The fetus co~rld not be taken seriotrsly as long as he [sic] remained a medical 
recluse in an opaque womb; and it was not until t11c last half of this centtrry 
that flze ptying eye ofthe uEd.vnsonogram . . . rendered the once opaque womb 
transparent, sf r i yp i~q  the veil of ~fzysferyporn ttze dark inner sanctu nz and letti178 
fke. Iigfzt $scienf$c ohservnfiorr fill orr fh shy and secretivefitus, . . . The sono- 
graphic voyeur, spying orr Ithe unu?ca~/jfefus, finds him or her a suvrisingly ac- 
tive little creahnre, and nut at all the passive parasite we had irnagined.31 

Whether voyeurism is a "masculinist" form of looking, the "siting" of 
the womb as a space to be conquered can only be had by one who stands 
outside it looking in. The view of the fetus as a "shy," mysterious "little 
crtlature," recalling a wildlife photographer kacking down a gazelle, in- 
deed exemplifies the "predatory nature of a photographic conscious- 
nes~.~'3Z It is hard to imagine a pregnant woman thinking about her fetus 
this way, whether she longs for a baby or wisZles far an abortion. 



What we have here, from the clinician's standpoint, is a kind of panui7- 
tics 4 the womb, whose aim is ""t establish normative behavior for the fe- 
t-us at various gestational stages'hnd to maximize medical control over 
pregnancy.33 Feminist critics emphasize the degrading impact fetal- 
imaging techniques have on the pregnant woman. She now becomes the 
Nmaternal environmentf" the ""site" of the fetus, a passive spectator in her 
own pregnancy." Sonographic detailing of fetal anatomy completely dis- 
places the markers of "traditional" pregnancy, when "feeling the baby 
move was a 'definitive"diagnosis." Now the woman'sfelt evidence about 
the pregnancy is discredited, in favor of the more "objective" data on the 
video screen. We find her "on the table with the ultrasound scanner to 
her belly, and on the other side of the technician or doctor, the fetus on 
the screen. The doctor . . . t-urns awny from the mother to examine her 
baby. Even the heartbeat is heard over a speaker removed from the 
mother's body. The technology which makes the baby /fetus more 'visi- 
ble-enders the woman invisible."35 

Earlier I noted that ultrasound imaging of fetuses is constituted 
through three levels of meaning-not only the level of evidence (diagno- 
sis) and the level of surveillance (interventioz-t), but also that of fantasy or 
myth. "Evidence" shades into fantasy when the fetus is visualized, albeit 
through electronic media, as though removed from the pregnant 
woman3 body as I-tough suspended in space. This is a form of fetisfiiza- 
tion, and it occurs repeatedly in clinical settings whenever ultrasound 
images construct the fetus through "indications" that sever its functions 
and parts from their organic cmnection to the pregnant woman. 
Fetishization, in turn, shades into surveillance when physicians, "right- 
to-lifef' progangandists, legisfatures, or courts irnpctse ultrasound imag- 
ing on pregnant women in order "to encourage 'bonding."'" In some 
states, the use of compulsory ultrasound imaging as a weapon of intimi- 
dation against women seeking abortions has already begun.36 Indeed, the 
very idea of "bonding'9ased on a photographic image implies a fetish: 
the investment of erotic feelings in a fantasy. When an obstetrician pre- 
sents his patient with a sonographic picture of the fetus "for the baby al- 
bum," it may be a manifestation of masculine &sire to reproduce not 
only babies but also motherhood. 

Many feminists have explained masculine appropriation of the condi- 
tions and products of reproduction in psychoanalytic or psychological 
terms, associating it with men's fears of the body their own mortality 
and the mother who bore them. According to one interpretation, "the 
domination of women by the male gaze is part of men3 skategy to con- 
tain the threat that the mother embodies [of infantile dependmce and 
male impotmce]."p Nancy Hartsock, in a passage reminiscent of Simone 
de Beauvoifs earlier imights, links patriarchal control over reproduc~un 



to the masculine quest for immortality through immortal works: "Be- 
cause to be born means that one will die, reproduction and generation 
are either understood in terms of death or are appllopriated by men in 
disembodied form."'8 in Mary O'Brien's analysis of the "dialectics of re- 
production," "the alienation of the male seed in the copulative act" sepa- 
rates men ""Lom genetic continuity.'Wen therelore try to ""annul" this 
separation by appropriating children, wives, principles of legitimacy and 
inheritance, estates, and empires. (With her usual irony, O'Brien calls this 
male fear of female procreativit-y "the dead core of impotency in the po- 
tency principle.")" Other, more historically grounded feminist writers 
have extended this theme to the appropriation of obstetrics in England 
and America. Attempts by male practitioners to disconnect the fetus from 
women" wombs-whether physically through forceps, cesarean deliv- 
ery, in vitro fertilization, or fetal surgery; or visually through ultrasound 
imaging-are specific forms of the ancient masculine impulse "to confine 
and limit and curb the creativity and potentially polluting power of f@- 

male procreati~n,"'"~ 
But kminisf: critiques of "the war against the womb" oftexl suffer from 

certain tendencies toward reductionism. First, they conhse masculine 
rhetoric and fantasies with actual power relations, thereby submerging 
women's own responses to reproductive situations in the dominant (and 
victimizing) masculine text. Second, if they do consider women's re- 
sponses, those responses are compressed into Everywoman's Reproduc- 
tive Consciousness, undifferentiated by particular historical and social 
circumstances; biology itself becomes a universal rather than an indiwid- 
ual, particular set of conditions. To correct this myopia, I shall return to 
the study of fetal images through a different lens, that of pregnant 
women as viewers. 

Picturing the Baby-VVomen"s Responses 

The scenario of the voyeuristic ultrasound instrument / techician, with 
the pregnant woman displaced to one side passively staring at her objec- 
t-ified fetus, has a certain phenomenologid truth. At L-he same time, anec- 
dotal evidence gives us another, quite different scenario when it comes to 
the subjective understanding of pregnant women themselves. Far from 
keling wictirnked or pacitied, t h y  frsquently express a sense of elation 
and direct participation in the imaging process, claiming it "makes the 
baby more real," "more our baby"; that visualizing the fetus creates a 
feeling of intimacy and belonging, as well as a reaswing sense of pre- 
dictability and control.41 (I am speaking here of women whose pregnan- 
cies are wanted, of course, not those seeking abortions.) Some women 
even talk about themselves as having ""bnded" wwjlh the lebs through 



viewing its image on the screen." Like amniocentesis, in vitro fertiliza- 
tion, voluntaly sterilization, and other "male-dominated" reproductive 
tehnologies, ul&asound imaging in pregnancy seems to evoke in many 
women a sense of greater control and self-empowerment than they 
would have if left to ""tadiGonalf' methods or "nature." How are we to 
understand this contradiction between the feminist decoding of male 
"cultural dreamworks" and (some) women's actual experience of repro- 
ductive techniques and images? 

Current Eeminist writings about reproductive kchnolagy are not very 
helpful in answering this kind of question. Works such as Gena Corea's 
The Mother Machine and most articles in the anthology Test-Tube Wonten, 
portray women as the perennial victims of an omnivorous male plot to 
take over their r-epmductive capacities. The specific farms taken by male 
strategies of reproductive control, while admittedly varying across times 
and cultures, are reduced to a pervasive, transhistorical "need." Mean- 
while, women" own resistance to this conkal, often successhnl, as well as 
their complicity in it, are ignored; women, in this view, have no role as 
agents of their reproductive destinies. 

But historical and sociological research shows that. women are not just 
passive victims of "male" reproductive technologies and the physicians 
who wield them. Because of their shared reproductive situation and 
needs, women throughout the nineteenth and twenGetl-1 cent-trries have 
often generated demands for technologies such as birth control, childbirth 
anesthesia, or infertility treatments, or they have welcomed them as ben- 
efits (whifh is not to say the technologies offered always met the 
needs).lWe have to understand the "market" for oral contraceptives, 
sterilization, in vitro fertilization, amniocentesis, and high-tech preg- 
nancy monitoring as a more complex phenomenon than either the vic- 
timization or the male-womb-envy thesis allows. 

At the same time, theories of a "feminist standpoint" or "reproductive 
consciousness" that would resliore pregnant women to active historical 
agency and unify their responses to reproductive images and techniques 
are complicated by .two sets of circumstances." First, we do not simply 
imbibe our reproductive experience raw. The dominant images and 
codes that mediate the material conditions of pregnancy abortion, and so 
Earth, determine what, exactly, womm "know" about these events in 
their lives, their nleaning as lived experience. Thus, women may see in Ee- 
tal images what they are told they ought to see. Second, and in dialectical 
tension with the first, women's relationship to reproductive technologies 
and images differs depending on social differences such as class, race, 
and sexual preference, and biological ones such as age, physical disabil- 
ity, and personal fertility history. Their "reproductive consciousness" is 



constituted out of these complex elements and cannot easily be general- 
ized or, unfortunately, vested with a privileged insight. 

How different women see fetal images depends on the context of the 
looking and the relationship of the viewer to the image and what it signi- 
fies. Recent semiotic theory emphasizes "the centrality of the moment of 
reception in the constmcrion of mcaaningsefThe meanings of a visual im- 
age or text are created through an "interaction" process between the 
viewer and the text, taking their focus from the situation of the viewer.45 
John Berger identifies a major contexhxal frame defining the dationship 
between viewer and image in distinguishing between what he calls 
"photographs which belong to private experience" and thus connect to 
our lives in some intimate way, and "public photographs," which excise 
bits of information "from all lived experience."46 Now, this is a simplistic 
distinction because "private" photographic images become imbued with 
"publicf' resonances all the time; we "see" lovers' photos and family al- 
bums through the scrim of television ads. Still, I want to borrow Bergerfs 
distinction because it helps indicate important differences between the 
meanings of fetal images when they are viewed as "the fetus" and when 
they are viewed as ""my baby." 

When legions of right-wing women in the antiabortion movement 
brandish pictures of gory dead or dreamlike space-floating fetuses out- 
side clinics or in demonstrations, they are participating in a visual 
pageant that directly degrades women-and thus themselves. Wafting 
these fetus-pictures as icons, literal fetishes, they both propagate and cel- 
ebrate the image of the k b s  as autonomous space-kra and the pregnant 
woman as "empty space." Their visual statements are straightforward 
representations of the antifeminist ideas they (and their male cohorts) 
suypart. Such right-wing women promote the public, political character 
of the fetal image as a symbol that condenses a complicated set of conser- 
vative values-about sex, motherhood, teenage girls, fatherhood, the 
family. In this instance, perhaps it makes sense to say they participate 
"vicariously" in a "phallic" way of looking and thus become the "com- 
placent facilitators for the working out of man's fantasies."47 

It is not only antiabortionists who respond to fetal images however. 
The "public" presentation of the fetus has become ubiquitous; its disem- 
bodied form, now propped up by medical authority and technological 
rationality, permeates mass culhnre. We are all, on some level, susceptible 
to its coded meanings. Victor Burgin points out that it does no good to 
protest the "falseness" of such images as against "reality" because "real- 
ity"--that is, how we experience the world, both "public" and "pri- 
vate"-"is itself constituted through the agency of repre~entations.~'48 
This suggests that women3 ways of seeing ul&asound images of fetuses, 



even their own, may be affected by the cumulative array of "public" rep- 
resentations, from L f e  Mqnz ine  to The Silelzt Screunz. And it possibly 
means that some of them will he intimidated from getting ahortions-al- 
though as yet we have little empirical information to verify this. When 
ywng wctmen seeking abortim are coerced or manipulated into seeing 
pictzlres of fetuses, their own or others, it is the "public fehrs" as moral 
abstraction they are being made to view. 

But the reception and meanings of fetal images also derive from the 
par.t.icular circumstances of the woman as viewer, and these circum- 
stances may not fit neatly within a model of women as victims of repro- 
ductive technologies. Above all, the meanings of fetal images will differ 
depending on whether a woman wishes to be pregnant or not. With re- 
g a d  to wanted pregnancies, women with very diverse political values 
may respond positively to images that present their fetus as if detached, 
their own body as if absent from the scene. The reasons are a complex 
weave of socioeconomic position, gender psychology, and biology. At 
one end of the spectrum, the "prolife" women Kristin Luker interviewed 
strongly identified "the fetus" with their own recent or frequent pregnan- 
cies; it became "my little guy," Their circumstances as "devout tradi- 
tional women who valued motherhood highly" were those of married 
women with children, mostly unemployed outside the home, and re- 
markably isolated kom any social or communit.y act.ivir.ies. That "little 
guy" was indeed their primary source of gratification and self-esteem. 
Moreover-and this fact linltcs them with many women whose abortion 
politics and lik-styles lie at the oppasite end of the specmm-a dispro- 
portionate number of them seem to have undergone a history of preg- 
nancy or child loss.@ 

If we look at the women who comprise the market for high-tech obstet- 
rics, they are primarily those who can afford these expensive procedures 
and who have access to the private medical offices where they are of- 
k e d .  Socially and demographically, they are not only apt to be among 
the professional, educated, "late-childbearing" cohort who face greater 
risks because of age (although the average age of amniocentesis and ul- 
trasound recipients seems to he moving rapidly down). More impor- 
tantly, whatever their age or risk category they are likely to be products 
of a middle-class culture that values planning, control, and predictability 
in the interests of a "quality" baby." These values preexist technologies 
of visualization and '"baby eqineering" a d  create a predisposition to- 
ward their acceptance. The fear of "nonqualityM-that is, disability-and 
the pressure on parents, particularly mothers, to produce fehxses that 
score high on their "stress test" (like infants who score high on their Ap- 
gar test and children who score high on their SATs) is a cultural as well as 
a class pknsmenon. Indeed, the "perfect baby" syndrome that creates a 



welcoming climate for ultrasound imaging map also be oppressive for 
women, insofar as they are still the ones who bear primary responsibil- 
ity-and guilt-lor how the baby lums out.5' Despite this, ""listening to 
women" voices" "ads to the u ishakable conclusion that, as with birth 
control generally, many women prefer predictability and will do what 
they can to have it. 

Women's responses to fetal picture taking may have another side as 
well, rooted in their traditional role in the production of family pho- 
tographs. If photographs accommodate "aesthetic consumerism," be- 
coming instruments of appropriation and possessing, th is is nowhere 
truer than within family life--particularly middle-class family life.52 
Family albums originated to chronicle the conlinuity of Victorian bour- 
geois kin netrworks* The advent of home movies in the 1440s and 1950s 
paralleled the move to the suburbs and backyard barbecues.53 Similarly, 
the presentation of a sonogram photo to the dying grandfather, even be- 
fore his grandchild's birth,j4 is a 1980s way of affirming patriarchal lin- 
eage. En other wouds, far from the inbsion of an alien, 
technology it may be that ultrasonography is becoming 
familiar language of "privatef' images. 

Significantly, in each of these cases it is the woman, the mother, who 
acts as custodian of the image-keeping up the album, taking the 
movie$ presenting the sonogram. The specific relationship of women to 
photographic images, especially those of children, may help to explain 
the attlaction of pregnant women to ultrasound images of their own fe- 
tus (as opposed to ""pbbc" ones). Rather than being surprised ha t  some 
women experience bonding with their fetus after viewing its image on a 
screen (or in a sonographic "photo"), perhaps we should understand this 
as a cdbrally embedded compment ol: desircs. If it is a form 02: abjectify- 
ing the fetus (and the pregnant woman herself as detached from the fe- 
tus), perhaps such objectification and detachment are necessary for her to 
feel erotic pleasure in it.55 If with the ultrasound image she first recog- 
nizes the fetus as "real," as "out there," this means that she first experi- 
ences it as an object she can possess. 

Keller proposes that: feminists reevaluate the concept of objectivity. In 
so doing they may discover that the process of objectification they have 
identified as masculi~~ist takes different forms, some that detach the 
viewer from the viewed and some that make possible both erotic and in- 
tellectual attachment.56 To suggest that the timing of maternal-fetus or 
maternal-infant attachment is a biological given (for example, at "quick- 
ening" or at birth), or that ""felingff is somehow more "natural" than 
"seeing," contradicts women's changing historical experience.j7 On the 
other hand, to acknowledge that bonding is a historically and culturally 
shaped process is not to deny its realitrgr. That women develop powerhl 



feelings of attachment to their ("private") fetuses, especially the ones 
they want complicates the politics of fetal images. 

Consider a recent case in a New Yark court that denied a woman dam- 
ages when her twenty-week fetus was stillborn, following an apparently 

iocentesis. The majority held that, heeausc the wuman did 
not "witness" the death or injury directly and was not in the immediate 
""zone of danger" herself, she could not recover damages for any erno- 
tional pain or loss she suffered as a result of the fetus's death. As one dis- 
senting judge argued, the coud "rendered tho woman a bystander to 
medical procedures performed upon her own body," denying her any 
rights based on the emotional and "biological bond" she had with the fe- 
tus." In so doing, the majority implicitly sanctioned the image of ktaI 
au tonoq  and maternal oblivion. 

As a krninist used to resisting women's reduction to biolog~~ E find it 
awkward to defend their biological connection to the fetus. But the 
patent absurdity and cmelty of this decision underscore the need for 
ferninist analyses of reproduction to address biology. A true biological 
perspective does not lead us to determinism but rather to infinite unrin- 
t io t~ ,  which is to say that it is historical." Particular lives are lived in par- 
ticzIlar bodies-not only women's bodies, but just as relevantly aging, ill, 
disabled, or inkerfrile ones, The material circumstances that differenGate 
women's rcrsponses to obstetrical ultrasound and other technologies in- 
clude their own biological history which may be experienced as one of 
limits and defeats. In fact, the most significant divider between pregnant 
women who welcome the information from ultrasound and other moni- 
toring techniques and those who resent the machines or wish to post- 
pone "knowing" may be personal fertility history. A recent study of 
women's psychological r-esponses to the use of electronic fetal monitors 
during labor "found that those women who had previously experienced 
the loss of a baby tended to react positively to the monitor, feeling it to be 
a reassuring presence, a substitute for the physician, an aid to cornmuni- 
cation. Those women who had not previously suffered difficult or trau- 
matic births . . . tended to regard the monitor with hostility, as a distrac- 
tion, a compe~toc "60 

To recite such conditions does not mean we have to retreat into a re- 
ductionist or dudist view of biology Infertility, pregnancy losses, and 
women's feelings of ""desperation" aabou t ""childlessness" b v e  many 
sources, including cultural pressures, environmental hazards, and med- 
ical misdiagnosis or neglect." l ~ t . v e r  the sources, however, a history 
of repeated miscarriages, inkrtility, ectopic pregnancy or loss of' a child 
is likely to dispose a pregnant woman favorably to techniques that allow 
her to visualize the pregnancy and possibly to gain some control over its 
outcome." IPregnancy-as biosocial experience-acts on women" bbodies 



in different ways, with the result that the relation of their bodies, and 
consciousness, to reproductive technologies may also differ. 

Attachment of p ~ g n a n t  women to their Eetuses at earlier stages in 
pregnancy becomes an issue, not because it is cemented through "sight" 
rather than ""fel,'"ut when and if it is used to obstruct or harass an 
abortion decision," In fact, there is no reason any woman" abortion Aeci- 
sion should be tortured in this way, because there is no medical rationale 
for requiring her to view an image of her fetus. Responsible abortion clin- 
ics are cSoing ultrasound imaging in sdected case nly to determine fe- 
tal size or placernenl, where the date of the woman's last menstrual pe- 
riod is unknown, the pregnancy is beyond the first trimester, or there is a 
history of problems; or to diagnose an ectopic pregnancy. But in such 
cases the woman herself does not see the image, because the monitor is 
placed outside her range of vision and clinic protocols refrain from show- 
ing her the picture unless she specifically requests it." In the current his- 
torical context; to consciously limit the uses of fetal images in abortim 
clinics is to take a political stance, to resist the message of The Si le~z f  
Scream. This reminds us that the politics of reproductive technologies are 
constmcted contexhally, out af who uses them, how, and for what pur- 
poses. 

The view that "reproductive engineering" is imposed on "women as a 
class,'\rat.her than being sought by them as a means toward greater 
choice,hj obscures the particular reality, not only of women with fertility 
problems and losses but also of other groups. For lesbians who utilize 
sperm banks and artificial inseminat.iol.1 to achieve biological grcrgnancy 
without heterosexual sex, such technologies are a critical tool of repro- 
ductive freedom. Are lesbians to be told that wanting their "own biologi- 
cal childrenf' "neMed &rough their own bodies is somehow wmng for 
them but not for fertile heterosexual couples?bh The majority of poor and 
working-class women in the United States and Britain still have no access 
to amniocentesis, in v i t r ~  ferl-ilization, and the rest, although they (partic- 
ular women of color) have the highest rates of infertility and fetal impair- 
ment. It would be wrong to ignore their lack of access to these techniques 
on the grounds that worrying about haw babies b m  out, or wanting to 
have "your own" is only a middle-class (or eugenic) prejudice. 

In Europe, Australia, and North America, feminists are currently en- 
gaged in heated d&ate over whether new reproductive technologies pre- 
sent a threat or an opportunity for women. Do they simply reinforce the 
age-old pressures on women to bear children, and to bear them to certain 
specifica~ons, or do they give women more control? m a t  sort of control 
do we require in order to have reproductive freedom, and are 
there should there be any limits on our control?h7 What is the meaning of 
reproductive technologies that talor-make infants, in a csnitext where 



childcare remains the private responsibility of women and many women 
are growing incrrsasingly poor? Individual women, especially middle- 
class women, are choosing to utilize high-tech abstetrics, and their 
choices may not always be ones we like. It may be that chorionic villus 
sampling, the new first-trimester prenatal diagnostic technique, will in- 
crtlase the use of seiec~ve abortion for sex, Moreover, the bias against dis- 
ability that underlies the quest for the "perfect child" seems undeniable. 
Newer methods of prenatal diagnosis may mean that more and more 
abortions become ""selective," so that more women decide "to abort the 
particular fetus [they] are carrying in hopes of coming up with a 'better' 
one next time."hx Are these choices moral? Do we have a right to judge 
them? Can we even say they are "free"? 

On the other hand, techniques for imaging letuses and pregnancies 
may, depending on their cultural contexts and uses, offer means for em- 
powering women, both individually and collectively. We need to exam- 
ine these possibili~es and to recognize that, at the pmsent stage in his- 
tory, feminists have no common standpoint about how women ought to 
use this power. 

Conelusion 

Images by themselves lack "objective" meanings; meanings come from 
the interlocking fields of context, communications, application, and re- 
ception. If we removed from the ultrasound image of The Silerl t Scrcar~ its 
title, its text, its sound narrativcc, Dr. Nathanson, the media and distribu- 
tion networks, and the whole antiabortion political climate, what would 
remain? But, of course, the question is absurd because no image dangles 
in a cult-ural void, just as no fetus Roats in a space capsule. The problem 
clearly becomes, then, how do we change the contexts, media, and con- 
sciousness through which fetal images are defined? Here are some pro- 
posals, both modest and utopian. 

First, we have to restore women to a central place in the pregnancy 
scene. To do this, we must create new images that recontextualize the fe- 
tus, that glace it back into the uterus, and the uterus back into the 
woman's body, and her body back into its social space. Contexts do not 
neatly condense into symbols; they must be told through stories that give 
them mass and dimension, For example, a brief prepared from thousands 
of letters received in an abortion rights campaign and presented to the 
Suprem Cotlrt in its most recmt abortion case, translates \rsomen% aahor- 
tion stories into a legal text. Boldly filing a procession of real women be- 
fore the court's eyes, it materializes them in not only their bodies but also 
their jobs, families, schoolwork, health problems, young age, poverty, 
raceiethnic identity, and dreams of a better life.69 



Second, we need to separate the power relations within which repro- 
ductive technologies, including ultrasound imaging, are applied from 
the technologies themselves. If women we= truly empowered in the 
clinic setting, as practitioners and patients, would we discard the tech- 
nologies? Or would we use them differently, integrating them into a 
more holistic clinical dialogue bet-ween women" felt howledge and the 
technical information "&iscovered" in the test tube or on the screen? Be- 
fore attacking reproductive technologies, we need to demand that all 
women have access to the knowledge and resources to judge heir uses 
and to use them wisely, in keeping with their own particular needs. 

Finally, we should pursue the discourse now begun toward develop- 
ing a feminist ethic of reproductive freedom that complements feminist 
politics. What ought we to choose if we became genuinely free to choose? 
Are some choices unacceptable on moral grounds, and does this mean 
under any ci.rcumstances, or only under some? Can feminism  construct 
a jsyhl sense of childbearing and materniq without capihxlating to ide- 
ologies that reduce women to a maternal essence? Can we talk about 
morality in reproductive decision making without invoking the specter 
of: maternal duty? On some level, the struggle to demystify fetal images 
is fraught with danger, because it involves re-e~lzbodyi~zg the fetus, thus 
r e p w x n ~ n g  women as (wanting-to-be or not-wanting-ta-he) pregnant 
persons. One way out of &is danger is to image the pregnant woman, not 
as an abstraction, but within her total framework of relationships, eco- 
nomic and health needs, and desires. Once we have pictured the social 
conditions of her freedom, however, we have not dissolved the conh-a- 
dictions in how she might use it. 
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Dissident Citizenship 
Democratic Theory, Pa 
Courage, and Activist Women 
HOLLOWAY SPARKS 

I n  this essay, I argue that contemporay der~zocratic theory gioes in- 
suflcielzc nttenficln to the itnplrtanl c:ctniirihudicrrzs dissr.ltt.ing citietls nlake to 
denzocnzfic lqe, Guided by the di,ssi&nt practices clfacrlizpist wonzerz, I d e v t . 1 ~  n 
nzom a p n s i v e  conc~~tiorz of citizenshk that ~cognlzcs  dissent arzd urz ethic of 
pdificcrl a,uragi. as vital elente~zts nfder~ocrutic participation. I illustrate how 
this perspective UFZ citl'zet.~ship recasts and recZaz'nrs wanre~.z"scvwrklgeous dissi- 
dence If?y ~ c u n s i d e r i ~ ~ g  fit. well-klzrrwrz story @Rosa i"nrks. 

A black woman named Rosa Parks refuses to give up her seat to a 
white man on a Montgomery, Alabama, bus in 1955 and goes to jail. A 
p u p  of welkre mothers led by fohnnie May Tillman challenges the at- 
tempts of white, middle-class male organizers to assume leadership 
roles in the welfare rights movement in 1966. Poet, activist, and black les- 
bian feminist A u d ~  Lorde pointedly calls white feminists to account for 
their racism, classism, and homophobia during the 1981 National 
Women's Studies Association meeting. Activist Candace Gingrich comes 
out publicly as a lesbian following the election of her conservative half- 
brother Newt as Speaker of the House in 1994. 

