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between feminine subjects and masculine subjects, for sexual division 
always requires full subjects already sexually differentiated, that is, 
organised into two unitary groups. It can never function as an 
explanation of anything because it always returns to its starting point. 
The problem then is not that of a feminine body and not that of a 
feminine subject. What is at stake is the. organisation of sexual 
dzfferences in social relations. The law, medicine, social policy, policy
making agencies etc do not operate on a pre-given, coherent entity 
woman; however, the organisation of these practices does involve forms 
of possession and control which are intricated in a series of sexual 
differences. 

If we accept this, the feminist demand for individual choice must 
be rethought, insofar as this involves three inter-connected elements. 
First of all, the demand assumes the possibility of a totally unconditional 
choice; secondly, this means that the choice is outside social structures, 
is a purely personal choice; finally, it is assumed that the power of such 
a choice would enable a true expression of femininity. But if we consider 
the notion of motherhood for example, analyses are made in. terms of 
individual women as mothers; hence rights and responsibilities in terms 
of abortion, access to family benefits and custody of children are 
demanded which actually reinforce the notion of motherhood as 
devolving upon individual women alone. At the same time, it is 
demanded that the burden of childcare should not fall on maternal 
shoulders alone, that is, the necessity for a redistribution of certain 
responsibilities is recognised. However all rights, even those claimed by 
individual women as mothers, are not ours through our individual 
nature, but are already part of our construction as social agents -'
which involves the recognition of the effectivity of social definitions and 
social practices which have produced the category of motherhood. 
Calling for a redefinition of motherhood might well involve depriving 
mothers as individuals of a wide range of choices which they presently 
enjoy (in the name of collective decision-making, for example). The 
exact nature of the redefinition is, of course, a political question for 
feminism to decide on. 

It may be thought that a level of social determination is 
introduced through considering woman's place in the family rather 
than as an isolated individual and it is in this context that Engels' 
treatment of the family has been valued for its materialism. But in 
Engels this materialism is specified in terms of an economy derived from 
the successive divisions of Man's species-being, and the family is seen as 
the economy in miniature - and so the family is effectively asocial. For 
this is to ignore the possibility that the family may be seen as the 
contingent effect of the intersection of social practices, which produce 
different 'families'. The specificity of woman's place in these different 
families could never be recognised in the former analysis. 

The distinctions we have been trying to make are relevant to 
feminism's evaluation of its gains and losses, in which the pessimism of 
'recuperation' always threatens. For an absolute right is evoked which 
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contradicts the construction of rights within social relations. Such a 
nostalgia produces an evaluation of failure - we can never achieve a 
right so incontestably ours- and anything less is always seen as in 'their' 
interests. When it is images which are seen as recuperated, the structure 
of the argument is comparable. A fixed content available to possession 
is assumed - either we possess it, and therefore it is progressive, or 'they' 
~oss~ss i~, it is taken back, divested of any progressive meaning or 
1mphcauon and thus recuperated. But images do not exist in isolation, 
their meaning given once and for all; they are constituted within a 
system of representation which itself is a social practice. 

Parveen Adams, Beverley Brown, Elizabeth Cowie 

Letter of Resignation 

I have resigned from the editorial group of m/ f because of the way 
decision-making and production came to be organised. As a result 
inconsistent and contradictory decisions were made. In this context 
some material was commissioned for the journal whose emphases 
seemed to undercut the project of m/ f as I understood it. Where m/ f 
continues to develop and promote discussion of issues important for 
socialist feminism in a way which respects socialist feminist politics 
without being terrorised by them, I continue to support the project of 
m! f and all the individuals involved with that' project. 

Rosalind Coward 

We would Hke to acknowledge Ros's z"nvaluable contribution to the 
concez"uing and settz"ng up of the journal and z"n the productz"on of the 
fz"rst two zssues. We are sorry that we are no longer workz"ng so closely her 
her. 

We would be glad to receive comments on this and earlier issues of 
m! f Proposed articles are most welcome and should be submitted in 
good time for discussion with the editorial group. 

We are planning to have an open meeting for all readers after the 
publication of m/fno 4. 



The Family and its Genealogies 
A Discussion of Engels' 
'The Origin of the Family' 

Liz Brown 

1. Discourses and the Discourse of 'Origin' 

Modern writers[1] have made extensive use of Engels' The Origin of the 
Family, Private Property and the State, which was first published in 
1884. Given the position it holds as one of the 'classics of Marxism' this is 
perhaps notsurprising. The text's basis in nineteenth century ethnology 
is often recognised as making it 'relevant' for anthropologists, [2] and as 
Terray's (1972) essay demonstrates, the text can serve for certain 
Marxist analyses as a connecting link between Marxism and Morgan's 
Ancz"ent Society. In addition, Origin's feminist credentials are well 
established, its mobilisation for arguments concerned with the issues of 
women's liberation not being a phenomenon peculiar to the 1970s. 

For many contemporary users of Origin its theoretical short
comings do limit its usefulness, and it is generally approached in a 
critical fashion. However, there is a tendency to confine reservations td 
the nature of the text as based on now-dated nineteenth century 
ethnology, the 'ethnographic errors' being thus corrected whilst the 
conceptual framework is preserved intact.[3] A recent contributor to 
discussion on 'women and anthropology'[4] argued for example a~ 
follows: 

Considering that much of Engels' The Origin is ethnographicall) 
erroneous, one may wonder at its apparent popularity. One ol 
the reasons is, of course, its canonisation within Marxist tradi· 
tion .... However, a more fundamental reason for the continue( 
interest in Engels' work is probably that The Origin, more thar 
any other work, raises the issue of the subordination of womer 
and attempts to uncover its material causes. Engels' explanatim 
may be untenable, but he at least raised a problem whicl 
anthropology is as far from solving today as it was when h• 
wrote. (Aaby p 25) 

The object of this paper is to criticise this and similar positions, ii 
particular those associated with certain feminist readings of Origin, b
contending that any deployment of Engels' text - however critically -
as a means of re-working Marxism is simply doomed to reproduce th 
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deficiencies of Origin while ostensibly superseding them. Emphasis will 
be placed below on Origin as a work of ethnology, thereby breaking up 
the unity imposed on the text by feminist readings which effectively 
sociologise Engels' writing into diverse analyses of 'family', 'private 
property', 'class society' and so on, conceived as entities within the unity 
'capitalist society'. The treatment which the text receives below seeks to 
remove this modern mask, and explores the ambiguity of the text 
produced by twin theoretical conditions - ethnology and feminism. 

The ethnology which is encountered as a- component of the 
nineteenth-century text draws on the categories and concepts of com
parative legal jurisprudence, being concerned with such things as 
'matriarchy', inheritance forms, and the institutions of 'family' and 
'property'. However, in Origin these categories are put to work within a 
humanist project, summoning purely legal concepts to the aid of an 
argument which seeks the origins of the entity 'Man'. The effect of this 
for the text in question is important for the argument developed here: 
the shift from legal categories to humanist ones brings together in an 
uneasy alliance, ideas about the variant forms of constitution of 'family' 
and 'property' based upon specific studies of legal texts and ideas about 
the progressive development of Man from earliest times which dealt 
with the family as an essential and ever-present component of Man 
himself. The notion of 'family' then, as Morgan's work illustrates, loses 
its purely legal aspect and functions as the institution through which 
Man's development can be read. In the text of Origin therefore the term 
'family' is interchangeable with 'family of Mankind', the specificity of 
legalistic usage being lost to the generalisations of ethnology. 

The humanist categories which function as organising points for 
the nineteenth century text, as the site and condition of the deployment 
of writings of legal jurisprudence and ethnology proper (such as ~hat of 
Ancient Society (1877), can be shown to involve crucial defic;encies. 
Feminist readings effectively suppress this deployment of legal jurispru
dence as a source, accepting the text's presentation of itself as offering a 
privileged form of explanation, capable of subsuming diversity within 
its own discourse. The relationship within the text between quite diverse 
forms of explanation is dealt with as if it were simply an aspect of the 
text's outdatedness, assuming for example that Origin deploys 
Bachofen's work on matriarchy in a naive fashion, commensurate with 
the state of contemporary knowledge. Ironically, feminist readings 
grasp, representing as strengths of the nineteenth-century text, precisely 
those features created as a means of resolving artificially the dilemmas ' 
created in a narrative which seeks the origins of 'family' and 'private 
property' in distinct sources. 

To begin: despite claims to the contrary, it is not justifiable to argue 
that Origin represents the completion of a project initiated by Marx. 
Such contentions impute a theoretical foundation in this way for Origin 
in previous Marxist texts, enabling the text to be read as a specific 
elaboration of principles laid down elsewhere, and therefore congruent 
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with Marxism and materialism. As a result such an approach surrepti
tiously replaces Engels with Marx as the real author, enabling the work 
to be evaluated as 'that which Marx would have written if not already 
dead'. This is reinforced, of course, by Engels' claim that the book was 
the execution of a bequest, presenting Morgan's research [5] in the light 
of the conclusions of the materialist conception of history. While its 
basis in the latter cannot be denied, it should not be assumed that this 
automatically provides a link to Capz'tal or even to the Ethnologz'cal 
Notebooks(Krader, ed, 1974), and it will be shown how this difference is 
established. 

Reed for example, has argued that Engels carried out for Orz'gin 
in respect of Marx's legacy the same kind of reworking that he later 
provided for Vols 11 and Ill of Capz'tal, completing Marx's work 
through editing his notes into a readable narrative (Engels 1972b p 8). 
But even a cursory glance at the Notf!books, however, shows that they 
could never provide any such basis, let alone the, theoretical framework 
for the construction of Orz'gz'n. While it is evident that Marx read 
Morgan's Ancz'ent Socz'ety very closely, the notes that he made are 
primarily summaries of the 'facts' about primitive societies that he could 
draw from Morgan.[6) In. fact Marx skipped the crucial chapter 'The 
Ratio of Human Progress' in his notetaking, despite this being the 
section where Morgan makes explicit his theory of historical progress in 
which institutional forms are laid down like successive geological 
formations. The Jacts' culled by Marx were then simply inserted into 
the text of Orz'gz'n, where they assumed the role of a discourse by Marx 
upon an already elaborated project. If the text is read in this way, as a 
synthetic statement of an elaborated position, certain problems arise. 

