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m/f 
Editorial 

The practice of the Women's Movement depends on a notion of 'the 
feminine' whether in feminist therapy, feminist politics or even in the 
production of a feminist journal. It is the specificity of these practices, 
and the concept of the 'feminine' within them that must be addressed. 
In the first issue we argued that the category of woman is not a pre-given 
unity. To the extent that feminist theory continues to rely on such a 
notion, there are problems for feminist politics concerning the formula
tion of pertinent political demands. 

When feminists explain the present position of women in terms 
of a point of origin of sexual difference, then they deny specific 
practices and politics any effectivity since these are thereby expressions 
of a fixed and unchanging essence. Sexual difference is then not 
instituted within specific practices but functions outside it. 

A feminist history which positivises the position of women merely 
expresses this point of origin in a celebratory fashion. What is impor
tant, rather, is to consider how specific practices have produced sexual 
difference, in a multiplicity of ways. 

More recently, feminists have sought to theorise an aiternative 
place from which to 'speak'. Feminist therapy, for instance, argues 
the primacy of a feminine experience. It assumes that what is repressed 
is alternative to and outside the given order and therefore subver
sive- but the terms of its 'otherness' are, precisely, formulated within 
that order. Consequently, the assertion of an alternative closes off 
questions about the nature and constitution of such alternative femin
inity. 

If the particular site of experience is located in the body it then 
takes on the function of an origin. It becomes the source of a true 
speech, a 'woman's discourse'. But psychoanalysis has shown that the 
body has no language of its own though the body can 'enter the 
conversation'. Psychoanalysis accounts for that possibility through the 
theory of the unconscious and its relation to discourse. It is concerned 
with the production of the feminine (and the masculine) through the 
discourse of the unconscious. 

However, such a production is not itself determining across other 
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discourses. Legal, medical, politi~al discourses each construct different 
definitions of women rather than being the expression or representation 
of pre-given objects, women and men. This means that there can be no 
'feminine discourse' representing or reflecting a pre-~ven object, 
woman. 

The Women's Movement is, by definition about sexual differ
ence and, in particular, the c~tegory of women. But the relation 
between women and sexual diffenence is always a constructed one and it 
is therefore not inconsistent to conceive of a strategic homogeneity of 
women and to insist that wocien are constructed in a variety of 
practices. It is the shifting gro~nd between the construction of the 
category woman that we have at present and that category that 
feminists struggle to construct, that gives rise to the temptation to fall 
back on the notion of a pre-given unity of women and a simple notion of 
women's oppression. The unity of women's oppression results directly 
from that unity of women, women seen as the entity which the state, 
patriarchy or capitalism oppresses. The questioning of such unities at a 
theoretical level is relevant to feminist politics, though theory cannot 
dictate that politics. i 

This is of immediate concern to m/ f as a journal wit!lln the 
Women's Movement and addressed to it. A central tenet of the politics of 
the Women's Movement has been autonomy, from the established 
male-dominated left (or any other) political groupings, and autonomy 
as a women-only movement. Nevertheless there are notable exceptions, 
where feminists have worked together with men and with specific left 
groupings- the NationalAbortibn Campaign, or the Working Women's 
Charter Campaign. The problems this has thrown up, on precisely 
feminist grounds, have been discussed extensively in the Women's 
Movement. The necessity for collaboration and its difficulties remain 
crucial issues. Thus autonomy, while at times constructed in terms of a 
sex war, as a response to 'ess~ntial antagonisms' between men and 
women, is also more pragmaticaUy a recognition of the effects of sexual 
difference as sexual division. · 

Tnis is especially relevant to m/ fs project as a theoretical journal 
inasmuch as theory has been th~ traditional preserve of men, with rare 
incursions by women. Our political response to these problems has been 
to work as a women-only group with a commitment to encouraging and 
developing work by women. Ye~ we are also publishing work by men. 
That is, within m/ f we are drawing on and developing theoretical work 
by men as well as by women. Theory is not sexually differentiated, is not 
male or female. But we wish to emphasise the importance of the 
appropriation and production of theory by women for women. Hence 
the basis on which men contribute to m/ f raises a number of difficulties 
both for the editorial group and for the journal's relation to the 
Women's Movement. It raises the question, in what way men can, and 
should, contribute to the elaboration of the strategies and objectives of 
the Women's Movement. What would it mean to confine any contri
bution by men to the area of theory, the area of their traditional 
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dominance? Or, on the other hand, to publish direct interventions by 
men in feminist politics? The balance being held within m/ f is, we 
hope, one between autonomy as isolation, and a collaboration which 
subsumes and submerges the specific problems of women. 

Parveen Adams, Beverley Brown, Elizabeth Cowie 

Errata : m/ f no 1 
We apologise for the errors which occurred on the first page of 
Michele Montrelay's 'Inquiry into Femininity' (p 83). The third and 
fourth paragraphs should read: 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 hence 
homologous to the penis, which is the girl's erotic organ. And 
whe, at the moment of the Oedipus complex, she 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 ... 

We would be glad to receive comments on this issue and on m/f 
no 1. Proposed articles are most welcome and should be submitted 
in good time for discussion with the editorial group. 

Women who are interested in discussing m/ f nos 1 and 2, and the 
general questions arising out of them, are invited to a meeting on 
9 December 1978 at 2.30 pm in the Polytechnic of Central 
London (main building) Regent St. London W1. If creche 
facilities are required please ring 01-435-0907 in the preceding 
week. 



'Dora' -· fragment of an analysis 
J acqueline Rose 

... the word is understood only as an extension of the body which 
is there in the process of speaking ... To the extent that it does 
not know repression, femiilinity is the downfall of interpretation. 
Michele Montrelay, 'Inquiry Into Femininity', m/f, no 1, p 89 
... filmed sequence - it is the body of Dora which speaks pain, 
desire, speaks a force divided and contained. Helene Cixous, 
Portraz"t de Dora, editions des femmes, 1976, p 36 

What would it mean to re-open the case of Dora now? The quotations 
above point to an urgency which' is nothing less than that of the present 
dialogue between psycho-analysis and feminism, a dialogue which 
seems crucial and yet which constantly slides away from the point of a 
possible encounter; psychoanal~is attempting to delimit an area which 
might be called femininity witHin the confines of the drive, within a 
theory of sexuality which constantly places and displaces the concept of 
sexual difference, feminism starting precisely from that difference 
which it then addresses to psychbanalysis as a demand, the demand for 
the theory of its construction. Feminism, therefore, first turns to 
psychoanalysis because it is seen as best placed to describe the coming 
into being of femininity which, in a next stage it can be accused of 
producing or at least reproduci~g. sanctioning somehow within its own 
discourse. And then, where it fails, as it did with Dora, this can be taken 
as the sigfi of the impossibility of its own project, the impossibility then 
becoming the feminine, which, 'by a twist which turns the language of 
psychoanalysis against itself, it represses. Quite simply, the case of Dora 
is seen to fail because Dora is repressed as a woman by psychoanalysis 
and what is left of Dora as som~how retrievable is the insistence of the 
body as feminine; and since it is a case of hysteria, in which the 
symptom speaks across the body itself, the feminine is placed not only as 
source (origin and exclusion) b~t also as manifestation (the symptom). 
Within this definition, hysteria is assimilated to a body as site of the 
feminine, outside discourse, silent finally, or, at best, 'dancing'. 

What I want to do in this article is look at some of these 
difficulties through the case of Dora. Not simply to accuse the case of its 
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failure, which failure must, however, be described and interrogated; 
not to produce an alternative reading whose content would be the 
feminine, but nonetheless to bring out some of the problems of the case 
precisely as the problem of the feminine within psychoanalysis in its 
urgency for us now. To do this will involve a discussion of the case itself, 
how its failure relates to changes in the concept of sexuality, and how 
these changes, which come at least partly in response to that failure, 
make certain conceptions of the feminine problematic. 

The article falls into a number of parts: 
- the failure of the case, its relation to Freud's concept of femininity; 
- the relation of changes in the concept of femininity to changes in 
that of analytic practice (transference); and then to the concept of the 
unconscious in its relation to representation (hysterical and schizo
phrenic language); 
- how these changes make impossible any notion of the feminine 
which would be outside representation, the failure of the case of Dora 
being precisely the failure to articulate the relation between these two 
terms. 

1. The Case of Dora 

The case of Dora was first drafted under the title 'Dreams and Hysteria' 
in 1901, the year after the publication of The Interpretation of Dreams. 
Yet it did not appear until1905, in the same year as The Three &says 
on a Theory of Sexuality. The space between the two dates is punc
tuated by Freud's own comments on his hesitancy regarding a case 
which had promised so much, which he had in fact promised as nothing 
less than the sequel to The Interpretation of Dreams, as the link 
between clinical practice and dream analysis, between the aetiology of 
the symptom and the primary processes. The history of the case, its 
hesitancy, in this sense speaks for itself, for it is caught quite literally 
between those two aspects of Freud's work, the theory of the unconscious 
and the theory of sexuality, whose relation or distance is what still 
concerns us to-day; as if the case of Dora could only appear finally at the 
point where the implications of its failure had been already displaced 
onto a theory of sexuality, by no means complete and still highly 
problematic, but at least acknowledged as such. Dora then falls, or 
fails, in the space betweerr these two texts, and Freud himself writes: 

While the case history before us seems particularly favoured as 
regards the utilisation of dreams, in other respects, it has turned 
out poorer than I could have wished.(Freud, 1905, pll; p40)[1] 

What then was wrong with Dora? First in the simple sense of diagnosis 
and/or symptom, leaving aside at this stage the question of the status of 
the diagnostic category itself, not forgetting however that it was from 
this very question that psychoanalysis set out (rejection of hysteria as an 
independent clinical entity, cf Breuer and Freud's Studies on Hysteria, 
1893-5): Dora, then, as first presented or brought to Freud, suffering 
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from tussis nervosa and periodic attacks of aphonia (nervous cough and 
loss of voice) 'possibly migraines, together with depression, hysterical 
unsociability, and a taedium vitae which was probably not entirely 
genuine', her entering into the treatment precipitated by the discovery 
of a suicide note by her parents, and a momentary loss of consciousness 
after a row with her father, subsequently covered by amnesia. The 
symptoms so slight in a sense that Freud feels it necessary to excuse to 
the reader the attention he is to give to the case, its status as it were as 
exemplary of a neurotic disorder whose aetiology he sets himself to 
describe. 

The situation is all the more complex in that the case is offered 
as a fragment, and this in a number of different senses- firstly, the 
case was broken off by the patient, secondly, it was not committed to 
writing until after the completion of the treatment (only the words of 
the dreams were recorded immediately after the session), and thirdly 
and as a corollary to this factor, only the results of the analysis and not 
its process were transcribed. Finally, Freud explicitly states that, where 
the aetiology of the case stalled, he appeals to other cases to fill in the 
gaps, always indicating the point at which 'the authentic part ends and 
my construction begins'. 

Each of these notions of fragment are crucial for the case, and 
each one is double-edged. If the case is broken off after three months, 
this only 'fragments' it in so far as the whole practice of psychoanalysis 
had changed from the immediate analysis of the symptom to an 
engagement with whatever presented itself to. the mind of the patient in 
any one session, so that the inadequacy of the time-span is the 
consequence of a new privileging of the discourse of the patient herself. 
Thus the distinction between the results and the process of analysis, 
which is the basis of the second and third notions of fragment, in one 
sense collapses ori the first (this incidentally should be remembered in 
any simple dismissal of the case as the suppression of the patient's 'own' 
language). On the other hand, the process is missing from the case in 
another and more crucial sense, that of the relation between the,analyst 
and the patient, which Freud calls the transference, and to whose 
neglect he partly ascribes its failure. All these points should be borne in 
mind as the signs of this failure, and yet each is a paradox- the process 
is there, but it is somehow elided, a meaning or interpretation of Dora's 
'complaint' is produced, but it is clearly inadequate. 

To give a history of the case is therefore impossible, but a 
number of central points can be disengaged which hopef1,1lly will be of 
help in the discussion to follow: 
- the parameters of the case are defined by the sexual circuit which 
runs between Dora's parents and their 'intimate' friends, Herr and Frau 
K, in which Dora herself is caught; 
- thus, Dora is courted by Herr K, and the crisis which leads to the 
treatment is partly precipitated by an attempted seduction on his part 
which she repudiates; 
- behind this is the affair between Dora's father and Frau K; behind 
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this, crucially, the absence of Dora's mother both in her relationship to 
Dora ('unfriendly' 'Dora' p 20; p 50) and to Dora's father (hence his 
relationship with Frau K); 
- behind this again, an intimacy which is firstly that between the two 
families, but which also completes the sexual circuit between them
the intimacy of Dora and Frau K, whose precise content is never given 
and which functions exactly as the 'secret' of the case, the source of the 
sexual knowledge which Dora undoubtedly has, and which thus cuts 
straight across from the 'manifest' behaviour of the participants to the 
'latent' aetiology of the symptoms (Freud's theory of hysteria). 

Put at its most crude, Freud's interpretation of the case is based 
on a simple identification of the Oedipal triangle, and starts with Dora's 
protest at her place in the relationship between Frau K and her father, 
that is, with Dora as a pawn who is proferred to Herr K. Thus her 
repudiation of the latter is the inevitable consequence of an outrage 
which takes Herr K as its immediate object, and yet behind which is the 
figure of the father who is the object of real reproach. In this way Dora's 
rejection of Herr K ('still quite young and of prepossessing appearance' 
(sic) 'Dora' p 29, footnote 3; p 60)) can be seen as simultaneously Oedipal 
and hysterical (repudiation of her own desire). Dora's own desire is 
defined here as unproblematic - heterosexual and genital. At this stage 
Freud was still bound to the traumatic theory of neurosis, and he thus 
traces the repudiation on the part of Dora to an attempted embrace by 
Herr K when she was fourteen, which was also repulsed - 'the be
haviour of this child of fourteen was already entirely and completely 
hysterical' ('Dora' p 28; p 59). To be more precise, therefore, we would 
have to say that the Oedipal triangle is there in the case history, but that 
it is held off by this notion of trauma which makes of Herr K the first 
repudiated object (the seducer). In his analysis of Dora's first dream, 
there is no doubt that Freud interprets it as a summoning up of an 
infantile affection for the father secondarily, as a defence against Dora's 
present, persistent and unquestioned desire for Herr K. (The second 
dream is then interpreted as revealing the vengeance/hostility against 
her father which could not achieve expression in the first.) 

Now the way that the case history is laid out immediately spoils 
the picture (or the 'fine poetic conflict' ('Dora' p 59; p 94) as Freud 
himself puts it), since Dora has been totally complicit in the affair 
between her father and Frau K, and it had in fact been entirely through 
her complicity that the situation had been able to continue. Further
more, Dora's symptom, her cough, reveals an unmistakeable identi
fication with her father, which masculine identification is confirmed by 
the appearance of her brother at three points in the case history - each 
time as the object of identification, whether as recollection, screen 
memory, or manifest content of the dream. The revealing of this 
masculine ·identification leads directly to the uncovering of the 'true' 
object of Dora's jealousy (made clear if for no other reason by the over
insistence of her reproaches against her father), that is, Frau K herself, 
with whom Dora had shared such intimacy, secrecy and confessions, 
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even about Frau K's unsatisfactory relationship. with her husband, in 
which case, Freud asks, how on earth could Dora in fact be in love with 
Herr K? We may well ask. 

What we therefore have in the case is a series of contradictions 
which Freud then attempts to resolve by a mandatory appeal to the 
properties of the unconscious itself ('in the unconscious contradictory 
thoughts live very comfortably side by side' 'Dora' p 61; p 96), revealing 
a theory of interpretation actually functioning as 'resistance' to the 
pressing need to develop a theory of sexpality, whose complexity 'or 
difficulty manifests itself time and again in the case. Thus in his analysis 
of the hysterical symptom - aphonia or loss of voice - Freud is forced 
towards the beginnings of a concept of component sexuality (a sexuality 
multiple and fragmented and not bound to the genital function), since 
the symptom is clearly not only the response to the absence of Herr K 
(impossibility of the communication desired), but also a fantasied 
identification with a scene of imagined sexual satisfaction between 
Dora's father and Frau K. This is the fullest discussion of sexuality in the 
book, which anticipates many of the theses of the Three Essays (Freud, 
1905), but it is conducted by Freud as an apology for Dora (and 
himself) - justification of the discussion of sexual matters with a young 
girl (the question therefore being that of censorship, Freud's discovery 
reduced to the articulation of sexuality to a woman), and then an 
insistence on the perverse and undifferentiated nature . of infantile 
sexuality so that Dora's envisaging of a scene of oral gratification, for 
that is what it is, might be less of a scandal. 

The difficulties therefore clearly relate to the whole concept of 
sexuality, and not just to the nature of the object ( cf for the importance 
of this p 19 on the concept of the sexual aim), but Freud's own resistance 
appears most strongly in relation to Frau K's status as object of desire for 
Dora. Thus this aspect of the case surfaces only symptomatically in the 
text, at the end of the clinical picture which it closes, and in a series of 
footnotes and additions to the interpretation of the second dream and in 
the postscript. 

It is in her second dream that the identification of Dora with a 
man (her,own suitor) is unquestionable, and since the analysis reveals a 
latent obsessi~n with the body of the woman, the Madonna, defloration 
and finally childbirth, the recuperation of a primary auto-eroticism (the 
masturbation discerned behind the first dream) by a masculine fantasy 
of self-possession now charted. across the question of sexual difference is 
clear[2]; Yet Freud makes of the dream an act of vengeance, as he does the 
breaking off of the case, which perhaps not surprisingly is its immediate 
sequel. The way this dream raises the question of sexual difference will 
be discussed below. It should already serve as a caution against any 
assimilation of Dora's homosexual desire for Frau K to a simple 
pre-Oedipal instance. Note for the moment that Freud is so keen to 
hang onto a notion of genital heterosexuality that it leads him: 
- to identify the fantasy of childbirth which analysis revealed behind 
the second dream as an 'obscure maternal longing' ('Dora' p 104 
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footnote 2; p 145), outdoing in advance Karen Homey's appeals to such 
a longing as natural, biological and pre-given, in her attacks on Freud's 
later w'ork on femininity; 
- to classify Dora's masculine identification and desire for Frau K as 
'gynaecophilic' and to make it 'typical of the unconscious erotic life of 
hysterical girls' (Dora' p 63; p 98), that is, to use as an explanation of 
hysteria the very factor which needs to be explained. 

Finally it should be pointed out that the insistence on a normal 
genital sexuality is obviously related to the question of transference. 
Freud himself attrributes the failure of the case to his failure in 
'mastering the transference in good time' ('Dora' p 118; p 160), while his 
constant footnoting of this discussion with references to his overlooking 
the homosexual desire of his patient indicates that the relation between 
these two aspects of the case remains unformulated. At one level it is 
easy to see that Freud's failure to understand his own implication in the 
case (counter-transference) produced a certain definition of sexuality 
as a demand on Dora, which it should be noted, she rejects (walks out). 
On the other hand, and more crucially, Freud's own definition of 
transference in its relation to the cure can be seen as caught in the same 
trap as that of his theory of sexuality, since he sees the former as the 
obstacle to the uncovering of 'new memories, probably an actual event' 
('Dora' p 119; p 160) (relics of the seduction theory), just as he defines 
neurosis as the failure 'to meet a real erotic demand' ('Dora' p 110; P 
151), and even allows (thereby undermining the whole discovery of 
psychoanalysis) that neurosis might ultimately be vanquished by 'reality' 
('Dora' p 110; p 152). The concept of a possible recovery from neurosis 
through reality and that of an unproblematic feminine sexuality are 
coincident in the case. 

2. 'In fact she was a feminist ... ' 

The reference comes from Freud's case on the 'Psychogenesis of 
Homosexuality in a Woman' (Freud, 1920), and in one sense the step 
from the failure of the case of Dora to this case which appeared in 1920 
is irresistable. Not, however, in order to classify Dora as homosexual in 
any simple sense, but precisely in so far as in this case Freud was led to 
an acknowledgement of the homosexual factor in all feminine sexuality, 
which acknowledgement was to lead to his revision of his theories of the 
Oedipus complex for the girl. For in this article he is in a way at his most 
radical, rejecting the concept of the cure, insisting that the most 
psychoanalysis can do is restore the original bisexual disposition of the 
patient, defining homosexuality as non-neurotic. Yet, at the same time, 
his explanation of this last factor - the lack of neurosis ascribed to the 
fact that the object-choice was established not in infancy but after 
puberty - is then undermined by his being obliged to trace back the 
homosexual attraction to a moment prior to the oedipal instance, the 
early attachment to the mother, in which case either the girl is neurotic 
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Perhaps we should remember here that Freud's work on hysteria 
started precisely with a rejection of any simple mapping of the symptom 
onto the body (Charcot's hysterogenic zones). By so doing he made of 
hysteria a language (made it speak) but one whose relation to the body 
was de-centred, since if the body spoke it was precisely because there 
was something called the uncqnscious which couldn't. At this point the 
relation of dreams and hysteria, from which we started out, can be 
re-asserted as nothing other than the inflection of the body through 
language in its relation to the unconscious (indirect representation). 
When Lacan writes that 'there is nothing in the unconscious with which 
the body accords' he means this, and he continues: 

The unconscious is discordant. The unconscious is that which, 
by speaking, determines the subjeCt as being, but a being to be 
struck through with that metonymy by which I support desire in 
so far as it is forever endlessly impossible to speak as such. 
(Lacan, 1975, p 105)* 

We saw this above, in the split between subject and object of enun
ciation,Dora as subject literally fading before her presence in the 
dream. 

3. Word-presentations and Thing-presentations 

Freud's discussion of schizophrenic and hysterical language is at its most 
explicit in Chapter VII of the metapsychological paper on the uncons
cious (Freud, 1914). That this discussion should take up the chapter 
entitled 'Assessment of the Unconscious' indicates its importance, and it 
is in fact the distinction between these two types of disorder which 
produces Freud's definition of the concept ucs (the unconscious in his 
system: unconscious, preconscious and conscious). Freud starts with 
schizophrenia in its inaccessibility to analysis, involving as it does a 
complete withdrawal of object-cathexes in their reversion to the ego. 
Note that what this produces is unmitigated narcissism, so that while the 
definition indicates Freud still basing his diagnostic categories on a 
differential relation to reality, what emerges at another level- is a 
concept of schizophrenia as the 'embodiment' of the category of the ego 
and hence of identification (as opposed to the embodiment of the body). 
What then appears as symptom is what Freud calls organ-speech in 
which 'the patient's relation to the bodily organ (arrogates) to itself the 
representation of the whole content (of her thoughts)'. Thus the 
pre-condition of organ-speech is a reversion to narcissism and the 
function of the body is the representation of a thought-content, which, 
in both of the examples given, reveals the patient's identification with 
her lover; this as distinct from the hysterical symptom where there is not 

*All quotations from Lacan are translated by Jacqueline Rose; where published 
translations exist these are indicated in the references to Lacan at the end of the 
article. 
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disorder is lost. It is worth, therefore, looking again at Dora's symptoms, 
and then (Section 3) at what Freud said about schizophrenia in its 
relation to language, in order to see whether such a position can be 
theoretically sustained. 

A number of points about Dora first. Firstly, as we saw above, 
Dora's bodily symptoms (the aphonia, the cough) are the expression of a 
masculine identification, through which identification alone access to 
the maternal and feminine body is possible. This access then threatens 
Dora with a physical or bodily fragmentation which constitute the 
symptoms of conversion. Thus access to the (maternal) body is only 
possible now through a masculine identification, which access then 
threatens the very category of identification itself, that is, Dora as 
subject. Thus at neither point of her desire for Frau K can Dora be 
placed as a 'true' feminirie, since either she is identified with a man, or 
else the movement is towards an instance in which the category of sexual 
difference is not established and that of the subject, on which such 
difference depends, is threatened. 

Secondly, in the second dream, in which Dora's desire could be 
defined as the desire for self-possession, her position as subject is at its 
most precarious. The dream most clearly articulates the split between 
the subject and object of enunciation at the root of any linguistic 
utterance (the speaking subject and the subject of the .statement[4]), ·· 
here seen in its relation to the question of sexual difference - thus, if 
Dora is there to be possessed, then she is not there as a woman (she is a 
man), and if she is not there to be possessed her place as a woman is 
assured (she remains feminine) but she is not there (Lacan's lethal 
vel[5]). 

Thirdly, and as a corollary to this, what is revealed behind this 
dream is nothing other than this question of woman as representation: 

here for the third time we come upon 'picture' (views of towns, 
the Dresden gallery), but in a much more significant connection. 
Because of what appears in the picture (the wood, the nymphs), 
the 'Bild' (picture) is turned into a 'Weibsbild' (literally 'picture 
of a woman'). ('Dora' p 99 footnote 1; p 139) 

and then as query, one which is posed by Dora herself, her relationship 
to a knowledge designated as present and not present - the sexual 
Imowledge which is the secret behind her relation with Frau K: 

Her knowing all about such things and, at the same time, her 
pretending not to linow where her knowledge came from was 
really too remarkable. I ought to have attacked this riddle and 
looked for the motive of such a remarkable piece of repression. 
('Dora' p 120 n 1, footnote 1; p 162) 

Thus nothing in Dora's position can be assimilated to an unproblematic 
concept of the feminine or to any simple notion of the body, since where 
desire is genital, it is charted across a masculine identification, and 
where it is oral, it reveals itself as a query addressed to the category of 
sexuality itself (Frau K as the 'unmistakeable oral source of information' 
'i:>ora' p 105 no 2; p 145))[6] · 
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Perhaps we should remember here that Freud's work on hysteria 
started precisely with a rejection of any simple mapping of the symptom 
onto the body (Charcot's hysterogenic zones). By so doing he made of 
hysteria a language (made it speak) but one whose relation to the body 
was de-centred, since if the body spoke it was precisely because there 
was something called the uncqnscious which couldn't. At this point the 
relation of dreams and hysteria, from which we started out, can be 
re-asserted as nothing other than the inflection of the body through 
language in its relation to the unconscious (indirect representation). 
When Lacan writes that 'there is nothing in the unconscious with which 
the body accords' he means this, and he continues: 

The unconscious is discordant. The unconscious is that. which, 
by speaking, determines the subject as being, but a being to be 
struck through with that metonymy by which I support desire in 
so far as it is forever endlessly impossible to speak as such. 
(Lacan, 1975, p 105)* 

We saw this above, in the split between subject and object of enun
ciation,Dora as subject literally fading before her presence in the 
dream. 