In spite of the crucial roles these activist women have played in con- 
t-emporary US. politics, mainstream democratic theory offers few re- 
sources for thinking about their actions in terms of citizenship. For polit- 
ical theorists interested in democracy however, the dissident practices of 
Parks, Rllmon, and other ac~vis t  women provide a rich source for con- 
sidering what it means to be an active, self-governed citizen, and what it 
means to act together with others in a political community. In this essay 
I argue that the dissenting pm"Cti~cps 01 these women point toward an ex- 



panded conception of democratic citizenship that incorporates dissent, 
recognizes courage as centrai to democratic action, and reclaims and 
revalues the courageous dissident prac~ces of women activists. 

Although feminist historians and social movements scholars have re- 
cently devotcd a great deal of attention to womwfs activism (see e.g., 
Crawford el al., 1990; West and Blumberg 1990; Laslett el a]., 19951, this 
work has had little impact on democratic theorists. Part of the reason for 
this inattention, as a number of feminist theorists have noted, is the ten- 
dency sf democratic theorists ts  ignore the public acthities sf women 
(Ackelsberg 1988; Pateman 1989; Evans 1993). An additional reason is the 
deliberative and discursive focus of much contemporaly democratic the- 
ory. Recent controversies about citizenship have primarily centered on 
the role of citizen deliberation in democracies. Participatory theorists, 
such as Carole Pateman, Benjamin Barber, Jane Mansbridge, Iris Marion 
Young, and theorists drawing from the work of Hamah Arendt and Jiir- 
Sen Habermas have gener&ed a lively debate about the promise and 
possibilities of reconceptudizing and institutimalizing citizen delibera- 
tion in a wider variety of public spaces. 

Citizenship, however, involves more than deliberation. Deliberation, 
however critical as a practice, is often the goal rather than the starting 
point for those who engage in dissident citizenship. I conceptualize dissi- 
dent citizenship as the practices of marginalized dtizens who public1 y 
contest prevailing arrangements of power: by means of oppositional 
democratic practices that augment or replace institutionalized channels 
of democratic oppositSon when those channels are inadeyate or unavail- 
able. Instead of voting, 'lobbying, or petitioning, dissident citizens consti- 
tute alternative public spaces through practices such as marches, 
protests, and picket lines; sit-ins, slaw-downs, and cleanups; speeches, 
strikes, and street theater. Dissident citizenship, in other words, encom- 
passes the often creative oppositional practices of citizens who, either by 
choice or (much more commonly) by farced exclusion from tlte ins2-i.h- 
tionalized means of opposilion, contest mrrent arrangements of power 
from the margins of the polity. While dissident citizens can be progres- 
sive or conservative, civil rights ac~vists or segregahonisls, pro-choice or 
pro-life, environmentalists or smokersf rights advocates, they share a 
commitment to unconveneonal forms of democratic engagement and op- 
position that nonetheless preserve the possibiliv of ongoing debate and 
disagreement. Consequently, if democratic citizenship is ultimately 
about "the collective and participatory engagement of citizens in the de- 
t-e~mina~on of the affairs of their community" "oietz 1987,14), hen  mar- 
ginalized dissident citizens who address the wider polity in order to 
change minds, challenge practices, or even reconstitute the very bound- 
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aries of the political itself engage in a form of democratic citizenship that 
is essential for the continuing revitalization of democratic life. 

A cmcial element in the practice of dissident citizenship, I wish to ar- 
gue, is the discourse and practice of courage. One way to describe courage 
is as a commitment to resolution and persistence in the face of risk, uncer- 
tainty, or fear, Because of its strong associat-ion with the behavior of sol- 
diers, courage has often been constructed as a quintessentially masculine 
trait, tied intimately to conceptions of manhood and to the performance of 
violence (see esp. Brawn 1988). But as the examples at the beginning of 
this essay demonstrate, women are perfectly capable of acting resolutely 
in the face of risk, uncertainty, and fear, even though they are much less 
likely to be credited as courageous actors. A courageous act, moreover, 
need not be a violent one. It i s  commonly believed and well documented, 
for example, that nonviolent resistance adivities, protests, and communi- 
cation with opponents can require courage, especially in the face of verbal 
abuse, threatened incarceration, or the possibility of physical vialence. 
Civil rights Freedom Riders who responded to mob attacks with nonvio- 
lence in the summer of 1961, for example, clearly practiced courage while 
resisting segregahon in the American South. 

A less well developed perspective is that communication, connection, 
and dialogue with allies and potential allies can require the practice of 
courage as well. For example, Audre Lorde speaks of the courage femi- 
nists have needed to confront racism within their own groups. Women of 
color have practiced courage by breaking the silence about racism; white 
women have practiced courage by not turning away from the gainful 
recognition of their own racist practices. By courageously confronting 
racism, Lorde argues, feminists have strengthened their alliances (Lorde 
1984b). Like resistance activi~es, these connection and coalition acwities 
are important dimensions of the practice of dissident citizenship. In bod7 
cases, discourses and practices of courage shape political engagement and 
action, wen under conditions of uncertainty and especidy in contexts 
where dissident citizens face domination and oppression. Although con- 
temporary democratic theory offers little guidance for considering the 
rde  of courage in democratic life, attendil-tg to the way that conceptions of 
courage are used to shape and mediate dissent allows us to explore the 
ways that dissident citizenship itself is negotiated and performed. Explor- 
ing courage will also draw attention to how dissident citizenship is con- 
structed and negotiated in gendered, raced, and classed terms. 

In this essay, I construct an account of dissident citizenship that in- 
cludes attention to political courage and that offers an approach for ex- 
ploring the dissident practices of women. Drawing on feminist theoriz- 
ing about oppositional citizenship, multidisciplinary work on women's 



activism, and activist accounts d dissent, I: argue for a conception of citi- 
zenship that recognizes both dissent and an ethic of political courage as 
vital dertlents of democratic par~cipation. After br idy exploring a case 
study of women's activism, I conclude with some reflections on what this 
approach offers to democratic theorists and others interested in womenf s 
citizenship and public activities. 

Contemporary Perspectives on Citizenship 

To understand how dissent has fallen through the cracks of much main- 
stream democratic theory, it is helpful to review how that theory concep- 
tualizes citizenship and the role of conflict in democratic life. In the lib- 
eral democraGc eadil-ian of polirical thought, conflict beheen citizens is 
expected and institutionalized. As exemplified in the work of theorists 
such as fohn Rawls (19";7, 1985), Ronald Dworkin (49";78), and Robert 
Nozick (19741, this tradition conceives of citizens as legitimately self- 
interested individuals who have agreed (contracted) to respect each 
other's individual liberty and interests.' Governments are charged with 
enlorcing this respect; and should provide enough prutcction and ~egula- 
tion to preserve individuals' abilities to pursue their diverse interests and 
ends, especially in the marketplace. But because citizens also need pro- 
tection from powerful govermen"r, certain activities and spaces are 
withdrawn from legitimate public interference and are protected as 
"rights." Furthermore, citizens are granted an additional check on their 
government by way of regular elections. 

Politics, according to this view, is the process of resolving the in- 
evitable conflicts and disputes that will result when citizens pursue their 
ineerests and theis individual conceptions of the good life. These con- 
flicts, however, will be resolved by representatives, not by citizens them- 
selves. Citizens who "losef' in a confiict, furthermore, are expected to re- 
spect the decision, even if they begin the instit-utionalized process of 
disagreement again. Under the liberal democratic view of political life, in 
sum, conflict is a given but is tamed by established institutional forms of 
expression. 

As Maq Bietz has observed, '"is vision of the ciriaen as the bearer of 
rights, democracy as the capitalist market society, and polifics as repre- 
sentalive gove~xment is precise1 y what makes liberalism, despik its ad- 
mirable and vital insistence on the values of individual freedom and 
equality, seem so politically barren to so many of its critics" ((Dietz 1985 
5-45). Commzanitarian theorists such as Michael Sandel (1982, 1984) and 
Alasdair MacIntyre (1981), for example, find the liberal vision of suspi- 
cious, self-interested, isolated citizens tremendously impoverished. In 
Sandel's view, "we cannot be wholly unencumbelled [liberal] subjects of 
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possession, individuated in advance and given prior to our endsff 
(Sandel 1984, 166). He and MacIntyre insist instead on the "embedded- 
ness" of individuals (and therefore citizens) in their communities. In con- 
trast to the liberal celebration of individual rights and self-interest, corn- 
munitarians claim that what is in the interest of an individual is 
inexlricably tied to what is good for a community as a whole: "my iden- 
tity is not independent of my aims and attachments, but partly consti- 
tuted by them; I am situated from the start, embedded in a history which 
locates me among others, and implicates my good in the good of the 
communities whose stories I share" (Sandel 1984,9). Citizenship thus be- 
comes the project of cooperatively seeking the good for a community, as a 
community, rather than as self-interested individuals. 

In the "local forms of community" that comrnunitczrians favor, con- 
flict-or at least serious conflict-seems to disappear. The "central bond" 
of a communitarian community, MacIntyre argues, is "a shared vision of 
and understanding of goads" (MacIntyre 1981, 258). This shared vision, 
along with attention to traditions and to one's history and roles, provide 
guidance for community interactions that ideally embody "civility" 
(MacIntyre 1981,263) and, one gachers, a high degree of consensus. in a 
community where values and a sense of the common good are shared, 
citizens are not adversaries, as liberal democrats would have us believe, 
but something doser to kiends or perhaps even relatives. Unlike the lib- 
eral democratic view; which leaves immutable conflict at the heart of 
public life, communitarians suggest that citizen concern for the common 
good makes coopera~con flourish and conflict disappear. 

Recent participatory theorists join the communitarians in finding the 
liberal conception of citizenship too limited and adversarial, yet propose 
a quite different vision of human living together in response. Drawing on 
traditions and sources as diverse as Greek political thought, Italian Re- 
naissance civic republicanism, the writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 
Alexis de Tacqueville, the American pragmatists, and Hannah Ar-endt, 
contemporary participatory theorists have argued for a conception of cit- 
izenship that puts citizen action and self-government at the center of po- 
litical life (Pateman 1479; MansbriAge 1980; Barber 1984; Dietz 1987; 
Habermas 1989; Young 1990; Fraser 1992). It is only through the active 
participation of citizens, these theorists argue, that democracy becomes 
legi.t-imater 'Men and women who are not directly respansible &rough 
common deliberation, common decision, and common action for the 
policies that determine their common lives together are not really free at 
all, however much they enjoy securiv, private rights, and freedom h m  
interference" Barber 1984,14546). 

Citizenship in a participatory democracy, therefore, requires signifi- 
cant participation in common institutions of self-government; institu- 



tJons "designed to facilitate ongoing civic participation in agenda- 
setting, deliberation, legislation, and policy implementation (in the form 
of 'common work")" "mber 1984,151). These participatory institll2ions, 
by transforming strangers into citizen-neighbors through common con- 
versations and projects, enable ci~zens to envision and articulate "a com- 
mon fuhre in terms of genuinely common goods" ((Barber 1984, 197). 
And as Benjamin Barber argues in Strong Denroclacy, this common vision 
need not be purchased by suppressing conflict or by sacrificing individ- 
ual interests, Conflict and disagreement; Barber insists, can instead be 
transformed by ci"tlzen deliberation and action, 

Participatory politics deals with public disputes and conflicts of interest by 
subjecting them to a never-ending process of deliberation, decision, and ac- 
tion, . . . In such communitiesf public ends are neither extrapolated from ab- 
solutes nor ""dscovereQ"" in a preexisting "hidden consensus." They arc lit- 
erally forged through the act of public participation, created through 
common deliberation and common action and the effect that deliberation 
and action have on interests, whic1.r change shape and direction when sub- 
jected to these participatory processes. (Baxlber 1 984,151-52) 

U-nlik the liberal demotra~c vision of citizenship, which views conflict 
as something merely to be tolerated or managed, conflict in a participa- 
tory democracy becomes an occasion for learning and for actively creat- 
ing consensus where none existed before.2 Citizens learn, through demo- 
craiic int:eractisn with other citizens, how to enlarge their vision of their 
own freedom and interests to include others (Baher 2984, 232). The re- 
sult is a form of democratic life, Barber argues, that respects both individ- 
ual and mut-ual purposes. 

Barber's vision of participatory democracy, although powerful, has 
been challenged persuasively by other participatory theorists. These the- 
orists are critical (somerimes intensely so) of Barber's failure to recognize 
deep-seated inequalities that affect participation and interaction in public 
life. As an example, some theorists flatly reject Barber's case for putting 
political equa1iC.y before economic equality, and fsr assuming that com- 
mon talk and common action can take place in the presence of the sys- 
tematic inequalities pmduced under capitalism. f amuel Bodes and Her- 
bert GjMis, for instance, present a compelling argument for why the 
economy must be subject. to democratic accountability in a society that 
values equaliv and participation (Bowles m d  Gilltis 1986). In a similar 
vein, Richard Flacks has argued recently that democrazic societies must 
discover ways to democratically control the movement and impact of 
global capital while simultaneously creating more participatory eco- 
nomic instih't-ions and practices (Flatks 1996). Meminghl palitical par- 
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ticipation, these theorists insist, requires some sort of substantive eco- 
nomic cqualiv (Eraser 1992,118-21). 

In addition, Iris Marion h u n g  has criticized Barber's inattention to the 
deep-seated inequalities produced by the cultural imperialism practiced 
by dominant social groups. Cultural imperialism, in Young's view, is "the 
universalization of a dominant group's experience and d h r e ,  and its 
establishment as the norm" (1990, 59). Although she supports Barber's 
vision of a democratic society where all people participate in public dis- 
cussion and decisionmaking, b u n g  takes Barber to task for defining h e  
public realm as one in which social and cultural differences must be 
"submerged" in favor of apparently neutral deliberation about "the com- 
mon good." In Barber's strong democracy, Young observes, "The pursuit 
of' particular interests, the pressing of the claims of particular groups, all 
must take place within a framework of community and common vision 
established by the public realmf' (1990, 117). This is problematic because 
dominant groups have the power to ""pqect their w n  experiences as 
representative of humanity as such" (1990,553). Public discussions framed 
in terms of community, common vision, and unity, '"as opposed to group 
affinity and par"lcular need and interest," h u n g  argue% consequently 
privilege the voices and perspectives of dominant groups who "domi- 
nate the allegedly common publicf' (1990, 117). Any legitimate public 
conflict., consequently is precluded by a fraudulent consensus.. (See also 
Mansbridge 1980; 1998,127.) 

Although she respects Barber's desire to counter the liberal vision of 
atomistic, self-interested individuals, Young argues that it is not neces- 
sary to replace that vision with a falsely homogenizing "ideal of commu- 
nity." Instead, Young supports the creation of what she terms "a hetero- 
geneous pu""blit." 

The repoli-iticizatim of public life does not require the creation of a unified 
public realm in which citizens leave behind their particular group affilia- 
tions, histories, and needs to discuss a mythical "common good.'" In a suci- 
cty differentiated by social groupst occupaticms, political positions, differ- 
ences of privilege and oppression, regions, and so on, the perception of 
anything like a common good can only be an outcome of gubfric interaction 
that expresses rather than submerges partictrlarities, . . . Indeed, in open and 
accessible public spaces and forums, one should expect to encounter and 
hear from those who are different, whose social perspectives, experience, 
and affiliations are different. To promote a politics of inclusion, then, partici- 
patory democrats must promote the ideal of a hcterogencous public, in 
which persons stand forth with their differences acknowledged and re- 
spected, tl~ough perhaps not complete1 y trnderstood by otl~ers. (Votrng 1990, 
119) 



Citizenship, in Young's heterogeneous public, thus takes the form of par- 
ticipation in public discussion and decisionma&ng, but in an institutional 
context that "'equalizes the abilit;lir of oppressed gwups to speak and be 
heard" (1990,189). Institutional mechanisms and public resources should 
support group representation by providing for the self-organization of 
oppressed groups, the gwup generation and analysis of palicy propos"la 
and group veto power regarding specific policies (1990, 184). Group rep- 
resentdon, Young concludes, prevents oppresshn, draws codict into 
the open, and provides all social groups with the resources for meaning- 
ful participation in joint agenda-setting, deliberation, decision, and 
action.3 

Although Young does not confine the principles of p u p  representn- 
t-im to repmwntative bodies in government set.fings, clearly her proposal 
has an institutional focus. All her examples are decisionmaking bodies; 
the "democratized publicsf' she talks about are institutional ones. While 
both Barber and b u n g  have considered ways to expand democracy 
within current institutions, democratic theorists drawing from the work 
of Jiirgen Habermas have drawn attention to an additional realm of par- 
ticipation, what Habermas and others have called "the public sphere.'' 
The public sphere, in Nancy Fraser's words, 

desipates a theater in modem societies in which. polilrlcali participation is 
enacted through the medium of talk, It is the space in which citizens deliber- 
ate about their common affairs, and hence an institutionaIized arena of dis- 
cursive interaction. This arena is conceptually distinct from the state; it is a 
site for the production and circulation of discourses that can in principle be 
critical of the state, The public spl-tere in Habermas's sexwe is also conceptu- 
ally distinct from the official economy; it is not an arena of market relations 
but rather one of discursive relations, a theater for debating and deliberating 
rather than for btrying and selling. (Fraser 1992,110-11) 

In recent years, theorists drawing on the notion of the ideal public 
sphere have defended a conception of democracy variously termed "de- 
liberative democracy," """proceduralist-deliberative democracy" "'discur- 
sive democracy," or "communicative democracy." (See esp. Habermas 
1987 and 1989; Dryzek 1990; Fishkin 1991; Joshua Cohen 1989; Mans- 
bridge 1992; Benhabib 1996a.) Delibera~ve theorists join the participatory 
theorists in advocating significant political participation and "the widest- 
reaching democratization of decisionmaking processes" possible, but 
they expand the focus on political participation to "a more inclusively 
understood concept of discursive will formation" (Benhabib 1992,86). In 
the words of Seyla Benhabib, under the deliberative conception of 
democracy, 
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participation is seen not as an activity only possible in a narrowly defined 
political realm but as an activity that can be realized in the social and ctrl- 
trrral spheres as well. Participating in a citizen's initiative to clean up a pol- 
luted haxlbor is no less poli-itical than debating in cultural journals the pejura- 
tive presentation of certain groups in terlns of stereotypical images 
(combating sexis~n and racism in the media). (Bedlabib 1992,863) 

Citizenship in a deliberative democracy, consequently, means participat- 
ing in ""the detemination of norms of act-ion through the pract-icalj debate 
of all affected by them" (Behabib 1992,86). The precise rules that should 
govern the practical debate are a matter of some dispute (see, e.g., Haber- 
mas 1996; Joshua Cohen 1996; Young 1996), but this more expansive no- 
tion of participation as talk and deliberation in a variety of settings, Ken- 
habib claims, "articulates a vision of the political true to the realities of 
complex, modern societiesf' (Behabib 199% 861.4 

Dissent and Democratic Life 

The participatory and deliberative views of citizenship as citizen partici- 
pation and joint deliberation and action offer provocative visions of the 
possibilities for democratic societies in the late twentieth century. Strik- 
ingly absent frown this work, howevel; i s  %stained attenition to the role of 
dissent in democratic life, meorists who do talk about dissent; Eurther- 
more, tend to raise the issue only in terns of verbal deliberative dissent, 
For example, Barber confines his discussion of dissent to his chapter on 
democratic talk and judgment.""A healthy democratic community," Bar- 
ber notes, will 

leave room for the expression of distrust, dissent, or just plain opposition, 
even in lost causes where dissenters are very much in the minority. Here the 
function of talk is to allow peopte to vent their grievances or frustration or 
oppo"tion, not in hopes of xnoving others but in order to give public stahns 
to their strongly held personal convictions. The cry ""t spite of all, I believe 
. . . " i s  the hallmark of such usage, and conscientious objection to military 
service is an illuminating example. fBar;ber 1984,192) 

Dissenters can also register continuing opposition even after a decision 
has been made, 

""Im part of the community, I participated in the talk and deliberat;ion lead- 
ing to the decision, and so 1 regard myself as bound; but let it be known that 
I do not think we have made the right decision," "says the dissenter in a 
strong democracy He means thus not to change the decision this time, for it 



has been taken, but to bear wih-ress to another point of view (and thereby to 
keep the issue on the public agenda), (Barber 19M, 192)" 

As Barber's examples suggest, dissent is not simply resistance (e.g., 
Cooper 1995, chs. 2 and 7). Dissenters do not exit the political collective 
when they Nloseff in a discussion. Neither do they simply change their 
fininds, or remain silent. Instea4 to dissent is to maintain a principled op- 
positional stance against a more powerful group while remaining politi- 
cally and publicly engaged. But the dissent that Barber seems to have in 
mind here passes verbally between people who remain participatory and 
deliberative equals, people who have equal standing and membership 
mithirz the strong democratic public. "1 participated in the talk and deliber- 
ation leading to the decision," "says Barber's dissenter. Barber" dissent- 
ing actions are undertaken by equals who are only te~rporavily outnum- 
bered during one episode of public deliberatim. 

But why limit dissent to interac~uns within a decisionmaking commu- 
nity, between deliberative partners? Barber's vision of citizenship and 
the minimal role reserved far dissent would exclude from the realm of le- 
gitimate public action the impartant activities undertaken by those citi- 
zens who are lzot in fact participatory or deliberative equals. Barber and 
indeed most democratic theorists pay no attention to actions that chal- 
lenge the struct-ure or pmc~ces of' political institutions, that highlight: in- 
equality and exclusion within the collective, that assert independence on 
the part of those citizens who are less powerful, that are intended to edu- 
cate or change the minds of' the more powerful, or that challenge the 
boundaries of the political itself. By focusing almost exclusively on the 
debates and deliberative interactions of those citizens on the "inside," 
most democratic thec3rists have missed the impartant dissident activiEies 
of hose citizens on the "outside." 

We clearly need to consider these farms of dissident citizen action as 
central to an adequate concep~on of: democratic citizenship. To dissent, 
whether one has an acknowledged place at the deliberative table or not, 
is to be an engaged, active, self-governed citizen. To dissent when one 
faces dominalim and oppression, ftrrthermorc, marks a level of commit- 
ment to participatory democracy rarely matched by nondissenting citi- 
zens. Dissent has been a persistent, if sometimes vexing, visitor in the 
house of democracy; perhaps it is time to wpack its hags, welcome it 
home, and acknowledge its rightful place in our democratic lives. 

Theorizing Dissident Citizenship 

I srnggested earlier in this essay that dissidmt democra23c dtizenship can 
useftllly be conceptualized as the public contestation of prevailing 
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arrangements of power by marginalized citizens through oppositional, 
democratic, noninstitutionalized practices that augment or replace insti- 
t.Lrtionalized channels of democratic opposition when those channels are 
inadequate or unavailable, At this point, let me clarify what I mean by 
oppositional, democratic, noninstitutionalized dissident practices by 
way of a morcz general discussion about opposition within democratic 
polities. 

In the broadest terms, people living in democratic polities can conceiv- 
ably contest pmvailing norms, decisions, lws ,  and other arrangements 
of power through a range of nondemocratic and democratic practices. 
Choices include: 1) using violence (either as revolutionaries or as terror- 
ists); 2) exiting (either as emigrants or as internal separatists); 3) remain- 
ing in the p d i v  but deliberately choosing silence or inaction mther than 
participation (as nonvoters and other nonparticipants); 4) using the for- 
mal, instibGonalized channels of democratic contestation that address 
the state (as voters, as lobbyists, as plaintiffs in legal cases against the 
state); 5) using the institutionalized but marginalized channels of demo- 
cratic contestation that address the state and the wider polity (as mem- 
bers of oppositional organiza~ons such as the N M C P  or the National 
Organization for Women); or 6) using the noninstitutionalized and mar- 
ginalized channels of democratic contestation that address both the state 
and the wider paliy (as demonstrators, as civil dis&edients).While all 
six of these practices contest power arrangements and are therefore op- 
positional, only the last three are democratic, and only the last two are 
dissident. For example, although violence and terrorism might commu- 
nicate opposition rather effectively, they are not democratic practices be- 
cause they collapse the space for collective debate and contestation with 
the use or threat of violence. Exit, separatism, and silence are also not de- 
mocratic practices because they involve the failure to participate in col- 
lective political engagement at all. On the other hand, institutionalized, 
state-centexd ways of contes3sting power arrangements (such as filing pe- 
titions, voting in a referendum, lobbying an elected official), while both 
oppositional and democratic, are not dissent in the broader sense because 
citizens (in theory) engage in these instihtionalized prac~ces as partici- 
patory equals.8 

Although Barber and others apply the term "dissent" to institutional- 
ized forms of political opposition between equals (for example, the 
Supreme Court's practice of dissenting opinions), dissent in fact covers a 
much wider range of political practices and need not involve interaction 
between instiht-ional equais. Inked, an alternative meaning of dissent 
derives from the actions of those activists we most commonly call dissi- 
dents-the internationally known activists, such as India's Mahatma 
Gandhi, the former Czechoslovakia3 Vaclav Havel, or Burma's Aung 



San Suu Kyi, who advocate engaged, usually nonviolent opposition 
against their own repressive, undemocratic governments. These dissi- 
dents unlike Barber's dissenters are not partidpatory equals temporar- 
ily outnumbered during one episode of public deliberation. Instead, 
these activists contest current power arrangements from the margins of 
their nondemocratic polities because they have no institutionalized chan- 
nels of opposition available or because they lack meaningful access to 
those channels. Dissidents in democratic societies can certainly engage in 
both instihtionalized and noninstitutianalized forms of marginalized 
contestation simultaneously; the form of dissent I will concentrate on 
here, however, will be the oppositional, democratic, noninstitutionalized 
forms of contestation that marginalized citizens use to address more 
powerful groups. 

To flesh out this understanding of dissident citizenship, and, in partic- 
ular, to think through the range of practices that dissident citizenship can 
involve, it is useful to draw on three primary r-esources: the work of fern- 
inist democratic theorists on oppositional citizenship within stratified so- 
cieties, the recent multidisciplinary work on womenf s activism, and ac- 
tivist accounts of dissent.9 

As noted earlier, mmy democratic theorists ignore the contributions of 
disscllneng citizens to kmocratic life. A smair number of feminist demo- 
cratic theorists, however, have begun thes3rizing about oppositional citi- 
zenship within stratified societies. One of the most important contribu- 
tions to this endeavor is Nancy Fraser's conception of subaltern 
counterpublics (Fraser 1992). According to Frasel; Hzibermas's ideal pub- 
lic sphere of citizen discursive interaction ignores both the historical real- 
ity of a multitude of alternative competing publics and the likelihood 
that in stratified societies, "arrangements that accommodate contestation 
among a plurality of competing publics better promote the ideal of par- 
ticipatory pality than does a single, comprehensive, overarching public" 
(Raser 1992,122). Fraser suggests calling these altemc?t.ive publics ""subnl- 
ferlz counterpublics in order to signal that they are parallel discursive are- 
nas where members of subordinated social groups invent and circulate 
counterdiscourses to formulate vpositional interpretations of their iden- 
tities, interests, and needs" (Fraser 1992,123, emphasis in original). 