However, if some kind of genealogy within M;uxism is to be 
identified for Orz'gz'n, then it is one that runs through writings such as 
The German Ideology where Marx and Engels sought to realise the 
materialist conception of history in an analysis of the development of 
society per se. This materialist history of society, left to the mice in 
1845, re-emerges as a major project within Orz'gin. A schematic outline 
of such a history is of course to be found in the 'Preface' of 1859 (Marx 
1971 ), but this merely seeks to decompose and characterise economic 
systems as specific sequence so that the rule of capitalism becomes a 
historically specific form of social organisation. The same general object 
typifies the stages of society· identified in Pre-Capz'talz'st Economic 
Formations, where the different epochs serve to elucidate capitalism, 
not society in general. The German Ideology on the other hand sought 
to provide a general history of society in order to counter the concep
tions of German philosophy, and this history was treated as the general 
proof of the virtues of the materialist position in opposition to the 
idealist one. 

Orz'gz'n, by contrast, constructs a materialist history not as a 
means of attacking other writers, but rather as a general demonstration 
of the validity of such a history when combined . with contemporary 
ethnology. The materialism of Origin thus simply provides a framework 
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within which evidence produced by other writers can be incorporated, 
and while similarities with The German Ideology exist in the form of the 
history that is produced, it must be noted that the projects of the two 
works differ considerably. 

Recent assessments of Origin as a work related to family forms 
and women's oppression in capitalist relations tend to treat the text, not 
as related in this way to the project of The German Ideology, but rather 
as an extension of Capital. [7) This latter work is felt to be insufficient as 
an analysis of capitalist economies, dealing as it does with capitalist 
reproduction and its institutions in purely formal terms. Origin, in 
dealing with questions of biological and social reproduction and the 
institution of the family, is felt to compensate for the inadequacies of 
Capital and offer the possibilities of a reworking of the latter in terms of 
the social institutions of capitalism. While reservations might be 
expressed over the status of ethnography employed by Engels, most 
modern writers direct their attention in this way to the 'Family' of the 
title of the book, seeking to use Engels in radical sociological accounts of 
the family under capitalism. 

Clearly there is a diversity of readings of Origin, and reference to 
the 'intentions' of Engels or even of Marx would be irrelevant or 
inconclusive as means of rebutting any one reading. In this article, 
however, the concern will be to illuminate the limitations of such 
readings through a discussion of the genesis of Origin as a contribution 
to Marxism, rather than dealing directly with the various writings on 
the family which invoke Origin in the construction of their arguments. 

Engels did not in fact conceive his work primarily as a contribu
tion to women's studies. What he set out to do was to reinforce Marxism 
through a demonstration that the 'latest discoveries' of ethnology could 
be placed at the service of the materialist conception of history, and 
indeed in many cases could be shown to exemplify it directly. Further, 
the combination of the materialist conception of history (which as will 
be argued below is a humanist conception) with accounts of social 
relations in diverse societies resulted in the variant status of human 
persons becoming a major theme. The constitution of different forms of 
property in pre-capitalist societies was shown to distinguish men from 
women in different ways. These are then written into a History of Man 
with materialist pretensions; and the deficiencies of this history are 
registered with the appearance of 'men' and 'women' as historical 
problems. The question of women's oppression is thus produced in 
Origin merely as an effect of the need for the materialist history to bind 
together disparate ethnological materials into a coherent totality. 

These ethnological materials are diverse, and ·included in the 
category for the purposes of this article is the work of Kovalevsky, Maine 
and Bachofen. All of these writers sought to investigate the early history 
of institutions, such as marriage and inheritance, which could reveal 
aspects of particular importance to the study of property rights, and the 
development of 'law', 'culture' or 'society'. Whilst these writers worked 
on similar texts - all three cited here relied on the analysis of legends in 
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various ways - their approaches differed. Bachofen was concerned with 
the use of documents, legends and myths as historiographical sources, 
and attempted, through them to reconstruct theoretically the matriar
chal society of the ancients. Maine and Kovalevsky were not concerned 
in their work to make generalisations about society and forms of 
historical transition from matriarchy to patriarchy (as Bachofen did) 
but instead focussed their analysis upon specific types of marriage and 
inheritance as documented in texts of Roman and Slavic Law. 

Although Maine and Kovalevsky disagreed about the status of 
the matriarchate as the earliest form of marriage - Maine remaining 
unconvinced of its existence - these differences were not expressed in 
terms of a polemic between different 'schools' as Engels' presentation of 
them seems to suggest; rather, it was the methods of philological inquiry 
and the problems encountered in translating various sources which 
became 'the focus of concern for such writers. 

The manner in which Orz'gz'n binds together these materials -
only a small selection of which have been mentioned here - has 
important theoretical consequences for the evidence produced by the 
text. Orz'gz'n is organised as a polemical attack on the patriarchal school, 
and its argument proceeds by a process of connecting up different 
statements from various texts in a manner which enables them to be 
deployed as evidence of matriarchal origins. For example, the 'discover
ies' of 'group' marriage, and the transition to pairing, made by 
Bachofen, are placed in the narrative alongside Kovalevsky's work on 
the Patriarchal Household Commune of the Slavs, [8] which is then 
taken as the transitional form from pairing to patriarchal monogamy. 

This reorganisation of different discourses within the discourse 
of Orzgz'n effectively suppresses the fact that the arguments of writers 
such as Kovalevsky are mobilised by Engels for the purposes of 
constructing the very type of conjectural history which their work 
implicitly set out to reject.[9] Whilst the Patriarchal Household Com
mune is a transitional form between pairing and the Roman Patriarchal 
Family for Orzgz'n, it does not have this function in Kovalt:vsky's work. 
Similarly, Bachofen's analysis of myth and legend, and the historio
graphical problems which he attempted to tackle, were directed at quite 
different sets of problems from those taken up by Orzgz'n. 

A further suppression occurs at another level, for Orzgz'n's 
relative dismissal of 'dry as dust jurists' and 'legalistic hypotheses' 
(referring to MacLennan and Kovalevksy respectively) denies the use 
which the text comes to make of what could be termed a 'jural model' of 
society.[IO] For much of Engels' argument is directed towards a 
consideration of forms of access to property, notions of authority and 
subordination (as expressed in the use of the term 'patriarchy') and with 
types of authority over persons and things in various societies. Whilst 
much of this discussion takes place in terms of a materialist analysis, the 
deployment of legalistic categories and concepts with which to think 
'society' 'state' and 'property' is apparent. The concern with matriarchy, 
for example, should not be taken to imply an interest in early forms of 
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female supremacy, but is a category whi!;:h is deployed as a means of 
thinking pre-history and is drawn from classical texts. It is, in effect, 
part of the language of classical scholarship and writings informed by 
jurisprudence, and does not arise as a term which is used to think a 
non-oppressed condition of womankind. 

It is the shifts between a materialist analysis and a legalistic one 
which heralds the appearance of 'men' and 'women' in the narrative. 
Matriarchy, to return again to a relevant example, is dealt with not 
simply as a form of marriage - a legal constitution, accessible to 
investigation by the use of certain texts or documents - but is taken as a 
form of society per se. So strong is the association of matriarchy with 
pre-class society that it is assumed to be a block to the development of 
private property and hence patriarchy. Matriarchy is therefore associa
ted with a form of communal ownership, women and primitive 
communism therefore placed as inseparable components of non-class 
society. 

The confusion here is founded on the conflation of 'biological' 
explanation used by materialism with a legal category, with the result 
that matriarchy = uhknown biological fatherhood. This is further 
complicated by matriarchy's assumed natural connection with commu
nal ownership: descent is seen to be traced through a group- the 
matriarchal gens (see footnotes 11 and 17), and hence it is this group 
through which inheritance/ property passes, there being no basis for the 
founding of a 'biological' family of married pair and their offspring. 
Inversely, known biological fatherhood is taken to be the basis for the 
emergence of patriarchy, the ultimate realisation identified as the 
Roman Patriarchal Family. This later category is a construction of 
Roman Law and cannot be deduced as an instit~tional form which 
arose originally from the work of biology and natural selection which by 
consistently narrowing down the circle of marriageable persons estab
lishes the single pair as known parents. 

There is ·also a shift between the legal notion of the status of 
'mothers' (mother right) and 'fathers' (father right) and the use of 
essentialist, and relatively meaningless terms, 'women' and 'men'. With 
the use of the Roman Patriarchal Family as the model for patriarchy -
taken as male domination of women, children and slaves - the shift is 
further complicated by the fact that it is not simply 'father' which is the 
appropriate category, but rather 'father qua head of household'. Thus 
the notion of male power is further removed from ideas of maleness by 
the fact that in this case patriarchy is a construction of Roman Law 
which establishes particular men as representatives of the household. 
Thus, maleness is not sufficient qualification for becoming a patriarch, 
and Orz'gz'n's usage of such categories produces serious ambiguities (see 
Tribe 1978 Ch 3). 

The shift here from the deployment of terms which express the 
variant ways in which male and female persons are legally or customar
ily constituted asfod of descent, or heads of households, to ideas about 
'female society' and 'male society' as variant social forms, is an effect of 
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the convergence of different types of ethnological work with Origin's 
materialist project. The materialist conception uses legalistic categories 
as a way in to the study of pre-history- indeed as the only possible way 
of thinking such a history. As an example of this, it can be argued that 
the Roman Patriarchal Family is set up as a model of patriarchy and 
variant family forms which articulate different stages in the relations 
between men and women are then measured off against it; a pre-history 
of the family is thus read through the Roman model. Similarly, it can be 
argued that the concern with matriarchy and patriarchy is a conse
quence of the types of evidence which Origin deploys, and the fact that 
the relations between men and women over time appear as a major 
object of the text should not be read as evidence of Origin's embryonic 
feminism. Many of the factors taken as strengths· by present day 
readings arise in answer to the problems and deficiencies encountered 
by Origin's attempt to weld together quite different types of ethnologi
cal work. It is really quite ironic therefore that the text should now be 
reconstructed around these elements. 

While Origin is closer to The German Ideology than Capital, the 
development of the text in question goes beyond the limits of The 
German Ideology and takes the form of a construction of pre-history as 
a separate entity requiring distinct modes of investigation; the earlier 
work treats primitive communism as an abstraction, while the later 
seeks to concretise the conception of pre-class society. It is ethnology 
which makes possible this extension of the materialist conception of 
history into stages of pre-history, since the nature of primitive commu
nism is apparently elucidated by the organisation of the Iroquois 
observed by Morgan. By giving Morgan a privileged place in his text, 
Engels simultaneously marks out the theoretical terrain within which 
Origin is sited - it is precisely that of ethnology as distinct from Marx's 
encounter with political economy. This is important to notice for it 
signals the emergence of a discourse not to be found in The German 
Ideology or the 1844 Mss; in taking up concepts and formulations of 
ethnology, using them to provide independent validation of the mater
ialist method, Engels' approach (in Origin) is quite different to that of 
the earlier texts. 