3. Word-presentations and Thing-presentations 

Freud's discussion of schizophrenic and hysterical language is at its most 
explicit in Chapter VII of the metapsychological paper on the uncons
cious (Freud, 1914). That this discusSion should take up the chapter 
entitled 'Assessment of the Unconscious' indicates its importance, and it 
is in fact the distinction between these two types of disorder which 
produces Freud's definition of the concept ucs (the unconscious in his 
system: unconscious, preconscious and conscious). Freud starts with 
schizophrenia in its inaccessibility to analysis, involving as it does a 
complete withdrawal of object-cathexes in their reversion to the ego. 
Note that what this produces is unmitigated narcissism, so that while the 
definition indicates Freud still basing his diagnostic categories on. a 
differential relation to reality, what emerges at another leveL is a 
concept of schizophrenia as the 'embodiment' of the category of the ego 
and hence of identification (as opposed to the embodiment of the body). 
What then appears as symptom is what Freud calls organ-speech in 
which 'the patient's relation to the bodily organ (arrogates) to itself the 
representation of the whole content (of her thoughts)'. Thus the 
pre-condition of organ-speech is a reversion to narcissism and the 
function of the body is therepresentation of a thought-content, which, 
in both of the ~xamples given, reveals the patient's identification with 
her lover; this as distinct from the hysterical symptom where there is not 

*All quotations from Lacan are translated by jacqueline Rose; where published 
translations exist these are indicated in the references to Lacan at the end of the 
article. 
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the verbal articulation of a certain relation to the body, but the bodily 
symptom itself ie conversion. 

Hence there can be no equating of schizophrenia and hysteria, 
and no assimilation of either to the body in an unmediated form. On 
the other hand, if the attempt to construct a theory of feminine 
discourse tends to produce such an identification, it is because of the 
attraction for such a theory of what Freud says about the schizophrenic's 
privileged relation to words (subject to the primary processes and 
obeying the laws of the unconscious) and the definition which this then 
leads to of unconscious representation itself: 

We now seem to know all at once what the difference is between 
conscious and unconscious presentation - the conscious presen · 
tation comprises the presentation of the thing and the presen
tation of the word, while the unconscious presentation is the 
presentation of the thing alone. (Freud, 1914, p 201) 

The distinction does in fact appear to be predicated on the notion of 
some direct, ('truer' even) relation to the object itself: 

The system Ucs contains the thing-cathexes of the objects, the 
first and trt,te object-cathexes. (op cit) 

It is on the collapse of this concept, in Freud's text itself, that the 
assimilation schizophrenia/body/unconscious can again be seen to fail. 
Firstly, Freud does in fact state even within this definition that what is 
involved in the first (primary) cathexis of the object is the memory-trace 
of the object, and in the appendix on aphasia he states the relation 
between object and thing-presentation to be a mediate one. Secondly, 
in the choice which his distinction leaves him - for if the unconscious 
comprises the thing-presentation alone, repression involving a with
drawal of the word, then for the schizophrenic either there is no 
repression, or else the schizophrenic's use of language indicates the first 
stage of a recovery, the recovery of the object-cathexes themselves. The 
schizophrenic's relation to the word would therefore reveal at its most 
transparent the loss of the object which is at the root of linguistic 
representation ('These endeavours are directed towards regaining the 
lost object' Freud, op dt p 204). This is the concept at the basis of the 
concept of the unconscious as the effect of the subject's insertion into 
language, the loss of the object and production of the subject in that 
moment (the mome~t of its fading). 

A number of conceptions about language which underpin discus
sion about the feminine and discourse, the feminine as discourse can 
now be disengaged: 

l. the idea of an unmediated relation between the body and language is 
contrary to the linguistic definition of the sign, implying as it does a type 
of anatomical mimesis oflanguage on the body; (for example, Irigaray's 
'two lips' as indicating the place of woman outside (phallo-)monistic 
discourse); 
2. the concept of the feminine as outside discourse involves a theory of 
language in which a non-excentric relation to language would be 
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possible, the subject as control and origin of meaning which is to render 
meaningless both the concept of the unconscious and that of the 
subject. 

It is on this last factor that the relation of psychoanalysis to 
language exceeds or goes beyond that of linguistics precisely in so far as 
it poses this problem of the subject's relation to discourse. Freud did not 
formulate this as such, but it is there in the contradictions of his text, in 
this further sense too, and most clearly, I would suggest, in what he has 
to say about feminine sexu,ality and transference- which brings us 
back to the case of Dora. 

4. The Question of Femininity 

In this final section I want to look at the two 'vanishing-points' of the 
case of Dora - the theory of feminine sexuality and the concept of 
transference, for if the case fai-led it was because Freud failed to 
recognise the specificity of either of these two factors, and where he saw 
their pertinence (addenda, post-script, footnote) they were left in a type 
of off-stage of the case, as the thing that was missing (the 'secret') or the 
element that he had failed to 'master', as if both were a content, an 
object to be identified, placed and resolved (transference as the recovery 
of an actual event). What I want to do here, therefore, is show how in 
both of these concepts something of the subject's relation to discourse as 
we saw it emerging above - in Dora's second dream, and theri in the 
schizophrenic relation to the word - can be discerned, and suggest the 
pertinence of that theory for discussion of the feminine not as discourse 
but, within discourse, as a relationship to it. 

Firstly, the transference, as it was elaborated by Freud in his 
papers on technique ('The Dynamics of Transference', 'Remembering, 
Repeating and Working-Through', 'Observations on the Transference
Love' Freud, 1912-15), starting again with a definition of neurosis as a 
libidinal turning away from reality, transference first seen therefore as a 
resistance in the chain of associations which would lead logically to the 
repairing or completing of the patient's memory. Dora's case also 
started, in Freud's discussion of the fragment, with this insistence that 
cure of the symptom and completion of memory were synonyinous -
psychoanalysis defined here as the creation of a full history to which the 
subject would be restored. It is a concept also present at the beginning 
of Lacan's work on the idea of full speech ('Fonction et champ de la 
parole', La can 1966), retranscription of the history of the patient 
through language, before the development of the concept of the 
unconscious preciesly as the effect oflanguage, and hence behind it a 
moment of failing which can never be restored, which is nothing other 
than that of the subject itself (primary repression). Thus Freud starts by 
stressing transference as the obstacle to the reality of the patient's 
history in a simple sense corresponding to the notion that behind 
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neurosis is an event (seduction theory) and in front of it, if all goes well, 
another event (neurosis vanquished by reality). Transference appearing 
here as something which 'flings' the patient 'out of his real relation to 
the doctor' (Freud, 1912, p 107). 

Yet, taken together, these three texts inscribe an opposite 
movement. In the discussion of recollection ('Remembering, Repeat
ing . .'), Freud interpolates a discussion of amnesia which starts with the 
concept of total recall as the objective of analysis but ends up with a 
discussion of primary or primal fantasy, indicating that concept of 
Freud's which was most completely to undermine the concept of the 
cure as the retrieval of a real occurrence. Fantasy in itself being that to 
which, in his article on the two principles of mental functioning (Freud, 
1911), Freud in fact assigned the whole domain of sexuality, whereby it 
escapes the reality principle altogether (pleasure in sexuality revealing 
itself as pleasure in the act of representation itself). 

Through this a different concept of the transference emerges, 
one seen most clearly in 'Observations on Transference-Love' where 
what is objected to in transference is its status as demand (the demand 
for love) and, more important, one that insists on being recognised as 
real (which it is, Freud has to concede), so that what now 'irrupts' into 
the analytic situation is reality itself, a reality which is totally out of 
place: 

There is a complete change of scene; it is as though some piece of 
make-believe had been stopped by the sudden irruption of 
reality. (Freud, 1915, p 162) 

The patient insists therefore on repeating 'in real life' what should only 
have been reproduced as 'psychical material' - thus the relationship to 
the real has been reversed. What this indicates for this discussion is that 
Freud himself was forced to correct or to revise the concept of 
transference to which he ascribed the failure of the case of Dora, and 
this in a way which is not satisfactorily or exhaustively defined by 
reference to the counter-transference (Freud's implication in the case). 
For what is at stake is transference as an impossible demand for 
recognition (a return of love in the third article, Freud, 1915), which 
demand has to be displaced onto another register, indicated here by the 
corresponding emphasis on the concepts of fantasy, ('make-believe'), 
representation, psychical material (the only meaning of material that 
has any value here). Note the proximity of these terms to the query, 
image, 'Bild', of Dora's second dream, sexuality precisely not as 
demand (the demand for love) but as question. 

In the discussion of the case itself, I suggested that Freud's 
concept of the transference as the retrieval of an event corresponded to 
the concept of a pre-given normal feminine sexuality, neurosis being 
defined as the failure to meet a 'real erotic demand'. Thus if the concept 
of reality has to go in relation to the notion of transference, we can 
reasonably assume that it also goes in relation to that of sexuality itself. I 
have already suggested briefly that it does, in what Freud says about the 
pleasure principle. What it is important to grasp is that while it is 
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undoubtedly correct to state that Freud's analysis of Dora failed because 
of the theory of feminine sexuality to which he then held, this concept 
cannot be corrected by a simple reference to his later theses on feminine 
sexuality (pre-Oedipality etc), crucial as these may be, since that is 
simply to replace one content with another, whereas what must be seen 
in Freud's work on femininity is exactly the same movement which we have 
just seen in the concept of transference, which is nothing less than the 
collapse of the category of sexuality as content altogether. 

Freud starts both his papers on femininity ('Female Sexuality', 
1931, 'Femininity', 1933) with recognition of the girl's pre-Oedipal 
attachment to· the mother, its strength and duration, as it had been 
overlooked within psychoanalytic theory. Thus feminine sexuality as an 
earlier stage, a more repressed content, something archaic. Yet, 
although the two papers in one sense say the same thing, their logic or 
sequence is different, and the difference has important effects on the 
level of theory. 

The 1931 paper starts with the pre-Oedipal factor, and its 
necessary relinquishment which is then discussed in terms of the 
castration complex and penis-envy. But this does not exhaust the 
question of the girl's renunciation of her mother, which question then 
persists in a series of references to 'premature' weaning, the advent of a 
rival, the necessary frustration and finally ambivalence of the child's 
demand for love. None of these factors, however, constitute a sufficient 
explanation - 'all these motives seem nevertheless insufficient to justify 
the girl's final hostility' (Freud, 1931, p 234; p 382) which cannot be 
attributed to the ambivalence of the infantile relation to the object, 
since this 'would be true of the boy child too. Thus a question persists 
which reveals itself as the question, hanging over from that of a demand 
that has been frustrated and a renunciation which still hasn't been 
explained: 'A further question arises "What does the little girl require of 
her mother?" ' (Freud, 1931, p 235; p 383). 

Freud can only answer this question by reference to the nature of 
the infantile sexual aim- its activity· (rejection of a male/female 
biological chemistry, a single libido with both active and passive aims), 
which activity is not only a corrective to the idea of a naturally passive 
femininity, but functions as repetz"tion (the child repeats .a distressing 
experience through play). Correlating this with the definition of 
infantile sexuality given earlier in the paper: 

'it ·has in point of fact no aim, and is incapable of obtaining 
complete satisfaction and principally for that reason Is doomed 
to end in disappointment . .' (Freud, 1931, p 231; p 378). 

it emerges that what specifies the little girl's aim, and her demand, is 
that she doesn't have one. The question persists, or is repeated, 
therefore, as the impossibility of satisfaction. 

In the second paper, the sequence is in a sense reversed. The 
paper starts with the caution against the biological definition of sexual 
difference, and then reposes the question of the girl's relinquishment of 
the pre-Oedipal attachment to the mother. The motives for renun-
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ciation are listed again- oral frustration, jealousy, prohibition, 
ambivalence but in this case the question of how these can explain such 
renunciation when they apply equally to the boy is answered with the 
concept of penis envy, with which the question is in a sense closed (the 
discussion moves on to a consideration of adult modes of feminine 
sexuality). Thus the question is answered here, and it as answer that the 
concept of penis envy has produced, rightly, the anger against Freud. 
For looking at the paper again, it is clear that nothing has been 
answered at all, since Freud characterises each of the earlier motives 
specifically in terms of its impossiblity (cf above)- oral demand as 
'insatiable' (Freud, 1933, p 122), 'the child's demands for love are 
immoderate' (p 123) (rivalry), 'multifarious sexual wishes which cannot 
for the most part be satisfied' (p 123), 'the immoderate character of the 
demand for love and the impossibility of fulfilling their sexual wishes' (p 
124). Now, if what characterises all these demands is the impossibility of 
their satisfaction, then the fact that there is another impossible demand 
('the wish to get the longed-for penis' p 125)cannot strictly explain 
anything at all, other than the persistence of the demand itself- the 
question therefore, of the earlier paper 'What does the little girl require 
of her mother?' 

The question persists therefore only in so far as it cannot be 
answered and what I want to suggest here is that what we see opening up 
in the gap between the demand and its impossibility is desire itself, what 
Lacan calls the effect of the articulation of need as demand, 'desire 
endlessly impossible to speak as such' (cf p 15). This is why the demand 
for love in the transference blocks the passage of the treatment in so far 
as it insists precisely on its own reality (the possibility of satisfaction). 
What Freud's papers on femininity reveal, therefore, is nothing less 
than the emergence of this concept of desire as the question of sexual 
difference - how does the little girl become a woman, or does she? 

To return to dreams and hysteria, isn't this exactly the question 
which reveals itself in the dream of the hysteric analysed in The 
InterpretationofDreams(Freud, 1900, p 147-151; p228)- who dreamt 
that her own wish was not fulfilled, through an identification with the 
woman she posited as her sexual rival? Her desire, therefore, being the 
desire for an unsatisfied desire - 'she likes caviar', writes Lacan, 'but 
she doesn't want any. It is in that that she desires it'. (Lacan, 1973, p 
220)[7] And behind that wish (and that identification), the question of 
the woman as object of desire, of how her husband could desire a 
woman who was incapable of giving him satisfaction (she knows he does 
not want her). The identification, therefore, with the question itself: 

This being the question put forward, which is very generally 
that of hysterical identification, whereby the woman identifies 
herself with the man. (Lacan 1966, p 126) 

And this can be referred directly back to the case of Dora, woman as 
object and subject of desire - the impossibility of either position, for if 
object of desire then whose desire, and if subject of desire then its own 
impossibility, the impossibility of subject and desire (the one implying 
the fading of the other). Thus Dora rejects Herr K at the exact moment 
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when he states that he does -not desire his own wife, the very woman 
through whom the whole question for Dora was posed (the scene on the 
lake). 

Thus what feminine sexuality reveals in these examples is the 
persistence of the question of desire as question (exactly the opposite of 
the feminine as sexual content; substance or whatever). Finally, to 
return to the hysterical symptom itself: 

It is to the extent that a need gets caught up in the function of 
desire that the psycho-somatic can be .conceived of as something 
more than the idle common-place which consists in saying that 
there is a psychic backing to everything somatic. That much we 
have known for a long time. If we speak of the psycho-somatic it 
is in so far as what must intervene is desire. (Lacan, 1973, p 207) 

I want to conclude with this, not because I think it answers anything, 
but because I believe it to be a necessary caution to certain current 
developments within feminist theory. What seems to me to need 
attention is precisely this movement of psychoanalysis away from 
sexuality as content (pre-Oedipal or otherwise) to a concept of sexuality 
as caught up in the register of demand and desire. What does emerge 
from the above is that it was on the failings in the concept of the 
feminine (the case of Dora) that this problem emerged in Freud's own 
work. To relinquish the idea of a specific feminine discourse may be less 
discouraging if what it leads to is work on the place of the feminine as 
somehow revealing more urgently the impossibility of the position of the 
woman within a discourse which would prefer to suppress the question 
of desire as such (the question of its splitting). I would suggest tl:tat the 
case of Dora reveals no more, and no less, than this. 

Notes 

1 References to Freud are indicated by the date of the work, the first page 
reference referring to the Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological 
Works [SE], and the second referring to the equivalent page reference, where 
available , in the Pelican edition of Freud. This and subsequent quotes are 
from 'Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria', 1905, SE Vol VII and 
Pelican- Freud, Dora and Little Hans, and subsequently abbreviated to 
'Dora'. 

2 Cf Freud's discussion of this dream: 'what was most evident was that in this 
first part of the dream she was identifying herself with a young man - it 
would have been appropriate for the goal to have been the possession of a 
woman, of herself.' 'Fragmentofan Analysis', SE Vol VII pp 96-97; Pelican 
Frued pp 136 

3 It can also be objected to these arguments that they simply reproduce the 
classical definition of women/the feminine as irrational, outside discourse, 
language etc, with clearly reactionary implications for women; cf for 
discussion of this Monique Plaza, 'Pouvoir "phallomorphjque" et psycho
logie de "la Femme" ' in Questionsfeministes no 1, 1877 Paris, editions 
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tierce; trans in Ideology ani Consciousness no 4, 1978,' "Phallomorphic" 
Power and the Psychology of "Women"- A Patriarchal Chain'. 

4 This is the linguistic distinction between the subject of the enunciation and 
the subject of the enunciated (Emile Benveniste, 'De la subjective dans le 
langage', in Problems de linguistique generate, Gallimard, Paris 1966, 
University of Miami Press 1971) which I deliberately reformulate here; for a 
discussion of the concept for psychoanalysis cf J Lacan 'Analyse et verite ou 
la fermeture de l'inconscient', Le Semaire XI, Les quatre concept fonda
mentau.x de la psychoanalyse, Seuil, Paris, 1973; trans Hogarth 1977. 

5 For a discussion of this see Parveen Adams, 'Representation and Sexuality', 
m/fno 1, p 72. 

6 Cf Freud's whole footnote here, SE Vol VII, pp 104-5, footnote 2; also pp 
110-111 footnote 1, and p 120 footnote 1, Pelican pp 145, 152, 162. 

7 For full discussion of this dream see 'La direction de la cure et les principes 
de son pouvoir', Ecrits, 1966, Seuil, Paris; trans Tavistock, 1977, pp 
256-265. 
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'The Personal is Political': 
The Problem of Feminist Therapy 
Susan Lipshitz 

That is all I have to say to you about femininity. It is certainly 
incomplete and fragmentary and does not always sound friendly. 
But do not forget that I have only been describing women in so 
far as their nature is determined by their sexual.function. It is 
true that influence extends very far, but we do not overlook the 
fact that an individual woman may be a human being in other 
respects as well. If you want to know more about femininity, 
enquire from your own experience oflife, or turn to the poets, or 
wait until science can give you deeper and more coherent 
information. (Freud 1933, p 135) 

Feminists have had little time for Freud[1] partly because, as the quote 
above shows, Freud and many of his followers were seen as 'unfriendly' 
'to women. Feminism was interpreted by them as penis envy rather than 
accepted as simply the revolutionary protest it claimed to be. Amongst 
the women analysts there was concern with a theory of femininity but 
Deutsch, Horney and Bonaparte[2] and others installed femininity 
alongside masochism and stressed the primacy within the feminine of 
the function of giving birth. It is not that this function, any more than 
the fertilising function of the male, can be denied, but feminists are 
concerned to question the apparent inextricability and naturalness of 
these associations. So hostility to psychoanalysis has its basis partly in the 
'theoretical misogynism' which a superficial reading of Freud tends to 
confirm. . 

I am concerned to discuss what 'feminist therapy' is or could be 
since practices have emerged in the current Women's Movement which 
go by this name and are working attempts to provide help and therapy 
for women through talking to other women within a feminist frame
work. Such activities need to be clearly distinguished from medical 
treatments along the lines of psychiatry, so-called psychological medi· 
cine, where physical treatments only are offered for various neurotic 
conditions. Feminist therapeutic activities also raise the problematic 
issue of the link between a political and a therapeutic practice, a link 
which to my mind is neither obvious nor necessary. 

So what is the relationship if there is one, between a set of 
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political practices concerned to relieve the oppression of women and a 
therapeutic practice which helps men and women to know their own 
psychology, and its disturbances, and to change? 

'The Personal Is Political' 

In the early heady days of the new Women's Movement, say until seven 
years ago, there was great resistance to the idea that feminism and 
specifically consciousness-raising groups were so limited as to need any 
professional (read bourgeois!) supplement. For the slogan 'the personal 
is political' legitimised the exploration of personal experience through 
talking in groups. Sympathetic listening and identification with the 
commonality of a problem voiced by one woman were expected to 
produce extraordinary changes: And often did. That suffering expres
sed by questioning or simply describing experiences of loving a man or a 
woman, living with another person or in a group, deciding whether or 
not to have children, was thought to be the effect of oppressive family 
life and work relations. In some senses the suffering was considered 
tangential to the realities producing it. This emerged from a. concern 
women had to distinguish themselves from familiar accusations that 
woman's oppression was functional and derived from their nature as 
sensitive, emotional, overemotional, unstable ... From there but a short 
step to ill or mad. Guilty. Collusive. Victim. 

In struggling against the idea that women's experience ,spoken 
out in groups would be seen as disturbed, feminists tended to see any 
distress or disturbance not explicable in environmentalist terms as 
irrelevant. The theory of the personal which is so valued in feminist 
politics could not account for lack of change. What was needed was the 
recognition of that level of psychical reality which Freud had identified 
in his writing and which provides a radical reconceptualisation of the 
personal when it includes the unconscious. For with the theory of the 
unconscious the individual can never again be at the centre of its 
experience as is assumed in Cartesian philosophy, and the person is then 
no longer broken up into separate mad and sane elements. All of us, as 
evidenced by our dreams and parapraxes, have another side. Conscious
ness for Freud is but part of our mental state whose gaps of memory, 
thought and awareness lead to the postulation of a realm visible only in 
its transformations. 

This other realm is not the same as the body although it seems to 
become confused with it both in the studies of hysterical symptoms and 
in modern day 'psychosomatic' illnesses which are often concomitants of 
psychological problems presented to doctors in the acceptable form ·of 
physical complaints.[3] I am talking about·the paradox of wanting to 
love women, but finding you hate yourself, a woman; of seeing 
sado-masochistic phantasies as the basis of the oppressive use of women 
as sex objects, yet finding them exciting. The confusing impact of these 
dilemmas probably led to a misrecognition of them as madness .. Yet 
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they are women's experience. 
The slogan 'the personal is political' breaks down under the 

impact of this paradox and such unacceptable findings. What also gets 
split apart in the process is the practice of consciousness-raising and the 
theory of femininity on which it is predicated which cannot contain such 
paradoxes. I shall return to this later in the remarks on theories of 
femininity. 

At first to suggest in the Women's Movement that sisterhood was 
not tolerant enough nor sufficient to deal with attempts to change was 
to decry feminist practice in its uniqueness and its capacity to contain 
everything. Yet it was but a short time before the cost of denying the 
force of unconscious images and ideals of the 'feminine' self became too 
great. Along with the development of work specifically on images, the 
media, law and civil rights, 'feminist therapy' emerged. 

Adaptations of the so-called alternative or new therapies, forms 
of self-help and encounter techniques were the first forms of feminist 
therapy. They were chosen because they were close to the practice of 
feminist politics, and consciousness-raising groups in particular, in 
several ways. Firstly, there was emphasis on the equality of participants 
and a sharing of experience which fitted with the egalitarianism of the 
Women's Liberation Movement. Traditional psychotherapy was rejec
ted because it was seen as a practice with a dominant and a subordinate 
partner, and because comments by the therapist to the patient are in 
the form of interpretations, not simply reassurances, not necessarily 
immediately supportive and certainly rarely in the form of physically 
comforting gestures. Interpretations can be a variety of kinds of 
intervention (questions, clarification, finishing sentences) as well as 
revelational, synthesising comments made on the basis of what the 
therapist has managed to hear in what the patient has been able to say 
and on the basis of psychoanalytic theory. In so doing of course the 
therapist is assuming the right to a separateness from the patient's 
personal experience which is quite different from the identification of 
sameness and the merging with others fostered by a consciousness
raising group. 

Secondly, the emphasis in the new therapies was often on the use 
of groups to explore interpersonal relationships in a language which 
emphasised the effort of the Will as a positive force for change and 
Action as the means of breaking through inhibitions. In contrast to 
psychoanalytically based work these groups then seemed to offer a 
quicker and more radical liberation from symptoms. They fitted in with 
the optimism of the times and the favouring of practices which claimed to 
mitigate the damaging effects of social pressure (on individual blacks, 
women and gays) rather than seeing them as being treatment for 
individual illnesses. 

Finally, a crucial element of such work was its insistence on the 
importance of women treating other women. This was partly justified 
by an argument from experience: only women could really understand 
the oppression suffered by other women. So the help envisaged is one 
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offered specifically on the .basis of mutual identification. Many forms of 
help emerged which were tailored to women's needs to become more 
aggressive, to counteract their own and'- others' expectations of their 
failure and inferiority which had become so unrelenting as to seem like 
evidence for natural laws. I would p~efer to call these activities by their 
proper name ie assertive training, and to reserve the term psycho
therapy or therapy for the particular type of talk treatment which 
derives from Freud's work. The gain IS not just pedantic clarity but the 
chance to work out a theory of psychology (hence an object of 
treatment) which is as.yet still latent in Freud's writings, which would 
differ radically from its predecessors and which is perhaps best glimpsed 
if we turn now to the psychotherapeutic relationship and the theory of 
desire on which it is based. 

On Transference 

'I did not know what kind of help she wanted from me, but I promised 
to forgive her for having deprived me of the satisfaction of affording her 
a far more radical cure for her- troubles', Freud wrote on Dora's 
breaking off her analysis with him. Her action contributed to his 
definition of the defining characteristic of a psychotherapeutic relation
ship, the working in the transference ('Fragment of an analysis of a case 
of hysteria' 1907, p 122). 

Besides the fact that women's assertive trainings are political 
practices and psychoanalysis is therapeutic in aim, there are also 
differences in their theoretical positions. For an analyst, experience 
cannot be truth because experience is only part of the story always. 
Howeverfeminist therapy and consciousness raising groups assume this 
in their use of consensual validation of individual experience. Not only 
is the group seen as but a microcosm of collective social experience bU:t 
the individual is in turn seen as merely reflecting cultural experience in 
general. I have said that it is precisely the difference between analyst 
and analysand which is commented upon and may not be easily agreed 
upon either. The basis of this comment comes from the theory .that 
repetitions of relationships and ways of functioning which often block 
change are due to the transferring of feelings and expectations of the 
past into the present. Whereas initially with Dora Freud saw this process 
as an interference in treatment he came to realise it was the element 
which made an established pattern of relating accessible to modifica
tion. 

In Freud's view of 1912 the psychotherapeutic situation evoked 
with particular intensity the demands for love which necessarily remain 
unsatisfied in us. (For him, these were mainly infantile demands 
unsatisfied in the family.) This demand for love is transferred onto the 
analyst by the patient. However it is in the nature of the demand, which 
is different from biological need, that it can only give rise to desire 
which is by definition insatiable. (Again for Freud desire is instituted 
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through earliest infantile experiences of presence and absence, separa
tion and fusion with the breast, the penis, and person of the mother.) 
However, he does not make these distinctions between need, desire and 
demand explicitly; they have been demarcated by Lacan in his rewor
king of Freud.[4) So in the quotation which follows Freud is talking of 
desire, although he uses the term need. It is desire which will 'have 
recourse to prototypes, will attach itself to one of the stereotype plates 
which are present in the subject; or, to put the position in another way, 
the cathexis will introduce the doctor [in the treatment situation] into 
one of a psychical "series" already formed'(p 100).[5] Since these are 
psychical events it is impossible that the analyst could ever meet the 
demands put on him or her. Nor should they ever seek to. The 
prototypes will be those of the family- father, mother, sister or 
brother- imagos, in Freud's terms. These are unconscious versions of 
these relatives and as such can be entirely at variance with other 
(conscious) experience of them. Hence just as sado-masochism may be 
felt as exciting while being intellectually rejected by feminists, so you 
can experience your mother as a dominating restricting spider while 
simultaneously, consciously, seeing her as a helpful, good person. 