According to Fraser, subaltern counterpubfics play at least two impor- 
tant roles in stratified societies. 

On the one hand, they function as spaces of withdrawal and regroupmcnt; 
on the other hand, they also function as bases and training grounds for agi- 
tational actiivities directed toward wider publics, It is precisely in the dialec- 
tic between these two functions that their e~nancipatory potential resides. 
This dialectic enables subalkm counterpublics partially to offset' although 
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nut wholly to eradicate, the unjust participatory privileges enjoyed by mem- 
bers of dolninant social groups in stratified societies, (Fraser 1992,124) 

Drawing on this portion of Fraser's work, Jane Mansbridge suggests that 
the protective function of subaltern counterpublics is especially critical 
for democratic life. In Mansbridge's view, '"emocracies need to foster 
and value informal deliberative enclaves of resistance in which those 
who lose in each coercive move can rework their ideas and their skate- 
gies, gathering their forces and deciding in a mare protected space in 
what way or whrther to continue the battle" (Mansbridge 1996,477). (See 
also Scott 1990; 1985.) Oppositional enclaves protect the "underdogs" (in- 
cluding dissidents) from silencing, and allow them to continue injecting 
their competing discourses and visions into the mainstream public 
sphere discussion (Mansbridge 1996,58). 

Fraser's own work has tended to focus more on the "agitational" di- 
mension of subaltern counterprxhlics. Fraser's dismssion of "the politics 
of need interpretation" in her 1989 book Unruly Practices, for example, 
notes the important oppositional activities undertaken by subaltern 
counterp'xblics. 

By insisting on speaking publicly of heretolurc dcpoliticizcd needs, by 
claiming for these needs the status of legitimate poliitical issues, such per- 
suns and groups do several thir-rgs simultaneously, First, they contest the es- 
tablished boundaries separating ""pEtiticsf' from "economics" and ""dmes- 
tics." "cond, they offer a1 tema tivc interpretations of their needs embedded 
in alternative chains of in-order-to relations. Third, they create new dis- 
course publics from which they try to disseminate their interpretatims of 
the needs throughout a wide range of different discourse publics. Finally, 
they challenge, modify; and / 0.1- displace hegemonic elements of the means 
of interpretation and comm~mication; they invent new forms of discourse 
for interpreting their needs. (Fraser 1989, 171)1° 

If we are intereged in creatinf; a more equal and just participatory 
democracy, Fraser insist% we need a much ihetter understanding of: how 
these contestatory discursive interactions between unequal publics work. 
Drawing on the work of George Eley, Fraser proposes a conceptual start- 
ing point. 

George Eley suggests that we think of the public sphere ((in stratified soci- 
eties) as ""te structured setting where cultural and ideolclgical contest or nc- 
gotiation arnung a variety of publics takes place." 'This formufa~on does jut+ 
tice to the multiplicity of public arenas in stratified societies by expressly 
acknowledging the presence and activity of ""a variety of publics." At the 



same time, it also does justice to the fact that these various publics are situ- 
ated in a single ""smctured sewing'" that advantages some and disadvan- 
tages others. Finally, Eley's solrlnulation docs jrrstice to the fact that in strati- 
fied societies the discursive relations among differentially empowered 
publics are as likely to take the form of contestation as that a l  delibera~on. 
(Fraser 1992,125, quoting Eley 1992) 

Fraser's idea of subaltern counterpublics, when put in the context of this 
expand4 notion of the public sphere, provides a way to concephralize 
the participatory citizenship (both oppositional and nonoppositional) of 
both marginalized and nonsubordinated groups." In addition, this for- 
mufa~on takes ineyuality's effects on participation seriously, puts discur- 
sive contestalion and dissent at the heart of cit-izenslnip along with delib- 
eration, and provides a way to take note of the historically specific 
discursive participation of those not engaged in formal politics.12 

As Fraser observes, "Discourses are historically specific, socially situ- 
ated, signifying practices. They are the communicative frames in which 
speakers interact by exchanging speech acts" (1997, 160). Although 
Fraser's conception of discursive contestation seems to encompass both 
verbal and nonverbal practices, the distinction Joan Landes uses in her 
work on the citizenship of women in the French Revolution is helpful 
here: she differentiates betwem the discourse and performance of citizen- 
ship (Landes 1996). The idea of a performance captures the crucial sense 
of citizenship as something that is both scripted by discourse and yet en- 
acted (and some~mes rescripted) by historically sircuated agents.13 When 
this idea is joined with Fraser's insights about discursive contestation, 
both discursive and performative forms of dissenting interactions be- 
tween marginalized and nonmarginalized publics are highlighted. 

Civil disobedience and nonviolent direct action are by far the showiest 
and most widely recognized forms of performative dissenkg practices, 
But some sf the recent muit-idisciplinary work on women's activism sf- 
fers a wider-ranging and much more complex account of resistance and 
oppositional performances. In actdition to greatly expanding our howl-  
edge of women's actual participation in public life, the historians, politi- 
cal scientists, sociologists, anthropologists, and other scholars engaged in 
this work have drawn attention to the important facilitating and organiz- 
ing activities h a t  women perform in the service of dissident social move- 
ments.lWkicki Crawford, for example, has documented the crucial orga- 
nizing roles played by African American women in the Mississippi 
struggle fsr civil rights (Crawford 1990; see also Payne 1990 and 1995). 
Carol Mueller has studied the influence of Ella Baker's organizing activi- 
ties on the development of African American student activism in the 
1960s (Mueller 1990). In addition to &ese more publicly oriented exam- 
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ples, scholars have also pointed out the political impact of women's 
forms of "everyday resistance." Bonnie Thornton Dill, for example, has 
documented the personal and palil-ical effects of workplace rcrsistance en- 
gaged in by African American domestic workers (Dill 1988). 

As Sara Evans and Martha Ackelsberg have both noted, these studies 
of women" aactivism challenge old notions of what counts as political 
participation. In particular, these studies suggest what Sara Evans has 
called a more "dynamic understanding of the links between public and 
private (domestic) Xife," an understanding that recognizes the realm of 
voluntary associations (what she and Harry Boyte elsewhere call "free 
spaces"') as a realm of public action (Evans 1993,131-32; Evans and Boy te 
1986). Martha Ackelsberg has likewise noted h a t  "aa.ttention to the many 
l a m s  of women3 activism and resisSance highligks the limitations" of' 
dichotomies such as public and private, community and workplace (Ack- 
elsberg 1988, 330). By integrating women's experiences of activism into 
political theory; she contends, we would 

recognize that poli-itics i s  not a narrow range of behaviors undertaken by a 
few, meant to influence the formal stsuctzlres of governmental power. 
Rather; it is precisely that web of activities in which people engage out of 
concerns generated by their daily lives. For many of the women whose lives 
are reflected in this volume [Bookman and Morgen 19881, political l i fe is 
community Xife; politics is attending to the quality of life in households, 
communities, and workplaces. (Ackelsberg 1988,308) 

As these studies suggest, oppositional dissenting practices can take 
many forms (discursive, periormativc, organizatriona2, and every day dis- 
sent) and show up in many locations (communities, households, work- 
places). By paying attention to a wider variety of oppositional dissenting 
performances and their contexts, we not only recognize the public partic- 
ipation of women more readily but provide Mler accounb of instances 
of dissident citizenship. 

The scholars working on women's activism also point out the impor- 
tance of understanding the material conditions, institutions, and ideas 
that shape dissenting interactions between marginalized and nonsubor- 
dinated publics. For example, st-udies on material condi~orrs and instritu- 
t-ims reveal how divisions of labor (sexual and racial), workplace rules, 
access to media publicity, and the availability of recourse to the courts 
have all shaped the forms of dissident performances chosen by activists 
(see, e.g., the shrdies in Laslett et al. 1945). Shrdies exploring the dis- 
courses used within and among unequal publics have considered the im- 
pact on activism of ideas about matcmal roles (Bayard de Vola 1997), as 
well as kmale consciousness and &male solidarity (Kaplan 1982), and 



have explored "how gender identities are deployed in political dis- 
courses and mobilized by political actors and to what effect" (Laslett et 
al, 1995,1; see also West and Blumberg 1990, Taylor and Whittier 1992).1" 
Other studies have considered the impact on dissent of ideas about na- 
tionalism (Hine 19931, community (Roy dhouse 1993), and needs (Freder- 
ichon 1993). This scholarly attention to how issues are framed and con- 
tested both within and among groups has added a particularly valuable 
dimension to our understancting of womeds ac2livism. 

One additional and particularly influential kind of discourse is dis- 
course about dissent itself. Tnere is, for example, in the United States a 
long tradition of self-conscious reflection on the part of activists about 
the role of dissent in democratic life.16 Famous tracts, such as Henry 
David Thoreau? 11849 ""Resistance to Civil Government" and Martin 
Luther King's 1963 "Letter from Birmingham Jail," often become touch- 
stones for other activists by providing persuasive justifications for dis- 
sent and arguments about its proper form and limits. King, ffor example, 
was influenced both by Gandhi's writings on nonviolence and Thoreau's 
argument that citizens worthy of the name must withdraw their support 
from an evil s y w m  (King 1958,51,85), in turn, King influenced the peo- 
ple of Montgomery, Alabama, and eventually people all over the world 
with his argument that nonviolent dissenting citizens help publicize in- 
eyaliey and injustice while aiding in the creation sf tensisn and crises 
that force negotiation and change on the part of the more powerful. By 
looking at the discourse activists use to talk about their own dissenting 
ac~ons, then, we offen find a pawerltrl shaping influence on dissident cit- 
izenship. Activist accounts of dissent also provide important interpreta- 
tions of and information about the performances, conditions, and ideas 
surrounding moments of dissident citizenship. mese firsthand accounts, 
therefore, are an important complement to more scholarly studies of dis- 
sidence. 

A Brief Case Study: Reconsidering Rosa Parks 

As the preceding section suggests, a theoretical conception of dissident 
citizenship should attend to four elements of democratic life: 1) the oppo- 
sitional, democratic interactions between marginal and nctnsubordinated 
citizens, or between what Fraser calls "uneyali publics;" 22) the varietrJ of 
discursive perfurmalive, organiza.tional, and "everyday" "dissenting acr- 
tions within and between those unequal publics that augment or replace 
instihtionalizd forms of democratic opposi~on; 3) the material and in- 
stitutional contexts that shape dissenting noninstitutionalized actions be- 
tween unequal publics; and 4) the ideas and discourses that shape and 
influence democratic dissent, especially discourses ahout democracy, citi- 
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zenship, and dissent itself. How would this conception of dissident citi- 
zenship help us understand more clearly Rosa Parks's famous refusal to 
give up her seat to a white man on a Montgomery, Alahma, bus in 1955, 
and the bus boycott that her arrest prompted? 

First of all, we would be encouraged to note the large number of 
publics and counte1-publics involved in the Montgomery bus boycott. On 
the broadest level, of course, there were the pro-segregation publics and 
anti-segregation counterpublics. fmportanf: pro-segrtlgation publics in- 
cluded the mayor of Montgomery and other white elected political offi- 
cials; the white police force; the white bus drivers and their supervisors; 
the white economic elite, including most of Montgomery's business own- 
ers; the white-owned media; the elite white women who employed 
African American cooks, maids, and other hmestics; working-class 
whites; and the Montgomery White Citizens Council, an organization 
dc;dicatc;$ to maintaining segregation. Anti-segwgaticm counterpublics 
included the local chapter of the NAACP; the MTomenfs Political Council 
(WPC), a large group of mostly middle-class African American women 
who had been actively working for better treatment of African Ameri- 
cans in Montgomery for several years; the Montgomery Improvement 
Association (MIA), the massive community organization formed after 
the boycott started; the executive board of the MIA; the ministers of the 
African American churches in Montgomery; the congreetions of those 
churches; the faculty at Alabama State College, a historically black col- 
lege in Montgomery; the working-class African Americans who relied 
heavily on the bus system; and white anti-segregatian allies. 

A number of authors have written about the complex interactions (not 
all of them democratic) within and among these publics (see esp. King 
1958; Durr 1985; Robinson 1.987; Burks 1990; Hampton and Fayer 15190; 
Graetz 1991). Guided by this conception of dissident citizenship, how- 
ever, researchers would specifically explore the noninstitutionalized 
democratic discursive and performative exchanges between the more 
powerful white segregationist publics and the anti-segregation counter- 
publics. In addition to the easily visible performative dissent of the boy- 
cott, itself, scholars would consider more camiully the impact of the regu- 
lar mass meetings held in African American churches, where persuasion, 
decisionmaking, fundraising, and morale boosting took place. The cru- 
cial organizahonal work behind the scenes of the boycott would be rec- 
ognized (see esp. Robinson 19871, as would forms of "everyday resis- 
tance." %me African American domestic workers, for examfie' daimed 
no involvement with the boycott when quizzed by their segregationist 
employers, yet continued to find "excuses" for not needing to ride the 
buses (Robinson 1987; Durr 1985). The complex and sometimes strained 
relationships between subaltern counterpublics would receive greater 



scrutiny: for example, between the male ministerial leadership and the 
female WPC organizers (Robinson 1987); between white activists and 
black activists (Burr 1985; Gmetz 1991; King 1958; Rohinsm 1987); and 
between middle-class and working-class boycott participants (Hampton 
and Fayer 1990). Researchers might also seek more information about the 
wider netwoks of communit_)i activism in Montgomery, not just the po- 
litical ones that joined with or grew out of the churches (Ackelsberg 
1988). 

Guided by this conception of dissident cirizenship, scholars would also 
note the material influences on dissent in Montgomery. For example, the 
presmce of a relaevefy large, well-educated African American middle 
class in Montgomery made ongoing financial support of the boycott pos- 
sible. The fact that the ridership of the buses was more than 75 percent 
African American made a boycott an extremely effeclive tactic (Robinson 
1987). The presence of certain institutions also created particular oppor- 
tunities and constraints during the boycott* Far example, the Ahican 
American churches in Montgomery played crucial roles both because 
they provided large gathering spaces that were mostly free of white in- 
terference, and because their ministers could openly provide leadership 
for the boycott without being fired by a white employer. Faculty mem- 
bers at Alabama State College often had to be more circumspect in their 
participation, as did domestics and day laborers who worked almost ex- 
clusively for whiles. 

Finally, scholars would explore the influential discourses used in and 
among the unequal publics. For example, many of the participants 
framed the goal of the boycott in political terms: they spoke about "the 
right to protest for right," and demanded to be treated with "human dig- 
nity'' and as '"first-class cirizens." In contrast, day-to-day par~ciparion in 
the boycott was largely framed in religious terms. For example, the min- 
isters often used the language of "turning the other cheek,'' and "loving 
your enemies" when speaking about nonviolence. The combination of 
citizenship and religious language proved powerful; segregationist 
whites had to do discursive battle with two frameworks that occupied 
sacred positions in U.S. politics.17 Perhaps the familiarity of the religious 
language also helped African Americans unused to explicit political ac- 
tion decide to participate. 

By using this conception of dissident citizenship, we gain an under- 
standing of the Montgomely bus boycott as a complex series of discur- 
sive and performative interactions between a muttitude of uneyuaf 
publics, shaped by specific material conditions, particular inst.it-uhonal 
constraints, and distinct discourses about citizenship, dissent, and nonvi- 
olence. Using this approach also helps recast and reclaim the meaning of 
Rosa Parks's initial dissenting action. The story mast people "knowf' 
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about XZosa Parks is remarkable primarily for its individualistic spin, 
Parks appears (at least in this short version) as a relatively isolated actor, 

in a moment of fatigue-suddenly snapped, as s m e -  
one whose dissent against racism was spontaneous and unconsidered. If 
we explore the interactions between unequal publics and attend to the 
material, insti tmtianal, and discursive con text of Parks" act, haw ever, 
what emerges under the lens of this conception of dissident citizenship is 
a Rosa Parks who was active in a web of dissident counterpublics both be- 
fore alzd nf-fev her arrest. Her acrion conseyently emerges as a principled 
dissenting act rather than simply a spontaneous, impulsive, or fatigued 
one. 

It is not especially well known, for example, that Parks spent two 
weeks at: a training workhop for activists at the integrated Highlander 
Folk School a few months before her arrest. Although the workshop dealt 
primalily with the Supreme Court's 1954 Bruzvn versus Board of Edzrcation 
decision and school desegregation, the &rategy of civil disobedience was 
discussed in detail (Clark 2986,7; Langston 1990,153). Parlcs was also an 
active member of the local branch of the NAACP and had served as sec- 
retary a few years earlier. ParMs rehsal to give up her seat on the bus 
was almost certainly unplanned (see Parks 1956, 1977; Burks 1990), but 
she was clearly conscious of and resentful of racial discrimination, aware 
of the sbategy of nonviolent d i ~ c t  ac~on,  and apparently willing to take 
some risks in order to be active, Indeed, soon after her arrest, Parks lost 
her job at a white-owned department store. She eventually had to move 
away from Montgomery to find work. 

It: is also extremely likely that Parks knew the NAACP had been look- 
ing for a test case on bus segregation to take to the Supreme Court for 
some time, even if she did not intend to become the plain23ff herself. She 
also would have been aware of the parameters a test case needed to meet: 
the plaintiff had to be arrested in spite of obeying the law. This is pre- 
cisely what happened to Parks; she was not sitting in the whites only sec- 
tion, as some other African Americans had been when arrested. litather, 
Parks was sitting in the part of the bus reserved for African Americans, 
and was a r ~ s t e d  for rehsing to give up her seat to a white man when the 
front oE the bus was full, 

Parks was also a long-time member of the Women's Political Council 
(WC) .  The W C  had been involved in negolrialcions with the bus com- 
pany manager about the specific behaviors of white drivers and had 
threatened a possible boycott more than a year before Parks's arrest. Jo 
Ann Rabinson, the president of the WPC in 1455, has revealed the WPC's 
extensive involvement in organizing and sustaining the boycott in her 
autobiography (Robinson 1987). When Parks was arrested, for example, 
it was the women of the WPC who swung into action first. The black 



ministers, including Martin Luther King, Jr. and George Abemathy met 
for the first time the night affcr the WPC had distributed thirty-five thou- 
sand leaflets to the African American community calling for the boycott. 

Knowing about Parks's memberships in these various oppositional 
counterpublics, it should be emphasized, does nothing to lessen the 
power of her dissident act. Qn the contrary, knowing that Parks did not 
simply stumble into her dissent raises a crucial question: Why, with full 
knowledge of what she was risking (her body her job, her reputation), 
did Park  dissent anyway? 

Political Courage and Dissident Citizenship 

The dissident practices of Rosa Parks and others involved in the Mont- 
gomery bus boycott point to the last important piece of an adequate con- 
ception of dissident citizenship: attention to the discourse and practice of 
paliEical courage. Because of its intimate association with dle individu- 
ally heroic (and usually violent) actions of soldiers, courage might at first 
seem hopelessly out of place in a discussion about democratic engage- 
ment with other citizens. But even contemparary and seemingly apalili- 
cal uses of the term suggest an alternative view. Soldiers, firefighters, po- 
lice officers, and other people are said to demonstrate courage when they 
face personal danger; for example, the soldier who shields a comrade 
from a grenade, the person who enters a burning building to make sure 
no one is trapped. Athletes and injured people are also said to demon- 
strate courage in fadng pain or rehclbilitation; for example, the distance 
runner who completes the marathon in spite of an injury the stroke sur- 
vivor who must with painful effort relearn the art of walking. As these 
examples make clear; those we commonly calf courageous choose to keep 
going when confronted with an obstacle or with danger. They are tena- 
cious, committed to acting even when the outcome is uncertain. Courage, 
we might say, is a commitment to persistence and resolution in the face of 
risk, uncertainty or fear, 

Conceptualized in this way, the importance of courage as a guiding 
pfinciple for political engagement and action becomes more evident. Al- 
though contemporary democratic theory is relatively silent on the subject 
of courage, a number of political theorists have, in fact, considered 
courage central to political action. In garl-icular, those who draw from h e  
classical tradition have offered important explorations of the role of polit- 
ical courage in democratic life. 

Many of the most explicit accounts of the courage necessry fsr public 
life in the classical tradition discuss the warrior courage of soldiers and 
heroes. Courage, in this view, enables the walrior to gain personal glory 
while defending the existing community from externai harm. In the 
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Homeric epics, for example, Odysseus, Agamemnon, Hektor, and the 
other warriors display courage when they are engaged in physical con- 
flict on the battlefield. Courage in this case is conceptualized as an indi- 
vidual quality or virtue, a quality associated with facing danger, and es- 
pecially death, nobly (though not necessarily without fear). Courage is 
also tied closely to notions of h 01701; physical prowess, killship bonds, 
and defense of homeland and household. It is a quality that, when dis- 
played, can assure a warrior's individual and immortal glory, and when 
absent, can assure his evally individual and immortal shame.18 

In Plato's discussion of courage in The Republic, what Socrates calls 
civic courage is likewise linked ta defense of the homeland, in this case 
the defense of the polis. The auxiliaries are desclibed as "moderate and 
courageous warrior-athletes" (Plate 1992, book 3, 416) and are charged 
with defending the city from external enemies. But the courage Socrates 
insists the warriors must possess is not sporadically or individually 
called into existence on the battlefieid for personal glory but rather is a 
sustained "belief about what things are to be feared," even when those 
beliefs are challenged by "pains, pleasures, desires, or fears" (Plato 1992, 
book 4,429). Civic courage, in other wards, is a steadfast-ness, a disposi- 
tion to be persistent, rather than an extraordinary summoning of bravery 
or effort in the face of danger. This perspective is also found in the Pla- 
tonic dialogue Lnci"tes, in which Laches" lloyalty to the civic community 
gives him an "endurance of the soul" when confronted by danger of 
death or defeat (Plato 1990, 192b; see also Schwartz 1995, 2). This stead- 
fast courai;e car? enable one to take action as a wnrrioz; but cwrage 
thereby becomes something defined by and exerted exclusively on behalf 
of the political community, not something chosen and performed primar- 
ily for individual honor. 

In Aristotle's account of courage, judgment and action are added to the 
requirement of a steadfast disposition. In the Nichomachea~z Ethics, 
courage is described as the mean between confidence and fear, between 
brashness and cowardice (Aristotle 1962a, 1106a-110%). A courageous 
man, Aristotle insists, is one "who endures and fears the right things, for 
the right. motive, in the right manner, and at h e  right time, and who dis- 
plays confidence in a similar way" (1115b). Thus courage does not mean 
the absence of fear or simply enduring fear, but instead involves both 
knowing what one shmtd fear and ncrilrg arryzrlay, Courage, in other 
words, requires judgment and enables action. Courageous actions, conse- 
quently, are not limited to the constancy or steadfastness of the civic 
citizen-soldier but can be perfarmed in a variety of settings (a shipwreck, 
an illness, a death sentence). 

One setting for courageous action that Aristotle does not explore is the 
realm of puMic deliberafion. Other heorists drawing from the classical 



tmdition, however, including Hannah Arendt and, more recently, Susan 
Bickford, have suggested that courage is a central component of partici- 
patory citizenship. Drawing on Arendt, Bickford argues that 

the cluality that is essential for politics (beyond the shared capacity to start 
mew) is courage. Many examples relnind us that physical courage is still a 
part of the courage necessary to disclose one's seff in public. . . . But: the 
courage to take political ac"iion goes beyond this physical courage beyond 
"a willingness to suffer conseqtrences," "nce we cm never know the conse- 
quences of action, ""courage and even boldness are already present in Ieav- 
ing one's private hiding place and showing who one is, in disclosing and ex- 
posing one's self." pickford 1996,6849, cluoting Arendt 1958, 186) 

Citizens need courage, Bickford contends, "because politics is an inher- 
ently risky and uncertain enterprise where our actions can have unpre- 
dictable consequences and our words can, be misunderstood" "iskford 
1996, 148). Courage is also critically important for what Bickford calls 
"pathbuilding," the joint interaction of citizens who are committed to un- 
derstanding each other's perspectives and opinions. Pathbuilding i s  
risky because it may require change from those who speak and listen to- 
gether. Political courage, consequently is necessary for citizens because it 
enhies and guides action (in this case, speaking, listening, and change) 
in the presence of fear (Bickford 1996, 148-53).19 

Taken together, the classicaX tradition, Arendt, and Bickford p i n t  out 
that political courage is simultaneously a principle that guides and en- 
ables action in the presence of fear, and a practice that is displayed, per- 
formed, and given life in action. It is, to draw from the language of Lan- 
des once again, both a guiding script and an enacted performance. For 
citizens who wish to defend their existing community or constitute a new 
one via joint deliberation and action, as Bickford shows us, political 
courage is a key practice. Discourses of palitical courat;e also play a role, 
I wish to argue, in shaping and guiding the dissent of those citizens who 
undertake oppositional, democratic, noninntitu2ionalized, dissident ac- 
tions. But even though courageous performances of dissident citizenship 
are relatively abundant, it i s  difficult to find sustained explorations of 
courage as a guiding principle of action in activist accounts of dissent. 
Before suggesting an explana'rion for this, let me poiM to a few examples. 

I f  courage is understood as an active commitment to persistence and 
resolution in the face of risk, uncertainty, or fear, the United States tradi- 
tion of dissent clearly provides a wealth of cases in which courage has 
sewed as an important guiding principle. Expliclt references to courage, 
however, are few, and often equate courage with the absence of fear. 
Thoreau, for example, does not mention courage by name in his essay on 
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civil disobedience. He does, however, appeal to his reader's "manhood": 
"0 for a man who is a inan, and, as my neighbor says, has a bone in his 
back which you cannot pass your hand through! . . . Is there not a sort of 
bloodshed when the conscience is wounded? Through this wound a 
man's real manhood and immortality flow out, and he bleeds to an ever- 
lasting death. I see this blood flowing now" ((1849, 26, 30). Responsible 
citizens, Thoreau insists, will live up to the ideal of manly honor, get rid 
of their fear, and engage in dissent. 