The way in which Engels uses the example of Cuvier's work on 
fossils to establish the scientificity of Morgan's work demonstrates the 
emphasis he placed on 'survivals' as the keys to the past (Engels p 116). 
Ancient Society approached the 'survivals' of family forms represented 
in systems of consanguinity in a manner founded in philology; the 
notion of 'fossils' deployed in Origin in the passage referred to here 
effectively suppresses the difference between Cuvier's 'scientific' theories 
and those of Morgan's text. However, the empp.asis on survivals as keys 
to the past enables pre-history ie society before written history of the 
Homeric Poems, to be brought within a materialist periodisation by the 
use of the 'discoveries' of ethnology- arrived at in Morgan's case by a 
method of philological inquiry, regarding anachronistic kinship terms 
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as 'social fossils'. This, however, bears no necessary relation to the sense 
in which Cuvier elaborates the notion of fossil. 

The effect of this assimilation of terms on theoretical work was to 
render the Iroquois a place in historical classification as the precursors 
to "the Greeks and Romans, thus enabling otherwise quite diverse forms 
of explanation - classical legends as used by Bachofen, Greek poems of 
the Heroic Age, the accounts of Tacitus and Caesar, the tragic dramas 
of Aeschylus, Cuvier's work on the fossil, Darwin's theories of natural 
selection and Morgan's observations of the Iroquois - to be un£ted in 
Orig£n within the search for Man's origins. 

The ethnology was not itself free from the classicism of the 
history of civilisation which was taken to begin with the Greeks and 
Romans, and dealt with other peoples as barbarians; it is indeed 
significant that Morgan's major work was entitled Andent Socz"ety. In 
League of the Iroquo'is (1851) Morgan had analysed the structure of this 
'tribe' using classifications of political organisation drawn from Montes
quieu and Aristotle. In Ancz"ent Socz"ety (1877), however, aspects of the 
social organisation of this people are compared by Morgan with the 
Greek gentes,[ll] but this comparison itself leads to a registration of the 
differences between the Iroquois and the Greeks. The analysis of the 
Iroquois that Morgan made is thus heavily dominated by the treatment 
of their institutions as either similar to, or different from, those of 
classical Greece and Rome. Classical historical divisions between civili
sation and barbarism are thus in a way preserved, and 'barbarism' 
cannot be examined in its own terms. 

Engels seeks in Morgan an account of 'barbarism' that will be 
transformable into an account of 'pre-history', since written history is 
characteristic of civilised societies. Ethnology in this way appears to 
offer to Engels a means of writing an account of primitive communism 
(ie pre-history), but what he fails to notice is that this ethnological 
treatment of 'barbarian organisation' is a!> much a product of the 
categories of 'civilisation' I written history as the abstractions that are to 
be found in The German Ideology on primitive communism. For 
instance, Engels wrote to Kautsky that: 

Morgan, within the boundaries of his given object, has indepen
dently re-discovered the Marxist materialist conception of his
tory and draws directly communist postulates as conclusions 
from contemporary society. The Roman and Greek gens are for 
the first time fully explained from savages (the American 
Indians), and with this is found a solid bas'is for pre-history. 
(Engels to Kautsky 16 Feb 1884, my einphasis)[12] 

But the constitution by Morgan of these American Indians in the image 
of, and as forerunners to, the Greeks and Romans of written history, 
means that this 'solid basis' is no more reliable than the abstractions of 
The German Ideology with respect to primitive communism. While 
different conclusions were drawn with respect to patriarchy,[13] the 
point to emphasise here is that ethnology was in no way the privileged 
evidence of pre-history that Engels believed, Morgan's accounts being 
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based as much on classical foundations as were the earlier writings of 
Marx and Engels. 

The Iroquois thus paradoxically provided another way in to 
classical sources whilst apparently placing Orz'gin's conclusions on a 
quite different basis. It will be shown below (p 2 5) that Bachofen's 
theories about historical transition are heavily relied on in Engels' text. 
This shift from Morgan's ethnology to Bachofen's 'mythical' history 
exemplifies this movement back in to the classical texts and away from 
the scientific 'discoveries' which Origin attempts to espouse. 

This is not to argue that such 'scientific discoveries' actually 
existed as privileged forms of evidence in contemporary discussions. 
Nevertheless as, with the reference to Cuvier's work above, it is clear 
that Origin places a great deal of emphasis on establishing a legitimate, 
verifiable and scientific basis for its arguments. One of the consequences 
of this is that those statements within specific texts which are relevant to 
questions of matriarchy and gentile origins, are construed as 'discover
ies', and appropriated as 'evidence' for Orz'gin's argument. The process 
is thus self-reinforcing, for while Bachofen may be a 'mystic', his ideas 
are verified by the work of ethnology: Morgan providing a foundation 
for Bachofen's 'discoveries' in the persons of the Iroquois, in the same 
way that the classical Greeks provide a basis for the pre-history of the 
American Indians. 

The 'fact' of Morgan's observation of the Iroquois similarly 
cannot be taken as in any way privileged as a mode of inquiry in 
present-day discussions. Its importance for contemporary writers lay in 
Morgan's analogy between Iroquois and Greeks, and for those such as 
Bachofen the fact of observation was taken as crucial. Thus in a letter to 
Morgan, Bachofen made the following remark: 

... the classical sources are insufficient to bring us to a result 
more than hypothetical. That period of human existence [pre
history] must be studied by the observation of nations still exist
ing as you have done with so instructive a manner and with so 
brilliant success. (cited in Stem p 136) 

The emphasis here is on the relative sterility of classical hi~toriographical 
texts when compared to Morgan's ethnological modes of inquiry which 
for the first time appeared to be able to draw direct conclusions about 
pre-history from extant peoples. But Bachofen is here referring to 
Andent Socz'ety (1877) and not to the League of the Iroquois (1851); it 
was thus not the fact of 'observation' itself which made Morgan's 
discoveries so significant, but rather, the identification of common 
forms 9f social organisation, on the basis of structural analogy, which 
placed the American Indians as the forerunners to the Greeks. 

When dealt with as a work of nineteenth-century ethnology, 
Orz'gin can be ·seen to have a definite 'ethnographic basis' and it is this 
dependence on actual examples drawn from specific societies which 
provides the solid basis of Engels' account. What is in question, 
however, is precisely the transparency of the concepts of 'evidence' and 
'observation' which would assume that the 'ethnographic basis' in the 



14 m/f 

sense specified here could be simply assimilated to concepts of evidence 
at work in present-day anthropology. 

The significance of 'observation' as used by nineteenth-century 
ethnologists carries a notion of Men as self-conscious, articulate witnes
ses of their own history - this is why written history is accorded a 
privileged place as a source. By written history Engels refers to that 
which has been written by the poets and recorders of the Greek and 
Roman world; this history is, then, a record, a documentation of a 
really lived past. Thus it is not observation in the sense used by modem 
anthropologists which accords the lroquois their status - rather it is 
their place as precursors to the Greeks and Romans which makes crucial 
the fact that they have been observed. Until the Iroquois were accredi
ted with their pre-historical status the 'fact' of their observation made 
little difference to the work of historiography. 

Thus the term 'ethnographic basis' is not meant to imply that 
Origin is a work of 'anthropology'. The term is used to suggest that for 
Ongin certain societies are seen to possess the characteristics of a 
particular stage of history specified by the materialist conception, and 
can therefore function as typical examples to make generalisations 
about history and the development of society. 

Moreover, the coherence of the narrative depends upon being 
able to move laterally from evidence provided by one society to that of 
another: in this way shifts appear to be motivated by the fact that the 
text assumes a particula~ societv has exhausted its 'full supply' of 
evidence (Engels 1972b p 117). This is the case, for example, with the 
movement from the New World (Iroquois) to the Old World (Greeks) 
which marks a significant transition in the text itself in terms of the 
social and institutional forms with which it is now able to deal (Engels 
1972a p 117 ff). (In a recent discussion, Hirst has argued that Morgan's 
work has a definite ethnographiC basis, that he supports his generali
sations with references to 'particular peoples, using existent forms in 
order to move from earlier ones (1976 p 41), and this is similar to the 
process which occurs in On'gin.) 
· One of the points which can be drawn from this discussion is to 

show the inappropriateness of the way some present-day anthropology 
corrects and updates Engels' 'ethnographic errors', whilst retaining his 
theoretical perspective in some form (see especially Sacks 1975), 
Semenov 1965, Leacock .1972a, Aaby 1977). This separation of 'theory' 
from 'evidence' functions to deny the specific discourse of On'gin, 
modernising the texts at the cost of ignoring the debates which it 
addresses and the conditions (of evidence, observation ... ) which bore 
upon the categories and concepts it deploys. 

Thus in arguing that On'gin has an ethnographic basis I do not 
seek to turn Engels' text into a work of 'anthropology' - a label which is 
clearly anachronistic. However, I do intend to show that evidence is not 
simply pre-given by the real world (not produced by the establishment 
of accepted criteria of data collection, as with anthropological field
work, for example), but is constituted in texts,· forms of explanation, 
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changing conceptions of subject matter and modes of inquiry, the case 
of Iroquois and their role in the ethnography being a particularly 
relevant example. 

Without going into a lengthy investigation of the writings of 
Morgan (not just Ancient Society), it is not possible to elaborate further 
this particular problem of the confrontation of Engels with an ethnology 
which was constructed according to quite specific imperatives. Instead, 
it is necessary in what follows to confine the discussion to the general 
outline of the various arguments and materials advanced by Engels, 
noting the sources and means of validation as we go. What must be 
recognised, however, is that Engels does not use Morgan's work in the 
form of simply given data, and, although he takes the Iroquois as 
exemplars of pre-historical organisation, they are inserted into a schema 
which is already present in the work of Marx and Engels. 

In fact it is not possible to separate 'theory' from 'ethnology' in 
either Morgan or Erigels. To say that Engels adopts the products of 
Morgan's history - historical generalisations - or that both contain a 
speculative history, is to fail to note the manner in which this 
appropriation occurs. Readings of Engels that seek to adopt these 
positions do so at the expense of misconstruing the structure of evidence 
and argument present in the text. 

2. Humanism and the Economy 

The materialist conception of history is a humanist conception[l4] 
which cannot adequately specify the distinction and internal organisa
tion of social forms. In seeking to elaborate this materialist conception, 
Origin continuaily diverts itself from the analysis of social organisation 
to a history of Man. Further, this conception of 'Man' is developed as a 
history of the devolution of agency from a collective species-being into a 
fragmentation in which men and women as individual human persons 
are postulated as the representative of society. The often-noted duality 
of the notion of reproduction in Origin, which is used as the basis for 
establishing it as an extension of Marxist analysis into family forms, is a 
sign of the failure of materialist theory to deal adequately with 
economic and social organisation. As a mode of inquiry into pre-history 
the materialist conception is forced to fall back on actual human beings 
as the essential fad of social and economic forms; the materialist 
method of examining history is thus impeded by the deficiencies of a 
theory which sites Man as the ultimate mediator and carrier of society, 
and which privileges the notion of 'reproduction' as a consequence of its 
movement towards a genealogy. 