This view of therapy, based on the transference of imagos, 
contrasts with Freud and Breuer's earlier position where venting feelings 
and the full recovery of memory were the primary vehicles of symptom 
relief and were thought to bring about change. The catharsis brought 
about a 'cure' through the patient's full recovery of her early memories 
and the implication was that the 'truth' of childhood could be recon
structed. The later position where transference is central to the work 
alters our understanding of what is involved since the imagos impose a 
shifting order of demands on the analyst which can never be fully met. 
These demands can however be recognised and understood in relation 
to the individual's past. Here is the dilemma of this piece: if this theory 
is the basis of psychotherapy where can feminism enter? Does being a 
feminist have an effect on the practice of a therapist? 

It takes a feminist to trap a therapist 

The feminist character which we each create for ourselves cannot be 
unaffected by psychoanalytic thinking in so far as we are interested 
today in the problems of the construction of femininity and of female 
sexuality. It does seem however that being a feminist leads a feminist 
therapist towards a notion that the therapist might meet the patient's 
needs concretely and away from making the distinction between need, 
demand and desire. This occurs because there is a conflation of the 
social and the psychical levels of work. I can illustrate this by referring 
back to the developmental psychological thesis implicit in Freud's 
writings (according to certain analysts at least). For if imagos relate to 
unsatisfied childhood demands for love which might indeed be satisfied 
in therapy, the argument would be that the patient would be freed to 
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grow beyond his or her point of blockage or fixation. This would 
approximate to. a state of greater 'health' which would be seen to be 
fostered by the provision of different conditions in the present from 
those of the past. 

One of the crucial issues is that of powerlessness being seen as 
learned by women and hence to be unlearned in treatment. Feminist 
therapists, then, will espouse techniques for personal change which 
emphasise external barriers to power, to active participation in the 
breaking down of restrictive functioning, rather than interpretation. 
The methods, then, are chosen for political reasons, factors which a 
therapist would see as extra-transferential. For a therapist, a relation
ship based on attempts to 'empower' women would not. be seen as 
therapy although it certainly fulfills some function. Furthermore, if 
political considerations are paramount then certain issues will be 
excluded by the politics from the therapy. This could be seen as a 
manoeuvre by both therapist and patient to split off certain issues and 
only leave selected ones on the agenda for exploration. The preset 
limitations on the work produce a bewildering array of contradictory 
expectations, for feminists doing therapy have been expected to con
done monogamy, group living, abortion, the joys of motherhood, 
lesbianism, heterosexuality, single parenthood, to talk down among the 
women and to 'leave the penis out'. To agree not to discuss these issues is 
to agree to make one's work as a therapist impossible. 

To accept feminist (however defined) demands within therapy is 
to confuse and deny the difference between a psychical and a social level 
in other ways. For the therapist might then actually try to meet the 
demands of the patient by offering themself as a strong person with 
whom the patient can identify, by offering real consolation or love. The 
use of this extra-transferential real can be the justification of abuses; for 
example, the rationales given by therapists who actually have sex with 
their patients as Phyllis Chesler documented so vividly, can cover up the 
therapists' use of the situation to satisfy their own needs, demands and 
desires. 

I suggest that these positions reflect a particular version of the 
transferential situation which is a misunderstanding of Freud's notion of 
imagos since they would suggest that there could be a feminist imago 
which is but a special version of a social view of women that has to be 
counteracted through an undoing of ~nitial learning. Freud's imagos 
can only be family imagos precisely because they are basic unconscious 
elements of the Oedipus complex which is to be understood as an 
unconscious phantasy of human kinship whose working through is the 
basis of the acquisition of a gendered self. Both therapist and patient 
have to come to terms differently with those needs, demands and desires 
which are in the transference relationship of the therapy and those 
political needs, demands and desires which cannot be located there. 
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Counter-transference 

As early as 1910 Freud discussed an important technical innovation 
when he advocated self analysis for analysts. This later became the 
requirement that all practitioners have a training analysis - Freud 
noticed 'that no psychoanalyst goes further than his own complexes and 
internal resistances permit' (p 145)[6]. Without a proper examination of 
one's own limits of tolerance for violence, perverse phantasies and 
homosexuality, helping anyone else with anxieties about these issues 
would only founder on the rocks of liberal intentions. There is a difficult 
but vital distinction between what is transferred onto the therapist and 
what the therapists' own limitation is and the making of the distinction 
is part of the therapist's learning about the unconscious. The counter
transference is used in therapy and is the recognition of the therapist's 
'personal' in that situation. 

Theories of Femininity 

Just as a feminist perspective leads towards a particular type of 
therapeutic practice, it also leads towards a particular theoretical line. 
The theory of femininity which feminists are drawn to because of their 
politics is not one all therapists would accept. I want now to turn to this 
area of theory. 

The first theory of gender which feminists took over from 
academic psychology emphasised the learning of sex roles, of stereotypes 
and of ideal images of the self. These were seen as imposed on hapless 
children by their parents and society to reproduce the dominant 
cultural view of men and women where women are seen as relatively 
inferior, stupid and more emotional. Changes in this cultural view 
could only come from changes in the family and these changes were 
considered as primarily social and economic ones. This position seems 
to overlook the complexity and relative autonomy of familial relations. 
It was a first view of the family which was soon rewritten or amended as 
the complexity of what was being uncovered and discussed in women's 
groups became evident. As a result analyses of the perv11-sive cultural 
system of stereotypes, of symbols, of the language of the media and of 
the patriarchal system and its rituals were attempted. [7] Some of this 
work specifically used psychoanalytic theory since this addresses itself to 
the central issues of the cultural construction of gender and sexuality. 
Initial reluctance due to assumptions of the misogynism of the theory_ 
gave way to recognitions of real difficulties in the theory itself. There are 
a variety of ways of thinking about sexuality and gender, and within 
Freud's writings there are also various theses which are not always 
clearly distinguished. Feminists tend to take up several positions in 
theory which can be contrasted to those in Freud. Firstly, many 
feminists would understand the theory of the 'personal' as a theory 
about 'human beings' who are therefore not seen as constructed in terms 
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of sexual difference. Here, there is ail implicit thesis of natural 
sexuality, one which would presumably be body-based. It is a para
doxical position for feminists to find themselves in since one of the 
reasons for rejecting Freud early on was oil grounds of his biological 
essentialism! But feminist analysts like Irigaray do find themselves 
suggesting a return to selfobservation by women both of their body and 
of female experience as spoken out in therapy, as the basis for the 
construction of a new theory of femininity. Surely the point is that this 
cannot be done outside of existing categories. Any suggestion therefore 
that women's experience somehow gains a voice in an autonomous 
realm accessible to the right questions and the right ears must be 
fallacious. 

The psychoanalytic view in Freud, in contrast, emphasises how a 
disparate sexuality is structured as masculine or feminine (however 
precariously) at the Oedipal moment, when the child simultaneously 
becomes 'human' and enters the order of culture. 

Secondly, the point above can be illustrated further by reference 
to the sort of developmental psychology which feminists will tend to be 
drawn to given their political emphasis on the determinancy of environ
mental forces. A feminist therapist is then likely to see individual 
developments as based on maturation occurring within a particular 
family environment. In this view Freud's component instincts or drives 
(Trz'eb) will become given (inherited) elements which the individual 
brings. to the situation and which additively combine to produce the 
mature person. However, only the missing notion of phantasy, the 
forces whic;h make . the developmental progression problematic and 
never according to the model, can begin to deal with the disjunctures 
beween need, demand and desire mentioned earlier. For phantasies do 
not connect in a simple way to particular developmental phases; they 
have an autonomy from physiology and from what- psychology refers to 
as coi'lscious cognition. If phantasy is not taken into account there seems 
no reason for the great difficulty individuals find in making 'adult 
genital sexuality' meaningful. 

Thirdly, feminist therapists do not subscribe to the psychological 
view of repression as necessary for any individual if there is to be 
culture, a view which distinguishes repression from both a notion of 
inhibition ·and one of social oppression. But while feminist therapists 
can attempt the abolition of inhibition in empowering practices, they 
cannot abolish repression, as is sometimes claimed. The freeing of 
pleasure and the acceptance of a wide range of relationships between 
men and women, women and women, men and men, can be liberating 
but is not synonymous with liberating a natural sexuality hitherto 
latent, thereby abolishing repression. There can be no isomorphism 
between a stae of 'civilisation or acculturation' which is being 'human' 
and a state of 'derepression'. To suggest this is to abolish the uncons
ciOus. 

Any assessment of feminist therapy as a feminist practice must 
necessarily try to evaluate it as a political practice, and what can be said 
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of it in these terms? It seems to me that the answer to this will depend on 
the larger questions raised here of the theory of femininity which women 
will adopt and then the working out of its relationship to politics. This is 
a general problem, not one specific to feminist practices nor to feminist 
therapy, on which work has yet to be done. The 'problem of femininity' 
remains and this piece can be but another of those incomplete 
fragments which may contribute towards our understanding. 

Notes 

1 A chapter in Shulamith Firestone's book is an exemplary case of the 
feminist rejection of Freud where she equates Freud's notion of penis envy 
with a real difference in men and women's social power, and then dismisses 
Freud. 

2 Janine Chasseguet-Smirgel has a very useful review of the major cont
ributions of different analysts to the development of a theory of femininity. 

3 John McGreal pointed out to me that although Freud's notion of the 
'psychical' can be recuperated to a mentalistic term it can also be used to 
distinguish particular pyschical formations: hysterical, obsessional, para
noid - and the differences between them can be described in psychical 
terms which evade the mind-body distinction. 

4 There is a clear discussion of this in the introduction by Parveen Adams to 
her translation of Montrelay in m/f no 1. 

5 The reference here is to Freud's paper on the transference, part of his 
papers on technique which discuss beginning treatment, how to interpret 
dreams, the practice of a transference-based therapy etc, and which were 
written as a guide for practitioners. 

6 The reference here is to a paper by Freud on the future of therapy, which 
touched on the great debate about the necessity of analysis for analysts, an 
issue complicated in the early days of psychoanalysis by the incestuous 
nature of the small group of people doing this work. 

7 The book I edited, for example, contains a variety of attempts to interpret 
the construction of aspects of femininity through various practices - child
birth in hospitals, activities in a brothel, in art, literature and in political 
polemics. 
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Socialist Feminism 
a political alternative? 
Margaret Page 

During the last year or so there has been a new departure in the 
Women's Liberation Movement; for the first time organised tendencies 
have emerged which see themselves as firmly rooted within the Move
ment. They have been initiated by women independently of revolution
ary left organisations (including the Communist Party), and are 
considered by some to be political alternatives to these organisations in 
the current political context. This is particularly true of the Socialist 
Feminist tendency. The tendencies are Anarcho-Feminists, Revolution· 
ary Feminists, and Socialist Feminists. At present each tendency is 
loosely organised as a network of autonomous groups. Each network has 
its' own newsletter, and holds its own national and regional con
ferences, open to individual women and local feminist groups. 

The emergence of these tendencies within the Women's 
Liberation Movement continues to arouse misgivings among many 
feminists, mainly over the danger of sectarian splits and unnecessary 
polarisation. For example, at the national WLM conference in 
Birmingham this year, differences between Revolutionary and Social
ist Feminists which arose during the debate on the adoption of a seventh 
demand (on violence against women) generated strong emotions which 
limited the possibility of discussion. This kind of 'polarisation' has been 
interpreted by some as an inevitable consequence of organised tenden
cies within the movement. 

However characterisation of differences between the Revolution
ary and Socialist Feminists in these terms suggests a degree of homo
geneity within the tendencies which at least in the case of the Socialist 
Feminist tendency is highly misleading. Worse still it implies a concep
tion of the differences between Socialist and Revolutionary Feminists 
which is still based on the old debate of which is primary - sex or class 
struggle. The fact is however that we have moved or are beginning to 
move beyond this debate, and that this is being made possible by recent 
developments both at the level of politics and at the level of theoretical 
analysis. Is the existence of the two tendencies then based on a false 
polarisation generated by political traditions which we have already 
outgrown? Or can we accept that they have a positive contribution 
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to make to political and theoretical advance? 
In this article I shall explore these questions as a contribution to 

the debate on the basis for a Socialist Feminist tendency. The tendency 
continues to be characterised by many women, feminists and non
feminists, as simply a re-assertion of the primacy of class struggle 
defined in traditional marxist terms, despite the fact that it was 
initiated by feminists who in no way adhere to this primacy. In fact it is 
possible to define the common ground between Socialist Feminists only 
in very general terms; eg we would all reject analyses which locate the 
basis of women's subordinat~on in our biology, and on this basis 
differentiate ourselves from the Revolutionary Feminists. Beyond this 
the dividing lines are by no means dear cut; as issues of Scarlet Woman 
show, there is considerable interchange between members of the two 
tendencies at the level of analysis. 

In this situation clarification of the basis for the Socialist 
Feminist tendency is particularly urgent. Given the heterogeneity within 
the tendency, what is the basis for unity? If we reject the marxist 
problematic as inadequate - why form a tendency which appears still 
to be based on the marxist tradition? What is the basis of the need to 
differentiate ourselves politically within the broader feminist move
ment?_ To make any sense of these questions we need to look at them 
both in relation to the political development of the feminist movement 
as a whole, and in relation to current developments on the marxist left, 
particularly at the level of theory. 

Tendencies in the Women:S Liberation Movement: a threat 
to sisterhood? 

One important response to the emergence of these organised tendencies 
within the WLM has been a fear of 'splitting' the feminist movement. 
This response has come from several very different sources. On the one 
hand there are many feminists who are not aligned to political group
ings outside the women's movement, who see the tendencies as a threat 
to 'sisterhood', a repetition of sectarian organisational splits which 
follow political disagreements within the marxist left, and thus a 
reversion to political forms which the WLM had set out to reject. On the 
other hand, feminists aligned to some of these groups on the left (in 
particul~r the Communist Party and the IMG) have seen the emergence 
of an organised Socialist Feminist tendency as a threat to their strategy 
of developing the WLM as a mass movement, within which they might 
work to draw socialist feminists towards their respective organisations. 
For these women, the growth of a Socialist feminist_ tendency with a 
political identity in its own right inevitably poses a threat to the growth 
of their own organisation. 

It is easy to defend the principles of political organisation and 
practice developed by the WLM, in the absence of any examination of 
their present purpose. But what we have to recognise is that the concept 
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of 'sisterhood' and closely linked to it, 'autonomy' may no longer serve 
the same function now~in relation to the development of the feminist 
movement as they did at tlie beginning. 'Sisterhood' was an effective 
way of stressing our common oppression and subordination to men, and 
solidarity in struggle. 'Autonomy' was an assertion of the specificity of 
our oppression, of the need for recognition of this at the level of analysis 
and of political organisation. Thus both concepts have played a crucial 
role in creating the political awareness necessary for the emergence of a 
strong feminist movement, with its own mode of political practice. Yet 
paradoxically, an emphasis on both concepts within the WLM has had 
the effect of inhibiting that exploration of our political differences 
which is necessary for political development. 

Political differences have always existed within the WLM, and 
are inevitable within any mass movement. But the emphasis on 'sister
hood' has always diffused these differences; in relation to 'the enemy out 
there' - whether understood as men, or political groups insisting on the 
primacy of the class struggle - they have always seemed unimportant. 
At the same time the emphasis on autonomy within the Movement has 
had the effect of projecting these differences as simply part of the 
variety of the WLM, an expression of the many facets of women's 
oppression, to which the WLM is a response. The particular way these 
concepts have been used has discouraged exploration of the theoretical 
and political implications of these differences. Autonomy, as a political 
slogan, has too often been used as an injunction to 'do your own thing' 
rather than attempt to elaborate strategy on a wider and more collective 
basis. This has weakened the movement in several important respects. 
The responsibility for taking initiatives has fallen on individuals, or at 
best on individual groups within the Movement, as structures for collec
tive decision making do not exist. 

Another effect has been to hold back the development and 
assimilation of theory within the Movement. Lack of communication 
between groups has isolated those which have prioritised theoretical 
work from each other, and from those engaged in other forms of 
practice. This has reinforced the 'division between theory and practice' 
which continues to bedevil so many feminist groups. Consequently it has 
undermined just the kind of theoretical development which is a 
necessary basis to political autonomy. 

At present, lack of theoretical development often leads socialist 
feminists to 'borrow' concepts and modes of analysis from the very 
organisations from which we are assertiqg our autonomy. This leads to a 
repetition of those oversimplifications arising from the use of theoretical 
models which have rendered the left unable to grasp the complex 
mechanisms through which women are subordinated. For example, the 
primacy of economic factors is frequently asserted in stating that due to 
the economic crisis women are being pushed out of paid employment 
and back into the home, that this will be done by ideological reinforce
ment ofthe importance of her role as wife and mother, etc. However, 
this stock 'marxist' analysis glosses over the increasing use of women as 
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part-time workers, and the increasing emphasis within education and 
social services on the desirability of providing more day-care places for 
under fives , in order to meet demand from mothers who wish to go out 
to work. It also discounts the significance of changes in the form of the 
nuclear family, marked by factors such as growing acceptance of single 
parenthood, and increasing state intervention in child rearing. , 

All in all, important changes are taking place in women's 
position which the traditional marxist analyses do not have the con
ceptual tools to account for. Socialist feminists must recognise this, and 
take seriously the task of developing our own theory. Unless we do so, we 
are in danger of preserving our organisational autonomy without a clear 
political basis for doing so, a situation which would inevitably lead to 
sectarianism. 

It is on the basis of these considerations that the emergence of 
the tendencies must be evaluated: what can they contribute towards the 
development of theory within the WLM? In what way can they cl~rify 
and help strengthen the political basis for the autonomy of the WLM? 

Both the Revolutionary Feminist and the Socialist Feminist 
tendencies were set up with the development of theoretical analysis as 
one of their priorities. They set up their own networks precisely because 
the structures necessary for this work did not exist elsewhere in the 
WLM. During the last year both tendencies have held their own 
national and regional conferences. Regional workshops have been 
organised by women in the Socialist Feminist tendency on specific 
themes such as women and sexuality, reproduction, women and 
employment, women and Ireland, women and racism and fascism, and 
many others. Many of these have been concerned with issues arising 
from ongoing campaigns, but have allowed scope for more far reaching 
discussion than could be catered for within those campaigns. In London 
the aim of a series of Socialist Feminist workshops in 1977 was to provide 
a theoretical basis for a specifically 'socialist feminist practice'. Both 
tendencies have their own newsletters. Scarlet Woman, newsletter/ 
journal of the Socialist Feminist tendency, disseminates discussion 
across the regions and has helped stimulate co-ordination between local 
Socialist Feminist groups. 

Neither the Revolutionary Feminist nor the Socialist Feminist 
tendency sees itself as splitting away from the WLM, but, on the con
trary, as firmly rooted within it. The precise nature of the contribution 
they make towards political development can only be evaluated by a 
more detailed examination of the tendencies themselves. 

Revolutionary Feminism: a return to the origz'ns 

The initiators of the Revolutionary Feminist tendency see themselves as 
re-asserting the fundamental principles of the WLM, which they see as 
under attack from the 'liberal takeover' by cultural feminists on the one 
hand, and marxist feminists on the other. The meaning of 'cultural 
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feminism' has never been clearly defined, either in the Revolutionary 
Feminist tendency or the broader feminist movement, however it 
implies a commitment to feminism in terms of changes in personal life
style, social and cultural activities. The point at which this kind of 
commitment is no longer seen as limited and apolitical but rather as a 
political involvement in its own right remains unclear, particularly in 
relation to Revolutionary Feminist sympathy to the project of creating a 
'woman culture'. 

The Revolutionary Feminists stress the primacy of 'sex struggle' 
for women, in contrast to the orthodox marxist position of the primacy 
of class struggle. They define their theoretical task as the analysis of 'the 
roots of male power'. Their focus is on issues which directly concern 
women in all economic classes, and which concern the sexual subordi
nation of women to men, such as rape, prostitution, control of 
reproduction, pornography. The fact that marxist analyses which are 
based on the primacy of economic class struggle is incapable of 
adequately dealing with these issues - or any others which cut across 
economic class boundaries - appear to add force to the Revolutionary 
Feminist analysis of women as a 'sex class'. The fact that attempts to 
show 'inextricable links' between women's oppression and class exploita· 
tion has always meant the subordination of women's struggle to the class 
struggle, adds strength to the political and analytical separation of the 
two struggles within the Revolutionary Feminist analysis. Thus any 
attempt to pose the question of how the two struggles might be related is 
seen by the Revolutionary Feminists as a ploy to 'deradicalise' the 
feminist movement, a blunting of the attack on male supremacy. Other 
struggles in which feminists are engaged (Women against Racism and 
Fascism, Women and Ireland, Third World Women, etc etc) are 
relegated to secondary importance, a distraction from the main struggle 
against male supremacy - a feeling clearly expressed in the plenary of 
the Birmingham National WLM conference this year. 

The Revolutionary Feminists' simple replacement of the primacy 
of economic class struggle with the primacy of sex class struggle has 
gained little support. The concept of 'sex class' and the analysis of 
patriarchy as a system of social relations in its own right has appeared 
more attractive, precisely because it seems to come to terms with issues 
which the marxist class analysis necessarily glosses over. But because the 
concept of 'sex class' remains within the framework of biological reduc· 
tionism, it cannot be incorporated into a materialist analysis which is 
conducted in terms of social categories. The implications of this are not 
just methodological, but profoundly political - for the belief that 
sexual differences are biological, and therefore immutable, is funda
mental to the ideology which feminists are struggling against. 

For this reason it is important to analyse the effects of working 
within a biological reductionist framework. In the context of this dis
cussion I am using the term to refer to the location of the 'root cause' of 
women's oppression in some biological characteristic of either (or both) 
women and men, in isolation from any specific set of social relations. 
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The suggestion for example that women's reproductive capacity consti
tutes a source of power in itself, rather than by virtue of its location 
within a given set of social relations. Or the suggestion that women can 
draw strength from an inner essence to be articulated only by means of a 
'woman language' with its own logic and internal st~cture. This kind of 
approach was in evidence at the London Revolutionary Feminist con
ference this year, and in its report back in Spare Rib (no 69, p 12): 'We 
knew we would have to take it back to the beginning, reclaiming our 
female experience, our affinities, our biology ... ' 

Interestingly, this approach is being strongly criticised by the 
French Feministes Revolutionnaires, who see it as a manifestation of 
patriarchal 'naturalist' ideology within the feminist movement (see the 
editorial of Questions Feministes no 1, Novermber 1977, also Monique 
Plaza's article "'Phallomorphic power" and "Woman" psychology', in 
the same issue and appearing in translation in Ideology and Conscious
ness no 4). This and every other form of biological reductionism fails to 
recognise that every aspect of our identity is socially constructed, the 
search for a '.female' culture, language, or inner essence can only lead to 
the 'discovery' of the very femininity which the feminist movement is 
struggling against. 'Masculinity' and 'femininity' are social, and not 
biological categories. They have no necessary relationship to anatomical 
differences, but are constructed in specific social relations. Our 
'femininity' is constructed within a subordinate relationship to 'mascu
linity'. Thus it is these social relations and not biology which constructs 
and provides the mechanism for our subordination to men. Biology is 
the justification and not the cause of the oppression of women. 

As feminists, we are struggling to overthrow the social relations 
which construct both femininity and masculinity. The belief that 
femininity and masculinity are biological and not social categories is 
part of the 'naturalist' ideology which perpetuates the conditions of 
women's subordination. Analyses based on 'sex.class', as developed by 
the Revolutionary Feminists in this country thus help perpetuate the 
very ideology which underpins women's subordination. 

The .'sex class' analyses recently put forward by women in the 
Revolutionary Feminist tendency sets out to locate the material base of 
women's subordination. However, I am arguing that they are biological 
reductionist in the sense outlined above. They locate the roots of 'male 
supremacy' in 'male control over reproduction', and theorise the 
relations of reproduction as a system in its own right, separate from the 
relations of production. But because the relations of reproduction are 
referred to in abstraction from any specific conjuncture, ie from any 
specific set of social relations, the analysis falls back on a timeless male 
drive for power as explanation of women's subordination. This critique 
of 'sex class' analyses is developed in more detail elsewhere (Scarlet 
Woman no 5, 'Against sex -class theories'). This particular version of 'sex 
class' is not necessarily the p-osition of the Revolutionary Feminist ten
dency as a whole, but is the most widely circulated and with which it is 
generally identified. Other accounts within that tendency have been 



38 Socz"alist Femz"nism- a poUtz"cal altematz"ve? 

more explicitly essentialist and biological in their approach. 
There have however been many other analyses which identify 

women as a class in terms of social relations, without drawing on 
biological factors. For example, the French Feministes Revolutionnaires 
locate the material base of women's subordination in domestic labour, 
performed gratis in the home. Such an account is given in the editorial 
to Questz"ons Femz"nistes no l, and in The Maz"n Enemy, by Christine 
Delphy, translated and published as a Women's Research and Resources 
Centre pamphlet. The analysis remains within the traditional marxist 
model of economic base and a superstructure consisting of ideological 
and political relations, and therefore does not question the notion that, 
in order to be 'materialist', an analysis must be in terms of economic 
determinants. 

However recent developments in marxist theory have shown that 
the base/superstructure model cannot adequately deal with complex 
interrelations between economic, political and ideological social 
relations. Developments within psychoanalysis have advanced our 
understanding of the mechanisms of women's subordination in ways 
which could not 'be developed within a simple base/superstructure 
model. In this context we cannot afford to cling to a conception of 
'materialist' which is limited to an assertion of economic primacy. What 
we need is an analysis in terms of social categories which confronts 
women's subordination as a sex, and which is a basis for effective 
campaigns round issues traditionally avoided or soft-pedalled by 
marxist groups. What kind of contribution can the Socialist Feminist 
tendency make towards elaborating such an analysis? 

Socz"alist Femz"nism: contradz"ctz"on z"n terms or new problematz"c.' 

Socialist feminism does not at the present moment have an alternative 
analysis of women's oppression which can be put forward in opposition 
to that of the Revolutionary Feminists. Yet the differences between the 
two tendencies continue to be alluded to as if they were sharp and clear. 
What sense can be made of this? 

Women who identify with the Socialist Feminist tendency would 
by and large situate ourselves within the socialist tradition to the left of 
the Labour Party, but at the same time most of us believe that the 
feminist analysis which we hold cannot be accommodated within the 
marxist problematic. The Socialist Feminist tendency is based on a 
commitment to work out the relationship between the feminist and the 
socialist struggles, rather than on a preconceived analysis of the form of 
their interrelationship. This is the point at which the tendency remains 
distinct from the remainder of the marxist left. The Revolutionary 
Feminists do not acknowledge this in their persistent characterisation of 
all socialist feminists along with all marxists, as asserting the primacy of 
economic class struggle. 

