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m/ f sees its work as a contribution to the development of political and 
theoretical debate within what is loosely called the Women's Movement. 
Any political and theoretical argument which places itself within the 
Women's Movement commits itself to a concern with what is specific to 
women. But some theoretical formulations of women as a specific social 
group entail positions which we must disagree with. One such formula
tion is in terms of essential femininity. This can take two forms; either 
the idea of transhistorical oppression of women at all times, or the idea 
of an 'original' femininity which is repressed or suppressed. ,Another 
approach is to assume that women are a social group, but one wpose 
history has been suppressed. The reinstatement of this history is then 
assumed to a sufficient political practice. · 

In other words the concern .with what is specific to women both 
provides moments of political unity and at the same time operates to 
obscure very real political issues. The unity of the Women's Movement 
lies in the belief that the sexual division of labour between men and 
women, as it is constituted at present, has profound and adverse effects 
on the social position of women. But attempts to consider sexual 
division from within existing political and theoretical frameworks 
cannot provide the analysis which is needed. 

The 'marxist feminist' position constitutes a recognition of this 
inadequacy. Tradition_ally, in this country, marxist politics have stressed 
not only the organisation of capitalist society in t,erms of class division, 
but also the primacy of the class division· as the determinant of political 
action. It has also been argued that the transformation of this division 
will necessarily bring about significant changes for women. But the 
problem of women cuts across class division. Given this traditional 
definition of society in terms of class and politics, the problem of women 
is always secondary to the problem of the claSs organisation of society. 
This placing of a politics of women has left some of us in· difficult 
p~litical straits, since we have no desire to dissociate ourselves from a 
politics which aims to erase the class basis of society. But neither can we 
accept the empty promise that the transition to socialism Will in itself 
bring about a change in the relations between the sexes. 

Within marxist ·feminism there are three distinct tendencies 
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which emerge directly from the theoretical and political priority given 
to the concept of class. However there are problems with the direct 
importation of marxist terms into feminist analyses. 

Firstly there is the attempt to argue that women as a consistently 
deprived social group constitute an economic class. And because of a 
certain position within marxism which asserts that transformations will 
be effected when a class becomes conscious of itself as a class (a class for 
itself) this position assumes that political changes in the position of 
women will be effected when women become conscious of themselves as 
a class. The consciousness of belonging to an oppressed class is seen to 
be the basis for political action. Against this argument it can be simply 
stated that class divisions cut across 'women as a social group'. 

A second tendency in the application of classical marxist ideas of 
class to women can be seen in any political project which claims that it is 
working class women alone who will form the vanguard of any feminist 
politics. Doubly exploited, at work and at home, it is these women who 
will become conscious of their exploitation and form the vanguard of a 
transition to socialism. While no one would want to dispute the double 
pressure on working class women, it cannot be said either that they are 
necessarily politically progressive, or that they are the only women who 
are exploited. The operations of the law, eduqtion and employment 
discriminate against women of all classes. To ignore these areas is to 
miscalculate the current situation. 

The third tendency within marxist feminism is the one which is 
dominant a! the moment. The oppression of women - across all classes 
and through many different social practices - is seen as having one 
common function. That function is the maintenance of capitalism. The 
arguments put forward in support of this view concern the economy and 
the family. At times the family is seen to perform a direct economic 
function. It 'services' the workforce, a service that the capitalist state 
would have to pay for otherwise. At other times the family is seen 
primarily in terms of its role in socialisation. The definitions given 
within the family make women amenable to manipulation by the 
capitalist state, by which the employment of women can be used to 
deflate incomes and produce a reserve army of labour. 

These arguments may seem attractive, but they are subject to the 
objections against any functionalist argument which necessarily implies 
an 'intention' of the social structure to reproduce itself. Within the 
functionalist argument the family is instrumental in the maintenance of 
capitalism. But the collapse of the nuclear family by no means entails 
the collapse of capitalism. The Swedish example points to the possibility 
of a capitalist social. democracy in which the traditional family might 
have no place. The 'liberation' of women from the family need not in 
any way commit them to a socialist politics and to the overthrow of the 
existing society. In the functionalist argument the organisation of 
sexuality within the family is also seen as a function of capitalism. But 
the organisation of sexualjty for reproductive ends is by no means 
exclusive to capitalism. It also exists in primitive societies and in socialist 
countries. 



m!f 5 

An examination of these tendencies within marxist feminism 
thus produces the necessity to challenge and develop existing theories 
within marxism. It also indicates the need for new work which can 
adequately theorise the production of women's subordinate position in 
the social formation in relation to and within a theory of class. 

It is in the area of this work that m/fhas placed itself. We are 
interested in how women are produced as a category; it is this which 
determines the subordinate position of women. Some feminists have 
taken up psychoanalysis as providing an account of the process of the 
construction of the sexed subject in society. This is seen as important 
because it is with the construction of sexual difference and its inscription 
in the social that feminism is concerned. But psychoanalysis has had 
little to say on the relationship of this construction to particular 
historical moments, nor the effect that considering the historical 
moment might have on psychoanalytic theory itself. Thus psychoanalysis 
is not a sufficient theory for understanding the construction of women 
as a category. 

The particularhistorical moment, the institutions and practices 
within which and through which the category of woman is produced 
must be addressed. This is not a problem of origins but of the continual 
production of the sexual division within those institutions and practices. 

The problem of the production of sexual division has been 
addressed in this issue in a number of ways: through an examination of 
how psychoanalysis constructs the category of woman, how marxism 
conceptualises the sexual division of labour, and how discursive practices 
such as film produce the category of women. 

We hope that m/fwill be open to questions which will advance 
theoretical and political considerations of women today. m/f places 
itself as a predominantly theoretical journal and we believe that at this 
moment this work is of major importance for' feminism. But we also 
believe that a politics cannot be 'read off from theory and that theory 
can never be a substitute for politics. One of our foremost aims 
therefore will be the development of a theoretical debate on women's 
politics; a debate which must take place in relation to existing socialist 
and feminist politics. 

Parveen Adams, Rosalind Coward, Elizabeth Cowie 

lwe would like to thank both those people who gave donations and those 
!who subscribed to m/fin advance: this has enabled us to finance our 
first issue. We still need money to secure future publication of the 
~ournal so donations and subscriptions are still most welcome. We 
would be pleased to receive comments on this issue and articles for 
consideration for publication. 

We would also like to thank Red Lion Setters for their help in 
IQ_roducin2' this issue. 
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'Sexual liberation' and the family 
Rosalind Coward 

Unlike previous political movements, the sort of demands which 
emerged with the women's movement were never exclusively political or 
economic. They also involved questions about forms of organisation of 
sexuality. These questions have appeared in two dominant ways. Firstly, 
explicitly in campaigns concerned with the 'self-definition' of sexuality. 
The campaigns against the Miss World Contest and the campaign of 
bra-burning which everyone is now so anxious to disown, were both 
produced in this context. Such concerns still arise, sometimes under the 
nebulous notion of sexism, leading to campaigns like spray-painting 
offensive advertisements etc, and sometimes more systematically as in 
the political movement of the National Abortion Campaign. The 
second way in which these questions have emerged is where the family is 
analysed and criticised, either implicitly or explicitly, as a form of 
organisation of sexuality. Even where these questions are z"mplicit in 
such theories which take the family as a given form of organisation of 
sexuality corresponding to the economic forms of a society they are 
often the very questions· which determine the development of these 
theories and the politics resulting from them. 
· It is in pursuing these questions that much can be achieved in 
developing the theory and politics of the women;s movement since they 
should make it possible to specify the production of that sexual 
category, the female, on which sexual discrimination is based. However, 
it is important to raise sqme of the problems inherent in the present 
approach to sexuality both within feminism and within the left in 
general, and to indicate areas which have been ignored and the 
consequences of this. The development of any systematic enquiry has · 
been hampered in particular by the popular notion of 'sexual liberation'. 
The disappearance of the term liberation from the women's liberation 
movement to become the women's movement seems to be symptomatic 
of the necessity for politically active women to mark their differences 
from a notion of 'sexual liberation' which has increasingly become part 
of everyday descriptions of sexuality. The access to a self-defined 'libido' 
(as popular ideology refers to the appearance of female sexuality which 
is no longer passive) can no longer be thought to have a necessary 
correspondence with a radical criticism of society. Under the form of 
'sexual liberation', representations of the active self-definition of female 
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sexuality have become as widely diffused as the traditional t!efinitions of 
woman as either housewife or mother. 

If we were to listen to popular ideology, we might -be lead to two 
conclusions. Firstly, that the late sixties were witness to a 'sexual 
revolution', whose main effects were seen in a sudden liberalisation of 
the law in areas concerning sexual behaviour. There were changes in 
the laws on homosexuality, abortion, marriage and divorce. This was 
paralleled by the increasing availability of contraception, culminating in 
free contraception becoming available on demand. Secondly, that 
many of the demands made by women, both for economic and sexual 
equality have largely been met in the last few years. Whether economic 
equality has b~en achieved - as popular ideology has it - is something 
which does not come within the scope of the present article, which is 
aimed at examining the problems of the latter. The claim for sexual 
equality is particularly premised on the recent upsurge of representations 
of what is called female 'libido'; we have accounts of it in Cosmopolitan, 
Woman$ World, and Honey; we have novels on it- Erica Jong, 
Susanne White, Angela Carter and Lisa Alther; we have research on it 
from Shere Hite. It's significant, too, that all these have been written by 
women, often by women explicitly committed to the women's movement, 
though here certainly their efforts have not met with an unambiguous 
welcome. 

The reason for this ambiguous reception is because the question 
of the definition of female sexuality has appeared as a site of concern 
within ideological forms which in no way set out as radical criticisms of 
society as a whole. But while they offer no radical criticism of society as 
a whole, they are dependent on a critique of the family and the role of 
child-bearing. In some ways, then, they have paralleled the concerns of 
the women's movement and for this reason their existence is 
problematic. 

In spite of the wide-spread existence of these representations, 
quite openly indifferent to women's traditional role within the family, 
serious analyses of women's oppression still insist on massively privileging 
the family as the primary institution both for the definition of 'sexual 
norms', and for socialisation. If we are looking exclusively at representa
tions at this stage, there is no real basis for such privilege. 'Promiscuity' 
and 'permissiveness' - both terms which have their existence only by 
reference to a defined norm of behaviour, the family- have largely 
disappeared to be replaced by an idea of the 'modem liberated woman'. 
This image itself is by no means coherent. On the one hand it is allied to 
progressive economic and political demands - as sometimes found in 
Cosmopolitan - and on the other hand, it corresponds to a porno
graphic representation of women as simply (or perhaps complexly) the 
object of men's gaze. These representations exist alongside other 
representations of female sexuality. In legal judgements for example, 
female sexuality is a quite different force. It is something for which 
women are rarely responsible, but for which they are often culpable. 
Men quite naturally, and almost guiltlessly, respond to that force which 
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is woman herself. Women have therefore to be protected for the sake of 
social order from men (the innocent woman) or from herself (the 
seductress or sexually promiscuous); an entry on rape from a Law 
Society journal, the Guardian Gazette reads, 'In the chase after the 
phantom of liberation Western women have thrown off the defences 
which custom and manners gave them. It is doubtful whether the law 
alone can save them from the consequences of their greater vulnerability.' 

The fact of this multitude of discourses on female sexuality has 
often proved an embarrassment for feminist and marxist analyses. On 
the whole sexuality is assumed rather than defined or examined. Hence 
the tendency for the idea of sexuality to return to that offered by 
popular ideology. This is premised on the idea of a former period of 
sexual repression (the 'Victorian attitude to sex') embodied in the 
family, followed by a sexual revolution leading to sexual liberation. The 
main difference in feminist analysis resides in its refusal to accept that a 
revolution has really occurred. If we accepted this, the wool would be 
pulled over our eyes. The organisation of sexuality for reproduction in 
the family is what continues to dominate, 'in real life'. But this response 
against popular definitions is also rooted in the terms of these defini
tions. I want to briefly outline the forms these responses have taken 
before proceeding to an analysis of the discourses of 'sexual liberation'. 

The attempts which have been made to deal with the emergence of 
representations of feminine ''libido', have been hindered by the fact that 
they have taken their starting point from the initial definitions of 
popular ideology. In other words they have asked the question of 
whether 'sexual liberation' is or is not revolutionary. Marcuse is typical 
of this tendency and of the way the left in general approaches these 
issues. He starts from ~he assumption that the heterosexual monogamous 
couple has been the monolithic guardian of sexuality until the last 
decade or so. The dubious notion of 'repressive desublimation' indicates 
a limited 'lifting' of social censures. It is social censures (prohibitions on 
sexuality) which install sublimation, so that the change in what is 
prohibited now allows certain forms of sexuality to appear. But this 
lifting, he asserts, simply implicates people further in the oppressive 
structures which govern capitalist social relations - the real root of 
repression. This is because it allows the facilitation of normally 
sublimated needs and desires into consciousness. Thus certain sexual 
desires which were previously policed but not deeply implicated in 
capitalist relations, are freed to become an integral part of capitalist 
social relations. 

Reimut Reiche, in Sexualz"ty and the Class Struggle one of the 
few books to directly confront 'sexual liberation' follows these ideas 
closely. He posits a 'manipulative integration of sexuality under late 
capitalism'. This presupposes several positions. The first is the idea of a 
natural, pre-given instinctual behaviour which would find its true 
expression only in a socialist society. This is as untenable within 
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marxism as it is within Freudian psychoanalysis where it claims its 
origin. Marxism insists on the construction of the individual within a 
particular historical conjuncture rather than having a pre-given nature. 
Freud's concept of repression does not suggest a pool of natural instincts 
which are distorted by society. His concept of drives (as opposed to 
instincts) is integrally linked with the object of those drives (see 
especially, S Freud, 'Instincts and their Vicissitudes'). For this reason, it 
is more correct to understand Freud as suggesting an alteration in the 
drives, always already operant in any society. In other words, what 
begins as indeterminate and unspecified becomes highly individualised 
in the course of the subject's history according to what objects are 
encountered in that history. It is this process of alteration which forms 
the process of entry into culture/sociality which produces repression. 
Repression is therefore concommitant with the production of the 
distinction conscious/unconscious- in fact it is the product of their 
construction. The forms of alteration and the drives themselves will be 
altered according to the specific historical conjuncture though the mode 
of their operation apparently will not.[1] 

Both marxism and psychoanalysis, then, are radically opposed to 
the kind of essentialism offered in Reiche's analysis. The other main 
premise of Marcuse/Reiche's work is the positing of a 'false sexuality' -
that which is found in the everyday situations under capitalism - as 
opposed to a true sexuality. It is the latter which would be found in a 
genuine liberation. The limited form of satisfaction provided by the 
explicit forms of sexual stimulation under capitalism removes the 
aggression which is usually associated with repression. So Reiche asserts 
that the 'pseudo-liberation' of the sixties and seventies is potentially far 
more dangerous politically than more overt forms of repression. For it 
lulls aggression; it is therefore more efficient at manipulating and 
exploiting the masses. This leads him to a peculiar - but by no means 
untypical - position on increased availability of contraception: he sees 
this increased availability as reducing the force of aggression in a 
struggle for new forms of sexuality. 

It would be reactionary to combat this new advance but it does 
take away a large part of the directly revolutionary political force 
in the demand for sexual liberation, that is to say, the demand for 
improvement in the technical and social conditions for the prac
tice of sexuality. In this particular case, the demand has become 
absorbed into the system of partial satisfaction. (ibid p 16) 

Such a position is echoed in the feminist ambivalence towards contra
ception, developed as it is within capitalist economy and by men. 

This position is found too frequently within other marxist 
analyses of the emergence of explicit sexuality. It appears as 'incorpora
tion' where some truly liberatory force which has no relation whatsoever 
with capitalism is re-absorbed back into the existing capitalist forms. 
'Incorporation' also relies on the idea of a true sexuality which is 
distorted by capitalism. It is allowed to appear in a limited but even 
more rigorously controlled, and therefore exploited, form. What is 
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entailed is that the provisional emergence of this sexuality constitutes a 
moment of danger for existing social relations. While the commercialised 
form in which sexuality now appears, 'contains' the moment of danger, 
that moment was nevertheless real and challenging; '"Repressive desub~ 
limitation" is a dangerous, two-sided phenomenon. When the codes of 
traditional culture are broken, and new social impulses are set free, they 
are impossible fully to contain' ( Workzng Papers in Cultural Studies, No 
7/8 p 67). Thus the ideas of incorporation and controlled expansion of 
consciousness are the two main ways in which the problem of sexual 
liberation has been dealt with in left-wing analysis. This has taken its 
definition of sexual liberation from popular definitions of a sexual 
revolution, setting out to prove that it is not 'genuinely revolutionary'. 
The way in which these arguments are linked with popular definitions is 
shown by the strange quirks in the conclusions. Reiche concludes with a 
call for a better kind of family. If 'sexual liberation' ie non-familial 
sexuality - is capitalist then a good socialist should turn his back on it! 

Marxist feminism has been less easily taken in · by popular 
definitions of sexual revolution and has insisted on the dominance of 
the family as the point of women's oppression. This tendency refuses to 
start from popular definitions but still remains implicated in the terms 
of this definition since it continues the equation of family= repression of 
female sexuality. Even though there is an argument about exactly what 
place the family occupies in the social formation, there is remarkable 
uniformity in the positing of the family as the unity which decides the 
form of organisation of sexuality. The debates about the place of the 
family have largely followed the debate within marxism itself to 
construct a theoretical understanding of that area which Engels defined 
loosely as culture, ie everything that was not immediately political or 
economic. Certain of these insist on retaining the crude model of base 
and superstructure, in which all practices are deemed attributable to 
the forms of organisations of the economic base. Even for those debates 
which have moved away from this model, to an idea which can allow 
each instance of the social formation its specificity and relative autonomy 
(following the work of Althusser who asserted that society was constituted 
·of three relatively autonomous instances - the economic, political and 
ideological) there is little agreement as to whether the family is an 
economic unit or whether it is an ideological instance. What is rarely 
questioned however is the way in which the family is taken as a 
unity - the unity ~ of a form of organisation of sexuality by which the 
oppression of women·is effected; Sexuality has either been neglected or 
has remained implicit in theorisation of the family. This has vital 
consequences for how we understand oppression and perhaps more 
importantly on how we assess representations of female sexuality as 
progressive or reactionary. 

Within marxist feminism the analysis of oppression and the 
family remains heavily dependent on the tradition established by 
Engels. Oppression here resides exclusively in the family and the sexual 
division of labour. It's here that a tendency is inscribed which is 
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dominant within most recent developments of marxist feminism. The 
institution of a society with the potentiality for class division, premised 
on the existence of private property, will be a society which will 
potentially produce a State. The State in marxist theory is the necessary 
space of representations within a class divided society. But at the same 
point of institution of a class divided society, the oppression of women 
also arises, according to Engels. From this it is a small step to the 
conclusion that the State must also be the instrument of women's 
oppression as well. It is this route :which leads to the most common of all 
assertions on the oppression of women in marxist feminism. It is that a 
direct line can be drawn from the capitalist State through the 
monogamous reproductive family to the oppression of individual 
women. This tendency can be seen in recent work in two important 
areas: the analysis of the Welfare State (see Elizabeth Wilson, Women 
and the Welfare State, Tavistock 1977) and the analysis of women's 
employment in terms of a 'reserve army of labour' where the State is 
assumed to rationalise women's employment in relation to class division. 
In these analyses it is the objective exploitation of women by the State 
through their role in the family that constitutes women's oppression. 

By such a route the economic oppression of women in capitalism 
is equated with a form of sexual behaviour, popularly defined as 
'repressive' - that is, the form of monogamous reproductive sexuality in 
which women's active sexuality was not represented except by a series of 
prohibitions. In this, work as disparate as feminist therapy (see Humpty 
Dumpty, Radical Psychology, no 8), the domestic labour debate, 
analysis of the State and employment, and the attempt to synthesise 
psychoanalysis and marxism (as found in Eli Zaretsky) are all unified 
under the common assumption of a direct line between the State and 
the individual oppression of women. 

Some attempts have been made to rethink this direct line, 
primarily influenced by the attempt to extend the implications of 
Althusser's claims for the relative autonomy of the ideological level. 
This work has argued that the economic instance should not be afforded 
any particular theoretical privilege and it has drawn on the develop
ments within Lacanian psychoanalysis to begin to describe the process 
of construction of ideological positions. (See Juliet Mitchell, Psycho
analysis and Femt"nism, and 'Psychoanalysis and Patriarchal Structures' 
by Coward, Lipshitz and Cowie.) It was these developments which made 
it possible to consider the heterosexual reproductive family not as the 
direct product of capitalist social rela_tions, but as an ideological 
relation which had material effects as real as the economic. 

Julia Kristeva has even gone so far as to suggest that the family, 
far from being a necessary reflection of capitalist social and economic 
relations, is increasingly in contradiction with capitalism. The family, 
she claims is a form of organisation of sexuality which developed in 
pre-capitalist social relations and which is now being challenged by a 
double injunction. Firstly, the imperative to control the size of the 
population, and secondly, the wide availability of contraception. Both 
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these developments are making possible the emergence of a sexual 
behaviour no longer tied to reproduction~ 

Kristeva's position has certain attractlop.s namely that it does not 
impose an exclusive correspondence between forms of organisation of 
sexuality and capitalist economic relations. It is however no less 
troubled by the assumption of the family as a homogeneous form of 
sexual behaviour. In arguing for the necessity to consider other 
representations of sexuality which coexist with the representations of the 
family, I am trying to break withJhe analysis of the family exclusively as 
an instz"tutz"on, either economic or ideological. It is as an institution, that 
it is bound by certain legal definitions, but- it is. also crossed by 
competing ideological definitions and challenged by definitions from 
outside the family. Althusser realised in his first formulations on 
ideology ('Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses', in Lenin and 
Philosophy) that ideology was never exclusively a matter of institutions. 
The ideological had also to be understood as a practice of represent a
tions. Since then work has been done to specify more exactly how 
representation operates. This work has criticised Althusser's analysis as 
ultimately positing an empty subject (and therefore transcendent) 
which is called on by existing social relations rather than constructed in 
and across these relations. It is the development of p~ychoanalytic and 
linguistic discoveries that has demonstrated emphatically that the 
subject does not pre-exist the operations of the social structure but is 
precisely produced in the work of representations within particular 
social formations.[2] 

This displacement of the consciousness of the subject as place of 
guarantee of particular representations has been principally effected by 
Lacan's 'rereading' of Freud in the context of Saussurean linguistics. 
Both these theorists glimpsed, Lacan claims, the extremely radical 
assertion that meaning (the signified) is only ever produced by the 
activity of the signifiers, that is, by the arrangement of signifiers in 
relations of difference. It is this he claims that Freud recognised in his 
analysis of dreams and of the unconscious processes of signification. 
Here the signified or meaning is only produced by the work of signifiers 
and their relation to one another. Dreams either condense many 
meanings onto one image or displace what is really being thought onto 
another more netural image. But the latent thoughts of the dreams can 
gradually be uncovered, through the process of association which 
reveals the various strands of thought which have gone to make up the 
particular configuration of the dream. According to Lacan, what Freud 
has seen in the processes of unconscious signification is the principle by 
which all signification and representation works. This is the principle of 
the determination of the signifier in the production of a particular 
articulation. There is no necessary correspondence between what is 
represented (the signified) and the activity of the representations. It is 
the activity of the representations which constructs the represented. 

The argument is of importance for a consideration of represen
tations of sexuality. What it shows us about the process of representation 
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is that, although representations are produced within definite condi
tions, what they represent is never wholly reducible to those conditions. 
Thus a representation of sexuality does not usually mirror an idea of 
sexuality found elsewhere in society - in this case a pre-given idea of 
female sexuality. Rather, exactly what is represented is produced 
through the work of the discourse itself. It is this which can explain 
conflicting representations, and the struggle within representations for 
definitions. Such an assertion has almost certainly been implicitly 
recognised by many in the women's movement, since it has always given 
attention to struggles for definition within representations, and recog· 
nised that what is at stake in these struggles is which group has the 
power in determining the definitions. 

If representation is to be understood in this way, certain 
procedures become necessary. Firstly we have to understand what is 
being accomplished in any particular representation, how that repre
sentation is being produced, and what are its conditions of existence. It 
is in this context that I wish to examine representations of female 
sexuality not bound by the family, and the contradictions between 
various representations. Without such work, marxist feminism might 
remain within a form of economism and only prepared to consider 
sexuality when it appeared formalised in an institution. This lacuna 
would have political and strategic effects for it would mean we would be 
unable to differentiate between progressive and reactionary representa· 
tions of female sexuality. This is a real danger which is already to be 
seen in the embarrassing fact recognised by feminists (see 'Between the 
Devil and the Deep Blue Sea', Spare Rib, November 1977) that we can 
at times occupy the same political platform as the extreme right-wing, 
in particular the Mary Whitehouse anti-pornography platform. Such 
problems point to the need for reassessing how we understand what is at 
stake in representations of sexuality; they point to the need to develop 
an analysis more subtle than 'If the representation is produced within 
capitalism it must be condemned as bourgeois.' They also point to the 
need to reassess the equation State= family= oppression/repression and 
call for an analysis which can specify what exactly is at play in 
representations, how these relate to the social formation as a whole and 
how we are to assess their political effects. This is the context in which 
the representation of sexuality in Cosmopolitan and in the film 
Emmanuelle will be examined. 

Cosmopolitan's format, according to its first editor is, ' ... one 
profile, one piece on health, one on sex, two on emotions ... one on 
man/woman relationships, one on careers, one short story, and one part 
of a major work of fiction, as well as our reg\llar columns.' (Quoted by 
Polly Toynbee, Guardian 20.7. 77) The emphasis in the magazine is on 
career i.inprovement, on successful glamorous women, on improving 
sexual and emotional relationships with particular emphasis on the 
possibilities of female pleasure, contraception, and the need for 'inde
pendence', both sexual and economic. In general, the form of sexuality 
addressed is aggressively heterosexual and 'liberated', meaning by this 
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term that it neither refers exclusively to sexuality within the family, nor 
does it ever deal with sexuality defined in terms of the production of 
children. In opposition to other women's magazines of the more 
traditional kind (Woman's Own, GoodHousekeepz"ng, etc) the reference 
to family roles- cooking, housework and childcare- is almost non· 
existent. 

The absence of these areas at the level of content is confirmed by 
their absence at the level of advertisements; it is typical to find issues 
whose sole advertisement for food is one for frozen food. There is a quite 
staggering preponderance of advertisements concerned with clothing 
and appearance, In a typical issue we find a vast number of advertise
ments for perfumes, shampoos, hair conditioners, hair tonic, hair 
colouring, hair dryers and stylers, hair removing cream, hair removing 
devices, cream for night care, day care, foundation cream, cream for 
spots and blemishes, cream for covering spots and blemishes, several 
varieties of make-up, moisturiser, skin tonic, mascara, lipstick, lip 
salve, nail varnish, nail varnish-remover, breath fresheners, general 
deodc:rants, foot deodorants, bubble and foam baths, .soaps, tooth· 
pastes, sanitary towels .and tampaxes. The only advertisements not in 
these areas were for drinks, cigarettes, one for Gas, one for Hi-Fi and 
one for a Building Society. To detail the advertisements found in one 
issue is not irrelevant. It is this obsession with the glamorisation of the 
body which draws the feminist criticism of the magazine for its 
'commercialisation' of sexuality by which women are trapped in retro
gressive narcissistic representations. 

What can be detected in the excess of such advertisements as in 
many contemporary women's magazines (see also Honey, 19, Over 21, 
Vogue, etc) is the multiplication of areas of the body accessible to 
marketability. This is not a simple process; the imagery of the advertise
ments makes it clear it is not just marketability that is at stake, it is also 
the consistent 'sexualisation' of areas previously not defined as sexual. It 
is the sexualisation of eyes, lips, ears, wrists, legs, feet, hair, mouths, 
teeth, smells, skin etc, It is not a matter of exploiting a pre-existent, 
naturally sensitive body, but the actual construction of parts of the body 
as sensitive and sexual, as capable of stimulation and excitation, and 
therefore demanding care and attention if women are to. be sexual and 
sexually desirable to men. The images also reveal the sexualisation of 
situations previously tabooed; work and the street. Thus consumerism is 
not a process which works either to manipulate an original sexuality, or 
to impose needs on a sexually static 'normal' body. What is happening is 
that a new definition of women's sexuality altogether is being produced. 
It is a definition which produces new areas as sensual, and equates that 
sensuality with work- a work with appliances and accessories in order 
to fulfill the stimulatory potential of the area. Through this work, 
female sexuality is defined as primarily narcissistic and primarily 
divided into separate and distinct areas of pleasure. 

While the advertisements work almost exclusively towards these 
ends, the articles by no means follow such a narrow definition of 
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sexuality. Many of the articles are directed towards understanding the 
pressures of such representations on women. Each month there is at 
least one article concerned with challenging the kind of female behaviour 
which is based on what men find attractive. The most regular features 
are to do with equal opportunities in the areas of management or 
professional careers. Equality is not described as a right but as the 
necessary reward for your own value. 