These theses are bald statements of the argument that will now 
be presented. It has already been suggested that The German Ideology, 
as well as Origin, is suffused with a form of analysis which in its 
emphasis on the entity 'society' effectively blocks the realisation of any 
projected account of institutions such as the family or forms of property. 
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The rest of this article will seek to establish the various ways in which 
this occurs. 

The German Ideology and Origin, among other works of Marx 
and Engels, found the economy in the species activity of human 
subjects. Man is conceived as an economic subject with definable needs 
and attributes which are essentially expressed in his productive activity. 
The products of Man's labour are embodiments of Himself, for it is 
labour (human productive activity) which mediates between Man and 
Nature and gives to Man the ability to produce not merely products but 
Himself, ie. other men/society (Marx and Engels p 49 ff). 

The 'economy' is then nothing more than the embodiment and 
expression of Man's existence as a human species, for in Man's 
productive activity he generates not only products but the very condi
tions of His own existence. Thus in producing Himself, Man simul
taneously produces His own history: 

The first historical act is thus the production of the means to satisfy 
these needs, the production of material life itself. (£bid p 48) 

The 'economy' is then given as soon as Man differentiates Himself from 
other, non-human, species; the moment of transition to the state of 
non-animal is simultaneously the moment of the irruption of the unity 
Mankind/Economy. 

This formulation of the economy has implications for the way in 
which 'history' can be conceived, for one is constantly sliding from a 
notion of 'history' as the objective expression of Man's changing 
material conditions of existence (the production process) to a notion of 
development of Mankind from the animal condition, that is, towards a 
genealogy. Within this shift from history to genealogy is provided a 
space in which 'family' can be inserted as a specific site of production of 
the species, and therefore can be treated as a necessary corollary to 
analysis of the development of the division of labour, property forms or 
any other element based on the production process. It is therefore 
essential to understand the nature of the 'production process' if we are 
to be able to locate the 'family' as one of its moments, and also 
understand the significance of the shift in Origin towards ethnology and 
the historiography of Bachofen. 

Perhaps the most disabling feature of the humanist conception of 
the economy outlined above is the monolithic fashion in which the 
categories that it generates obliterate the specificity of social forms: 
concepts such as 'division of labour', 'private property' and the histori
cally differentiated notions of 'possession' and 'ownership' are constitu
ted as inherent attributes of Man's relationship with the object of His 
species activity (see 1844 Manuscripts). 

An example of this can be found in Pre- Capitalist Economic 
Formations, where in discussing among other things free commodity 
production, Marx states that 

the relationship of the worker to the objective conditions of his 
labour is one of ownership .... 

He then goes on to remark however that 
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this is the natural unity of labour with its material prerequisites 
(1964 p 67, my emphasis). 

The conditions of 'ownership' are conceived here as generated by Man's 
essential relationship with the object of His labour. In other words, it is 
not the combination of specific relations of production which constitute 
the conditions under which 'rights' and 'access' to persons and things 
qua economic objects is realised, but rather the relationship between 
Man and Nature which turns ownership into an inherent property of 
Mankind - a property which capital fragments. These points will be 
elaborated below. 

For Origin this notion of possession is crucial, and it generates 
two alternative types of property - collective and private. It will be 
argued later that these arise from the shift from homogeneity to 
heterogeneity, opposing collective to individual. This does, however, 
introduce a problem for the text, for as has recently been pointed out, 
Engels' use of the concept 'natural' division of labour (in primitive 
communism) and the notions of rights and access to property which 
arise from it are such as to inscribe private property into the heart of 
primitive communist formations (Brown p 3D). This is an effect of the 
ambiguities which arise in the notion of 'collective' versus 'individual' in 
Origin's account, for it can be argued that 

The association of the term 'property' with that of possession 
however induces (or licenses) a conception of the economic sub
ject as human subject, the conditions of formation then being 
transcribed as 'human needs and desires', and the conditions of 
appropriation as the relation of a human subject to the means of 
satisfaction of these desires. The formation, appropriation and 
exchange of economic objects can in no way be conceived in such 
a general and humanist fashion, for such an approach produces 
only two forms of property relations - common property and 
private property. (Tribe 1977 p 84) 

Further these last two categories are not effectively differentiated; 
common property is simply conceived as property relations with respect 
to an aggregate of persons who, however, relate to the property in the 
same way as a single human person. The requirement for the presence 
of a human agency for the formulation of property forms means that 
rights of access and distribution in any economic form must be reduced 
to human agency before they can be dealt with. 

Following from this, we can detect in Origin serious problems in 
the way property forms can be conceptualised. First, the notion of 
primitive communism, for example, depends on the possibility of 
collective forms of property, ie, property held in common by an 
aggregate of persons. Conventional anthropologists are easily able to 
show the deficiencies of such a notion when applied to what might be 
termed 'primitive communistic' societies: in Crime and Custom in 
Savage Society (1926)[15] Malinowski draws on the work of Vinogradoff 
to illustrate that collective rights cannot exist as such. They always imply 
rights and access of individual persons to a thing which is used by a group 
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(such as a boat, for example) which effectively excludes other individuals 
from these particular rights of duty and access. Access to and exclusion
from are thus mutually necessary components of even the most appar
ently 'primitive' communistic society. 

It is therefore important to note that the rights of individual 
persons rely for their realisation on the existence of exclusive rights and 
means of access, which in turn require that such rights can only be held 
in a form which either specifies agents or excludes agents. Without such 
a complex of specifiable relationships there can be no workable notion 
of collective ownership. The basic error of such an account is to conflate 
'private property' with exclusive control of a single individual person, 
while 'collective property' is seen as simply the absence of such 

· individual specification. In fact in the case of the former no rights are 
absolute and undivided, and in the case of the latter the conception of 
'communal' property must not be conflated with the conception that all 
persons have unrestricted rights to economic objects. 

Second, it can be argued that economic objects are not constitu
ted by 'nature' but by their forms of transmission. Further, the 
constitution of rights over 'property', that is, rights of disposal over and 
distribution of economic or legal objects, do not inhere in their relation 
with an original owner, for instance their 'maker'. Rights over objects 

· are constituted in diverse ways: within capitalist societies quite major 
variations are possible in the regulation of rights over specified objects 
both historically within one formation, and between formations. £del
man's discussion of the constitution of rights in the photographic image 
in French law is illustrative of this, and serves to demonstrate the 
absence of a 'logic of private property' hegemonising capitalist relations; 
a number of modes co-exist for the constitution of legal subjects which 
are irreducible to essentialist conceptions of 'ownership'. 

Because the humanist account deployed in Origin deals with the 
economy as the representation of an original unity of Man and His 
product, the exposition of the process of production takes the form of 
seeking the basis of transition in the moments of fragmentation in the 
postulated unity. This seems to blur the question of the relation between 
social and economic relations, replacing it with the conception of the 
economy as the representation of its fragmented subject - Man. 

Moreover, as implied in the above discussion, in the act of 
production Man produces not only products but other Men/ society; 
therefore Man produces the social relations which found both the form 
of production and the form of the social. The duality economy I society 
is therefore a central component of Origin's analysis, allowing a series of 
movements to take place between the social relations of production and 
social relations between human beings per se. This is nowhere clearer 
than in the formulation of social relations between men and women, 
which is both a natural relation structured by the act of production of 
the species, and a social relation determined by a sphere of (non
domestic) production external to it which emerges with the onset of 
pastoralism. 
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In the following discussion emphasis will be placed on the 
process of fragmentation, and on Origin's deployment of ethnographic 
examples onto which are mapped various stages representative of 
particular degrees of fragmentation. Further, the place of 'men' and 
'women' in Engels' analysis will be considered in relation to the 
problems encountered by materialism in the text. 

Engels says about the Iroquois that: 
Their mode of producing the necessities of life, unvarying from 
year to year, could never generate such conflicts as were 
apparently forced on the Athenians from without; it could never 
create an opposition of rich and poor, of exploiters and 
exploited. The Iroquois were still very far from controlling 
nature, but within the limits imposed on them by natural forces 
they did control their own production. (1972a p 174)[16) 

We have a direct comparison of one social organisation with another, 
the Iroquois against the Athenians. Whilst the former founded their life 
on the institution of the gens, the Athenians were witnessing its decay 
and the consequent emergence of the State. The effects of this transition 
are outlined by Engels in terms of the non-alienated condition of the 
Iroquois giving way in the history of Man to the power of the State. This 
transition is registered as a process of loss; the ethnography shifts from 
the New World to the Old, marked by loss of control of Man's product 
and the instituting of exploitation. The shift in the narrative is masked 
by the simple reference from one ethnographic example to another, the 
simple citation of ethnographic variation serving to preserve the 
r:oherence of the text. 

The Athenians, witnessing the decay of their gentile constitu
tion, see the rise of its 'opposite' (ibid p 224), in which the 'grPed for 
property' smashes the 'unity of interest' of the gentes. The tramition is 
conceived as one between homogenez"ty and heterogeneity (£bid p 227), 
emphasis being consequently placed on the dominance of individual 

·interests over collective interests. Dependent as it is on the existence of 
historical agents with subjective interests, this conception has major 
implications for the formulation of 'division of labour', 'private pro
perty' and the 'State'; as will be seen, these in fact become nothing more 
than variations on the theme individual versus aggregate, blotting out 
with universalist categories the manner in which various forms are 
constituted. Of the Athenians Engels says the following: 

The rise of private property in herds and articles of luxury led to 
exchange between individuals, to the transformation of products 
into commodities. And here lies the seeds of the whole sub
sequent upheaval. When the producers no longer directly con
sumed their product themselves, but let it pass out of their hands 
in the act of exchange, they lost control of it; the possibility was 
that one day it would be used against the producers to exploit 
and oppress them. For this reason no society can permanently 
retain mastery of its own production unless it abolishes exchange 
between individuals. (z"bid pp 174-5) 
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With the Athenians then we encounter a society which, unlike the 
non-alienated Iroquois, have lost control of their product, as production 
exceeds what is required by the producer in terms of his own consump
tion. No longer is Man's historical activity, production, one that arises 
naturally as a means of satisfying His needs. A displacement arises 
between Man's species activity and His material conditions of existence, 
for these are transformed by pastoral production and the forces of 
society, not of nature, determine the conditions under which He exists. 