Beyond this, however, it is extremely difficult to define a basis 
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for agreement in the Socialist Feminist tendency. Its membership is as 
heterog~neous as the varieties of 'socialism' on the revolutionary left, 
while the theoretical positions it accommodates include the full range of 
trotskyist, libertarian, social democrat positions as well as contemporary 
work on developing new materialist problematics from within the 
marxist tradition. Any attempt to draw out of the tendency a clear 
identity exposes the degree of ambiguity and confusion, which raises the 
question of whether there can be any viable basis for the tendency at all. 
Perhaps those who pronounce it a contradiction in terms are right after 
all? Yet a thousand women came to the National Socialist Feminist 
conference held in Manchester earlier this year, and regional work
shops and discussion groups are still being held all over Britain. The 
problem is that socialism and feminism do not fit neatly together, and 
cannot be soldered together by the simple act of creating a 'socialist 
feminist' political organisation. The theoretical basis of socialist 
feminism can only be elaborated on the basis of recognising the 
inadequacies both of existing conceptions of socialism and of existing 
conceptions of feminism. The very concept of the primacy of class 
struggle upon which the marxist left base their political practice is 
incompatible with any acknowledgement of the material conflict which 
is the effect of sexual division within a social formation. Because of this 
it has been necessary to emphasise the specificity of women's oppression 
and to distinguish its mechanisms from the economic class struggle at 
the level of analysis. This does not mean that women's struggle against 
subordination can be separated from the struggle against capitalism' in 
actuality. In real life, the two are inextricably intertwined. What we still 
have not developed is a problematic which theorises the social relations 
which underpin both areas of oppression and exploitation without sub
ordinating one struggle to the other. The emergence of the Socialist 
Feminist tendency must be seen as the political expression of a commit
ment to develop this new problematic. 

Those who see socialist feminism as a contradiction in terms do 
so on a mistaken assumption: that the only basis for the tendency is a 
soldering together of two already constituted problematics, one of 
which asserts the primacy of economic class struggle, the other asserts 
the primacy of the sex class struggle. But if this was the case, it is 
doubtful that there would be a political basis for such a tendency. We 
already had the choice of joining a marxist political group or working 
purely within the feminist movement. The tendencies, and particularly 
the Socialist Feminist one, will stand or fall by their ability to break the 
deadlock of those two alternatives. 

Network or Tendency? 

'Network' and 'tendency' are often used interchangeably to refer to the 
Socialist Feminist tendency. Yet the two terms imply very different sets 
of assumptions about the nature and potential of its organisation. A 



40 Socialist Feminism- a politz"cal alternative? 

'network' implies a loosely co-ordinated set of autonomous groups, 
capable of accommodating a wide degree of political heterogeneity. It 
describes the tendency as it is at the moment. 'Tendency' however 
suggests a more clearly defined political identity and a greater degree of 
homogeneity than exists among socialist feminists at the moment. It 
thus suggests a perspective of changing the nature of the tendency as it 
exists at the moment. 

The question as to whether we wish to remain a network or 
whether we want to develop as a tendency with a definite political 
identity has implications for the type of organisational structures we 
want to develop, as well as for the development of theory. The question 
of the relationship of theory to practices, which constantly recurs within 
socialist feminist groups raises the question of choice between network 
or tendency as a political perspective. At the present time there are 
many action groups in areas of struggle which could broadly be defined 
as 'socialist'. Some women in these campaigns do not see any need to 
identify themselves with anything other than feminism. Others look to 
socialist feminist groups for broader political discussion., which is other
wise catered for only by non-feminist organisations on the revolutionary 
left. Socialist feminist groups are thus in a position not to confine their 
concerns to 'women's issues' and to develop their potential as a new force 
on the left. This would mean clearly identifying as a tendency, 
abandoning the problem of 'the relationship of theory to practice' and 
developing theoretical work as a valid and necessary form of practice. 
Many socialist feminist groups were set up with the aim of 'developing 
theory from our practice'. On a certain level this is taking place through 
the experience of feminist groups such as Women against Racism and 
Fascism, Women's Aid,. Lesbian Left etc. However, we need to recog
nise that not all 'theory' can be directly related to 'practice' at the level 
of specific campaigns or situations and that this does not make it 
'politically irrelevant'. It is precisely the deadlock at the level of theory 
within the Women's Liberation Movement at the moment which has led 
to polarisation at the level of political organisation. I have argued that 
the only way forward for the Socialist Feminist tendency is by working to 
develop a new problematic: this means advance at the level of theory, at 
a level of abstraction which cannot be directly related to specific tactical 
considerations or political experience. · 

However, the tensions between women who prioritise 'theory' 
and those who prioritise 'practice' continue to exist and even under
mine the existence of some socialist feminist groups. Rather than 
counterposing 'theory' to 'practice' we should see them both as valid 
forms of practice which can contribute to the growth of the tendency. 
There is a strong feeling that at a time when there is the organised 
growth of racism, fascism etc, it is wrong to prioritise theoretical work. 
These misgivings arise from a conception of theory as an activity some
how separate from other forms of political practice. We all know 'in our 
heads' that every form of practice is based on theory, but somehow this 
is not enough to allay feelings of guilt, the sense that to work theoretically 
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is to 'drop out' of the political struggle; However, we must remember that 
women who are involved in these struggles are handicapped precisely by 
the lack of a specific socialist feminist analysis. 

If the Socialist Feminist tendency is to develop an identity of its own, 
we must se~iously examine the conceptions of theory which separate it from 
other forms of practice. We need to develop organisational channels which 
can break down the lack of contact and mistrust which now exist between 
women who prioritise different forms of practice. The role of workshops, 
and existing journals are bound to be extremely important in this respect. 
However the growth of socialist feminist theory implies the growth of new 
organisational structures which bring more contact and exchange 
between groups which at present function quite separately. 

This does .not necessarily imply a socialist feminist 'Party', as has 
been assumed by'some. Hostility towards Leninist forms of organisation, 
with their conceptions of democratic centralism, vanguardism, and all 
that these imply, has traditionally been used as a basis of opposition to any 
attempt to set up closer co-ordination within the WLM, and this view is 
shared bymanywomenin the Socialist Feminist tendency. But we must not 
allow negative experience ofold organisational structures to hold us back 
from developing new ones. The kind of theoretical development we need to 
undertake will only be possible when the conditions exist for more collec
tive production of theory. It is impossible to lay down in advance a blue
print of the form which the necessary organisational structures should 
take, but if the tendency is to take itself seriously as a political initiative we 
must confront the need for new organisational structures as one of the 
conditions for the development of new theory. 

The need for a Socialist Femz'nist Tendency 

Most of the arguments against the formation of such a tendency are based 
either on general arguments against the usefulness of tendencies. within the 
WLM, or upon conceptions of socialist feminism in terms of traditional 
marxist analyses of women's oppression. I am arguing that the tendencies 
are making a positive contribution to the WLM by providing the political 
impetus for much needed theoretical development. I am arguing further
more that the growth of the Socialist Feminist tendency must be 
understood in terms of a commitment to a new problematic and political 
p~actice, and not in terms of an attempt to reassert old analyses and 
political positions, 

A commitmentto this tendency is very much a leap in the dark. The 
very existence of such a tendency, organised autonomously of existing 
groups on the marxist left, expresses a recognition of the impossibility of 
accommodating feminism within existingmarxist analyses ana at the same 
time is an expression of the need for explicit commitment to exploring the 
interrelationships between feminism and other areas of struggle. It is a 
commitmenno the development of an analysis and politi~ai practice, 
rather than to one which already exists. 
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Theoretical analysis doesnot come out of thin air, but is the fruit of 
long and painful struggle. The viability of the Socialist Feminist tendency 
lies in recognition of the need for an analysis which can move the WLM 
beyond the sterile alternative of either class war or sex war as primary areas 
of revolutionary struggle. It lies furthermore in accepting the responsibi
lity for initiating the necessary debates and creating the organisational 
structures for them to be spread as widely as possible throughout the 
Movement. In order for this to happen, we will have to stop thinking in 
terms of the relationship of 'theory to practice', and start thinking of 
theoretical work as a valid and necessary form of practice. 
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The 'Subject' of Feminism 
Parveen Adams and J eff Minson 

The demarcation of a definite area and means of feminist politics has 
been both a necessity and a problem. The necessity refers to the need to 
argue a specificity to feminism which will resist its absorption by other 
politics. The problem refers to the fact that the area it designates 
cannot be theoretically specified in terms of the oppression of a 
pre-given category women and hence simply and obviously a struggle 
for women by women alone, Both the necessity and the problem create 
difficulties for socialist feminists. This problem is investigated in this 
article which seeks to displace conventional categories whereby the 
specificity of feminism is articulated. 

For while that specificity is widely recognised and respected it 
must be noted that the theoretical means that are currently employed 
are often widely discrepant. It must be recognised that the theoretical 
differences within which feminism is constructed create difficulties for 
any. effective evaluation of its practice. Indeed, there is a powerful 
tendency in the women's movement to evaluate its own past and present 
practices in a mode of celebration. While this is not true of all such 
evaluations, the article seeks to demonstrate the dangers of that position 
in which humanist theories of the subject, together with essentialist 
concepts of 'interests' are reproduced within feminism and which have 
effects on the formulation and evaluation of feminist struggles. To 
precis this as a form of celebration is not to imply that anyone thinks 
that feminist politics are perfect. Rather, it is to make a point about the 
way in which both progress and failure are interpreted. Once the 
entities of 'women' and 'men' are introduced, together with their 
'interests', and once these categories are taken as given and self
explanatory, the form of evaluation that is adopted frequently falls into 
a form of measurement of the realisation or non-realisation of the 
capacities and desires of women, in short, their 'interests'. The obstacle 
to this is then 'men' and their 'interests'. It is easy to see how this obstacle 
appears ever-present and thus how the effects of feminist struggles 
appear to be ever endangered and undermined. Thus the registration of 
failure itself provides the occasion for celebration since it testifies to the 
subversive integrity of the movement's goals and the timeless justice of 
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its cause. This form of evaluation is hardly restricted to the women's 
movement and can be seen at work' in many left-wing organisations. It is 
organised by essentialism .and moralism. 

The essentialism is revealed in treating the category women as 
unproblematic iri feminist analyses. It . is merely a variant of the 
tradition in which humanity is composed of 'subjects' as individuals, 
and upon which society acts. It thus necessitates a concept of a human 
essence which exists independently of and prior to the category of the 
social. The category of women is simply an addition to this. 'Women' 
marks the always given gender in the category of humanity, a gender to 
which essential attributes are ascribed. The most extreme form in which 
this is expressed in feminist writings is to be found in those assertions of 
female attributes, communality, tenderness, care, etc to which are 
counterposed male attributes of violence and competitiveness. As a 
correlative political position, a feminist separatism is invoked whereby 

. female nature is installed as a norm, as the essence-as-standard, which 
Jhen functions as the· regul.ation of the conduct of subjects and as the 
principle by which social practices are judged. It is clear here how 
essentialism and moralism are entWined. 

AlthQugh such a position is rejected by socialist feminists, their 
own positions frequently· have implicit recourse to the categories of 
women and.subject, together with the concept of interest in ways that 
continue to constitute an obstacle. For woman cannot be taken as a 
transparent name for an eternal object. It will be argued that as a 
category, it is organised according to the laws of the discourses in which 
it appears. Thus women cannot be taken as an unproblematic collection 
of subjects, once the concept of subject is challenged. Nor can the 
concept of 'interest' be sustained once essentialism is challenged. This 
article .concerns itself with the problems of the concept of the subject 
and with the consequences of rejecting those positions. The immediate 
consequence is that the category of a unitary moral domain suggested 
by mo.ral philosophy or a realm of values posed by much sociological 
theory is dissolved. What has been conceived as the sphere of the moral 
or of values cannot be sustained in a unitary fashion without positing an 
. esSential subject. Whether the subject is conceived as author or effect of 
the realm matters little in this context; the structure of the topology 
remains the same. 

It follows that analyses cannot proceed from the presupposition 
of male 'values', 'power' and 'interests'. For, this presupposition merely 
takes social forms as the theatre in which already known effects are 
played out. The bulk of the feminist sociological industry has concen
trated on 'sexism' as an evil value which can be analysed in terms of an 
invariant 'experience effect'. Social life is in this case the place where 
values are realised; the realisation happens in the experience of subjects. 
'Sexism' as a category of feminist discourse, is thus taken as a given and 
is read off from a society which is conceptualised according to traditio
nal canons of sociology and moral philosophy. There are two problems 
here; first, that in order for 'sexism' to operate in the way that is 
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assumed it is necessary to pose a definite realm of values; secondly, it is 
evaluated according to a category of feminist discourse which is already 
set up in terms of values itself, the values of the realisation of the 
interests of women. There is a certain complicity between the sociologi
cal conception and the categories of feminist discourse: the object of 
analysis is a value, the means of analysing it is a value. Yet it is precisely 
the concept of values which is problematic. Both the techniques of 
moralism and the concept of a moral domain impede political calcula
tion and the analyses of what has been characterised as the realm of 
values. 

This has effects on feminism because accepting as a given that 
domain of social relations traditionally characterised as morality means 
that its analyses bear the trace of moral philosophy and its sociological 
offspring. To displace this and to argue that it has political implications 
is not to argue that theory can legislate a politics. Nor is it to say that 
feminism can be reduced to a moralism. It is to say that while analyses 
and feminist forms,of political evaluation ~eferto values'.·i~r th~_sense 
used above, there are definite limitations on those analyses and modes 
of evaluation. 

The complicity. between the two can be illustrated with the 
example of the concept of 'socialisation', a sociologism widely accepted 
by feminism in the analysis of gender difference. The concept borrows 
the traditional tropes of moral and political philosophy. The individual 
and the social are set up as separate entities and the process of 
socialisation is the problem ofhow the 'values' and 'norms' of the social 
are ingested by the individual. It does not particularly matter what 
process is described, whether the individual is an active partner or a 
passive victim of the process. It does not particularly matter whether the 
individual prior to its socialisation is conceived to be egotistic or 
altruistic, satanic or angelic. It does not particularly matter whether the 
values of the social alienate or fulfil the individual. What, does matter is 
that the entities are separate. For all such arguments require a common 
topology: the subject, a realm of values and a mode of inculcation. 

The subject is thus ascribed unconditional attributes: will and a 
capacity for self-reflection and experience. The first of these makes the 
human subject an essentially purposive creature. The second makes it 
an origin and source of knowledge. Much· social theory is directed to 
reconciling this position with the problem of how social order is 
possible, that is, to providing a mechanism by which the privilege 
accorded to the subject does not result in an a-social collection of 
individual wills and consciousnesses. The indispensibility of the concept 
of common values follows from this, the realm ofvalues society will have 
to impose to produce order. Socialisation is the mechanism required by 
that theoretical position which starts from the original separation of the 
social from the individual. 

It follows that socialisation is common to all possible human 
societies. Thus the comparatively recent development of the concept of 
socialisation in particular child-rearing practices, and of particular 
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discourses on the family, is misrecognised as being the discovery of an 
eternal phenomenon. The difficulty of this position should be clear: if 
socialisation is taken to be a fact, then there is no way of dealing with 
those discourses on socialisation and their effects save by the teleologism 
and moralism of judging the effects as a 'good' or 'bad' socialisation. 
There is no socialisation- the 'child' as a subject of normal or 
abnormal development is constructed in the legal, medical and other 
discourses of the eighteenth century. The articlt! will illustrate the point 
through the work of Jacques Donzelot in La Polz'ce des Famz'lles. As a 
preliminary to this it is proposed to discuss problems in the concept of 
the subject and Michel Foucault's concept of the subject of a statement, 
which affords a means of displacing the traditional problems of the 
subject and of values of moral philosophy and much sociological theory. 
This article will end with a brief consideration of the influence of 
certain assumptions of subjectivity on feminism. [1] 

A Difficult Subject 

From Nietzsche and Marx onwards there are a number of theoretical 
writings in which the notion of 'subject' is questioned in ways which 
represent a departure from its treatment in traditional philosophical 
writings. The most frequent objection to the concept is to its constitutive 
role in a variety of accounts of social relations, accounts in which the 
responsibility for social relations lies with human subjects and where the 
social is the medium or instrument of human self-realisation. But 
although 'subjects' are conceived as part of social relations, no explana
tion is provided to account for the existence of the subjects themselves or 
of the faculties whose exercise is alleged to give rise to the phenomena of 
social life. In other words, the human subject is accorded an uncondi
tional status in these accounts. [2] 

It is insufficient to restrict one's interrogation of this category to 
the denial of unconditional constitutivity. Attempts which confine 
themselves in this way remain questionable in at least two ways. Firstly, 
the classical subject of humanist philosophical reasoning is retained 
along with its unconditional attributes - barring those which confer 
constitutive power on it in respect to social relations. The only 
difference is that the subject is given no constitutive work to do; it is 
restricted to a passive, determined position. The difficulty with this 
position is that, for all its appeal to a d~termination by the social, the 
subject is not a whit less necessary, indeed unconditionally necessary, to 
the existence of these social relations. Others have pointed this out in 
relation to Marx's theory of fetishism (Brewster, 1976, Hirst, 1976). 
There, the content of the will and consciousness of the capitalist is 
determined by his or her position in the structure of capitalist relations, 
but the capitalist's having a will and his or her possession of the register 
of experience are unconditional and pre-given in Marx's theory. 
Furthermore, this relationally determined Will-to-profit and 'knowledge' 
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of the conditions of capitalist calculation are unconditionally necessary 
to the 'motion' of the capitalist mode of production. A further difficulty 
is that the work of constitutivity previously accorded to the subject is 
ascribed to something else, 'the social system', 'relations of production', 
'the social organism' or in the case of Foucault's recent work, a global 
'strategic' but non-subjective ensemble of 'power-relations' where a 
concept of totality and a unitary meaning are incorporated through a 
mechanism of the age.[3] The problem of constitutivity is thus still 
retained. 

If the subject/structure opposition is retained it is necessary to 
go on to question the imperviousness of the subje<;;t to structural 
complexity. The theoretical recommendation which follows is to construe 
the subject as a composite ensemble, as an effect, the components of 
whiCh are related in some definite fashion. But is this move in its turn 
sufficient? To consider the subject as effect only delays the problem of 
constitutivity. For the subject to take on a necessary and unitary form, 
even as effect, requires that it always in the last resort already possesses 
the means to become a subject. The problem is merely postponed, not 
solved (Hirst, 1976), and .cannot be while the concept of subject is 
retained, even in this reduced form of the unitary locus of effects. This 
does indeed occur in Nietzsche, as it does in the work whose theoretical 
armature owes much to him, that is, in Foucault's Histoire de la 
Sexualite (1976) and DiscipHne and Punish (1975, 1978). Since these 
books are likely to have considerable influence we should also be aware 
of their limitations. The most relevant of these is the retention of the 
concept of the human subject, albeit as an object of historical investiga
tion. Foucault and Nietzsche both 'decentre' the subject but it remains a 
totality and hence exposed to the problems which arise for any theory in 
which such global concepts figure. What is at stake here is the possibility 
of a genealogy of the emergence of the human subject which does not 
assume an unconditional subject in the course of that account. 

Since Foucault's recent work bears a relation to texts of Nietzsche 
it is necessary to demonstrate that Nietzsche does not escape the 
problem of the subject despite his hostility to philosophy and its effects. 
In Beyond Good and Evil (1886, 1973), Nietzsche conceives the subject 
as a multiplicity of powers and perspectives, 'a complex of ruler and 
ruled'. The ruling component, consciousness, does not act as a principle 
of unity by virtue of its possession of the power to subjugate other 
components. Rather, its power depends on the powers of subordin~te 
components and even on certain incapacities on its part, its relative 
ignorance of many of the activities of the 'ruled'. Crucial to the multiple 
'perspectivity' of subjectivity is the body, which has its reasons. These 
may be inferred from activity which is inexplicable in terms of 
consciousness. By this means Nietzsche decentres the subject: 'the 
sphere of a subject constantly growing, the centre of the system 
constantly shifting' (The WzU to Power, 1968 p 270). But it is also clear 
that to decentre the subject is not to detotalise it. If the subject is merely 
decentred, it is necessary to set up some other principle of unity. 
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In Nietzsche and Foucault the body provides that principle of 
unity. In The Will to Power Nietzsche wants to accord only 'a 
methodological prioriti (p 357-8) to the body. The problem is that the 

· body's reasons are, so to say, all of a piece. That is, all the forces (powers 
·.arid i>erspectives) at work 'in the body have a functionally determined 

integral relationship to the body/subject of which they are part. That 
relationship, the configuration of forces, is precisely the will to power of 
a particular body. Neither consciousness nor any other faculty may 
wield the power in this complex of power r~lations. But maintaining the 
composite nature of subjectivity is to no avail if the frame of the body to 
which Nietzsche appeals, as if to an immediately given 'tangible' datum, 
is invoked to perform the essentialist task of unification previously 

· performed by the ego. 'The body' is not a brute reality but is always 
conceptually differentiated. The body can only remain a principle of 
unity in a definite discourse despite Nietzsche's wish to 'ground' it, 
opposing it to spiritual entitites such as 'the soul-superstition'. What 
differentiates bodies in this schema is the wzU to power of which 
thoughts, motives, etc are mere signs which have to be decoded. But 
then the unifying truths concerning the spiritual aspects of human 
beings cannot be referred, as Nietzsche tries to do, to the reaUty of the 
body. Furthermore, while Nietzsche questions the unconditional sove
reignty philosophy assigns to consciousness, reason, etc, he maintains 
that they constitute a limit: 'to relinquish these assumptions means no 
longer to be able to think'. Nietzsche's Genealogy of Morals (1887, 1969) 
substitutes for the illusions of philosophical anthropology, an anti
moralistic philosophical anthropology, since the object of the investiga
tion remains the human subject in its totality. Since this totality is 
assumed a priori, there cannot be a theoretical specification of a set of 
social determinants for such a totality, for the 'subject' must necessarily 
transcend any particular social relations or determinate combinations 
of relations. 

In Foucault's genealogies the particular mode of action of power 
on the body is similarly taken to constitute the key to any form of power. 
He is thus able to challenge conceptions of power and politics such as 
Marxism on the grounds that they purport to account for forms of 
domination without reference to the formation of the agents 'subjected' 
to it. Foucault's maxim, in contrast, is, no form of domination/ 
subjection without a determinate form of subjectification (assujetisse
ment). Both the forces which exercise power and those contending for 
it occupy positions ·defined by 'power relations'. In this relational 
conception, points of resistance to prevailing powers are not constituted 
independently of power relations but 'invested' and even demarcated by 
them. The 'strategic', calcll;lated character of these relations makes of 
them a non-subjective variant of Nietzsche's will to po~er. In addition, 
it implies th~ immanence of forms of discourse to' those power relations. 
Ensembles of power. relations, polymorphous in form yet united accor<~
ing to a global strategy, corutitute forms of subjectivity in and through 
the discursive forms which are immanent to them. In the case of the 
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modem subject at least, subjectivity (consciousness and/ or unconscious
ness)is taken to be both the effect of these relations and the instrument 
of the subjection of the body. True to form, the body is implicitly 
accorded a variety of unconditional and hence ahistorical attributes and 
capacities. In Discz'plz'ne and Punish (1975, 1978) it is assumed to have 
an inherently subversive character. In Foucault's text, the body functions 
as a font of political force. In Histoz're. de la Sexualz'te, Foucault 
conceives of the body as a seat of pre-discursive pleasures. The 'real 
though incorporeal element' of subjectivity is brought into existence 
precisely in order to control this force by techniques of normalisation, a 
normalisation which operates through this subjective medium. Thus 
both body and soul (prison of the body) have to be presupposed for. the 
account to work. 

A further problem with the human subject concerns the concept 
of origins in humanist theoretical discourse (though the problem is not 
confined to these disco~rses). If origins ·are accorded· a constitutive 
status it implies that the origin of something contains the key to its 
nature and composition. Frequently the terms foundation and base 
work in the same way. The problem with the theoretical employment of 
such metaphors is raised in connection with the human subject in order 
to further substantiate the claim that this category is retained by 
theoretical discourses which posit the subject as effect. 

The general point may be stated in terms of condz'tions (as did 
Kant in the section of The Critz'que of Pure Reason entitled 'the 
Antinom,~es of Pure Reason' - significantly in arguing against the idea 
of God as First Cause of the Universe. Significantly, because the human 
subject partakes of the creativity traditionally assigned to God). A 
totality of conditions cannot itself be conceptualised as one condition 
among others. By the same token,. the origins of a totality of conditions 
cannot be conceptualised as a part of that totality as, say, its First 
Cause, the first term in a causal series. Both a totality of conditions and 
its origins lie outside the realm of conditions - in which case any theory 
of sodal conditions which requires an explanation for a totality of 
conditions must ez'ther designate the totality as a socially unconditioned 
entity or make its existence depend on something else which is socially 
unconditioned, beyond any explanation in· social terms. This socially 
unconditioned foundation of the social order may itself be a completely 
separate domain of investigation, for example, the 'life sciences'. 
Nonetheless, such· a biologica1 domain retains its privileged position 
vis-a~vis the social domain. This precludes the possibility ~hat the social 
effects.of a biological fact, for example, that_ only women bear children, 
may be var:zable. It is contradictory to speak of variable social effects of 
a bioiogical condition such as this and to found women's position on 
such a condition. 

To criticise the metaphor of foundation in this way is to question 
the privilege attached to what comes first in respect of what comes later. 
The point to note about this 'first' is that it is only apparently a part of 
the totality whieh 'follows' from it. As soon as the question of the· genesis 
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of the subject is raised, what is initially presented as an ensemble of 
effects is resolved into a unity and presupposed in its own explanation. 
This can be shown by making two points. Firstly, to assert that the unity 
of the subject is an ensemble, the structured product of many deter
minations, is an empty gesture when what is to be explained is a totality, 
the subject. A prior£, the subject, qua totality, cuts across the multi
plicity of social relations which may be delineated in or for theoretical 
investigation and in which human beings are involved in the capacity of 
agents. Secondly it is only on condition that origins are unconditioned 
that the conditions for the emergence of social forms, for example, a 
form of family organisation, could determine the modus operandi and 
the limits of what may be done with it. The collapse of the composite, 
subject-as-effect into a constitutive original subject follows from the 
combination of these two separate points. 

Positions for Agents 

An alternative mode of analysis can also be found in the work of 
Foucault, one that is not vulnerable to the problem of the subject as 
constitutive or totalising category. It involves a concept of positions for 
agents in a way that is non-reducible to that of human subjects. Its 
theoretical treatment can be found in the concept of 'enunciative 
modalities' in the Archaeology of Knowledge, and a rigorous demon
stration can be found in the Birth of the Clz'nic. It will be convenient to 
treat that text as an example, though it is a specific example - that of 
the formation of the objects of medical discourse and of clinical practice 
at the end of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth 
century. 

Although Foucault writes that 'a history of the referent is no 
doubt possible', he is interested in 'objects that emerge only in 
discourse'. The distinction, to take psychopathology as an example, is 
between an analysis which is concerned with what the categories of 
psychopathology bring to attention (or misrecognise) and one in which 
psychopathology is taken as a form of discourse which in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries incorporates its diagnostic categories into its 
human subjects. In this mode of analysis, psychopathological discourse 
is seen to treat people as so many instances of its categories, thereby 
creating 'the homosexual', for example, as a personality type. 