The principle concern of Cosmopolitan is however, the question 
of 'female sexuality' itself. If the magazine has a coherent project and 
identity it is this; it assumes its readers share this voracious interest in all 
aspects of female sexuality. But there is a multiplicity of discourses on 
sexuality within this. There's, fashion, medicine (breast cancer etc,) 
health/fashion (slimming, contraception) social trends ('Why do we still 
marry?'), psychology ('Hung up on approval?' 'Does guilt inhibit you?') 
and a popular form of sexology. Under sexology appear an incredible 
number of aspects of sexuality open to the average heterosexual woman 
at all stages of life. Thus we have articles on affairs with married men, 
the first affair after marriage, the first affair after divorce, sexual 
behaviour before and after marriage, the 'libido' after five years with 
the same man, sex-life before the menopause, sex-life after the meno
pause, and so it goes on. To caricature in this way does not do justice to 
the articles which are often helpfully and intelligently written. The 
point is to stress that beyond positing the reader as endlessly curious and 
endlessly tolerant, the magazine doesn't posit a norm of sexual behaviour. 
Instead it places itself precisely in the area of competing definitions, 
that is in the area of the definition of sexuality itself. Its common project 
is the female body and this appears not as an already defined object but 
as something subject to competing definitions, often the cornerstone for 
conflicting ideologies. In taking as its object the female body and 
sexuality, Cosmopolitan is open to conflicting representations; there are 
debates between medicine and sex studies (the medical effects of 
contraception versus the emotional advantages etc), between biology 
and sex studies (is sex chemistry or emotion?) etc. 

It is this openess which places the magazine at times within 
conflicting representations: at one extreme, the representations which 
sexualise an increasing number of parts of the female body to create 
areas of marketability; at the other extreme, representations which 
coincide with the explicit politicisation of sexuality by the women's 
movement - a politicisation to effect transformations in the social 
position of women. 

If Cosmopolitan inscribes a particular reader, it is the reader 
obsessed with all aspects of female sexuality who finds the emergence of 
female sexuality worthy of interest and study. This interest can be seen 
across society as a whole. As already indicated the vast sales of books by 
eg Erica Jong, Lisa Alther, and Shere Hite are further witness to the 
prevalence of the problem of female sexuality across an extremely wide 
area. Their books have been received in England with some critical 
reservations but with equally large sales. They have been presented as 
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the prophets of women's liberated 'libido'. 
The female body, then, is a site of particular significance in a 

struggle of representations which guarantee particular ideologies. The 
popularity of such a film as Emmanuelle and its sequels suggests that 
the way the issue of female sexuality is presented is particularly 
satisfying to certain sectors at the moment. Emmanuelle, bored and 
boring young wife of a rich young business man, is made to discover a 
form of sexuality outside the monogamous couple. Her discovery is 
made through the guidance of a patriarchal figure, Mario, who 
intuitively recognises Emmanuelle's potential sexuality. He hints at the 
'discovery of self of which Emmanuelle has no idea and she submits to 

. his guidance. Her 'initiation' inv9lves a group rape-by natives, and ends 
up with the realisation - dictated by Mario - that real sensuality and 
pleasure can never be achieved within the confines of monogamy and its 
cloying emotions. The necessary detachment from the distractions of 
such emotions is achieved through indulging in forms of sexuality where 
she has a witness. In other words, the voyeurism of viewing women as 
body on the screen is literally installed in the relationship shown. There 
must be someone continually watching her in the act of sex in order that 
her own body is not forgotten but narcisSistically remembered - a 
remembrance which must define her identity. 

Thus a specifically filmic representation of women, through 
forms of voyeurism, is reinforced by the explicit content of the film. It 
makes an argument for 'liberation' - a liberation which is achieved by 
the assimilation of Emmanuelle's 'libido' to the organisation of cine
matic voyeurism. With amazing exactness, the film was promoted as 
'The film that makes you feel good without feeling bad.' In opposition 
to Cosmopolitan which is the forum for competing definitions, 
Emmanuelle is a work of closure; it foregrounds cinematic voyeurism 
and guarantees it with a particular representation of female sexuality. 

In looking at representations from the point of view of their 
differences and multiplicities, I have begun to argue for their analysis in 
terms of practices which work to produce definitions. In this way it 
becomes possible to assess exactly what is at stake in a variety of 
discourses, instead of attempting to reduce everything to one model of 
power over women, that is, repression or censorship which will be 
overthrown with liberation. This begins to move away from an analysis 
in terms of direct correspondence with an economic formation but it 
does not reduce the imperative of understanding the conditions of 
existence of these discourses. It does however demonstrate how there 
can be a struggle for power in representations - something which the 
women's movement has always implicitly recognised in taking the 
redefinition of sexuality as one of its political aims. 

The importance of the foregoing arguments is that they indicate 
how the work to define sexuality is a complex mechanism which puts 
women in definite and specific relations to the social formation. The 
work produces women in the very place of discourses, through their 
sexuality. The consistent over-estimation of the 'sexual' operates to 
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equate identity with sexuality; thus women appear to discover themselves 
through sexuality, and in fact are placed through the discourses. 

The first volume of Foucault's Histoire de la Sexualite[3] is a book with 
considerable significance for my arguments. This significance resides 
principally in two ideas. Firstly he claims that the family is not the 
exclusive guardian of definitions of sexuality. Legal, medical and 
scientific discourses increasingly work to define and place sexuality. 
Sexuality has also come to be an object of economic and political 
control - a development which can be traced in the growth of popula
tion censuses and theories of population such as· those of Malthus. 
Secondly, even within the family, the kinds of policing of sexuality are 
multiple. There are discourses on the forms of sexuality between parents 
and children, between nurses and children, between siblings. These 
discourses also operate at different levels, The taboo on incest, for 
example, is a very different mechanism to that of the prohibition of 
masturbation. 

Taking up a position opposed to the idea of a single mechanism 
of prohibition, Foucault argues that an examination of sexuality reveals 
the proliferation of discourses on sexuality. This is even true for the 
heterosexual reproductive couple, usually taken to be the ·structure 
through which the repression of sexuality is effected. For example, 
perversity has not been suppressed as is popularly thought but on the 
contrary has emerged as a differentiated and individualised form of 
behaviour, in both legal and medical discourses. He does not deny the 
'rigorous negative injunction' put on the 'perverse' form of behaviour. 
However he argues that increasingly the norm of the heterosexual 
couple began to be defined by a series of returns via perversities; it is 
everything which these acts - increasingly finely defined - are not. In 
other words, this norm, which in the middle ages was subject to detailed 
and complex regulations, became something unspoken, defined by this 
series of returns. 

This multiplicity of discourses of sexuality within the family has 
already been noted and is something which has its parallel in society as a 
whole. Sexuality emerges from the domain of the church in the middle 
ages and Counter-Reformation into the domain of economic and 
political calculation. Sex ceased to be the domain of morality and 
became increasingly something rational, to be administered, controlled. 
The eighteenth-century saw the emergence of 'policing' sexuality in 
terms of a sanctioned scrutiny of all aspects of sexuality. Foucault 
argues that in this move to the scrutiny of sexuality by political and 
economic forces, a shift occurs in the definition of the political subject. 
In the late middle ages, society was conceived of as an affair of personal 
subjects of the monarch. As the State has developed, the relationship 
between individuals has come instead to be an affair of 'population', 
life-span, death censuses etc. Sexuality resides at the centre of this shift, 
present in the analysis of birth patterns etc. And with this analysis 
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emerges a grid of observation of sexuality. The sexual behaviour of the 
individual not only becomes an object of enquiry, it becomes susceptible 
to forms of control. 

But· while society moved from being an affair of monarchs and 
political subjects, and became increasingly an affair of population etc, 
the structure of subject-ion remained in discourses on sexuality. Sexuality 
is to be understood in terms of a work of definition, a work which is 
linked to an ability to control, direct and police. This ability to control 
is related to the form which discourses on sexuality have taken in 
Western society over the last three centuries, that is, the form of the 
confessional. This form of articulation has behind it an incitation to 
produce the hidden 'truth' of sexuality; a truth which is equated with 
the identity of the speaker. It is through this process that the individual 
is defined iii the work of the discourse, becomes the subject of that 
discourse. 

Foucault argues that far from a general 'prohibition' on speaking 
sexuality, an analysis of French history from the time of the Reformation 
reveals there have been injunctions on people tO speak everything 
concerned with their sexuality. He traces this back to its appearance in 
the form of the Catholic confessionals, with their emphasis on the 
'hidden truth of sexuality', which in this process becomes the same as 
the identity of the person confessing. Even if the act of sexuality had not 
been committed,. speaking the desire of this sexuality can represent a 
cleansing, 'a return to God'' 'the physical effects of ecstatic sorrow, to 
feel in your body, the fragments of temptation and the love which resists 
it'. 

In the relationship of the confessional, Foucault claims that we 
can see the essential features of sexuality as it has appeared in the West 
for the last three centuries; 'Western man has been committed to saying 
eveiything about his sex for three centuries'. Not only this, but this 
feature Foucault claims still dominates the forms by which sexuality is 
now spoken; in medical, psychiatric and psychoanalytic investigations 
of sexuality, and the discourses of sexology. What is presupposed is that 
there is a 'truth' of sexuality which is hidden but which can somehow be 
brought to light. 

The characteristic form of this speaking of sexuality is what 
Foucault calls the scientia sexualis, the science of sexuality. This is a 
distinct register of knowledge, still dominated by the form of its 
evolution in the confessional, first in religion, and then in juridical 
practices. This form is found particularly in the development of 
discourses on sexuality in the family, in law, in medicine, and in 
science. Psychoanalysis is deemed as typical, exhibiting a speaking of 
symptoms as the very object of scientific investigation - an examination 
according to Foucault which has as its incentive the presupposition of a 
hidden truth of sexuality.[4] This truth is taken to be the truth of the 
subject itself. Thus the relationship of the confessional characterises the 
form of production of discourse on sexuality; this relationship passes 
from the church, through the juridical confession, to its appearance in 
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medicine, pedagogy, familial relations, relations of love, sexology: 
you confess crimes, sins, thoughts, desires, your dreams, your 
childhood; you confess illness, miseries, you take the greatest 
care to say what is most difficult to say: you confess in public, in 
private, to your parents, educators, doctors, to those you love; 
you make confessions to yourself in pleasure and in pain which it 
would be impossible to make to anyone else - you make books 
out of them. (L'a Volonte de Savoz"r, p 77) 

The importance of this argument is that it reveals in what we always 
assume to be a 'liberatory revelation of truth', the workings of power. 
This Foucault takes to be the process of subject-ion: 'the moment where 
the subject who speaks coincides with the subject of the statement', that 
is the discourse constructs the individual who confesses as subject of that 
discourse. This subject-ion is seen to operate because the discourse is 
delivered to another. It is the other who listens who validates the 
discourse, accepts it, confirms it. For this reason, Foucault concludes 
that the history of sexuality is the history of discourse itself. 

It is commonly believed that there was a refusal of sexuality 
during the last three centuries and that there has been a sudden reversal 
of this attitude over the last few years. But on the contrary it can be 
argued that this history of sexuality is a history of work of definition. 
And this history shows that the definition of sexuality has become 
increasingly central in the mode of subjection of individuals to particular 
practices since the truth about sexuality has become to be associated 
with the truth of identity. Thus Foucault's analysis helps to displace that 
political analysis which tries to set out from a popular definition of the 
history of sexuality. There are many problems however with Foucault's 
analysis which do not come within the scope of this paper. These mainly 
relate to his notion of power, which remains almost as a process, without 
specification within different instances (economic, political and ideo
logical). Where Foucault does specify this process, it is with a rather 
conventional idea of the State. So while he does emphasise struggle and 
transformation within discourses he reduces all questions of political 
struggle to questions of the State. 

In this context, the proliferation of discourses on sexuality, and in 
particular the self-definition of female sexuality, should not be a matter 
for wholesale rejection or acceptance by feminists. It should be possible 
to realise that their very proliferation marks a political struggle for 
power within these definitions. And the women's movement should be 
seen as a principle contender in this struggle. The extension into female 
sexuality of commercial relations, and the representation of women's 
bodies as the object of the male gaze are not the effects of one unified, 
coherent form of social relations - that is, capitalist social relations as 
embodied in the family. They have to be understood both in terms of 
long term changes in the economy, and in the context of transformations 
within ideologies and struggles for power within these ideologies. 
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In the context of Foucault's argument, the kinds of representa
tions (found in Cosmopolitan and Emmanuelle) which I have outlined 
signal a major shift in the definition of the norm of heterosexual 
reproductive sexuality. This can be confirmed on two levels. Firstly, 
changes in the law concerning eg homosexuality, understood increasingly 
less as an illness let alone a crime. Secondly, changes in the 'parameters 
of perversity'. Condemnation of perversity has gradually disappeared, 
and male practices outside the heterosexual reproductive norm are 
being added to by the proliferation of discourses on female sexuality. 
Except to the extreme right-wing, these developments are seen as a 
necessary redress of balance. 

The realignment of this definition of the normal has certain 
definite conditions of existence which can be briefly traced. The 
emergence of the pill has been perhaps the single most significant 
development, since it enabled- for the first time the emergence of 
non-reproductive sexuality. The other factors which have been of 
considerable importance are less easy to specify. It is however without 
doubt that the weakening of traditional institutions such as the church 
has not been without effect. And perhaps more significantly, their 
replacement by the 'ideological industries', mass media. The mass 
media particularly in the form of advertising has been significant in 
developing 'youth culture' as a result of expanded commodity produc
tion, and this has been instrumental in developing a different set of 
definitions of 'pre-marital behaviour'. 

Another factor of some importance has been the whole' con
sideration of population. Firstly it appeared as a question of over
population. This concern reached its climax in 1970 when a Population 
Panel was set up to make recommendations about controlling the size of 
the population. Secondly, suddenly, it appeared as a concern over a 
dramatically declining population. The fall in birth rate is probably the 
most important feature for the argument in this article. For it demon
strates the redefinition of the 'norm' of sexual· behaviour within the 
family itself. For this reason, it is important to understand the factors 
contributing to such a change. 

Women's increased employment and higher pay gained in the 
earlier period of economic prosperity, but also as a result of political 
and ideological campaigning has been central in these- changes. With 
an economic depression the income of the woman has become a vital 
factor in the expectations of the 'couple'. It is thus a determining factor 
in the class and economic position of the couple; it determines the level 
of mortgage, type of car, holiday etc. This can be seen as perhaps the 
chief factor in the dramatic change in patterns of reproduction, that is, 
the dramatic decline in birth-rates, termed by more conservative 
observers as the 'repression of birth' (see Christie Davies, Permisszve 
Britain, Pitman 1975). 

Government statistics can be seen as pointing to these changes in 
the form of reproductive sexuality as being the most significant social 
change this decade: Soda[ Trends, summarising the economic and 
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political and legal changes for the last decade asserts, 
In the light of all these developments, it would perhaps be rash 
to single out one [change] as having the greatest potential long 
term significance. A strong candidate however for that title must 
be the continued fall in the birth-rate. The associated change in 
the family structure and the consequences in all social areas of a 
constant or slowly declining population were beginning to be 
seen to have potentially very far reaching effects.' (Sodal 
Trends, 1976, the publication of the Government Statistical 
service.) 

To summarise these changes briefly: from a birthrate of one million per 
year in 1964, there has been a drop to 550,000 in 1976 (figures released 
26th November 1977). Whereas in 1974 this had resulted in a static 
population- the first for some considerable time- since 1974, there 
has actually been a steady decline. Though the figures are obviously 
affected by net emmigration and death rate, the number of births per 
thousand is now lower than in the 1930's. The average family size has 
fallen from 2.1 in 1964 to 1.7 in 1974, and it is presumably lower still 
now. While OPCS, the official government population survey attributes 
these changes to a temporary phenomenon, positing an underlying 
'norm' in sexual reproduction - a norm postponed in periods of 
economic depression - others are not as complacent. Sodal Trends for 
example detects more long term changes such as in attitudes to 
childbirth and to size of family, and particulary, the move to delaying 

'childbirth. Research for Thames Television's Weekend World (May 
1976) suggested a long term economic crisis in which women's work was 
such a vital component of the family income that without socialised 
child care, having children was a luxury you could do without. 

In the context of these changes and the possible conditions of 
these changes, the political struggles of the women's movement are also 
obviously vitally important. Often these have taken the form of the 
politicisation of struggles for definition within ideological practices. As 
such the women's movement has had considerable influence in the 
changes of organisation of sexuality. 

The factors which I have outlined may then be said to be the 
conditions of existence of transformations of the definition of sexuality 
in various discourses. But these transformations do not directly reflect 
any of these conditions. They are produced within the work of 
definition of the discourse itself. Thus the struggle for power within 
discourses becomes an issue of political importance for the women's 
movement. To examine these issues in this way frees us from the 
regressive habit of looking to see whether representations of female 
sexuality are the result of capitalism or whether they are anti-capitalist. 
All representations are produced within the particular historical moment 
in which they arise; they are never wholly reducible to that moment; 
there is a conflict, a work to produce and determine representations. It 
is at this point that the women's movement should be able to intervene, 
to be able to assess representations as progreSsive or reactionary, and to 
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be able to act according to what is at stake rather than according to a 
definition of what is happening given to us by popular ideology. 

Notes 

I In Freud there is no attempt to develop these ideas to give an account of the 
process of construction of the individual in specifically historical terms. But 
his account of the construction of the individual as necessarily bound up 
with the processes of society itself have made it clear that Freud has opened 
the way to understanding the construction of the individual in societv in a 
way that not even Marxism has been able to do before. Recently, some 
attempts have been made to give a 'specifically historical content' to 
Freudian theory. The two most obvious attempts are Ann Foreman, 
Femininity as Alienation Pluto I977, .and Eli Zaretsky, The Family and 
Personal Life Pluto I976. Both these books are staggering misinterpretations 
of the, points at which Marxism and psychoanalysis could be brought 
together; the hopelessness of their projects is demonstrated by the implica
tion that the unconscious is a specific product of capitalist social relations. 
These books give the most dubious readings of both historical materialism 
and psychoanalysis to propose a historically-placed psychoanalysis that looks 
like a guided tour to 'consciousness through the ages'- a project that has no 
place in either of these theories. 

2 See also: 'The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious' Ecrits A Selection 
Tavistock I977; P Hirst 'Althusser's Theory of Ideology' Economy and 
Society Nov I976; R Coward 'Class, Culture and the Social Formation' 
Screen Vol IS no I, Spring I977 

3 The first volume is La Volonte de savoir. Foucault is attemptin~:t to work with 
the idea of discourse first elaborated in rather different ways in The 
Archaeology of Knowledge and The Order of Things. For a very useful 
introduction to Foucault's recent work, see Colin Gordon, Radical Philosophy 
no I7, Summer I977 pi5-25. 

There are two problems with my account of Foucault's work here. I 
fail to do justice to the wealth of historically specific material which he 
produces to substantiate his theses. In addition, I've taken his work, 
elaborated in the context of French history, as directly relevant to English 
society. While the institution of confession declined after the Reformation, 

. the structure of confessing directly to God was one of the principal features 
in the attack on the priesthood. The relation between Church and State was 
also very different in France where the Catholic church - as always ~ 
retained a primary allegiance to Rome. 

4 This reading of psychoanalysis differs from that proposed by Lacah. It is 
possible to read Lacan's work as proposing language, and in its particular 
manifestations - discourses - as producing both conscious and unconscious 
representations. 
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Natural and Social Division of 
Labour- Engels and 
the Domestic Labour Debate 
Beverley Brown 

I The Concept of Human Nature 

In recent years the notion of humanism has been under attack from 
various quarters, and in the following article the characteristics of a 
particular form of humanism, and its embodiment in the concept of 
natural division of labour, will be considered. There is in fact no 
coherent doctrine which is humanism although its marks are easily 
recognisably in many discourses. For all its possible variants, what is 
unhesitatingly picked out as humanist are appeals to the dignity and 
freedom of humanity, hope for the future based on a utopian past, and 
abstract conceptions of the sanctity of human life. The most general 
definition which can be given is that humanism begins with some notion 
of an essence of humankind, its basic nature or innate properties, and 
proceeds to deduce from this the way things must or will be. 

In spite of the lofty aims apparently espoused by humanism, it 
has been shown that this doctrine invariably functions as a theoretical 
and political obstacle. The precondition of Marx's Capital was the over
coming of a particular form of humanism by which the human essence 
was identified with reason and freedom, where the essence of the 
species-being of man was discernable in every human being. It was 
similarly necessary to eradicate the effects of humanism at the political 
level, where it obscured the necessity of altering control of the State by 
appealing instead to the good will of human nature to redistribute its 
products voluntarily. · 

In this article another form of humanism is identified and some 
of its consequences noted, ~th special regard to certain questions 
initiated within the women's movement. This is a form of humanism 
which arises out of attempts to pinpoint the emergence of the specifi
cally human or social out of a posited state of nature. Compared to 
many simple humanist arguments which claim to locate human nature 
in some set of properties or other, this version is quite complex, for the 
human is located in opposition to and yet as deriving - 'naturally' -
from the natural. 

One immediate effect of this view in the women's movement is its 
tendency to construct an essential 'Womankind' to correspond to the 
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spurious unity 'Mankind' and therefore to repeat many of the previous 
humanist errors, assuming a monolithic set of questions and hence a 
unitary set of answers concerning women's issues. History- the history 
of an oppressed sex, and in particular the moment of emergence of its 
oppression - while originally providing a corrective to idealist and 
voluntaristic solutions, comes to function as a universal explanation. 

It is, I hope unnecessary to address the simple form of feminist 
humanism by which a basic female nature is posited (whether to 
women's benefit or detriment). Such simplistic conceptions may be 
taken to be almost universally discredited. In either case the correct 
procedure must be to analyse specific issues or particular obstacles to 
this theorisation, as in the present article. 

It is one of the characteristic things about even the simple form 
of humanism that it always functions by reference to a posited non
human term which is subsequently identified as part of humanity itself. 
The spate of books in the 1960's on the innate nature of aggression or 
territoriality (Ardrey's Afr£can Genes£$ and Tem·torial Imperatz"ve, 
Lorenz's On Aggressz·on, Alex Comfort's Nature and Human Nature, 
etc), for example, all argued back and forth between human and 
animal forms of organisation, anthropomorphising animals by equating 
territory with private property, and then reading back the results onto 
the human species which is thereby seen as a (reconstructed) animal 
essence. Ridiculing such comparisons, Engels remarked a century agn, 
on the question of the innateness of monogamy, that: 

if strict monogamy is to be regarded as the acme of all virtue, 
then the palm must be given to the tapeworm, which possesses 
a complete male and female sexual apparatus in every one of its 
50 to 200 proglottids or segments of its body, and passes the 
whole of its life cohabiting with itself in every one of its segments. 
(Engels, p 476) 

However unacceptable such attempts at defining the human may be 
they do display this common feature of humanist arguments quite 
clearly- in practice, a humanist development usually takes as its start
ing point an z·ndeterm£nate state, neither human nor inhuman but 
both, and proceeds to show how the essentially human is born out of 
this. Hence the usefulness of the ape as starting point, for it is neither 
completely animal nor yet human. The development of adults out of 
infants is another frequent model for the development of the human 
race in general or of particular social forms, and this, too, involves the 
idea of the as yet unfulfilled but already implicit (human) nature which 
must follow a set pattern of development. 

Thus two of the major characteristics of humanism have been 
outlined - its positing of a human essence and its ambivalent relation 
to its non-human opposite. Since this appeal to essence may be either an 
appeal to forces of change or a justification of the status quo, the 
indeterminate half-human state frequently functions as a utopian past 
or future. The nature of the origin of humanity is taken as the 
guarantee of the possibility of a certain kind of future. 
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The two texts considered here represent two ways of dealing with 
the problematic of the emergence of the social out of the natural. There 
is a superficial resemblance between them as both present a history of 
the early stages of humanity, both see the institution of a form of 
division of labour as the moment of passage. Both are, in the end 
concerned not with the social in general but with civil society (burger
lie he Gesellschaft), as the other side of the natural/social couple. The 
two texts are Rousseau's Discourse on the Origins of Inequalz"ty, and 
Engels' The O·n"gin of the Famz"ly, Private Property and the State. 

Apart from questions of detail, the difference between them is 
the status accorded to the term 'nature', which for Rousseau signifies a 
set of conditions embodied in the state of nature and a constant set of 
human qualities preserved beyond it. While Engels on the whole, avoids 
according any such absolute status to nature, regarding it rather as a 
constantly changing set of conditions in perpetual interaction, it will be 
seen that a residual form of it is nonetheless preserved in his use of the 
concept of natural division of labour, and its supporting concepts. 

11 The Natural and the Social for Rousseau 

First, an examination of Rousseau's Discourse on the Origin of 
Inequalz"ty in order to see the way in which the question of origins is 
classically posed. This text has been said to address 'the central problem 
of anthropology, viz the passage from nature to culture' (Levi-Strauss, p 
173}. This passage is chronicled in the second part of the Discourse 
where a speculative history is presented as a possible mode of transition. 
It is not intended as a literal history but as a set of enabling conditions. 
The end product - civil society with its fully developed system of social 
inequality - is made possible only 'by several prior ideas which only 
spring up gradually one after another' (Rousseau, p 212}. 

The mode of transition is both continuous. and discontinuous, 
beginning with the 'natural' man whose capacities for self-preservation 
and pity (compassion) combined with the freedom to adopt non
instinctive modes of behaviour lead through an 'insensible' progress to 
various forms of self-improvement and technological advance. This 
tendency for gradually cumulative change by which man's inventiveness 
supplements and consolidates past achievements is augmented by a 
series of disruptive events or 'revolutions'. 

The first revolution which 'produced the establishment and 
distinction of families, and which introduced· a species of property' 
(z"bid, p 216) consisted in the establishment of dwelling places for 
extended family units. Whereas before, men and women, like all 
animals, had been more orless independent, a sexual division of labour 
is instituted by which women stay at home and perform other domestic 
tasks while the men take care of subsistence (hunting and gathering); 
there are corresponding developments of the sentiments and morality. 
At this point, 'each family became a little society' while the powers of 
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cumulative change coagulate around this revolution creating society-by
contiguity at least. This is envisaged as a collection of rustic huts where 
work is organised non-co-operatively 'as long as they undertook such 
works as only a single person could finish, and stuck to such arts as did 
not require the joint endeavour of several hands, they lived free' (ibid, p 
220). 

The second great revolution was brought about by the introduc
tion of agriculture and metallurgy. The tilling of land 'naturally' gives 
rise to its individual distribution and so private property is born if not 
yet legally and universally instituted. Natural inequalities of strength 
and advantage are now developed into artificial ones until, by the 
process of man's (I use the term 'man' advisedly) cumulative nature 
taking advantage of chance events, competitiveness, avarice and desire 
for power eventually produce a universal state of war, from which the 
only recourse is the social contract and the institution of a juridical 
society. This is the 

moment when right taking the place of violence, nature became 
subject to law ... that chain of amazing events in consequence 
of which the strong submitted to serve the weak, the people to 
purchase imaginary ease, at the expense of real happiness. 
(ibid, p 176) 

It will be asked first of all why this is a humanist text. The answer is to 
be found in the operation of the terms 'nature' and 'society' (or 
'culture'). Nature is identified as the not-social, while natural man is the 
not-animal. Although invested with some instincts, the differentiation 
from animals exists from the start with the capacity for compassion and 
the capacity to adapt and invent (which is all that 'natural' liberty 
amounts to: for in a state of nature it is otherwise meaningless - cf 
Althusser, p 121). What is shared with animals is the state of nature, that 
of being 'alone, idle· and always surrounded by danger' (ibid. p 185), 
while at the same time existing in a milieu of abundance in which every 
need is satisfied. Thus, while 'nature' is a cert~in set of conditions 
shared with animals, as well as the physical and mental results of living 
under those conditions, natural man is from the start different and 
human. 

This state of nature, by definition the non-social, remains within 
the social. Coincident with the positing of a far distant original state is 
its present existence in the human heart, an essence which may still be 
encountered by stripping away every artificial, social attribute by the 
process of introspection. 

If I strip this being ... of all the supernatural gifts which he may 
have received, and of all the artificial faculties which he could 
not have acquired but by slow degrees; if I consider him, in a 
word, such as he must have issued from the hands of nature ... 
(Rousseau, p 179) 

Society exists both because of a natural development of human quali
ties, yet right within it, in the human heart is an original core which 
may still be discovered. 
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The history of the development of society consists in the inter
play of the development of natural human capacities in response to 
certain natural events. Even the discovery of iron, for example, is 
attributed to volcanic eruption (ibid, p 221). Thus nature signifies both 
an original condition and set of capacities and also the means to their 
disruption. Artificiality is merely that which has been produced by the 
interaction of natural events and natural capacities. The establishment 
of private property in its first agricultural form is itself described as 
'natural': 

This origin is so much the more natural, as it is impossible to 
conceive how property can flow from any other source but work; 
for what can man add but his labour to things which he has not 
made, in order to acquire a property in them? (ibid, p 223) 

Yet this same moment is simultaneously the first step on the inevitable 
road to civil society. 'The first man, who, after enclosing a piece of 
ground, took it into his head to say, this is mine, and found people simple 
enough to believe him, was the real founder of civil society' (ibid, p 211). 
No external agency is called upon to establish human society; it is rather 
drawn out of humanity itself. 