'Division of labour' is, in this conception treated as the force 
which shatters the gentile constitution, resulting in the cleavages of class 
society and its ultimate expression- the State (ibz'd p 228). The first 
great socz'al division of labour takes place with the division between the 
pastoralists and the rest of the barbarians. A concomitant of this is also 
the division between free-men and slaves, for labour is able to produce 
more now than is required for its upkeep and takes on a hitherto 
unknown value (£bid p ll8). The second social division is between 
peasants and artisans (country and town), the third between producers 
and merchants (manufacture and commerce). The first of these is 
envisaged as a division between individual direct producers (owners of 
private property) and collective direct producers (owners of collective 
property) - that is, between pastoral production and barbarian subsist
ence production. The second is treated by Engels as a division between 
individual direct producers specialising in their own field; and the 
third, and crucial division arises between direct producers and non
producers. 

Each social division is treated as a representation of the historical 
fragmentation of the producer, marking the successive stages of Man's 
separation from an original condition of unity in the 'naturally arising' 
social organisation of the gentes. The State is 'invented' (z'bz'd p 170) in 
order to protect the interests of the non-producers, and thus becomes 
the sign of the negation of the natural state, being treated as an 
artificial entity necessary to preserve social organisation in a world 
characterised by the absence of the unity of a natural order. The State 
then is the ultimate objectified embodiment of Man's estranged mode of 
existence, and more importantly is a representative of the non-produc
ers which dominates the direct producers. The State is the ultimate loss 
by Man of self. 

The state is therefore by no means a power imposed [on] society 
from without ... Rather, it is a product of society at a particular 
stage of development ... in order that these antagonisms, classes 
with conflicting economic interests, shall not consume themselves 
and society in fruitless struggle, a power, apparently standing 
above society, has become necessary ... and this power, arisen out 
of society but placing itself above it and increasingly alienating 
itself from it, is the state. (i'bid p 229) 

Thus division of labour, private property and the State are all different 
expressions of the same thing, they are all expressions of the negation of 
natural gentile society, and of the dominance of the social forces 
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generated by the displacement of producer and product which emerged 
with pastoralism. Economic concepts in Origin arise out of this negation 
of the natural order of gentile society, but they emerge precisely because 
the quantity of the product produced is greater than the capacity of the 
immediate producers to consume it, animals requiring only basic care in 
order to produce in abundance meat, milk, skins and other necessities of 
life. The hunter-gatherer is superseded by a pastoralist to whom luxuries 
arenoweverydayitems. 'Overproduction' in the natural order thus creates 
the conditions for exploitation and the development of class society. 

The first, original (as opposed to social) division of labour is, of 
course, that between the sexes, being the natural division of labour in 
the act of reproduction (of the species). It must be remembered that 
with the convergence of 'men' and 'private property' in the narrative this 
formulation becomes problematic. With the inversion of 'customary' 
relations in the home, the man becoming dominant in the domestic 
realm, the sexual division is in effect socialised, its organisation and the 
relation between the sexes being determined by factors external to it in 
the realm of the social/public which men (have always) occupied. The 
family is then simultaneously 'non-social' and 'private', the natural 
(sexual) division of labour turning 'women' into the first of the 
oppressed class. So ambiguous is Engels' formulation that we encounter 
statements which can only be properly understood by bearing in mind 
the interplay of nature/ society categories within the text, rather tha'l 
seizing such statements as the bases for a Marxist analysis of sexual 
relations. Engels argues, for example: 

The first class opposition that appears i~ history coincides with 
the development of the antagonism between man and wo;11an in 
monogamous marriage, and the first class oppression cvincides 
with that of the female sex by the male. (Engels 1972a p 129; see 
also Brown) 

The manner in which natural and social forces combine in the text of 
Origin is complex and occurs at different levels. The categories arising 
from this combination, while functioning as organising points of the 
narrative, have no unique meaning in the text. They particularly serve 
to effect a transition between discrete forms of explanation, in turn 
related to the periodisation pre-history/written history. The transition 
from barbarism to civilisation, for example, is conceived as a shift from 
natural to social forms and is grasped theoretically by the displacement 
of ethnological concepts by more properly 'Marxist' ones. Whilst the 
separation is not an absolute one, it can be argued that Morgan's 
ethnology, or more precisely the privileging of Morgan's discoveries, 
gives way here to the work of Marx and Kovalevsky. This latter 
movement means that biological explanation (the reliance on'natural 
selection') is replaced by discussion of changing family forms based on 
Kovalevsky's treatment of the patriarchal commune as a transitional 
stage of the family; the Roman Patriarchal Family is dealt with as an 
ideal type of the development from pairing to monogamy. 
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Different forms of evidence then appear in the text, ethnology 
and legal discourse being suppressed beneath the sweep of a materialist 
history which renders all such diversity void. Marxist materialism 
becomes the privileged form of explanation, capable of appropriating 
all these discourses for Origin. 

This appropriation can occur because the theory of historical 
transition gives the work of natural forces a new dimension. Using 
Bachofen to effect the shift from 'group' to 'pairing' Engels is able to 
constitute 'men' and 'women' as historical entities which are then 
treated as the mere bearers of these variant forces. This makes possible 
the development of the investigation as one for forms of male power; 
thus the Roman Patriarchal Family does not need to be explained as a 
legal object constituted in a specific discourse, but rather becomes 
another form of male dominance susceptible to the same mode of 
theoretical inquiry as the matriarchai[17] family. 

I now want to consider the way in which the text constructs the 
'family', and following from this the manner in which 'men' and 
'women' are constituted as historical agents. We can further take one of 
the crucial points of transition for the text - the movement from 
'group' to 'pairing' marriage- and show how Bachofen's 'discoveries' 
are readily deployed in such theoretical generalisations. 

Although Engels was sceptical of the utility of studies of animals 
applied to human groups, he does concede that they can be of some 
value, if only negative. Drawing on Espinas's Des societas anz'males (1877) 
he argues that animal families and human society are incomparable: 

... when primitive men were working their way up from the 
animal creation, they either had no family at all or a form that 
does not occur among animals. (z"bid p 99) 

In other words, Man's emergence as truly non-animal is marked by the 
onset of family organisation. Although this was 'promiscuous' by the 
standards of later customs (ibid p 101), temporary pairings of one man 
and one woman were not excluded, and here Engels draws on the 
evidence of group marriage available to him. The organisation of 
family and marriage are then taken as universal attributes of human 
societies, the family form being determined by the presence of specific 
inhibitions on sexual intercourse ie marriage. 

Two points emerge from this formulation: first, it must be noted 
that Engels does not develop a notion of the 'family' as a social 
organisation constituted by legal and social forces as a discrete set of 
sodal relations irreducible to a natural and pre-given man/woman 
molecule. The term 'family' here is interchangeable with the term 
'mankind' and as such is constituted by natural selection (p 109ff), since 
all successive forms of family arise from the gradual exclusion, from 
group marriage on, of marriageable persons from the original group 
(ibid p 111). Secondly, and as a corollary to this, we have to take note 
that Engels did take account of theories of his day, however sceptically, 
and he does devote some space to a discussion of their relevance so that 
he can establish a theory of Man's origins amenable to mobilisation in 
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this materialist examination of pre-history. At no point does he suggest 
that such discussions are irrelevant to discussion of the emergence of 
class society; far from it- as we shall see, the rise of classes is conceived 
in terms of the overthrow of these natural forces of pre-history. Private 
property and the State emerge precisely from the negation of the 
natural, ie. from the forms of family and society arising naturally from 
Man's conditions of existence. Engels described this as follows: 

There can be no doubt that the tribes among whom inbreeding 
was restricted by this advance [incest prohibitions, natural 
selection] were bound to develop more quickly and more fully 
than those among whom marriage between brothers and sisters 
remained the rule and the law. How powerfully the influence of 
this advance made itself felt is seen in the institution which arose 
out of it and went far beyond it - the gens, which forms the 
basis of the social order of most, if not all, barbarian peoples of 
the earth and from which in Greece and Rome we step directly 
into civilisation. (ibid p 103) 

This passage is important for it illustrates that Engels believed (in 
common with Morgan) that all forms of family and in particular the 
form of organisation unmatched by anything in civilisation - the gens -
arose directly from the work of natural selection. I do not intend to 
direct the argument to Engels' deployment of Darwin's theories and the 
rectitude of this, since this is not the object of this article. However it is 
possible to identify the way in which natural forces are conceived. The 
primitive matriarchal gens, for example, which was produced by such 
iorces was established as a system of mother right which was dependent 
on the ignorance of paternity. Descent could th~n only be reckoned in 
the female line, and this matriliny is defined as primitive simply because 
it represents the stage closest to an original state of promiscuity, while of 
course relatively far removed from it. 

It would be incorrect to argue that Engel's notion of pre-histori
cal transition rested only upon a theory drawn from natural selection. It 
is to be remembered that the materialist conception takes as its initial 
premise that 'men must be in a position to live in order to "make 
history"'(Marx and Engels 1974 p 48). As already noted the first 
historical act is the production of the means to satisfy needs, ie the 
production of material life itself. Historical entities are therefore ipso 
facto producers; and as these agents of history are also 'male; and 
'female', differentiated precisely on the basis of gender. Production is 
simultaneously the reproduction of the species Man, and it is in this 
most fundamental productive act that the first division of labour 
occurs- between men and women in the family. 

The relationship of men and women emerges then as a problem 
for a materialist history. At this point Engels relies not on the scientific 
evidence of ethnology, but upon a writer whom he saw as a 'brilliant 
mystic', the first to write a history of the family not based on the Five 
Books of Moses (Engels 1972a p 75). As the 1891 Preface to Ongin[18] 
illustrates, Bachofen's work is conceived as a contribution to ethnology 
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on a par with that of Morgan and superior to that of McLennan. 
The actual character of Bachofen's work is not considered, the 'ideal· 
ism' he represents being outweighed by the brilliance of his discoveries. 

· He is thus recruited by Engels to the work of developing a scientific 
ethnology, another witness to matriarchy and for Engels' purposes, 
primitive communism. 