Foucault's position is illustrated in the case of what he calls the 
'grid of differentiation' peculiar to modem medicine, namely, the 
patient's body. This may sound like a pleonasm. What else could 
medical knowledge be 'about'? Yet Foucault in The Birth of the Clinic 
demonstrates that the 'spatialisation of disease' is a variable matter. The 
modem superimposition of the space of configuration of diseases and 
the space of localisation of disea.Ses in the body of the sick woman or 
man loses its obviousness if one brackets off our modem knowledges . 
concerning, for example, pathogenic organisms. The idea of opening 
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up human bodies, whether dead or alive, to 'see' what is the matter with 
them, presupposes particular discursive conditions which simply did not 
prevail in the eighteenth century. The Birth of the Clt'nic discusses an 
eighteenth century form of medical practice in which the patient's body 
patently does not define the space of origin, distribution and 'articula
tion' of diseases. That the body is the object of nineteenth century 
medical discourse is in no way reducible to Nietzsche's selection of the 
body as the focus of genealogical enquiry and as, an unconditionally 
accessible datum. It is, precisely, the site of a particular discourse. 

Nor is the 'subject' who subjects the body to the clinical gaze 
reducible to a human subject. It is the subject of a medical statement, 
the enunciative modality proper to definite medical discourses. Foucault 
writes that 'the subject of the statement should not be regarded as 
identical with the author of the formulation - either in substance or in 
function ... It is a particular, vacant place that may in fact be filled by 
differentindividuals ... If ... a group of signs can be called a 'statement' ... 
it is because the position of the subject can be assigned' (Archaeology of 
Knowledge, 1972, p 95). Determining what position can and must be 
occupied by an individual if it is to be the subject of a statement consists 
in posing questions concerning the sites, statuses and positions of 
discursive agents with respect·to objects. 

Status is closely connected with statement: 'Medical statements 
cannot come from anybody; their value, efficacy, even their therapeutic 
powers ... cannot be dissociated from the statutorily defined person who 
has the right to make them' (ibz'd p 51). The institutional siting of 
medical discourse underwent a profound transformation in the nine
teenth century and the hospital, 'a place of constant, coded, systematic 
observation, run by a· differentiated and hierarchised medical staff ... 
constituting a quantifiable field of frequencies' (ibid p 51), cannot be 
conceived as a kind of external context to anatomo-clinical medical 
practice, any more than the status of the doctor is external to the 
existence of the state~ents made. The third type of enunciative 
modality is that of positions with respect to objects. Take, for instance, 
the perceptual situations it is both possible and necessary for the 
subjects of statements of medical discourse to occupy: 'according to a 
certain grid of ... interrogations, heisthequestioningsubjectand, accord
ing to a certain programme of information, he is the listening subject' 
(t'b£d p 52). Analogously, positions for a seeing subject can be defined. 
Medical instruments, far from being mere instruments of aided human 
perception, are 'instrumental' in situating the subect 'at an optimal 
perceptual distance whose boundaries ·delimit the wheat of relevant 
information ... shift the subject in relation to the average or immediate 
perceptual level' (ib£d). 

Subjects of statements also occupy a set of positions in informa
tion networks- theoretical teac.hing, hospital training, systems of oral 
communication and docu~e~tation. In this sr,stematic network of 
relations and in its articulations with those pertaining to sites and 
statuses, there is no place for an essential medical human subject to 
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synthesise the total perceptual manifold. This position is thus sharply 
opposed to the view which puts the human subject at the origin of · 
meaning, value, etc. Medical statements produce a set of positions 
which can be filled by agents satisfying certain conditions. Obviously, 
being human is neither sufficient nor defining of the practice. The 
subjects of medical statements are then dispersed among the various 
statuses, sites and positions prerequisite to the articulation of particular 
medical statements. 

To conceive of subjects of statements is not to conceive of 
subjects in the traditional sense. It is to displace the subject from its 
position as origin, a source of language, expressivity and will, and in so 
doing to dismantle the unity of the· subject. Neither language nor social 
relations are means of expression, and the concept of social agent,· as 
opposed to the inevitably totalising concept of the subject is introduced 
here to register our own primary theoretical concern with the construc
tion of positions for agents, agents and positions always being defined 
with respect to specific social relations or combinations thereof. Agents 
in this sense are not incapable of 'independent' action. But such 
capacities as are presupposed in so acting cannot be referred to the 
spontaneity of human free will, but are subject to definite l=Onditions of 
existence, conditions of endowment of agents and conditions of exercise. 

In this perspective there is no place for a 'total' subject that 
transcends or else is subject to different forms of social relations. On 
the contrary, in positioning agents, in defining a social agent always 
with respect to . one or more specific social relations we precisely 
abstract from other capacities and relations associated with that ag.ent. 
For example, the analysis of the doctor-patient relationship would 
abstract from other social relations in which doctors and patients are 
involved (financial, domestic, sexual, etc) up to and until such time as 
particular non-medical conditions become pertinent. At this point, it 
should be an open question how these conditions of the non-medical 
components of the doctor-patient relationship should be specified. 

That is to say, at no point in the analysis is it necessary to assign a 
theoretical priority to entities such as 'people', 'human relations' and so 
on; they have no explanatory function. Nor is it necessary to refer to a 
realm of values or to unconditional 'moral' attributes such as moral 
responsibility or free will. Thus the theoretical promise of Foucault's 
work in the domain of what might otherwise be called the ethical, 
consists in its opening up the possibility of accounting for the existence 
and functions of rules, principles and codes in social relations without 
relying on the assumption of a moral domain, as opposed to other 
domains of social life to which it is connected. The text opens up the 
possibility of specifying the 'moral' component of social relations in such 
a way as to undermine its privileged or separate relation to other social 
relations in the order of social analysis without positing an indetermi
nate interactionism or reducing this component to an effect of some
thing other than itself. The latter procedure, .common in certain 
Marxist positions, only confirms the 'moral' domain as a definite entity 
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whilst at the same time according it a most implausible lack of 
effectivity. 

The implication of Foucault's position is that the domain of 
morality, the realm of values, is dissolved. This is not to explain it by 
reference to something else, but to break the conceptual couple 
subject/values in order that .it can be opened up to analysis. Conse
quently, there is no general problem of responsibility, the self-presence 
of the subject to its actions. The problem of responsibility is dispersed 
into the particular sites, positions, statuses and agents of definite 
practices. Professional responsibilities, family resportsibilities, legal 
responsibilities, etc, should be considered as specific conferred statuses, 
their ascription by other agents depending on the fulfilment of determi
nate conditions. To be held responsible, in this view, is no more or less 
than to be recognised as such'in one or more definite discourses. Nor do 
the agents of recognition or the agents recognised. have· to be hum:an 
beings. The problem of recognition and its component of responsibility 
cannot be unified within a general philosophical/moral concept. 
Certain responsibilities are thus the components of definite statuses.[4] 

Two qualifica:tions must be made to the above formulations. 
The first is that there ;are certain forms of 'all-purpose' responsibility 
which cover a multitude of social relations - that persons are held 
'responsible' in general, in a multiplicity of evaluations (being held 
'irresponsible' is the ri.egative p~le). But however diffuse this allcpurpose 
responsibility appears to be it is nonetheless still subject to the satisfac
tion of definite social conditions and 'all-purpose' responsibility must be 
construed as a heterogeneous bundle of statuses. The second qualifica
tion is that dissolving the moral domain as an object of analysis is still-to 
leave unspecified the question of the components of moral discourses, 
their relations and effects. 

'The Institution of Domestic Responsibilities 

Much current feminist and sociological writing on the family conceives 
it as an intersection between two processes, the needs of capitalism and 
the effects of patriarchy. The 'nuclear family', the object of its 
attention, is conceived .as that intersection, the economic and social 
form that 'serves' capitalism and at the same time enslaves women as 
housewives and locks them in the privacy of the family. Donzelot's La 
Polz'ce des Familles[5], while dealing with many of the problems 
addressed in such analyses does so in a way that changes the terms of 
such a debate. His account of the transformations of familial and 
surrounding social forms in France from the mid-eighteenth century to 
the present does so without recourse to essentialist conceptions of the 
family and to subjectivist conceptions of the positions occupied within 
them. For his analysis proceeds with reference to agents which take up 
determinate positions in a range of relations and the position of agents 
involve definite attributes as a function of definite relations. Agents 
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are conceived as having responsibilities and capacities which comprise 
the possibility of their fulfillment of definite actions, though it does not 
assume that fulfillment. This form of analysis, which eschews both a 
reduction to the simple entities of women and men and avoids any 
problem of necessity, renders any conception of analysing the 'family' in 
terms of the domination of husbands/men and the subordination of 
wives/women impossible. The oppressive aspects of women's position 
within the family does not preclude, but on the contrary, involves a set 
of competences and responsibilities which provide the conditions for 
action. These cannot be termed 'powers' if that implies an automatic 
capacity to realise particular ends. But no social agent has this capacity. 

In its account of the transformation of familial relations of the 
Ancien Regime, Donzelot locates the supervised liberty of the modern 
family as the product of a variety of strategies whose objective is the 
reformation of family life and a formulation for it of criteria for the 
welfare of children. Crucial in this was the construction of the agency of 
housewife and mother, an agency accorded responsibilities and capaci· 
ties. This involves, not a stripping away of rights and responsibilities, 
common to accounts of that sociological version, of the transition from 
the extended family to the nuclear family, but on the contrary, a 
definite displacement of absolute paternal rights and the construction 
of legal and 'moral' attributes of the mother and wife. Those 'moral' 
attributes involve the creation of an agent, the housewife, whose 
responsibilities are created by the valorisation of tasks in respect to a 
domain of the domestic. This involves a responsibility for the healthy 
development of the child and for its discipline. It also involves, not 
simply the provision of domestic comfort for the husband, but responsi
bilities to maintain him within domestic 'virtue'. The whole process 
involved a definite legal, administrative, pedagogical and political shift 
away from certain paternal powers and a certain provision of maternal 
powers. Such sets of relations cannot be captured by conceiving the 
housewife as a term of exclusion from a 'man's world', nor as a term 
simply of exclusion from certain social and economic activities. Both 
these involve a collapse into that separation of women from social 
relations whereby social relations are conceived merely as 'oppressing' 
them. Rather than contrast women's positions in these relations to those 
of the 'extended' family and declare that there is a reduction in the 
presence of women to certain responsibilities and work tasks, it is 
important to consider how forms of agency are constructed. 

Women taken as a pre-given entity are conceived as members of 
a family, itself taken as an essential form and the result is the current 
and standard thesis of 'privatisation' in which the private is contrasted 
with the public ie social.[6] But this distinction cannot be maintained as 
a 'real' one; it is a conventional distinction. The 'privacy' of the marital 
bed is no less social than the 'public' nature of a political meeting. But 
the 'privatisation' thesis does suggest that the space of the family is 
quarantined from some public domain. The nuclear family is treated as 
a given which is teleologically projected back into the time of traditional 
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'extended' family life. Privatisation then follows by numerical subtrac
tion, either as an effect of external or internal pressures. 

In so far as Donzelot maps out transformations within familial 
relations as transformations of the relations of social agents, the 
public/private distinction is displaced. The 'nuclear family' is not some 
pre-eminent reality but rather a locus in a network of relations. What is 
at stake then, is not so much the transmutation of the form of the family 
from the Ancien Regime, but rather the construction of the modem 

·•family' in a series of relations and discourses. 
Thus it is in specific interventions of policy, both governmental 

and non-governmental, the practices of philanthropic societies, the 
politics of residential architecture, the conditions of mortgages and 
insurances, the counsels of hygiene manuals, that this family is con
structed. To be able to specify this is to break from the teleology of 
accounts given in conventional histories of the family. For their 
discursive materials are frequently taken as refering to 'real' objects 
outside discourse, which are subject to the gloss of contemporary 
prejudice. Discourses on masturbation, poverty, pastimes, etc are 
treated as descriptions of ever-present objects, the objects themselves 
being a continuous sediment of history. This obscures the construction 
of entities, their determinants and their relation to other objects. 
Donzelot does not take the family as a given but considers it as a locus of 
interventions in which the discourses of the social sciences and of 
previous 'moral' science are invested as the 'knowledges' of the family. 

Such an approach displaces any idea of 'social change' or society 
influencing the family, as if the family and its members were the 
eternal cast of a passive drama. The concept of privatisation cannot 
grasp the production of the supervised liberty of the family which 
provides for a specific logic of internal and external agents of supervi
sion. The mother/housewife and her appearance as an agent to whom 
non-familial institutions accord definite responsibilities and capacities is 
a crucial condition of the existence of an 'autonomous' family. For 
example, responsibilities may be relayed through definite forms of 
scientific and popular medical discourses. Crucial to the eighteenth and 
nineteenth century campaigns for the reform of family life, particularly 
where the welfare and development of children were concerned, was the 
privileged relation to be established between the mother and the 
medical-order. And the 'sites' and 'statuses' through which medical 
practice operates now institute the famz"ly doctor and the doctor's new 
privileged, 'on-the-spot' auxiliary, the mother, who is either deemed to 
naturally possess special competences or is expected to acquire them. 
That general strategy of family reform in which the mother /housewife 
appears, is in full accord with the 'private' character of the modem 
family, eg its apoliticism, overinvestment in children and intense 
emotional struggles. 

Such an analysis makes it impossible to have simple recourse to 
any general view of the subordination of wives to husbands, still less as 
its being a defining character of the modem family. The legal rights of 
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the father in respect to his children, for example, are cut back after the 
Ancien Regime and an 'equalisation' of rights is effected between father 
and mother. It is this very change which makes possible controversy 
between husband and wife in respect to control of children. 

The construction of responsibilities and capacities of the house
wife and mother permits her, in part, to be the agent of the 'civilisation' 
of the worker and the point of the introduction of hygienic and 
disciplinary forms into a population without the direct intervention of 
'public' administration. This does not mean that the organisation of 
domestic life is closed away from public scrutiny, but that its 'privacy' is 
the particular term of descriptions of its organisation, of the supervised 
liberty of the family. The whole geography of public/private distinc
tions does not refer to any essential fact but is a discursive distinction of 
particular bodies of knowledge. A parallel example can be seen in the 
distribution of entities of economic sciences into public and private 
realms. Thus the housewife is not in purdah but is a social agent in the 
full glare of those discourses on the domestic unit. 

The problem with Donzelot's account is that while it effectively 
displaces conventional categories of subordination within the family, 
the problem seems to reemerge in relation to the State, which appears to 
stand in patriarchate relation to all other agents, directly intervening in 
cases of the breakdown of domestic supervision in problem families, in 
order to guarantee a social stability. This threatens to return to a 
functionalist account of the State, one which is increased by his 
tendency to flatten all discourses on the family of the last two hundred 
years from psychoanalysis to taxation policy into a strategy for the 
production of the modem supervisory family. Since, on his view, 
familial mechanisms never entirely achieve the reformer's delirium of 
stability and since, in point of fact, those 'failures' are a continual and 
necessary condition for the advance of the progress of supervision, it is 
difficult to see how the State could ever lose. Success is success and 
failure is the grounds for the extension of powers. There is clearly a 
problem here of unifying and hypostatising the State as the personifica
tion of .a strategy. Once such a unity is denied, once governmental, 
administrative and legal practices are conceived as being able to move 
in 'contradictory' directions, such a position is untenable. This denial 
would not only permit further analysis, but also enable both realistic 
and effective political calculation to be made; while Donzelot's account 
would suggest that any strategy could be drawn back into the ruse of the 
State. Having advanced the problem of the relation of the family to the 
State, it is then required to advance the problem of the State in relation 
to the family. · 

The Subject of Feminism 

The problem of the connection between feminism and the pervasive 
hold of certain assumptions concerning subjectivity can be demonstrated 
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by reference to the feminist slogan 'the personal is political'. It implies 
that matters of 'experience' should be treated in a global and undiffe
rentiated fashion. The slogan has two aspects. Firstly, that 'experienc( 
of social relations that can be treated as pertinent for political struggle 
should not be restricted. In particular, it should not be restricted to a 
category of phenomena that is bracketed off as 'political' - experience 
of trade union activities, the struggles of or within political organisa
tions, etc. Essentially the slogan was a protest against an economism and 
traditionalism which limited the inventory of what was relevant to the 
struggles for democratic and socialist transformation. It insisted upon 
the importance of problems that did not fall within that conventional 
syllabus of political struggle. But secondly, it insisted that the form of 
analysing and criticising social phenomena should be based on 'experi
ence', frequently designated 'personal experience'. Personal experience 
is thus elevated and privileged as the origin of knowledge of oppression 

· and also as the source of the will to its transformation. Thus in the 
slogan 'the personal is political', the personal functions in two ways: as a 
realm of previously discarded social objects which are now being 
inserted as objects for political struggle, and at the same time, as the 
locus of their recognition and the form of their treatment. 

This double character leads to a paradoxical conclusion. While 
it is able to provide a certain criticism of economism, it does so in a 
conventional form. While it adds a realm of objects, the organisation of 
the family, sexuality, etc, it does so in a fashion which can actually 
buttress the conventional. distinctions of personal/public or private/ 
social. The concept of 'personal' then, can become synonymous with the 
banal sociological category of 'everyday life'. While a realm of objects 
has been asserted as 'also' political, it is tacitly accepted that they are 
'personal' .. The slogan is thus ambiguous, especially in regard to 
analyses such as Donzelot's which effectively displace the distinction of 
personal/public as pre-given. The slogan can also lead to that intense 
subjectivist exclusion of given political organisations and struggles by 
restricting politics to only that which is 'personal'. 

Furthermore, the slogan assists in maintaining the category of 
personal experience and privileging it in the hierarchy of arguments 
which are thought to be acceptable .. To contest this is not to privilege 
something else against experience; it is not to insist that there are 
guaranteed treasures of knowledge elsewhere, nor to say that experience 
only ever captures phenomenal forms and thus misrecognises the real. 
In sum, it is not to make an epistemological critique of empiricism and 
its limitations. It is rather, that once the concept of the subject is 
displaced, there is strictly speaking no such thing as pure experience. 
For the concept of experience is linked to the concept of the subject. 
This can be illustrated by pointing to the heterogeneity of things which 
are commonly held to fall within the category of experience, not only 
matters of perception but a battery of 'know ledges' and 'judgements'. It 
makes no sense to attempt to restrict the analysis of those 'knowledges' to 
the category of experience. The concept itself needs to be displaced. 
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If this theoretical point is to have any relevance to a discussion of 
political questions and their analysis, two general points must be borne 
in mind. The first is that it is not being suggested that political discourse 
can be installed and governed by theoretical evaluation, merely that 
theoretical evaluation will be one component. Secondly, that theoretical 
evaluation is not functioning as an epistemological court which delivers 
judgements of truth. That this is not the case can be illustrated by the 
above example. The slogan of 'the personal is political' is not being 
subjected to an epistemological critique, but rather the reverse. A 
theoretical argument is made against the incursion of an epistemologi
cal category in a political slogan, ie the personal as source of knowledge. 
Such an argument cannot claim to be definitive, but it can claim 
attention, especially in the task of the endless reformulating of a 
politics, of feminist objectives and strategies. 

Given that certain slogans and 'demands' are maintained, it is 
important to recognise that they are never unequivocal. 'Women's 
liberation' could only be specified as a definite state of affairs with 
necessary effects within the fantasy of utopianism. More relevantly, even 
apparently concrete demands remain necessarily equivocal. Consider 
the NAC slogan, 'A Woman's Right to Choose'. Despite its simplicity 
and its undoubted capacity to mobilise support, it remains (necessarily) 
an open question what the best form of meeting the demand would be. 
There is, in fact, no 'true' meeting of the demand. It depends on the 
way each element of the slogan is interpreted and what weight is 
accorded to each. At a recent National Abortion Campaign conference 
differing arguments were made.[7] One argument was for an inter
pretation of the slogan whereby the pregnant woman should be given 
full control of the decision on the question of termination and its 
method at no matter how late a point in the pregnancy. (The question 
of method is important here because after a certain stage of pregnancy 
the question of technique will determine the chances of survival of a 
viable foetus.) Thus the rights of the pregnant woman are considered as 
unconditional, not subject to limitation until their mutation into the 
rights of a mother and the rights of a child. The importance of the 
question of the viability of a foetus is denied on two grounds. Firstly, it is 
conceived as a ploy of anti-abortionists in the sense that if the viability of 
the foetus is conceived as an origin of rights, then the march of medical 
technique will make abortion increasingly difficult by rolling back the 
point of abortion. Secondly, and more importantly, the possibility of a 
viable foetus having rights is denied. Foetuses are declared to have 
potential rights, which finally exist at birth and not before. Conse
quently, the form of legislation envisaged not only removes any 
constraint on the provision of abortion but insists that abortion at any 
moment in the pregnancy should be made a statutory right, enforceable 
against any resistance, such as the lack of facilities, unwillingness of 
doctors, etc. ThP contrary argument was that women's rights to 
abortion should be subject to a limitation, the limitation being that the 
viable foetus should be recognised as having rights. It was denied that 
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medical technique could, in the near future, push back the point of 
viability, merely that it could increase the chances of survival of a viable 
foetus. The argument that such a foetus has 'rights' rested upon its 
capacity to survive independently of the mother, and this was elaborated 
by indicating that such a foetus is already recognised in law, has some 
form of legal personality by virtue of the necessity to provide death 
certificates for it after twenty eight weeks. 

Both these arguments are directed towards the formulation of a 
Bill which can be sponsored within Parliament. Both purport to be 
arguments to support legislation in support of the provision of abortion 
on demand (subject to qualification in the second case). The first 
represents itself as a specifically feminist proposal and as such hostile to 
the second. The strange thing is that both of them and indeed the 
anti-abortionists, pose the whole problem in terms of rights. These are 
essentially moral rights in search of legal recognition. Thus the 
anti-abortionist position is characterised by ascribing rights to the foetus 
from the moment of conception. The second argument outlined above 
ascribes rights to the foetus from the moment of viability, while the first 
ascribes rights to the child only after birth, before which the rights exist 
only in a potential state. 

The contrariness of the positions is reduced by the unitary way in 
which they all operate within the space of rights, the distribution of 
rights and the relation of rights to the law. All conceive of the l~w as 
that agency which both recognises and makes effective rights which 
pre-exist the law's form of recognition. This results in an absurd 
misrecognition of law in the second argument: the right of the viable 
foetus 'must' exist because the law recognises some form of personality 
of that foetus. But law doesn't recognise personality in this way; it 
creates it. Legal recognition is a real and circular process. It recognises 
the things that correspond to the definitions it constructs. 

A similar confusion is introduced in the first argument. A law is 
demanded that 'recognises' and makes effective women's unrestricted 
rights over their bodies. It is argued that only such a law will remove 
'State' control over sexuality .and fertility, and return it to women. 
There are two paradoxes here: the first is that the State must intervene 
to abolish 'State' control (the legislation, it should be remembered is not 
simply a decriminalisation of abortion but legislation for its provision as 
a statutory right). The second paradox is that the collectivity of women 
is being defined in essence as a population of individuals, subjects of 
right, in this case subjects of property rights in the classic sense. 

The problems of a unitary realm of morals which would include 
that of natural rights and that of the concept of the subject have been 
outlined above. They obviously do not have any direct or necessary 
implications for such a debate. But nor is it clear they they have none. 
Within contemporary political discourse it is probably impossible to 
escape the effects of problems being constructed at least partially in 
terms of rights. B.ut the dangers are apparent. Arguments concerning 
rights are intrinsically insoluble and have a tendency to narrow the 
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range of questions at stake: the rights of the unborn foetus and the 
rights of the pregnant woman can be played out in a dogmatic 
repetition. The further danger is that once the question of rights is 
allowed to rule all discussions, there is always the threat of the sudden 
entry upon the scene of a new subject in pursuit of rights. The recent 
Paton case demonstrates that despite the clear and complete lack of 
legal rights in relation to abortion[S], a father was able to claim them 
with a good deal of public support. It also invites the medical profession 
to chip in to claim their share of rights. It is not unreasonable to suggest 
that to permit the question of rights to dominate the discussion restricts 
the issues which feminism should raise. But at the same time, the 
problem runs deeper than a possible political miscalculation. For it has 
to be admitted that many analyses and positions are themselves 
constructed upon the assertion of rights, rights which are denied, rights 
which are not recognised, rights which are not respected, rights which 
are constantly wronged. They return to the account of the rights and 
wrongs of women, a moralism analysing morality in the name of an 
always present unity of womankind. The paradox is that such a unity 
is necessarily the unity of subjects, of individuals. There is a price to pay 
for returning to such traditional and conventional ground. 

This paper has attempted to trace a circle in which much work is 
currently caught: the circle of the categories of the subject, experience 
and the domain of morality. It has suggested that their displacement 
permits new forms of analysis of the construction of sexual difference. 
Once it is recognised that sexual difference is constructed in a variety of 
practices, it becomes necessary to determine which differences and 
which practices are oppressive. This is part of the task of setting up 
objectives for feminism, a task which the analysis of the slogan 'A 
Woman's Right to Choose' has shown to be far from obvious. 

We wish_ to acknowledge Mark Cousins' considerable help in th-e 
preparation of this article. 

Notes 

1 We are grateful to Denise Riley for comments on an early draft of this 
section and to Colin Gordon for drawing our attention to Donzelot's La 
Police des Familles. 

2 Philosophical tradition does not invariably take this notion for granted. 
David Hume, for example, collapsed subjectivity into a bundle of sense 
impressions and questioned the sovereignty of reasons. However, this did 
not prevent him from attributing to the subjective essence of man, the 
unconditional power to constitute social relations: 'our passions are the 
only cause of our labours'. 

3 For this and for an elaboration of some of the following ideas on 
subjectivity and on the 'moral' aspects of social conditions in particular, see 
Minson (forthcoming). 
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4 For the concept of agent see Cutler et al, Marx's 'Capital' and Capitalism 
Today, vol 1, part Ill, eh 11. 

5 We refer only to certain aspects of Donzelot's work and in particular those 
relating to the status of women. However, the polemical target of La Police 
des Families is psychoanalysis and its supposed connection and commit
ment to 'familialism'. The discourse and practice of psychoanalysis is 
simply a further step in that ·production of the modern family begU.n more 
than two.hundred years ago. 

6 For popular and· influential· expositions of this thesis, see Oakley, .and 
Zaretsky. 

7 See Butler et al and Bury and Fairlamb. 
8 Paton v Trustees of BP AS and Paton came before the High Court at 

Liverpool on May 24, 1978. See transcript. 
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Material Arguments and Feminism 
Mark Cousins 

Two questions are frequently posed: what is the material basis of 
women's oppression and what is the materialist explanation of women's 
oppression. In this way two themes are linked in feminist analyses: that 
women's oppression shall be considered as the effect of a cause, or base, 
which can be identified and that the theoretical means of analysis shall 
be according to a doctrine of materialism. The doctrine is taken to b~ 
historical materialism even if a historical materialism in need of some 
repair. This paper questions the way in which these problems are 
constructed and questions the form of argumentation which is deployed 
in their service. If the problem of women's oppression is posed as being a 
unitary field of effects of a unitary cause, and if in addition it is 
proposed that this can be specified by historical materialism, then the 
problem is incapable of solution. 

This assumes that what is conventionally invoked by the term 
'materialist explanation' is in fact historical materialism. But what 
frequently appears is an appeal to a materialism in general, partly 
because it is averred that Marxism has 'neglected' the problem of the 
organisation of sexual difference. So a banner of general materialism is 
raised to advance where Marxism has failed. But this is purely gestural. 
In respect to the analysis of social relations there is no clear and singular 
form of materialism as a doctrine, still less as a methodology with which 
analysis can proceed. This is not to deny that materialisms have 
registered successes, but it is to deny that there is any unequivocal 
materialism awaiting use. In its absence, it is the materialism of 
historical materialism that seems to be invoked, though with a certain 
equivocation. 