This sanie drama is played out again in terms of the relative 
development of the intellect or the passions, for Rousseau is at pains to 
point out how it is the latter, natural, form which has always taken the 
lead, by providing the motive for innovation and change. Similarly, 
language develops out of the first cries elicited by a spontaneous recog
nition that others (first animals, then human beings) are like oneself, 
and only subsequently does reflection and order produce a fully 
constituted 'logical' language. No a prion' knowledge need be instituted 
in advance, merely a certain capacity for adaptation and freedom from 
the trammels of instinct. 

The problem therefore arises of how the terms 'nature' and 
'society' can be set up as an absolute difference, or, if they are, how the 
transition between them is to be possible. The key to the argument lies 
in the relation between natural and social inequalities, for it is natural 
inequalities, which, in combination with the accidents of culture and 
climate, originally bring about the difference between rich and poor 
and the resulting 'horrible state of war' (ibz'd, p 226). The only recourse 
from these property disputes is the universal institutionalisation of that 
very form of private property which gave rise to them. The social con
tract is itself simultaneously established by universal consensus and is 
the mechanism by which such consensus is brought into existence.[!] 

Finally, natural man is required to be not only an original start
ing point but present to this day in the human heart, this being the 
starting point of introspection. Therefore the effect of humanism as 
manifested in this particular text is the setting up of the two terms 
'nature' and 'society'. which are originally posed as opposites but which 
are also required to be continuous, the artificial deriving from the 
natural. Therefore the opposite term (society, violence, ecriture) is 
implicit from the first and the state of nature can only be posed 
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atemporally. Natural man is both eternally lost and eternally present 
within. 

It is this duality which explains the ambivalences and sequential 
shifts concerning the point of the break between nature and the social. 
The emergence of private property, of language and the intellect all 
occur 'before' the absolute juridical sanction of the social contract, and 
yet they gain their significance only retrospectively, in its light. They are 
ambivalent terms, all equivalent with each other - rudimentary 
po~~ssion/universal private property, er£ passt"onel!fully constituted 
language, natural inequality/social inequality. In a sense, there is never 
a time which was not social and natural as well. 

This is reflected in Rousseau's plans for resurrecting the state of 
nature, for it is not the absolute, utopian and innocent form which is his 
prescribed reform, but a very specific vision of the period of indepen
dent, self·sufficient households. 

Rousseau invokes as a practical s<>lution to his problem (how to 
suppress the existence of social classes) an economt·c regressz·on 
towards one of the phenomena of the dissolution of the feudal 
mode of production: the independent petty producer, the urban 
or rural artisanate, what the Discourse on Inequalt"ty describes 
in the concept of 'independent commerce' (a universal economic 
dependence, permitting a 'free' commerce, ie free relations 
between individuals). (Althusser, p 159) 

Ill Engels and the Natural Division of Labour 

The On"gt"n of the Famt"ly is a text much respected for its theoretical 
formulations and ideological consequences. Making use of a classifica
tion of pre·capitalist societies formulated by Morgan as a set of 'ethnical 
periods', Engels demonstrated the intimate connections between the 
social organisation of those periods and the organisation of production. 
While some of the concepts, group marriage, for instance, are no longer 
accepted by anthropology, 'the necessity of the gentile form of social 
organisation in the more advanced variant of primitive communism' has 
been argued for as recently as 1975 (cf Hindess and Hirst Pre
Capt"talist Modes of Productt"on, eh 1)[2]. Equally, Engels' arguments 
that monogamy is natural neither to the animal world nor to the early 
forms of social organisation have been important in combatting the 
view that women are naturally inferior, or that society can be 
inaugurated only on condition of the subjugation of women. 

In spite of its honourable history, this text itself makes use of a 
concept of natural division of labour in such a way as to inscribe 
property relations within the very heart of supposedly primitive 
communist societies. It is thus no surprise that Marx and Engels find in 
the family the nucleus of class society, for the family is portrayed by 
them - not just from the institution of the monogamous family- as 
the primary site of the natural division of labour. If, as I shall show, 
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this division of labour in at least some of its appearances in The Origin 
of the Family entails exclusive possession of certain of the means of 
production, then, despite the overall position of the text, 'nature' is 
already invested with class forms. 

That this is not the general position of The Origin of the Family 
can be clearly seen from the way in which 'nature' does not signify for 
Marx and Engels a given and eternal set of human or material proper
ties to stand over against the social. Nature functions rather as the 
continuing but continuously altering set of material conditions. The 
entire polemical argument explaining the origins of the family, private 
property and the state would be vitiated by any overt argument that 
nature already contained property relations. Indeed the primary effect 
of the .text, when we turn our attention away from the set of confusions 
contained in the natural division of labour, is to show that pre
capitalist forms of organisation involve neither exchange nor exploita
tion, nor the production of a regular surplus which could make these 
possible. Thus the treatment of the natural division of labour must be 
regarded as an anomaly but one which must be examined and 
accounted for. 

Its anomalous character does not prevent the concept of natural 
division of labour from having serious consequences for the theory of 
gentile organisation, of which it is originally an incidental feature. For 
if the terms in which the natural division of labour is theorised requires 
the existence of exclusive possession of at least some of the means of 
production on the part of men and women, then the whole conception 
of primitive communism as a form of collective ownership is put at risk. 
How can the gentile form of ownership be said to be collective with 
respect to the tribe in general but divisive between individual men and 
women? 

The existence of this contradiction is disguised by Engels' shift
ing descriptions of the form of domestic organisation of pre-capitalist 
households, so that sometimes they are left unspecified, sometimes des
scribed as comprising many families, but, in cases where the division of 
labour is concerned, invariably defined as consisting of only two main 
individuals. In these cases the subsistence economy appears as if it were 
a form of patriarchal autonomous household, supplying all its own 
wants and engaging in external relations with. no one. 

Apart from its appearance in The Origz·n of the Family, this 
notion of the self-sufficient household in which each member contri
butes equally to a joint labour process should also be familiar from 
certain romantic conceptions of pre-capitalist societies, which equally 
fail to consider the form of reproduction of the social formation as a 
whole. Instead a contrast is posed: where capitalism dehumanises, 
alienates, divides; the pre-capitalist utopia is complete in itself; as 
innocent of exchange as of any other form of external social connection. 
The persistence of such an ideal may be detected in remarks like: 

Firstly, a historical pre-requisite of the capitalist mode of pro
duction was that the domestic family economy of workers ceased 
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to be self-sufficient and self-reproducing. (Gardiner, p 52) 

Practically all the family's needs were supplied by its members. 
The producer and consumer were virtually identical. The 
family was the economic unit, and the whole system of produc
tion was based upon it. (Tyson, quoted in Braverman, p 272) 

It makes little difference that one author is talking about pre-capitalist 
society in general, and the other about America in 1810. 

The prevalence of such visions of a petit-bourgeois paradise and 
in particular its appearance in The Or£gin of the Fam£ly have inevitably 
had their effect upon the conceptualisation of domestic labour. As with 
Engels, this conception does more to conceal than reveal, and it will be 
shown that the terms necessary to analyse domestic labour are somewhat 
more complex than this. 

IV The Origin of the Family 

Engels gives a summary of Morgan's periodisation, which is a set of 
categories identified through human achievements: 

Savagery - the period in which the appropriation of natural 
products, ready for use, predominated; the things produced by 
man were, in the main, instruments that facilitated this appro
priation. 
Barbar£sm- the period in which knowledge of cattle-breeding 
and land cultivation was acquired, in which methods of increas
ing the productivity of nature through human activity were 
learnt. 
Czvil£satz"on - the period in which knowledge of the further 
working up of natural products, of industry proper and art was 
acquired. (Engels, pp 472-3, my italics) 

Each of these stages is connected with a form of marriage. There is first 
of all group marriage, prohibiting intergenerational incest to begin with 
and subsequently sibling incest as well. These correspond to the stages 
of middle and upper savagery (see Table). Group marriage has the 
consequence that the paternity of a child is necessarily unknown, and 
therefore all forms of kinship must be calculated through the relatives of 
the mother. There is, of course, no private property so this form of 
matriarchy is not an inverted precursor of patriarchy, a right of inheri
tance and succession through the mother. Group marriage is an 
organised system of access to a fairly large but well-defined number of 
'wives' and 'husbands'. 

The movement to pairing is one of Engels' weaker arguments. 
He claims that to the extent that the increasing density of population 
must have made the traditional sexual relations seem more 'degrading 
and oppressive' to women 'the more fervently they must have longed for 
the right to chastity, to temporary or permanent marriage with one man 
only as a deliverance' (Engels, p 492). The period of matriarchal group 
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Savagery/Group Marriage Barbarism/Pair Marriage 

1 Lower 1 Lower 
-transition from cattle and 
animal horticulture 
-articulate prohibition on -slavery 
speech inter-generational - occasional 

incest exchange 
transition to 

2 Middle 2 Middle father-right 
- hunting and - irrigation 
foraging bands -first social 

division of communistic 
labour (ie household 
pastoral and 
other tribes) 
-exchange of 
slaves 

3 Upper 3 Upper 
- bow and arrow - large-scale 
-settlement agriculture 

. - fixed wealth: prohibition on - population 
tools and house- sibling incest increase 
hold goods -second great monogamy 

- food procured communistic division of 
each day household labour(ie 

agriculture and 
manufacturing ) 

marriage is already seen as if it were oppressive, something from which 
the woman 'purchases her redemption ... and acquires the right-to give 
herself to one man only' (p 491). Such an argument makes sense only on 
the assumption that women are 'naturally' monogamous. 

While kinship is still traced through the mother (lower stage of 
barbarism) the seeds are sown for the overthrow of matriarchy with the 
institution of pairing. With the combination of increased wealth in the 
male-dominated spheres of production and the knowledge of paternity 
afforded by pairing marriages (even if only temporary) it is not long 
before the father 'insists' on the right to pass on his newly acquired 
wealth to his children. 

In the beginning they [the children] inherited from their 
mother, along with the rest of their mother's blood relatives ... 
but they could not inherit from their father, because they did 
not belong to his gens, and his property had to remain in the 
latter ... as wealth increased, it, on the one hand, gave the man 
a more important status in the family than the woman, and, on 
the other hand, created a stimulus to utilise this strengthened 
position in order to overthrow the traditional order of inherit
ance in favour of his children. (Engels, pp 494-5) 

The overthrow of mother right and the establishment of inheritance 
through the father are the conditions for the eventual institution of 
monogamy, a life-long bonding in which faithfulness and a condition of 
semi-slavery are formalised for the wife. 
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Whereas Morgan had seen the transition from one period to 
another as 'a history of the successive transformations effected by the 
products of men's mind, of innovation through the effects of invention' 
(Hirst, p 35), Engels transforms it into a history of the effectivity of the 
forces and relations of production. Each stage from lower to middle to 
upper savagery to lower to middle to upper barbarism is seen in terms of 
this interaction. Hence in pre-class society, according to Engels, 
marriage relations are not simply a reflection of economic conditions 
but themselves an integral part of the organisation of the production 
process, and also the condition of its reproduction. 

Thus in the lower and middle stages of barbarism, matrilineal or 
patrilineal kinship structures determine the division of labour in the 
tasks performed, the co-ordination required in the performance of those 
tasks and the distribution of the product of that labour (cf Hindess and 
Hirst, Pre-capitalist Modes of Production, eh 1). As the gens as a whole 
is communistic, this access is collective, ie all ownership is in the name 
of the tribe. Ownership can be designated as access to the :tneans of 
production, and the capacity to set them in motion. This implies not 
only simple possession but 

the 'power to appropriate' the objects on which it acts for uses 
that are given, particularly the 'means of production' and the 
power to dispose of the products obtained with the help of those 
means of production. (Bettelheim, p 69) 

The means of production in the case of the tribe would be either 
moveable property (tools, cattle or slaves) or land. 

The movement towards private property by which certain agents 
are excluded from access to the means and products of production is, as 
we have seen in connection with the overthrow of matriarchy, connected 
with the first appearance of private property in herds. 

But to whom did this new wealth belong? Originally, undoubt
edly, to the gens. But private property in herds must have 
developed at a very early stage ... One thing, however, is certain, 
and that is that we must not regard him [the individual] as a 
property owner in the modem sense of the term. (Engels, p 493) 

However, alongside this problematic relationship between collective 
ownership and emerging private property, there is another, prior 
relationship. Not only do cattle come to belong to the men as opposed to 
the tribe, they belong to the men as opposed to the women. In the case 
of the collective/private property distinction, there is a genuine question 
to be settled about what form property takes when it is in this 
transitional stage. But the property relation between men and women, 
such that women are automatically excluded from the ownership of the 
cattle, is justified on the assumption that the division between men's 
work and women's work is already a differential access to their 
respective means of production. Hence even before the introduction of 
cattle men and women must have been prescribed limited forms of 
ownership, since the automatic male right to the cattle is justified as 
merely an extension of their previous sphere. It is this assumption which 



Natural and Social Dz"visz"on of Labour 35 

justifies the transition to father right on the basis of inheritance, since 
the male wealth suddenly increases in value with the introduction of 
cattle and becomes the subject ofinheritance. 

That the natural division of labour between the sexes is actually 
seen as a 'natural' form of differential access from the start can be seen 
here: 'According to the division of labour then prevailing in the family, 
the procuring of food and the instruments necessary thereto, and 
therefore also the ownership of the latter, fell to the man; he took them 
with . him in the case of separation just as the woman retained the 
household goods'. (Engels, p 494) 

While the distribution of the product may be collective, and the 
distribution of the means of production may not favour any one 
individual man or woman over others, in this division between male and 
female labour there is already presupposed a form of class society. 

The basis of this sexual exclusion from ownership of certain of 
the means of production is the 'natural' division of labour by which men 
and women have separate spheres of activity. It is something which 
claims to be located in a simple fact of difference, and around which is 
accumulated a history of customary tasks. 

there develops the division of labour which was originally 
nothing but the division of labour in the sexual act, then that 
division of labour which develops spontaneously or 'naturally' by 
virtue of predisposition (eg physical strength), needs, accidents, 
etc. Division of labour becomes truly such from the moment 
when a division between mental and manual labour appears. 
(Marx and Engels, p 51) 

Here two sorts of difference are established: one through primary sexual 
differentiation, the other through secondary characteristics conceived 
as strength/weakness (childbearing capacity, etc could be added here). 

These differences evolve 'spontaneously' or 'naturally' into a 
division of labour. 'The division of labour was a pure and simple 
outgrowth of nature: it existed only between the two sexes' (Engels, p 
577). 

It should be emphasised that .'natural' is not the opposite of 
'social', for the same activity may be both natural and social at once. 

Theproductionoflife, bothofone'sown labour and offresh life 
in procreation, now appears as a double relationship: on the one 
hand as a natural, on the other hand as a social relationship. By 
social we understand the co-operation of several individuals, no 
matter under what conditions, in what manner and to what end. 
(Marx and Engels, p 50) 

When Engels uses the terms 'natural family', 'natural economy', . this 
does not imply that they are pre-social, for each of these employs forms 
of co-operation through social relationship. It merely implies pre-class 
and, by implication, pre-private property. Similarly with group mar
riage, pairing and monogamy. None of these is a first social event. 
Therefore, when Engels uses the term 'natural division of labour' it does 
not imply that it is independent of social forms for it represents one of 
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the first modes of co-operation. 
Nonetheless the arguments which purport to establish the exis

tence of a natural division oflabour elide many separate considerations. 
We may, without raising the question of differential access to the means 
of production, consider first of all a purely technical division of labour, 
that is, simply the division between different tasks or functions in a 
labour process. Where Marx speaks in Capital of the division of labour 
in a workshop, considering merely the way in which production is 
subdivided into different tasks, this is essentially technical. Although 
this division itself may be thought to be determined by the relations and 
forces of production, this does not prevent it from being considered in 
isolation. 

To speak of a natural division of labour, refers, in a minimal 
sense, to the distribution of previously divided functions over the sexes. 
It is natural only insofar as the mode of distinguishing between the sexes 
is natural, and does not necessarily imply any essential reason why 
specific tasks should be assigned to specific sexes. 

It is possible to construct an instance of such a non-prejudicial 
form of natural division of labour by reference to the case of the hunting 
and foraging collective of middle savagery (Hindess and Hirst, Pre
capitalist Modes of Productz"on eh 1). If the p0pulation is so unstable 
and diverse that the only guaranteed differentiated members are men 
and women then one would have a genuine case of a division of labour 
on a sexual/technical basis, with no reference to the secondary sexual 
characteristics of men and women. 

There are certain problems with this conception, however, 
which arise partly from the transference of a concept of technical 
division of labour first formulated in terms of a capitalist workshop onto 
a subsistence economy. A workshop, like any fo~ of capitalist enter
prise, has a definite product, and therefore the division of functions is 
always subordinate to the constraints governing the ;;>roduction of that 
particular product at any one time. While there may be several possible 
ways of dividing the work, these will be within certain definite limits. In 
a subsistence economy, however, it is not clear what is to count as the 
whole labour process to be divided, as there is no 'natural' designation 
of what constitutes the end product. Thus it is not clear whether the 
prepared food - the combined result of both male and female activity 
- is the entire end product, or whether the growing or catching of the 
food is one thing and its preparation anothe~. Therefore, it might even 
be suggested that the division of labour in a subsistence economy ought 
really to be compared to the division of social labour, a division between 
different branches of production. 

More important, however, is the fact that while any technical 
division of labour is determined by production relations, this does not 
mean that it is the only possible division of the same labour process. 
This leads to the idea that secondary sexual characteristics might 
themselves have some effect on the technical division of labour, 
affecting the way tasks are divided up in the first place. This is more 
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akin to Engels' arguments, for it is clear that the 'minimal' technical/ 
sexual division of labour based on difference alone would not serve 
Engels' purpose, as it cannot tie men and women permanently to their 
division of tasks. Once hunting and foraging is superceded, another set 
of reasons have to be found for assigning an analogous set of relations to 
households in permanent settlement, and this is why Engels (like most 
defenders of the natural division of labour) attaches the technical 
division of labour to secondary sexual characteristics. 

In terms of the relationship between the technical and natural 
division oflabour, therefore, it can be said that the technical division of 
labour between the sexes should be seen as bearing as much relation to 
biological sex differences as kinship structures do to biological parent
hood. Sexual difference in this sense has effects on both the forces and 
relations of production and may be comparable to any other such 
'natural' force. Variations in strength, child-bearing period etc are 
merely factors to be taken into account in considering the totality of 
determinants in the organisation of production at any one time. 

Marx and Engels make the transition to class society through the 
concept of the social division of labour, which is 'the division of 
economic positions between classes of agents coincident on the distribu
tion of the means of production' (Hindess and Hirst, Mode of Production 
and Socz'al Formatz'on, p 77). 

'Social' in this sense refers not to the simple coordination 
required even by a technical division of labour, but to the differential 
access to the means of production by different classes of economic 
agents, ie different forms of ownership by different classes. 

The various stages of development in the division of labour are 
just so many forms of ownership ie the existing stage in the 
division of labour determines the relation of individuals to one 
another with reference to the material, implement, and product 
of labour. (Engels, p 43) 

Thus it is only with such a social division of labour that one can 
legitimately speak of class or private property. 

We have already noted, however, that this seems to apply 
equally to the natural division of labour in the family. What prevents 
one from saying that the natural division of labour is also a social 
division, since it assigns certain means of production to certain classes of 
agents (men collectively and women collectively), is the condition 
implicit in the social division of labour that exchange take place 
between the two sets of agents and that production be at least in part for 
exchange: 

Engels identifies the first great social division of labour with 
exclusive pastoralism, which allows both the substitution of new means 
of subsistence for the old ones and surplus for exchange (primarily for 
slaves). The products of women's work are never surplus[3] and never 
exchanged. 

The following anomalous set of propositions therefore arises 
from this analysis of The Origin of the Family: 1. sexual division of 
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labour is not social because it does not entail exchange or the 
production of a surplus; 2. the sexual division of labour may therefore 
be conceived as a division of subsistence labour centred around an (as 
yet unspecified) household; 3. the division of labour is defined in terms 
of exclusive possession of certain of the means of production (a 
possession so exclusive that women are automatically witheld from a 
share in the crucial surplus-producing cattle): 'Hence he owned the 
cattle, and the commodities and slaves obtained in exchange for them; 
the women shared in consuming it but she had no share in owning it' 
(Engels, p 579). 

Thus domestic labour is conceived both as one part of the total 
production process and as an exclusive sphere of activity with its own 
means of production. The sphere of male labour outside the household 
is both natural (ie pre-class) and social (ie involves exclusive possession 
and therefore private property). Thus there is a problem not only for 
the opposition domestic/outside labour, but also for the relation 
between collective/ exclusive ownership. In other words, the natural 
division of labour itself appears to harbour the private property 
supposedly exclusive to the social division. 

V The Household Economy 

These contradictions are able to coexist in the same text through their 
cohabitation of the scene of subsistence production, the communistic 
household, which subsumes and disguises their opposing tendencies. 
Insofar as it is communistic, there must be no exclusive possession since 
all ownership is mediated through the kinship structure and hence the 
tribe as a whole. Yet in the very passages that assert this communality, 
the exclusive possession characteristic of the natural division of labour is 
simultaneously asserted: 

The men went to war, hunted, fished, provided the raw material 
for food and the tools necessary for these pursuits. The women 
cared for the house and prepared food and clothing; they 
cooked, weaved and sewed. Each was master in his or her own 
field of activity; the men in the forest, the women in the house. 
each owned the tools he or she made or used; the men the 
weapons and the hunting and fishing tackle, the women the 
household goods and utensils. The household was communistic, 
comprising several and often many families. Whatever was 
produced and used in common was common property: the 
house, the garden, the longboat. (Engels, p 577) 

Communality is therefore established only between families, totally 
ignoring the fact that domestic as well as outside work is undertaken 
collectively. In spite of the fact that the women's work is collectively 
organised through technical division (of household functions), the 
natural division of labour is usually presented as between 'the man' and 
'the women', with private access to the tools he or she has produced. 
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The 'natural' division of labour therefore does not even recognise the 
pre-social matriarchal communal household as a form of division 
between women's work and men's work in general, but posits instead a 
division between two primary indz'viduals. 

Similarly the collectivity of the social formation as a whole is 
dissolved into a simple domestic model of production: 

At bottom, every household contains an entire economy, 
forming as it does an independent centre of production (manu
facture merely the domestic subsidiary labour of the women etc). 
(Marx, Formen, p 79) 

Just as the term 'communistic household' is used indifferently throughout 
The Origin of the Family to characterise all forms of pre-monogamous 
household; so women's work exists as an unlocated - hencetimeless 
and 'natural' - set of activities. 

The only form of household which appears to unite collective 
and individual labour as an explicit form bears certain similarities to 
the Asiatic, Slavonic and German transitional forms of social organisa
tion. The household organisation is described as follows: 

It embraces several generations ... who all live together in one 
household, till their fields in common, feed and clothe them
selves from the common store and communally own all surplus 
products ... the master ofthe house (domacz'n), who represents it 
in external affairs may dispose of smaller objects and manages 
the finances, being responsible for the latter as well as the 
regular conduct of business. He is elected and does not by any 
means need to be the eldest. The women and their works are 
under the direction of the mistress of the house (domacica), who 
is usually the domacin's wife. In the choice of husbands for the 
girls she generally has an important, often the decisive, voice. 
Supreme power, however is vested in the Family Council ... 
(Engels, p 497) 

The antagonism between collective labours and individual possession is 
settled by establishing a supreme authority in the respective realms of 
master and mistress who presumably organise the collective labour of 
the male and female members of the different generations. 

The suppressed phrases in the above quotation are: 'the des
cendants of one father and their wives' and 'The community is under · 
the supreme management of (the master of the house)'. In other words, 
the household community which fits the requirements of the natural 
division oflabour is the patriarchal household community which Engels 
sees as the transitional form between mother right and institutionalised 
monogamy. What was supposed, if not as an original state of nature, at 
least as a material given with a limited history connected with pre· 
patriarchal forms, arises only with the emergence of a primitive form of 
property and surplus and, most significantly, with the institution of 
patriarchy. 

The family is well-described as the nucleus of class soCiety, for its 
conceptualisation derives from that society and is subsequently read 
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back onto its pre-class forms: 
With the division oflabour, in which all these contradictions are 
implicit, and which in turn is based on a natural division of 
labour in the family and the separation of society into individual 
societies opposed to one another, is given simultaneously the 
distribution, and indeed, the unequal distribution, quantitative 
and qualitative, of labour and its products, hence property: the 
nucleus, the first form of which lies in the family where the wife 
and children are slaves of the husband. (Marx and Engels, p 52) 

The characteristic of this transitional form is the breakdown, on the one 
hand, of the primitive means of reproduction through a complex 
kinship structure, and its anticipation of a not-yet-developed State. In 
the case of the Asiatic mode of production, this is manifested as a State 
whose existence is purely formal, its forms of exploitation being covered 
by the social organisation itself. With this communistic household, 
unconnected by either marriage or exchange with any other household, 
and in fact used to characterise all pre-capitalist social structures, there 
is more than just a failure to consider the question of its reproduction, 
for it is used to disguise the non-naturalness of the natural division of 
nature. The unspecified character of the household merely confirms the 
indeterminacy of this concept of the division of labour. 

In fact the concept of the patriarchal household owes less to a 
schema of transitional forms in early society than it does to the 
influential concept of the patriarchal household in seventeenth-century 
political philosophy. The authority which the head of the household 
exercises over wife, children and servants is taken as the type of 
authority the monarch exercises over his domain (cf Tribe, eh 3). The 
version of this offered by The Origin of the Family is an economic one, 
positing a master and a mistress in charge of their respective domains, 
with the mistress, however, subordinate to her husband, who is 
concerned with the overall management of the household. :Just before' 
the birth of class society ('just before' the birth of political economy) 
there is posited a unit of the economy which can function as pattern for 
the whole. It is Engels' equivalent of the way isolated economic man is 
posited by political economy and it is subject to the same strictures. Just 
as Marx railed against classical political economy for positing as 
'primordial condition' the very thing whose historical conditions needed 
to be explained- isolated economic agents- so Engels' can be criti
cised for positing a primordial isolated family. The pre-capitalist family 
does not correspond to this model, nor can any economy be constructed 
as a series of totally self-sufficient household production units. 

It must be asked therefore why this myth exists, in other words, 
why the contradictions in the conception of domestic labour exist? They 
reveal a failure ~o take into account the relation, or rather, the 
changing relation, between production and reproduction, subsistence 
and surplus. This is manifest in the way a division of labour originally 
seen as an equal participation by groups of men and groups of women in 
production for subsistence can come to be described retrospectively in 
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the following terms: 
Gaining a Hvelihood had always been the business of the man, he 
produced and earned the means therefore. The herds were a new 
means of gaining a livelihood and their original domestication 
and subsequent tending was his own work. (Engels, p 579, my 
italics) 

Showing the way in which domestic/ outside labour has been 'naturalised' 
into production for consumption/'gaining a livelihood' does not mean 
giving up the sexual division of labour as a concept but necessitates a 
re-examination of pre-capitalist forms of subsistence production, taking 
into account the collective organisation of domestic work, and the role 
of women in non-domestic work. This will also affect the conceptualisa
tion of male work; it is illegitimate simply to redescribe---it as 'gaining a 
livelihood'. 

VI Integrating Pre-Capitalist Formations 

In those texts in which Marx and Engels consider these pre-capitalist 
forms, the coexistence of such contradictions is found to be facilitated 
by certain features of the organisation of the texts themselves. 

The exegesis of The Origin of the Family and The German 
Ideology is organised around a series of social divisions of labour. In 
The Origin of the Famz"ly; these are, first between pastoral and pre
pastoral tribes, and second between manufacture/handicrafts and 
agriculture. In the German Ideology, mental and manual labour is the 
overall form of division, shown-first as the division between town and 
country, then town against town, the separation of production and 
commerce, and so on. Given the form of development of the 'narrative' 
it is inevitably the progressive one of the pair which is analysed, and 
which is the subject of the succeeding divisioil. oflabour. Apart from the 
division between labour and capital, no coherent account is given of 
what happens to the superceded member of the pair, thereby neglecting 
the transformations which necessarily appear in all spheres with each 
successive division of labour; it also ignores the traditional forms of 
combination of 'backward' spheres - domestic work and handicrafts, 
for example. Thus, if we start from an original division of labour withz"n 
the family, and then proceed to a subsequent division of the outside 
labour performed by males into pastoral and pre-pastoral forms of 
labour and so on, there is no account given of the way in which this 
affects the division.of labour stz"ll obtaining in the family. 

One should employ the same principle Marx employs of the 
institution of generalised commodity exchange: 

The process of distribution which turns a mass of individuals into 
a nation, etc, into potential free wage-labourers ... does not 
presuppose the disappearance of the previous sources of income 
... On the contrary, it assumes that only their use has been 
altered, that their mode of existence has been transformed. 
(Marx, Formen, p 105) 
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In the transformations of domestic labour the same set of historic 
activities is performed perennially and yet their use is altered. 