We can here juxtapose two passages, one taken from Bachofen's 
Mother Right (1967) and one from Origin, using a section from the 
former to demonstrate Bachofen's notion of history as constituted by a 
struggle benveen the sexes. The notion of 'abuse' which is here 
developed as a major mechanism of change, of the overthrow of women 
by men, is acknowledged as significant in Origin and reiterated by 
Engels. First then Bachofen: 

The realm of the idea belongs to the man, the realm of material 
life to · the woman. In the struggle between the two that 
ultimately ends with the victory of the man, every great turning 
point is connected with an exaggeration of the preceding system. 
Man's abuse of woman leads to conjugal matrimony: the 
Amazonian perversion of womanhood, with its unnatural intens, 
ification of woman's power, provokes a male uprising, which 
sometimes ends with the restoration of natural marriage, as in 
Lycia, but sometimes with the downfall of the matriarchy and 
the introduction of father right, as associated with Heracles, 
Dionysus, Apollo. For in all thz"ngs it 'is abuse and perversion 
that provides th<? greatest stimulus to development. (1967 p 150, 
my emphasis) 

Let us compare the passage above to one in Origin, a passage which is 
absolutely crucial for it establishes the precise basis from which private 
property, male supremacy and classes arise: 

Bachofen is also perfectly right when he consistently maintains 
that the transition from what he calls 'hetaerism' ... to mono
gamy was brought about primarily by the woman. (Engels 1972a 
pp 116-7) 

and re-echoing Bachofen's notions of 'abuse' as a motivation for 
transition he continues: 

The more the traditional sexual relations lost the naive primitive 
character of forest life, owing to the development of economic 
conditions with consequent undermining of the old communism 
... , the more oppressive and humiliating must the women have 
felt them to be, and the greater their longing for the right of 
chastity, of temporary or permanent marriage with one man 
only as a way of release. This advance could not in any case have 
originated with the men if only because it nev~r occurred to 
them, even to this day, to renounce the pleasures of actual group 
marriage. (z'bid p 117) 

Thus, while Morgan's work is used to establish the scientific basis of 
Origin's method of enquiry, it is Bachofen to whom Engels turns to deal 
with the transitions absent in Morgan's notion of successive family 
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forms. 'Men' and 'women' have to be introduced into the analysis here 
since it is these persons, differentiated by gender, which are the actual 
bearers of historical forces. 'Men and women' have impulses, desires and 
other characteristics which, as the transition from group to pairing 
demonstrates, arise from and continue the changes associated with new 
economic conditions. The idea that sexual antagonism is a major 
mechanism of historical change is crucial here: the materialist concep
tion, in constituting Man as the universal subject of history, is faced 
with the consequences of this. Production, it must be remembered, is 
both production of the species and of means of existence; the sexual 
division of labour gives to women other roles to play, and different 
interests based on these. 

It could of course be argued that in his account of pre-history 
Engels was led, by the sparseness of the sources available to him, to stray 
from the path of 'materialism proper'. Two objections could be made to 
this. First, whatever the theoretical position adopted, the search for 
origins that characterises Engels text is one that can never be realised 
except by a form of teleology. The differential constitution of family 
and property forms as social entities requires the specification of diverse 
conditions not given by the essentialist category of Mankind. The 
application of 'real materialism' would not therefore evade the difficul
ties of Or£g£n, but simply reproduce them. 

Second, and a corollary to the point just made, modem writers 
have frequently identified this section as the weakest part of the text. 
But this is the very point that establishes the narrative preconditions for 
what follows. Only at the expense of robbing Engels' argument of all 
coherence can these passages be rescued for 'Marxism'. The analysis 
presented there· by Engels is based on elements that cannot be so easily 
cast aside. 

As the 'social', in contradistinction to the 'natural' order, in 
which women's productive activity is equally as important as men's, is 
characterised by the exclusion of women from access to social forces of 
change, ie. means of production in domestic animals and herds, it is 
'men' who take over from 'women' as the vehicles of historical change. 
From this naturally-given division between men and women (the 
natural division of labour) all other divisions follow. 

The ultimate institutional form which represents the interests of 
an aggregate of individuals (that is, non··producers) is the State. Thus 
the concepts which such a history attempts to investigate are imbued 
with th~ characteristics proper to the historical persons that they 
represent. Private property therefore becomes male property, its emer
gence signifying the disruption of the natural homogeneity of society 
and production (in the gentile constitution); it also signifies the 
founding moment of the antagonism between the individual and the 
collectivity, men and women, owners and slaves, gens and family. 

The historiCal convergence of pairing marriage and pastoralism 
in the Old World places men at the forefront of the historical stage. 
Pastoralism does not require any preceding change in the social 
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relations of production for 
Now, with their herds of horses, camels, asses, cattle, sheep, 
goats and pigs, the advancing pastoral peoples ... had acquired 
property which only needed supervision and the rudest care to 
reproduce itself in steadily increasing quantities and to supply 
the most abundant food in the form of milk and meat. All 
former means of procuring food now receded into the back
ground. (£b£d p 118) 

Production is still conceived here as the 'procurement of food', but now 
man organ£ses rather than simply appropriates its products; for the first 
time the products of activity reproduce more than is required for the 
survival and basic needs of the labourer. Thus, slavery is 'invented' for 
herds breed more quickly than human families and labour acquires a 
novel value (like women). The customary relations based on the natural 
gentes were turned 'upside down', for men occupied the sphere in which 
such a livelihood was produced and they gained access to these new 
means of production. One of the most decisive revolutions known to 
humanity - the overthrow of mother right - was carried out by men: 

Thus, on the one hand, in proportion as wealth increased it 
made the man's position in the family more important than the 
woman's, and on the other hand created an £mpulse to exploit 
this strengthened position in order to overthrow, in favour of 
his children, the traditional order of inheritance. (£b£d p 119, my 
emphasis) 

The man became supreme in the home also (£b£d pp 120-1) and 
women were reduced to servitude, as their position among the Greeks 
illustrates (£b£d p 121). Thus the establishment of class society, the 
achievement by Man of civilisation, involves a displacement of women 
out of the realm of the pre-social and the naturally arising (the 
matriarchal gens) and into a sphere of the non-social, the private, 
domestic realm of women's work and reproduction. 

State society :s opposed to gentile constitution, it must be 
remembered, in terms of an opposition between that which :1rises on the 
basis of social division and that which arises naturally from homogeneity 
existing in primitive society. The interplay of 'female' and 'male' in the 
narrative, and the consequent construction of spheres of antagonistic 
interaction (domestic/ public, private/ social, domestic labour /liveli
hood) which comprise society as a whole produces in the text those very 
categories which are 'salvaged' by feminist readings of Orz"g£n. It is being 
contended therefore that the apparent emphasis on the theme of sexual 
divzsion and antagonzsm is an effect of the interplay of nature/ sodety 
categories in the text, and not as a result of Or£g£n's concern with forms 
of women's oppression per se. 

At this point a number of points should be made concerning the 
argument presented here: it must be emphasised that Or£g£n is a most 
peculiar text, and this discussion could not hope to be either exhaustive 
or totally unambiguous. Consideration of Engels' text as a work 
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concerned with an analysis of the State, for· example, is completely 
beyond the scope of this article, and in order to deal with it one would 
have to encounter quite a different text of Orz"gz"n to the one dealt with 
here. 

Similarly, only a very few of the sources deployed in Origin have 
been brought into the argument, mainly those which appear as most 
significant in the narrative. Further, the 1891 text, with its revisions, 
has not been considered apart from that of 1884. Whilst the results of 
Engels' re-working are not of direct importance for the argument 
presented here, a study of the actual passages inserted by Engels only 
serves to underline the concern Engels showed for ethnology as evidence 
of materialist history. Moreover, in a letter to Laura Lafarge, Engels 
indicates that he had done no more than skim through much of the 
material in 1884. 

The term 'nineteenth-century ethnology' deployed he:t:e has been 
left largely undefined; it was felt that the categories generally mobilised 
within a conventional 'history of ideas' such as notions of 'evolutionism' or 
'empiricism' to describe developments in anthropology were effectively 
unworkable. It was therefore thought possible only to gesture towards 
certain common texts or approaches as used by specific writers, and then 
only in order to signal differences between various texts and their usage. 
Clearly, the concern to chart a history of Man's progress, as it appears in 
Ancz"ent Socz"ety and Origin bears the stamp of an 'ethnology proper'. 

On the other hand, it can be argued that the concept of Man 
which informs these two texts, whilst apparently organising the· struc
ture of their argument, is constituted quite differently in the two works. 
Thus, the concern with human beings and their development could not 
be taken as sufficient basis for identifying such works as comparable in 
terms of their discursive structures. Whilst both can be labelled as works 
of late nineteenth-century ethnology or as early works of anthropology 
for the purposes of certain arguments, it must be emphasised that they 
do not co-exist within a unified field of discourse. 

'Humanism', therefore, whilst similarly not being understood as 
comprising a unity, is here being defined as forms of argument and 
explanation that assume the pre-given existence of human subjects and 
agency. The rejection of humanism as a form of analysis is based on the 
belief that its deployment renders analysis of social forms sterile, 
suppressing the diverse modes of constituting social conditions under 
the pre-eminent ever-given presence of Man (or in the case of certain 
femin~"t arguments- Woman)[19] who is rendered as the locus of social 
being and the subject of history. 

In this article, Orz"gz"n has been deployed as exemplar of a 
particular form of humanism, which espouses the monolithic and 
universalistic categories of a Marxism which constitutes human society 
as the highest form of the social and as a prope.r object of study and 
analysis. Such a notion of society, subsuming beneath its broad grasp 
the 'economy' and institutions of 'family', produces identifiable categor
ies. These arise as a consequence of the failure to specify social relations 
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of production as independent of, and irreducible to, the· relations of 
reproduction of the species. This produces a slide which is not simply 
definable as a biologism, for it involves quite complex theoretical shifts; 
for the text of Origin these shifts have been sited in relation to the 
movement from a 'history' (of the production process), to a genealogy of 
Mankind's development occasioned by the application of materialist 
analysis to pre-history and human society per se. 

Engels' formulation of the materialist conception in the 1884 
Preface to Origin is generally taken by feminist readings as the basis for 
a reconstruction of Marxism; Engels states 

According to the materialist conception, the determining factor 
in history is, in the final instance, the production and reproduc
tion of immediate life. This, again, is of a two fold character: on 
the one side, the production of the means of existence, of food, 
clothing and shelter and the tools necessary for that production; 
on the other side the production of human beings themselves, the 
propagation of the species. (z"bid p 71) 

Reference to this formulation, so familiar from feminist texts, has been 
resisted until this point because it was felt important to be able to place 
it in respect to the theoretical conditions encountered in Engels' text 
which bear upon it. 

This statement then needs to be considered not as a 'reformula
tion' of materialism as such, but as a statement of Engels' project, 
which of necessity requires that production be thought in relation to 
reproduction of the species. As noted, pre-history was conceived in 
terms of an early stage of Man's development from the animal kingdom, 
as a stage in the growth of Man from the state of animal; since this 
notion of Mankind as a specific non-animal human species is implicit in 
the materialist conception itself, it is a short step to conflating these two 
concerns, looking for evidence of the emergence of social (human) 
institutions in those writings which address animal forms of organisation 
(see above p 23 ). 