Martin Luther King, Jr., in his 1958 account of the Montgomery Bus 
Boycott, Stride Toward Freedorll, also suggests that courageous dissidents 
do not experience fear. "It must be emphasized," he wlites, "that nonvio- 
lent resistance is not a method far cowards; it does resist. If one uses h i s  
method because he is akaid or merely because he lacks h e  insmments 
of violence, he is not truly nonviolent" (1958, 217). For King, those who 
believe in the redemptive power of "turning the other cheek" also turn 
their fears over to God, and consequently have no need far a conception 
of courage that enables action in spite of fear. The Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee's founding statement, which acknowledges a 
specific debt to the "Judaeo-Christian tradition," arl-iculates a similar po- 
sition on courage: "We affirm the philosophical or religious ideal of non- 
violence as the foundation of our purpose. . . . Through nonviolence, 
courage displnces fear; love &ansfoms hatef"(SNCC 1962, 222, emphasis 
added). For these activists, courage is a characteristic of people who are 
already unafraid, not a guiding principle for those dealing with fear. 

Although some U.S. activists do allude to their fears, these rekrences 
are often understated. An activist might talk about his heart "leapingff 
before a civil rights direct action or about the "trepidationf' he feels dur- 
ing a highterring night in jail (Mahoney 1961, 2 3 M 3 ) .  An anti-Vietnam 
War protester might speak about the experience of facing tear gas, feeling 
"an impulse to turn and run away mixed with the urge to bravely act the 
way the books on the theory of nonviolent power suggesli" (Lane 1967, 
280). Although religion and conscience may actually eliminate the fears 
of certain protesters, some of these activists are clearly afraid as they dis- 
sent, Why then, is there such silence about the experience of fear? 

Gender and Political Courage 

One plausible reason that activists-especially male activists-avoid 
talking about being afraid is because fear is not manly. Thoreau's appeal 
to "real manhood" as the guiding light for political dissent hardly seems 
accidental or isolated. As another example, King describes a meeting of 
ministers in Montgomery in which one man berated the others for being 
"scared boys" rather than "fearless menff (King 1958,57). American male 



activists-ven those in the Civil Rights movement, the New Left, and 
the antiwar movements of the 1960s, who viewed themselves as progres- 
sive-have been resoundingly and justly charged with machisma and 
sexism (Clark 1986; Evans 1979; Echols 1989; Cailvert 1991,282). The kind 
of courage invoked by these and other male activists has often been 
manhood-proving, heterosexist courage,2(] 

Of course, the classical tradition of political courage is by no means im- 
mune from sexism and heterosexism either. (See esp. Okin 1979; Saxon- 
hwse 1985; 5hanley and Pateman 1991; Coole IPS.) As Nancy Schwartz 
points out, Greek courage "occurs in the public sphere of life, the arena in 
which nobility can be seen. Standards of what is honorable derive from 
political society and require that the actors be free (so that they could 
have chosen to do otherwise) and equal (so that they are comparable in 
their capacities and responsibilities)" (Schwartz 1995, 8). Because Greek 
wctmen were unti.ecrl, unequal, and conseyently not allowed to partici- 
pate in public life either as citizens or as wal-riors, courage as a practice 
was not an available option for them. In contrast, Schwartz notes, 
courage in ancient and medieval Jewish thought, though often linked to 
warrior courage, could nonetheless "appear in smaller settings." Indeed, 
individuals could "manifest courage in private, since there [was] consid- 
ered to be free will and a relation to an external judge" (23). Esther, there- 
fa=, legitimately exhibited ""civic courage" by nobly risking her life for 
her csmmuniQ, with no witnesses but the king and God (18-19). As an- 
other example, Hebrew midwives practiced courageous and principled 
disobedience in response to Pllaraoh" decree in Exodius to kill all male 
newborns (Harris 1989). 

Although Schwartz is quite right to reclaim these moments of womenf s 
political courage, both classical and contemporary conceptions of 
courage remain overwhelmingly masculinist and heterosexist.2' Wendy 
Brown has addressed this conflation of masculinity and courage in her 
book Manhood atld Politics. 

The historical symbiosis of courage and manliness has affixed courage with 
a comparatively narrow meaning and content, In the tradition of manhood, 
courage has been the willingness to risk death for an abstract aim and the cf- 
fort to defy mortality through placing the body in peril. 11-3 the terns of man- 
liness, courage is overcoming bodily fears and overcoming concerns for lift?. 
In contrast, I am suggesting that we need courage to sustain lifeJ to fight for 
freedoln as bearers of life and hence of possibility. A courageous deed is one 
which sets identiv and security at risk in order to bring fort11 new possibil- 
ity. Altering boundariesf not simply smashing or denyiing them, requires po- 
litical courage, but the sacrifice of life for the achievexnent of immortal glory 
alters no boundaries, . . . Truly human courage surely must tic. in distinc- 
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tively human things-intellectual and emotional life, building collective ex- 
istence inventing new possibility, stretching horizons. (Brown 1988,220-7') 

As Brown suggests, we need a more expansive conception of courage, 
one that encompasses all human activities that involve risk, uncertainty, 
and fear, not simply the ones that involve risk to our bodies, and not sim- 
ply the ones that involve men. We also need a conception that recognizes 
the importance of courage for dealing with our allies and potential allies 
as we seek to build a collective existence. 

A number of feminist writers have considered courage in this light and 
have begun reclaiming courage as an important political principle and 
practice for women. Writer bell hooks, for instance, talks about the 
courage that women of color must pmctice simply to speak: "For us, true 
speaking is not solely an expression of creative power; it is an act of resis- 
tance, a political gesture that challenges the politics of domination that 
would render us nameless and voiceless. As such, it is a courageous act- 
as such, it represents a threat" (hooks 1989, 8). Audre Lorde has written 
about the courage necessary for transforming women's silence and fears 
into language and action: "We can lean7 to work and speak when we are 
afraid in the same way we have learned to work and speak when we are 
tired. For we have been socialized to respect fear more than our own 
needs fsr language and definition, and while we wai.t: in silence far that. 
final luxury of fearlessness, the weight of that silence will choke us" 
(Lorde 1984a, 44). Gloria Yamato has discussed the courage white people 
need to be allies of people of color (Yamato 1990,2%24). And Lynet Uttal 
has explored the courage feminists need to face conflicts and disagree- 
ments between women (Uttal1"30,319). 

As pwvoca~ve as these feminist perspectives on courage are, none of 
these writers pursues the idea of political courage in any real depth. It is 
precisely at this point, however, that attention to the dissidence of ac- 

speciatly women activists-can once again be cruciaf., In addi- 
tion to furthering the feminist project of reclaiming the history of 
women's actual participation in public life, the study of women's ac- 
tivism provides a historically specific context for exploring how dis- 
courses of political courage inspire and guide dissident citizenship. 
Women's dissident practices also offer an unparalfeled resource for ex- 
ploring both how dissident citizenship has been consmcted and negoti- 
ated in gendered, raced, and classed terms and what the possible con- 
tours of nonmasculine, nonheterosexist, dissident forms of political 
courage mighr be. 

Let us return, then, to the dissident citizenship of Rosa Parks. In a con- 
text in which an African American woman had been severely beaten and 
an African American man shot and killed during disputes with bus dri- 



vers, Parks knew the stakes were high when she refused to give up her 
seat. Parks, however, was arrested without incident, fingerprinted, and 
released on bail. Introduced by Martin Luther King, Jr. to a mass meeting 
of Montgomelyfs African American residents on the day of her trial (and 
the first day of the boycott) as "our courageous heroine," Parks served as 
a crucial exemplar for boycott participants for the duration of the Mant- 
gomery boycott and beyond. She was even called the boycott's patron 
saint. But most important, Parks" resistance and arrest made coura- 
geous, noninstiktionalized, democratic dissent a type of political action 
that was applauded and emulated. 

When asked in a 1956 interview whether she had been afraid either of 
physical brutality or arrest, Parks said no. "The time had just come when 
I had been pushed as far as I could stand to be pushed," she said. "'I had 
decided I had to know once and for all what rights I had as a human be- 
ing and a citizen in Montgomery, Alabamaf' (Parks 1956). Others active in 
the hoycoK however, did feel fear and k l k d  explicitly about how they 
found courage. Indeed, at least four different discourses about c o u r a g e  
or in Brown% language, four discourses about putting identity and sew- 
rity at r-isk-inRuenced the various forms of dissidenit democratic dtizen- 
ship involved in the Montgomery boycott. Three of the discourses 
implied that courageous dissidents should be fearless; the fourth, that 
courageou~issidents could be fear@I. 

First, there was a discourse that suggested that courageous dissidents 
would be fearless because they were manly; for example, the discourse of 
the miniskrs about "fearless men" and ""scared boysff mentioned earlier. 
In contrast, the second kind of discourse suggested that courageous dis- 
sidents could be feadess not because they were manly but because they 
were angry. Jo Ann Robinson and Mary Burh write in their autokiogra- 
phies about how experiences with the humiliation of segregation fueled 
an anger that made their fears of dissenting action evaporate (Robinson 
1987, 15--17; Burks 1390, 78). And although Rosa Parks did nst  describe 
herself as angry, her comments about being "pushed as far as I could 
stand to be pushed" connote a similar kind of frustration or exasperation 
that dissolved fear. 

A third kind of discourse suggested that courageous dissidents could 
be fearless not because of manliness or anger, but because they had reli- 
gious faith. They had, in the language of many of the church members in- 
volved in the boycott, turned their fears over to God. King, for example, 
related how, at a moment when he considered giving up out of exhaus- 
t-im and rl-ear, he felt his fears and uncertainty srnbside and his courage in- 
crease as he prayed to God (1958, 134-35). In contrast, the fourth dis- 
course about courage suggested that courageous dissidents could remain 
fearjiil, but would continue to act anyway out of a commiment t.u justiccr., 
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or alternatively out of a commitment to the Christian injunction "love thy 
neighbor as thyself." This discourse was used, for example, by Bob and 
Jeannie Graetz, a white couple who became deeply involved in the boy- 
cott and were consequently subjected to much harassment and two 
bombings (Graetz 1991). 

These four discourses about courage-involvix?g manliness, anger, 
faith, and a commitment to justice or love-were clearly used to enable 
and shape dissident political engagement in the Montgomery case. Be- 
cause of an invoca~on of man1 y courage, the African American ministers 
chose to be visible dissidents rather than behind-the-scenes advisers. Be- 
cause of angry courage, Jo Ann Robinson and other WPC women de- 
cided on and publicized the boycott, a risky event to sponsor in a segre- 
gated context, By translating their commitment to Christian love into a 
discourse about courageous action amid fear and risk the Graetzes be- 
came models for other white allies. And by discovering and nurturing 
what they described as courage through prayer and faith, many of the 
women and men who participated in the year-long boycott were able to 
put aside both their fear of white retaliation and their exhaustion, and 
continue their dissent. 

Among these specific discourses about courage, only the "manliness" 
discourse is expticitly gnder  coded. Rosa Parks's performance of coura- 
geous dissent h~wevel; relied on, invoked, and reinforced a number of 
gender, race, and class norms, even as it challenged others. Although 
Parks was, as we have seen, a courageous dissident long before her ar- 
rest, she was a dissident who epitomized quiet, middle-class respectahil- 
ity. She was demure, feminine, heterosexual, married, family-oriented, 
hard-working, and churchgoing. Because of the risks she chose to face, 
she was indeed a "courageaus heroine," but her dissidence was per- 
formed in a manner that did not conspicuously threaten traditional gen- 
der norms, sexuality norms, or class norms. To see this in perspective, 
consider that a younger woman named Claudette Colvin was arrested on 
similar charges a few months before Parks, but community leaders ended 
talk of both a legal challenge and a bus boycott when Colvin turned out 
to be p ~ g n a n t  out of wedlock. 

Arguably this respectability and traditionality made Parks a relatively 
"safe" means of contesting white male power in Montgomery. The con- 
s tmc~ons of her act offered by participants in the boycott and by Parks 
herself contribute to this nonthreatening aura. She was, the story goes, 
tired, not enraged. Her act was spo~ztaneous, not planned. She was re- 
speclablet not radical. She was a ciztlrc!~goi~~g wfeC not a miscreant. Indeed, 
these dissident acts, coming from a person who did not blatantly challenge 
mainskeam gender, sexualiv, or class expectations, ma& it very diffialt 
lor elite whites to margindize Parks as a hvvbreaking troublemaker. 



However traditional Parks was in some ways, her cclurageous dissi- 
dence nonetheless created a space in Montgomery, Alabama, where the 
meanings of both citizenship and courage were reconstructed and re- 
coded. Citizenship, as Parks clearly demonstrated, most certainly could 
include dissent against more powerful publics. Dissent could involve 
challenges to prevailing arrangements of power, both noninstitutional- 
ized (Parks's refusal to move and the boycott) and institutionalized (the 
actions of the Women's Political Caucus and the Montgomery Improve- 
ment Association). Political courage and dissident citizenship could also 
legitimately and fruitfully be practiced by both men and women. 
Through their examples of citizenship, dissent and courage, Parks and 
the other dissident citizens of Montgomery contributed to the revitaliza- 
tion of democra~c life that came to be called the Civil Rights Movelent. 
Their story, and especially the story of Rosa Parks, continues to engage 
and inspire;? large nunbers of peopie. 

Conclusions 

In this essay, I have argued that an adequate account of citizenship 
should recognize both dissent and courage as crucial elements of demo- 
cratic life. In particular, a theoretical conception of dissident citizenship 
should attend to four dimensions of dissent: oppositional, democratic, 
noninstitutionalized interactions between unequal publics; discursive, 
performative, organizational, and "every dayfr dissenting actions within 
and among those publics that augment or replace institutionalized forms 
of democratic opposition; the material and institutional conditions that 
shape the dissenting actions between unequal publics; and the ideas and 
discourses that shape and influence dissidence, especially discourses 
about democracy citizenship, dissent, and courage. 

There are five broader contributions of this perspective on dissent and 
courage, First, by drawing atten"rion to the impartance of dissident demo- 
cratic citizenship, this approach encourages democratic theorists to pay 
closer attention to dissident activities, and consequently to those people 
for whom the promise of democracy has not been fulfilled. By rccogniz- 
ing the political agency of dissidents and "marginals" as the agency of 
citize~s, democratic theorists can provide a richer account of democratic 
citizenship than can theories that focus solely on sanctioned deiibera23on. 

Second, by incorporating an ethic of political courage into our concep- 
tion of citizenship, this approach fills an additional gap in our under- 
standing of democracy as joint deliberation and action. Poli~ccal courage 
is important because it enables us to act and communicate when faced 
with fear and uncertainty. Fear and uncertainty are certainly confronted 
by dissidents who act in a context of inequality, but this approach also 
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suggests that courage is necessary for all citizens, not just those engaged 
in dissent. As long as we think engaging in politics is something more 
than "who gets what, when, and how," the challenges of conflict cmnec- 
tion, and accountability will lie at the heart of being a citizen. Even if we 
manage to eliminate the major inequalities that characterize our current 
political envimnment, engaging in conflict and connection are risky ac- 
tivities and will not happen (or will not happen well) without coura- 
geous citizens. By scrutinizing the courage necessary for dissidence, 
therefore, this perspective also explores the nature of a practice that is 
fundamental to human beings who wish to communicate and act to- 
gether in the world. 

Third, this approach highlights the limitations of the public-private 
split as it is commonly understood and incorporated into democratic the- 
ories of citizenship. By attending to the dissident practices of marginals, 
and especially the dissident practices of women marginals, this approach 
encourages democratic theorists to broaden their understanding of 
where political participation takes place, and to credit women for their 
public activities (including dissent) that occur in spheres and locations 
t-radi~onally viewed as private or volitical. 

Fourth, this approach encourages democratic theorists and others in- 
terested in citizenship to examine the impact of race, class, gender, and 
sexuality an democraSic part.icipation. Critically exploring how the dissi- 
dent and deliberative practices of women and othrr marginals are negoti- 
ated and constructed respects the feminist call to examine gender as it in- 
tersects and interacts with race, clasa and sexuality in the world. 

Finally this approach participates in the reclaiming of courageous dis- 
sent as an important political practice for women and other agents who 
face discriminaSion and oppression. When women and other dissidents 
conceive of themselves as courageous, new possibilities for action as citi- 
zens are opened. As Mary Dietz has suggested, by remembering and 
bringing to light the many examples of courageous democratic practices 
already in existence, we provide inspiration for activists still to come 
(Die& 1987,79). 

Notes 

An eartier draft of this essay was presmted as part of the "'Dissident Citizenship: 
Rethinking Democratic Practice for an Xnegafitarian Polity" ppancli at the Western 
Politicali Science Association meeting in Tucson, Arizona, March 13-15f 1997, 1 
would like to thank panel members Susan Bickford, Lisa Bower, and Lisa Disch, 
as well as the lively atzdience for their helpful cornlnents and criticisms. In addi- 
tion, X would like to thank the three anonymous reviewers for Hypnlila, and espc- 
ciafly Susan Bickford and john McCowan for their carelill and helpful readings. 



I. For essays that chart the diverse and innovative character of recent liberal 
thought, see Rosenblzxm (198q and Smdel(I984). 

2. Jane Mansbridge" classic study Beyond ildversnrji Democracy (1980) presents 
a considerably less favorable view of the abilit_y of participatory delnocracies to 
deal with disputes and conflict by way of face-to-face decisionmaking. As Mans- 
bridge points out, many of the small collc.ctives she studied were committed to 
consensual decision making, and often lacked both models and skills for han- 
dling divergent interests. As a resulit, "Many small democracies, stilf modeling 
them~lves  on friendships, end up using social presstrre to bring tninorities into 
line because invoking adversary procedures woulid require recognizing that the 
nature of their grotrp had changed" (291). To avoid this problem, Mansbridge ad- 
vises small collec~ves to learn how to utilize adversarial procedures when inter- 
ests begin to conflict. 

In Stro~zg Democracy, Baher distinguishes between two types of participatory 
democracy: the small, unitary democracies based on the consensus that Mans- 
bridge studiesf and what he calls strong democracies, where participation and ac- 
tiviv take precedence over conscmsus and unity This distinction atlows him to 
rescue participatory democracy from the very real problems noted in Mans- 
bridge" study, without advocating a return to adversarial democracy. Scc Barber 
(1984, 99, n. $7'). For the remainder of this section, 1 tnean Barber" conception of 
""srong democracy'hhen 1 use the term "'participatory democracy." 

3. For some diffictrlties w i h  Young's gr<>up representation model, see Mouffe 
(1992~); Goufd (19%); Behabib (199610); Jean Cahen (1996); Dl--yzek (1996a and 
1996b); Fraser (1 997). 

4, Although the fiterature critiy uing Habsrmasrs work is extensive, two partic- 
ularly useful collections that evaluate deliberativeIdismrsive democracy are Gal- 
houn (1992) and Benhabib (1996~). Benhabib's essay "Toward a Deliberative 
Model of Democratic Legitimacy" in inmocracy and Diflererrre is an especially 
helpful strmmation of the types of criticisms leveled at the proceduralisin of de- 
liberative / discursive democracy. 

5.  For similar critiqtres of Habermas's neglect of dissent, see McCartI~y (1992) 
and GuuZd (1996)- 

6. Although Baxlbcr distinguishes between the ""venting" "and ""baring witness" 
hnctions of dissent, 1 see little actual difference between the "venting" activiv of 
""giving public status to strongly held personal convictions" and the ""baring wit- 
ness" activity of ""baring witness to another point of view." Furtl~ermore, to cate- 
gorize conscientious objection as mere ""venting" "ems to trivialize both the moti- 
vations of conscientious objectors and the more prominent bearing witness 
hnction of &is form of d i s ~ n t .  My language in the rest of &is section rcfiects my 
view that Barber is actually jtrst talking about two variatiofis of bearing wihess. 

7. To be clear, this list includes only oppositional poli~cal practices, some of 
them democratic and some not. Political prac~ces that sustain and support cur- 
rent arrangements of power can also be democratic or not, Sustaining democratic 
practices can also bc institutionalkd or not. For example, voting fur a referen- 
dum that supports the status quo is strstaining, democratic and insti ttr tionalizcd. 
Participating in a march that supports the status quo is sustaining, democratic 
and noninstitu tionalized. 
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8. In reality, of course, citizens da not engage in these practices as equals. This 
is easily seen in the case of lobbying one's selected representative: altl~ough any 
(literate) person may write a letter encouraging a specific course af adion, ir-rdi- 
viduaIs and grosrps with significant resources will enjoy greater access to ejected 
officials and probably greater success in achieving their lobbying goals. The same 
holds true for access to the lcgiili system, and to the referendum pmccss as well. In 
addition to the variables af money and leisure, factors such as race, ethnicity, gen- 
der, and other revealed or perceived attributes can have a significant impact on 
the type of access and treatment that citizefis rrsing these institutionaIized f o m s  
of opposition will encounter. 

9.1 have chosen to draw most heavily upon these three sources because they 
have an explicit poli"ccal/ public orientation. Although a significant and provoca- 
tive literah~re on marginality and resistance has been produced by feminist and 
cultural studies scholars, 1 will not: deal with it separately, This literature, al- 
though concerned with politics and power in the broad sense, is not specifically 
geared toward the poli~cal actions of citizens. See Ferguson et al., (1990) for se- 
lected essays from this genre of scholarship. 

10. It is interesting to consider the writings of Chantal Mouffc in relation to 
Fraser's point here about the role of counterpzlblics in challenging hegemony. 
Mouffe appears to argue that ssrbattern counterprrbfics could be liided together 
by their shared allegiance to the politico-ethical principles of "'libert-y and equal- 
ity for all," &us creating a common political identity as ""radical democratic citi- 
zms." Fraser does not take up the problem of creath~g an overarchng counter- 
hegemonic movement, but X find Mouffe's insistence that radical democratic 
citizens accept "'norms of conduct" and specific "rules of civil intercourse" un- 
helpful for conceptualizing dissident citizenship. See Mouffc (1992a, 1992b, and 
1992~); Laclasr and Morrffe (1985). For a critique of Morrffc, see Cooper (1995, 
14454)* 

11. Fraser's approacl~ differs from recent argrrmcnts about democracy and civil 
society (c,g., Dryzek 1996b) in at least two important ways. First, civil society the- 
orists conceptsrally separate the ""voluntary associationsfr bun$ in civil society 
that do not seek ""any share in state power'" (Dryzek 1996b, 481) from the state 
and economy, while Fraser" focus on discourse publics and counterpublics can 
caphre the presmce of public spaces and cross cutting discursive interactions 
that do not respect this state/ economy f civil society division. Second, although 
Dryzek argues that democratization might best be served by the maintenmce of 
"a flourishing oppositional civil society" which includes public spheres of all 
kinds (475), Fraser would disagree with his claim that prrbfic spheres in civil soci- 
ety are "'relatively unconstrained." According to Dryzek, in civil society "'dis- 
coslrse need not be suppressed in the interests of strategic advantage; goals and 
interests need not be compromised or subordir-rated to the pursuit of office or ac- 
cess; embarrassing troublemakers need not be repressed; the indeterminacy of 
outcome iderent in democracy need not be subordir-rated to state policy" (482). 
Ali-houglit Dryzek is right to point out the ways in which publics and/or volun- 
tary associations shape themselves around the state when they dc, seek state 
power, publics and associations that do not seek state power do not then enter a 
vactrsrm where presssrres, goals and interests disappear altogether. Fraser's sn- 



derstandix~g of how multiple publics interact within a stmctured sening where 
comrntrnicatic>n is part of hegelnonic and co~rnterl~egemonic projects werns Inore 
useful here, 

12. See Herbst (1994) for an example of how the idea of counterpublics can 
guide historical inquiry. 

13. Landers also sometimes uses the word ""practice" to refer to enacted citizen- 
ship; I will use both words intercl~angeably, For more on scripting and perfor- 
mance, see Marcus (1992) and Butler (1998). 

14. Collections such as West and Elurnberg (1990); Laslett et al., (1995); and 
Mciallister (1988) ducrurnent case after case of tvornenrs active involvement in dis- 
sent that mainstream scfiolars have ignored. The number of works on women's 
participation in the civil rights movement has especially rntrshroomed in recent 
years, including the important collection Crawford ct al., (1990). 

15. Many of these scholars are working witi~in the htrge social science 'iiteratrrre 
on collective action and new social movements. Their work, consequently, is of- 
ten geared toward the attempt to come up  with a theoretical framework that ac- 
counts for the existence of collective action and its forms (see e.g., Tarrow 1994; 
Larafia et al., 19%; Morris and Muel!cr 19132), Because I am not concerned here 
with the causes of col_Iective action, nor with cofisciousnest; or identiv formation, 
1 tend to find the work of historians far more useful for my purposes due to its 
historical specificity and greater attentiveness to the possibilities of human 
agency. 

26. A number of recent coljlections bring together case studies and essays on 
political dissent in the United States. Particularly useful are Lynd and Lynd 
(1995), and Webcr (1978). These two collecti~ns record the long history and CPC- 

ativity of dissenters in the United States; they are also untrsual for including case 
studies and docsurnents that explore the civil disobedience and nonviolence prac- 
ticed by women. The vast majority of resources do not consciously attend to gcn- 
der or sexuality in any form, See, e.g,, Goldwin (1969); Hare and Blu~nberg (19613); 
Crawford (1973); Mi'alzer (1970). See mompscbn (1994) for an account of dissent 
related to sexuality. 

17. It is no accident that opposition would eventually be framed around an- 
other hallowed poli~cal concept: the rights of states to write and enforce their 
own laws. f i e  states" rights lanpage allowed whites to talk about principles and 
constitutional issues, not racism, bigotry and violence. 

18. The vast lnajority of the psychological literahlre on courage, incidentally, 
studies a warrio~bascId version of courage as individual honor and self-sacrifice 
in the face of dangec The self-sacrifice is described as a way to protest the corn- 
munity but the community is usually defined very narrowly as the soldier's im- 
mediate coll~agues. Eke, e.g., Rachman (1990), 

19, Consider, in contrast, Alasdair MacXntyref s perspective on courage from his 
1981 book After Virfue. MacInQre views courage as an individual way to demon- 
strate "care and concern" for an already existing community: "If someone says 
that he cares for some individual, community or cause but is unwilling to risk 
harm or danger on his, her or its own behalf, he puts in cluestion the gentrineness 
of his care and concern. Courage, the capacity to risk harm or danger to oneselk 
has its role in human life because of &is connection with care and concern" Wac- 
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Zntyre 1981,192). Although this focus on care and concern for others is attractive, 
Maclntyre says nothing about courage as a way to deal with conflict within the 
community; as a way to act tof~efher, Courage apparently is only important for 
dealing with outsiders or enemies, not allies, 

More problematically; Maclntyre conceptualizes courage as an individual 
virtue. Although he talks about virbes as bot-h "qt~alities" and occasionally more 
helpfully as ""dispositions" (see cl~ap, 141, his language of virbe is problematic 
because it seems to make virtues into attributes or capacities that people either 
possess or not. He seems to define virtues as the internal sources for external ac- 
tions. The language of principle, on the other hand, offers a focus not on internal 
qualities but external standards. Principles are external guidelines, something to 
which one either commits (and therefore enacts), or does not. That said, MacIn- 
tyre" work is invaluable for thinking about virtues, principles, and their relation- 
ship to practices and political life. 