Indeed, Marxism has specified a system of social and economic 
relations and their necessary effects as the 'material base'. It is this 
which distinguishes it from other 'materialisms' which provide other 
bases such as 'biological need' or 'technique' as the ultimate level of 
determination. Marxism has involved a theory of causality or deter
mination and the specification of objects which appear in it, together 
with the theoretical means whereby the 'real' can be appropriated in 
knowledge. To support such a claim the Introduction to the Critique of 
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Polz"tical'Economy of 1857 has frequently been held up as an exemplar, 
as the epistemological ground of a theory of modes of production. 

But such a definition of materialism renders the quest for a 
Marxist theory of women's oppression paradoxical. For the basic 
elements of a theory of modes of production do not require any specific 
form of sexual divisions or of the sexual division of labour. The concept· 
of mode of production requires, in non-communist modes, a class 
division and a social division oflabour. But there is no requirement that 
it shall be realised by any definite sexual division or indeed any other 
division as a necessary effect of that primary division. To attempt to 
refute this by evidencing instances of such sexual divisions in concrete 
analyses is to miss the point. At this level of generality and abstraction of 
the concept mode of production, sexual divisions are not pertinent. Of 
course, if the concept of mode ofproduction is itself displaced, then the 
question could be opened up. If the question of the possession of and 
separation from the means of production as constitutive of classes as 
both economiC agents and political forces is dropped, then it would be 
open to investigate how the organisation of sexual difference is impli
cated in the formation of agents and their position in respect to the 
means of production. Yet even here it could not be assumed that the 
concept of sexual division, that is, a division between males and 
females, was co-extensive with the organisation of sexual difference. 
While the question is that of components of the concept mode of 
production and a simple concept of sexual division, there is no way in 
which the latter can be written into the former with any theoretical 
necessity or coherence. 

This difficulty takes on an acute character in feminis~ analyses 
which have, obviously, insisted upon the problem of the relations of 
sexual difference. To the extent that this question does not appear in 
classical Marxism at the level of its leading categories, it is declared to 
problematise Marxism itself. Two solutions are frequently posed to 
overcome this: both may be seen to involve further and insoluble 
difficulties. Firstly, it is held that Marxism has merely 'forgotten' sexual 
division, and that its analysis can proceed with traditional categories 
after being 'reminded' of sexual division. This is to demand that 
Marxism deal with a problem through concepts whose objects do not 
involve that problem. 'Woman' cannot be added into the pages of 
Capz"tal as the postscript which will then afford a solution. This is simply 
because 'men' are not in these pages either. The capitalist and die 
labourer . are personifications. Marx may be accused of adopting 
contemporary literary usage in designating such personifications 'he', 
but he cannot be accused of omitting women. Those personifications of 
capitalist relations, the capitalist and the labourer, are abstract to and 
indifferent to the problem of sexual difference. Attempts to simply force 
the concepts to respect that problem merely result in the distortion of 
the concept. Again, it may be necessary to displace the concepts 
themselves, but they cannot both be maintained and compelled to work 
in a different way. 
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The second solution has been to argue that indeed Marxist 
concepts of the mode of production do not provide an explanation of 
the relations of sexual difference and that concepts have to be provided 
which are adequate to the task. The term patriarchy has been widely 
accepted in this context. It is granted that Marxist concepts do not 
locate forms of sexual division as necessary effects of modes of produc
tion, and the term patriarchy stands for those necessary effects within 
and across different modes of production. Patriarchy is thus the 
'material basis' of women's oppression. The first consequence of this is 
that the question of women's oppression is deployed as a historical 
problem. By constructing a concept which refers 'across' modes of 
production while not being one of its elements reveals that what is at 
stake is the continuity of the effects of patriarchy in time. Not only does 
this reduce the problem of modes of production to one of the sequence 
of time. More importantly, it means that the problem of the relations of 
sexual difference is captured by the terms of continuity and history. 
Patriarchy is the great chain of women's oppression. 

The construction of such terms for the problem has notorious 
consequences. Patriarchy must be considered as the effect of a cause, 
and the cause functions as an origin. It does not matter for the structure 
of effects what content is given to the origin, whether violence, property 
relations or the incest taboo. The origin always functions as a cause by 
the retrospective ascription of phenomena to this cause-as-origin. The 
cause is then ever present in its effects this side of its overthrow. The 
origin thus establishes a realm in which its singular effect is registered, is 
represented. The realm is then time, the duration of its epoch, and 
social relations, the medium of its effects. History and social relations 
are thus a homogeneous substance in which the effects can be deciphered. 
The form of causality and the form of the social which are necessitated 
as theoretical .supports bear a clear similarity to concepts of human 
nature that operate overtly and covertly in the social sciences. An entity 
is proposed as a cause or controlling instance and it is then declared that 
everything is its effects, by which procedure the truth of the entity is 
passed off as being adequately secured. The vacuous circularity of this is 
clear. · 

In fact, in this position there are no separate classes of cause and 
effect. The effects are part of the cause. That they are held to be 
separated by time is not a real distinction, for historical .time is merely 
functioning to display the cause as its effect. Since historical time is . 
considered to be a homogeneous entity, chronological distance carmot 
be made to provide a separate realm of effects, only one in which the 
origin repeats itself. Time itself is reduced to being the elongation of the 
identity of the origin. Attempts to circumvent this necessity, by 
developing concepts of variants of patriarchy according to different 
modes of production so that the effects of patriarchy are divided into 
periods, fail precisely because they are merely variants, variants of an 
identity which is given in its origin. Historical differences are sublated by 
that controlling identity. The time of patriarchy is repetition. 
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A further consequence of the concept relates to the medium 
within which the effects of patriarchy are to be represented, social 
relations. This can only be assured in a stable fashion on condition that 
social relations, all social relations, are themselves a product of 
patriarchy. Since few have attempted to argue that patriarchy was the 
origin of society, most have settled for having its origins in society. The 
problem then arises that since social relations are not themselves 
products of patriarchy, they must still be constrained to function as the 
means of representing the effects of patriarchy. And furthermore, if the 
action of the means of representation can affect the representation, how 
can any definite means be proposed for reading the representations as 
effects of that which is represented, patriarchy? Clearly, this point is 
hardly restricted to the concept of patriarchy; it concerns any position 
which posits a realm in which effects are realised or represented. 

Lastly, another difficulty with the concept of patriarchy com
pounds this. In order to function as a cause, the concept has to assume 
the very thing it is supposed to demonstrate. Since the momen.t of the 
installation of patriarchy initiates an epoch and its realm· of necessary 
effects, the 'moment' cannot ·be considered as an accident, but rather 
must be the realisation of an immanence already given in the relations 
of sexual difference. The concept of patriarchy purports to explain the 
relations of sexual difference, but has to assume that they always 
already exist in a form in which patriarchy can be installed. Ironically, it· 
thus assumes a primary and originary form of sexual difference prior to 
its differentiation. This is not to question sexual difference in a 
conventional sense, but to question the discursive necessity whereby it is 
conceived as necessarily already existing in a form capable of being 
subjected to the 'moment' of patriarchy in a unitary and exhaustive 
fashion. 

In general, patriarchy is advanced as the 'material ~asis' of 
women's oppression, taking as its referent the 'universality' of that 
oppression. But because of the inescapable circularity of the concept, it 
stands as little more than an assertion of that universality. Given the 
basis which it locates and the causality which it adopts, it cannot escape 
tautology. Patriarchy is a system of effects of a cause in which all the 
effects can be read off from the cause, and the cause is constructed by 
reading off its ,effects. That its all-pervasive character is something less 
than an advantage is tacitly accepted· in many analyses where it is 
considered as standing in need of a supplementary theory of women's 
oppression which is related to definite modes of production as concep
tualised 'in Marxism. As a consequence of this, it is frequently the case 
that there is an impossible recourse to two 'materialisms': on the one 
hand, the concept of patriarchy with its corresponding causality of 
cause as origin and on the other hand, a Marxist concept ·of social 
totality with its corresponding causality of determination in the· last 
instance by the economic. In so far as they locate a different 'material 
basis' and do so through a different concept of determination, they 
cannot be coherently sustained as being complementary. Modes of 
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production cannot realise things other than themselves; they cannot be 
subordinated to the general function of realising patriarchal relations 
unless, of course, the whole concept of modes of production is reduced 
to a mere set of variant mechanisms for the realisation of patriarchal 
relations. But in this case, the whole concept of determination in the 
last instance by the economic would have been transformed by a 
determination in the last instance by the superior instance of patriarchy. 
If complete indeterminacy is to be avoided, one must be structured by 
the other in a hierarchy of determination. This is not to privilege the 
concept of mode of production but simply to register that while it is 
maintained it cannot be logically articulated to a general theory of 
patriarchy. 

The attempts to articulate the two can be illustrated by reference 
to capitalism. Often, either a general" concept of reproduction is 
invoked or it is declared in reference to production, that the very 
concept of capitalist economy already requires for itself a definite 
distribution of tasks and labours such that a certain sexual division is 
inscribed in it. Both such positions are taken to be Marxist and both are 
held to confirm the determination of patriarchy. The concept of 
patriarchy and a Marxist concept of the necessary conditions and effects 
of capitalist economy are held to arrive at an identical conclusion, if by 
different means. This convenient correspondence can frequently be 
read in discussions of family forms. On the one hand, the family form of 
capitalist social formations is analysed as an effect of patriarchy, that is, 
an effect of an originary cause. On the other hand, it is analysed as 
being the cause of women's oppression, a social form necessitated in and 
by capitalist economy, which has as its effect the oppression of women. 
The problem of the two forms of 'material base' and two forms of 
causality can be registered in the incoherence. The fact of the very 
convenience of this intersection, that it permits a wide agreement that 
the family is a locus classz'cus of women's oppression, is itself an obstacle. 
The contradiction would have to be registered and displaced if the 
'family' is not to be treated in an essentialist and sociologistic fashion. 

Nor does that very appeal to the concept of reproduction or to 
the concept of necessary effects of capitalist economy upon the organi
sation of relations of sexual difference escape its own difficulties in 
respect to Marxism. To take Marxism as a general theory of production 
and its conditions leads to disastrous theoretical consequences when the 
conditions are simply expanded by fiat to encompass sexual difference. 
The argument that a theory of reproduction must include childbirth is 
based simply upon a pun. It is one thing to list what every child knows is 
necessary for the continuation of an economy: it is quite another to give 
any one of them a discursive priority in relation to the problem of 
reproduction. The availability of oxygen and, within present practices, 
the continuation of sexual intercourse, could both be counted as 
conditions. Childbirth does not have any pre-theoretical priority over 
them. Nor can the problem be circumvented by calling upon the 
'reproduction of labour-power'. As a Marxist concept it refers only to a 



m/f 67 

definite and limited number of objects. That the owner of labour-power 
is mortal and that its labour-power must be replaced by that of owners 
who are ex-children, is bracketed off as a given by Marx. The problem 
of mortality is not treated as a theoretical problem in Capital. Old 
labour-powers do not die, they are withdrawn from the market. Fresh 
labour-powers are not born, they appear in the market as substitutes. 
The reproduction of labour power is conceptualised as a cost, not as a 
problem. If the social organisation of childbirth and childrearing is 
forcibly intercalated into the concept, the concept ceases to be the thing 
to which an appeal is made. Ironically, it is only by reversing the terms 
of the feminist argument on reproduction that the problem of human 
reproduction could be made determining in the problem of the 
conditions of production. That would be if it were claimed that the fact 
of childbirth imposed an ineluctable and necessary social form upon the 
organisation of production and its conditions- the very position fetni· 
nists have so roundly attacked. 

Furthermore, when the problem of reproduction is posed in a 
general way, it threatens Marxism with the functionalism and teleology 
of much sociology. Reproduction is there its general problem to the 
extent that it poses social order over time as central. This results in the 
assignation of functions to agencies which then realise them (or fail to 
realise them) in an ordered equilibrium. Such a problem simply does 
not arise in Marxism, though it does in much Marxisant sociology. In 
Marx, capitalism reproduces itself. Certainly, fire-capitalist relations of 
production require the intervention of non-economic forces, according 
to Marx, but this is not equivalent to any problem of reproduction. 
There is not a limitless class of objects which can be specified as the 
conditions of reproduction of a mode of production, for in Marx, those 
conditions are secured as an effect of the mode. The relations of sexual 
difference cannot be tacked on either as conditions or as effects unless 'it 
can be demonstrated that a necessary form of their organisation is 
inscribed in the relations of production. And it is the very concept of 

-·relations of production that has been indifferent to sexual division. The 
logic of this is clear: it is not a question of 'excluding' the relations of 
sexual difference, it is rather that if they are to be treated in respect to 
the relations of production then there is a further reason for displacing 
the concept of mode of production. But those relations of sexual 
difference cannot be saved for the concept of mode of production either 
by 'adding' them in or by the detour of reproduction. 

The other means whereby the economy, in this case capitalist 
economy, is currently compelled to require a certain organisation of the 
relations of sexual difference is by reference to the organisation of the 
division of labour. This concern revolves around the question of 
domestic work, and the position of women in employment. Attempts 
have been made to conceptualise the former problem around the 
ques~ion of the production of surplus value and its conditions, and the 
latter around the problems of the value of women's labour power 
together with the concept of the reserve army of labour. What is 
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promised is a political economy of women derived from Marxist 
categories which will deliver an analysis of the basis of women's 
subordination within the economy and hence in general. As a corollary 
of this, it is frequently argued that 'ideological' phenomena, popular 
representations of women, forms of training and evaluating women, 
that is, the apparatuses of 'sexism', find their material bases in women's 
position in the economy. Hence these phenomena are treated not simply 
as forms of oppression themselves but also as signs of oppression, the 
representations of an oppression which originates from elsewhere. 

Each of these propositions involves a series of difficulties. Firstly, 
in regard to Marxist categories there is frequently recourse to a 
reductionist functionalism. Certain characteristics of, for example, the 
majority of family units are abstracted and hypostasised as functional 
requirements of the capitalist economy in general. Whatever is, is made 
into a structural requirement. Thus attempts to demonstrate that 
capitalism cannot 'socialise' domestic work often rest on the fact that it 
is not 'socialised' and that therefore its non-socialised character must be 
in the 'interests' of capital. Leaving aside the quirk of a capitalism 
serving its 'interests' by not capitalising something, the reasoning 
imposes a tautology. Secondly, in those discussions which centre upon 
the relation of domestic work to the constitution of surplus value, 
though it is largely agreed that domestic work cannot both be regarded 
as outside the realm of the law of value and at the same time constitutive 
of surplus value, the discussion proceeds as if there is no problem of the 
category of domestic work itself. It is assumed there is a homogeneous 
domain of work even outside that of socially necessary labour. But while 
Marxism involves a concept oflabour it is not a doctrine of work. It does 
not provide any criterion of demarcation of what shall be treated as work 
and what shall not in regard to domestic work. It can hardly be desired 
that the principle of purpose shall be used to justify a realm of such 
labour, the means whereby the worst housewife shall be distinguished 
from the best bee. But in the absence of a criterion it is by no means 
clear what should count as domestic work and what should not. Neither 
a principle of the expenditure of energy, the dictates of common sense 
and still less the sociological categories of work and leisure could provide 
an answer. The answer is given in the original feminist assertion of the 
problem as a political problem, and its treatment is not advanced by 
hegemonising it by the categories of labour and value. 

Many such arguments have been developed to provide a specifi
cally Marxist explanation for the organisation of sexual difference, 
under the title of a political economy of women. Their theoretical 
promise was to specify the forms of social organisation and divisions of 
labour as they affected women, as the necessary effects and conditions 
of capitalist economy. Divided though they may be in their conclusions, 
they appear united in one assumption. There is an assumed correspon
dence between certain social forms and positions and their occupation 
by women. To question this is not merely to point to the existence of 
female capitalists or male performance of domestic work. It is to 
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question that a social form can be mapped onto a sexual division in a 
straight-forward way. To be able to do that would mean that the 
organisation of sexual difference is at the level of the economy, ~or 
example, always able to be conceptualised in terms of individuals of a 
particular gender. This is the necessary condition of a political economy 
of women: that women are an entity whose components are individual 
females. The entity has the consistency of being female, and a finity 
by differing from men. The consequence is that however unintention
ally, the category of the individual returns to a discursive privilege. It 
may now be a gendered individual, but it is an individual nonetheless, 
for only individuals may people a gender. This then excludes the 
possibility of conceiving of the economy as involving a set of relations 
between agents which are in principle non-reducible to human beings, 
individual men or women. 

The contradictions produced by treating the economy as divisible 
into ultimate entities of male and female individuals can be demon
strated in certain discussions of women and the 'value' of their labour 
power. It is sometimes held that this is lower than men's and that this 
evidences the fact that women are distributed through the economy in a 
way that reveals their subordination. An equation is made whose terms 
are women, subordination and economy as material base. Arising from, 
or at least corresponding to that material base is supposedly an 
ideological instance, of 'sexism', of representations of subordination. 
But again such a form of reasoning imposes circularity. Why should the 
value of women's labour power be lower? If the answer given is that it is so 
for customary reasons then this would reverse the whole terms whereby 
the 'ideological' was a realm of representations of an oppression 
inaugurated at the level of the economy. This circle cannot be broken 
until the economy is no longer conceived as relations between men and 
women, and until the representations of sexual difference are no longer 
treated as expressions of a relation of subordination/superordination 
that is located elsewhere. This entails that the organisation of sexual 
difference cannot be simply placed over the grid of men/women. 

In fact, this difficulty appears in most analyses. It is usually 
~aken as unproblematic what the referent of men and women is. It is the 
sum total of dead and living male and female subjects. The terms male 
and female, the organisation of sexual difference, even the categories 
masculine and feminine, are usually tied to a referent in the last 
instance, the referent of concrete women and men. By this relay of 
reference most Marxist and sociological work requires that the final. 
object of analysis is persons, women and men. Thus discourses and 
practices are conceived as ultimately the way in which persons and things 
have effects upon other persons, where things appear as the frozen 
residue of the past actions of persons. The objects of enquiry are then 
humanity and its divisions, that is, groups of persons, what they do and 
what 'happens to them. Classes, women, youth, judges, are all the 
possible objects of enquiry by virtue of a double criterion. They are 
human subjects and they share the characteristidhat defines the group. 
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This permits the repetition of all the well-worn sociological 
themes, the story of things that happen to people. As long as 'woman' 
appears not as a category but as a simple referent, the structure of those 
themes is bound to recur. It has been by the use of that assumption that 
the arguments criticised above have been able to be deployed. It is by 
the use of that assumption that women's oppression is able to be 
conceptualised as a unitary field of necessary effects. For any such 
concept requires as its theoretical support and as its ultimate referent, 
an unproblematic totality of women as concrete individuals. 'Woman' is 
treated thus not as a category which might be conceptualised according 
to the discourse in which it appears, but always already exists as a 
singular plural, of the many who compose it and of the one fact by which 
it is composed. Such a unity can only be achieved within the confines of 
an anthropology of women's oppression, the unity of female pre-given 
subjects within the field of a subject population. 

It is the undisclosed power of that assumption that makes possible 
the employment of sociological categories, especially of power and 
oppression. Oppression is conceived in one of two ways. Where men and 
women are staged as equally vivid referents, the oppression is set up in 
terms of the oppression of women by men. When it is objected that this 
reduces a social oppression to one of intersubjective relations, then 
systematic social relations are invoked as the author and mechanism of 
oppression. But this second form does not escape the problem, for the 
concept of oppression still involves the concept of persons as its referent. 
This entails that standard notion of power, as an entity which can be 
possessed and is exercised over persons, who are the locus of its effects. 

Power in the social sciences draws upon a legalistic treatment of 
power as being a set of capacities which lie with certain subjects and 
which can be exercised over other subjects. It is essentially a distribution 
of effective rights. It results in the positing of power as a quantity which 
exists in a form which may be owned or controlled. It thereby excludes 
the possibility of treating powers as relational, as sets of relations which 
implicate humans as their supports, but not as classes of possessors or 
the dispossessed, in respect to some desirable quantum. 

Yet it is the traditional concepts of power and oppression which 
are used. They concept of the oppression of women often results in an 
algebra where one man's power is another woman's oppression. To 
challenge this is to challenge both the treatment of the category 'women' 
as having a simple referent and to challenge that power can be conceived 
in this way. None of this is to dispute the political problems that are at 
stake but rather to deny that those problems can be dealt with by the 
maintenance of these concepts. It is no derogation of the Chinese 
political slogan 'Women hold up half the sky' to note that if it were used 
as a theoretical protocol it would me;ely demonstrate that there was 
nothing new under the sun. But once the organisation of sexual 
difference is no longer tied to the pre-given anchor of women and men it 
is possible to deal with that organisation in a way which respects the 
dispersed and heterogenous places in which it occurs. 
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Since its inception Crz'tz'que of Anthropology has focussed on problems 
within the discipline of social anthropology from what might be called 
an exclusively Marxist viewpoint. While this has added strength to .the 
concept of criticism on which the editorial policy is based, it has the 
weakness of positing 'Marxism' as a unitary theory while at the same 
time conducting the critique from within a confused and frequently 
contradictory set of concepts. The theoretical standpoints of Godelier, 
Meillassoux and Terray, three of the most frequently referred to 
'Marxist anthropologists', differ so fundamentally on -certain political 
and theoretical issues that destructive criticism within Marxist anthro
pology. is often more marked than constructive criticism directed at 
the entrenched theories of the traditions of the discipline. Meanwhile 
arguments over the status of central concepts such as 'mode of produc
tion' are perhaps more strident than any other current debates in the 
social sciences. 

Debates on the position of women are, by contrast, not particu
larly notable in anthropology. Yet Crz'tz'que of Anthropology has 
devoted a special double issue to the position of women, albeit as 
another supposed unity, the 'feminist problematic'. ·Furthermore the 
Editorial Board argues that this unity 'poses a serious challenge to some 
fundamental concepts of Marxism, and will eventually lead to their 
reformulation' (Crz'tz'que of Anthropology, p 3; all further references to 
the issue will be denoted by the initials CA.) Presumably such a 
reformulation would also be crucial for t!J.e discipline of social anthro
pology. The claims made for the special issue should therefore be 
regarded as important. Although I shall argue that the 'feminist 
problematic' has no unity, certain fundamental ideas of both Marxism 
and anthropology are indeed challenged, if not reworked. But what is 
disappointing about the 'Women's Issue' is that it fails to face up to the 
implications of this challenge and only presents reformulations of 
familiar arguments. 

The special issue arises from a set of debates wi~hin social 
anthropology which are not exclusively Marxist in their motivation. 
Recent collections of papers on the subject are notably eclectic. 
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Woman, Culture and Sodety edited by Michelle Zimbalist Rosaldo and 
Louise Lamphere in 1974, seems to be an attempt to gather together a 
set of writings by female anthropologists who, while not necessarily 
feminist, are interested in various aspects of the exploitation of women. 
Rayna R Reiter's collection of 1975, Toward an Anthropology of 
Women, is more expressly and politically feminist. Yet Percez"vi'ng 
Women, edited by Shirley Ardener in the same year, is characterised by 
descriptive anthropology, and makes no concession whatever to any 
concept of a feminist problematic. The special issue of Critz"que of. 
Anthropology has to be considered with respect to these three volumes 
which are typical of recent work on women within anthropology. 

Interest in the position of women in 'primitive' societies is not 
new, as reference to Engels and Bachofen shows. But it is only relatively 
recently that conjectural theorising on this position has given way to a 
specific research interest in discovering its empirical forms. The history 
of the study of women qua women in anthropology is parallel to the 
development of women's studies in sociology. What is significant in both 
cases is that whatever the espoused political position from which the 
researchers work, in most cases it is, precisely, political. Almost alone in 
the social 'sciences' the study of women does not connive at being 'value 
free', but aims primarily to provide the material and motivation of 
societal change of the most radical kind. This orientation towards the 
political future does not prevent a heavy emphasis on a darwinian 
search for origins. If the 'feminist problematic' in anthropology can be 
said to have a unity, and it is only a contingent one, it might be claimed 
to rest in a search for an original oppression. 

This search leads many traditional and explicitly feminist anth
ropologists into biology. The arguments centre on what is or is not 
'natural' about the division of the human species into male and female 
types. Biology provides an apparently scientific data base for trying to· 
explain why relatively simple anatomical differences are taken as 
indilces of the social differentiation between male and female. In all 
societies, anatomical difference is a necessary but not sufficient reason 
for social differentiation, just as copulation is not, socially speaking, 
sufficient for reproduction or parenthood (Bames, 1973). Sometimes 
social signs of difference like circumcision and clitoridectomy differen
tiate the already different sexual organs. Different modes of dress 
modify the already different body shapes. Few studies concentrate on 
these symbolic systems, and in many ways it could be claimed that 
feminist writers are committed to ignoring the structure of symbolic 
systems of sex and gender. Like Reiter (CA, p ii), they criticise 
traditional anthropology for reading from biology to culture and state 
that the crucial point of difference is reproduction, which at this 
theoretical point is located in biology rather than symbolic structure. 
Thus an important argument at this stage is expressly evolutionary. The 
source of difference is sought not in human society but in a 'natural' 
entity, the primate family. r 

Attention is therefore paid to proto-human society, in which a 
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wide range of sex role variation is found (Reiter, CA, p '14). By evoking 
the pre-paleolithic as an ahistorical state in which equality is possible, 
anthropologists taking this approach posit a hypothetical state before 
oppression. The construction of the argument is identical to the 
procedure adopted by Engels, Freud and Levi-Strauss. The difference in 
argument appears in the theoretical.status accorded to this ahistorical 
state. Primate-oriented feminists construct their object from what they 
designate factual bases. But as the factual data is biological they cannot 
extricate themselves from the equation of biology and destiny. Engels 
likewise :built his description of the state of matriarchy prior to the 
subjection of women on what he conceived of as factual data. He argued 
from anthropological 'fact' to materialist history. What is interesting is 
that within Russian ethnography the Origin of the Family (Engels, ·1972) 
is taken as an exemplar of historical materialism. In Western anthro
pology on the other hand the recourse to historical argument is 
repressed by all but feminist writers. The emphasis in Engels is on the 
evolution of private property, whereas for feminists the contrast between 
matriarchy and patriarchy is the locus of discussion about the origin of 
oppression. In contrast to these tendencies, Freud and Levi-Strauss 
construct theoretical objects to motivate their arguments. The 'real' 
events which institute patriarchy for Freud or kinship for Levi-Strauss 
are not construed within historiography. 

Many contributors to the special issue do tend to describe or 
allude to the origin of oppression in factual terms. Speculation about 
actual empiricial examples of hunting and gathering populations, like 
consideration of primate society, are argued to provide 'glimpses of very 
basic human social organisation' (Reiter, CA, p 15). In some cases this 
leads to discussions regarding simple sexual division of labour, one 
which creates a symbiosis between biology and economy. Thus 'Man the 
Hunter' is opposed to 'Woman the Gatherer', and it is suggested that it 
is male bias in anthropology which has led to overemphasis on the role 
of the former (z'bicl). Reiter for instance, while implicitly concerned 
about the inevitable evolutionism and ecologism of such an approach, 
nevertheless uses empirical evidence from hunting and gathering societies 
as 'insightful' examples in the construction of her argument. 