The fact that Engels' situates the 'family' (or more precisely 
kinship groups, gentes) as the basic structure of pre-history can be read 
as a consequence of the reliance on ethnological materials (such as 
Andent Society) to provide evidence for this early period. Thus, if the 
text of Origin is considered in terms of its discursive construction it is 
possible to shift discussion away from questions of the meaning of 
Engels' formulation and its implications for the study of non-capitalist 
social forms, towards consideration of the theoretical obstacles encount
ered by the materialist conception in the course of its narrative. In this 
way it can be seen that Origin is neither a work of early Marxist 
Feminism nor an outdated work of anthropology, but, rather, consti
tutes a specific intervention within contemporary debate which deploys 
the materialist conception in a manner peculiar to the text itself. It is 
this factor which produces the apparent strengths of the text for 
feminists, situating as it does, the relationship between women and men 
as a central theme. Given the categories of matriarchy and patriarchy 
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with which the text works, mobilising contempory polemic, it is not 
surprising that explanation has to be found for the transition from 
'mothers' to 'fathers' as social foci, thus foregrounding relations between 
the sexes as a central problem. 

The categories put to work to think this relationship between 
men and women arise from the notion of 'society' which they serve; as a 
totality comprising the whole spectrum of human relations, society is 
composed of a set of spheres of productive activity and social interaction 
which together form the totality of the social. The problem here is that 
the social itself emerges as a negation of that which is non-social, as is 
the case with the inversion of the natural (sexual) division of labour by 
the social division of pastoral production. 

At moments of transition, therefore, society has to be grasped in 
its totality and its development identified in relation to that which it 
negates; in Origin society is always a social and a non-social component, 
its very existence depending upon its constitution in reference to that 
which it opposes (see pp 22 ff above). The notion of society thus rests 
upon a duality, which though taking various froms can be identified as 
the dichotomy social/private. Thus for Orig-in the production of a 
livelihood by men in class society is thought of as external to the realm 
of domestic production; this work carried out by women is therefore 
'privatised', exclusion 'from the social being therefore a condition of 
oppression per se. Conversely the sodaHsat'ion of domestic labour is 
proposed as the means for relieving women of their oppression, by 
bringing them back into sodal production. These concepts thus do not 
arise from a Marxist analysis of female oppression, private property or 
class division, but are associated with a specific and philosophical 
notion of 'society', one which is shared by a great deal_ of feminist 
theory. • 

I would lz'ke to thank Ursula Sharma and Ke'ith Trz.be for the-ir help with 
this paper, and Ronald Frankenberg for giving me access to relevant 
materials. 

Notes 

1 See especially, A Kuhn and A Wolpe eds 1978, V Beechey 1977, R Delmar 
1976, 1973, P Aaby 1977, A Foreman 1977, K Sacks 1975, E Zaretsky 1976, 
K Millet 1971, S Rowbotham 1973, R Hamilton 1978, R McDonough and 
R. Harrison 1978, Red Rag 1971. 

2 This paper sets out to deal with feminist readings of Origin; the issues 
raised by Terray's essay, for example, will riot be the concern of the 
argument developed here. 

3 See especially Leacock's Introduction to Origin, Engels (1972a); Semenov, 
lu.l (1965); E Reed in. Engels; (1972b) Sack_s (ibid); Aaby (ibid). 
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4 Critique of Anthropology, Women's Issue (1977) which was reviewed in 
m/fno 2 (1978). 

5 A detailed discussion of the relationship between Morgan's Ancient Society 
and Engels' Origin is outside the scope of this particular paper. One of the 
assumptions implicit in the approach taken here is based on the view that 
Origin was not founded on Morgan's text, as many writers suppose. Indeed 
it will be shown that at crucial points in the text itis Bachofen on whom 
Engels relies, Morgan's work being unable to provide the transitional forms 
required by Engels' materialist history. 

6 This argument draws on an unpublished paper by Keith Tribe, 'The Use of 
Ethnology in Marx's Writings' (1977). 

7 The movement from one text to another is of course more complex than 
presented here; Beechey (1977), for example, argues that Engels 'is correct 
in postulating the centrality of production and the family in determining 
the position of women and in constituting the form of family as an 
historical question' (p 47). Beechey then lists feminist criticisms of Engels' 
text and turns to Marx's analysis of the labour process in Capital, which, 
though similarly 'deficient', provides a starting point. This paper illustrates 
however, the way in which Engels' text serves to provide legitimation for 
carrying out a feminist reading of Cap£tal. 

8 See M Kovalevsky (1891) Modem Custom and Ancient Laws of Russia. His 
work on the Slav Zadrouga was in fact drawn directly from Maine. 

9 This is particularly clear in Maine's work, for example, where in Early 
History of Institutions (1875) he attempts to carry further the work of his 
Ancient Law looking beyond the texts of Roman Law to the Brehon Laws 
as a means of investigating early institutional forms. It is important to note 
that although Maine has often been criticised for the emphasis on 
patriarchy as the ea::liest form of family social organisation, in 1875 he 
makes the following point in regard to speculations about the status of 
patriarchy: 

Whether, however, it [the Patriarchal Family] has existed from all 
time - whether it has existed from all time only in certain races - or 
whether in the races among whose institutions it appears, it has been 
formed by slow and gradual development- it has everywhere, where 
we find it, the same character and composition. (p 310) 

implying that its origins cannot be known, only the form in which the 
Patriarchal Family appears can be subject to generalisation. It is this latter 
concern with developing a 'speculative history' of Man which differentiates 
the 'ethnology' proper of Morgan and Engels from the work of comparative 
jurisprudence. 

10 See W James 1978 pp 142-144 for some remarks on nineteenth-century 
analysis of matriliny, and discussion of Engel' deployment of jural models 
of society. 

11 Morgan's definition of gentile society is as follows, 
First, the gens, a body of consanguinei bearing a common gentile 
name; second, a curia, an assemblage of gentes united into a higher 
association for the performance of religious and government func
tions; third, the tribe, an assemblage of gentes organisation into a 
curiae; and fourth, a nation, an assemblage of tribes who had coalesced 
in a gentile 'society (1974 p 66) 

lt should be noted that this definition of a gens should not be read as 
referring to 'one big family', nor does it mean that actual 'blood ties' 
formed the basic unit of gentile society. Members of the 'biological' family 
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would anyway be members of different gentes, given the rules of non
intermarriage and unilineal descent within them. More importantly how
ever it must be emphasised that whilst consanguinity formed the organising 
principle of the gentile constitution (as Hindess and Hirst (1975) point out), 
adoption into the gens, with the consequent acquisition of a gentile name, 
gave to the non-blood-related member rights and duties common to all 
members of the gens. Thus to speak of a society based upon the gens is not 
to imply that either the 'family' or 'ties of sex' formed the basic unit. Engels' 
formulation in the 1884 Preface of the materialist conception is mislead
ing, and, as Reed's translation illustrates, encourages a slide to be made 
from 'gentile society' to 'family' or 'ties of sex'. The consequences of this 
shift for theories of pre-capitalist societies which attempt to deal with the 
status of the 'family' and 'women' are obviously important. All that the 
present article can do is point out some of the dangers of various 
formulations of systems of consanguninity. 

12 Engels, Weike, Dd 36 p llO, cited in K Tribe 1977; see also the 1884 
Preface to Or£g£n. 

13 In The German Ideology the patriarchial family, and the sexual division of 
labour within it, was taken to be the structural basis of 'tribal' (ie pre
historic) societies. For Origin, on the other hand, the primitive matriarchal 
gens was taken as the most primitive form, thus elevating the transition 
matriarchy to patriarchy as a central issue and foregrounding the theme of 
'sexual antagonism' as a major issue of concern to Marxism's study of the 
development of class society. 

14 See J Ranciere for a useful analysis of humanist conceptions of the 
economy in Marx's work. 

15 This use of Malinowski's work as an example of the weaknesses of Engels' 
formulations of property is intended to be provocative, for whilst 'Marxist 
Anthropology' may be critical of Engels it would not presume to use 
Malinowski as exemplar of a more tenable approach to the theorisation of 
property forms. However, whatever the deficiencies of Malinowski's book, 
it does serve' to illustrate the ease with which notions of 'collective' or 
'communistic' property can be shown to be defective. The argument that 
the society Malinowski deploys may not be a suitable example of 'primitive 
communism' of the type referred to by Engels suppresses the fact that such 
societies are brought to life precisely by the application to them of notions 
of 'private' and 'collective' property; they are thus already theorised and 
not pre-given as ethnographic data. 

16 See also p 217 ff for discussion of Iroquois. On p 218 Engels gives a 
description of the Iroquois which would not be out of place in many 
travelogues and missionary's accounts of his day; its importance lies in the 
way in which Marxist categories are insened into an otherwise purely 
descriptive passage. 

17 I use the term 'matriarchial' here in preference to 'matrilineal' as it seems 
more in line with Engel's usage, for both matriarchy and patriarchy were 
used to designate particular social forms with their concomitant relations 
between the sexes. 'Matriliny', referring as it does to forms of descent and 
inheritance, does not adequately correspond to Engels' usage, with its 
moral and humanistic overtones. 

18 The 1891 Preface was, significantly, published as a separate article in Neue 
Zeit, entitled 'On the Original History of the Family- Morgan, Bachofen, 
McLennan', illustrating Engels' concern with contemporary discussions of 
matriarchal societies and their political· importance. 
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19 SeeP Adams andJ Minson (1978) and B Brown for critical discussions of 
such positions which have prompted some of the points made in this paper. 
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The Feminine Body and Feminist 
Politics 
Beverley .Brown and Parveen Adams 

The 'feminine body' offers a tempting site for the coming together of 
feminist theory and politics. Since the body is seen as the site of action, 
its investigation appears to combine what are otherwise characterised as 
discrete sites, the theoretical and the political, in an original unity. It 
follows that in taking up and standing by the experience of a feminine 
body, it will be possible to discover simultaneously an authentic 
definition·pf the feminine and a politics based upon the liberation of a 
political force. The appeal to the woman's body can be found in a 
number of different contexts, from the 'psychoanalytic' and linguistic 
writings of Luce Irigaray andjulia Kristeva to the eighth demand of the 
Women's Liberation Movement, in sexual politics and in the struggle 
for individual choice. 