20, As an illteresting cornplelnent to this point, women activists who were part 
of the violent Weather Underground collective have noted that they consciously 
became ""mac11o" "just like their male counterparts (even to the point of becotning 
sexual dorninatrixes) because they had no other models for dealing with fear and 
risk. See WETA (15191). 

21. A wide range of feminist theorists have criticized the mascuiinist character 
of both classical and modem conceptions of citizenship, In addition to the 
sources cited in the text, see Hartsock (1983); Elshtain (1981, 1982a, 138213); Kud- 
dick f 1980, 1989); Pateman (1988, 1989). 

Ackelsberg, Martha A. 1988. Communities, resistance, and women's activism: 
Some implica"cons for a democratic polity. Xn Women and the polifics t$empower- 
@lent. See Bookman and Morgen 1988, 

Amaldha, Gloria, ed. 1990. Makingfat-e, r?lakitlg soul: Hacienda mras. San Francisco: 
Aunt Lute Books. 

Arendt; Hamah. 1958. The Izul~nn condition, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
Aristotle. 1962a. Nichomachearr elhks. Rans. Martin Ostwald, Indianapolis: Bobbs- 

Merrill. 
. 1962b. The Politics, Trans. T. A. Sinclair, London: Penguin Books, 

Bahcr, Benjamin. 1984. Strong denzoerney: P~ukicipako17j politics far n new age. Berke- 
ley: Universiy of California Press. 

Bayard de Volai, Lorraine. 1997. Heroerj, martyrs, and mothers: Maternal identity 
politics in revolutionary Nicaragua. f>ublic lecture at the University of North 
Carolina, Chapel Hill, February 13. 

Behabib, Seyla. 1992. Models of public space: Hannah Arendt, the liberal tradi- 
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Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
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Automating Gender 
Postmodern Feminism in the 
Age of the lnte igen t Machine 

My Computer, My Self 

The development of computers and computer science in the 1940s acti- 
vated a debate between humanists and mechanists over the possibility of 
intelligent machines. The pr~spect of thinls;ing machines, or c y b o ~ s ,  in- 
spired at first religious indignation; intellectual disbelief; and large-scale 
suspicion of the social, economic, and military implications of an au- 
tonomous techndogy En general terns, we can iden"rify tvvo major causes 
for concern produced by cybernetics. The first concem relates to the idea 
that computers may be taught to simulate human thought and the sec- 
ond relates to the possibiliq that automated robots may be wixd to re- 
place humans in the workplace. The cybernetics debate, in fact, appears 
to follow the somewhat familiar class and gender lines of a mind-body 
split. Artificial intelligence, of course, threakns to reproduce the thinking 
subject, while the robot could conceivably be mass produced to form an 
automated workforce (robot in Czech means "workerMk However, if the 
lamer challenges the traditional intellectual pres2-i.ge of a class of experts, 
the latter promises to displace the social privilege dependent upon stable 
categories of gender. 

In our society discaurses are gendered, and the split between mind 
and body-as feminist theoly has demonstrated-is a binary that identi- 
fies men with thought, intellect, and reason and women with body, emo- 
t-im, and inbilSon. We might expect, then, that computer intelligence and 
robotics would enhance binaly splits and emphasize the dominance of 
reason and logic over the irrational. However, because the blurred 
boundaries between mind and machine, body and machine, and human 



and nonhuman are the very legacy of cybernetics, automated machines, 
in fact, provide new ground upon which to argue that gender and its rep- 
resentdions are t-ecl-rnological pwduct-ions. In a sense, cyberne~cs simul- 
taneously maps out the terrain for both postmodern discussions of the 
subject in late capitalism and feminist debates about technology, post- 
modernism, and gender, 

Although technophobia among women and as theorized by some fem- 
inists is understandable as a Esponse to military and scientific abuses 
within a pa&iarchal system the advent of intelligent machines necessar- 
ily changes the social relations between gender and science, sexuality 
and biology, feminism and the politics of artificiality. To illustrate pro- 
ductive and useful interactions between and across these categories, I 
take as central symbols the Apple computer logo, an apple with a bite 
taken from it, and the cyborg as theorized by Donna Haraway, a machine 
both female and intelligent. 

We recowize the Apple computer symbol, i think, as a clever icon far 
the digitalization of the creation myth. Within this logo, sin and howl-  
edge, the forbidden fruits of the Garden of Eden, are interfaced with 
memory and information in a nehork of pawer, rl%e bite now represents 
the byte of information within a processing memory. I attempt to provide 
a reading of the apple that disassociates it from the myth of genesis and 
suggests that such a myth no longer holds currency within our postmod- 
ern age of simulation. Inasmuch as the postmodern project radically 
questions the notion of origination and the nostalgia attendant upon it, a 
postmadern reading of the apple finds that the subject has always 
sinned, has never not bitten the apple. The female cyborg replaces Eve in 
this myth with a figure who severs once and for all the assumed connec- 
t-im between woman and nature upon which entire pa&iarchal smctures 
rest. The female cyborg, furthermore, exploits a traditionally masculine 
fear of the deceptiveness of appearances and calls into question the 
boundaries of human, animal, and machine precisely where they are 
most vulnerable-at the site of the female body. 

On the one hand, the apple and Eve represent an organic relation be- 
Ween God, nature, man, and woman; on the othel; the apple and the &- 
male cyborg symbolize a mass cultural computer technology. However, 
the distance travelled from genesis to intelligence is not a line between 
t-wo pales, not a diahronic shift from belief to skepticism, for technology 
within multinational capitalism involves systems organized around con- 
tradictions. Computer technology, for example, both generates a power- 
ful mass culftnre and also serws to militariz powel: Culbral critics in 
the computer age, those concerned with the social configurations of class, 
race, and gender, can thus no longer afford to position themselves simply 
for or against technology, for or agail-lst pustmoderraism, in oriiter not 



m e ~ l y  to reproduce the traditional divide bemeen humanists and mech- 
anists, feminists and other cultural critics must rather begin to theorize 
their position in relation to a plurality of technologies and kom a place 
already within postmodernism. 

Poisoned &pies 

"The true nzysfery of the world is the visiblc7 trot flre itzvisible." 

-Oscar Wilde, The I+icfuw ofZ)ori.ian Gray lli891) 

The work of one pioneer in computer intelligence suggests a way that the 
technology of intelligence may be interwoven with the technology of 
gender. Alan Turing (1912-1954) was an Englisf-t mathematician whose 
computer technology explicitly challenged boundaries between disci- 
plines and between minds, bodies, and machines. Turing had been fasci- 
nated with the idea of a machine capable of' manipulating symbols since 
an early age. His biographer Andrew Hodges writes: 

M a t ,  Alan Tur;ing asked, would be the most general kind of a machine that 
dealt with symbols? To be a ""machine" it would have to retain the type- 
writer's c1ualit-y of having a finite nuxnber of configrrrations and an exactly 
determined behavior in each. But: it would be capable of much more. And so 
he imagined machines which were, in effect, super-typewriters.1 

In dreaming of such a machine, Turing imagined a kind of autonomous 
potential for this electrical brain, the potential for the machine to think 
reason, and even make errors. Although the idea of the computer oc- 
curred to many different people simultaneously, it was Alan Turing who 
tried to consider the scope and range of an artificial intelligence. 

Turing's development of what he called a "universal machine," as a 
mathematical model of a kind of su perbrain, brought into question the 
whole concept of mind and indeed made a strict correlation between 
mind and machine. Although Turing's research would not yield a proto- 
type of' a computer until years later, this early model founded computer 
research squarely on the analogy between human and machine and, fur- 
thermore, challenged the supposed autonomy and abstraction of pure 
mathematics. For example, G.H. Hardy claims h a t  ""le 'real' mathemat- 
ics of the 'real" mathematicians, the mathematics of Fermat and Euler and 
Gauss and Abel and Riemam, is almost wholly 'useless.' . . . It is not pos- 
sible to justify the life of any genuine professional mathematician on the 
ground of the utility of his work."2 This statement reveals a distinctly 
modernist investment in form over content and in the total objectivity of 



the scientific project unsullied by contact with the material world. Within 
a postmodern science, such claims for intellectual distance and abstrac- 
t-im are mediated, however, by the emergence of a mass culture tecl-rnol- 
ogy. Technology for the masses, the prospect of a computer terminal in 
every home, encroaches upon the sacred ground of the experts and estab- 
lishes technology as a relation between subjects and culture. 

In a 1950 paper entitled "Computing Machinery and intelligence," Alan 
Turing argued that a computer works according to the principle of imita- 
tion, but it may also be able to learn. In determining artifidal intelligence, 
Turing demanded what he called "fair play" for the computer. We must 
not expect, he suggested, that the computer will be infallible, nor will it al- 
ways act rationally or logically; indeed, the machine's very fallibility is 
necessary to its definition as "intelligent."3 Turing compared the electric 
brain of the computer to the brain of a child; he suggested that intelligence 
transpires out of the combination of "discipline and initiafive." Both disci- 
pline and initiative in this model mn interference across the brain and con- 
dition behavior. However, Turing claimed that in both the human and the 
electric mind, there is the possibility for random interference and that it is 
this element ha t  is criecal to intelligence. Interfez~nce &en, wads both as 
an organizing force, one which orders random behaviors, and as a random 
interruption whch returns the system to chaos: it must always do both. 

Turing created a test by which one might judge whether a computer 
could be considered intelligent. The Turing test demands that a human 
subject decide, based on replies given to her or his questions, whether 
she or he is communicating with a human or a machine. M e n  the re- 
spondents fail to distinguish between human and machine responses, the 
computer may be considerttd intelligent. In an inkrtrsting twist# Turing il- 
lustrates the app1ica23on of his test with what he calls "a sexual guessing 
game." In this game, a woman and a man sit in one room and an inter- 
rogator sits in another. The interrogator must determine the sexes of the 
t-wo people based on their written replies to his questions. The man at- 
tempts to deceive the questioner, and the woman tries to convince him. 
Turing's point in introducing the sexual guessing game was to show that 
imitation maks  even the mast stc7ble of distinctions (i.e,, gender) unsta- 
ble. By using the sexual guessing game as simply a control model, how- 
ever, Turing does not stress the obvious connection between gender and 
computer intelligence: both are in fact imitative systems, a d  the bound- 
aries hemeen female and male, I argue, are as unclear and as unstable as 
the boundary between human and machine intelligence. 

By assigning gender to biology and cognit.ive process to acculhrration, 
Turing fails to realize the full import of his negotiations behveen machine 
and human. Gender, we might argue, like computer intelligence, is a 



learned, imitative behavior that can be processed so well that it comes to 
look natrural. Indeed, the work of cultn;rre in h e  former and of science in 
the latter is pefiaps to transform the ar~ficial into a function so smooth 
that it seems organic. In other words, gender, like intelligence, has a tech- 
nology. There is an irony to Turing's careful analogical comparisons be- 
Ween bodies and machines. Two years a&er he published his paper, in 
1952, Turing was arrested and charged with "gross indecency," or homo- 
sexual activity. Faced with a choice between a jail sentence or hormone 
treatments, firing opted for the hormones. It was still believed in the 
fifties that female hormones could "correct" male homosexuality because 
homosexual behavior was assumed to be a form of physically or biologi- 
cally based gender confusion. In fact, the same kind of reasoning that 
pmvented Turing korn understanding the radically unstable condition of 
gender informed the attempt by medical researchers to correct a sup- 
posed surfeit of male hormones in the homosexual with infusions of fe- 
male hormones. During treatment, Turing was r e n d e ~ d  impotent, and 
he began to grow breasts. As soon as the treatment was over, he resumed 
his homosexual relationships. 

Two important paints can be made in relalion to the brush between 
science and desire. First, Turing's experience of gender instability sug- 
gests that the body may in fact be, both materially and libidinally, a 
pmduct of technology inasmuch as injections of hornones can trans- 
form it from male to female; second, desire provides the random ele- 
ment necessary to a technology's definition as intelligent. In other 
words, the body may be scienhfically a l t e ~ d  in order to farce "correct" 
gender identification, but desire remains as interference running across 
a binary technologic. 

Alan Turing" homosexuality was interprcrted by the legal system as a 
crime, by the medical profession as a malfunction, and by the govern- 
ment as a liability. 'Turing was considered a liability because during 
World War 11 he had used his mathematical kaining in the service of mil- 
itary intelligence, and, as a cryptanalyst, he had distinguished himself in 
his work to decode Nazi communications. Turing's homosexuality made 
him seem an unfit keeper of state secrets: he was exploitable, fatally 
flawed, a weak link in the masculinist chain of government and the mili- 
tary. He had a sexual secret that the enemy (in 1952, the enemy was, of 
course, Communism) could grey upon, and his secret made him incon- 
trovertibly Other. 

The association between machine and military intelligence, as Turing 
fatxnd out, is a close one; and computer technology is in many ways the 
progeny of war in the modem age. The fear generated by computer intel- 
ligence, indeed, owes much to this association of the computer with 



highly sophisticated weaponry. As Andreas Huyssen points out, the fear 
of an autonomous technology has led to a gendering of technology as fe- 
male: "As soon as the machine came to be perceived as a demonic; inex- 
plicable threat and as the harbinger of chaos and destruction . . . writers 
began to imagine the Maschinenmensch as woman. . . . Woman, nature, 
machine had become a mesh of signification which all had one thing in 
common: otherness.""e fear of artificial intelligence, like the fear of 
homosexuals infiltrating the secret service, was transformed into a para- 
noid terror of femininity Similarly, the machine itself was seen to 
threaten the hegemony of white male authority because it could as easily 
be used against a gover ent as for it; autonomy was indeed if;.; ttrl-rify- 
ing potential. The same argument that propelled a witch-hunt for possi- 
ble hmosexual traitors in the British government in the 1950s gendered 
the machine as female and attempted to convert threat into seduction. 
Turing now became the object of scmtiny of the very security system he 
had helped to cr9ate. The machine Othel; like the sexual Other within a 
system of gender inequality is contained even as it participates in the 
power dynamic. 

firing ended his life in 1954 by eating an apple dipped in cyanide, He 
had experienced the ignominy of a public trial for homosexual relations, 
he had suffered through a year's course of "organotherapy," then he was 
kept under close surveillance by the British Foreign office as a wave of 
panic over homosexual spies gripped the country. Turing had been 
awarded the Order of the British Empire in 1946 for his war service, and 
he earned a police record in 1952 far his sexual ac~virJes. Rarely has the 
division behveen body and mind been drawn with such precision and 
such tragic irony. 

firing's suicide method, caring an apple sahrrated with cyanide, 
bizarrely prefigures the Apple computer logo. Turing's apple, however, 
suggests a new and more complicated story than that of Adam and Eve; 
it suggests different configurations of cnrrlture and technology science and 
myth, gender and discourse. The fatal apple as a fitting symbol of Tur- 
ing's work scrambles completely boundaries between nahrai and artifi- 
cial showing the natural to be always merely a configuration within the 
artificial. This symbol reveals, furthermore, multiple intersections of 
body and technology within cultural memory. Turing's bite, then, may 
indeed be mad according to the myth of Genesis as the act of giving in to 
temptation, but it must also be read as resistance to the compulsory 
temptations of heterosexuality. Turing's death may have been a suicide, 
but it was also a refirsal to circulate in the amna of military secrets. Tur- 
ing's apple may be the apple of knowledge, but it is also the fruit of a 
technological dream. 



The Female Cyborg: Feminism and Postmodernism 

'*The projected n~anufictum by nien of arfqicial u?onrbs, of 
cyborgs, ~o j~ ich  will he part f l es i~ ,  part robot; of clones-nll are 
ma?r~estatr'otzs of yhnllofedltzic bouudary violntia~rs. '" 

---Mary Daly, Gyn-Ecufugy: Ihe 1)/Ietaeti%ics uf Radicnf Femidsm 

'"The cyborg is resolzrtely comrrrilted to p~utialifg~ irt;t~zy, iintirr~trcy 
nlrd perversity. I f  is o;?yositiorial, u tny~iavr nrzd complptely zuithnu f 
itznocerzce. " 

-Donna Haraway, ''A Manifesto for Cyborgs: Science, Technofaas 
and Socialist Feminism in the 1980s" 

Postmodernism has most often been theorized with relation to the arts or 
literature, but artificial intelligence, quantum mechanics, and a general 
move away from disciplinarity reveal that postmodernity is not only a si- 
multaneous formation across disciplinary boundaries, but it also chal- 
lenges distinctions between art and science altogether and suggests that 
the two cannot be thought separately. Obviously the definition of post- 
modernism is contesled. However, a working model of poshodemism 
demands that it have a historical dimension, a political perspective, and a 
cultural domain. Because the theoretical concems of postmodemism and 
kminism often seem to mirror each other, quesllons arise as to whether 
the two are in dialogue or opposition and whether one takes precedence 
over the other. I contend that feminism and postmodernism enjoy a mu- 
tual dependence within the academy and in relation to mass cuIhre. Be- 
cause postmodernism has often been represented as a chameleon dis- 
course, without a stable shape, form, or location, I offer a working 
definition that attempts both to situate it and to maintain its ambiguities. 
Theorists such as Andreas Huyssen and Jean Fransois Lyotard suggest 
that postmodernism does not simply follow after modemism: it arises out 
of modernism and indeed interrupts what Lyotard identifies as mod- 
ernism's grand narratives.5 Huyssen finds that postmodernism some- 
times breaks critically with modernism, and at other times m e d y  rein- 
scribes the modern enterpri~e.~ The postmodern is not simply a 
chronological "after" to the modern; it is always embedded within the 
modern as interference or interruption and as a coming to consciousness 
of' a subject no longer modeled upon the Western white male, In his at- 
tempt to historicize postmodernism, Frederick Jameson calls it a "cultural 
dominant" in the age of multinational capitalism. As cultural dominant, 
po"odernism participates in a differenwperception, of space and time, in 
the production of a fragmented subjectivity and in the breakdown of a 
surface/depth model in the realm of representation.? Refusing to desig- 



nate postmodemism as a "style," Jameson demonstrates that postmod- 
emism is a production within a system of logic at a precise time in history. 

Most heories of the postmodern concede that it involves a changing 
relation between our bodies and our worlds. Jameson suggests, with ref- 
erence to architecture, that postmodern hyperspace "has finally suc- 
ceeded in kanscending the capacities of h e  individual human body to 
locate itself, to organize its immediate surroundings peceptually and 
cognitively to map its position in a mappable external world."H But the 
vertigo that Jameson describes, like the confusion precipitated in Ly- 
otard's text by the breakdown of "grand narratives of legitimationSMg is 
nothing new for women and people of color. The world, after all, has 
been mapped and iegitimated for only a small group of people. As post- 
modernity brings space and tmth, time and body, nabre and representa- 
tion, and culture and technology into a series of startling collisions, we 
begin to ask questions about what interests were served by the stability 
of these categories and about who, in conkast, benefits Erom a recogni- 
tion of radical instability within the postmodern. Such questions have in- 
formed debates about postmodern feminism. By exploring feminist 
claims that postmodernism is merely an intellect-ual mse to reconstihrte 
the subject as white and male, I show that postmodernism and feminism 
are in fact mutually indebted. On the most basic level, feminism forces a 
thec3ry of gender oppression upon posmodernism, and postmodernism 
provides feminism with a politics of artificiality. 

The relationship between feminism and postmodernism is anything 
but hmilial-they are not to be married, hardly siblings; they are both 
more and less than incestuous. The most successful unions of these two 
discourses, indeed, have suggested a robotic, artificial, and monstrous 
connection. Donna Haraway's 1985 essay, '"A Manifesto for Cyborgs: Sci- 
ence, Technology, and Socialist Feminism in the 1980~~" presents a radical 
departure for an emergent postmodern feminist &course. Maraniay 
merges radical feminism with a pastmodern articrrla2;ion of history and a 
politically necessary analysis of science and technology. She calls for a 
repositioning of socialist feminism in relation to technological produc- 
t-im, theoret-ical arlimla~ons of the feminist subject, and the narrative of 
what she calls "salvation history." The cyborg for Haraway is "a con- 
densed image of both imagination and material reality, the two joined 
cenkrs strrrcbring any possibility of historicd transfoma2;ion." Such an 
image is particularly useful for feminists who seek to avoid the ideologi- 
cal dangers of recourse to an authentic female self. Haraway's cyborg 
displays the machinery of gender; clothes herself in circuitry and net- 
worlts; commits to ""prtiaIi.ty, irony intimacy and perversity'"l0 and rev- 
els in the confusion of boundaries. 



Haraway has been criticized for engaging in "an epistemological fan- 
tasy of beconzirlg multiplicity" by Susan Bordo, who identifies a danger in 
ihet3retical prOjects that embrace muhiple and unstable subject: posit-ions. 
Such "deconstructionist readings," she suggests, "refuse to assume a 
shape for which they must take responsibility."" Bordo is not alone in 
her suspicion sf the elusiveness of the postmodern srrbject. Nancy Hart- 
sock asks: " m y  is it that just at the moment when so many of us who 
have been silenced begin to demand the right to name ourselves, to act as 
subjects rather than as the objects of history that just then the concept of 
subjecthood becomes problematic?"'2 Both Bordo's suspicion of the lo- 
catedness of the postmodern subject and Hartsock's questioning of the 
historical imperative behind the postmodern project are valid and timely 
inquiries. The subtext: to both quesltions is whether the postmodern sub- 
ject, fragmented and in flux, is not after all merely another incamation of 
the masculine subject of the Enlightenment. Gender, such theorists fear, 
has been deemplnasized in order to allow the male suhject to be renab- 
ralized as ""hman." 

Bordo, then, accuses postmodern feminism of refusing "to assume a 
shape," and yet Haraway has outlined clearly the shape, form, and 
agenda of a postmodern feminist cyborg who participates in power struc- 
tures. Hartsock finds posmodernism to be suspicioudy conkqorary 
with the coming to voice of many who have prcrviously been silenced; 
and yet, aclldemic feminism, at least, is surely a dismurse with a voice 
and with an increasingly empowered place within the institution. Hart- 
sock asks why is it that suvecthood splinters when marginalized groups 
begin to speak. The answer is already embedded in her question; subject- 
hood becomes problematic, fragmented, and stratified because marginal- 
ized O&ers begin to speak, The concept of the unified bourgeois suhject, 
in other words, has been shot through with otherness and can find no 
way to regroup or reunite the splinters of being, now themselves part of a 
class, race, and gender cmfiguration, 

The kars that Bordo and Hartsock artictrlate are indeed justified, but to 
overindulge in such a speculative drift must surely reduce institutional 
power to a one-way dynamic that always reproduces a center and mar- 
gins structure. Debates about whether certain theoretical strategies neu- 
tralize the political content of academic feminism-or, worse, collaborate 
in its co-optation-are necessary and important as long as they do not 
fall back upon a conception of power that identifies it as full-scale repres- 
sion coming from above. Power, Michel Foucault has forcefully demon- 
strated, comes from below; and the posmodern subject, in its fragmen- 
tary and partial form, was formed out of the very challenge made by 
feminism to patriarchy. 



Haraway concludes her essay: "Although both are bound in the spiral 
dance, I would rather be a cyborg than a goddess."'VTe cyborg and the 
goddess are suggestive terns for the comprehension of feminism as al- 
ways multiple. Feminism has never been a monolithic theoretical or cul- 
turd project, but mrtain ideas do aeain a kind of dominance over time. 
Hence, the "spiral dance," or history makes the cyborg inconceivable in 
feminism without the prior presence of the goddess; one does, indeed, 
stand upon the other's shoulders. Haraway's essay figures the cultural 
kminism of the late 1970s and the early 19Ws as the goddess because it 
revived and reinvested, in an idealized concept of woman, a concept that 
exiled her in nabre and essentialized her in relation to gender, Such "cul- 
tural feminism," one which ignores the material bases of oppression and 
cathects "woman" as the real, the tme, and t-he natural, reproduces, in 
Biddy Martin's words, "the classical split between the individual and the 
social formation" and assumes "that we can shed what is supposedly a 
false consciousness imposed and mail-ttained from the oubide, and begin 
to speak a more authentic truth."l4Although the goddess and the cyborg 
are merely poles in a complex debate, they are useful in thinking through 
gender. Indeed, although the terms of the debate may change over time; 
in the arguments for and against a postmodern feminism we can still 
trace an oscillation between these positions. The ground between the 
goddess and the cyborg clearly stakes out the contested territory bemeen 
the category "woman" and the gendered "body." So, if the goddess is an 
ideal congruence between anatomy and femininity, the cyborg instead 
po"ts ferninhi9 as automation, a coded masyuerade. 

As early as 1970, Shulamith Firestone in The Dialectic of Sex suggested 
the promise of the female cyborg: "What is called for is a revolutionary 
ecological program that would attempt to establish an artificial balance 
in place of the 'natural' one, thus realizing the original goal of empirical 
science: total mastery of nature," Firestone arped  that feminist revolu- 
tion must seize control of the means of both production and reproduc- 
tion: cybematim and fertility control will relieve women of their histori- 
cal burden and lead the way to a different and fully politicized female 
subject pasition. Firestone remained caught in a kind of bidogism which 
grounds gender oppression in the body of the mother. And although her 
call for "total mastery" resubmits to a kind of holism, she has nonetheless 
envisioned a solution which is neither apacalyptimor idealist and one 
which welcomes developments in science and technology. Firestone's 
claim that "the misuse of scientific developments is very often confused 
with technology itself"" leads her to suggest that "atomic energy, fertility 
control, artificial reproduction, cybernation, in themselves are liberat- 
ing-unless they are improperly used." Such a perspective concurs with 



Harawayfs argument that "taking responsibility for the social relations of 
science and technology means refusing an anti-science metaphysics, a 
demonology of technology. . . . " I5  

Firestone's grim optimism in the 1970s was countered within feminist 
discourse by the demonization of science and technology which, quite 
understandhly stemmed from a fear of the r-elakdness of technology 
and militarism. Mary Dalyfs Gyn/Ecology, perhaps the most important 
work in the cultural feminist tradition, imaginatively and yet reductively 
performs an unequivocal rejection of all technologies. 117 a secrion enti- 
tled "From Robotitude to Robotici de: Reconsidering," Daly argues that 
"phallotechnic progress" aims eventually to replace femaleness with 
""hoflow hologramsf' and &male bodies with robots ti-trough such tech- 
niques as "total therapy, transsexualism and cloning."'b Daly proposes a 
strategy to counter this process and calls it "roboticide" or the destmc- 
tion of "false selves." Given the history of gendering technology as fe- 
male in order to make it. seductive, the threat of a Stepford Wives phe- 
nomenon certainly has validity. However, Dalyfs cultural critique hinges 
upon an investment in binaries such as natural and artificial, intuitive 
and ra~onal, female and male, and body and mind. Daly reinvests in the 
fear of autonomous machines and equates artificiality with the loss of an 
essen~al self. 