This division of labour (in the family) remained unchanged, and 
yet it now puts the former domestic relationship topsy-turvy 
because the division of labour outside the family had changed. 
The very cause that formerly made the woman supreme in the 
house, namely her being confined to domestic work, now assured 
supremacy in the house for the man:·the woman's housework lost 
its significance compared with the man's work in obtaining a 
living. (Engels, p 579) 

Just as the pastoralist, the hand-weaver, the petty· commodity producer, 
does not function under capitalist social relations as an isolated and 
anachronistic survival, neither does the domestic worker. Their 'original' 
relations to the means of production will of necessity be altered, and 
differences of scale will also have occurred. The selling of petty 
commodities, for example, could not fail to be affected by capitalist 
market relations. · 

It is, of course, possible to reduce to capitalist relations even 
directly incompatible ones. The self-sufficient peasant for example, is, 
for the purposes of calculation, 'cut up into two persons': 

As owner of the means of production he is capitalist, as labourer 
he is his own wage-labourer. As capitalist he therefore pays 
himself his wages and draws profit on his capital; that is to say, 
he exploits himself as wage-labourer, and pays himself, in the 
surplus-value, the tribute that labour owes to capital. (Marx, 
Theorz'es of Surplus Value, p 408) 

This, however, is not to deny the existence of the peasant, nor the 
specificity of his non-capitalist relations, and indeed, these are essential 
to the reduction itself. 

In the case of domestic labour the problem of theorising the 
effects of successive divisions of labour is compounded in a number of 
respects, not least by the lack of an adequate account of pre-capitalist 
domestic labour. Such an account is necessary in order to establish the 
specificity of the domestic/ subsistence form. An account of pre-capitalist 
domestic labour is a pre-requisite for the conceptualisation of its 
relation to subsequent forms including capitalist production relations. 

One difficulty in conceptualising domestic labour is that of 
dealing with the transformed status of 'preserved' economies. This 
sphere of activity is no longer one element in a subsistence economy but 
is now subordinated to the deJ,llands of production for surplus. A second 
difficulty relates to the fact that subsistence production was organised 
around the kinship structure which determined the reproduction of the 
entire social structure, but now domestic labour and kinship relations 
relate only to the reproduction of individual wage workers. Reproduction 
of the work force as a whole is thus no longer the function of an 
all-embracing lineage system, but is atomised like the individual 
workers themselves. Previously there was no separation between the 
conditions of reproduction of the social organisation as a whole and the 
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reproduction of the individual worker; under capitalism these have 
become separated. 

VII The Domestic Labour Debate 

All these considerations have had their effects on the domestic labour 
debate. Attemptshave been made to assimilate domestic labour to wage 
labour, petty commodity production and unproductive labour but none 
of these solutions escapes the fact that something which is paid no wage, 
has no specific marketable product (use-value) as its end, and has no 
formal relation to the production process or the labour market cannot 
be slotted into one of these pre-existing categories. While the historic set 
of activities which· makes up domestic labour could be socialised this 
does not sanction an analysis of them as if they were so at present. A 
service industry is an enterprise employing wage-labourers and pro
ducing a profit. Domestic labour is a set of services and consumer 
activities performed in the house and local community. The domestic 
labour debate (which is usually couched in terms of the labour theory of 
value) may be reduced to a conundrum, if that is not too impertinent a 
term. 

According to the labour theory of value, the profit which accrues 
to the capitalist in production derives from the difference between the 
amount of labour performed by the labourer and, ultimately, the 
amount of labour necessary to reproduce the labourer- the cost of the 
provision of food, shelter. and emotional necessities as well as the 
provision of new labourers when the old ones wear out - the cost of 
labour power in other words. The wage paid covers only the cost of 
reproduction of labour power, whereas the labour performed (which is 
what the wage is supposed to remunerate) is worth more than this. Both 
labour and labour power may therefore be considered ·in terms of 
commodities, the commodities necessary for reproduction and the 
commodity, labour, for it is only as a commodity that labour may be 
sold by a wage-labourer. 

Under capitalist relations of production the only way in which 
labour may be so regarded as a commodity is if it is sold directly to the 
capitalist enterprise, for only then is the. unequal exchange effected 
from which profit derives. (The labour which goes into die production 
of use values in petty commodity production is not sold as such - only 
the resulting commodity.) While the actual commodities necessary for 
the reproduction of the wage-labourer have themselves been previously 
produced in a different branch of production, and are therefore 
calculable at a specific cost, the domestic labour of preparing these 
commodities has never been sold directly to any capitalist and is 
therefore never productive labour. (Even though the same tasks, if 
separated and organised into different service industries would arguably 
be part of the production process in Department II, it is not the content 
of the work but its social organisation which counts.) 
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Therefore while one can in principle reduce the reproduction of 
labour entirely to the cost of consumption commodities (taking service 
industries as one of these), the privatised form of domestic labour itself 
cannot be included in this schema because the only way in which it 
could possibly be a commodity would be if it were sold on the 
labour-market, which it evidently is not. 

For the same reason - the non-social organisation of domestic 
labour - it cannot be calculated as ez"ther labour or as an element in the 
reproduction of labour power because both require a direct relation to 
the means of production. One can neither demand wages for the unpaid 
labour of housework or claim that payment is already implicit in the 
labourer's wage. 

The origin of the problem lies in the conceptualisation of the 
transition for production for subsistence to production for surplus. 
What is ignored is a 'double separation': for not only is the domestic 
labourer separated from the me:tns of production (even her own, for the 
tools of domestic labour are no longer produced by the labourer but 
acquired by exchange of the male surplus), but the reproduction of the 
individual labourer is separated from the reproduction of the conditions 
of production as a whole. This corresponds to the separation of 
enterprises under capitalism. 

The domestic labourer is no longer working in a sphere of 
parallel subsistence production and no longer connected through 
kinship with the generalised form of reproduction. This is the true site 
of the overthrow of matriarchy, and the final separation obscured by 
the 'naturalising' influence of the patriarchal/ communistic household. 

VIII Conclusion 

In the discussion of The Or£g£n of the Famz"ly, two particular mecha
nisms which operate as obstacles to analysis have been isolated. First, 
although the natural division of labour, may be given what we have 
called a 'minimal', inoffensive reading, Engels' use of it serves to cover 
the distinction between a technical division of labour, organised around 
a subsistence economy, and what is effectively a social division of labour 
organised around the production of a surplus. By labelling the sexual 
division of labour 'natural' it is possible for him to pass from an 
economy in which no member can be said to have exclusive access to the 
means of production, to one in which men and women have a 
differential access, based upon their respective spheres of operation. By 
retrospectively labelling male work, even in the collective subsistence 
economy as 'gaining a livelihood', the question of whether women, their 
production partners, might equally accede to ownership of the herds, is 
already a closed issue. Joint production for subsistence has been 
redefined as if it entailed a distinction between production and 
reproduction from the start. 

The use of the autonomous household obscures these distinctions 
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in a second way, since it enables Engels to pass from the collective 
household consisting of several families to the autonomous unit domi
nated by 'the man' and 'the woman'. Once again the technique used is 
the retrospective definition as if this division between individuals had 
always been the case in the communistic household. What are lost are 
the crucial work relationships holding between men and women 
collectively, between men and men collectively and between women and 
women collectively. Instead it appears that society has always been 
organised in autonomous household production units with no external 
relationships. 

As a result of this it can be seen that the present state of domestic 
labour is different in at least two respects from its starting point in 
primitive communism, firstly in that female labour in a subsistence 
economy could not be labelled 'reproductive', since the term 'productive' 
can only have a distinct meaning when we begin to speak of the 
production of a surplus; secondly in that it could not be considered as 
privatised since domestic production is, for the most part, organised 
collectively. 

I should here like to point out a number of consequences of the 
position taken in this paper. In the work on Engels a number of 
different issues were raised. While the presence of such a concept as the 
natural division of labour, which implies an independence from social 
forms, in such a clas5ic text may be worth remarking in itself, it serves to 
draw attention to the fact that feminist issues are not a separate domain 
and that the failure to conceptualise them adequately leads to problems 
in the text as a whole. In this case, failure to work out the implications 
of the terms in which the natural division of labour within the family 
was defined led to problems in locating the emergence of private 
property from the collective ownership of the tribe. 

Conversely, it must also be recognised that feminist issues have in 
themselves no necessary unity and should therefore be related to parallel 
problems in other theoretical areas. The myth of the self-sufficient 
household, already noted for its political significance in Rousseau, 
represents a common focus in questions concerned with the existence of 
a peasant economy, the concept of the Asiatic mode of production and 
other transitional forms and romantic conceptions of pre-capitalist 
forms in general. 

This questioning of unities should be extended to the separation 
of some of the commonly associated concepts of the domestic labour 
debate itself, for example the complex: domestic labour/women/ 
privatisation. These do not necessarily and absolutely belong together 
and the historical reasons explaining their conjuncture must be estab
lished apart from any a priori assumptions of unity. It should be noted 
that the privatised nature of domestic labour or rather, of the reproduc
tion of the labour force would remain an issue even if it were performed 
equally be men and women and even if an equal number of men and 
women were engaged in wage-relations. Analysis of privatisation, on the 
other hand, might more profitably be linked with other forms of 
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privatised labour, notably out-work (so-called cottage industry) which 
are not necessarily performed by women and are not necessarily in the 
sphere of reproduction. 

Finally, a :word on 'patriarchy'. As has been indicated, this 
concept cannot be used to denote any form of pre-capitalist society. In 
particular, we must be warned against the notion that society may be 
seen as consisting of a series of isolated households or, conversely, that 
any household may be seen as the microcosm of society as a whole. 
Social and economic relations always extend beyond any particular 
family unit which therefore cannot be conceived as autonomous. 
Avoiding any suggestion that the term may denote an economic system, 
'patriarchy' may be preserved only as a reminder that there is still room 
for some form of extra-economic explanation of that which pre-capitalist 
and capitalist social formations have in common - the residual connec
tion of women with certain specific forms of labour. 

I should lz"ke to acknowledge a debt to ]udz"th Ennew, whose comments 
on this article and discussz"ons concerning this theoretical area in general 
have been invaluable. 

Notes 

This and related arguments are set out in Politics and History, part 2, eh 
'Rousseau'. 

2 The analysis of primitive communism provided here is the basis of my 
interpretation of Engels' gentile organisation. 

3 The definition of surplus would also depend on the definition of the 
production/subsistence unit, and here I have taken the family. However, 
Coulson, Magas and Wainwright, taking the woman herself as the unit 
whose subsistence is to be the measure of surplus, claim: 'Women produced 
a surplus, ie goods over and above what was nece~ary for their mainte
nance, and the exchange between their labour and the labours of other 
members of the family was on the basis of marital or filial relations, 
dominated by father or husband'. 
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'Woman as Sign' 
Elizabeth Cowie 

Most work on film by feminists has been in terms of the kinds of images 
of women represented in films: the stereotypes presented of women, the 
types of parts women play and the kinds of stories told about women in 
films. A typical conclusion is that: 

Women, as a fully human form, have almost completely been 
left out of film ... That is, from its very beginning they were 
present but not in characterisations any self-respecting person 
could identify with. (Sharon Smith, p 13) 

Yet what must be grasped in addressing 'women and film' is the double 
problem of the production of woman as a category and of film as a 
signifying system. Feminist analysis of film assumes 'woman' as an 
unproblematic category constituted through the definitions already 
produced in society- as mother, housewife, worker, sexual partner 
and reflected in film. Women are taken as inscribed in a particular 
position as women, which then determines all representations of 
women. Film as a practice is posited as secondary to other practices 
within society. Social definitions of women's roles are seen as the 'lived 
relations' of women whereas film is merely a 'representation'' powerful 
as ideology yet without the material effectivity of, for instance, employ
ment structures. That is, the material effects of a definition of women 
as second-class workers suited by virtue of this definition to certain 
types of work and thereby requiring a lower reward for that work 
than men. 

Woman as a category, as the effect of definitions produced by 
political and economic practices, is posited as prior to filmic practices, 
which is then simply reproduced, reflected or distorted by film. Film 
itself is asserted as an ideological practice and therefore is assumed to 
have ideological effects, in particular on the definitions of women in 
society, the images of women, masking or reinforcing those definitions. 
It is these effects which feminists have usually addressed. However these 
are then seen as part of a problem of ideology, which is defined and 
theorised outside of the specificity of film. 

On the other hand there has been a development within the 
theory of cinema which argues that film is not simply a reflection of 
other practices. Instead it defines film as a system which produces 
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meaning through the articulation of signifying elements. That is, the 
work of film is the definition of meaning produced in the combination 
of elements within that specific film. The ft"lm produces the definitions 
of its elements by which they have meaning and are understood (see 
especially Screen special issue, vol 14 no 112) But when the political 
project of feminism - to question the representation of women as 
against men - is brought to bear on film, the object, woman, is 
assumed already to have a definition, to have meaning, which is 
produced outside of the system of representation of the film. Thus the 
same problem emerges: the category 'woman' is not seen as produced 
within the film but drawn from a general placing of women outside the 
film, in society. Films are criticised for not showing 'women as women', 
O! 'as fully human'. It is criticised as inadequate, as partial and 
one-sided in relation to a possible definition of women elsewhere, or else 
it is seen as a negation of that definition. Film is therefore precisely 
denied as a process of production when it comes to definitions of 
women, of woman as signifier and signified in the system of the film. 

Hence the struggle for definitions of.women is placed elsewhere, 
and film becomes simply the site of the struggle of the representations of 
those definitions, to be replaced or subverted by other, progressive 
representations. I want to argue however that film as a system of 
representation is a point of production of definitions. But it is neither 
unique and independent of, nor simply reducible to other practices 
defining the position of women in society. 

What is at issue is whether it is possible or useful to presuppose a 
generalised notion woman, whose consistent degradation across all 
practices justifies the assertion that there is a consistent category woman 
produced by film. Levi-Strauss' ideas are particularly relevant in this 
context. This is because he has put forward ideas which engage both with 
the question of the position of women in general, and also with the 
question of the production of women as a category within a particular 
signifying system, in his case, kinship. Feminists have recognised his 
importance but have often fallen into the traps which are implicit in 
Levi-Strauss' own work. 

It is from this position that I want to look at the notion of 'woman 
as sign'- a sign which is communicated by men. This concept origi
nates from the work of Levi-Strauss on forms of kinship, as a result 
oT which he argues that the exchange of women is the constant term in 
all kinship structures. Levi-Strauss is important to consider here because 
he offers not simply a description of kinship structures but also a theory: 
. that kinship structures are a system of exchange - the exchange of 
women - which is a system of communication. 

These results [in the understanding of kinship structures] can be 
achieved only by treating marriage regulations and kinship 
systems as a kind of language, a set of processes permitting the 
establishment, between individuals and groups, of a certain type 
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of commurucation. That the mediating factor, in this case, 
should be the women of the group, who are circulated between 
clans, lineages, or families, in place of the words of the group, 
which are circulated between individuals, does not at all change 
the fact that the essential aspect of the phenomenon is identical 
in both cases. (Uvi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology, p 61.) 

Kinship is a structure through which men and women are put into 
place, through the complex rules of familial affiliation and the 
implications of these for a group in terms of duties and rituals to be 
performed by each sex as a result of that placing- as father, son, 
husband and brother/uncle, and as mother, daughter, Wife, sister/ aunt. 
Kinship is also a system of communication, the production of meaning 
between members ofthe system, a signifying system, in which women 
are produced as a sign, which is circulated in an1oentical way to words. 

I want to examine Levi-Strauss' notion of kinship, in terms of his 
theory of communication and in terms of his presentation of women as 
the term of exchange and some of its implications. I want to argue that 
though these two theses are linked Within Levi-Strauss' argument, it is 
important to disengage them in order to open up questions about 
women's subordinate'position on the one hand, and the representation 
of women in signifying systems on the other. This is precisely made 
possible by Levi-Strauss' work, although he himself closes off such 
questions. Further I want to look at the way this work has been taken up 
by feminists, in particular by Juliet Mitchell in her book Psychoanalysis 
and Feminism, which remains one of the most important contributions 
to feminist theory; and by Pam Cook and Claire Johnston in their 
article, 'The Place of Women in the Cinema of Raoul Walsh' which is 
one of the first attempts to theorise women in the cinema. Nevertheless 
in both texts similar problems emerge in relation to their use of 
Levi-Strauss: first, the uncriticalacceptance ofLevi-Strauss' elaboration 
of woman as sign; and second, the too literal use of the concept of 
woman as sign. 

For Levi-Strauss exogamy is fundamental to social life; in 
discussing structures of reciprocity he states: 

The law of exogamy, by c<mtrast, is omnipresent, acting perma
nently and continually; moreover, it applies to valuables- viz, 
women - valuables par excellence from both the biological and 
social points of view, Without which life is impossible, or, at best, 
is reduced to the worst forms of abjection. It is no exaggeration, 
then, to say that exogamy is the archetype of all other manifesta· 
tions based upon reciprocity, and that it provides the funda
mental and immutable rule ensuring the existence of the group 
as a group. (Elementary Structures of Kinship p 481) 

Exogamy i~ the foremost mode of exchange and for Levi-Strauss 
exchange is the giving and receiving of equivalent but different items. It 
creates 'social bonds' which are reflected, for instance, in feasts, where 
food is distributed on the basis of marriage relationships. For Levi
Strauss, then, exchange is a principle of culture, and hence exogamy, 
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together with its corollary, the incest taboo, insofar as it is the rule 
ensuring the exchange of women through marriage outside the group, is 
the pre-eminent mode or structure ensuring social life - the rules of 
kinship are the society. 

In the kinship structures which Levi-Strauss has analysed it is 
women, and only women, who are exchanged under the rules of 
exogamy. Levi-Strauss states that there is no theoretical reason why 
women should not exchange men, but that empirically this has never 
taken place in any human society. Yet in establishing his thesis of 
exogamy as the consequence of the rule of reciprocity the implica
tions of Levi-Strauss' argument are very different, ie he assens that 
women have a fundamental value for the community: ' ... women 
are held by the group to be values of the most essential kind' (Struc
tures of Kinship p 61). In his discussion of the universe of rules and 
the system of exchange in primitive groups, Levi-Strauss places women 
with food as the most valuable commodities to the community: under 
the 'system of the scarce product', 'The group controls the distri
bution not only of women, but of a whole collection of valuables', 
and 'The methods for distributing meat in this pan of the world 
[by the Eskimo hunters of Hudson bay] are no less ingenious than 
for the distribution of women.' Later, as an example of the 'value' 
of women, he quotes the Pygmies as saying 'the more women avail
able the more food' because of the importance of their role as gatherers 
offr:uit etc to the diet of the group. He cites as well a Brazilian village 
where he saw ' ... in the corner of a hut, dismal, ill-cared for, fear
fully thin ... in complete state of dejection' a young man whose prob
lem, or sin, turned out to be that 'he is a bachelor'. In other words, 
it is crucial for a man to have a wife. Nowhere does Levi-Strauss argue 
why women are constituted as valuable to the group in this way, nor 
why women are valuable to women - the group may find women 
'essential values' but how far does the group here indicate its male 
members? (Quotations from Elementary Structures of Kinship, 
Chapter IV, 'The Universe of Rules'.) 

Theoretically it is not required that women rather than men be 
exchanged, but as Levi-Strauss himself shows, it is constituted through 
the principle of reciprocity whose condition of existence is a hierarchy of 
'valuables', of exchangeable items (a value defined by the group, a value 
which is not necessarily a function of the 'usefulness' of the object to the 
group but is a socially constituted value), different but equivalent, of 
which women are the 'valuables par excellence'. What is imponant here 
is that exchange is not itself constitutive of the subordination of women; 
women are not subordinate because of the fact of exchange but because 
of the modes of exchange instituted. In arguing the 'neutrality' of 
exchange as a concept, Levi-Strauss overlooks the fact that while in his 
theory the principle of exchange itself does not define or 'value' the 
items of exchange, which must always be equivalents although different, 
the terms or items of exchange must already be constituted, in a 
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hierarchy of value, in order to be available to a system of exchange. Yet 
once constituted as terms in exchange, they are then defined by the 
mode of the structure of exchange. 

Levi-Strauss posits that women become a 'symbol or sign' within 
exogamy, a sign which is exchanged. There seem to be two aspects to 
this: first, in relation to prohibitions generally, that the incest taboo, 
which is the corollary of exogamy, is comparable to other prohibitions: 

For several very primitive peoples in the Malay Archipelago the 
supreme sin, unleashing storm and tempest, comprises a series of 
superficially incongruous acts which informants list higgledy
piggledy as follows: marriage with near kin; father and daughter 
or mother and son sleeping too close to one another; incorrect 
speech between kin; ill-considered conversation; for children, 
noisy play, and for adults, demonstrative happiness shown at 
social reunions; imitating the calls of certain insects or birds; 
laughing at one's own face in the mirror; and finally, teasing 
animals and in particular, dressing a monkey as a man, and 
making fun of him. (ibid, p 494) 

Levi-Strauss argues that 
'all these prohibitions can be reduced to a single common 
denominator: they all constitute a misuse of language, and on 
this ground they are grouped together with the incest prohibition, 
or with acts evocative of incest. What does this mean, except that 
women themselves are treated as signs, which are misused when 
not put to the use reserved to signs, which is to be communi
cated? (ibid. p 495-6) 

Thus the incest taboo is assimilated to all other prohibitions as a 
prohibition on the misuse of language, a misuse which puts in jeopardy 
social relations. Hence exchange is defined as a language in as much as 
the taboo- incest- which is its corollary, is defined as a misuse of 
language, ie a misuse because there is no exchange. And this is the 
second aspect of the concept of woman as sign, that the exchange of 
women which is fundamental to all kinship structures is a system of 
communication: 'In any society, communication operates on three 
different levels: communication of women, communication of goods 
and services, communication of messages' (Structural Anthropology, p 
296). Levi-Strauss argues that women are signs in as much as women are 
'communicated' that is, because they are exchanged in all kinship 
structures. Primitive groups themselves recognise this by putting the 
incest taboo together with other prohibitions that relate, as he says, to a 
misuse of language. Incest is the 'misuse' of woman as sign since it is not 
using woman in the way reserved for signs 'which is to be communicated'. 

Levi-Strauss obviously doesn't think exogamy is a system of 
communication of the same sophistication as language but he strongly 
associates language and exogamy as two solutions to the same funda
mental situation - which could perhaps be loosely put as the necessity 
for the resolution of the opposition between the self and_ others in order 
to make possible social intercourse. This leads to the assertion of 
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umversal mental structures, that is: 
the exigency of the rule as rule; the notion of reciprocity 
regarded as the most immediate form of integrating the opposi
tion between the self and others; and finally, the synthetic nature 
of the gift, ie that the agreed transfer of a valuable from one 
individual to another makes these individuals into partners, and 
adds a new quality to the valuable transferred. (op cit, p 84) 

It is in terms of these structures that Levi-Strauss sees myths as well as 
kinship structures as a synthesis of the oppositions involved. Man still 
dreams of a time when the law of exchange could be evaded, when one 
could 'gain without losing, enjoy without sharing' and quotes as 
examples the way the Sumerian and Andaman myths of future life 
correspond: 

the former placing the end of primitive happiness at a time when 
the confusion of languages made words into common property, 
the latter describing the bliss of the hereafter as a heaven where 
women will no longer be exchanged, ie removing to an equally 
unattainable past or future the joys, eternally denied to social 
man, of a world in which one might keep to oneself. (ibid, p 497) 

It is in terms of this necessity to resolve oppositions that Levi-Strauss 
earlier states that: 

The emergence of symbolic thought must have required that 
women, like words, should be things that were exchanged. In 
this new case, indeed, this was the only means of overcoming the 
contradiction by which the same woman was seen under two 
incompatible aspects: on the one hand, as the object of personal 
desire, thus exciting sexual and proprietorial instincts; and on 
the other, as the subject of the desire of others, and seen as such, 
ie as the means of binding others through alliance with them. 
(ibid. p 496) 

I have quoted Levi-Strauss at length because I think that these passages 
show most clearly the problems in his argument. By raising a philo
sophical premise - the necessity of integrating self and other -
language and exogamy are reduced to solutions. The primacy of human 
essence - here represented in the necessity to integrate self and others is 
asserted, from which language and exogamy become consequences. An 
appeal to humanism is made, so that women can never be simply a sign 
since they are persons as well. The human exceeds the sign, which is 
derivative of it. 

But woman could not become just a sign and nothing more, 
since even in a man's world she is still a person, and since insofar 
as she is defined as a sign she must be recognised as a generator 
of signs ... In contrast to words, which have wholly become signs, 
woman has remained at once sign and value. (ibid, p 496) 

Woman as exchange, and hence as sign, is a solution to a contradiction 
- but the solution ~s always. only partial since Levi-Strauss poses as part 
of the same problem of women as sign, the ability of women to be more 
than a sign, that within marriage and indeed before it woman is more 
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than a term in a signifying system, exchange, because of her 'talent ... 
for taking part in a duet'. He qualifies the concept precisely because of 
that contradiction for which it is a solution. In other words he qualifies 
the concept of woman as sign because of a humanist notion of woman as 
already constituted, a position which is also implicit in his notion of the 
'value' of women. This has important consequences for Levi -Strauss' use 
of the concept of sign, a use which is marked by the same ambiguity that 
is involved in his relationship to the structural approach in anthro
pology which he introduced. That is, the dilemma that it is the 
structures which 'produce' man and yet man is still always posited as 
prior to those structures. Levi-Strauss refuses the radical implications of 
his own concepts, which I want to take up here as being of important 
use to feminists. That is that his theory can be understood as specifying 
the production of woman within a particular system - exchange - and 
that this system is a signifying system producing woman as both object 
of exchange - positioned by the structure as mother, wife etc - and as 
sign within that signifying system. 

Levi-Strauss draws extensively in his work on the theoretical 
developments of the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, and on 
subsequent structural linguistics; however it is not clear that the sign for 
Levi-Strauss is the same as the Saussurean sign. Rather he uses the term 
interchangeably with 'symbol': 'as producers of signs, women can never 
be reduced to the status of symbols or tokens' (Structural Anthropology 
p 61). Taken in this sense there is a difference between the signs women 
produce or speak, ie linguistic signs, and the sign or symbol woman is in 
the act of exchange within kinship structures. Levi-Strauss himself is not 
concerned with this question but it is clearly important if one wishes to 
develop his notion of the exchange of women for signifying systems 
other than that of kinship. 

Two questions have to be dealt with, one, whether woman is a 
symbol or a sz'gn. Two, whether woman as a sign is a function of a 
cultural reflection of a natural gender-position of women or is specific 
to the position of women in the specific signifying structure, kinship. 

In linguistics the difference between a sign and a symbol is clear; 
for example words are signs (which can also be used symbolically) 
because their relation to the idea or concept is arbitrary and unmoti
vated. There is no necessary analogy between the word ox, and the 
image of an ox. In non-linguistic signifying systems a confusion of the 
two notions consistently arises. In the symbol the relation of the form of 
the symbol, the signifier, to the signified, the concept which is 
communicated by the symbol, is never wholly arbitrary. Thus the scales 
as the symbol of justice could not be replaced by just any other symbol 
such as a chariot, since the scales incorporate the notion of balance 
which is the embodiment of the concept of justice in a particular social 
formation. 

Within kinship structures of exchange, however, women must be 
a sz'gn, and not a symbol, in as much as 'woman' does not represent any 
notion intrinsic to what is communicated in exchange, ie, to what 
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Levi-Strauss argues as a 'social contract'. The term 'woman' is part of a 
semiotic chain of communication with a sender and a receiver and an 
object of exchange - woman - which is the sz'gn produced, signifying 
the 'social contract'. In other words, the agreement to give up a present 
right (to this woman) for a future right (access to all women, or all 
women in a certain group) and which Levi-Strauss argues is the 
fundamental principle of culture, of the possibility of culture as a social 
structure. 

Thus 'woman' here is not a sign because of any immanent 
meaning. Meaning is not some substance contained within the sign 
'which might be examined independently of the signs in which it is 
apprehended; it only exists through the relations in which it takes part' 
(Tzvetan Todorov, 'Le Signe', in Dz'ctz'onnaz're encyclopedique des 
sdences du langage, pp 131-8). Woman is produced as a sign within 
exchange systems in as much as she is the signifier of a difference in 
relation to men, ie women are exchanged rather than men. Saussure 
emphasises in relation to language that 'there are only differences 
wz'thout positz've terms' (Course z'n General Lt'nguistz'cs, p 120). Both 
men and women are positioned in exchange - as husbands or wives etc, 
but only women are produced as signs. In other words, that women are 
exchanged rather than men as a sign does not mean that there is a 
positive difference which determines this, simply that men are not the 
term of exchange. The position of women as sign in exchange therefore 
has no relation to why women are exchanged. In other words, it has no 
relation to the 'idea' of women in a society - which is what Levi-Strauss 
is in fact referring to in his notion of the 'value' of women. The sign 
woman is produced within a specific signifying system - kinship struc
tures- and hence while the form or rather sz'gnifier of the sign (which 
in language would be the sounds making up the word) is the actual 
person, woman, the substance or meaning of the sign, its signified, is 
not the concept woman. One cannot speak of 'a' sign - woman -
without specifying the system in which it has signification- exchange. 
Signs are only meaningful within the system of signification ln which 
they are produced, and not as discrete units. 