Occasionally biology is treated as an insufficient cause. Certain 
anthropologists are concerned with the position of women as defined in 
the conceptual categories of culture. Sherry Ortner for instance posits 
the body as the inevitable locus of cultural differentiation (Woman, 
Culture and Society, p 73). The form of the female body then becomes 
universally identified with nature rather than culture, and thus neces
sarily with a 'lower' and devalued order (ibid p 73). What she fails to 
explain . is why the female form should be the object of such a 
devaluation process. Perhaps this is why discussion of the male.female 
= culture:nature debate does riot appear in the 'Women's Issue'. Nor, 
interestingly enough, does any discussion of the corollary of this 
argument, the psychoanalytic premise which posits just such a male/ 
female difference on the possibility of castration and the significance of 
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the phallus. Yet there exists within psychoanalysis a range of arguments 
and concepts which are available to anthropology in the elucidation of 
this problem. 

The collection of papers in the special issue of Critt"que of 
Antrhopology illustrates the importance of the search for original 
oppression in feminist anthropology. The first paper, by Reiter, seeks 
the origin of sexual stratification in archaeological and historical 
evidence, following the empiricist trend in recent work. Two other 
papers reconsider the contribution of materialist history, specifically of 
Engels' Ort"gt"n of the Famz"ly. Engels' book operates as the pivot and 
starting point for all feminist anthropology. It is thus inevitable that it is 
subject to constant reworkings and revisions. As noted above, Engels 
constructed his argument from an empirical data base, principally from 
the evidence provided by Morgan. But because this evidence is widely 
considered to be invalid, it is his theoretical constructions which are laid 
bare for investigation. Karen Sacks, for example, claims that despite its 
enthographic errors Engels' theory remains the 'best way of explaining 
data gathered since he wrote' (Woman, Culture and Sodety, p 207). 
Yet she attempts a reconstruction of his theory by claiming that the 
equality he suggests as existing in non-class societies, is not found in 
those groups 'lacking private property' (t"bid p 213). Then she claims 
that his propositions regarding the distinction between the position of 
women in class and non-class societies is correct 'in a general way' 
(ibz"d), but criticises his ideas of social labour and production for 
exchange, because they do not correspond to the ways in which 
non-class societies like the Mbuti, Lovedu, Ganda and Pondo are 
organised (t"bid p 211). But using empirical examples to revisit Engels' 
theory does not enable her to retain her political espousal of historical 
materialism, although this is clearly her aim. What is important about 
Engels' contribution is not that it provides a theoretical grid through 
which data can be read, or which can be subtly altered to suit the data. 
These are frequent results of recourse to his work. Its usefulness lies in 
its relationship to other theoretical work on the position of women, work 
for which the production of empirical evidence on the actual position of 
women in different societies is largely irrelevant. 

Both the contributors on Engels in the special issue are involved 
in the same type of exercise as Sacks. John Moore lacks Sacks' 
commitment to the doctrinal aspects of historical materialism. He takes 
the contradiction between the 'general way' in which Engels is correct 
and the empiricial evidence for the way in which he is incorrect to a 
logical conclusion. Denouncing what he calls 'libertarian' notions of the 
construction of theory via 'intuition' and the 'rejection of data', he 
espouses a 'philosophical and theoretical foundation for a scientific 
analysis of social evolution' from purely empirical sources (CA, p 83). It 
is in Moore's paper that certain arguments current within Marxist 
anthropology as a whole intrude in the overall pattern of 'the feminist 
problematic'. He is concerned both to dismiss the 'theoreticism' of Barry 
Hindess and Paul Q Hirst in Pre-Capitalist Modes of Productt"on 
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(Hindess and Hirst, 1976), and to revitalise the notion of exploitation. By 
espousing the use of apparently quantifiable rates of partial and 
absolute exploitation he suggests that it is possible to construct an 
evolutionary model of materialist history. His criticism of theoretical 
approaches seldom rises above the assertive however, and the empiricist 
model he provides suffers from the same flaws as the typologies of 
traditional anthropology. Empirical models can be altered and exten
ded indefinitely to suit new evidence and cannot advance explanation or 
analysis. 

A further criticism of Hindess and Hirst has been made· by 
feminists, though it does not ·destroy their theoretical position either. 
Feminist critics like Maureen Mackintosh claim that in their book 
'women are invisible; the sexual division of labour unproblematic' 
(Capt"tal and Class, p 125). This complaint is to some extent viable. 
Pre-Capz"talist Modes of Productz"on contains no concessions to the 
'feminist problematic'. But perhaps it did not have to. The question this 
raises is fundamental. To what extent should theoretical discussion of 
modes of production engage in consideration of the sexual division of 
labour? Or in other words, what do sexual hierarchies contribute to the 
construction of all specific modes of production? Mackintosh takes the 
position that 'no theory of a mode of production is complete without a 
theory of the relations between men and women within the family' (z"bt"d 
p 126). She then claims that these relations are those in which 
reproduction of 'people' takes place: 'the patriarchal relation of men to 
women which dominates the relations of human sexuality and repro
duction' (z"bz"d). But Mackintosh's problem is that she discusses this 
p'atriarchal relation as if it were a unity, an historical construct which 
could be ignored in the type of construction of specific modes of 
production which Hindess and Hirst attempt. 

Hindess and Hirst are being criticised by Mackintosh at a point 
in their discussion of the primitive communist mode at which their use of 
anthropological example is weak. The distinction they make between 
simple and complex redistribution takes no account of pastoralism. 
They rely upon anthropological data from one society only, the Gouro 
studied by Meillassoux. Moreover their later discussion of the Gentile 
constitution is marred by a ·confusion between biological family and 
kinship relations. They accuse Levi-Strauss of stating that marriage 
unites biological families, unlike Morgan for whom it unites social 
gentes or lineages (Hindess and Hirst, pp 71, 76). But Levi-Strauss is 
clear that 'marriage alliances are the essential basis of the social 
structure' (Levi-Strauss, 1969 p 291). They are not biological (natural) 
in even the most loosely organised hunting bands, but always cultural 
because the male/female distinction is a social not natural 'fact'. 
Hindess and Hirst claim that exogamy is a characteristic feature 
only within lineage-based societies. They do not seem to realise that 
exogamy is not coterminous with lineage, and that hunting bands do 
not necessarily form endogamous group marriages. For Levi-Strauss 
there is .no biological human family per se, it is the group, which is not 
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necessarily the same thing as the nuclear family, which 
asserts that the relationship which makes the marriage possible 
must be social, that is, defined in group terms and not in the 
natural terms having all the consequences incompatible with 
collective life (ibz"d p 43). 

Despite these problems Hindess and Hirst are clear about their position 
on reproduction. For the hunting and gathering bands which they use 
to illustrate simple redistribution, the division of labour by sex is 'the 
only possible basis for a permanent specialisation of labour tasks' 
(Hindess and Hirst, p 52), and the unstable economy 'establishes the 
conditions of the possibility of kinship organisation in the society' (z"bz"d p 
64). Such conditions do not give rise to the possibility of kinship 
relations proper. By this Hindess and Hirst, contrary to Levi-Strauss, 
mean the establishment of systematic marriage exchange (£bid p 57). 
This is a function of complex redistribution and the economy of settled 
agriculture (ibid p 65). In neither case do they pay any attention to the 
reproduction of 'people' as present in the male/female relations of 
sexuality. Their consideration of the sexual division of labour is devoid 
of the element of sexuality which Mackintosh evokes, because they 
repudiate the 'impudent and fanciful play on the term production in 
the work of Morgan and Engels' (ibid pp 58-9). The production of 
human beings is considered irrelevant to the theoretical construction of 
modes of production because the reproduction of the economy and the 
totality of social relations 'are never reducible to those of the reproduc
tion of the individual labourer' (z"bz"d p 63). This point is important 
because it raises the problem of the extent to which Marxism and 
feminism relate to the totality of Engels' project. As Bridget O'Laughlin 
points out 'Engels took the determining fact of history to be in the last 
analysis, the production and reproduction of immediate life' (Woman, 
Culture and Society, p 5). In fact, Engels treats these two aspects as 
separate. What some exponents of the 'feminist problematic' in anthro
pology are trying to do is to treat them as more than complementary, as 
if the reproduction of the system cannot be explained without simul
taneously explaining the reproduction of the people in it. 

This feminist criticism therefore raises the problems of reproduc
tion and patriarchy which arise from the insertion of sexuality into the 
sexual division oflabour. This is a problem which Engels virtually ignores 
by the simple expedient of treating production and reproduction 
separately, despite his discussion of the sexual rights of men over 
women. The reason for this is that Engels treats such rights primarily as 
rights in property, integrating them·into relationships of class. Thus, as 
Peter Aaby points out in his paper, Engels does not provide an 
explanation of why 'private property and the state· led specifically to 
subordination of women and not just to subjugation and exploitation in 
general' (CA, p 33). Aaby proposes that the crucial aspect of what is 
essentially a power relation between the sexes arises in Engels' prob
lematic through 'the transition from a complementary relation between 
the sexes to the reification of women' (CA, p 36). Complementarity, 
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which could be summed up by considering men as hunters and women 
as housekeepers, is a 'natural' state. The reification of women, which 
explains their 'world historical defeat' (Engels; p_ 120) is more than 
political and economic subordination, it implies a direct control over 
the person, 'men's seizure of women's reproductive potential' (CA, p 
36). 

Reproductive power is vitally significant in the 'feminist prob
lematic' and the paper by Edholm, Harris and Young entitled 'Concep
tualising Women' is almost wholly concerned with the question of 
reproduction. This contribution is central to the theoretical concerns of 
the special issue. It is also important because it contains a coherent 
discussion of the work of Meillassoux, the one 'Marxist anthropologist' 
whose writing is taken to be directly relevant to the 'feminist problematic'. 
This paper is a major step forward from the position adopted by Young 
and Harris in 1976. In a paper presented to a women's conference on 
patriarchy they were content to discuss the general anthropological 
categories of exchange of women and the sexual division of labour, 
arguing that there are no specifically Marxist analytical tools with which 
to approach either problem (Papers on Patriarchy, p 50). What is 
interesting about that paper is their disagreement with Engels' direct 
evolutionary correlation between private property and female subjuga
tion (z"bid pp 49-50). In the special issue Edholm, Harris and Young take 
a more definite position, suggesting that 'The core of the problem ... lies 
in the unhistorical atemporal nature of the category "women" ' (CA, p 
101). Moreover, they relate this to the illegitimate tendency to use 
universal concepts to explain female subordination (CA, p 102). They 
reject unsubtle approaches like that of Mackintosh and refuse to deduce 
the position of women 'from a specification of the relations of produc
tion for any given case' (z"bid). This leads them to an analysis of the 
concept of reproduction, in which they isolate three levels of abstraction: 
soCial reproduction, reproduction of the labour force, and human or 
biological reproduction (ibid p 104). In this way they avoid the 'problem 
set by Engels, of having to consider either the reproduction of the social 
totality or the reproduction of the people in it. Accepting Engels' 
distinction leads to Mackintosh's attempts to reinsert the latter into the 
former as an essential contradiction in an evolutionary schema (Capital 
and Class, p 126). By separating the reproduction of the labour force 
from biological reproduction Edholm, Harris and Young can turn their 
attention to the value of female reproductive capacity. This type of 
formulation, advanced by Meillassoux (1972; 1976) and considered by 
O'Laughlin means that biological reproduction in itself cannot be made 
the origin of the oppression of women. Nor is one left with Engels' non 
sequz"tur that the development of private property in itself leads to this 
subjugation. Furthermore one does not have to argue about the hidden 
contribution women make in all social formations towards the produc
tion of value. These latter studies are interesting in specific empirical 
cases ..:.. Barbara Bradby's paper in the special issue is an example of the 
type of contribution which can be made in this field. Yet the not 
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infrequent theoretical outcome is a conspiracy theory. Thus men 
suppress women as a class in order to extract surplus (hidden) value 
from them. Positing such transhistorical agents as 'man the capitalist' 
and 'woman the proletarian' is theoretically untenable. 

What Meillassoux does is to describe the reproduction of the 
labour force and male appropriation of female reproductive powers as a 
theoretical whole. This unity rests on a conception of human energy 
(Femmes, grent'ers et capt'taux, 1976 p 8), and it leads Meillassoux to 
posit the domestic community as the source of such energy in all modes 
of production. It has been claimed that his work is a 'contribution to the 
debate on the nature of the family' (Mackintosh p 117) and Meillassoux 
is therefore criticised for not addressing the 'feminist problematic' 
particularly with reference to the reproduction of labour power under 
capitalism (t'bid). Yet this criticism incorrectly identifies Meillassoux's 
concern. He is principally addressing imperialism rather than capitalism, 
despite his introductory comments (Meillassoux, op dt p 10). The 
capitalism he describes is a form which maintains pre-capitalist modes 
as sources of 'free' labour power, and this is precisely imperialism. As 
O'Laughlin points out, Meillassoux visualises his project as a supplement 
to Marx's writings on 'reproduction' (CA, vol 2 no 8, p 8). One may 
criticise his theory of capitalism/imperialism, but to base any critique of 
Femmes, greniers et capitaux on his failure to understand or confront 
feminism (Mackintosh p 119) is irrelevant. To drag in the 'wages for 
housework' issue as Mackintosh does is inappropriate to a discussion of 
pre-capitalist modes of production (ibid p 124). It shows ignorance of 
the real theoretical problems of the book and of the African context of 
Meillassoux's work. 

In defence of Meillassoux's understanding of the 'feminist prob
lematic' it must be said that he makes it clear in his introduction that 
reproduction is his major problem. The analysis of the domestic 
community is his mode of approaching it, because for him it appears to 
be theonlysystem which 'governs the physical reproduction of individuals, 
the reproduction of producers and social repr<:!duction in all its forms' 
(Meillassoux, 1976 p 9). The main institution through which this is 
achieved is male domination of women. Women operate in his theory 
not as actors but as means of production. This happens not because he 
denies women some fundamental right to act, but because in all 
empirically known societies this is the case. Meillassoux's contention is 
that Marx confused 'reproduction' and 'production' (ibid p 157), that 
they are not simultaneous, but that production and reproduction of life 
has analytic primacy. But Meillassoux's problems arise from assuming 
that 'the reproduction of the labour force is synonymous with human 
reproduction' (CA, p 110). He ignores the social construction of the 
labour force, the analysis of which, Edholm, Harris and Young argue, 
is logically prior to understanding the reproduction of the labour force 
(ibt'd). They suggest that control over female reproductive power does 
not automatically give control over other forms of labour. 

Meillassoux's reliance upon the notion of the domestic 
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community also proves an obstacle. This is not because it is concep
tualised as a natural family. On the contrary it rests less on biology than 
on production (Meillassoux, op cz"t p 10). The major problem is his 
reliance on its agricultural basis. He posits an historical event, the 
appearance of settled agriculture. This precipitates the emergence of 
property relations in land (or as he expresses it 'land as an instrument of 
labour') as the origin of male power over female reproductive capacities. 
His argument is evolutionary in form, not unlike that of Engels, and 
heavily reliant upon analysis of .economic factors. However, the actual 
achievement of control is not the outcome of the economic instance, but 
accounted for by a mythic event, the seizure of women by men and their 
consequent insertion in marital circulation exchanges (t"bid p 52). The 
control over the exchange of women gives men legal power, but 
Meillassoux, possibly following from his critique of kinship theory, is not 
specific about the kinship structures within which exchange takes place. 
The domestic community itself is a poorly theorised conceptual object 
and is of only limited usefulness in the analysis of different social forms 
(O'Laughlin, p 19). The reference to women as valued objects of 
exchange shows that Meillassoux shares Levi-Strauss's contention that 
women are 'valuables par excellence' (Levi-Strauss 1969 p 481). But 
Meillassmix locates the origin of this value in biology. Levi-Strauss as 
will be seen later is less clear about either origin or content. 

Without pursuing O'Laughlin's point that reproduction of the 
labour force may not present a problem of major significance in the 
analysis of capitalism Edholm, Harris and Young adopt the idea that 
'the production of new human beings is a distinct labour process' (CA, p 
111). Their arguments centre on the role of childbirth and lactation 
and the dynamics of human population (t"bz"d p 114). Finally they turn 
their attention to an entirely different problem, the specifically sexual 
implications of human reproduction and what they call 'the social 
construction of gender identity' (CA, p 117). 

It is here that the unity of the 'feminist problematic' within 
anthropology·is in question. At this point Edholm, Harris and Young 
could have considered the wider issues of reproduction and patriarchy, 
or what I called a-bove 'the insertion of sexuality in the sexual division of 
labour'. This could be the space in which the arguments of a Marxist 
feminist problematic, if constructed, could pose a serious challenge to 
anthropology. But this is not the case. Their discussion touches on 
problems of origin in hunting and gathering and primate groups, the 
allocation of economic tasks, and·the nature of productive units, but it 
ignores. sexuality. 

Sexuality is the crucial but unconsidered element of the problem 
of origin. This problem should be the unifying feature of the 'feminist 
problematic' but it is not approached by any of the contributors to the 
special issue of Critique of Anthropology. Yet it is precisely this problem 
which other feminist writers look to anthropology to solve, It is not 
sufficient for anthropology to provide empirical examples of oppression. 
Nor is it sufficient for Marxist feminist anthropology to provide a 
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reinterpretation of empirical data so that the value of female labour 
and reproductive power is revealed. It is important to show that 
androcentrism has operated in the discipline (Molyneux, CA), if only 
because it hides female actors from the scene described. It is more 
important to discover why social differentiation of male and female has 
been a hidden object in the discipline, scarcely touched on since the 
1920s. 

To illustrate this I shall return to Engels and the notion of the 
historical defeat of women. Engels' evolutionary theory posits of neces· 
sity a prior state in which women were not defeated, a matriarchy. The 
idea of matriarchy is based on mother·right, a conceptualisation rooted 
like Bachofen's work in an idealisation of mid-Victorian womanhood 
(Bamburger, p 265). What is not so obvious is that mother-right 
depends upon a notion of parenthood, an essential relationship of a 
specific kind between a female adult and a child, in which the labour 
process of reproduction, childbirth and lactation, is less important than 
an identification and bonding between two social beings. Initially 
feminist theory had recourse to anthropological data for evidence of the 
actual existence of matriarchal societies to establish matriarchy as a 
viable charter myth. Failing this, matriarchy has to be used as a myth 
denoting the possibility of a state in which sexual hierarchies could or 
should be otherwise. The best that anthropology has been able to 
provide is evidence of matrilineal societies with the. concomitant 
'matriarchal puzzle' of how reproductive domestic and inheritance 
rights are allocated in societies in which inheritance passes not from 
father to son but from mother's-brother to sister's-son. 

If matriarchy is a myth, patriarchy is still treated by some writers 
as a real entity. But even those who employ the term often show an 
ambiguity of attitude. Edholm, Harris and Young refer to it as 
developed within psychoanalytic discourse and of little explanatory 
value with respect to the position of women. Yet within psychoanalysis 
patriarchy is a term associated with sexual difference, and Edholm, 
Harris and Young claim that a major theme of their paper is the social 
construction of gender identity. They present this paradox because their 
conception of the social construction of sexual difference is based in an 
economic analysis. This is correct in the context of the identification of 
Marxist anthropology and economic anthropology initiated by Godelier 
(Ennew, 1978), but it does not explain the sodal origins of sexual 
difference. Yet it is with this that a feminist anthropology should be 
concerned prior to discussion of specific forms or causes of oppression. 

Within psychoanalysis the development of the notion of patriarchy 
has always been closely associated with anthropology. The Malinowski/ 
Jones debates of the 1920s excised considerations of patriarchy from 
anthropological tradition. Since then the sole consideration of the 
origin of social femininity has been in the work of Levi-Strauss and the 
less interesting writings of Ardener and Ortner. The term 'patriarchy' 
has no current usage in 'traditional' anthropology. Yet Mackintosh in 
her review of Meillassoux refers to it as a 'characteristic of human 
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reproduction' ( Capz~al and Class, p 122). Without having any credence 
in anthropology it is the term with which psychoanalysis gestures 
towards anthropology, and it is a talisman for many of those who are 
involved in the politics of feminism. 

Within psychoanalysis patriarchy is an important predicate, as 
for example in Freud's development of the Oedipal myth. Freud 
hypothesised the killing of the primal father as the origin of human 
society. It brings about the kinship relations of incest and exchange 
which are necessary for the development of civilisation. The Oedipus 
complex is thus an inevitable, pressing corollary of being a social human 
being (Freud, 1960; ·1977 p 149). For Jones, the patriarchal system 
operates as a social way of dealing with the Oedipal conflict (Jones, 
1951); by recognising the place of the father in the subjecthood of the 
boy, cultural development is assured. From anthropology Ori the ~other 
hand, Malinowski argued that the Oedipus complex occurs only in 
patrilineal western society (Sex and Repression in Savage Socz"ety, p 5). 
Not only did he claim that it could not be traced in matrilineal society 
because of the existence of mother-right (z"bid pp 4, 6, 13, 27), but he 
claimed a different development of sexuality in the child under 
matrilineal systems (z"bid p 38), with no pregenital or anal-erotic 
interest. He suggested an alternative beginning of all societies in the 
repression of biological instinct, principally incest, with brother-sister 
incest playing as important a part as parent-child incest (z"bz"d pp 182-3). 
Malinowski's position is reduced to an argument from biology and 
primate society, in which he is forced to postulate biological needs and 
instincts (z"bz"d p 148 et seq). One result of the Malinowski/Jones debate 
was 'to discourage anthropologists from having any dealings with 
psychoanalysis' (Fortes, p 132). It marks the possible origin of the 
faulure to develop a theory of sexual difference in anthropology, and 
has been reduced in the received wisdom to an argument about the 
universality of the Oedipus complex (Parsons, 1964). 

The question of incest re-entered anthropology through the work 
of Levi -Strauss where it operates as a theory of the social origin of sexual 
difference. For Malinowski, incest was a natural biological instinct in 
need of social control. But Levi-Strauss is not interested in the biological 
process of mating. On the contrary 'the transition from nature to 
culture is determined by man's ability to think of biological relation
ships as systems of oppositions' (Levi-Strauss, 1969 p 136). These are not 
just simple oppositions like male.female orfamily.family, but systems 
of exchange, kinship systems. It is the possibility of incest, not different 
genital structure, which establishes not only the mutual dependence of 
families but also the mutual dependence of men and women (Levi
Strauss, 1971 pp 346-9). The sexual division of labour is not based in the 
complementarity of sexual difference but is itself a 'device to institute a 
reciprocal state of dependency between the sexes' (ibid p 348). The 
'value'of women is not that they make exchange possible within kinship 
system. This could entail posing some original kinship system as a type 
correlated with a particular evolutionary form. This is what Meillassoux 
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does, and Hindess and Hirst concur. But according to Levi-Strauss the 
'value' of women is that they are the objects which make kinship systems 
possible. 

Only two serious attempts seem to have been made to align this 
suggestion of Levi-Strauss' with the premises which Lacan has derived 
from it for psychoanal~is (~itchell, 1974; Rubin, 1975). Both are 
dismissed by Edholm, Harris and Young (CA, pp 102;121), but they do 
represent a line of enquiry which could be useful for rethinking the 
structures of gender identity in anthropology. 

Mitchell revives the link between exchange of women as signs in 
Levi-Strauss and Lacan's conception of the phallus as key signifier 
(Psychoanalysis and Feminism, p 371). She claims that for Levi-Strauss 
the 'controlled act of exchange is the decisive break man makes with the 
beasts' (ibid p 374). The elemental law of this break is the institution 
and regulation of kinship and marriage rules and the prohibition of 
incest. Kinship rules are like language rules; marriage exchange is like 
linguistic exchange; and women, like words, are signs (ibid p 370). 
Mitchell emphasises the key importance of the relationship between 
child and symbolic father with that of child and mother (ibid p 393). 
This enables her to suggest that the significant feature of the progress to 
humanity is not the Oedipus complex but castration, observed as the 
mother's lack, and the child's desire to be the phallus for the mother 
(ibid p 396). 

Rubin, on the other hand, retains the centrality of the Oedipus 
complex and concentrates upon the emphasis both Levi-Strauss and 
Lacan place on exchange. For Rubin 'the Oedipal complex is an 
expression of the circulation of the phallus in intrafamily exchange, an 
inversion of the circulation of women in interfamily exchange (Toward 
an Anthropology of Women, pp 191-2). Thus for both Mitchell and 
Rubin the institution of subjectivity is analogous to the institution of 
kinship. This is the assertion made by Lacan in his appropriation of 
Levi-Strauss. For Lacan patriarchy is constituted in identification of the 
law 'from the dawn of history' with the name of the Father (Ecrits, p 
67). With the reverberation of the name of the Father in language the 
structures of language are identified with the laws regulating kinship 
and marriage (ibz"d p 73). Likewise for Levi-Strauss, the law regulates 
marriage exchange which is initiated at the origin of language. 'As in 
the case of women, the original impulse which compelled men to 
exchange words must be sought for in that split representation that 
pertains to the symbolic function' (Levi-Strauss, 1968 p 62). 

Lacan appropriates uncritically this assumption of Levi-Strauss' 
about the crucial role of exchange. He refers to Levi-Strauss' notion that 
women are signs having value (Ecrz"ts, p 67). Levi-Strauss stated that 
words are signs, and that only poets recognise that words were once also 
values. Women similarly are values 'of the most essential kind' for the 
social group (Levi-Strauss, 1968 p 61). The implication is that the 
ascription of value necessitates exchange. 'For since certain terms are 
simultaneously perceived as having a value both for the speaker and the 

,' .. '~"' 
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listener, the only way to resolve this contradiction is the exchange of 
complementary values, to which all social experience is reduced' (ibid 
p 62). Lacan's contemplation of this passage leads him to its obvious roots 
in MaU:ss's theory of the Gift (The Gift, 1969), for he imports into his 
writing at this juncture the metaphors of the kula ring, the hau and 
mana. Symbol and language at this point are identified with Debt, with 
prestation and counter-prestation (Lacan, pp 67-8). The origin of 
subje~tivity appears' mysteriously in the histitution of exchange, which is 
taken as a given property of humanity, necessarily prior to society. It is a 
given which is as untheorised for Lacan and Levi~Strauss as it was for 
Mauss. And yei it is crucial for the construction of both psychoanalysis 
and anthropology. Perhaps there is no better argument for the re
establishment of discussion between these two disciplines than this 
common reliance upon the 'natural' feature of exchange. 

Thus far therefore one can only argue for the inclusion of a 
consideration of sexuality within feminist anthropology, and the possible 
fruitfulness of collaboration between psychoanalysis_ and anthropology 
on the important question of the social origin of sex/ gender systems. 
The present discussion has strayed from marxist anthropology, for 
marxism as Rubin remarks, 'is relatively unconcerned with sex'. Marxist 
feminist anthropology, as the contributors to the 'Women's Issue' show, 
is based in the economic concerns of marxist anthropology. It uses the 
concepts developed within these concerns to re-examine the position of 
women in pre-capitalist and capitalist societies, or to re-evaluate and 
re-work Engels' search for the origin: of oppression. If there is a 'feminist 
problematic' within anthropology its unity is based in these issues. Far 
from re-working marxist concepts it tends to be reliant upon the 
and marxist anthropology. In the space within which a theory of sexuality 
and subjectivity could be developed neither 'the feminist problematic' 
nor the special issue of Critique of Anthropology have as yet much to 
offer. 