Daly cc?tegcrrizes cloning, artificial intelligence, and reproducrive tech- 
nology (or, as she terms it, "male-mother-miming") as boundary viola- 
tions perpetrated by scientists, the "priests of patriarchy."'7 She reads ro- 
botitude, or automated gender, as a negative condition because she 
imagines that it replaces something natural and organic within 
"woman." Unlike Haraway Daly is certain of what counts as nature and 
of what constitutes a true self. I suggest that even though automated gen- 
der does indeed involve a certain "robotihude," automation functions 
amidst constant interference from the random elements of computer 
technology and therefore constantly participates in the ordering and dis- 
ordering of resistances. The imperfect matches between gender and de- 
sire, sex and gender, and the body and technology can be accommodated 
within the automated cyborg, because it is always partial, part machine 
and part human; it is always becoming human or "becoming woman."ld 

Ts argue, as the culhral feminists do, that automated gnder  removes 
the humanity of the female subject is to ignore the technology of gender 
and to replicate a patriarchal gendering of technology. As we saw in rela- 
tion to Turing, technology is given a female identity when it must seduce 
the user into thinKng of it as desirhie or benign. Dalyfs argument that 
the female robot: contaminates woman's sessential nahralness =genders 
the natural and the artificial in the opposite direction as female nature 
and male science. 



In a recent issue af Ferrzinist Studies, Jane Caputi provides an updated 
version of Daly's critique of phallotechnocracy. Caputi's far-ranging 
analysis examines what she perceives as the ominous cultural import of 
the blurring of human and machine. Caputi opens her argument with a 
cogent reading of a television commercial for Elephant Premium floppy 
d isk  during eleclion week 1984. The commercial's subliminal message, 
she suggests, is about memory the mythical memory of the elephant, her 
own memory that the elephant is a symbol of the Republican party, and 
the electronic memory of the floppy disk. Cayuh is concerned here with 
""the replacement of organic memory by an artificial substitute," a d  she 
fears that humans and machines will ""sur/blur ever into one another, 
humans becoming more cold, the machines acquiring more soul."'g 
Memory, artificial memory, also concerns Caputi in her consideration of 
the Apple computer logo. She argues that the logo both reactivates the 
myth of original sin and creates a new and dangerous myth about "an ar- 
tificial paradise, indeed the arlificial as paradistr.'Were, Caput-i fails to 
question the very artificiality of the "naturalf' paradise she implicitly de- 
fends. The apple, as I have tried to suggest, is Turing's apple, an artificial 
fusion of mafiematics and the body, death and desire, sex and gender, 

In order to remain aware of the hidden messages in commercials that 
link conservatism, corporate business, and computer technology, Caputi 
warns, we must learn to '"see eleplsant~,'~ to remembel; "to ono longer ac- 
cept the part as the whole, to perceive and act upon essential connec- 
tions.""" We might ask of Capuli and Daly, what is so anxiety provaking 
in a blurring of ma&ine and human and what is so attractive in holism 
and universalism? I propose that the fear in the first and the desire in the 
second spring from and return us to the complementary binaries of West- 
ern metaphysics. Caputifs concern that we are being duped by a pah.iar- 
chal conspiracy of signification perhaps overlooks the fact that oppres- 
sive mechanisms more often deceive by wearing the mask of truth than 
by hiding; the act-ion happens at: the surhce rather &an down below. As 
Oscar Wilde wrote, "the true mystery of the world is the visible not the 
invisible." 

In a discussion of Marshal1 Mctuhan's Tfze Mechnllicnl Bide:  Folk lm of 
Iltdjrsfrial Man, Caputi further simplifies what is at stake in the concepts 
of "womm" and "female." She writes of the "Mechanical Bride" (in ef- 
fect, a &male cyborg): "This symbol is also a metaphor, one that links 
technology to creation via an artificial woman/wife/mother. As such, it 
cannot help but expose the enmity that technological man declares for 
living flesh and blood creation-nahre, motherhood, the womb-but 
also for female ueality."z In her attempt to maintain strict boundaries be- 
tween the authentic and its simulation, Caputi opposes the mechanical 
bride to ""fecnale reality" a slippery concept, and she relocates nabre and 



lug Lz'vingstt~~, urr filled drawing, mixed medk. 



motherhood firmly within the female body. The female cyborg, therefore, 
becomes in her argument a symbol for male technological aggression 
against women; she does not attempt to explain what fear the technolog- 
ical woman, the mechanical bride, generates in herself. 

To predicate a critique of patriarchy, as Caputi and Daly do, on the ba- 
sis of a tme and authentic Eemale self, who jealously guards her hound- 
aries (physical and spiritual) and her goddess-given right to birth chil- 
dren, is merely to tell the story that patriarchy has told all along about 
women: women are morally superior to men, and they have an essential 
connection to nature. The female cyborg is, for both Daly and Caputi, a 
feared image of the seduction of woman into an automated femininity 
rather than the image of what patriarchal, masculinist authority fears in 
boll-r an autonomous technology and in femininity itself. The mistah lies 
in thinking that there is some "natural" or "organic" essence of woman 
that is either corrupted or contained by any association with the artificial. 
Hwever, femininity is always mechanical and arlif-icial-as i s  masculin- 
ity. The female cyborg becomes a terrifying cultural icon because it hints 
at the radical potential of a fusion of femininity and intelligence. If we de- 
fine femininit-y as the representation of any gartered body and intelli- 
gence as the autonomous potential of technology and mental function- 
ing, their union signifies the artificial component in each without 
referring to any essent-ial concept 02: nature. A female cyborg would be ar- 
tificial in bath mind and fleshf as much woman as machine, as dose to 
science as to nature. The resistance she represents to static conceptions of 
gender and tecl-tnology pushes a feminist theory of power to a new arena* 
The intelligent and female cyborg thinks gender, processes power, and 
converts a binary syritem of logic into a more intricate network. As a 
metaphor, she challenges the correspondences such as mar-ernity and 
femininity or female and emotion. As a metonym, she embodies the im- 
possibility of distinguishing between gender and its representation. 

By merging so completely the familiar with the stmnge, the artificial 
with the natural, the female cyborg appears to evoke something unset- 
tling, something that profoundly disturbs and frightens certain authors. 
We might call the effect produced by the &male csyborg ""uncanny" ""The 
uncanny," Freud writes in an essay of the same name, "is that tlass of the 
telrifying which leads back to something long known to us, once very fa- 
miliar."22 He then leads us back to the repressed as castration or the re- 
pressed as the mother's genitals. The repressed becomes uncanny when 
it recurs: it is the familiar (i.e., the mother's genitals) become strange (i.e., 
castrated). 

By way of illustrating his theory Freud refers to Hoffman's tale, "The 
Sand Man." He wants to use the story to prove his thesis that the threat of 
castration is what creates uncanny effects. Freud argues that the uncanny 



is represented in the castrating figure of the Sand Man himself, rather 
than in the lifelike doll, Olympia, with whom the hero, Nathaniel, falls in 
love. 

But I cannot think-and I hope most readers of the story will agree with 
me-that the tl~eme of the doll, Olympia, who is to all appearances a living 
being, is by any means the only clement to be held responsible for the quite 
unparalleled atmosphere of uncanniness which the story evokes. . . . The 
main tl~eme of the story is, on the contrary, something different . . . it is the 
theme of the Sand Man who tears out cshildren's eyes. 

In this passage, Freud deliberately and fsrcefrrlly shifts the terns of the 
debate in order to oppose Ernst Jent.schls work sugges~ng that the un- 
canny is produced by intellectual uncertainty. Jentsch gives as an exam- 
ple "doubts whether an apparently animate being is really alive," and he 
refers to "'wax-work figures, artificial dolls and automatons."2WObvi- 
ously for Jentsch it is the automaton Olympia that is the locus of the un- 
canny in the story. Freud refutes Jentsch not only because of the impor- 
tance of the casbation theory to psychoanalysis, but also because Freud 
needs to separate the female body from both technology and the produc- 
tion of terror. Thus, he can maintain a critical connection (the very con- 
nection that Caputi and Daly defend) between the female body, nah;rre, 
and motherhood. 

A cycle of repe tition-compulsion characterizes Freud's wandering 
journey thmugh the uncanny, He represses the female figure Olympia 
who returns as the "painted woman" of Italy (the gen-Italia); then as the 
dark forest in which one might be lost; and finally as that "unheimlich 
place" itself, '"the entrance to the former heim [home] of all human be- 
ings, to the place where everyone dwelt once upon a time and in the be- 
ginning."z"his rehrn reassures Freud of the possibility of an origin 
(easily lost among infinite repetitions) and calms his fear of the auto- 
mated woman, the doll to whose womb neither he nor any man may re- 
turn. Olympia, of course, is a cyborg, not a flesh-and-blood woman; 
nonetheless, she is desirable. Teclnnology and the feminine reside at once 
in Olympia. Olympia, the mechanical bride, represents technology's se- 
ducti\ieness and it?; inrvitabiliey.25 

In Hoffman's "The Sand Man," Olympia seduces the protagonist, 
Nathaniel, because as automaton she does not interfere with his nards- 
sistic need to fis~d himself mirrored in the Other. Her answer to all his 
questions, "A&! Ach!" assmres him that he has found true femininity a 
perpetually consenting adult. When she is revealed to be an automaton, 
when her femininity as mechanism is finally brought to his attention, his 
very masculinity lies in the balance. Olympia as automaton radically 



questions the possibility of taking the body as proof of gender. She pro- 
duces uncanny notions that the machine is more than a metaphor for self, 
that sexuality has a mechanism, and that gender i s  a technology. 

Clearly there is a problem when the arguments used within psycho- 
analysis or within modem scientific discourse to essentialize femininity 
are replicated within feminist heory. Mary Daly warns us of the dangers 
of robotitude but fails to problematize the ways in which technology has 
already been gendered female or why. Jane Caputi opposes artificial and 
natural memories but does not remember that feminism has called nab- 
ralized memory or "history," into question all along. Some strands of 
feminist theory have demonized science and technology rather than at- 
tempting to undo oppressive discourses while participating in those that 
may empower us. In the age of the intelligent machine, political cate- 
gories can no longer afford to be binary. A multiplicity is called for that 
acknowledges power differentials but is not ruled by them; that produces 
and reduces differences; and, finally that understands gender as auto- 
mated and intelligent, as a mechanism or structure capable of achieving 
some kind of autonomy from both biological sex and a rationalistic tradi- 
t-im. The female cyborg, in other words, calls atten"rion to the artificiality 
of gender distinctions and to the political motivation that continues to 
blur gede r  into nature. 

Feminist rereadings of what Haraway calls "the social relations of tech- 
nology" of Olympia the artificial woman, the mechanical bride, can con- 
tribute to different technologies and different conceptions of gender 
identities. The apparently female cyborg releases the female body from 
its bondage to nature and merges body and machine to produce a terrify- 
ing and uncanny prospect of female intelligence. Gender emerges within 
the cyborg as no longer a binary but as a multiple cons&uction depen- 
dent upon randam formations beyond masculine or kmifiine. Different 
readings of cultural symbols, such as the apple of temptation, produce 
new myths and refuse the eschat.oEogy of a Christian science. Turing's 
travels into artificial intelligence, his experience of the technology of gen- 
der within his own body, his homosexuality, and finally his fatal bite into 
the cyanide apple pmdrrce dillerenee and the artificial as always con- 
comitant with the natural. The cyborg and the apple demand post- 
Christian myths, myths of multiple genders, of variegated desires, myths 
of di fierence, differences and tolerance. 

Postscript 

Postmodern feminism, as I have been arguing, can find positive and pro- 
ductive ways in which to theorize gender, science, and technology, and 
their c~nnections within the fertile and provocative field of machine in- 



telligence. Using the image of a female machine, I posit gender as an au- 
tomated construct. Although the female cyborg proves to be a fascinating 
metaphor and an exciting prospect, it may gloss or abscure certain rela- 
tions between living women and technology. For example, within the in- 
formation industry, a traditional gender division exists with regard to 
work-men write programs and women process words-and such a di- 
vision reinforces existing models for gendered labor, 

Although Shoshana Zuboff does not directly confront the gendered di- 
vision of labor, her book, In the Age af the Smart Machine: The Fatare of 
Work and Power; implies that such a division is not compatible with the 
new technology. Calling manager-employee relations in the automated 
workplace "posthierarchical," she claims: "This does not imply that dif- 
kentials sf knowledge respsnsibility, and pawer no longer exist; rather 
they can no longer be assumed. Instead they shift and flow and develop 
their character in relation to the situations, the task and the actors at 
hand." Work relations, Zubofl argues, when clustered around an elec- 
tronic text rather than spread between manual labor and personnel man- 
agement, tend toward a system of equality. To arrive at this conclusion, 
Zuboff &aces the history of' blue- and white-collar workers, derical work- 
ers, and management in relation to disciplinary systems of power within 
technology and industry. The predominance of women in the word- 
processing BelA might be attributed, then, to a continuation of the effects 
of the feminization of office work after the introduction of the typewriter 
in the 1890s: "in 1890, 64 percent of all stenographers and typists were 
women; by 1920, the figure had risen to 92 percent."26 But typewriting 
and word processing-textual reproduction and textual manipulation- 
are different kinds of tasks, with a much greater potential for change ex- 
isting within word processing. As jobs incrtsasingly focus upan h e  ma- 
nipulation of electronic texts and symbols, word processing will very 
probably not remain a secretarial task invofving simple transcription; 
word processing, whether performed by women or men, may conceiv- 
ably break down traditional divisions of labor within the office. The 
smart machine, indeed, requires that we change the way we envision our 
jobs as much as the new jobs alter social datians within fie workplace. 

At the same time, the electronic marketplace threatens to enforce a new 
kind of literacy and to create a disenfranchised body of illiterates. Being 
at ease with computer technology demands expasure that r-ight now only 
money can buy. Even a slight decrease in market value, however, could 
make the personal computer as affordable and ubiquitous as the televi- 
sion set. If the labor force is to resist a split between hose who work on 
computers and those who continue to hold low-paying and low-prestige 
service jobs, a split that could follow predictable class and race lines, peo- 
ple must have mughly equal access to ccomp.trter time. Of: course, the con- 



figurations of class, race, and gender in the age of the intelligent machine 
are not reducible to a single model or strategy. As the technology 
changes, social relalions change; as social relations &an@, the technol- 
ogy is altered. Cybernetic systems, at least potentldly, tend toward a 
posthierarchical labor structure in which the system stresses interac- 
tion-among woikers and management, computer systems and opera- 
t o r s a s  much as production. 

Gender, in this essay has figured as an electronic text that shifts and 
changes in dialogue with users and programs. rrhe apple signifies an al- 
tered relation between our bodies and ourselves in the age of the intelli- 
gent machine, and the Apple logo's byte no longer proves fatal. Post- 
modern feminism, I argue, may benefit from the theory of artificiality 
proposed by firing3 sexpiiorations in artificial intelligence and symbol- 
ized by the Apple logo. Such a theory shows that we are already as em- 
bedded within the new technologies as they are embodied within us. 
Both Turing's apple and the female cyborg threaten our abiliv to differ- 
entiate bemeen our natural selves and our machine selves; these images 
suggest that perhaps already cyborgs are us. 
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African and Western Ferninisms 
d-Traveling the 

Tendencies and Possibi 
CHRISTINE SYLVESTER 

X believe that our identiti~ps are not glviitt or reducible to oz4r 
origilzs, skin colour, or laaterial locmf;"rz~zs. Iderrfities crr yosilkfrs 
are the prodtict ojstrriggle nzd t!~ey represell t art acJ~iez~ed, rzat an 
ascn'bed fraif, 

I zoatrt people to ndvocnf~crff.;trri~zisi~ ns n politics, Eerni~zisirr is 
yerccizted as a Iqesfyle, as something yo;li becanze ratlzer t h m  
sometjzing you do, 

-bell hooks, hooks et a). 1993,38 

Sfire Imrns to juggle czrltures, Sfire has a ylzrivat yersolialify, she 
p u d e s  irz, a pluralistic ?mode---frothi~g is thr1.1~ t out, tlze good the 
bad alzd t./~e ugly, nut?rilig rejcded, nut11r;lzg nbartdoned. Not otzly 
does she strstain corztradictia~rs, she tzrrns the ambitlnlence into 
sometI~irzg else, 

-Gloria Anzald&a 1987,79 

A t  this point in feminist theorizing, as at moments in the 
past, several interlocking, simu1taneous, and sequential tendencies mark 
h e  field. One features feminism seetling into its many philosophical and 
identitS;. diiferences and deknding an absence of consensus as appropri- 

I wish to thank Stanlie Jarncs for t~clping mc thh~k about world traveling. Collcapcs in 
the wornen" studies programs at Australian Nationat University and &e University of 
Adelaide offered helpful comments on the artide, as18 t-he editors and reviewers for f igns 
provided incomparably wise suggestions. 



ate for this era. Following closely on this first tendency is considerable 
feminist w r r y  about issues of power and solidarity in a fragmented era 
and accompanying debates about the merits of this versus that specific 
feminism. The third tendency is in the d i ~ c t i m  of effecting some femi- 
nist amalgamations that merge or cross-fertilize the differences. 

This a r~c le  considers each feminist tendency as it bears on quest.ions 
raised in Africanist circles about the existence and nature of African fern- 
inisms relative to Western feminisms. The theowtical work of Marjorie 
milinyi, a multi-identified Tmzanian feminist, and Kiltby Ferguson, a 
Western feminist theorist, are probed for the connections they raise and 
the possibilities they harbor for traveling toward a method of empathetic 
cooperation across, but with an eye on registering, feminist differences. 
The three &mini& quotations offered &ove suggest something of what 
the journey entails: achieved plural identities, juggled cultures, and am- 
bivalences turned into feminist politics rather than feminist lifestyle 
sancluaries. 

On Parading, Debating, Merging 

Feminists parade the geospaces. Liberals, radicals, Marxists, socialists, 
ecos, empiricists, standpainters, womanists, lesbians, postmodernists, 
p o ~ t s m c h l r a l i t  postmoderns, and queers pass in review. Nationalkt 
and critical Third World feminisms join the march, WIDs and WADS 
GAD about in gorgeous attire-l Several melodies play simultaneously. 
Cheers strike up far the favorites. The parade of feminist. appmaches has 
been a perennial event for some time and a recently celebrated event in 
some quarters. The cover of Ms. shouts "No, Feminists Don't All Think 
Alike ( W o  Says We Have To?)"' (Ms. 1993). It is a parade that celebrates 
voices, identities, material cultures, lifestyles, and the sense that "nothing 
is thrust out," ""no~hing rejected," "nothing abandoned," 

While the several tunes play and the ever-lengthening feminist dis- 
plays pass, some worry about those who have the resources to rain on 
the parade by using feminist differences against us or simply by denying 
kminisrn any salience. Backlash (Faludi 1991) is nor just a U.S. phenome- 
non. Ruth Meena accuses donor agencies in southern Africa of having 
"deliberately and consciously taken measures which ensure a sfatas qrro 
in which scholars of the region remain primary producers of raw data to 
be processed by 'intellectual' factories of the North" (Meena 1992, 3). 
Even though some of the locally produced materials suggest the impor- 
tance of deviating from the likral women in development (WID) line 
that tends to find favor in Western circles, concerns about integrating 
African w m e n  into given notlons of dwelopment prevail in donor poli- 
cies. Changu Mannathoko think "it is a misconception to view feminism 
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as a Western ideology" (1992,72). But the ability of donors and local gov- 
enments to refuse locaify produfctd knotvledge about "African women'" 
is undoubtedly related to the fact h a t  "feminism is considered by most 
of our African scholars as a foreign importation which has no relevance 
to the African situation" "eena 1992,4). 

The very presence of women in nontraditional labor activities in the 
United States can foment hysterical scenarios of gender-reversed sexual 
harassment in the workplace.2 In parts of Africa, that presence can jar the 
intdligentsia into seeking, in Rudo Caidzanwa's terms, to redoru?esticat.e 
African women, to send them to some tradit,ianal home, some status ""r- 
ducible to our origins,'' some "lifestyle" that refuses "plural personality" 
(1992, 116). Thus statues of Zimbabwe's war heroes inappropriately de- 
pict " h e  figures of men wearing trousers but the women in skil"ts,lf as 
though, says Gaidzanwa, "only men were supposed to wear trousers in 
the new country of Zimbabwe that the population had fought so hard to 
liberate" (1992, 117).3 Denying that Zimbabwean men and rvolllelz shoul- 
dered the tasks of war and jumbled the categories of gender in doing so, 
"women combatantsf' are now "lady fighters." Along similar lines, the 
largest maternity hospihl in Harare, Gaidzanwa reminds u s  is renamed 
for the female spirit medium, Nehanda Nyakasikana, known in no way 
for being a mother: she was an adviser to local rebels seeking to over- 
&mw the colonial government in the uprisings of 189697, Here is a di- 
rect case of domestication and an indirect refusal of a krninist-publicized 
fact that women can do and be a number of things other than or while be- 
ing mothers. 

Concerns with such stunts and denials have resulted in lively debates 
in many locations about how to project feminist power in an era when 
kminisms parade their differences against a backdirop ut' backlash. It was 
all seemingly easier in the 1970s and early 1980~~  when feminist theories 
set forth blueplints for women's liberation that were, in Rosi Braidatti's 
words, "Sree from the specialized tone of later feminist scholarship" 
(1991, 153). In your face with certainties, various movement feminisms 
gave wonen dear-cut agendas to pursue, as in Nyaradzo Makamure's 
unequivocal claim in 1984 that "the Women's Movement in Zimbabwe is 
closely linked to the struggle for socialism" (1984 75). In the 1980s, ferni- 
nist theory in the West scanned the results of in-your-face feminist agen- 
das, h e  absence ut' geospar_ial nuance in the prcscriptjons, the silencing of 
dissent from "the" correct positions, and turned, chastened, to a more 
pretheoretical place to ask how we know who we are, where we are, and 
what we should do. In answering these questions, some feminist theory 
became hyperintellectual and came away from the streets just as back- 
lashes were being orchestrated. It showed off intellectual finery and fi- 
nessed language until many "agenda feministsfhere confwsed and 



peeved and disempowered. And yet, despite accusations af abstraction, 
nihilism, relativism, and apolitics targeted at what became known as the 
postmodem turn in feminism, that h r n  corrects fsr elements of Vranni- 
cal surefootedness in the blueprint era. The postmodern era is fragment- 
ing, but the fragmentation is not necessarily unfriendly, even to Third 
World women, to Akican feminists, Qn the conkary the emphasis on dif- 
ference, on local circumstances, on situated constitutions of "womenf' 
and "feminism," says Jane Parpart, "recognizes the connection between 
knowledge and power, and seeks to understand local hawledges both 
as sites of resistance and power [in ways that] would provide a more sub- 
tle understanding of Third World women's lives" (1993,456). 

The third tendency is to look in the interstices of the debate positions 
for ways to bridge feminist differences effectively without forcing one 
feminism (or locally situated set of women) to expire at the hands of an- 
other. Just at Third Warld-First world intersections of feminism, we find 
some radical woman-centered strreams of African feminism, which rest 
on essentialist notions of women, joining nationalist feminisrns around 
the theme that the precolonial period in Africa was something of a 
golden age for all African women.4 The WID approach, which enforces a 
Western liberal understanding that women must be integrated into the 
mainstream, stands somewhat amended by a newer WAD approach that 
tells us women are alseady in development: it commingles with Marxist- 
feminist ideas on how integrationist projects may disadvantage Third 
World women by doubling and tripling their burdens of production. 
Meanwhile, GAD approaches accuse WID and WAD of ""group[ing] 
women together without taking strong analytical note of class, race, or 
ethnicity divisions, all of which may exercise a powerful influence on 
their actual social stahsf"(Rathgeber 1990,493). The prdrence in many 
GAD circles is for a more socialist-feminist-resonating theory (Zwart 
n.d.).%D the while, critical Third World feminism dmims to "incorporate 
elements from Marxist, nationalist, and poststructurafist feminism" 
(milinyi 1992,46). 

The new merger efforts nuance feminist theory and take it in less 
either-or directions than was our want in L-he in-your-face days. They m- 
veal borderlands of race, class, gender, and public policy that once took 
individual pride of place, one behind the other, in the parade of femi- 
nism~. But is it enough to search far a more widely representative set of 
truths to amalgamate? When amalgamated feminisms march under one 
instead of two or more banners, tensions at their fulcrums can be pa- 
pered aver. @e can imagine all feminisms hmbled together in one can- 
ister and randomly plucked out for matches, like some kind of feminist 
lottery. Yet without some amalgamations, how do we fashion a feminist 
politics h a t  bell ho& could cheer as "somethiing you do"? 
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World Traveling 

I would like to see a new trend emerge that takes the current emphasis on 
difference and turns it into "something else" that is "not an ascribed 
trait" or a feminist "lifestyle" but "a politics.'' I would like more empha- 
sis on methods of speaking in, through, and acsass differences-methods 
by which different identity feminisms and geospatial locations within 
them become mobile in ways that juggle and cross borderlands without 
leaving us with baseball caps afEixed with tourist decals-"? Climbed Mt. 
Ki1imar.tjar.g with Tanzanian Nationalist: Feministsu-the total of decal ex- 
periences summing into a lifesvle of feminist add-ons. 

Exotic images appended to a stationary self-kaveling locked up safe 
from intrusive pmvincialisms smack of feminist tourism. As Elspeth 
Probyn says, "The tourist is posed as unthreatening, merely passing 
through; however, his person has questionable effects. Just as economi- 
cally the benefits of tourism rehm to the first world, the touri6t . . . cam- 
ouflage[~] the theoretical problematic of the ontological implications of 
Western subjecd1oodm (1990,184). This is a form of travel that encourages 
arrogant percep2-ions of others as having only the interests the traveler as- 
signs.6 It is the Western-subject-centered "I" dressed up for encounters 
with wildernessed na~ves.7 

The mobilities I have in mind are of a different order. They come from 
feminist "world-travelling" as Maria Lugones describes the experience: 
"Those of us who are 'worldf-travellers have the distinct experience of 
being in different 'wodds' and ourselves in them. We can say 'Thatfs me 
there, and I am happy in that "world."' The experience is one of having 
memory of oneself as different without any underlying 'I"' (1990, 396). 
This form of world traveling relies on empal.ly to enter into the spirit. of 
difference and find in it an echo of oneself as other than the way one 
seems to be. It moves us, in other words, to places of subjectivity that 
shif and hyphenate into the worlAs of others* Lugcanes explains the 
process: "It is not a matter of acting, OPle does m t  pose as someone else, 
me does not pretmd to be, for example, someme of a different pewanal- 
ity or character or someone who uses space or language difkrently than 
the other person. Rather one is someone who has that personality or 
character or uses space and language in that particular way" (1990,396). 