The problem of value is explicit in Levi-Strauss' use of the 
concept of sign: 

It is generally recognised that words are signs; but poets are 
practically the only ones who know that words were also once 
values. As against this, women are held by the social group to be 
values of the most essential kind, though we have difficulty in 
understanding how these values become integrated in systems 
endowed with a significant function. (Structural Anthropology p 
61) 

It is the same problem indicated earlier in relation to the question of 
why it is women who are exchanged. In both cases value is left 
undefined but Levi-Strauss signals it as determining in signifying 
systems. 

In associating value in the sign or word with the 'cultural' value 
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of women, and posing these as somehow pre-existing but then inte
grated in 'systems endowed with a significant function' Levi-Strauss 
radically undermines the concept of sign as he uses it. Saussure 
emphasised that value in the sign is only produced once the sign is truly 
a sign- arbitrary and unmotivated. Value in the sign is produced by 
the signifying system - language - and is not a determinant of it. 
'Value' as a notion is unclear in Levi-Strauss but it seems to be used in 
the sense of hierarchical values of a society. But then it is a question of 
certain things being more 'valuable' than others, of a cultural hierarchy 
being formed. In this sense a term or object only has value to or for 
someone or some group. 

This returns to the question of how women are COt;tStituted as 
'values of the most essential kind', and raises a further question of how 
the social group is constituted since Levi-Strauss argues that it is 
through exogamy that culture, and hence the social group, is possible. 
Yet exogamy is characterised by the term of exchange involved being 
uniquely women; women are already marked as of value by exchange 
itself. If however women are exchanged in kinship structures because 
they have value for the group, then the group must have already entered 
culture to the extent of recognising women as socially valuable. In 
ascribing 'origins' the trap is set for the inscription of a fundamental 
sexual difference into the social, even though he appears to be claiming 
that the mode of inscription is cultural. The exchange of women defines 
society as human. The act of exogamy transforms 'natural' families into 
a cultural kinship system, thereby ensuring the rights and obligations 
between groups as kin which incest, ie sexual relations contained within 
the biological family unit, can never produce. But sexual division as 
social must already exit in order for women to be. available for men to 
exchange in an organised way, and for women to be 'valued' as an 
object of exchange. What remains problematic therefore is that the 
exchange of women; on which culture is based, is itself predicated on a 
pre-given sexual d£vis£on which m \1St already be social. The exchange of 
women is thus presented as the necessity for culture, because man is 
inherently unsocial, desiring without giving, inherently incestuous and 
engaged in permarpent warfare over 'possessions', including women. 

Yet it is not the question of origins, of 'what came first', which is 
important here, although this is clearly a problem with Levi-Strauss' use 
of the notion of value in his thesis of exchange. Rather, it is a problem 
of the limits it sets on his notion of exchange as a system of communica
tion, of signification. Once exchange is established in practice and 
theoretically, as constituted in Uvi-Strauss' work, the questions then 
raised are ones about the place of women in certain social structures. 
The question of the necessity of the exchange of women may not be 
determinant of the position of women within exchange. Here what is 
important is not why but how women are placed in exchange, for which 
Levi-Strauss himself gives two answers: as objects and as signs. 

Therefore work should be undertaken not simply around the 
empirical reality of women as exchange objects, ie placed as wives, 
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mothers and sisters within families, but also in terms of the exchange of 
women in a signifying system in which woman is produced as a sign. It is 
here that the notion of value can be taken up again, in the sense 
Saussure established: 

Language is a system of interdependent terms in which the value 
of each term results solely from the simultaneous presence of the 
others. (Course zn General Lznguistics, p 114) 

The value of words does not lie in their 'exchangeability'; in any case 
words can only be interchanged with each other, and exchanged with a 
concept or idea: 

Its value is therefore not fixed so long as one simply states that it 
can be exchanged for a given concept, ie that it has this or that 
signification: one must also compare it with similar values, with 
other words that stand in opposition to it. Its content is really 
fixed only by the concurrence of everything that exists outside it. 
Being part of a system, it is endowed not only with signification 
but also and especially with a value, and this is something quite 
different. (z"bid p 115) 

Value is the measure of difference; a term has value only relative to 
other terms in the same system, for instance numbers, where '8' is more 
than '6', yet the higher value does not indicate that 8 is necessarily 
preferred to 6, simply that its value in the numerical system is different 
and higher than that relatively of 6. 

The value of a word is produced by the system of language -
Saussure gives the example of the word sheep which he says in French, 
as mouton, has a different value because it serves for two meanings, 
than in English, which uses two distinct words for those meanings: 
mutton and sheep. Further, the value of a word is conditional on all 
other words which surround it, rather than on its signification. For 
Saussure the value of words is not intrinsic, nor a fmtction of significa
tion, but is a property of the system, thus 

The Community is necessary if values that owe their existence 
solely to usage and general acceptance. are to be set up; by 
himself the individual is incapable of fixing a single value. ( op dt 
p 113) 

Why bother then to suggest that women are signs in exchange systems? 
What does it add to Levi-Strauss' argument that women are exchanged 
and that this is the basis of kinship structures and society? Its impor
tance lies in that exchange is not just an operation - the bodily 
movement of women from one place to another via a matrimonial 
ceremony, but a system of communication (Levi-Struass), or, more 
precisely, of signification. I use signification here rather than communi
cation because what is crucial is the notion of a system which posits the 
sender as well as the receiver of the signified as part of the system, rather 
than as operators of the system. 

The fundamental problem with the conception of language as 
communication is that it tends to obscure the way in which 
language sets up the positions of 'I' and 'You' that are necessary 
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for communication to take place at all. Communication involves 
more than just a message being transmitted from the speaker to 
the destinee ... [it] involves not just the transfer of information to 
another, but the very constitution of the speaking subject in 
relation to its other. (Coward and Ellis, pp 79-80) 

Thus exchange is not simply the 'communication of women', which for 
Levi-Strauss is always the act of exchange, of goods, words or women, 
without attention to the specificity of the system in which this occurs, 
and hence representing it as neutral or passive vis-a-vis the terms 
communicated. But rather a putting into place - of culture, and 
crucially, of sexual relations. Jacques Lacan, writing from within 
psychoanalysis, has taken this up, relating the exchange of women, as 
Uvi-Strauss elaborates it, to the Oedipus complex which together 
function to institute 'subjectivity' in the human animal. 

The primordial law is therefore that which in regulating marriage 
ties superimposes the kingdom of culture on that of a nature 
abandoned to the law of mating. The prohibition of incest is 
merely its subjective pivot... This law, then, is revealed clearly 
enough as identical with an order of language. For without 
kinship nominations, no power is capable of instituting the order 
of preferences and taboos that bind and weave the yam of 
lineage through succeeding generations. And it is indeed the
confusion of generations which, in the Bible, as in all traditional 
laws, is accused of being the abomination of the Word· (verbe) 
and the desolation o{ the sinner. (Ecrits, p 66) 

That woman is a sign in exchange and not only an object of exchange 
has important consequences.· Exchange becomes not just a series of acts 
but a structure which makes possible all particular acts of exchange 
within a group. The structure, its rules, prescribes the kinship relations 
of a group, producing the positions of men and women in the group in 
terms of their marriage relations: · 

... from a social viewpoint, these terms cannot be regarded as 
defining isolated individuals, but relationships between these 
individuals and everyone else.-Motherhood is not only a mother's 
relationship to her children, but her relationship to other 
members of the group, not as a mother, but as a sister, wife, 
cousin or simply a stranger as far as kinship is concerned. 
(Levi-Strauss, ibz"d, p 482) 

As a result 
Every family relationship defines a certain group of rights and 
duties, while the lack of family relationship does not define 
anything; it defines enmity ... (p 482) 

For primitive groups kinship is the structure which defines relationships, 
produces its members in the position of mother, sister etc, so that for the 
Australian Aboriginal group the most important question put to a 
stranger is 'Who is your maeli (father's father)' in order to establish 
kinship relations; to have no such relations is to be an enemy, one to 
whom tlte group has no obligations. Kinship is thus pa-rt of a system 
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which produces women as object of exchange, which on one side 
becomes a sign, of the institution of culture through reciprocity: 

the inviolable debt ... guarantee that the voyage on which wives 
and goods are embarked will bring back to their point of 
departure in a never-failing cycle other women and other goods, 
all carrying an identical identity. (Lacan, op dt, p 68) 

And on the other side exchange becomes the mode by which women are 
defined, are placed. Once posited within kinship structures, ie as a 
category which is not-men, women are 'produced' as mother, daughter, 
wife, sister. 

A number of complex and different points come together here: 
that of woman as sign, through a 'negative' difference, as the term of 
exchange; that of the institution of culture through the establishing of 
reciprocity - primarily through the exchange of women; that of the 
institution of and social/symbolic inscription of difference through the 
castration complex. It is exogamy with its corollary, the incest taboo, 
which enables man to locate himself- and his goods- in relation to 
others; it produces a difference socially secured/secure through the rule 
of reciprocity. Paternity is therefore a crucial term here. In the realm of 
the psyche it is the castration complex - the unconscious counter-part 
of the incest taboo- which establishes difference, sexual and hence also 
social, in the human animal. It is therefore possible to see 'woman' not 
as a given, biologically or psychologically, but as a category produced in 
signifying practices - whether through exogamy and kinship structures, 
or through signification at the level of the unconscious. To talk of 
'woman as sign' in exchange systems is to no longer talk of woman as the 
signified, but of a different signified, that of: establishment/re-estab
lishment of kinship structures or culture. The form of the sign - the 
signifier in linguistic terms - may empirically be woman, but the 
signified is not 'woman'. 

The question of the nature of the operation of Levi-Strauss' concept of 
woman as a sign in exchange systems has thus seemed to me to be of 
fundamental importance on the one hand for work on the constitution of 
the place of women within kinship structures which produces both an 
inscription of sexual difference within a practice, kinship, and has effects 
within for example economic practices, in terms of the structure of 
ownership of property within the family and by the family. On the other 
hand it has importance in relation to questions ofhow woman as a sign is 
produced in other signifying systems. 

It is this role of exogamy in establishing sexual difference that 
Juliet Mitchell draws attention to in her book Psychoanalysis and 
Femz"nism. In that book she is concerned to show how exogamy 
corresponds to Freud's theory of the incest taboo and Oedipus complex. 
She points to the way in which Levi-Strauss argues that kinship 
structures are not based on the biological family but on the principle of 
the reciprocal exchange of women. It is this exchange which organises 
difference and thereby inscribes it within men and women. 
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At the same time Juliet Mitchell seeks to secure her use of 
Levi-Strauss from an accusation of sexism by using Levi-Strauss' own 
defence. Thus she says: 

Levi-Strauss is correct to stress that the given place in a system of 
communication is no index of inferiority or superiority and that 
we must not be led astray by the false derogatory connotations of 
the word 'object' ... (p 372) 

I have tried to show however that this defence - that women are more 
than objects and signs in exchange be_cause they are also producers of 
signs, and because of their inherent value over and above their 
participation in the act of exchange - is highly problematic. Thus 
Juliet Mitchell accepts the construction of woman as object of exchange 
as not itself sexist, while noting that Levi-Strauss' repudiation of 
anti-feminism is inadequate although correct (see here her quote from 
Levi-Strauss, p 371}. However the problem is then left as 

Nevertheless this primary sexual division is an important indi
cator of difference and a difference that may well be historically 
exploited to establish a system of deference. (p 372) 

However, in emphasising the role of exogamy in establishing difference 
kinship is reduced to a more or less fixed structure which has already 
produced sexual difference and culture. The implications of the notion 
that 'woman thus becomes the equivalent of a sign which is being 
communicated' are not addressed by her. Rather, kinship is taken as a 
given structure whose description will expose the situation of women 
generally: 'What we need is kinship analysis of contemporary capitalist 
society, for it is within kinship structures that women as women are 
situated'. · 

Yet it is not just as structure but also as process that kinship is 
important. What Levi-Strauss' emphasis on kinship as communication 
has marked, although in an inadequate way, is that the work of kinship, 
ie, of exogamy, is a production, of woman as sign and of men and 
women 'in position' in society. That is, of placing rather than placed. It 
is not that women as women are si'tuated in the family. But that it is in 
the family - as the effect of kinship structures - that women as women 
are produced, are defined within and by the group. Thus kinship struc
tures should in no way be seen as neutral or non-sexist, as effectively 
a-political; exogamy must instead be seen as a practice as well as a 
structure which signifies men and women as mother, father, wife and 
husband etc. 

Juliet Mitchell reproduces problems within Levi-Strauss' work by 
failing to consider the implications of his theory of women as sign. Pam 
Cook and Claire Johnson use this notion directly in their article 'The 
Place of Women in the Cinema of Raoul Walsh' and therefore 
reinscribe the problems already outlined in relation to Levi-Strauss. 
They seek to translate his concept of women as object of exchange in 
kinship structures into a parallel operation in film structures. It assumes 
that Levi-Strauss is adequately talking of a system of signification and 
that a comparable exchange of women in another system can be posited 
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which then also produces women as signs. 
They refer in their article specifically to those films produced by 

the director Raoul Walsh, but see their argument as applying beyond 
the Walsh oeuvre in as much as 'Woman as signifier of woman under 
patriarchy is totally absent in most image-producing systems, but 
particularly in Hollywood' (pp 107 -9). What is important in their article 
is that they take up Levi-Strauss' point that woman is a sign in exchange 
systems, rather than woman simply being the object of exchange. 
However the structure of exchange is simply seen as taken up by the 
filmic system: 'As an object of exchange between men, a sign oscillating 
between the images of prostitute and mother-figure, she represents the 
means by which men express their relationships with each other ... ' (p 
95). Further they continue Levi-Strauss' confusion about the nature of 
this sign, hence arguing that woman as sign remains a token of 
exchange in the patriarchal order of a Walsh film. But in fact in kinship 
structures the sign is much more than a token of exchange, since its 
signification exceeds simply that of 'exchange' or the system of marriage 
rules, signifying the possibility of culture organised on the basis of 
kinship structures. The sign 'woman' in exogamy is not exchanged but 
produced in the exchange of actual women. What is raised is indeed the 
relationship of actual women to the signification constituted within 
kinship structures, but this cannot be in terms of a 'real' signified, 
woman, in contrast to a distorted or inadequate signified, woman as 
exchange. As soon as a system of representation is posited- as with 
film - it is no longer possible to talk, as above, of 'woman as signifier of 
woman' since this poses the system of representation over and against a 
true signified woman, or, presumably, actual women. What is important 
is not that film falsely signifies women, or appropriates the signifier 
(image) woman to another signification, but the particular mode of 
constituting woman as sign within film. What is of concern is the 
specific consequences of that mode of constitution both within film and 
in relationship to other signifying systems and discourses. 

In fact this is the implication of the analysis of the film The 
Revolt of Mamie Stover (1956) where they 'attempt to demonstrate that 
women (eg Mamie Stover) in fact function as a signifier in a circuit of 
exchange where the values exchanged have been fixed by/in a patri
archal culture' (Introduction, p 94). That the system of the film 
produces the main protagonist, Mamie Stover, as signifier of lack
castration- around which male desire, and patriarchal law, are 
organised: 

The male protagonist's castration fears, his search for self
knowledge all converge on woman: it is in her that he is finally 
faced with the recognition of 'lack'. Woman is therefore the 
locus of emptiness ... (p 97) 

However this does not make 'Mamie Stover' an empty sign as they claim: 
· 'woman is not only a sign in a system of exchange, but an empty sign' (p 

96). The term empty is problematic because it suggests a 'fullness' 
somewhere else. Rather the sign always has signification; on the other 
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hand the signifier is necessarily 'empty' inasmuch as it is unmotivated 
and arbitrary, ie without an already given meaning. Nevertheless this 
does not mean that women are lack or anything else, but that in a 
certain signifying system, here in Mamz"e Stover woman signifies lack in 
a circulation of desire organised around the male dilemma/ fear of 
castration. 

It is precisely this circuit of desire, of signifiers, by which the 
meaning of the film is organised. However the 'values' of the terms in 
circulation are not simply already fixed 'by/in a patriarchal culture' 
which is outside of the film. The film itself is part of the operation of the 
'fixing' of the 'values'. Therefore it is crucial to keep separate the 
question of the representation of women and woman as a sign, to avoid 
any simple denunciation of the sign as inadequate representation/ 
signification of the 'real' object woman, and rather to take up the 
implications of certain modes of representations of women for the 
position of women constructed Within society. 
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Representation and Sexuality 
Parveen Adams 

This artz'cle contaz'ns some general comments on psychoanalysis together 
wz'th an account of some aspects of Lacanian theory whz'ch is necessary 
as the theoretical framework for Montrelay's 'Inquiry into Femininity' 
whz'ch has been translated for this issue ofm/f, and a discussz'on of some 
problems central.to that text. 

Certain feminist positions challenge the Freudian, phallocentric view of 
feminine sexuality in favour of'a specifically feminine, primary, vaginal 
sexuality' (cf Karen Homey). The concept of a feminine sexuality 
organised in relation to the phallus, often reduced to the notorious 
concept of penis-envy, is seen as the mere rationalisation of existing 
sexist realities. The fact· that penis-envy may appear in the analytic 
situation is admitted but it is argued that this is merely the effect of a 
particular culture which represses the free expression or development of 
femininity. 

Phallocentrism challenges the concept of such a pre-given 
femininity (as indeed it challenges any idea of a pre-given masculinity) 
and atgues that there is a single libido which is designated 'male'. Its 
opponents posit a specific female and a specific male libido (cf Jones, 
Homey). What ~the theoretical basis for the choice between the two 
positions? 

If the thesis of a single libido, designated 'male' is to be main
tained, it is required that the thesis of a pre-given femininity be 
rejected. The argument for a feminine essence is subject to the usual 
objections to the concept of a human essence or human nature. What is 
of concern here is that form of the argument where the concept of a 
feminine nature is buttressed by biological and physiological 
phenomena. To argue against this is not to question the importance of 
these phenomena, but is to question the place which they occupy in 
theoretical argument. 

The biological frequently appears as the 'irreducible', the 'fixed' 
and the 'inescapable'. It is this appropriation of biology by essentialist 
forms of reasoning that has to be rejected. When the anatomical dis
tinction between the sexes is thought to already designate masculinity 
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and femininity, the thesis of two libidos may result. The argument from 
two libidos is essentially essentialist. The argument from a single (male) 
libido is not essentialist because it is not a natural effect of a biological 
condition. 

To say that there are not two libidos is to say that there is no 
necessary representation of the anatomical distinction between the sexes 
at the psychic level. Sexual difference comes to be represented (and 
within psychoanalytic theory that representation is in relation to a 
common third term and that third term is the phallus). Freud very 
clearly distinguished instinct (Instinckt) which is given, from drive 
('"frieb)[l], which can only be known through its mental representative. 
There is no sexual instinct, only a sexual drive. The question is how 
sexuality and the polarity masculine/feminine can be represented at the 
psychic level. 

The crucial concept in Freud's theory of representation is the 
castration complex, for the function of the castration complex is the 
representation of lack. This implies that the representation of lack is 
crucial to the function of representation in general. What is the lack 
which has to be represented? In the Lacanian reading, which makes 
clear this relation of representation to lack, the concept of the subject is 
central. And the field within which the subject appears is that of 
language (Lacan, 'The function and field of speech and language in 
psychoanalysis'). The subject is neither a biological entity nor a physical 
entity. The subject is not that individual of the social, political and 
theoretical discourses which designate the individual as a fundamental 
and coherent entity. It is an effect of the signifying chain and it is put in 
place through the coincidence of the lack in the signifying chain and the 
lack in the drive (Scilicet I,'La phase phallique'; Lacan, 'The partial 
drive and its circuit'). These terms and the meaning of this coincidence 
will be explained in detail later in this article. What is important here is 
that the moment of the appearance of the subject in the signifying chain 
is also the moment of the differentiation of the unconscious and the 
conscious. To speak of unconscious sexual representations is thus to 
presuppose the subject. It will be shown how the putting in place of the 
subject through the representation of lack is-the putting in place of the 
sexed subject. Sexuality can only be considered at the level of the 
symbolic processes. This lack is undifferentiated for both sexes and has 
nothing to do with the absence of a penis, a physical lack. 

Nonetheless, the anatomical difference between the sexes does 
permit a differentiation within the symbolic process. The boy represents 
lack through the production of the phallic symbol. For him the real 
organ, the penis, lends itself to symbolisation. He can do this, but at the 
price of his 'pound of flesh'. It is not the representation of lack by the 
phallus that is the problem here but the relation posited between the 
phallus and the real organ, the penis. 

The phallus represents lack for both boys and girls. But the boy 
in having a penis has that which lends itself to the phallic symbol. The 
girl does not have a penis. What exactly she lacks is not a penis as such, 
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but the means to represent lack. This means that the representation of 
lack which is the function of the castration complex is not produced for 
her in the same way as for the boy. 

It can then be argued that the anatomical difference between 
the sexes permits a difference in the representation of the body. The 
girl's body does not lend itself to symbolisation in the same way as the 
boy's does and Montrelay argues that it thereby remains 'unrepresent
able'. Although this formulation is problematic, it nonetheless marks a 
difficulty in the conceptualisation of feminine sexuality. This difficulty 
is designated in other ways; through notions of woman's 'negative entry' 
into the symbolic (cf R Coward, S Lipshitz and E Cowie), woman's 
privileged relation to narcissism, to the imaginary, (cf J Kristeva; J 
Rose; L Irigaray). It is consistently recognised that there is an obstacle 
to a feminine sexuality ordered in the symbolic. In Montrelay this 
recognition is linked to the insistence of the real of the woman's body, 
that real which is by definition outside all symbolisation, all represen
tation. 

Freud, himself, had discovered that the girl's passage through 
the Oedipus complex is more precarious than the boy's. He had 
attributed this to the fact that she was already castrated. As I have said, 
this has to be posed as a problem of representation, the problem of how 
woman in fact does enter castration. This does not treat woman as the 
already castrated object, but marks the importance of the domain of the 
symbolic process in which the sexed subject takes its place. The crucial 
problems are seen to be displaced into problems of representation, lack 
and the differential entry of the sexes into these. 

Why the relation between phallus and penis? It is said again and 
again that they must be distinguished from each other. And certainly, 
the phallus as unconscious representative is not the same thing as a 
bodily organ. But it is necessary to examine the point at which they are 
put in relation in psychoanalytic theory. 

La can insists on the fact that desire is the desire of the Other, 
that desire being desire for the phallus. The child wishes to be phallus 
for the mother because her desire is that the child be the phallus for her. 
It is the step that differentiates between being-the-phallus and having
the-phallus that, in the same movement, differentiates femininity from 
masculinity. What part does the penis play in this? 

The little boy who has the penis will one day accede to the 
function of the father. In psychoanalytic theory his having the penis 
explains having the phallus as opposed to being the phallus (both: girl 
and boy initially are the phallus for the mother). What is defining of 
woman is that she continues to be the phalius. Why does the phallus 
symbolise the penis and not some other organ? The answer, which is 
necessarily circular; is that the boy since he has the penis, can accede to 
that order which symbolically distinguishes between having and being 
the phallus. The penis is his ticket to masculinity, but the ticket does not 
determine the category of masculinity itself (nor does it necessitate the 
taking up of a masculine position). It is in this sense and this sense only 
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that Freud remarks that anatomy is destiny. It does not mean that 
destiny is anatomical. 

This indicates a problem of the hierarchy of categories being 
employed. Since psychoanalysis aims to displace anatomical determina· 
tion, the social categories masculinity I femininity must be logically prior 
to that of the anatomical distinction between the sexes in order for boys 
and girls to embark upon their masculine and feminine destinies. The 
category phallus must have priority over the fact of the penis in order to 
render its possession significant. Yet psychoanalysis sometimes inverts 
the hierarchy in order to make the orders of masculinity and femininity 
as permanent and secure as those of anatomical differentiation itself. 
This leads to an incoherence whose attempted solution sometimes takes 
the form of an appeal to the mythical moment of the institution of 
culture and society. But there the categories 'man', 'woman' are already 
to be found - the primal father possesses all the women in Totem and 
Taboo; in Levi-Strauss women are the object of exchange. The mythical 
moment describes what makes society possible, it is not a description of 
the difference between societies. Within the psychoanalytic framework 
the result is that the representation of masculinity and femininity is 
secured as a privileged object. 

Any reply to the question of the privilege of the phallus in terms 
of the phallus as an effect of patriarchal relations is unsatisfactory. 
Psychoanalytic theory would argue that the Oedipus complex is not 
contingent upon limited sets of social and kinship relations. So psycho
analytic theory itself could only conceive patriarchal relations as eternal 
and that would entail that the centrality of the phallus could never be 
shifted. Therefore any position which both declares the truth of psycho
analysis and remains depe'ndent on something elsewhere, designated as 
a non-eternal patriarchy, is a contradictory position. 

The notion of patriarchy conceived as a set of social relations has 
no explanatory value and cannot extricate psychoanalysis from the diffi
culties raised by the relation of the sexual to the social, the subordina
tion of women, etc, which are not themselves deducible from psycho
analytic theory. For it can only be conceived as an epoch, a unity of 
historical being, a being given in its origins. This unity may be 
conceived in variant forms (eg feudal patriarchy, capitalist patriarchy) 
but these variants cannot exceed its basic identity. 

In fact, psychoanalysis can always resist the importation of the 
term patriarchy conceived as a set of social relations, by demonstrating 
the necessity of the phallus if the problems of the unconscious and 
representation are to be dealt.with. But this can be done only on one 
condition, a theoretical condition. That is that the problems can and 
must be dealt with within an organised space designated as sexuality. 
The consequence of this is that psychoanalytic theory can speak of the 
sexual and the social only within the terms set up by the privileging of 
the sexual. 

Even if the theses of psychoanalysis concerning feminine 
sexuality cannot be ignored, much clarification is needed concerning 
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the reciprocal relations of feminine sexuality and the social relations of 
its existence. Indeed, even this formulation, specifying the problem in 
terms, on the one hand, of the realm of the social, on the other, of the 
realm of the sexual, marks a failure of conceptualisation. It has to be 
noted that this problem stems from the ambiguous status of the concept 
of sexuality itself within psychoanalysis. Sexuality falls on the cusp of 
nature and culture. The link between sexuality and society in psycho
analytic theory is a botched affair where sexuality is put in place 
through the Oedipus complex. This is related to a myth of origin of 
society as in Totem and Taboo. Sexuality enjoys an autonomy which 
leaves it as a universal phenomenon, untouched by the specific forms of 
social rela~ions. At the same time, sexuality is conceived as a position
ing of the subject within social relations and never simply prior to them. 
As a con5equence, sexuality acquires a contradictory unity because of its 
apparent non-reducibility to either nature or culture. It may be said to 
manifest a 'relative autonomy' from both. This formulation is current in 
many theories of determination in historical materialism and should 
serve as a warning of its unsatisfactory nature. 

This fundamental problem, will, of course, affect the specific 
questions which are at present formulated· from the notion of an 
obstacle to a feminine sexuality in the symbolic. Does this put the 
woman in a particular relation to the symbolic order as a whole? And 
does that different relation to the symbolic order have effects outside the 
domain of sexual pleasure and the sexual relation to the man? Lacan's 
formulation in terms of the 'questions to be posed on the social reper
cussions of feminine sexuality' ('Propos Directifs pour un Congres sur la 
Sexualite Feminine) is equally subject to the criticism raised above in 
that social relations are seen as the effect of the sexual. 

This article attempts to elucidate the meaning of phallocentrism and 
the claim for a single, male libido through the concepts made available 
by Lacan for this work. This exposition is necessary for Montrelay's 
work on femininity. She reviews a collection of essays on feminine 
sexuality which offer clinical evidence in endorsing the claims of both 
sides in the Jones-Freud dispute. What is at stake in this dispute is the 
form of organisation of sexuality. Within the collection it is recognised 
that feminine sexuality sets itself up as a function of references to the 
phallus and at the same time it is maintained that the woman remains 
dependent on 'the intrication of archaic, oral, anal and vaginal 
schemas'. Montrelay asks whether the two positions are compatible or 
whether the evidence necessitates the hypothesis of an incompatibility 
that is more than the divergence of the two theories. Her contention is 
that Jones' concentricity (where the girl's experiences of the. vagina 
remain organised as a function of oral-anal schemas)[2] and Freud's 
phallocentrism 'coexist as incompatible and that this incompatibility is 
specific to the feminine unconscious' ('Inquiry into Femininity') 

Montrelay does not entertain the idea of disposing of the concept 
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of phallocentrism as Jones in fact does so easily. Her feminism absolutely 
does not lead her to a position of multiplying libidos or positing an 
essential femininity which will speak out one day. In fact, it will be 
argued that all she shares with Jones is a certain description of clinical 
cases. 