Some of the ideas developed in the course of this review arose from a 
seminar paper gz"ven by Rosalz"nd Coward, and during discussion with 
Hugh Brody. /.am also indebted to John Forrester for technical advice. 
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'Rethinking Marxism' 
Discussion of A Cutler, B Hindess, P Hirst and A Hussain Marx's 
'Capital' and Capitalism Today Routledge and Kegan Paul vol 1 1977 
vol 2 1978 

Rosalind Coward 

The editorial of Scarlet Women (no 7/8, April 1978) included the 
following statement: 

As Socialist Feminists we have to examine socialist feminist 
thought and seek to redevelop it. What we are looking for is 
nothing less than a tot~l redifinition of socialist thought and 
practice. We are working towards a socialism which seeks to 
abolish patriarchy. (p 1) 

It reflects a tendency now prevailing in the Women's Movement. This 
tendency is committed to socialism, but is critical of traditional marxist 
politics and theory because of their neglect of sexual division. It aims at 
developing a socialist theory and politics in which this issue is central. 

This desire to 'rethink marxism' is not new to the Women's 
Movement. There have been very few attempts to apply, undigested, 
any variant of marxist theory to sexual division. This is principally 
because apart from Engels' The Origin of the Family, Private Property 
and the State - a text criticised alike for its political and anthropo
logical assumptions- there are no marxist 'classics' which deal directly 
with the oppression of women. In fact Capital's object of study - the 
relation between forms of organisation of the economy- has no.spate 
for this question, without importing criteria from outside the discourse 
of Capz'tal. 

But this desire to rethink marxist theory has, until very recently, 
been predominantly a desire to add the component of sexual division to 
a pre-existent marxist theory. It has been assumed that the problem is 
part of a general undertheorisation of women's position. For this reason 
the apparent marginality of women to socialist politics has remained a 
problem. For although parallel with certain developments on the left, 
socialist feminism has insisted on the importance of struggles which are 
not exclusively economic, it has not known how to claim political 
centrality for these struggles without breaking with the fundamental 
tenets of marxism. The insistence on antagonism. between economic 
agents as the prime motor for a socialist transition and the definition of 
socialism as the collective possession of the me'ans of production, in no 
way presupposes the abolition of discrimination based on sexual 
division. 
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It is only now in the context of the general strength of feminism, 
but particularly in the context of the development of a socialist feminist 
tendency, autonomous for existing political parties, that some feminists 
have begun to suggest that what is required is a systematic rethinking of 
marxist concepts themselves. 

The major inspiration for this 'rethinking of marxism' has grown 
out of the political problem of the apparent marginalisation of women's 
issues. It has been sensed that this marginalisation is not unrelated to 
the British left's persistent failure to move into the twentieth century 
and fight in a way which is likely to mobilise mass participation. But this 
'feeling' has not yet been fully theorised. The problem of marginali
sation stems directly from certain conceptions which dominate contem
porary marxist theory. It is possible to schematise a few points which 
show the relation between the marginalisation of feminism and domin
ant conceptions in marxism. 
1. The classical conception of the social formation in marxism usually 
entails the idea that correspondence/non-correspondence between the 
forces and relations of production is the general mechanism for all 
social development. It is a 'contradiction' between these two aspects, or 
at least their uneven development, which is likely to produce a 
transformation in the mode of production. In Marx's account, an 
increasing contradiction exists between the productive forces which 
require socialised labour and the relations of production which, 
through the process of centralisation of capital, are in the hands of a 
smaller and smaller group. This crisis at the economic level is translated 
(because in the theory, the economy is ultimately determinant of all 
superstructural forms and consciousness) into a general social crisis, 
represented by class conflict. 

There is one direct political consequence of this conception for 
feminism. Unless women's struggles are concerned directly with produc
tion (and therefore exacerbate the antagonism between private owner
ship and socialised production), they are not central in transforming the 
relations of production. In an otherwise excellent article 0 Lloyd in 
Problems of Communism no I, Spring 1978) this position (not untypical 
of the male left in general in the late sixties) finds a clear expression: 

It is incontestably correct ... that the Women's Liberation Move
ment has been of great importance in recent years. In so far as 
the movement has been based on the increasz'ng role women play 
z'n productz'on/at all levels, the movement has been a progressive 
one. (p 23 my emphasis) 

Women contribute to the struggle for socialism only in so far as they 
contribute to this ineluctable march of the antagonism between forces 
and relations of production. It is undoubtedly true that a political 
movement's real strength will hinge on its relation to the work force. It 
also should go without saying that for a variety of reasons, economic 
psychological etc, the inclusion of women in the work force as a whole is 
a necessary development. But this position ignores that struggles which 
set themselves the aim of, eg socialised child care, the right to choose 
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forms of sexuality etc, are struggles with which socialism is not 
familiar. They are not subsumable to the aim of collective posses
sion (control of) the means of production. Changes in the economic 
relations of production must also include changes in the social organi
sation of society. Further, the fact that these issues have been brought 
,forward outside existing left groups indicates the acknowledgement 
that these changes will not take place as a necessary result of changes 
in economic relations of production. 

Most left groups are not now as 'tactless' as John Lloyd, mainly 
because they do not dare lose their female membership. But feminism 
remains unable to make these concerns central to socialist politics while 
this understanding of the mechanisms of social transformation is 
prevalent. 
2. What guarantees the thesis of correspondence/non-correspondence, 
is the conception that ultz"mately all institutions, movements and 
practices are determined by the economy. Thus changes at the level of 
the economy will affect all other levels. In Marx's 'Capz~al' and 
Capitalism Today the classical conception of the social formation is 
outlined as follows: 

... the classical conception of the social formation is an articu
lated structure of the economic, political and ideological levels 
dominated by a specific mode of production. The economic level 
is held to play the role of 'determination in the last instance' in 
that it determines the character of the relation between each of 
the levels. Nevertheless the political and ideological levels are 
relatively autonomous; they exercise a reciprocal effect on the 
economy and in certain cases they may occupy the position of 
dominance in the social formation. (p 313 vol I) 

Within socialist theory, this conception of 'determination in the last 
instance' has had the effect of concentrating theoretical discussion 
around determining the general character of capitalist relations of 
production. If these can be assertained then what will be given is also 
the particular character of all other levels. 

Within socialist feminism too, this general theory of the charac
ter of the mode of production has tended to channel consideration of 
the position of women towards how it is related to capitalist relations of 
production, since they ultimately structure everything. Debates have 
polarised around two positions: 
a. the attempt to ascribe a direct relation between the position of 
women (usually through the mediation of the family) and the general 
mode of capitalist relations of production. The editorial of m/ f no 1 has 
already outlined both the problems with these positions and the political 
desire which motivates them, but it is worth reiterating here that the 
particularities of the effects of sexual division are almost invariably lost 
in this move to reintegrate women's struggles into mainstream socialist 
definitions. 
b. the attempt to take the idea of 'relative autonomy of the ideological' 
as far ag it could go, in order to deal precisely with the specificities 
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which the first position elides.[!] Some Analyses have developed the 
idea of representation as an activity which produces specific represen
tations as a result of its own determinate actions. [2] Although there is no 
necessary relation between a system of representations and the 
economy, it is usually assumed that there is, at some level, a relation. 
Usually this idea of the relative autonomy of the 'ideological' instance is 
accompanied by the Althusserian conception of 'structural causality'; it 
is this which provides the relation with the economy because it is 
assumed that the general structure of the capitalist economy would be 
given in ideological and political effects. 

While this position seems reasonable enough, its inadequacies 
emerge when it comes to actually saying what the relation between the 
general capitalist mode of production and systems of representation is. 
Either, having made sophisticated theoretical claims, the analyses fall 
back on analysing ideological forms as 'props' for capitalism, or they 
avoid dealing with that relation at all. The latter has characterised the 
use ofpsychoanaiytfc theory and theories of representation. So while this 
position has contributed substantially to discrediting economism, and 
has made important progress in how to analyse cultural/ideological 
forms, it has been left unable to directly address the question of sexual 
division in the economy, as anything other than an ideological effect, 
retaining the same problem of political marginalism. 
3. The final point which indicates some of the problems of classical 
marxism for socialist feminism, is by no means confined to feminism. It 
is pertinent for the left in general and concerns the distinction drawn 
between revolutionary and reformist politics - a major way in which 
left groups define themselves. Within feminism, the distinction erupts 
in terms of 'have our demands been incorporated into dominant 
patriarchal capitalist values?' Some of us have dismissed such questions 
on the grounds that it is incorrect to assume that all practices and 
institutions are permeated with the 'values' of the economy in which 
they exist. But, while the economy continues to be thought of as the 
(ultimately) determining aspect of all practices, it remains possible, 
perhaps logical, to assume that nothing other than the total trans
formation of the economz·c relations of production and the social 
practices in which they are now realised, will furnish a socialist society. 
At best the effects of this position are just debilitating - you neglect 
struggles with the aim of concentrating only on those which will bring 
about a general crisis, and then hope to provide the leadership. At 
worst, the effects are simply reactionary. Within feminism it can be 
glimpsed in the searching out of often semi-mystical 'feminine alterna
tives' which are not contaminated by male capitalist values. 

These examples indicate that the question of the marginalisation 
of feminist issues by socialists is not just a problem of neglect but is a 
direct product of the marxist account of the social formation deter
mined by the economic, and the account of transition. The political 
effects of these conceptions has been either the submerging of the 
specificities of sexual division (as in ali~ed socialist feminists) or the 
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rejection of socialist politics altogether (and this has been the option of 
radical and revolutionary feminism). Marx's 'Capz"tal' and Capz"talz"sm 
Today offers a critical re-examination of conceptions of determination 
by the economic and transition and therefore has radical implications 
for socialist feminism which shares the desire to 'rethink marxism'. 
These are only implications, for the book has nothing directly to say 
about sexual division, even down to the ante-deluvian academic address 
to the male reader. In spite of this, and in spite of the fact that the book 
is primarily about analysing financial capitalist institutions and the 
theory of money in Capz"tal, I would like to argue that what it offers while 
building a way of conceptualising finance capital, is potentz"ally very 
exciting for socialist feminism. 

The political context of the book is the necessity for the left to 
analyse the British economy and to formulate new strategies. It is 
evident that economism has failed for, politically, the British left is 
virtually the weakest in any European country. Re-examining the way in 
which the economy has traditionally been thought by marxism, some 
radical conclusions are reached. These conclusions concern the idea of 
transition and how transition to socialism may be effected. They are 
reached by a cumulative and detailed argument which I cannot hope to 
do justice to here. In the context of this piece, the arguments of crucial 
importance are 

that the concept of a distinct 'mode of production' with necessary 
laws of motion is redundant, indeed, harmful. Its existence generates 
debates on 'the architecture and interpretations of Capz"tall(p 233 vol I), 
since the general form is thought to determine the particular forms. 

that the concept of relations of production can be developed 
without resorting to epistemological theories.[2] 

that theories which attribute . an ontological primacy to the 
economic, such as determination in the last instance, and general laws 
of motion, are no longer politically necessary as they once were for 
combatting idealist versions of history~ 

that the agents of economic relations need not be human agents. 
What these arguments amount to is a displacement of the primacy of 
the economic in marxist theory and the rethinking of transition as no 
longer a break in which one mode·of production comes to an end and 
another begins, but as the transformation of the conditions of existence 
which secure relations of production in a particular form. 

In Marx's 'Capz"tal' and Capz"talz"sm Today the two terms which 
define capitalist relations of production are possession of the means of 
production and separation from· the means of production. Separation 
involves the separation of the workers from the means of produCtion, 
usually by means oflegal property and effective possession through the 
agency of ownership. Effective possession is defined as the agency with 
the capacity to control the means of production, that is to set them in 
motion, to finance enterprises and to control decision making bodies. 
But in··order to specify capitalist relations of production, it is necessary 
to specify the mode of combz'natz"on of these two terms. Firstly the 
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worker is always combined with the means of production - through the 
wage form, in which labour power is converted into a commodity. 
Secondly, possession is not just a matter of the capacity to control the 
means of production and to exclude others from its use. The means of 
production are possessed in the form of commodities. Labour power is 
purchased in the form of wages and the production process takes the 
form of the production of commodities by means of other commodities, 
ie the means of production and labour-power. 

Where this differs from previous accounts is the refusal to 
deduce any general concept of the mode of production or its mecha
nisms from these conceptions. The only thing presupposed by these 
concepts is that there must be definite social conditions of existence. 

Determinate relations of production presuppose that certain 
conditions ar~ met by legal and cultural forms, they presuppose 
definite means and conditions of production, agents capable of 
occupying the positions of 'possession of and 'separation from' 
those means of production and so on. (p 218 vol I) 

But the conditions presupposed by determinate relations of production 
are no more than the abstract and general conditions, designated by 
what the book calls conditions of existence of determinate relations of 
production. To derive such a conception of necessary conditions of 
existence cannot say anything about the social relations and practices in 
which these conditions are secured, 

We must therefore distinguish between conditions of existence 
and the social relations and practices which provide them. The 
first can be inferred from the concept of determinate relations of 
production but the second cannot. Relations of production must 
be conceived as articulated on to the other social relations and 
practices but we cannot deduce what those relations and practices 
will be from the relations of production themselves. (p 219 vol I) 

So, to specify distinctive relations of production involves explicit or 
implicit reference to the consequences of other social relations or 
practices. These relations and practices cannot be 'read off from the 
general concepts of relations of production and conditions of existence. 
Once you specify the social relations and practices which provide the 
conditions of existence of determinate relations of production, then 
what must be specified is the form in which those effects are secured. 
Thus 'capitalism' can not be described by the general terms of 
possession and separation. It is only possible to describe relations of 
production by reference to the conditions of existence which secure 
them in a particular form. Several things are being implied by this 
account. One is the refusal to deduce a general entity, the capitalist 
mode of production. This is on the grounds that the concepts which 
constitute this entity are 'epistemological' concepts. This becomes clear, 
for example, in the examination of the idea that all practices are 
'determined in the last instance' by the economy. 

It is argued that while this conception may have been politically 
important in establishing marxism's emphasis on the primacy,;<>£ social 
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relations against idealist versions of history, it is no longer necessary. 
The political conditions have now disappeared in which the concept was 
useful and its continued existence is a hindrance to the development of 
an analysis of the current conjuncture. Why is 'determination in the last 
instance' an epistemological theory? Epistemological theories are theories 
of knowledge. They presuppose a distinct realm of concepts and a 
distinct realm of objects, existing outside the realm of concepts but 
knowable by them. They therefore assume a definite and privileged 
knowledge-process, by which. these objects are presented in discourse. 
Determination in the last instance is a theory in which a determin~te 
relation between concepts, that is between relations of production apd 
their conditions of existence, is 'transposed into a relation of deter
mination between the objects specified by those concepts'. In other 
words, a relationship specified by theory - the dependency of relations 
of production on their conditions of existence - is taken to be a 
relationship which exists 'in the state of nature'. The thesis of ec_onomic 
determinism is privileged because it is taken to represent the state of 
reality itself. 

There are two intolerable consequences of epistemological 
theories. Firstly the assumption, adhering to. the separation of realms of 
l?bjects and concepts, that there must be a particular form of knowledge
process. This in turn entails the presupposition of a definite form of 
knowledge-being relation- usually either a transcendental human 
subject (as in empiricist epistemologies) or a theory about the essential 
correspondence between language and 'the real' (rationalist episte
mologies). The second and most important consequence is the inevita
bility of dogmatism resulting from the necessary privileging of one 
discourse as reflecting the structure of the real. This privileged form 
becomes the point of reference against which all other statements must 
be measured: 

To affirm that all claims to knowledge must be measured against 
discourse of a particular form is in the same movement to render 
that form immune to further question. (p 215 vol I) 

For similar reasons the book rejects the theses of essential mechanisms or 
'laws of operation' of the social formation, such as contradiction 
between forces and relations of production or the tendency of the rate of 
profit to decline. In the former, there is an epistemological (dogmatic) 
privileging of a form of causality, that is the privileging of one group of 
entities (forces of production) to bring another into line with itself. 

Further, this thesis is rejected because, even if it is rejected as a 
general theory of the laws of operations, there is no eVidence to 
substantiate Marx's claim that there is a contradiction between increased 
socialisation, and fewer and fewer 'owners': the book argues that 
effective possession does not necessarily entail human agents. That, as 
in the case of the joint-stock, company, effective ownership can be in the 
form of a company, since ownership is defined as the capacity to make 
decision, and to control the means of production. Thus the book rejects 
all forms of epistemological reasoning and, by this, refuses to either 
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privilege the economic level or indeed to deduce a general entity 'the 
·capitalist mode of production' with necessary features and processes. 

The consequences of these positions for questions of sexual 
division are far-reaching. Once the economy is displaced as giving the 
essential features of the social formation, it becomes possible to think 
about definite instances of the economy and what conditions of 
existence guarantee these particular relations of production. The 
question of sexual division, like other forms of social division (manual/ 
non-manual, managerial/shop-floor worker) assumes a position which is 
not to be given by reference to general features of the capitalist mode of 
production. To pose the question instead in terms of conditions of 
existence of determinate relations of production is to clear away the 
question 'Does the position of women, eg in the family, serve capitalism 
in general?' and the often unprofitable debates that go with it. It means 
that the 'common-sense' rejection of a direct correspondence between 
the position of women and the relations of possession and separation 
from the means of production, need not be accompanied by setting up 
such problematic conceptions as patriarchy, a transhistorical mode of 
women's oppression. 

The preceding analysis has shown the non-pertinence of a 
concern with a general conception of capitalist mode of production and 
we should quickly learn the implications of this for considerations of 
sexual division. The family, for example, need no longer be seen as a 
monolithic unity with a correspondence or not to the capitalist mode of 
production. Instead it becomes possible to analyse sexual division 
appearing in different institutions, and practices- state (welfare) 
legislation, employment legislation, sexual practices - some of which 
may be deemed to provide the conditions of existence of the relations of 
production which now exist. This is not to say that capitalism-in
general has been simply replaced by conditions of existence of deter
minate relations of production for it should be remembered that the 
interdependence of conditions of existence with the particular social 
practices in which they are provided, actually abolishes the privilege of 
economz'c relations. There is no general and essential economic existence 
of the relations of production - there is only the particularity in which 
they are secured, a particularity in which the conditions of existence are 
all-important. 

But the implications of this book do not stop here. There are 
further considerations on the question of relations of production which 
have implications for the concept of transition and politics adhering to 
this concept. These implications are involved in the book's rethinking of 
the traditional conceptions of the economic agents of the relations of 
production that is, classes. Firstly the book rejects the idea that political 
practices represent or reflect class interests. It is argued that no previous 
marxism, even the most crude, conceived of classes literally lining up 
against each other; it has always been a question of political/ideological 
forces 'representing' class in some way, ultimately. If a practice is not 
the thing itself, that is it is not the literal class, but is a representative, 
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what is being allowed here is the specificity of the means of represen
tation. In this way the book removes the possibility of eg 'political 
conditions of existence' returning to another version of class interests. 
Thus what was implied in the initial definition of conditions of existence 
clearly goes further than might be thought. It insists that political and 
cultural/ideological practices are not reducible to' class interest - that 
they must be analysed and understood in their distinctness,· but at the 
same time as intrinsic to relations of production. 

The final aspect of the elaboration of the notion of determinate 
relations of production and conditions of existence, concerns the 
challenge to the traditional idea that economic agents (classes) must 
necessarily be human agents. It is this which ultimately gives the theory 
a very different conception of transition. The possibility of non-human 
economic agents emerged in the consideration of legal forms of 
possession where it became clear that for example the joint stock 
company could fulfill all the conditions of effective ownership. In 
suggesting that economic agents include non-human agents, certain 
theses central to traditional marxism become very problematic indeed: 
these are the theses that socialism will entail the communal possession of 
the means of production, and the thesis that socialism will see the 
withering away of classes: 

If classes are conceived as categories of economic agents then the 
possibility of agents other than human individuals must com
pletely transform the traditional conceptions of classes as consist
ing precisely of human individuals. We have defined effective 
possession of the means of production as involving the capacity 
to -control the conditions in which these means enter the 
production process and the capacity to exclude ot~ers from their 
use. Since production always presupposes some effective control 
of the means and conditions of production it can take place orily 
under some definite form of possession. Possession may be 
communal or private and it may be distributed between several 
different economic agents but if the means of production are not 
possessed at all then production cannot take place. This means 
that once classes are defined as categories of economic agents 
rather than large bodies of people then the notion of societies 
without classes can no longer be sustained. (p 319 vol 1) 

Even though control may be communal, and therefore preclude a group 
of possessing individuals, there will be agents with effective possession 
and control of the means of production even under socialism. This 
agency must continue given the level of development of British industry -
the alternatives posited by utopian ideologies are unthinkable and 
would obviously have no chance of mass support.[4] 

Within the context of Marx's 'Capz'tal' and Capitalism Today 
these conclusions lead to support for politics which aim at developing 
democratic worker's control. This is not seen as 'diversionary' which it is 
accused of being by many left groups. For the important issues now 
appear not as the destruction of the capitalist class but the issue of who 
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controls the means of production, and how to develop democratic 
control of the means of production. This position is entirely in keeping 
with the preceding arguments. For transition to socialism is no longer 
being conceived in terms of the overthrow of one mode of production by 
another but in terms of how to effect democratic control and non· 
commodity relations. And these can be effected through struggle at the 
level of the social practices which guarantee the conditions of existence 
of the relations of production now in existence. This is a fundamentally 
different conception of transition. The theoretical foundations for this 
conclusion differentiate these political conclusions from those of other 
groups which have argued for Workers Control for some time (eg The 
British and Irish Communist Organisation). And it is these theoretical 
foundations which also have implications for socialist feminism. For 
struggle within political and ideological instances assumes an importance 
which no other socialist theory has ever offered. It is no longer a 
question of sexual division reflecting capitalism, or serving it in some 
way. It becomes a question of how transformations in those practices 
where sexual division is inscribed are transforming the conditions of 
existence of relations of production which not only exclude the majority 
from effective possession but hold women in a secondary position. The 
struggles and analyses with which feminism has been concerned can no 
longer be treated as marginal. They are central to how relations of 
production will be defined in a socialist society. It is changes in these 
conditions of existence which will determine the form of a future 
society. 

This re-posing of the question of transition, then, does have real 
implications for feminism. Cultural or ideological instances are no 
longer relegated to a 'representation' of the structure of capitalism in 
general. They are the practices in which the conditions of existence of 
existing relations of production are secured. How those practices are 
transformed becomes crucially important in determining what form of 
society will be possible. There can no longer be any distinction between 
reformist and revolutionary activity in terms of the effect on the 
ultimate capitalist relations of production. For the kinds of struggles 
and changes which are effected in different practices will determine the 
form in which relations of production are secured. 

But having argued that there are very definite implications of 
this theory for the political and theoretical problems confronting 
feminism, it should be said that these developments do retain some of 
the problems of traditional marxism. The book is careful to stress that 
the primacy of the economic has been displaced and that what is 
important is the mode of combz'natz'on of possession of and separation 
from the means of production, and the conditions of existence in which 
this mode is secured. But, the relations of production, defined in terms 
of possession of and separation from the means of production, continues 
to be an economic definition. While any other definition might no 
longer look like marxism, it's worth considering how this· definition 
affects the political az'ms of this theoretical position. For even if the 
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modes of possession and separation are no longer defined in exclusively 
economic terms, it is still transformation of modes of possession and 
separation which are seen as the exclusive aim of socialism. 

While socialist feminism recognises that these transformations 
are a necessary precondition for a socialist society, it does also insist that 
a society which does not abolish oppression based on sexual division will 
not be a socialist society. This is the reason for the autonomy of socialist 
feminism from existing left groups - to bring forward women's oppres
sion in its specificity, recognising that this will not be taken care of by 
changes in the economic relations of production. This is a definition of 
socialism which is different from existing definitions of socialism and 
perhaps it argues for a redefinition of the conception social relations so 
that transformation in the modes of possession of and separation from 
the means of production is no longer the exclusive aim of socialism. It 
could be argued that this book does not carry through its logic to the 
bitter end. For if struggle and transformation in conditions of existence 
is all-important then why should socialist aims be defined primarily as 
the change in economic relations of production? 

Marx's 'Capital' and Cap£talism Today has nothing to say about 
the kind of reconsiderations within marxism which feminist politics 
have put on the cards. This neglect is not just the usual dismissal of the 
questions posed by sexual division. The neglect is also part of the book's 
overall playing-down of the political struggles which have produced the 
space in which this work is relevant and important. Though previous 
theoretical work may have been circumscribed by a not incomprehen
sible attachment to traditional marxism, this is not a reason to dismiss 
political practices. Feminist issues, debates on socialism in or out of 
Europe, questions arising from how to respond to the Bullock report, 
interventions in cultural practices have all brought forward issues which 
have begun to challenge traditional marxist conceptions. It's strange 
that a book which argues so plausibly for the political conditions of 
existence of political theory should represent its own development as a 
solitary progress from Althusser, through Theoretical Practz"ce to the 
current position, and not acknowledge these political issues as part of its 
history. 

I raise this point not because I think the political seriousness of 
this book is in doubt but because there are dangers involved in such a 
representation. The book might appear to be measuring previous 
political theories from a position of logical coherency alone, if it 
consistently ignores political movements which have broadly similar 
political aims if not identical theoretical trajectories. It can only be 
disasterous if the theoretical tools provided by such an analysis are 
turned against movements like feminism to demonstrate their theoretical 
'incorrectness' without considering the political issues at stake. This can 
easily happen when the book's philosophical and theoretical components 
are privileged over its political aims. If this work is taken up in a 
theoreticist way, it will only hinder the further development of marxist 
theory and practice which Marx's 'Capital' and Cafn"talism Today aims 
at. 
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This book may provide a space theoretically and, hopefully, 
politically, for women's political struggles to assume a centrality which 
has not been possible before within socialism. But this will only be the 
case if these ideas are translated into a politics which recognises what 
feminism has achieved and what feminism is demanding. The fact that 
socialist work such as this continues to ignore feminism, when feminism 
has been a political force in Britain which has consistently opposed 
economism, is the reason why socialist feminism must continue to be 
developed outside existing left groups. 

Notes 

This is the anti-economism which has recently been characteristic of a 
variety of feminist analyses, eg in feminist anthropology, and even those 
analyses which have resorted to the problematic conception of 'patriarchy'. 

2 See especially Sexual Liberation and the Family in m/ f no 1. 
3 The concept of 'epistemological' theories will be explained briefly later in 

this article. But for a full description of epistemologies, and what is wrong 
with them, see especially, B Hindess and P Hirst Mode of Production and 
Social Formation, Macmillan 1977. 

4 See especially pp 320-324 in Marx s 'Capital' and Capital~m today vol 1 
where the authors lay out what the utopian aim of the non-separation of 
labourers from the means of production would actually look like. 
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