World traveling introduces a certain jostling in the feminist parade 
ranks, as an avowed "I" becomes not merely and egoistically sympathetic 
to sunoundlng marchers ("I understand their concerns") but related em- 
patl-tetically in two or more parade positions or worlds of experience. fu- 
dith Butler says that "sympathy involves a substitution of oneself for an- 
other that may well be a colonization of the other's position as one's own" 
("193,118). Empathe.t.ic iden~l.ies arc relar_ionally autonomous, They exist 



separately and yet inform and draw on each other, shape each other with 
irony, poignancy, jealousy, and a wisdom that defies colonial efforts to in- 
form all of us of where to take our proper places." 

Being different in another world and oneself in it is an achievement, a 
struggle with solipsism. It enables the juggle of feminist cultures pre- 
cisely because aspects of those culhres become part of us rather than 
something we go on vacation to photograph through the lens of a fixed 
"I." Whereas "the arrogant perceiver falsifies and oversimplifiesf' (Gun- 
ning 1991-92, W9), the world traveler can valorize differences among 
women by seeing, in Teresa de Lauretis's terms, "differences within 
women" (1986, 14), differences within the woman or m m  who is femi- 
nist, within ourselves. As one travels, one encounters fewer aliens out 
there at the same time that one appreciates h e  many nuances of 
*iwomen." 

Yet is it only the Westerner who can travel the worlds of difference-- 
the parade pasitrions of feminism-in order to become less arrogant and 
more empathetic? Looming behind an identity-expanding concept of 
world traveling, is there the shadow of an affluent, educated contempla- 
tor of' "the othel;" one who has the resources to travel, the time to explore 
hyphenations, and "the" standards against which to measure empathy? 
Have I not set up a way to understand the white redoubt of South Africa, 
for example, as travehng to the African other at the pace of a luxury 
cruise liner, controlling the resources and processes of the trip up to the 
last bloody moment? Am I speaking of "worlding" the Third World by 
discovering it and bringing it back home through ccrlanial and imperial- 
ist activities, through an assimilationist refusal of rich histories and au- 
tonomous spaces?g 

The line between feminist world traveling and "the arrogant perceiver 
[who] sees himself as the center of the universe" (Frye 1983,66-67) can be 
jagged. h e  can siide backward and fawarel between travel and world 
travel. As Trinh T. Minh-ha says: "'Correct' culhral filmmaking . . . usm- 
ally implies that Africans show Africa; Asians, Asia; and Euro-Americans, 
the world. Otherness has its laws and intel-dictims. Since you can't take 
the bush from the Bla& man [say some Afrikaners], it. is the bush that is 
consistently given back to him, and as things often tum out it is also this 
very bush that the Black man shall make his exclusive territory" (1990, 
373). Such mvel keeps less well-resourced subjects in confined locations. 
Meanwhile, the mobile ones who write the "laws and interdictions" may 
not have the empathy needed to glimpse the intricate lives that lie be- 
yond an invented bush. Norma Alarc6r-r suggests that "the freedam of 
women of color to posit themselves as multiple-voiced subjects is con- 
stantly in peril or repression precisely at that point where our constituted 
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contradictions put us at odds with women different from ourselves" 
(1990,364). 

Having raised the alarm &out round-trip travel back to me's Weskm 
lifestyle, it is important to deny it the exclusive territory of world travel- 
ing. Lugones argues that it is not the privileged person who is a typical 
world kavelez:. Rather, it is the person outside dominant society who ac- 
quires "flexibility in shifting from the mainstream construction of life to 
other consmc~ons of life where [she is] more or less 'at home""1990, 
390). Other Third WarXd feminists echo her point, often dmwing on U.S. 
border dwellers as inspirational travelers. For exampleJ Gloria Anzald~a 
says: "Chicano, indio, American Indian, nlujndo, nzexicnrzu, immigrant 
Latino, Anglo in power, working class Anglo, Black, Asian-our ps;ches 
resemble the borctertowns and are populated by the same people" (15387, 
87). Alarc6n claims that many colonially enforced, oppressive borders 
mixed together "disenable [us] not only from grasping an 'identity,' but 
also from wclaiming itf"(1990,364); women of color have "multiple regis- 
ters of existence" "(41990,365). 

In these cases, people outside dominant society travel between worlds 
and across assigned regislers of existence in order to survive. Lugones 
says that, for such people, world traveling is compulsive and "in some 
sense against our wills to hostile White/ Anglo 'worlds'" (1990, 390). But, 
she submits, it is a sign, nonetheless, of flexibiliq and is a "skilXful, cre- 
ative, rich, enriching and, given certain circumstances . . . a loving way of 
being and living"" (1990,390). 

World traveling can also be a methodology that all of us can employ 
for studying "the other" as a familiar resonance, an echo of oneself. The 
Cuban-American anthropologist Ruth Behar, speaking about the chal- 
lenges involved in translating a life history of a Mexican woman for a 
y r i n g ~  audience, says: "l've reflected on how I've had to cross a lot of bor- 
ders to get to a position where I could cross the Mexican border to bring 
back her story to put into a book. V\ie cross borders, but we don't erase 
them; we take our borders with us" (1993, 320). Jan Pettman, a white 
Aush-dian writing about Aboriginal women, raises questions about bor- 
ders in the now-familiar language of representation: ""Can only Aborigi- 
nal women speak for Aboriginal women, and only older urhan Aborigi- 
nal women speak for themselves, and so on?" (1992, 125). She answers 
that "'mobilising a constibency or community along boundaries drawn 
in and Eor dominance may reinforce those boundaries and so continue to 
trap people within them. It may also make the category an easy target for 
state managemenit" (1992, 125). Since "cuuilures are not set, separated, or 
bounded by impenetrable borders . . . recognizing difference without 
recognising affinity or connections across category boundaries can un- 



dermine opportunities for alliances and for inclusive claim which may be 
necessary to effect significant change" (199Z 126). 

Lugones tells us that '"~exibility is necessary fur the outsider but it can 
also be willfully exercised by those who are at ease in the mainstream" 
(1990, 390). Uma Narayan comes at the same issue of border crossing 
from the other side, suggesting that marginalized people avoid the con- 
clusion that "those who are differently located socially can never attain 
somi. understanding of our experience" "(1989,264). And Doma Haraway 
supplies the bridging materials by reminding all of us that "there is no 
way to 'be' simultaneously in all, or wholly in any, of the privileged (i.e., 
subjugated) positions structured by gendel; race, nation, and classf' 
(1988, 586). Hence, there is no unitary speaker about and for and as 
"woman." To find the world traveler in and across all of us, we must 
willfully embrace world traveling as methodology. 

Is there similar world traveling--both compulsive and methodologi- 
cally willhl-in and from Africa? Of course there is. Tsitsi Dangarembga 
writes "fictionally" about a world-traveling Shona girl who compulsively 
crosses from peasant society into the world of the Western mission 
school: ""Not only was I mcceeding in my own context, but in other pea- 
ple's as well" (1988, 94). On the other hand, Maria Nzomo reveals a 
methodology of world traveling in a story of Kenyan women who will- 
fully traveled into the nc?t.ional and international spotlight by holding a 
hunger strike in 1992 for the release of political prisoners held by the Moi 
government (1993). With the government pressured by major interna- 
t-ional donor agencies to grant broader human rights, the wamen's strat- 
egy "underscores the point that women in Kenya have learned to take 
advantage of available spaces and opportunities to bring national and in- 
ternational attentrion to their issues" "zomo 15393,681. Somewhere in be- 
tween compulsive and willful world traveling are average Zimbabwean 
women who cross back and Earth into South Africa and Botswana and 
into and out of an import-export world of business as itinerant traders 
seeking to escape the impoverishing boundaries of the countly's struc- 
tural adjustment programs. Such women willfully choose geospatial bor- 
der cmssings as the preferred method of surviving economic hardship. 
However, when women's bodies enter the spaces of international busi- 
ness, the usual class, gender, and occupational lines that establish a male 
bourgeoisie's claims to the world of interna~onal business as i ts exclu- 
sive purview begin to crumble (Gaidzanwa 1993). Traveling these worlds 
becomes neither entirely willful nor entirely compulsive as a matter of 
survival. It becomes "some13-ting you do" in a Np1~rc71is~c mode" to turn 
"the ambivalence into something else." 

One particular@ eloquent test-imc,ny to African world traveling com- 
bines these various understandings of world traveling-as compulsion, 
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as willful methodology and as productive of "something elseM-around 
the narration of a life during Zimbabwe's years of armed struggle and 
early independence. The narrator is Sekai Mzenaa, a Zimbabwean 
woman who came of age during the guerrilla war in the country, went on 
to hain as a nurse in the United Kingdom, and then finds herself "un- 
wanted in a country that is not your ownf"(Nzenza 1988,151)). 

As she contemplates the guerrilla war unfolding around her, she asks 
herself, "Which side am I on? Shouldn't I be supporting this liberation 
struggle? Lots of young people, my age, are leaving home, crossing h e  
borders and going over to fight the white regime. I cannot fight" (1988, 
58). She wrestles with this dilemma for several pages, recognizing that 
imperialism imposes prohibitions on her freedom to think and act: 
"Praise the Lord, I am free, Free from what? I am not free to go anywhere 
now, the [Rhodesian] soldiers can get me, torture me, rape or even shoot 
me. I am not free to get the university degree, and I am not free to do 
what I would like to do; to go and live in town, to live in a beatrtiful 
house. There is no freedom under an imperialist, colonialist government, 
You need passes to travel anywhere" (1988,60). 

Nzenza then world-travels mentally to the historical era of slavery in 
the United States for insight into her quandaries: "Why did they have to 
be slaves? Lord why did you allow them to suffer the humiliation and 
suffering of slavery? The people who made them slaves are white. They 
are no different from the white people we have here. We are black; we are 
slaves! HOW can man, the white man, be so barbaric, so cruel, so unfeel- 
ing and have hearts as empty as the bellies they starve? W have physical 
power, and there is no other way we can get away from colonial slavery 
except by taking up arms and fighting it" (1988,61). 

World-traveling to tlle era of slavery enables a hyphenation of idlentity 
in which Nzenza becomes nonempathetic to "white people" and highly 
empathetic with a geospatially and temporally distant world. By the end 
of the war that empathy reverses. Nzenna receives her nursing degreef 
physically travels to London for additional training, and then slips into a 
posture of alrogant perception on her return: 

Home was not the same anymore. It looked so different and so old. I couLd 
not sit in the hut anymore and talk and laugl~ around the fire. I couLd not 
bath in the river, in the open and I expected people to treat mc differently* 
After all, 1 was a State Registered Nurse and I had been to England, People 
did think I was different, because I talked less and generally behaved in 
what I thought was a much more civilized western way. I did not cat the 
usual ""Sadza"I had grown up eating. 11 had became tasteless, after all, 1 
have lived in England with the English people who ate no Sadza. (1988, 
9%99) 



Nzenza keeps up the mobility, however, and finally ruminates at the 
end about how the distances traveled bring a certain fullness to her con- 
sciousness. Back in London again, she bemoans the isolated worlds 
around her: "As a black woman I cannot go back to my traditional soci- 
ety. Society is changing everyday. During the liberation war black 
women fou&t side by side with men, but after thf" war the women were 
told to go back where they belonged, the kitchen. . . . Women still have to 
liberate &emselves from their men. If it is not the western kind of libera- 
tion, then it should be a 1ibera"con suitable to our needs and sihationsff 
(41988,138). 

Impatient, she admonishes herself and others to share the perspectives 
acquired in world-traveling the spaces of difference; in effect, she admon- 
ishes us to take up the chlallenge of world traveling with empathetic ca- 
operation as a way of living with contradictions in life that can leave one 
thinking: "There is nothing for me in this cold country and I have to go 
away But I do not feel like going back home, Somehow 5 kel I am free 
here" "(1988,158). She says: 

This is empty talk and itrs silly for me to be sitting here in this cold damp lit- 
tle room in London proposing that Third World Women should organise 
themselves. 1 am no different from a white fe~ninist wl~o has never been to 
Africa but writes about the plight of the Third World Women. Miel!, I sup- 
pose she is beger than me, at least she makes it k n o w  to the world. But if it 
is known, is any thing done abo~rt it? Why don't white wolnen and black 
women alike, talk about the more immediate problem affecting the majority 
of bbck professional women in the country? The gli&t of the black overseas 
nurses in t l~c British National Healt11 Service? The problems of black women 
who toil and labour to keep the British National Health Service going? 
(1988,140) 

Nzema's joumeys suggest that no one trip is ever final and complete, 
the last voyage, fhe answer once and for all to arrogant perceptions. It 
also shows that world traveling can take many forms-mental journeys 
abroad, physical travel to identities usually associated with other people, 
and cultural negotiations that broaden one's sense of home and freedom. 
Her story shows that world traveling is nodinrar. It is complicated. 

Against the rihness of this world traveling, the Weslerner can be the 
impoverished one left home-the "autonomous, self-conscious, individ- 
ual womanff who may find it hard to world-travel (Alarchn 1990,363). It 
is she and not "the other," 'seemingly sbck-at-home Affican (on the Dark 
Continent) who must work at it. She must willfully take up world travel- 
ing as "something you do," as an exercise that disenables assimilationism 
and arrogaM parades of difference. It is complicated: like Nzenza, the 
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Westerner must make several types of trips to step into and out of her 
guarded position with some ease. But it is possible. Judith Todd, for ex- 
ample, daughter of the Rhodesian Prime Minister Garfield Todd, defied 
the prevailing white politics of race and gender in the 1960s and 1970s to 
side with the forces of majority pule (Todd 1982,1987). Her journeys were 
complicated but doable under the logic that "our identities are not given 
or reducible to our origins, skin colour, or material locationsf' (Mbilinyi 
1992,35). 

Laura Donaldson reminds us, in fact, that all of" us are colonized and in 
our places (1992, 21). Trinh admonishes us to create "a ground that be- 
longs to no one, not even to the creator" (1990, 374). Such a ground 
would avoid a sibation wheref in Jean Bethke Elshtain" words, we claim 
to identrify thoroughly with ""pressed people everywhere' . . . [whirw 
easily becomes rather patronizing . . . [and] dws  not permit the neces- 
sary critical distance and analytic acuity" (1993, 106). After all, "op- 
pmssed people everywhere" have complex lives throu& which "multi- 
ple-voiced subjectivity is lived in resistance to competing nntions for 
one's allegialzce or self-identification"" (Alarcbn 1990,366). 

As one moves to reciprocal identity intedependence with one3 own 
hyphenations and those mminating in others, the one-sided dominance- 
subordinatil,n rerun puns down. One learns from a position of multiplic- 
ity to nego2iat-e a politics that is more than "'a mere questrion of mutual en- 
slavement" (Trinh 1990,374). One moves toward Audre Lorde's position 
of celebrating our differences while also using them for creative dialogue 
in, thmugh, and around self-difkrentiated communities usually parading 
separate identities (1984). One also learns, says Lugones, to take on board 
a certain playfulness, a certain uncertainty that is "an nprizness to strvprise 
. . . a metaphysical attitude that does not expect the world to be neatly 
packaged, mly . . . an openness to being a fool, which is a combination of 
not worrying about competence' not: being sefl-important, not taking 
norms as sacred and finding ahiguitry and double edges a source of wis- 
dom and delight" (1990,400401). 

World-Raveling the Feminist Parades 

World traveling can also affect: kminist theory by illuminating the ful- 
crum of two of the largest contingents of feminist maxlters-standpoint- 
ers and postmodernists. Standpoint feminism enables woman to be the 
subject of the sentence, the agent of knowledge and power in defiance of 
"laws and interdictions" forbidding her signif-icmce. It centers around a 
logic of gender identification in which "sheff comes in variegated forms 
but always exists in worlds to be discovered and valorized. From her 
lives Row a rich s t ~ a r n  of daily knowledge that can be inkrpreted, medi- 



ated, and ultimately used to build feminist understandings of the 
wctrld.ltl Feminist postmodernism?;, by some conh.as& put woman into 
question, defewing or equivocating as a strategtc avoidance of grand nar- 
ratives of closure (Elshtain 1993, 101). Rather than finding something to 
settle into and valorize, there is a "beckoning of political sensibilities var- 
iously-perfiraps even contradictorily-constituted within the web, 
within the field or network, of concepts and practices that at once inhabit 
and unse2tle . . . a con~nuing and contentious process of cultural produc- 
tion" (Fequson and McClure 1991, v). There is genealogy here as against 
standpoint feminism's interpretive approach. The modern subject, 
women included, is "data to be accounted for, rather than . . . a source of 
privileged accounts of the world" (Ferguson 1993,151. 

Shndpoint feminism is o&en accused of seeking alternative truth in 
the experiences of an unproblematized woman-who is usually white 
and Western. In effect, it is accused of arrogance and round-tirp travel to 
a well-resourced starting point. k t  standpoint research reveals many 
standpoints, many feminist-mediated interpretations of women, m n y  
modes of dailiness that evade closure. Filornina Chioma Steady, far one, 
pmsents a standpoint feminist sense of "Nkcan women" h a t  retirses the 
narrative closure of global sisterhood: "Because of the need for rnale- 
female complementarity in ensuring the totality of human existence 
within a balanced ecosystem, and because of the negative and deseuc- 
tive effects of historical processes and racism on Africa and its people, 
values stressing human totality, parallel autonomy cooperation, self-re- 
liance, adaptalion, mrvival, and liberation have developed as important 
aspects of African feminism . . . [as against] frameworks of dichotomy, 
individualism, competition, and opposition, which Western feminism 
fosters" "987,2Q, 8). 

Steady suggests that African women, irrespective of where they are lo- 
cated, have enough elements of context in common to form a standpoint 
fundamentally different from any that Wcstern feminists constrtrct. She 
suggests the type of variegation to standpoint thinking that, to use Judith 
Grant's terms, realizes "there is no bird's-eye view; no one authentic per- 
spective on reality because knowledge and reality are fragmented'" 
(Grant 1993,94). Standpoint thereby nudges toward the more postmod- 
ernist sense of political sensibilities variously constituted (which require 
complex travel experiences to fathom) rather than irrrtocenitly waiting to 
be discovered.1' 

The postmodern turn in leminism multiplie the options facing sub- 
jects in circumscribed subjed slatuses, in &atuses such as "w~men" or 
"African women." South African feminist Desiree Lewis, for example, 
sharply admonishes her feminist colleagues to take more seriously post- 
modernist ideas that challenge the comfortable standpoint beliefs she has 
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seen displayed in that country, instead of "dismiss[ing] ideas that do not 
fit into their paradigms as signs of others' false consciousness" (1993,542). 
EvocaZively, she speaks of "the Subject [who] sanctifies herself against 
self-reflection as her gaze fixe[s] on the ever-mutating object which she 
continually reshapes to consolidate her predetermined sense of self" 
("193, 541). But postmodiernist deferrals of truth can be enervating and 
their skepticisms of subjects deadening. What happens to differences 
within and among women when we contemplate heaping on the addi- 
t-imally fragmenZirlg experiences of world tmveling? How dses empathy 
emerge if there is no subject to empathize from and with? Does postmod- 
ernist feminism not need more steady standpoints to light paths away 
from privileged accounts of "the" world and toward "worlds" (real to 
the inhabitants) on the margins? 

At the fulcrum of these approaches, at the point where "genealogy 
keeps interpretation honest, and interpretation gives genealogy direc- 
t-imf"(Fel.guson 1991, 337), are the navigational resouxes of empathetic 
cooperation (Sylvester 1994a, 1994b). The world traveler is a subject mov- 
ing in, through, and around subject statuses of self and other as she goes 
abroad. Hers is not a journey of isolation that has one wandering around 
lost in the "strange" streets of exotica. It is a series of journeys of empa- 
thetic social recognition, of acknowledgment, which lead the traveler 
into coopeMions to "negotiate respectfully with contentious others" en- 
countered on the joumey or with identities that proliferate as newly no- 
ticed political sensibilities (Ferguson 1993, 154). Empathetic cooperation 
is what enables "differe17t 'worlds' and ourselves in them" (Lugcanes 
1990, 396). It helps the world-traveling subject ease from assigned sta- 
tuses into politicdry difficutt. negotiations at borcierlands of hodedge ,  
experience, dif-ferences, and locations. Empathetic cooperatian helps us 
to achieve feminist standpoints of travel as "politics," as "the juggle of 
cultures'' that "sustain contradictions," that give us "something you do" 
other than parade or amalgamate in the face of backlashes. Parade ranks 
of feminism are thereby disordered without thrusting out, abandoning, 
merging, merely tolerating, or rejecting the different positions. 

Nnenza has given us a glimpse of one African woman's worlA- 
traveling experiences. Narayan (1989), Haraway (1988), and Lugones 
(1990) give us a sense of the possibilities contained in letting go of parade 
positions for uncertainZies of understanding and idenlity slippage, m a t :  
of feminist world traveling in, through, and around the borderlands of 
Western and African positions of feminism via empathetic cooperation? 
In the next: section, we explore a lodestar location where an African- 
Western feminist border-crosser, milinyi, and a world traveler in Wst- 
e n  feminism, Ferguson, inkersed ideas from seemingly diffewnt places 
of identity and analysis. Their parallel in te~s ts  in promoting mot7ilities 



rather than amalgamations, empathies rather than sympathies, galas of 
cross-dressing rather than parades of self-differentiation, move us to con- 
sider resear& practices that enable the mobilities around us as compo- 
nents of feminist theory. 

Feminist World Traveling: 
To, from, and Around Africa 

To milinyi, the histories of African socie~es intermingle class, gender, 
and race-ethnicity "laws and interdictions" in ways that leave African 
feminists savvy about the imperialist West. Imperialism says to the "na- 
tives": "You are free in your identities and experiences-we are not there 
direct-ing you; go ahead, eavel, be interdependent, buy some souvmirs, 
improvise." But it sets foot traps that can hold one back from the subject- 
hood of travel. In fact, the West comes and consumes what you have- 
and long has done this-producing and distributing knowledge by 
which to safeguard a certain safehouse lifestyle of the West. Locals, 
meanwhile, are constituted as staying put unless a certain exotic element 
is required, in which case the= is travel westward that never really 
makes it into the safehouse. Aware of such tricks, Mbilinyi claims that 
many African feminists critically focus more on the problems of imperial- 
ism &an the problems of gender per se. Tn her wads, they "participate in 
intellectual debates within other social theories besides feminism and 
usually engage in activist and practical work [whereas even] Third World 
kminists located in the North normally fail to confront imperialist rela- 
tions nationally and globally. Gender and race eclipse class and imperial- 
ism" (Miliny i 1992,33). 

One could argue that implicit in claims that milinyi seems to share 
with standpointer Steady (1987), although carefully not stated by 
Mbilinyi, is the sense that African feminists are privileged at their cross- 
roads location. In the neocolonized glace, the wesl spins imperialism into 
local fabrics in ways that render the patterns ever so obvious to local res- 
idents. But it seems that penetrating insights from local bases do not add 
up to privileged standpoint, and that is why critical African feminists 
travel to many sites of intellectual debate. At a location overlaid with in- 
tersecting activities, agendas, and knowledge?;, one cannot speak of a 
unitary sufsject who has ""a"privileged view. No one exists free of multi- 
ple registered borrowings and ambivalences: "Some are oppressed and 
others are oppressors, each has her own individual psychology and per- 
sonality, and draws on different cultural founciations and support sys- 
tems, each has her own identitiesipositions" (Mbilinyi 1992, 35). Argu- 
ing like a postmodernist, she says that critical African feminisms link to 
certain &aditions of Weskm feminism to suggest "the nonexistence of a 
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unitary subject called 'woman' or 'women' (or manimen)" (1992, 34). 
Mbilinyi herself draws on "multiple registers of existence" at many sub- 
ject borciers ciaily confronted: 

European-Tanzanian middle class woman, privileged by virtue of my "white 
skin," "ropean origias and middle class location in difierent ways in certain 
situations' oppressed in my nco-colsnised and fcmalc locations, suppressed 
by constlrvative forces because of my anti-imperialist critical feminist posi- 
tion, I have also been discriminated against because of my European origins 
in many situations. . . . I am the mtjthcr of four "Bfackfl inCJigcn~~slWangoni 
African Tanzanian children. In many situations 1 am defined as ""Back'" 
Mswahili Tanzanian, in contrast to foreign Englis11-speaking "black-skimedtf 
West Africans and African-Americanst defined as ""Europeans" 'lriiazurrtyu). 
f 1992,501 

A world-traveling feminist from the West might experience a joumey- 
ending joy at arriving at such complex world-traveler hyphenations, say- 
ing to herself, "I am happy in that world . . . and that one and that one." 
Mbilinyi avoids self-congratulation in world traveling, hawever, by 
pointing out that women in Africa are and have been different from one 
another, multiple in subjectivities, only in violation of and struggle 
against: hegemonic imperialism, which constructs a univocaX other as 
consumer of Western knowledge. Hyphenations are accomplishments, 
achievements. They represent movement out from under the neocolonial 
rule that we are "reducible to our origins, skin colour, or material loca- 
tions." They are, in effect, the product of travel to places where one is not 
a happy tourist in Our World, being aware that "a unitary and synthesiz- 
ing agent of knowledge is always already a posture of &mination" 
(Alarc6n 1990,364). 

At the same time, hyphenated personhood B la Mbilinyi travels the 
worlds around her and learns that "people from very differat 'locations' 
have discovered how similar their theories and methods are, when de- 
rived from the same political and epistemological positions" (Mbilinyi 
1992, 37). To make such a world-travder discovery is not necessarily to 
fall back to an essential Africa, African woman, or African feminism, It is 
to see much unhappiness at world junctions that emerges through the 
fog of similar journeys to assigned place. it is to empatkjze rather than 
essentialize or sympathize. 

TRromen in development (WID) is an example of a feminist journeying 
story that remembers one instead of many senses of contemporary and 
past women. It would have us "modernizing Third World women, not 
[focusing] on understanding their lives and experiences" (Parpart 1993, 
449). The difficulty is that WID has flown to Africa in non-world-traveler 



class and is now sympathetically but not empathetically located there: 
"WID is no longer a 'Western' or 'Europeanf/'White' phenomenon; most 
WIf) experts in Africa are indigenous women, although Worthem"based 
women still monopolise the greater share of global funding and re- 
sources such as publications and consultancy work. National govern- 
ments have created women focal points in all ministries to meet the de- 
mands of donnrs and an increasingly vocal and organised pressure 
group of middle-class women, WID is the dominant discourse about 
'women' and / or gender in African caun hies, and other perspectives find 
it increasingly difficult to be heard or to get funding" (Mbilinyi 1992, 
4748). 