This link, however, leads her to define femz"nz"nity as the blind 
spot of the symbolic processes; woman as the effect of these processes. 
Then the central question for her is how this femininity is repressed, 
allowing the eroticism of woman to be produced in the symbolic. 

The interest of Montrelay's text lies in her emphasis on this 
question. To elaborate onfemz"nz"nz"ty is to specify the limits of what can 
be known of that which Freud described as the 'dark continent'. To 
elaborate on woman is to give an account of an organisation that is 
necessarily phallocentric but specific to the feminine sex. It is this 
specificity within phallocentrism that has been specifically lacking at 
the theoretical level. 

The limitations of Montrelay's text relate to the difficulty of 
defining the exact status of the phallus and the differential relation of 
the phallus to the body of the man and to the body of the woman. These 
problems of the phallus and of the body are crucial for any feminist 
critique of sexuality. 

Lack and the Subject 
I 

]ones and Freud 

. The Jones-Freud controversy is precisely about the problem of essential 
femininity and the phallus. The difference between Jones and Freud 
turns crucially on the place of the sexual organ in the theoretical 
account of masculinity and femininity .. For in Jones' work there is a 
biological determination founded on the organ. For Freud, on the other 
hand, the organ receives its place in the psychic economy through the 
function of the castration complex, the representation of lack. This 
difference is directly related to the two opposing positions taken up in 
the controversy. On the one hand, a given feminine organisation of 
sexuality related to early knowledge of the vagina is posited, and-on the 
other, an organisation of sexuality constructed in the symbolic. Some 
essential points can be specified: 

For Jones: 
1 the real organ has a direct effectivity 
2 there is a masculine libido and a specific feminine libido 
3 penis-envy in the girl is a secondary reaction against femininity 
4 in the course of the child's development there is an 'adaptation to 

reality' which involves the growing possibility of the satisfaction of 
need 

5 this 'adaptation to reality' enables the girl to 'express' her femininity 
without fear, after the phallic phase 
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For Freud: 
1 the real organ finds its place through the representation of lack 
2 there is only one libido and it is male 
3 the girl is precipitated into penis-envy by the path leading through 

lack 
4 the endlessly renewed search for the lost object makes the notion of 

satisfaction highly problematic. The drive is something other than 
need and there is something in the nature of the sexual drive that is 
resistant to satisfaction. 

5 there is no essential femininity to be expressed. The feminine is an 
outcome of the Oedipus complex organised according to the phallic 
dialectic. 

For Jones woman is born, not made; femininity is innate and natural. 
This thesis relies on the reduction of the masculine and the feminine to 
the biological sexual polarity. In 'La Phase Phallique', (Scz'licet I) it is 
argued on Freud's side that _______. 

it is obvious that analytic experience has no point of contact, 
demonstrates no direct connection with a bipolarity of the sexes 
such as would be given in nature ... the facts show that analysis 
tackles the question from a completely, and strictly subjective 
angle - we would say: from the angle of a subjective declaration 
of sex . . . but if his (}ones') point of view strikes us as more 
naturalist than biologist, it is so in so far as biology itself seems 
to have progressed only by distancing itself from the affirmation 
of sexual bipolarity, separating it, eg into heterogeneous levels 
(chromosomes, hormonal levels, primary and secondary sexual 
characteristics) which leave room for some discontinuities and 
some questions concerning what is involved in a clear division 
into male and female. 

Freud himself had affirmed that the only bipolarity at the psychic level 
was that of activity and passivity and that the masculine and the 
feminine were not to be assimilated to that opposition. If there is no 
necessary representation of the male being and the female being at the 
level of the psychic, an explanation of. the mechanism by which 
sexuality installs itself in the field of the subject is required. 

Subject and Si'gnifying Chaz'n 

The concept of the subject for Lacan is crucially dependent on 
language. Language is understood as a system that pre-exists the 
subject and the subject is produced in the entry into language. The 
subject is constituted as the effect of the signifying chain and the place 
of the signifying chain ie language which orders the appearance of the 
subject, is the Other. 'The Other is the locus in which is situated the 
chain of the signifier that governs whatever may be made present of the 
subject - it is the field of that living being in which the subject has to 
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appear' (Lacan, 'The Subject and the Other: Alienation'). The field of 
the Other is the field in which meaning is produced. Meaning is only 
possible when the subject constituted within the signifying chain situates 
itself as a sexed subject in the field of the Other. 

Lacan's diagram illustrates how the subject is made present in 
language. The constant appearance and disappearance of the subject in 
language is described as the operation of alienation; 'the operation of 
the realisation of the subject in his signifying dependence in the locus of 
the Other' (Lacan, ibid). The effect of this alienation is to produce a 
divided subject, a subject who appears only in the division: appearance 
(meaning) and disappearance. It is not a question of the appearance or 
the disappearance of the subject; it is always a question of both. 

The field of being, the field of meaning and the area of union -
the area of non-meaning are illustrated below. 

Alienation 

What is involved is a situation of choice where, no matter what the 
choice, its consequence is a choice which is neither the one nor the 
other. Lac an uses the example Your money or your life! If the choice is 
money, both money and life are forfeit; if the choice is life, it is a life 
deprived of something, of money. 

Let us illustrate this with what we are dealing with here, namely, 
the being of the subject, that which is there beneath the mean
ing. If we choose being, the subject disappears, it eludes us, it 
falls into non-meaning. If we choose meaning, the meaning sur
vives only deprived of that part of non-meaning that is, strictly 
speaking, that which constitutes in the realisation of the subject, 
the unconscious. In other words, it is of the nature of this mean
ing, as it emerges in the field of the Other, to be in a large 
part of its field, eclipsed by the disappearance of being, induced 
by the very function of the signifier. (Lacan, ibid) 

What is meant, then, by the division of the subject is that the subject is 
constantly present and constantly fading. This is because of the 
structure of language. There is no pre-existing meaning in language -
only the differences between signifiers. The subject is produced in the 
signifying chain but the subject is only ever a signifier for another 
signifier. The subject, being no more than a signifier, 'petrifies' in the 
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same movement in which it is called to function as subject. This petrifi
cation, disappearance, fading is the lack z·n the subject. 

The constitution of the subject· in division is produced in the 
same movement as the constitution of the conscious and the uncon
scious. But the unconscious is more than this division. The subject not 
only arises in the field of the Other, but comes back on the field of the 
Other, effecting the superimposition of two lacks, the lack in the subject 
and the lack in the signifying chain, in the Other. From this emerges a 
further operation which Lacan calls separation.[3] It is through the 
operation of separation that the subject locates the lack in the Other, in 
the interval between two signifiers. What has been said of the 
appearance and disappearance of the subject in the signifying chain is 
true of the Other as subject (in the first instance the Other as mother). 
And it is through the gaps and lapses in the discourse of the Other that 
the child finds the Other as a divided subject and the 'desire of the 
Other. The desire of the Other remains unknown in so far as some
thing escapes articulation. It is at this point of lack that the subject 
rediscovers its lack, its disappearance. And it is at this point that the 
desire of the subject is born. 

Representat£on and Desire 

The lack in the first Other is the lack in the mother. The recognition of 
this lack is the recognition of her castration, of the fact that she does not 
have the phallus. The lack in the Other marks an instability of meaning 
which is of the nature of language itself; language being only the 
differences between signifiers. This instability corresponds to a fictional 
state (cf Laplanche and Leclaire, 'The Unconscious'), where the signi
fying chain produces a constant sliding of the signified under the 
signifier. This is the primary process Freud identified in the dreamwork. 
Stable meanings are orily established by 'key-signifiers' which have the 
property of ordering the whole chain of signifiers. Through the 
operation of metaphor a signifier S' is substituted for a given signifier S 
which has the effect of maintaining S as a latent, unconscious signifier 
(Lacan, 'The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious or Reason since 
Freud'). 

The 'key-signifier', Name-of-the-Father, put in a metaphorising 
position through the Oedipus complex, produces the phallus as uncon
scious signifier. The Name-of-the-Father and thus paternal law is intro
duced through the representation of castration: through the production 
of the phallus as signifier. Thus the relations within the symbolic, 
including the prohibition on incest, determine the ordering of lan
guage. This ordering is given through the placing of the subject in the 
symbolic. It is in this sense that the Oedipus complex is the determining 
moment of the entry into language. 

The phallic signifier ensures the fixing of meaning by setting 
itself up as unconscious representative. It is through the network of the 
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signifier that the unconscious and the conscious are distinguished and 
desire emerges (the metaphorising function is another way of describing 
the operations of alienation and separation). 'The phallus is the privi
leged signifier of that mark in which the role of the logos is joined with 
the advent of desire', (Lacan, 'The Signification of the Phallus'). Desire 
emerges through the putting in place of the phallic signifier, that is, 
through representation, the representation of lack (of the phallus). For 
representation is what produces the object as lost, re-presented but 
never present in the fullness, the plenitude of the mother/child dyad, a 
plenitude in which there is no subject. Freud had identified both the 
breast and the mother as lost object. The Oedipal prohibition on the 
child's incestuous relation with the mother is the definitive moment of 
representation and hence the moment of desire. The prohibition on the 
incestuous relation with the mother effected through representation is a 
prohibition on 'enjoyment' (jouissance) of the mother. The phallus as 
signifier allows desire to emerge and prohibits jouissance. 

The foregoing is a less familiar account of the Oedipus complex 
than the customary one. What has been said is that paternal law is to 
be identified in the 'key-signifier' Name-of-the-Father, and it is this 
signifier that, in producing the phallus as unconscious representative, 
constitutes jouissance as prohibited. But this is at the same time to 
constitute the mother as the prohibited object, the lost object. Desire is 
by definition unfulfillable; representation ensures that the lost object 
remains lost. This links back to Freud's observation that there is some
thing in the nature of the sexual drive which is resistant to satisfaction 
(where Jones had maintained the possibility of a growing satisfaction of 
need). 

Thus, against Jones who assigned a direct effectivity to the real 
sexual organ, the Lacanian argument is that the real organ finds its 
place through the representation of lack. It is the phallic symbol that is 
placed at the point of the Other's lack. And it is here that the real 
organ, the penis is placed: 'in order that its symbol can take the place of 
the signifier of this very point where the signifier is wanting; that is the 
price the subject must pay for his access to the world of desire', ('La 
Phase Phallique'). In other words, the male child's recognition of the 
lack in the mother, of her castration, produces the possibility of his 
castration, of the absence of his penis. It is only the possibility of this 
absence that allows the penis to be represented as present, to be 
produced as a signifier. 

The Sexual Drz"ve and the Body 

It is clear that the anatomical difference between having and not having 
a penis permits a disparity in the symbolic process. Nonetheless, £t is a 
phallt"c mark that constitutes desire, which is the meaning of Freud's 
claim that there is only one, male, libido. 

To fully explain how 'sexuality installs itself in the field of the 
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subject by a path which is that oflack' it is necessary to show how a prior 
lack, the lack in the drive, in sexuality, coincides with the lack in the 
signifying chain. For it is through this coincidence that the drive can 
function in the unconscious, that the drive can manifest itself in the 
subject, thus establishing the relation between sexuality, subject and 
lack. This is not fully taken up in this article but see Lacan, 'The Partial 
Drive and its Circuit', 'Position de L'inconscient'. 

Here the question is about the way in which the drive relates to 
the phallic signifier, to the penis and to the body. Freud established the 
importance of the erotogenic zones in infantile sexuality ('Three Essays 
on Sexuality'). The sexual drive (libido) is only partially represented by 
the erotogenic zones ie by apertures at certain anatomical sites (mouth, 
anus etc). Freud also insisted that the drive had no object intrinsic to it. 
Precisely because drive is not instinct, the original object of the hunger 
instinct (milk) is not the object of the oral drive that is derived from it. 
The drive is formed in relation to the object which produces milk, the 
breast, but the breast is not the object of the drive in the same sense as 
milk is the object of the hunger instinct. The breast as object is what 
Lacan calls objet petz't a (small object o). The drive can attain satis
faction only by the return of the trajectory of the drive around o bjet 
petit a onto the erotogenic zone. The pleasure obtained by the oral drive 
is the stimulation of the erotogenic zone; the mouth. The infantile 
sexual aim can only be the return of the drive onto the erotogenic zone. 

The trajectory traced around objet petz·t a is iike the trajectory 
proper to the signifying order. At first, the trajectory of the signifier has 
no object and no limit - there is only the ceaseless sliding of the 
signified under the signifier, pure primary process before the fixing of 
meaning through the phallus as signifier. But this is to say that it is only 
when the trajectory of the signifier bends around the absent and desired 
phallus and returns to the erotogenic zone that a limit is placed on it. In 
this way the trajectory of the signifier is 'eroticised'. It is the body, 
through the erotogenic zones, that restricts the trajectory of the 
signifier. This return onto the erotogenic zone is ultimately a function of 
the absent and desired phallus as discussed in the preceding section. 
Ti1e absent and desired phallus is the signifier that is lacking in the 
Other, that which will come to find its signifier in the phallic signifier. 
And it is a part of the body, the penis, which will be raised to the 
function of signifier. 

The positing of a coincidence between the lack in the drive, for 
which the mother's breast is taken as prototype, and the lack in the 
signifying chain, raises again the question of how the phallus comes to 
represent all other forms of lack and severance. Within psychoanalytic 
theory desire is always the desire of the Other and the desire of the 
Other is desire of the phallus. But this is merely to repeat that that 
desire emerges from representation, more specifically, from the produc
tion of the phallic signifier which is always the signifier of the absent 
and desired phallus. 

Within the theory, the structural homology between the lack in 
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in the drive and the lack in the signifying chain permits a definitive 
representation of lack only when the penis no longer belongs but circu
lates as a signifier for an other. The circulation of the penis as a signifier 
limits the ceaseless sliding of the signified under the signifier, thus 
ordering language and producing the subject as sexed subject. How
ever, the fixing of meaning is never final: Barthes has emphasised the 
process of sz'gnifz'ance, the free play of signifiers in which the subject 
'struggles with meaning' and is 'lost'. This concept will be taken up later 
in relation to Montrelay's elaboration of feminine jouz'ssance. For the 
girl's relation to language and to the body is seen to differ from the boy's 
in as much as the girl does not pay the price of her own body to produce 
the signifier of desire. 

As has been shown, sexuality is installed in the subject through 
the path of lack, at the point where the signifier of signifiers, the 
signifier of desire, the phallic signifier is produced. Nonetheless, the 
structural homology works itself out differently for the two sexes. Yet 
this divergence does not mean that there are two libidos. The question 
of whether the subject is a man or a woman can only be referred to the 
representation of lack as the phallus. It should be clear by this point 
that this is the meaning of phallocentrism. The child of both sexes 
identifies with the mother's lack and thus with the imaginary object of 
the mother's desire- the phallus. The boy, by constructing the phallic 
signifier with a part of his own body, has it and ceases to be it. The girl 
can only continue to be the phallus. It is this that makes her a woman. 
This continuing identification accounts for the girl = phallus equation 
put forward by Fenichel which means the girl's body as phallus remains 
outside the symbolic process. 

Language is guaranteed by the boy's entry into castration and 
the production of the phallic signifier. The signifier of signifiers, by 
filling in the loss of the Other, produces the possibility of exchange at 
the symbolic level - at this level it is the phallus that is exchanged ('La 
Phase Phallique'). Exchange at the symbolic level represses the auto
erotic and incestuous enjoyment of jouz'ssance which is constituted as 
prohibited. The level of fixed meanings around the phallus represses 
jouz'ssance, the fading, the loss of the subject. In this sense, the phallic 
symbol is constructed out of male jouz'ssance. 

The girl = phallus equation means that for her jouz'ssance is not 
constituted as prohibited. However, it will be seen that the woman 
cannot partake of this auto-erotic, incestuous jouz'ssance. Feminine 
jouz'ssance has to be constituted elsewhere. 

Montrelay and Feminine] ouissance 

Montrelay attempts to specify femininejouz'ssance, avoiding the mistake 
of many concerned with feminine sexuality who would demand that 
women hold onto the auto-erotic, the pre-Oedipal. This solution to the 
dilemma of the woman in relation to phallocentrism assigns her to a 
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regressive and psychotic space and forms the basis of a separatist politics 
and the notion of a 'world' of women. Some aspects of this can be seen in 
an interview with Luce Irigaray, 'Women's Exile' and in the recent film 
by Laura Mulvey and Peter Wollen, Riddles of the Sphinx' (UK 1977). 

Man and woman are both in the symbolic, constituted there 
through the representation of lack which is the function of the castra
tion complex. Montrelay recognises this when she designates the first 
representation as a castrating representation. This makes desire 
possible. Thus Montrelay says that 'to desire is to represent the lacking 
object (the mother), that is to say, to 'enjoy' ('jouir') exclusively in the 
form of words' ('Inquiry into Femininity'). 

What Montrelay is interested in is the conditions under which 
representation fails. Here Montrelay distinguishes the case of the man 
and that of the woman. For the man, representation fails when the 
prohibition on incest fails - carnal knowledge of the mother is the 
realisation, hence the annihilation of desire. For the woman, this 
habitually happens when, as object of the lover's desire, she recovers 
herself as maternal body and as phallus. Here representation is 
threatened by the real of the body. In both cases the lost object does not 
remain lost. 

For Montrelay it is the condition of woman that representation 
habitually fails and it is this that has to be surpassed. It manifests itself 
in the 'empty circulation' of words, in the failure of the discourse itself. 
Montrelay attempts to put this in relation to femininity and the 
jouissance which remains unrepressed in the woman. She describes a 
possible state of discourse in which, simultaneously, everything and 
nothing is said, where it appears empty of meaning and full of its 
materiality, only apparently symbolic. She also describes the effects of 
this seeming discourse in a woman patient: 

She does not know that the presence of the statement has become 
the real presence of her own body. That which resounds, so full 
yet so empty, unknown to her, is her femininity, or rather a 
certain sort of femininity, where the body and discourse are con
founded because they remain on this side of desire: in the Other. 

There, where there is jouissance, real, to infinity, but 
there also where it cannot be appropriated. On the one hand, 
the body-word of Cecile says all, knows all, because it has been 
seized by this jouissance, on the other hand, the subject Cecile 
is expropriated from it: in the phase of the analysis when the 
statement becomes real, the body is there, but as Other. 
Castration, that is to say, the operation of detachment which 
would turn a little of this jouissance to Cecile's account, has no 
place. ('Parole de Femme sur le Transfert de L'hysterique'). 

There are two important questions in this account of the failure of 
representation. The first concerns the status of femininity in 
Montrelay's text. This is the point of Montrelay's support for Jones, 
through which she posits the co-existence of concentricity and phallo
centrism in the feminine unconscious. 
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Femz"nz"nz"ty is defined as 'the set of the "feminine" drives (oral, 
anal, vaginal) in so far as these resist the processes of repression'. In 
Montrelay's text feminz"nity is an obstacle to the symbolic. But must 
femininz"ty be positivised in this way? Even if there is early knowledge of 
the vagina, is this different from early knowledge of the mouth or the 
anus? Do we have to posit some thz"ng,Jeminz"nity which is the blind-spot 
of the symbolic process? Can precocious feminity not· be constituted as 
the effect, not the cause of the failure to fully assume symbolic 
castration? This would put femz"ninzty in a different relation to the 
problem of the representation of the woman's body. 

It is Montrelay's concept of femininity that bolsters Jones' thesis 
of a 'precocious' organisation of sexuality centred on a ceaseless oral, 
vaginal incorporation. But even if the concept offemzninz"ty is allowed, 
the implications of the thesis are wildly divergent. For Jones conceptu
alises a femininity that can express itself and he attempts to make it 
'speak'. Montrelay, on the other hand, designates Freud's achievement 
as the discovery of how to repress femininity: 'we can ask whether 
psychoanalysis was not articulated precisely in order to repress femin
inity (in the sense of producing its symbolic repression)' ('Inquiry into 
Femininity'). 

How can femzninz"ty account for the 'unrepresentability' of the 
body? There can be no representation outside the symbolic. Hence there 
cannot be a representation of feminznz"ty, an alternative form of 
representation which stands against the representation of lack. How 
femininity can otherwise function as an obstacle to the symbolic process 
is never elucidated. The co-existence of concentricity and phallo
centrism which Montrelay sees as defining of the feminine unconscious 
remains an untheorised incompatibility. 

However, the central difficulty in Montrelay's work on feminine 
sexuality does not concern femininity but the very concept of the 
'unrepresentable' body which she attempts to derive from femzninzty. 
Since the woman enters the symbolic through the representation of lack, 
what can it mean to say that the body nevertheless remains outside 
representation, outside the symbolic? No signified whatsoever can be 
produced except through language which involves castrating represen
tations. The body must be signified through the entry into language. To 
speak of a body already organised sexually (ie concentrically) but which 
is not represented, is to set up the unrepresented as already constituted 
outside of representation. 

The problem with the concept of the body in Montrelay's work 
will become clearer in the following discussion of the production of 
feminine jouissance - the second question raised by the quotation 
above. Montrelay holds that the woman retains a certain direct relation 
tojouissance. Necessarily, there is no subject there to partake of it. It is 
orily through castration that jouissance will be turned to the subject's 
account. Montrelay attempts to show how this castration is achieved. 

She defines the 'adult' woman as 'one who reconstructs her 
sexuality in a field which goes beyond sex'. This reconstruction means 
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that all relation to jouissance is now of a sublimatory kind. Sublimation 
is defined as 'an operation which consists in opening up new divisions 
and spaces in the material that it transforms'.[4]·It is the operation of 
metaphor which Freud used to explain the joke and the production of 
pleasure. · 

Montrelay distinguishes between a concentric economy of desire 
and a sublimated economy of desire. It follows that precocious pleasure 
and orgasm are to be distinguished from sublimated pleasure and 
orgasm. The former reactualises thejouissance the woman has of herself 
and produces anxiety; the latter confirms the woman's access to the 
symbolic. 

The distinction between concentric pleasure and sublimated 
pleasure is closely related to the problematic relation of woman's body 
to representation and hence to the representation of castration. There 
are always pre-conditions for pleasure (Montrelay's sublimated 
pleasure), pre-conditions which are precisely those of prohibition, 
repression, the representation of castration. It is the establishment of 
the secondary process which guarantees the stability of the pleasure 
principle (which governs the primary process) by setting limits on the 
play of the primary process. These limits are set by the stabilisation of 
meaning through the operations described above. To the extent that 
something in the woman is resistant to symbolisation, the pre
conditions for pleasure (Montrelay's sublimated pleasure) are absent. 
The pleasure that is possible in this case (Montrelay's concentric 
pleasure) is always problematic- in the woman it produces anxiety. 
(For the problem of pleasure in the man see Leclaire, 'The Economic 
Standpoint- Recent Views'). 

Montrelay does not merely say that pleasure presupposes these 
operations; she identifies pleasure with these operations. She begins 
with an account of the pleasure that can be engendered in the analytic 
situation. The analyst can provide a representation of castration and · 
thus produce repression. Sometimes this is followed by the analysand 
having a dream in which she has an orgasm. This effect of pleasure is 
explained by comparing it to the pleasure produced by the joke whose 
mechanism Freud elucidated in terms of metaphor. In the analytic 
situation metaphor is produced by the substitution of the analyst's text 
for the patient's text. Montrelay identifies pleasure as the meaning of 
metaphor. Pleasure lies 'z'n putting the dimension of repression z'nto play 
on the level of the text z'tselj ('Inquiry into Femininity} 

All sublimation comes about through this pleasure of the joke. 
Just as the joke produces laughter, so the metaphor set up by the 
analyst's discourse produces the orgasm. 

It is implicit in the argument that the analyst produces the 
representation of the concentrically organised body through its 'repres
sion'. For Montrelay, this is a castrating representation. The body is 
thus assigned the function of lack. But the body itself is not lack. On the 
contrary, in Montrelay it is a fullness. However, the analogy with lack is 
the basis of Montrelay's account of feminine jouissance in the symbolic. 
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Just as there is a relation between the representation of lack and the 
subject, so there is a relation between the representation of the body and 
the feminine subject of jouissance. But if the body is the effect of 
metaphor, why is the woman's body not 'repressed' from the moment of 
the constituting metaphor ie the entry into language? 

The relation between the representation of the body and the 
subject of jouissance is explicated in Montrelay's specification of the 
sexual act as another situation in which the woman can have sublimated 
pleasure and orgasm. The precocious form of orgasm bars access to the 
symbolic, leaving the woman locked into joui5sance. There is no turning 
away fromjout$sance because there is no 'representation' of the body. In 
the sublimated form of orgasm, the penis submits the body to a signi
fying articulation and pleasure and orgasm open out into the play· of 
signifiers. This play of signifiers is a process, a production, a struggle 
with meaning. Thus 'the act of articulating produces on its own the 
meaning of the discourse, (meaning nothing)' ('Inquiry into Femin
inity'). The body of the woman can be 'repressed' to produce sublimated 
pleasure and orgasm which are in the field of the signifier. 

Montrelay is arguing that feminine jouissance is like ecriture. 
Ecriture is the same as signifiance in Barthes' distinction between 

· signification and signifiance. Signification belongs to the realm of 
meanings fixed within society; sz'gnifiance belongs to the realm of 
production through the play of signifiers: 

when the text is read (or written) as a moving play of signifiers, 
without any possible reference to one or some fixed signifieds, 
it becomes necessary to distinguish signification, which belongs 
to the plane of the product, of the enounced, of communication, 
and the work of the signifier, which belongs to the plane of pro· 
duction, of the enunciation, of symbolisation - this work being 
called sz'gnifiance. Sz'gnifiance is a process in the course of which 
the 'subject' of the text, escaping the logic of the ego-cogito 
and engaging in other logics (of the signifier, of contradiction), 
struggles with meaning and is deconstructed ('lost') . . . (quoted 
in Barthes, Image - Music - Text). 

Signifiance is to be identified with the pleasure of jout$sance. The 'loss', 
the 'disappearance' of the subject in sz'gnifiance is the production of 
jouissance within the symbolic. The feminine subject can partake of this 
jout$sance in the sexual act. The sublimated orgasm produces the 
'disappearance' of the feminine subject and differs from the precocious 
orgasm where the body remains 'unrepresentable' and outside dis
course. 

Montrelay's account of the jouissance of the 'adult' woman 
clearly does not rely on any notion of the expression of an essential 
femininity. Rather, it emphasises the necessity of relating the sexual act 
to the phallic signifier. Her position is thus diametrically opposed to 
that of Jones which relies on the notion of a genital maturatiol! which 
takes place through a growing 'adaptation to reality'. Nonetheless, 
Montrelay's attempt to theorise the production of feminine jouwance 
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fails. It necessitates the production of the subject in two ways, analagous 
yet distinct. Here, the production of the subject of feminine jouissance 
necessitates a theoretical priority.of thebody. The subject appears as a 
disembodied effect of the body. 

The concept of the body remains extremely difficult for psycho
analytic or any other theory to deal with. Yet it is not a problem that 
can be dismissed. Perhaps the enigma of the woman is indeed to be 
conceived, not in terms of her relation to language but in terms of her 
relation to her body. The failure of the discourse Montrelay speaks of in 
'Parole de Femme sur le Transfert de L'hy5terique' has been identified 
bv others including Robert Fliess in his 'S!lence and Verbalisation'. Both 
authors relate what is happening at the level of speech to the body: 
Montrelay relates it to the real of the body, Fliess relates it to erotogenic 
zones. And perhaps it is not accidental that Fliess' 'oral-erotic silence' 

. and Montrelay's failure of the discourse are both illustrated with female 
hysteric patients. 

I am indebted to Mark Cousins for critical discussions of certain psycho· 
analytic concepts which have helped me to write the first section of this 

·article. 

Notes 

In the English Standard Edition of Freud, Trieb is misleadingly translated 
as instinct. 

2 In Montrelay's 'Inquiry into Femininity' the terms concentricity and pre· 
cocious sexuality "turns" around a single orifice, an organ which is both 
digestive and vaginal, which ceaselessly tends to absorb, to appropriate, to 
devour. We find again here the theme of concentricity ... '. 

3 'Separare, to separate- I would point out at once the equivocation of the 
se parare, of the se parer, in all the fl~ctuating meanings it has in French. 
It means not only to dress oneself, but also to defend oneself, to provide 
oneself with what one needs to be on one's guard, and I will go further still, 
and Latinists will bear me out, to the se parere, the s'engendrer, the to be 
engendered, which is involved here. How, at this level, has the subject to 
procure himself? For that is the origin of the word that designates in Latin 
to engender. It is juridical, as indeed, curiously enough, are all the words in 
Indo-European that designate to put into the world. The word parturt:tion 
itself originates in a word which, in its TOOt, simply means to procure a child 
from the husband - a juridical and, it should be said, social operation. 
(Lacan, 'The Subject and the Other: Alienation') 

4 This use of the term sublimation differs from Freud's. 
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Inquiry Into Femininity* 
Michele Montrelay 

... like all women you think with your sex, not with your mind. 
A. Artaud 

Why was the theory of femininity in psychoanalysis articulated from the 
start in the form of an alternative? What does it mean for analysts that 
they must choose between two contradictory conceptions of women: 
that of Jones and that of Freud? 

The posing of these questions makes it necessary to recall briefly 
the contents of the two doctrines and the basis of their incompatibility. 

For Freud, libido is identical in the two sexes. Moreover, it is 
always male in essence. For it is the clitoris, an external and erectile part 
of the body and the vagina: hence the archaic experiences of femininity 
which leave an indelible trace. It is therefore not enough to give an 
desires a child from the father, this new object is again invested with a 
phallic value: the baby is nothing but a substitute for the penile organ of 
which the girl now knows she is deprived. Thus feminine sexuality is 
constantly elaborated as a function of phallic references. [1] 

For Jones, and for the English school (Klein, Homey, Muller), 
feminine libido is specific. From the start, the girl privileges the interior 
of the body and the vagina: hence the archaic experiences of feminity 
which leavy an indelible trace. It is therefore not enough to give an 
account of feminine sexuality from a 'phallocentric' ·point of view. It is 
also necessary to measure the impact that anatomy, and the sexual 
organ itself, has on the girl's unconscious. [2] 

Thus jones and his school were answering the Viennese school 
when they proposed the precocious, even innate character of femininity. 
Freud spoke of one libido, whereaS Jones distinguished two types of 
libidinal organisation, male and female. 

Forty years have passed: the problem of femininity continues to 
be posed on the basis of the Jones-Freud contradiction. Can this contra· 
diction in fact be surpassed? 

*Reprinted by permission from L'Ombre et le nom, Les Editions de Minuit, 
Paris, 1977. 
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Phallocentrism and Concentricz"ty 

The investigations conducted by Smirgel and a team of analysts, 
published as the Recherches psychanalytz"ques nouvelles sur la sexualite 
feminine have recently shown that it is possible to get past the 
contradiction. It is an advance which is possible from the moment one 
abandons all polemical preoccupation and sticks to clinical practice. 

Predictably, the book starts with a detailed analysis of the 
confrontation of the two schools. But having completed the history of 
this long and burning dispute and disengaged its parameters, the 
authors do not take sides. Leaving the scene of the debate, they take us 
to the analyst's: there where the one who speaks is no longer the 
mouth-piece of a school, but the patient on the couch. 

It is rare to be given an account of large fragments of the cure; 
still more rare for it to be given a propos of feminine cases. Here we have 
the freedom to follow the discourse of female patients in analysis in its 
rhythm, its style and its meanderings. We are taken into the interior of 
the space that this discourse circumscribes, a space which is that of the 
unconscious where, as Freud has seen, negation does not exist, where 
consequently the terms of a contradiction, far from excluding one 
another, coexist and overlap. In fact, anyone who tries to take bearings 
from these researches is referred to Freud and toJones. For this book not 
only talks of femininity according to Freud, but it also makes it speak in 
an immediate way that one does not forget. An odor di femina arises 
from it, which cannot be explained without reference to the work of the 
English and Viennese. 

Thus the Recherches calls for a double locating, which is worth 
explicating at greater length here. Let us l'etum to Freud: the essential 
modalities of the organisation of feminine desire cannot be grasped 
without taking up in its own right the idea of phallocentrism so decried 
by Freud's contemporaries. The book makes constant and explicit 
reference to it - but specifying that the phallus cannot be identified 
with the penis. In fact, far from signifying an aRatomical reality, the 
phallus designates, according to this book, the roeas and values that the 
penile organ represents. By freeing the concept of the phallus from the 
organic context with which it is still often confounded, the authors 
enable'us truly to grasp the nature of phallocentrism: 'There is every 
reason for separating the study of penis-envy from any consideration of 
the penis itself as a thing'.[3] It is necessary, on the contrary, to specify 
the ideal dimension to which the male organ refers: 'penis-envy is always 
envy of the idealised penis .. .'.[4] 

Simultaneously, the models that are put forward in order to 
account for feminine desire make clear on the clinical level the real 
implications of 'phallocentrism': the authors are not fooled by a patient 
who declares herself impotent and humiliated on the pretext that she is 
'only a woman'. The penis-envy latent in these remarks is not reducible 
to an instinct. It is impossible to legitimate it 'through an alleged state 
of castration for which phylogenesis would bear the responsibility'. [5] 
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On the contrary, the desire for the penis can be analysed only in 
as much as it arises from a complex elaboration, constructed in order to 
maintain the phallic power of the father. Only those patients whose 
fathers' prestige and symbolic status had been threatened, posit the 
possession of the penile organ as indispensable. Their sufferings and 
their symptoms appear in order to make plain that the essential is 
withdrawn from them, namely, the penis confounded in the imagina
tion with the phallus. Thus the phallic power of the father is phantas· 
matically assured. 

In the other accounts of homosexual or 'normal' women, in every 
case, a particular form of relation to the paternal phallus can be traced, 
in which it is always a question of maintaining an inaccessible term, so 
that desire can subsist. A subtly constructed relation, but one which 
does not differ in its nature from that set up by the man: as the detailed 
account of a masculine case of perversion makes clear enough.[6] 

In showing that desire is only ever pure artifice, the book thereby 
discards the hypothesis of the innateness of desire that the English 
school had advanced in relation to femininity. It confirms the correct· 
ness of Freud's reservations in regard to this 'natural' femininity on 
which Jones insisted so much. [7] 

Arid yet the Recherches takes up the main point of the clinical 
work of the English school. The article by Grunberger, especially, insists 
on the specifically concentric organisation of feminine sexuality.[8] He 
shows that it is as if the woman, more so than the man, remains 
dependent on the drives, in which the authors see, like Jones, the 
intrication of archaic, oral, anal and vaginal schemas. 

'Often, for the little girl, it is the mouth which takes up 
symbolically, and for reasons on whichJones has insisted, the value of a 
vaginal organ', Luquet·Parat remarks.[9] And further on Maria Torok 
develops the theory of the English school: 

M Klein, E Jones and K l:Iorney have indicated long before we 
did, the precocity of the child's discovery and repression of 
vaginal sensations. We, for our part, have observed that the 
encounter with the other sex was always a reminder of the 
awakening of our own. Clinically, penis-envy and the discovery 
of the sex of the boy are often seen associated with a repressed 
memory of orgasmic experiences.[lO] 

Thus two theoretical positions, hitherto considered incompatible, are 
both verified within the framework of a clinical study. The Jones-Freud 
contradiction therefore appears to be surpassed. 

The Contradictz"on Displaced 

But this transcendence remains implicit. The authors never formulate it 
as the outcome or culmination of their work. Let us look at these few 
lines where Grunberger analyses feminine narcissism, 'That which', 
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characterises ' ... the libidinal cathexis of the woman, is its concentric 
character and at the sme time the phallus'. [11] 

To simultaneously affirm the 'concentric' and phallic character 
offeminine sexuality, is to declare that both Freud andjones are right. 
But surely it then becomes necessary to formulate a new point of view 
through which the truth of the two schools would be maintained? 

This point of view is not formulated within the framework of the 
book; rather, the Freud-Jones contradiction seems to gradually lose its 
relevance in the face of clinical practice. And yet the verification of two 
incompatible propositions does not do away with the contradiction 
which links them. The fact that phallocentrism and concentricity may 
be equally constitutive of feminine sexuality does not prove that they 
make up a harmonious unit. It is my contention, that, on the contrary, 
they coexist as incompatible and that it is this incompatibility which is 
specific to the feminine unconscious. 

Thus the most important thing about this work, that is, the 
displacement to which the authors submit the basic contradiction, is not 
sufficiently brought out. They should have stressed that the Freud
Jones incompatibility, although it was first articulated as a polemic, is 
far more than a disagreement of two schools. For, once this disagree
ment and the passions it arouses have subsided, the contradiction 
emerges again as a play of forces which structures the feminine 
unconscious itself. Phallocentnsm and concentricity, both simul
taneously constitutive of the unconscious, confront each other accord
ing to two modes: the first, the more spectacular, appears as anxiety; 
but the same relation of forces play, inversely, in sublimatz"on. Each of 
these determining processes of the unconscious economy will be seen at 
play in the incompatibility of the two aspects of femininity analysed by 
Jones and Freud. 

I The Dark Continent 

The Representatz"on of Castration 

Let us start with anxiety in general, from what we know of this state in 
so far as it is common to both sexes. This global approach will allow us 
to situate better in what follows the specifically feminine processes of 
anxiety. 

Anxiety in psychoanalysis is most often described as 'castration 
anxiety', that is to say, as the horror that seizes the child on discovering 
the penis-less body of the mother. It is this discovery which engenders 
the fear of one day undergoing the same fate. 

It is true that in each cure,· the analyst must reckon with the 
'imprescriptable' force of this fear of mutilation.[l2] But this is not 
anxiety: to represent to oneself the motive of one's fear, is already to give 
a reason for it. But anxiety is wz"thout reason. What we mean is that it 
supposes the impossibility of any rational thought. In other words, 
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anxiety appears as the limit-moment when conscious and unconscious 
representation are blocked off. 

How are we to analyse this blockage? By specifying at first the 
nature of the representation which is its object. Three positions based 
on Lacanian theory will serve us as points of reference: 
1. The unconscious is a structure or combinatory of desires articulated 
as representations. 
2. These representations can be called representations of castration, in 
as much as their literal articulation effectively deprives the subject of a 
part of jouissance. [i] 
3. The stake is thisjouissance, whose loss is the price of representation. 

Let us take these three propositions: 
1. Unconscious representation, which is what this article is concerned 
with, refers to different processes from those curren:tly designated by the 
term 'representation'. The latter, ordinarily, concerns the conscious; it 
explains the reflexive activity which applies itself to the reality of the 
(philosophic) subject and to objects. Unconscious representation, on the 
contrary, neither reflects nor signifies the subject and its objects. It is a 
pure cathexis of the word as such. How is this possible? An example will 
make it clear to us: consider the distinction between conscious and 
unconscious representations of castration. 

2. The conscious representation of castration in the child does not 
designate any real mutilation. It is an imaginary evocation: either it is 
the other who threatens by uttering a prohibition (the case of the boy); 
or the little girl in order to explain the absence of the penis to herself 
imagines: 'someone must have taken it from me'. 

Such a representation takes on an unconscious status at the 
moment which it no longer refers to anything but the words which 
constitute it. Taken out of reality, it no longer refers to anything other 
than its form: what is now cathected, both in the prohibiting utterance 
and the phantasmatic imagination, is their specific articulation and the 
multiple puns, the play of sonorities and images that this articulation 
makes possible. But how can words become the objects of such a 
cathexis? Why do they mobilise all the strength of the unconscious? 
Leaving these questions open and referring the reader back to Freud, 
[13] let us remark only that the words, in the first moments of life, 
extended the body of the mother and simultaneously circumscribed the 
place of suspension (suspense). of her desire. In words, therefore, the 
most real ofjouissance and the furthest of the phallus were conjoined. 
Perhaps, in the unconscious, the power of words remains the same? 

3. Consequently, the unconscious representation is only a text. But the 
text produces effects: since sexuality is organised as we have seen, not 
according to some instinct, some 'tendency', but according to what has 
been said. Consequently, discourse makes impossible any direct and 
peaceable relation to the body, to the world and to pleasure. It turns 
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away from jouissance: it is in this sense that it is castrating. In other 
words, the unconscious representation of castration is, in the first place, 
a castrating representation. 

But, at the same time, the term representation must be taken in 
a second sense. For the sequence of discourse having once marked us, 
endlessly reproduces itself.' And we can define the unconscious as the 
place where these re·presentations are indefinitely staged. This fact of 
repetition, of the eternal return of words, has been sufficiently demon· 
strated for us to take it as given here: if the representation then does not 
cease to represent itself, how can it disappear? Yet, the analyst must 
reckon with this effacement. For the patient, who expresses anxiety 
after the event, is speaking of a time when nothing was thinkable: then, 
the body and the world were confounded in one chaotiC intimacy which 
was too present, too immediate - one continuous expanse of proximity 
or unbearable plenitude. What was lacking was a lack, an empty'space' 
somewhere. Indeed, it seems in these clinical cases that the castrating 
dimension of representation is missing. Consequently, it is as if repre· 
sentation, at least in its effects, had wiped itself out. 

Oedzpus and the Stake 

To explain the persistence of the representation as weli as its vacillation 
in anxiety, let us pause at the hypothesis we set out a moment ago. Let 
us imagine that at certain moments, the representation is indeed 
produced, but without castrating effects: emptily circulating, it would 
lose the power ofturning the subject away fromjouissance. This, not as 
a function of facts inherent in representation itself, but from an 
intrusion, a violence, emanating from the real. Perhaps a reading of 
Sophocles' drama, Oedipus·Rex, will serve as clarification. 

At the beginning of the drama, Oedipus appears as he whose 
relation to representation is sufficiently assured to unravel the enigmas 
of the sphinx. And yet, the tragic action will progressively disclose the 
ruin of this representation. 

The ancients used to say that this ruin was willed by the gods. 
The analyst declares that Oedipus was led to it by his incestuous desires. 
We must hold simultaneously to the idea of gods who persecute and to 
that of the subject who desires. For the theme of the fateful mistake, of 
the plan controlled by external forces, emphasises this essential fact: 
that the realisation of unconscious desire is always so catastrophic that 
the subject can never bring it about on its own. 

It is one thing to desire, another to realise this desire. We have 
seen that to desire is to represent the lacking object (the other), that is to 
say, to 'enjoy' ('jouz"r') exclusively in the form of words. To satisfy this 
desire is, on the contrary, to decathect words to the profit of reality: in 
other words, enjoyment of the mother leads back to a recuperation of 
the stake which, endlessly replayed, is normally the guarantee of 
representation. 
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This is why it is necessary that desire should not be realised. 
Hence the repression that ensures that one does not think, nor see, nor 
take the desired object, even and above all if it is within reach: this 
object must remain lost. 

But in Oedipus, the gods, or chance restore the object of desire: 
Oedipus enjoys Jocasta. ·But, simultaneously, repression continues ·to 
take place, and in an ever more pressing manner: the successive 
recourses to Tiresias, to sacrifices and to the law show a desperate effort 
to avoid seeing the cause of the pestilence. An effort which is ineffec
tual: repression is no longer anything but a gigantic pantomime, 
powerless to assure the throwing back into play of the stake of desire. 
We know that, for want of a stake, representation is not worth.anything. 

Thus Oedipus' tragedy enables us to emphasise both the 
economy and the failure of representation at the same time. But it also 
suggests the cause of this failure. Why does the encounter with the 
sphinx take place immediately before the drama? To what does the 
sphinx refer, this reasoning and devouring hybrid being, which beats its 
wings as it talks? Why does this monster, a woman with the body of a 
beast, take up her place at the gates of Thebes? 

Does not the encounter with this enigmatic figure of femininity 
threaten every subject? Is it not she who is at the root of the ruin of 
representation? 

Freud, asking himself about feminine sexuality and assessing the 
small purchase that it offers analytic investigation, compared it to a 
'dark continent'. 

The Recherches nouvelles begins by recalling this formula. How 
appropriate! And yet it is as if the authors do not see the threatening 
shadows that they call forth by these words. For feminine sexuality is not 
a dark, unexplored continent through any provisional insufficiency of 
research: it is unexplored to the extent that it is unexplorable. 

Of course one can describe it, give an account of it in clinical or 
theoretical work. But it is elsewhere, in the framework of the cure, that 
femininity stubbornly resists analysis. On the couch, a discourse anala
gous to that whose style the book renders so well, is enunciated: 'live' 
discourse, whose very immediacy seems to be a sign oflife. But it is this 
immediacy, this life, which is an obstacle to analysis: the word is 
understood only as the extension of the body which is there in the 
process of speaking. It seems no longer to be hiding anything. To the 
extent that it does not know repression, femininity is the downfall of 
interpretation. 

It is femininity, not women, that can take on such a status. Let 
us specify what meaning will be given here to the three terms: woman, 
femininity, repression: 
- the word woman will designate the subject who, like the man, is an 
effect of unconscious representation; 
-by femininity will be understood the set of the 'feminine' drives (oral, 
anal, vaginal) in so far as these resist the processes of repression; 
- finally, repression will be distinguished from censorshzp:[l4] the 
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latter is always submitted to; the former, on the contrary, has the value 
of an act. In fact, the obstacles the censor opposes to libidinal 
development appear as the result of the experiences of the Other's 
desire. Regressions or fixations have made it impossible for the mother 
or the father to symbolise this or that key-event in the thild's sexuality. 
And from then on, this 'blank', this un-spoken, functions like a check: 
the censor which is set up appears as the effect of an absence of 
representation. It is therefore unrepresentable, and consequently 'unin
terpretable'. Repression, on the contrary, presupposes a symbolisation: 
as we have seen, it allows the representation to be cathected as such, 
while the real satisfaction, renounced, becomes its stake. Repression is 
always a process which structures on the level of the psychic economy. 

· As we will.see, feminine eroticism is more censored, less repressed 
than that of the man. It lends itself less easily to a 'losing itself as the 
stake of unconscious representation. The drives whose force was demon
strated by the English school, circumscribe a place or 'continent' which 
can be called 'dark' to the extent that it is outside the circumference of 
the symbolic economy (forecluded). 

What are the processes which maintain femininity 'outside 
repression', in a state of nature as it were? 

The first, of a social order, concerns the absence of prohibitions: 
the girl is less subject than the boy to the threats and to the defences 
which penalise masturbation. We keep silent about her masturbation, 
all the more as it is less observable. Francoise Dolto[l5] has shown that, 
sheltered by their privacy, the girl, the woman, can live a 'protected' 
sexuality. One tends to refer to the anxiety of rape and penetration 
without emphasising that, in reality, on the contrary, the girl risks little. 
The anatomy of the boy, on the other hand, exposes him very early to 
the realisation that he is not master either of the manifestations of his 
desire or of the extent of his pleasures. He experiments, not only with 
chance but also with the law and with his sexual organ: his body itself 
takes on the value of stake. _ 

In relation to castration, therefore, the position of the man 
differs from that of the woman whose sexuality is capable of r'.!maining 
on the edge of all repression. Under certain circumstances then, the 
stake of castration for the woman finds itself displaced: it consists in the 
sexuality and the desire of the other sex, most often that of the father 
and then, of the masculine partner. Which is why Perrier and Granoff 
have been able to show '... the extreme feminine sensibility to all 
experiences relating to the castration of the man.'[l6] 

Yet other processes, of an instinctual and not a social order, 
maintain feminine sexuality outside the economy of representation -
the intrication of the oral-anal drives with vaginal pleasure. Jones, Klein 
and Dolto have insisted on the fact that the girl's archaic experiences of 
the vagina are organised as a function of pre-established oral-anal 
schemas. At the further extreme, precocious sexuality 'turns' around a 
single orifice, an organ which is both digestive and vaginal, which cease
lessly tends to absorb, to appropriate, to devour. We find again here the 
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theme of concentricity disengaged by the authors of the book. 
If this insatiable organ-hole is at the centre of precocious 

sexuality, if it inflects all psychic movement according to circular and 
closed schemas, it compromises woman's reiation to castration and the 
law: to absorb, to take, to understand, is to reduce the world to the most 
archaic instinctual 'laws'. It is a movement opposed to that presupposed 
by castration: where the }ouissance of the body loses itself 'for' a 
discourse which is Other. 

Here, we will not therefore question the truth of the clinical 
observations produced by the English school: all experience of child 
analysis confirms the precocity of the 'knowledge' of the vagina. More 
generally, it is quite true that the very small girl experiences her 
femininity very early. But, simultaneously, it must be stressed that such 
a precocity, far from favourzng a possible 'maturatz"on', acts as an 
obstacle to it, since it maintains eroticism outside the representation of 
castration. 

Anxiety and the Relatz"on to the Body 

A third series of processes stand ·in the way of repression: those 
concerning the woman's relation to her own body, a relation simultan
eously narcissistic and erotic. For the woman enjoys her body as she 
would the body of another. Every occurrence of a sexual kind (puberty, 
erotic experiences, maternity, etc) happens to her as if it came from an 
other (woman): every occurrence is the fascinating actualisation of 
the[iiffemininity of all women, but also and above all, of that of the 
mother. It is as if 'to become woman', 'to be woman' gave access to a 
jouissance of the body as feminine and/ or maternal. In the self-love she 
bears herself, the woman cannot differentiate her own body from that 
which was 'the first object', 

We would have to specify further what is only intimated here: 
that the real of the body, in taking form at puberty, in charging itself 
with intensity and importance and presence, as object of the lover's 
desire, re-actualises, re-incarnates, the real of that other body, which, 
at the beginning of life was the substance of words, the organiser of 
desire; which, later on, was also the material of archaic repression. 
Recovering herself as maternal body (and also as phallus), the woman 
can no longer repress, 'lose', the first stake of representation. As in the 
tragedy, representation is threatened by ruin. But at the root of this 
threat there are different processes: for Oedipus, the restoration of the 
stake proceeded by chance, from the gods; it was effected zn spite of a 
prohibition. Nothing, on the contrary, is forbidden for the woman; 
there is no statement or law which prohibits the recovery of the stake 
since the real which imposes itself and takes the place of repression and 
desire is, for her, the real of her own body. 

From now on, anxiety, tied to the presence of this body, can only 
be insistent, continuous. This body, so close, which she has to occupy, is 
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an object in excess which must be 'lost', that is to say, repressed, in order 
to be symbolised. Hence the symptoms which so often simulate this loss: 
'there is no longer anything, only the hole, emptiness ... ' Such is the 
lez'tmotif of all feminine cure, which it would be a mistake to see as the 
expression of an alleged 'castration'. On the contrary, it is a defence 
produced in order to parry the avatars, the deficiencies, of symbolic 
castration. 

The analyst often finds a 'fear of femininity' in connection with 
feminine anxiety, especially in the adolescent. We have tried to show 
that this fear is not a result of phantasies of violation and breaking in 
(effraction) alone ... At bottom, it is fear of the feminine body as a 
non-repressed and unrepresentable object. In other words, femininity, 
'according to J ones', ie femininity experienced as real and immediate, is 
the blind spot of the symbolic processes analysed by Freud. Two 
incompatible, heterogeneous territories co-exist inside the feminine 
unconscious: that of representation and that which remains 'the dark 
continent'. 

Defences and Masquerade 

It is rare for anxiety to manifest itself as such in analysis. It is usually 
camouflaged by the defences that it provokes. It is a question of 
organising a representation of castration which is no longer symbolic, 
but imaginary: a lack is simulated and thereby the loss of some 
stake - an undertaking all the more easily accomplished precisely 
because feminine ana~omy exhibits a lack, that of the penis. At the 
same time as being her own phallus, therefore, the woman will disguise 
herself with this lack, throwing into relief the dimension of castration as 
trompe-l'oeil. 

The ways in which this can occur are multiple. One can play on 
the absence of the penis through silence just as well as through a 
resounding vanity. One can make it the model of erotic, mystical, and 
neurotic experiences. The anorexic refusal of food is a good example of 
the desire to reduce and to dissolve her own flesh, to take her own body 
as a cipher. Masochism also mimes the lack, through passivity, impo
tence and doing nothing ('ne rz'enfaz're). The observations of Helene 
Deutsch and those of the Recherches nouvelles could be understood in 
this way. Castration is similarly disguised in the register of erotic fiction: 
where the feminine orifice, 0, is 'falsely' represented in its successive 
metamorphoses. 

Here, I would rather turn to the poets, those who have written in 
the novelistic or made films out of the feminine drama ( 'dnema'), since 
the limitations of this article rule out any detailed consideration of 
clinical cases. 

Take Fellini, the director of ]ulz'ette of the Spin'ts, a film so 
baffling, no doubt, because it brings out the presence of the 'dark 
continent' so well. The dimension of femininity that Lacan designates 
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as masquerade, taking the term from Joan Riviere,[iii] takes shape in 
this piling up of crazy things, feathers, hats and strange baroque 
constructions which rise up like so many silent insignias. But what we 
must see is that the objective of such a masquerade is to say nothing. 
Absolutely nothing. And in order to produce this nothing the woman 
uses her own body as disguise. 

The novels of Marguerite Duras use the same world of stupor 
and silence. It could be shown that this silence, this non-speech, again 
exhibits the fascinating dimension of feminine lack: Duras wants to 
make this lack 'speak' as cry (Moderato Cantabile), or as 'music'. Here, 
let us simply recall what is said in the Ravishment of Lol V Stein: 'what 
was needed was a word-absence, a word hole ... it could not have been 
spoken, it could only be made to resound. '[17] 

Thus the sex, the vagino-oral organ of the woman, acts as 
obstacle to castration; at the same time, 'falsely representing the latter 
in its effects of allurement which provoke anxiety. This is why man has 
always called the feminine defences and masquerade evil. 

Woman is not accused of thinking or of committing this evil, but 
of incarnating it.[iv] It is this evil which scandalises whenever woman 
'plays out' her sex in order to evade the word and the law. Each time she 
subverts a law or a word which relies on the predominantly masculine 
structure of the look. Freud says that Evil is experienced as such when 
anxiety grips the child in front of the unveiled body of his mother. 'Did 
his desire then refer only to this hole of flesh?' The woman affords a 
glimpse of the Real, by virtue of her relation to nothing- that is to say, 
to the Thing. At this moment, the Symbolic collapses into the Real. 
Freud also says that the pervert c~nnot see the castrated body of his 
mother. In this sense, every man is a pervert. On the one hand, he 
enjoys without saying so, without coming too close - for then he would 
have to take upon himself a terrible anxiety, or even hate -; he enjoys 
by proxy the thing he glimpses through the mother. On the other hand, 
he does not appear to understand that her relation to the thing is 
sublimated. It is this evil which has to be repres8ed. 

A film like Days of Wrath[ v] lays bare all the masculine 
'defences' against femininity and woman's direct relation to jouissance. 
The man is terrorised by the threat that femininity raises for 'his' 
repression. In order to reassure him and convince him, the woman 
always advances further along her own path by explaining herself, 
wishing to speak the truth. But she does not understand that her 
discourse will not and cannot be received. For the fact of bypassing the 
law of repression precisely by saying all, contaminates the most precious 
truth and makes it suspect, odious and condemnable. Hence masculine 
censure. 

The frustrations, interdictions and contempt which have 
weighed on women for centuries may indeed by absurd and arbitrary, 
but they do not matter. The main thing is the fact of imposing the 
definitive abandonment ofjouissance. The scandal can then come to an 
end - the feminine sex bears witness to castration. 
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The analyst, for his part, cannot define feminine castration 
simply as the effect of his strictures. If the exemplar of the hysterical, 
neurotic woman is one who never lets up wishz"ng to be her sex, inversely, 
isn't the 'adult' woman one who reconstructs her sexuak~y in a ft"eld 
which goes beyond sex? The principle of a masculine libido upheld by 
Freud could be clarified as a function of this 'extraterritoriality'. 

11 Jouissance and Sublimation 

1. Feminine Castratz"on: Hypotheses 

Once again, let us take an example from literature. Klossowski's 
ponraits of women easily lend themselves to a clinical commentary. We 
might be surprised at the astonishingly virile attributes (both anatomi
cal and psychical) with which the author endows his heroines and 
deduce from them some perversion. It is also possible to see in these 
attributes the material of a moral fable outlining a type of perfected 
femininity: the 'true' woman, the 'femme' woman would be drawn as 
she who has forgotten' her feminim~y. and who would entrust the 
jouissance and the representation of it to an other. For this reason, 
Klossowski's heroine, Roberte, could in no way talk about herself, her 
body or 'the word that it conceals'.[l8] It is someone else's task to hold 
the discourse of femininity, in love and/ or in a novel. 

Under the sign of this forgetting, a second economy of desire, 
where the stake is no longer the same, can effectively be described. The 
stake is now precocious femininity and not the penis or masculine 
sexuality: precocious femininity becomes the material of repression. 
'According to Jones' one or several periods of latency correspond to this 
decathexis of sexuality, periods during which the little girl and the 
woman disentangle themselves from their own bodies and its pleasures. 
This is why periods or" frigidity in analysis can often be considered as an 
index of progress: they mark the moment when the patient decathects 
the vaginal-oral schemas which till then were alone capable of providing 
access to erotic pleasure. 

The decisive step by which the feminine unconscious is modified, 
lies, not so much in the change oflove object[l9] as in the change in the 
unconscious representative. Masculine, phallic representatives are sub
stituted for the. first 'concentric' representatives. The law and the 
paternal ideals of the father which are articulated in her discourse 
constitute the new representatives capable of supplanting the models of 
archaic representations (feminine Oedipus). 

Let us note that this substitution does not mutilate the woman 
and deprive her of a penis which she never had, but deprives her of the 
sense of precocious sexuality. Femininity is forgotten, indeed repressed, 
and this loss constitutes the symbolic castration of the woman. 

For clarity's sake, let us draw a diagram of these hypotheses on 
the economy of the feminine unconscious. 
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Stake Representative Relation to 
Jouissance 

Economy I masculine sexuality vagino-oral orifice anxiety 
(according to (phallocentrism) ( concentricity) 
Jones) 

Economy II precocious signifying order sublimation 
(according to -femininity (phallocentrism) 
Freud) (concentricity) 

This diagram calls for three comments. 
1. The parameters of the feminine economy still refer to Jones and to 
Freud, but in opposite directions. 
2. In clinical practice, such a clear-cut distinction is not observed. The 
two forms of economy usually coexist, with one predominating (provi
sionally or definitively) over the other. 
3. The notion of sublimation has been introduced. 