There is in WID much to commend it, There is, however, little room in 
its sense of mission to consider the queslion of whether all the people 
donors call '"omen" actually think of themselves as women in the same 
way, There is little room to ask about various silenced notions of devel- 
opment within the constituencies one serves.12 Women in development 
has authority and resources attached to it, and so it catches the naive 
wctrld trraveler-local and Western alike-in a peculiar Western tourist 
trap transported abroad. The failure to jugl?;le cullures occurs, says Alar- 
c6n, when "white Anglo women. . . try to do theory with women of color 
[because they] inevitably disrupt the dialoguef' (1990, 363). One might 
say that ""white women,'" itself an assignment mare diffuse than one can 
see, come together with "indigeneous women" in WID to direct, reshape, 
and integrate the many dialogues of difference abroad without world- 
t-raveling them. Cosper&ion occurs in WID circles, but empathy is offen 
displaced by a sympathy that maintains the arrogance of "I." 

The burden of Western feminist world travelers, suggests Alarcbn, 
should be to "kern to become unintrrusive, unimportant, pa~en t  to the 
point of tears, while at the same time open to learning any possible 
lessons" (1990, 363). If the African world traveler has already learned 
these &iUs and is thrcratened with eradica~on for doing SO, it is nonethe- 
less the case, as Mbilinyi's argument implies, that African feminists 
parading from places beholden to Western master identities could benefit 
from unintmsive patience. A bit quieter, a bit less dekrmined to demon- 
strate assertiveness in encounters with those who may not agree, one can 
take on board similarities in people's experiences without leaping to so- 
lutions that collapse amhigui ties and dismptingiy finish the travel script 
before one has put out from port. 

One way to learn kminist world traveling if we are not as multilamted 
as milinyi is by tac?king seriously her skeptical view of "gender rescar& 
in Southern Africa [that] has been produced within neo-positivist episte- 
mology, including work within mainstream bourgeois and Marxian theo- 
ries" "(1992, 52). Such work, she suggests, telescopes unidirectional 
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lifestyles. By contrast, the research Mbilinyi can "do" as feminist practice 
enables us to "juggle our various social and psychological identities as 
we make decisions &out the skength and directions of our [and their] re- 
sistance to multiple oppressions" (Malson et al. 1989, 7, cited in Mbilinyi 
1992, 58). It requires "patience unto t ea r s ' hd  a certain sizing up of our 
(many) selves as rnultiresident in our own research projects, Critically it 
requires empathetic cooperation with those the neopositivists would ad- 
monish us to stand aloof from in the interest of research objectivity. 
milinyi asks: "3% what extent [are1 professional researchers capable and 
willing to share power and resources with villagers, farm workers, urban 
slum dwellers, indeed with students and research assistants? [Are] par- 
ticipatory researchers prepared to follow up on the political issues raised 
by participants, and remain involved when confrontations between 'the 
statef and 'the peoplef develop?" (1992,63). 

Far from reproducing the lifestyle of the tourist, Mbilinyi's feminist re- 
search politics asks us to (relsearch ourselves researching others as a way 
of being open to the involvements, the surprises, and the turnabouts that 
positivism tells us are contaminants of the real research. It subverts "the 
agonistic traveller [who] is a conquemr, an imperialist" (Lugones 1990, 
400) so that one negotiates the culture-juggling contradictions rather than 
amalgamating or parading them or wearing them home-to be put on 
the sheif and thereafter waxed nostalgic about. 

Feminist World Traveling: Take Two 

Ferguson has another take-not dissimilar, not exactly a l i k m n  the pol- 
itics of juggling cultures and attaining achieved identities that sustain 
contradictions, democracies of knowledge, and new styles of feminist 
theory. Fergzxson, believing that "men" and ""women"' are unstable corn 
structed designations, poses her central question in (what Mbilinyi might 
see as a) Wcrtstezx gender-centric way: "How can we simultaneously put 
women at the center and decenter everything, including women?" (1993, 
3). Her question comes out of the little tug-of-war-those jostles here and 
there for posic.im in Western &minist parades-over feminist standpoint 
efforts to build theory on the backs of women and feminist postmod- 
ernist concerns to recall fimctne de Reauvoir's daring question: "Are 
there women, really?" (1452, xv). 

Recognizing, in effect, what Mbiliny i also knowstha t  "positions are 
clearly complex, multiple, inconsistent, often contradictory" (Mbilinyi 
1992,50)-Ferguson explores the ways that. feminists can "hold together 
needed incompatibles [so as] to stay honest and keep moving at the same 
time" (Ferguson 1993,35). That is, she asks how feminists occupying dif- 
k e n t  and seecningly incornpar_ible parade positions cczn hold the projects 



of feminism together without getting fixed in our separate places. It is 
important to "keep moving," Ferguson argues-to march on, around, 
and &rough our positions-in order to shod-circuit the one-way, non- 
moving, patriarchal construction of personhood as a Self-center of all 
things. Patriarchy's personhood is arrogant: it "coincides neatly (imme- 
diately or eventually) with itself, This srrbject often designates itself %uu- 
manist" to establish that: which is essentially the same for all humans and 
distinguishes the human from the other-than-human world" (Ferguson 
15393,38)." This personhood kavels to himself and, in doing so, colonizes 
all in the path--and not just the colonized continents. Its activities, how- 
ever, are not always fully obvious to people called "women" because the 
patriarchal politics of women creation embeds a hierarchy of standards 
that always illuminates the way home: ""Miomen can be many diffesent 
things to men so long as men name them" (Ferguson 1993.39). Coloniz- 
ing pabiarchs are the ones who "produce and maintain the privileges of 
meniwhitesithe west by constitufing womenipeople of colorithe east 
as other and lesser" (Ferguson 1993,39). 

Against this relentless colonial configuration Ferguson asks how it can 
be possible to change the world unless we "begin with a solid female 
subject who knows what she wants and can unite with others like herself 
to get it" (Ferguson 15kSt3,57-58). How can we "keep moving"" if '"we" is a 
world traveler with the mobilities of a ghost? Her answer, carehlly con- 
structed to give just desserts to a variety of solid kminisms and tart re- 
minders to move on, analyzes the various notions of personhood and 
thematizations of subjectivity that anchor the (Weaem) marchers in the 
feminist parade. She finds considerable variegation in the personhoods 
krninisms set forth and sees no sound reason why we cannot be motlilr 
in them, world kaveling those positions, in efiect, as a way of sustaining 
contradictions and ensuring that "nothing is thrust out" as a "foreign im- 
portation which has no relevance to the African [or some other] situa- 
tion" (Meena 1992,4). 

Fergusonfs equivalent of world traveling is the concept of "mobile sub- 
jectivities." It takes subjects (in this case, women) as "particular position- 
alizilitionsf"(1993, 159) that are produced by dominant discursive and in- 
stitutional practices and that produce both the dominant patterns and 
practices of resistance to them. We might think of mobile subjectivities as 
the borderlands all of us inhabi2; even those of us who think we are at 
home and safe in the West, in the Self, in one corner of the feminist pa- 
rade with one's mates-in contradistinction to some Third world woman 
who i s  never entirely at home in a world of colonial "'etherizing" ppawel; 
who is always playing the borders. Mobile subjectivities are "politically 
difficult in their refusal to stick consistently to one stable identity claim; 
yet they are pdificcllly advantageous because they are less pressed to pa- 
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lice their own boundaries, more able to negotiate respectfully with con- 
tentious others" (Ferguson 1993, 154). The mobilities of subject subjectiv- 
ity can hold the seeming incompatibles of rl-eminism together, Feminists 
can thereby keep moving while realizing that we can be ourselves in 
many worlds and relate the different faces in the parade to the manyness 
of: things local, specif c, and cosmopolitan." Rejects can be devised that 
"incite the discrepancies (as well as the unexpected agreements) among 
the valious views, to force open a space within feminist discourses for 
g"'~""ter acknowlecitgment of discontinuity, incompleteness, and tension" 
(Ferguson 1993,156). Arguably, one of the spaces forced open that could 
keep us moving would accommodate the imperialism-minded critical 
African feminisms Mbiliny i sights and admonishes us to cite. 

The glue in Fergusm's world-kaveling made i s  irony, that play of in- 
congruities and contrasts that spotlights the differences between what 
might be expected and what actually occurs on the trip. One expects a 
military unit in Zimbabwe, not a maternity hospital, to be named after 
Nehmda; but the mixing of metaphors is instruclive to those attuned to 
wry surprises and to the hyphenafions of "mother" and "warrior" that 
the naming unintentionally harbors.lWne expects critical Third World 
ferninisms to assert "a" hcal feminism against imperialism in order to 
avoid the appearance of eviscerating women's power and instead finds 
in milinyi the notion that identi~es and feminisms in Afx;ica are no less 
multiple, complex, and contradictory for being squeezed from the out- 
side. One expects that the African conditions Mbilinyi calls "unique" (i.e., 
imperialism and neocdonialism) will remit in a unique politics. We find, 
rather belatedly, because our lenses were befogged, that African societies 
are really more ordinary in their politics, to use that "nonotherizing" 
phrase of Jean-Frangois Bayart, than we researchers have been kying to 
prove (Bayart 1993, 1). We expect postmodernist feminisms to leave us 
subjectless and unable to resist the ironies of public policies. We find in- 
stead that smbject stakses can he called into quesGon but subjects persist 
and register many-sided reactions to obliterating imperialisms, 

"Irony," says Ferguson, "allows contending thematizations of subjec- 
t-ivity to negotiate a politiml relationship that does not depend upon una- 
nimity consensus, or even mjorily agreement to any partidar configu- 
ration of identity, gender, or nature, or to any one metatheoretical stance" 
("193, 157). I would say that imny provides the playing field on whi& 
empathetic cooperations can occur because it foregrounds relational au- 
tonomies denied when we parade differences proudly or militantly erase 
some dations by merging into no-vintage blends of feminism. As Fergu- 
son says, "Ironic conversations enable the competing claims for identity 
and desire to undercut as well as enable one another and produce an en- 
hanced appreciahon of each" (1993,157). 



Her mode of irony resonates with Lugones's sense that world traveling 
reveals any particular world as having double edges and locations of ab- 
surdiq: "This ambiguity is not just h n ~  it is survival-rich. We can . . . 
make a fumy piaure of those who dominate us precisely because we can 
see the double edges, we can see fhenl doubly constructed, we can see the 
plurality in us and in them. So we know truths that only the foal can 
speak and only the trickster can play out without harm" (Lugones 1990, 
398). For Lugones, the world traveler is at ease with play. For Ferguson, 
"unstable but potent, diverse but not incomprehensible to m e  anotkr, 
mobile subjectivities [can] play across the terrains . . . [of] feminism" 
(1993,161). 

It is ironic, though, that Ferguson does not see the process she outlines 
as one of world traveling with empathetic cooperation, She says that mo- 
bile subjectivities give rise to coalition politics, for the simple reason that 
one feels empathy with many different perspectives and finds one's 
selves not hlly at home in one place. But she takes a hard line on empa- 
thy: "Empathy can readily be recruited into a gesture of appropriation (as 
in 'I know just what you meanf when I really don't know at all)" (1993, 
33). Empathy is a paint of ambivalence for her, at once sham and research 
tool, perhaps because she confuses it with sympathy. Irony upon irony, 
Ferguson alludes to the notion that a politics of mobile subjectivities will 
leave us not fully at home anywhere, and this means that we world- 
travel empathetically rather than condua the tourist lifestyle that, at best 
brings us to "Iff-centered sympathies with "oppressed peoples every- 
where," Her empathies show, 

World Traveling: Feminist 
Research and Practical Politics 

VVi, can now rebm to the concerns about kminisms denied or deflated 
by those with the power to hand out or to refuse parade permits. 
Mbilinyi ends her piece by asking for feminist research as a political prac- 
tice. Ferguson ends pleading the case for including class as a subjectivity 
in our feminist theorizations and conversations, oil, the grounds thaz; in 
practice, people come in classes as well as genders (a point with which 
Mbiliny i would concur). Both moves tell us what feminist researchers 
can do with all this enlightened world kaveling: we can be aware of laca- 
tions of class where people's production, instead of assumed consump- 
tion, of knowledge must be heard (as a research practice) and defended 
(also as a =search practice) in order to deimperialize the imperium. 

We can surely do this and more. We can also cultivate sensitivity to 
practices of world traveling that often take place in the interstices of our 
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feminist research or while we are looking elsewhere for the significant 
data. In my research, I have "happened onf' world-traveling Zimbab- 
wean women who insist on the mobilities of their mbjectivities as they 
negotiate daily existences with more powerful people. In each case, the 
happenings were not scheduled into my research plan, and I initially re- 
fused to travel toward these "eextraneous'hnd annoying "things" the 
women wanted to "chat about" in defiance of my reasons for traveling to 
see them. But the politics of ironic and playful mobility encountered 
among Zimbabwean working-class women took my researcln self where 
it did not expect to go. Western travel to Zimbabwe, which in this case 
was tourism gussied up as feminist research, became "something else," a 
methodology of world traveling that enabled me to see others world- 
traveling heir subjectivities and myself seeing them. I have space here 
only to sketch three examples. 

In 1988, I asked about a hundred women workers in Harare's clothing 
and hod processing factor-ies to tell me about their task assignments at: 
work and their relations with male workers. Usually they wanted to talk 
about "something else." They told me that mothers were enabled by law 
to take one hour of work time to b.rc3as.l.-ked small children. Howevel; 
there were no child-minding facilities at or near the factories, which 
meant that the many, many women who lived in distant townships or 
even residen~al areas of the city could not avail themselves of this bene- 
fit. The benefit was empty, surrounded by foot traps that prevented 
women horn traveling imperialism's pmmises to a place of ""worker- 
mothers." 

The women grumbled in a way that initially struck me as enervating 
rather than empowering. Their political practices, however, revealed ac- 
tion t~ implement an alternative benefit of comparable worth that 
seemed to them reasonable under the law. What they did was this: many 
mothers became "microentrepreneurs," boldly using company machines 
to do an hour's worth of extracurricrrlal; often markct-targeted sewing 
each day in lieu of taking the child-feeding benefit. Rather than couch 
this activity as something that would indirectly help children as a paral- 
lel to the brc?a&-feeding benefit, the women expressed the sense that: hey 
finally had a work benefit of some type and were determined to take it.16 

Arguably, matkrs world-traveled within their range of srrbjec~vit-ies 
to the point that they could be happy in places that were kngentially at: 
best, related to the one(-world) identity they were allowed by law to 
bring to work with benefit. They mined their identities for the ironic self- 
empathies harbored therein and resisted being the child-center& self un- 
der a child-cynical Zimbabwean law. Factory managers-the ones with 
resources to parade-insisted that little could be done to prevent this re- 



definition of the benefit. The women had the upper hand because they 
were efficient and valued workers in the larger factory enterprise. Some 
male workers and management personnel criticized people who "'just ig- 
nore the law." But, overall, the differences in interpretation of the govern- 
ment benefit were traveled until the needed incompatibles of "work" and 
"mathering" were more or less realigned empathetically and coopera- 
tively. To push aside arrogant questions and enter the world traveler's 
circle to detect this movement was an achievement of world-traveling for 
me, 

The second case features a group of women cultivators in Zimbabwe 
play futly world-traveling around government stipulations concerning 
the proper constitution of an agricultural cooperative. When I went to in- 
terview women in cooperatives, ""cooperatives" were enti~ees I simply as- 
sumed rather than problematized. Robotically I selected the groups I 
wctuld visit from government and domr rsisters, mteiy ~membering 
that: cooperatives must be "association[s] of free and equal individuals 
for social and economic gain," wherein "evelyone receives equal pay for 
equal work and all decisions are made by all members of the coopera- 
tive" "atema and Staunton 2985, I), I knew cooperatives also had to up- 
hold six pregiven principles of cooperative organization and organize a 
hierarchical management structure consisting of a chair, vice-chair, secre- 
tary and keasurer. 

During the course of interviews with women in agricultural coopera- 
tives in Mashonaland, I found "multiple registers of existence" about 
cooperatives that cast doubt on what: I and others knew to be correct. In 
several cases, cooperatives effectively changed the approved identity of 
the group in order to accommodate each other's needs empathetically. 
Traveling to their own worlds of cooperation and negotiating with what 
were obviously contentious others within, members of one cooperative 
devised two leadership structures, one for the men in the group and the 
other for the women, as well as mechanisms of coordination. In an all- 
women cooperative, seven out of ten total members were on the cooper- 
ative's executive committee, because members believed that these peo- 
ple had knowledge and experience that should not be left out for "'sifly 
reasons." 

Field-workers from the then Ministry of Cooperatives clucked their 
tongues at: such actions and threatened to deny these coopera~ves their 
registration rights. But the members traveled away from government 
stricture, and the ministry did not rain on their perfidy. It was the (privi- 
leged) officials who learned to travel emyat.heGcally to cooperative posi- 
tions outside "laws and interdictions," while cooperators revelled in the 
spaces they had empathetically traveled in order to accommodate contra- 
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dictions and multiplicities within their groups. 1, the Western inter- 
viewer, had to travel some distance before I cauld see that the tacit n s o -  
tiations over what a cooperative should be had crclated a borderland 
where "nothing was thrust out." 

The third example: I interviewed people called "women" employed in 
seasonal labor on commercial fams in Mashonaland to explore their task 
assignments and difficulties at work. Along the way I discovered that I 
had erroneously assumed the category "women" (as in all people who 
look like women are women). I found, in fact, that these farm worker 
women had no sehotion of women. Same told me that "women" we 
easily identifiable at work on the basis of the different tasks they must 
perfom, relative to those assigned to "men." Some reported a sense of 
women as solidly unified in a common and unproblematical iden"rty. 
Others suggested that women could not really exist when divisions 
among them prevented the formation of a solidarity that could bargain 
eflectively with management. I heard: "We must be caref'uE in voicing 
women's grievances because other women might not agree." One worker 
explained simply that "women do not know if we are unified as women 
because we have not held a meeting among ourselves." 

This refusal to be the "women" the arrogant "I" knew they were came 
as a shock. Here there were pluralities of identity and some concem to 
travel them, even to r-enegotiate women as ""leadrs,f""because we are ill- 
treated by some supervisors who do not talk to us like we're humans." 
Here women were pushing the boundaries of their identities despite 
farm managers who matter-of-factly pointed out the women to me and 
narrated their place: they are the ones who are not given the permanent 
f a m  jobs. 

Irony was rife here. The politics of neocolonial capit-ali& profit making 
increasingly bollixed up the gender lifestyles that farm managers posed 
as permanent. More men in Zimbabwe became nonpermanent farm 
workers in 1984 (24,523) than ever before because the country was in an 
economic slump and "nonpermanent workers" were relatively cheap to 
employ (Moyo and Ngobese 1991, 8). In effect, men entered the ranks of 
impermanence in order to maintain their identrity as workers. Ironically 
decentered in their gender lifestyle, these men now shared common 
ground with impermanent women. Men were traveling to new positions 
in their subjectivities. 

Ferguson argues, however, that even if men "moved their self- 
constructions onto the terrain of mobile subjectivity [they] would not 
necessarily be feminist; nor would whites necessarily be anti-racist" 
(1993, 179-80). The shared terrain has to become one not just of objective 
positions but of politics practiced to the point of empathetic cooperations 



across difference, to the point I saw within Harare's clothing factories 
and among cooperatives and ministy oficials. On Zinha17wefs commer- 
cia1 farms, I witnessed some world travel to new positions as a forced 
rather than empathetically negotiated response to capitalist policy. 
Nonetheless, just as Nzenza found herselves traveling here and there 
nonlinearly, we must: bear in mind that the story of farm worker travels is 
in its early stages, World-traveling journeys are never final and complete. 
And I had to restrain myself from seeking a conclusion to the stoly, learn- 
ing to be content merely to point out to farm managers the ironies in their 
policies and to women the possibilities of identity empathies in the new 
situation facing men. 

Practicing Travel Method 

World-traveling poli~cal researclners are multiplely placed to study the 
empathetic cooperations (or departures from them) that occur in and 
around our research sites and in and around ourselves, Our research is 
not likely to yield nuggets of neopositivist knowledge so much as out- 
lines of politics displayed unexpectedly in unexpected places. That 
means that our sense of ourselves as world-traveling researchers must 
refuse separaeons of ontology and tzpistemology of politics and objectiv- 
ity, of theory and methadological practice. As Wendy Brown puts this, 
"Only political conversation oriented toward diversity and the common, 
toward world rather than self, and involving conversion of one's knowl- 
edge of the world horn a situated (subject) posit-ion into a public idiom, 
offers us the possibility of countering postmodern social fragmentations 
and political disintegrationsf' (1991, 80-81).17 

Mobile suhjectivities and world travels fragment the self. They also 
fragment old-style politics in ways that refuse arrogant tourist lifestyles 
and overly deferential parade marchers. They expose the manyness of 
t%tings denied, the transversals one makes and those m e  did not intend 
to effect (e.g., from permanent to nonpermanent farm worker), making it 
a bit more difficult to parade difference, or rain on difkrences paradint;, 
without noticing the hyphenations and conversations in the texts, 

Making the negotiated politics of manyness known, which is the prac- 
tice of doing feminism on the road of world traveling, rests on the democ- 
ratizing approaches to research that Wiiinyi and Ferguson errcourage. It 
requires us, as a prerequisite, to see world traveling going on where we 
tend to assume that only we did the traveling to be there. We must see 
subtle negotiations where our touri& eyes see "oppressed people every- 
where." We must read "benefits" and "cooperatives" and "women" as po- 
litical practices that are worth examining, rather than pregivens that some 
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people (annoyingly) refuse. All of this forms the cooperative researcher- 
"subjectf' coalition of which Mbilinyi speaks, the mobility that Ferguson's 
work leads us to recognize. That mobile coalilion is something we can 
"do" as a politics of solidarity against backlashes international. It is what 
can motivate us to leave the apparent safety of our worlds-willfully, 
playhlly, ironically, and empathetically-for destinations that enact the 
mobile possibilities within ourselves and/or enable us to see them in oth- 
ers. In the never final analysis, it is a key contribution to theorizing the 
"multiple registers of experience'-hat imperialism has pitched univocal 
and feminism has either paraded or sought to amalgamate. 

We need not merge "themf' into "us" or stand apart in deference to 
other places; nor do we have to deny differences to have empathetic 
methods and politics across parade lines. But we cannot refuse to see that 
the process of world traveling to empathetic cooperation is full of subtle 
politic,.; many of us are not equipped to see our suhjects cioing, let alone 
do to ourselws and to our feminisms. In sustaining contradictions, we 
find opportwrities to practice muItiphlraliCies and multicultures in defi- 
ance of those "intellectrual factories of the North"" (Meena 1992, 3)---md 
the South---whose assembly lines produce knowledge parades of 
*'African women" and "Western warnen," ""ferninisms and antiferni- 
nismsf' of fictionally fixed ptace. 

Notes 

I. These acronyms refer to literatures on women in development (WID), 
women and dcvelclpment (WAD), and gender and development (GAD). 

2. Fictionally portrayed as fact in Crichton 1994, 
3. Miomen and men dressed alike as combatantsI although there i s  some con- 

troversy in the literature as to whether they executed the same wartime tasks. See 
Kriger 1992. 

4. Mbilinyi 1992 draws attention to this connection. She laments the fact that 
the Tanzanian Media Women Association (TMWA.) called in I991 for the organi- 
zation to ""organise and consuIk our grandmothers and fa&ers on what makes a 
woman a woman, a man a man, a nation a nation'" (44). 

5. Parpart 1993 argues that GAD calls attention to processes by which people 
arc constituted with gender assipmcnts and thereby leaves open the possibility 
that the assignments are transformable. Women and develspment finds women 
inside development as players assigned srrbsidiary positions that make it possi- 
ble for others tc~ receive the resources of (and credit for) modernization, Women 
in development, by contrast, amalgamates the Marxist-feminist view that the op- 
pression of women has to do with their lower economic position vis-A-vis men 
with a liberal fexninist concern to bring women ~ r p  to speed with unprobletna- 
tized male and Western standardbearers of humanity. Qne ends up with a recy- 
cled Western view of development as processes ""bringing 'backward' colonial 



peoples into the modern fi.e., developed] world'" (Parpart 1993, 4471, with 
women even farther back-and therefore needing more assistance to be mod- 
ern-than men, See discussions in Maser 1989, Rathgeber 1990, and Mabeer 1391. 

6. Arrogant perception has been developed as a concept by Frye 1983, Also see 
Gunning 1991-92 199. 

7. Which raises the question of wl~ether subalterns can speak from a position of 
any thing other than homogeneous, Western-subject-centered otherness. See Spi- 
vak 1988. 

8. For discussions of reactive and relational autonomy, see Hirschmann 1989 
and SyXvester 1992. Fifsmina Ghioma Steady (1987) also speaks impit-icitty of rela- 
tional autonomies in African feminism. 

9. See discussions of "%worlding'" in Spivak 1985 and Laornba 1993. 
10. See discussions in Belenky et al, 1986; Smith 1990; Harding 1991; and 

Hirsdmann 1992. 
11. See discussion in Flax 1992. 
12. For critical disctrssions of WIT), see Magrrire 1984 and Stamp 1989. 
13. This passage is taken from her analysis of Irigaray 1985. 
14. Judith Grant provides a personal illustration of finding herself in many 

worlds of feminism. Having told us that she has had a certain parting of the ways 
with radical Western feminism, in part becauge it is ethnoccntricaf l y essentialist 
and racist, she then admits: ""Iave to say that many of the most radical women 1 
know are talking about female values. I go back and forth on it myself. In many 
ways, my feminist pract;ice is completely essentialiaed. I have gone to more than 
a few feminist spirituality gatherings and enjoyed thern immensely, With very 
few exceptions, I only read navels by women. I: listen almost exclusively to lnusic 
perfomed by women. My favorite actors are women. I do not do this for political 
effect. It honest1 y jtrst happens that I rnostj y prefer what I have no way of describ- 
ing except ?emale?hingsM 0(19931 11). 

15. Elshtain 1987,221-25, writes about the ways that the good soldier: acts very 
much like the good mother, thereby crossing forbidden lines of gender demarca- 
tions. 

16. %at is, they provided me with little verbal evidence that the extracurrialtar 
sewing was of the same child-catered type as the breast-feeding benefik It was 
simply a benefit denied them. In the coLrrse of interviewing these and other work- 
ing women in Zimbabwe, 1 asked them whether having babies was work in the 
same way that laboring in factories and cooperatives and on peasant and commer- 
cial farms was work. Each woman answered: having babies is not work. What we 
do here at the job site, said one, "is work. It is different, We lcavc babies at home." 

17. I wouXd add that such conversations also counter the modem tendency to 
amalgamate all fragmentationsr to integrate all women. 
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