If we can show that in an economy of type 11 all relation to jouissance, 
including sexual pleasure, is of a sublimatory kind, then not only will a 
specific dimension of feminine sexuality be clarified, but a misinterpre
tation of sublimation will also be avoided: that which consists in seeing 
in sublimation a passage from the sexual to the non-sexual. 

2. Sublimation and Metaphor 

In the cure and more specifically, in the transference, (ie the set of 
unconscious modifications produced by the enunciation of discourse on 
the couch), the dimension of pleasure can emerge. ' 

In the Recherches M Torok speaks of its manifestation: 'when 
one of my patients has 'understood' an interpretation, when, conse
quently, an inhibition is lifted, a frequent indication of this advance is 
that the patient dreams and in this dream she has an orgasm' (a 
description of one of these dreams follows).[20] 

M Torok, by insisting on the fact that a pleasure arises when a 
new representation is elaborated, tells us what is essential about this 
pleasure. Contrary to what one might think, this pleasure does not lie in 
the lifting of an inhibition, ie in the releasing of a tension, contained for 
too long. On the contrary, the pleasure, far from being explicable by 
the cliche of release ('defoulement'),[vi] arises from the putting in place 
of new representations. Let us note that these were first enunciated by 
the other, the analyst, who, in interpreting, verbally articulates some
thing of a sexuality maintained till then in the state of nature, in the 
'dark'. 

Here, therefore, pleasure is the effect of the word of the other. 
More specifically, it occurs at the advent of a structuring discourse. For 
what is essential in the cure of a woman is not making sexuality more 
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'conscious' or interpreting it, at least not in the sense normally given to 
this term. The analyst's word takes on a completely different function. 
It no longer explains, but from the sole fact of articulating, it 
structures. By verbally putting in place a representation of castration, 
the analyst's word makes sexuality pass into discourse. This type of 
interpretation therefore represses, at least in the sense given to the word 
here. 

Understood in this way, interpretation can perhaps help us to 
locate a certain cultural and social function of psychoanalysis. The 
Freudian theory of sexuality was developed (mise en place) in relation to 
women and femininity. We can ask whether psychoanalysis was not 
articulated precisely in order to repress femininity (in the sense of 
producing its symbolic representation). At the same time, Freud's 
reservations about jones would make sense: the attempts to 'make' 
femininity 'speak' would surely jeopardise the very repression that Freud 
had known how to achieve. 

Let us return to our example. What pleasure can there be in the 
repression that is produced at the moment of interpretation? First, let us 
say that interpretation, as it is analysed here, does not consist so much in 
explaining and commenting, as in articulating. Here again, it is the 
form of words which must be emphasised. In response to the analysand's 
phantasy, the analyst enunciates a certain number of signifiers necessar
ily relating to his own desire and his listening-place. These words are 
other: the analyst's discourse is not reflexive, but different. As such it is 
a metaphor, not a mirror, of the patient's discourse. And, precisely, 
metaphor is capable of engendering pleasure. 

First Freud and then Lacan analysed the motives of this pleasure 
with regard to the joke. We laugh when we perceive that the words 
speak a text other than that which we thought. And if the other laughs, 
if the misapprehension plays on one more register, the pleasure becomes 
keener still. What function does this other text, this other ear, have? It 
has the function of ~ngendering a metaphor, that is to say, of 
substituting itself for the preceding text and listening-place. Pleasure 
arises the moment this metaphor is produced. Lacan says that it is 
identified with the very meaning of the metaphor.[21] 

In what then, does this meaning, bereft of signification consist? 
We can define it as the measure of the empty 'space' induced by 
repression. The metaphor, by posing itself as that which is not spoken, 
hollows out and designates this space. Freud said that the pleasure of 
the joke lies in the return of the repressed. Does it not rather, lie z'n 
putting the dimension of repressz'on z'nto play on the level of the text 
itselfl 

It is this pleasure of the joke that can be evoked in relation to all 
sublimation. For it is an operation which consists in opening up new 
divisions and spaces in the material that it transforms. In the transfer
ence, the patient's orgasm took note of an interpretation. Surely this is 
best represented as a breath of air between two signifiers, suddenly 
opened up by the metaphor? 
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The orgasm, like a bust of laughter, testifies to the meaning
insignificant - of the analyst's word. We must now try to rediscover this 
dimension of 'wit' in pleasure andjouissance. 

S. Pleasure and]ouissance 

Feminine erotic pleasure varies considerably in its nature and effects. 
There is variety in the places of the body cathected, in the level of 
intensity, in the outcome (orgasm or not), and in the effects: a 'success
ful' sexual relation can cause calm or anxiety. Let us also remember 
that a neurosis cannot necessarily be inferred from frigidity; and that, 
reciprocally, psychotics and very immature women have·intense vaginal 
orgasms.[22] 

How are we to make sense of the exuberance; the bizarreness and 
the. paradoxes of these pleasures? By referring less to the varieties of 
form and intensity than to their function in the psychic economy. Here 
again, we will distinguish two types of sexual pleasure: the precocious 
and the sublimated. 

The first was ·earlier seen to be the effect of the experience of 
archaic sexuality. Even if it involves two people, even if it presents the 
app_earance of an adult sexuality, it merely re-actualises or raises to the 
highest pitch in orgasm, the jouissance that the woman has of herself. 
[23] In this type of pleasure, the other's look and his desire, further 
reinforce the circularity of the erotic relation. Hence the anxiety that 
arises before and after the sexual act. 

Inversely, pleasure can be structuring in its effects. The sort of 
'genius', of inspiration which the woman discovers after love, shows that 
an event of an unconscious-nature has occurred, which has enabled her 
to take up a certain distance from the dark continent. 

We will call sublimated pleasure that which takes the same forms 
as incestuous pleasure while nonetheless presupposing and confirming 
woman's access to the symbolic. This pleasure is no longer derived from 
femininity as such, but from the signifier, more precisely, from the 
repression that it brings about: this is why sublimated pleasure is 
identified with the pleasure derived from the joke. 

Such a transformation is on a par with the mutation which has 
been outlined above as the passage from T}'pe I to Type 11 sexual 
economy. The latter assumes, on the one hand, the forgetting of 
precocious femininity, and on the other, the setting in place of a new 
representative or signifier of castration. Does not the sublimated sexual 
act constitute for the woman, one of the ways of putting a Type II 
economy into place, where: 
1. the signifier would be actualised in the rhythm, the periodic return of 
the penis; 
2. the stake would consist of the repressed feminine drives,[24] insepar
able from the penis itself. 
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S. pleasure would be the meaning of the metaphor through which the 
penis 'would repress' the body, feminine sexuality. 

Let us be more precise: the penis, its throbbing, its cadence and 
the movements of love-making could be said to produce the purest and 
most elementary form of signifying articulation. That of a series of 
blows which mark out the space of the body. 

It is this which opens up rhythms all the more ample and intense, 
a jouissance all the more keen and serious in that the penis, the object 
which is its instrument, is scarcely anything. 

But to state this is to state a paradox: the penis produces 
jouissance because it incarnates a finitude. Sublimation always implies a 
de-idealisation. The phallic signifier, detached from the terrifying 
representations of the superego which revolve around the imaginary 
phallus, must appear as an object of not-much-meaning.[25] 

This step usually suspended during childhood, takes place after 
the first sexual experiences of adulthood. Is it a question of unconscious 
processes? Provided the ground has been prepared, life and a certain 
ethic undertake this work. To the extent that romantic idealisation is 
successfully mourned (relinquished), to the extent that the dimension of 
the gift predominates, the penis can objectify, by its very insignificance, 
the 'difficulty to be' of the couple, in whichjouissance is lost. Thus it 
can no longer be separated in its consistency from the material of this 
archaic, feminine jouissance which has been renounced. It embodies it 
as lost, and all of a sudden restores it a hundredfold. For it deploys this 
jouissance in direct proportion to the forgetting, which is in itself 
infmite. 

Thus, ethics is indissociable from a 'certain' relation to jouis
sance. The de-idealisation that it implies alone makes possible the 
occasional coming together and binding of two perfectly distinct, 
heterogeneous spaces. The voluptuous sensation of an aspiration of the 
whole body in a space absolutely Other and consequently, infinite, 
cannot simply be explained as the effect of the perception of the vaginal 
cavity. It implies that this cavity is liollowed out by repression, that is to 
say, by a symbolic operation. 

Consequently, pleasure, far from being reduced to the excitation 
of an organ, on the contrary, transports the woman into the field of the 
signifier. Sublimated pleasure, like the dream and hypnosis, like the 
poetic act, marks a moment when the unconscious representation takes 
on an absolute value: in other words, when the act of articulating 
produces on its own the meaning of discourse, (meaning nothing). 
Sweeping away all signification, it lays hold of the woman and catches 
her in its progression and its rhythms. [26] 

For the man, exceptions aside,[27] this transportation into the 
signifier cannot be produced in so violent and radical a way. In fact, 
how could he abandon himself to that which he himself controls, and 
from whose play he gives pleasure (jouissance). Moreover, this game 
(play) involves the risk of detumescence, [28] and also the vertigo and 
anxiety aroused by the absolute of feminine demand: the woman 
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expects and receives all there is of the penis at the moment of love. 
If we no longer consider what is properly called pleasure, but the 

orgasm usually designated as 'jouissance' by the analyst, a similar 
distinction must be made betweenjouissance of Type I and the orgasm 
which is produced in a sublimated economy. In the former, the residue 
of pleasure comes to a dead end, since the woman again found herself 
powerless to maintain the unconscious economy. This form of orgasm, 
registering pleasure outside significance (signifiance), bars access to 
the symbolic. Sublimation, on the contrary, transports not only pleasure 
but the orgasm into metaphor. Orgasm, endlessly renewed, brought to a 
white heat, explodes at the moment of pleasure. It bursts in the double 
sense of the French term eclat er: the sense of deflagration and that of a 
revelation. There is therefore a continuity of the ascent of pleasure and 
of its apogee in orgasm: the one carries the signifier to its maximum 
incandescence; the other marks the moment when the discourse, in 
exploding under the effect of its own force, comes to the point of 
breaking, of coming apart. It is no longer anything. 

, To break z~self, to disjoint itself, in other words, to articulate 
itself through a meaning which endlessly escapes. Orgasm in discourse 
leads us to the point where feminine jouissance can be understood as 
wrz"tt"ng (ecriture). To the point where it must appear that this 
jouissance and the literary text (which is also written like an orgasm 
produced from within discourse), are the effect of the same murder of 
the signifier. 

Isn't this why Bataille, jarry and jabes speak of writing as the 
jouissance of a woman? And why that which she is writing is the Name? 
[vii] 
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Oppression 
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Market Macmillan £8.95 

Irene Bruegel 

By and large feminists in this country have ignored bourgeois economics. 
It has neither been subjected to criticisms from a feminist standpoint as 
have other elements of bourgeois ideology, nor have there been any 
major attempts by feminists to use its analytical devices. Instead 
feminist economists have looked, rightly, to marxist economics to begin 
to understand women's position under capitalism. And yet no one, to 
my knowledge, has explained why feminists should reject bourgeois 
economic analysis and turn to marxist theory. With the rise in the 
United States, in particular, of a bourgeois economic analysis of the 
family and the role of women in the economy, this is no longer a non 
question. 

Such an analysis is being used in a number of ways. Firstly, to 
identify the source of women's unequal earnings, by attempting to 
unravel the various factors involved: overt discrimination by employers 
either disliking women workers or making false assumptions about 
them, the attitudes and actions of male workers, the effects of occupa
tional segregation- the crowding of women into 'women's work', the 
effects of sex role differentiation within the home. As a statistical 
exercise, such work could indeed help feminists to identify more clearlv 
the limitations of a legislative approach - as embodied in the Equal 
Pay Act and the Sex Discrimination Act- were such analysis to be 
freed from the restrictions of a bourgeois economic framework. The 
second thrust of the American work is to argue, however, that the 
framework of bourgeois neo-classical economics with its assumptions of 
individuals interacting harmoniously through a market mechanism to 
achieve their individual goals is an appropriate methodology for 
understanding a whole range of human behaviour: the institution of 
marriage, the size of families, time spent on education, housework, paid 
employment an<~ even crime. Thus there is an important methodologi
cal question at issue, with some American feminists such as Janice 
Madden arguing explicitly 'that micro-economic theory provides the 
modus operandi for an analysis of women's economic "liberation" (sic)' 
(Madden 1973). It seems from the American economic literature 
available here, that much of the debate on women's economic position 
is being conducted within a neo-classical framework and hence within 
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an essentially reformist perspective (cf Kahne and Kohen, 1975). 
This article is focussed on that question of the relevance of 

bourgeois economic theory for a feminist perspective. This will be 
looked at by examining the contributions of a pair of orthodox EngliSh 
economists, Brian Chiplin and Peter Sloane who have written a series of 
articles (Chiplin and Sloane 1970, 1974, 1976a, 1976b) condensed into 
a book Sex Discrimination in the Labour Market. They use the theory 
developed in the US to appraise the British situation. Their analysis 
maintains that sex discrimination legislation is too restrictive on employ
ers and has counter-productive effects in reducing economic welfare. 
And this is a political argument. It is dressed up, naturally, in the 
language of objective and scientific analysis. What I want to show is how 
sexist and unscientific the assumptions of this form of analysis really are. 

The very presentation and framework of Chiplin and Sloane's 
book runs counter to a feminist analysis. As if to signal its sexism -and 
therefore its legitimacy within the conventional framework of male
dominated economics - the cover is a cartoon showing two busty pin 
ups and a 'typical' male worker expressing the sentiment that 'a 
woman's place is the home'. The very framework of the analysis - a 
concern to consider discrimination rather than domination......: is anti
thetical to a feminist approach. Discrimination is seen as an imperfection 
of a basically free, equal and fair market. It is a problem if, and only if, 
it causes such distortions to the market mechanism as to reduce total 
output and hence implicitly, total welfare. Thus much of the oppression 
of women, their low earnings relative to men, their exclusion from such 
favoured sectors of employment as higher management, car production, 
mining, is judged beneficial by Chiplin and Sloane. They write: 

on efficiency and equity grounds it may in fact be preferable for 
males on average to be in relatively highly skilled and highly paid 
activities' (p 140) 

and again in discussing discriminatory hiring practices they say: 
'if both wage and employment discrimination are prohibited 
national output may be lower because jobs are allocated less 
efficiently ... Furthermore, it is also possible that the lower 
income group (eg women) might be worse off than without 
discrimination because ofthe lower total income'. (pp 109-110) 

Chiplin and Sloane reach this conclusion as a result of 
1. a sexist bias: women as 'less productive' workers; 
2. the assumption of bourgeois economics that the economy reflects the 

choices made within individual households, and how discrimination 
is then understood; 

3. the assumption of a harmonious division of labour within households 
with no conflicts of interest between family members. 

They start by assuming a perfectly competitive market and look at the 
possible causes of lower female wages (wage discrimination) and the 
concentration of women in certain jobs (employment discrimination). 
In their view these break down into two discrete possibilities; a 
preference by men for working with or employing other men and/or a 
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difference in the attributes of female workers, stemming from women's 
role in domestic work. They discuss both possibilities but then lay stress 
on these attributes as the major element differentiating the experience 
of men and women in the labour market. 

1. A sexist bias: women as 'less productive' workers 

The sexist bias in their work is clear and is the least problematic issue at 
stake. They start their argument by posing as detached observers using 
the objective methods of economic and statistical analysis in opposition 
to what they see as the emotionalism and irrationality pf committed 
feminists. Thus in the introduction they state: 

Defenders of women's rights may feel that efficiency questions 
should be subordinated to the social needs and aspirations of the 
female population. However ... it does seem important to have at 
least some knowledge of the likely costs involved in indulging 
these particular preference patterns. ·(p 3) · 

They then assume that there are such costs but provide no concrete 
evidence. Higher costs imply lower productivity but all the reader is 
offered on lower productivity of women, job for job, is a reference to the 
1919 Report of the War Cabinet Committee on Women in Industry 
(Atkin Report) and the information that women have more unpaid 
absence from work and higher average job turnover rates than men. 
They say the Atkin Report found that: 

where females were substituted for males on heavy work output 
fell or an additional burden was placed on those males who had 
retained their jobs . 

What they don't say is that the Atkin report has no quantitative data to 
support this finding and is based only on the subjective assessments of 
managers, the scientific validity of which is hardly proven. Chiplin and 
Sloane's figures on absenteeism again show their bias. They give 
evidence of days lost in paid employment by sex; but men by virtue of 
their higher status are far less likely to lose pay when absent. The 
General Household Survey 1974 gives figures to show that absenteeism 
by women is no higher than for men. Nor indeed are job-turnover rates. 

Thus Chiplin and Sloane provide no evidence that, job for job, 
women are less productive than men to substantiate their fears of the 
effects of 'indulging women's preference patterns'. 

2. The assumption of bourgeois economics that the economy 
reflects the choices made within individual households 

But even if women were less efficient, it does not follow that anti
discrimination legislation is undesirable. Chiplin andSloane's argument 
rests upon the framework of neo-classical economics: a framework 
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which is static and a-historical. Even supposing that women are less 
efficient, such an argument doesn't usefully distinguish the causes of 
such lower productivity - is it inherent, or is it a socially determined 
condition, dependent on a particular organisation of society? The 
analysis can't make such a fundamental distinction because neo
classical economics takes the social relations of capitalism to be 
universal and natural. 

Chiplin and Sloane talk of the specialisation of functionS within 
the household whereby men concentrate on gaining marketable skills 
and women concentrate on child rearing and invest less time and effort 
in their own training. This being so, women enter the labour market 
with inferior skills and are hence less productive. But the 'choice' of who 
within a family goes out to gain skills is not an isolated individualistic 
decision (though Within a 'liberated' relationship it might just possibly 
be experienced as such) but a decision which is pre-structured by the 
alternatives of a wider society. The neo-classical picture of individuals' 
'decisions' reflecting their subjective desires breaks down because those 
choices are made within a framework where certain options are for all 
intents and purposes closed. Discriminatory practices by employers and 
the State are part of that framework, thus they are inherent in a 
structure which defines a particular role for women and not just an 
unfortunate fault. 

Thus to say that anti discrimination legislation may reduce total 
output and impose costs on society at large because women are less 
productive, is to make fairly rigid assumptions about what changes are 
possible. Specifically, the assumption is being made that discrimination 
doesn't shift the balance of advantage for women in gaining skills. 
Therefore it is assumed that anti-discrimination legislation can have no 
effect on household decision-making. This may well be the case, but 
nowhere is it established in the book. If one assumes the status quo as 
fixed then it can indeed follow that employing women rather than men 
could reduce output. It could indeed be argued that while capitalism 
exists radical alterations in the sexual division of labour could not be 
effected by anti-discrimination legislation. Chiplin and Sloane however 
fail to elaborate that argument. 

Thus to say that anti-discrimination legislation may reduce total 
on output and welfare is to make fairly rigid assumptions too, about the 
desirability of current patterns of production. It is in fact to argue that 
the existing pattern is the desirable one, fulfilling society's interests. 

Neo-classical economics is an elaborate set of apologetics to do 
just that. It poses as a positivistic analysis of what is, or what would be 
the case, if its assumptions were valid, but then translates these into 
prescriptions of what ought to be. Thus what is efficient is that which is 
efficient for the status quo, that is what is efficient in producing profit. 
Efficiency, thus identified, is taken then to be efficiency for all time, for 
a whole society, by writing out any possibility of conflicting interests 
between different groups. 

Chiplin and Sloane suggest that to 'indulge' the preferences of 
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women would be to reduce overall efficiency. Yet, paradoxically, the 
'virtue' of the neo-classical model is supposed to be that it shows how the 
free market does nieet (indulge) the preferences of individuals in the 
market. However, those demands that are met, are those which are 
effective in the market; that is at any given point of time the pattern of 

· goods and services produced (and the pattern of who produces them, 
under what conditions) reflects the existing distribution of income and 
power. Production is.only efficient with respect to that given distribu
tion; a different distribution would yield, within the neo-classical 
model itself, a different pattern of production and employment as the 
efficient one. Thus it is only by dismis8ing any questions of income 
distribution and power relations, that Chiplin and Sloane can elevate 
the statu:: quo above the 'indulgence' of women's preferences. 

There are good reasons for questioning the presupposition that 
the economy operates to maximise the utility of households. These 
derive in one way or other from a: failure to consider relations of power: 
conceptualisation of the social system as one of free and equal relations 
of exchange between individuals. The existence of discrimination is 
indeed one such case in point. Therefore it should surprise no-one that 
Chiplin and Sloane attempt to minimise the extent of discrimination 
and locate unequal pay and job opportunities as stemming from the 
household, ie for them outside the employers' realm. 

By discrimination the neo-classical economist means the treat
ment of individuals in pay or job opportUnities in a way which doesn't 
reflect the (marginal) productivity of the individuals concerned. As 
such, discrimination is inconsistent with a perfectly competitive market. 
Gary Becker, arguing within the neo-classical paradigm, maintains that 
if a capitalist discriminates against women or blacks, this will reduce his 
profits relative to a non-discriminator (Becker, 1971). Therefore capi7 
talists lose by discrimination and discrimination can only be a temporary 
phenomenon within a perfectly competitive economy; eventually the 
discriminator will be driven out of business. How does the neo-classicist 
then square the empirically observed phenomenon of discrimination 
with presumptions about the market? There are different ways in which 
this is done, ail unsatisfactory. Becker argues that capitalists may have a 
taste for discrimination, the costs of which they bear. Chiplin and 
Sloane · are sceptical of such an approach and argue implicitly that 
much of the observed discrimination is not discrimination within the 
above definition but a reflection of women's abilities and preferences. 
Barbara Bergman an American economist and Janice Madden explain 
discrimination by the deviation from competition which monopoly 
brings, Bergman stating explicitly that liberation may not require an 
overthrow of capitalism, but rather greater competition within the 
market. (Beigman 1972) 

Janice Madden does then put forward what she sees as a power 
model of discrimination. Discriminators can benefit from discrimination 
by virtue of the monopoly power they are able to gctin in the market. She 
identifies two forms of monopoly power; the monopoly power of trade 
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unions protecting the interests of their male members and the monopoly 
(monopsony) power of a single employer within a given labour market. 
(Madden 1973) 

The identification of trade union power as a perpetuator of 
discrimination might seem to make the Madden monopoly approach 
attractive. But it begs more questions than it answers and is inconsistent 
with the usual neo-classical assumptions about family decision-making. 
As Chiplin and Sloane put it, for male workers to seek to discriminate 
against female workers implies that households (which 'normally' would 
contain at least a potential female worker as well as a male) would be 
discriminating against themselves. For they would be seeking only to 
maximise male incomes, not total income. What all these writers fail to 
consider is why it is that households do indeed discriminate against 
themselves, why trade unionists do tend to organise to raise male wages 
relative to female, why it is that capitalists do discriminate although 
their individual profits may be initially lowered thereby, and why 
monopoly is the prevailing form of capitalism and not simply a random 
deviation? ·Locked in an a-historical model which considers individual 
actions rather than the totality of social relations which structure such 
individual actions, they are led to see discrimination as in one way or 
other marginal and aberrant rather than part and parcel of a total 
framework of capitalist domination. 

3. The assumption of a harmonious division of labour 
within households 

Chiplin and Sloane argue that the lower wages and opportunities .open 
to women cannot be adequately explained by posing a desire to 
discriminate on the part of males, because such a 'taste for discrimin
ation' remains unexplained. They then go on to argue that the major 
cause of the unequal position of women in the labour market is women's 
characteristics as workers, namely their propensity to be engaged in 
domestic work. This is in itself a valid point but Chiplin and Sloane, 
having noted the different characteristics, then perform the usual 
sleight of hand and translate these differences into the preferences of 
women themselves. They do this using a tendentious analogy with 
patterns of criminal behaviour. They assume firstly that crime is a 
rational activity, specifically that the choice of which crime to engage in 
is decided in relation to the (risk discounted) returns, and secondly, that 
crime is an activity in which women cannot be discriminated against. 
Therefore, the pattern of female crime (the concentration in shop 
lifting etc) must be an outcome of women's choices. Hence, just as 
women choose to concentrate in certain areas of crime, so too their 
concentration in certain areas of employment must be choice deter
mined. Why this should follow for employment is unclear, even 
accepting the rather dubious proposition that there is no discrimination 
in crime. 
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Chiplin and Sloane's model of women's choices determining the 
distribution of women between jobs involves both an unwarranted 
separation between discrimination and preference formation - these so 
called demand and supply factors interact - and the unwarranted 
assumption that women's rights and interests correspond harmoniously 
with those of the household, ie with those of their husbands. 

On the first point, Chiplin and Sloane argue that a large part of 
the difference in average pay between men and women stems. from 
differences in their characteristics as workers and that only a residual is 
overt discrimination. If one takes the 'raw' difference in wage rates 
between men and women and then standardises for factors such as 
hours worked, qualifications, years of experience at the job etc then 
differences in pay are of course diminished. But each and every one of 
these standardisation factors reflect unequal treatment of women. Now, 
while it would be. useful to show that discrimination as defined in the 
Sex Discrimination Act is but one limited stage in a cumulative process 
and hence that the Act has severe limitations, Chiplin and Sloane use 
the analysis to write out the reality of discrimination. 

Thus, by their interpretation of the impact of domestic work on 
women's labour market position, they exonerate the capitalist. Even 
accepting for the moment their assumption that sex role segregation 
within the household is not determined exogenously (ie outside ·the 
household), it is quite clear that the capitalist is no passive observer of 
differences in labour supply characteristics between men and women, 
but uses such differences as he can to maximise his profits. He locates 
his employment for example in such a way as to gain a captive market of 
married women workers; he exploits what differences there are on a 
divide-and-rule basis. 

Discrimination is not separable from differences in labour 
market characteristics, since discrimination in itself fuels differences in 
those characteristics and in the way such characteristics are valued. 
Thus high rates of turnover are viewed as bad when women are 
involved, yet among non-manual males high rates of job change are 
generally associated with dynamism and increased salary levels. 

Secondly, Chiplin and Sloane's understanding of the division of 
labour in the home reveals once again the poverty of conventional 
economic analysis. The household is t:reated ·like a firm having the 
objective of maximising its satisfaction subject to the constraints it has 
on earning income in the market. Given that a household's satisfaction 
is derived from the income earned in the market and the amount of 
household work undertaken, if, as it is assumed, women are compara
tively better at household tasks and men at earning money in the 
market, it follows that the household maximises its satisfaction with the 
woman doing the housework and the man being the main breadwinner. 
But this apparent harmonious division of labour is only arrived at by 
definition; by defining such a thing as household satisfaction and 
excluding any separate interests of men and women (and children) 
within a household. 
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It is this kind of analysis which allows Chiplin and Sloane to end 
the book with a final flourish of empty prescription: · 

One major way forward may be for members of the family them
selves to reassess their current role and examine whether the net 
effects of the existing framework result in the family discriminat
ing against itself in such a way that it fails to maximise its own 
welfare. 

The framework referred to is the internal framework of familial division 
of labour; even then it is difficult to see why families should begin to 
question it, given the Chiplin and Sloane perspective. If it were just a 
matter of men and women getting together and cosily reassessing their 
relative contributions to household work, then it is difficult to see why 
that has never happened before. 

The concept of household welfare is a neat device to deny 
oppression. Suddenly the world of rugged individuals operating in the 
market to maximise their individual welfare, without a hint of the 
possibility of collective, societal ends, has disappeared. At home we all 
(equally) subsume our individual interests to those of the household. 
Since households by definition maximise their satisfaction within the 
constraints of the time and income available, if we observe men as the 
major breadwinners and women has housewives; it follows that such 
behaviour reflects household preferences. Oppression within the home 
and within the labour market has been wiped out; for the observed is 
taken as the desired, in good bourgeois economic fashion. 

Throughout all this power relations are absent. They neither 
structure the decisions within the individual family nor those within 
society at large. The question is never raised of in whose interests family 
structure is maintained; the benefit which capitalism.might derive from 
the existence of housewives as a potential labour supply does not enter 
the analysis of sex role differentiation. Since there is no class conflict 
within the neo-classical model, there is no way in which capitalist class 
interests can be seen to be furthered by perpetuating, through dis
criminatory means among others, divisions within the working class, 
between the sexes and between racial groups. Since the neo-classical 
model of the world is suspended in a timeless vacuum, discrimination, 
monopoly etc are but random imperfections, forming no part of the 
structure of society; they can therefore be wished away without a funda
mental questioning of capitalism as a system. 

A book like Sex Discrimination z'n the Labour Market tries to 
perform an ideological function. Unlike most work in the discipline of 
economics, it considers the very real economic questions of the position 
of women in the economy but does so within a framework which serves 
ultimately to justify the status quo. Such a framework which is 
premissed on a world of free floating individuals interacting freely and 
equally can have no place in a developing feminist analysis of society. 
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