A number of notions are involved in this position. It requires, 
first of all, that the feminine body be the definitive locus of the feminine 
itself, that it enable a proper recognition of feminine sexuality. Ther~ · 
also exists the promise that a recognition of the body will entail an 
overthrow·of the discursive and social practices in which it has been 
imprisoned up to now. The recognition of feminine sexuality through 
the body w:ill be based on a nexus of primordial feelings, experiences 
and trut~ which have, in being repressed, been spared the determina· 
tions of a patriarchal discourse and are therefore available as the basis 
of a new politics. 

The feminine body thus stands for the experiential over and 
against the rational, the repressed against the repressive, the individual 
against the mechanisms of social control. It is, in effect, required to be 
two thingS at once; for the body as representative of the feminine 
condition is, on the one hand, thwarted and manipulated, unrecog
nised, and on the other, manages to retain intact its own integrity and 
authenticity which allow it to utter an effective political critique and to 
offer a frtll>h starting point from which to claim naturally occurring 
rights and self-definition. 

Tht various analyses which have recourse to the body have 
certain fundamental points in common. Two features have already 
been alluded to - the body is represented as being outside any existing 
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structure, practice or discourse, an externality registered by making the 
body natural or pre-social; and it is ordered by its capacity to feel, to 
experience. In both these respects, then, the body is offered as 
something to which we can return, in denying or wishing to overthrow 
existing social forms. It seems that the body holds in store a knowledge 
which has always existed, yet is radical. · 

Thirdly, the body and its experience is thought to be expressed 
fundamentally through speech. The slogan of these texts, the corollary 
of the body, is, in effect, to let the body speak: 

She (Leclerc) allows what lives freely in her to speak ... she goes 
straight to the essential; what is important to her heart and 
body ... she announces a new way of living with happiness and 
pride, her woman's body (which has been given to her) and her 
woman's world (which she has made for herself). (Righini, 
quoted in Plaza p 6) 

While these three features (externality, feeling, speech) are presented as 
the natural features of a feminine body, they are also each presently 
impeded. The externality of the body, while guaranteeing its authenti
city is, at the same time, an exclusz'on; the experience which the body so 
much wants to express is forever caught in the throat. Kristeva speaks of 
women: 

voice stilled, body mute, always foreign to the social order ... 
voice without body, body without voice, silent anguish choking 
on the rhythms of words, without sounds, without images, 
outside time, outside knowledge. (p 15) 

Thus the appeal to the body as simple alternative ~s not without 
ambiguities, encapsulated in Irigaray's remark that women think of 
nothing (quoted in Plaza p 6) or Kristeva's prescription for cleveloping 
the new speech of the body - by listening, laughing, reco&'TI.ising the 
unspoken in speech (p 38). The problem is not that women cannot 
speak the patriarchal language from which they are excluded -
although how they manage to do so is not self-evident - but they cannot 
speak even their own natural tongue. . 

Plaza has argued simply that such celebrations of the female 
body as Irigaray's must ultimately be a mirror of the patriarchal 
discourse which they seek to undermine. She says: 

Believing that we can economise on criticial analyses by being 
attuned to the rhythms of our bodies is to imprison ourselves 
totally in the patriarchal logic which has constituted our know
ledge of sex difference and the nature of woman. (p 7) 

Founding feminism on the inevitability of natural biological sexual 
difference ,she argues (p 8) can never be subv.ersive. [1] 

To dismiss the arguments quite so abruptly, however, is to fail to 
register their full impact, and the range of devices at their disposal, not 
least of which is the fact, already remarked, that the appeal to the body 
apparently combines theoretical and political aspects. What is being 
claimed is a unity for the two, a reading such that the recognition of 
another voice would entail new theoretical and political forms. 
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The strength of these arguments is precisely their ambiguity 
which allows the body to be ever-present and hence a witness to history 
and yet never implicated in that history and always there only in a 
repressed form. We candemand then:what is this place, this body, from 
which women speak so mutely? 

Two orders of reply to this question can be distinguished. In the 
first there is an attempt to find a real and natural body which is 
pre-social in a literal sense. The second, more sophisticated reply, says 
that the issue at stake is not the actual location of a real body, but that 
the positing of such a body seems to be a condition of the discursive in 
generaL-

Thus there have been attempts to locate this place absolutely 
literally in a pre-social state of nature, looking to the evidence of 
pre-class 'primitive' socieites for a more explicit differentiation of the 
social and the natural.[2] It is argued that the feminine can, in effect, 
be taken as more natural than the masculine in such societies in that the 
female body is primarily determined by its procreative and physical 
attributes, and that these ensure that women have a lower-status role. 
These roles in their turn are taken to produce a certain characteristic 
feminine psyche which ensures that the process continues. Now, as an 
explanation of that status, this argument is clearly circular, for it 
assumes that women in their reproductive functions, already have a 
lower-status role (Ennew p 73). 

Like many analyses which rely on a 'real history' of the develop-· 
ment of femininity, the primordial and fundamental feature of the 
feminine body is taken to be its reproductive capacity; its naturalness 
being identified with the uniquely feminine ability to produce children. 
Questionable as this emphasis is, it would be even more difficult to· 
expect anthropology to yield a natural feminine (or masculine) sexuality, 
for the insufficiency of the body to yield sexual difference is quite clear 
from the literal inscription on the body of scars and incisions to produce 
this difference ( ibid). 

In any case, the attempt to find an existent state of nature 
cannot, in principle, succeed. This is not a problem of the limitations of 
our existing knowledge (the possibility of an as-yet-undiscovered people 
living in a purely natural state). The reason why it cannot succeed is 
connected with the second order of positing a state of nature (as a 
condition of discourse) namely, that the term 'nature' is in the end 
defined only by reference to the social, as that which is the non-social. 
This is why the rhetorical demand to let the body speak results only in 
silence or at best in commentary (laughter, emphasis, calling attention) 
on the already-spoken. To invoke the rhythms of the body is only to 
extend the sphere of existent speech, not invent a new one. 

The claim that the positing of an 'outside' or an origin is a 
condition of certain discourses is first of all a comment on the classical 
form of state of nature arguments which enables the social to have a 
material on which to operate. The empirical existence of such a state is 
never at issue. It is merely the means to enable the social to be presented 
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in certain forms - as a disruption, a violence and above all a separation 
of agents from an original possession. There are only two forms - to 
have and to have not - and for the social to be defined as a total 
separation it is necessary to suppose an original union. 

As far as the specific question of sexuality is concerned, such a 
form of representation produces the effect that sexuality is, as it were, a 
substance, not a structured relation to objects, as something which is 
possessed and can be possessed unconditionally by the natural body. 

As has already been mentioned, the play around the natural and 
the social is such that -the natural is not simply left behind with the 
transition to the social, but is always present under some form of 
repression from which it may always threaten the established order. The 
representation of sexuality as simply the natural, as the incursion of 
sexuality tout court, is a familiar one, as, indeed, is the association of 
that sexuality with the eternal feminine. 

These abstract arguments about the status of positing a natural 
sexuality in a natural body can be shown to be the effective mode of 
argumentation used by Irigaray and Kristeva respectively. ·Both of them 
share the desire to appeal to a primordial feminine body, Irigaray 
appealing to the two lips of the woman's genitals which are perpetually 
engaging in a form of auto-eroticism, Kristeva celebrating the feminine 
capacity for jouissance[3] represented as autonomous and .disruptive. 
Both, indeed, stress the element of auto-eroticism, that is, an original 
self-sufficiency and non-separation - a possession of the sexual. Witness 
Irigaray's depiction of sexual intercourse as literally a violation, a 
separation of the two lips (1978 p 162). Nonetheless their positions can 
be distinguished from each other in a way corresponding to the two 
orders of argument. 

lrigaray's appeal is primarily to a certain feminine realt'ty, a 
reality which, always in a state of exclusion or invisibility, is nonetheless 
present. In invoking the particular features of feminine anatomy she 
invests thi~ body with positive images - the duality of the two lips 
designates a completely different form of sexual organisation from the 
masculine. The emphasis is on the multiplicity of parts and pleasures, as 
against the masculine unity, and from this multiplicity she chances the 
possibility of a language equally diffuse and non-specifiable, a feminine 
language without proper names or a subject-predicate forrn (1977 p 64). 
In setting up this possibility Irigaray states that the feminine cannot 
articulate itself, except as 'undertone', in the existent 'Aristotelian' 

· mode, which is formed around unity/identity and the law ofcontradic-
tion (z'bid). . 

Perhaps it is in vain to protest that language is already ctmsti
tuted in a diffuse and multiple form - a ploy she rejects as the 
inadequacy of the 'freudian pun', which she takes to be 'a superimposed 
hierarchy of meanings' (1977 p 65). In any case, it is more appropriate 
to the terms we have set ourselves to point out that her argument turns 
upon the possibility of discovering that which is already there - it is a 
case of 'making visible' the previously 'invisible' of feminine sexuality. 
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She is attacking a patriarchal order which has performed a certain 
suppression and she bases this on a notion of a real suppression which 
really occurs. 

Kristeva's position may be taken as saying that the repression of 
the feminine is not merely something which a patriarchal discourse 
does, historically speaking, effect, but that this exclusion is the condition 
for there to be discourse at all. Thus where Irigaray says that the 
feminine is, as a matter of fact, not represented, Kristeva would say that 
the feminine is represented as a not. This is the difference between 
saying that the feminine is, on empirical grounds, intractable to 
discourse (Irigaray) and that its recognition would, in principle, entail 
the disruption of discourse. 

Kristeva's argument starts from the psychoanalytic thesis that the 
entry into language and the. construction of a differentiated sexuality 
are conditional upon the recognition of castration, a possibility spelt out 
for the woman in the terms that she can never have the phallus but only 
be it. This is a much more radical muteness than Irigaray's but which 
itself is valorised by a return to the pre-Oedipal moment and reclaiming 
it for the feminine. Pre-Oedipal sexuality is conceived as autonomous, 
polymorphous, inchoate, the correspondent of a pre-logical, pre
discursive 'language' (of sounds before sentences, of gesture and poetry). 
Setting up this apolitical autonomy of polymorphous, sexuality is, in 
effect, the positing of sexuality as an impossible origin, a state of nature, 
as simply the eternal presence of sexuality at all. 

This argument can be put another way. Kristeva's use of the 
concept of jouissance is conceived essentially as the pleasure of an 
anarchic sexuality, a sexuality without a structured relation to an object. 
and whi..:h is simply a self-sufficient content which distributes sexuality 
equally across the feminine body. Irigaray echoes this sentiment when 
she declares that 'woman has sexes all over, as it were' (1978 p 165). 

What notions of body and sexuality are involved here? The body is here 
given and sexed (though it might be suppressed). And it is a body that 
would, but for its suppression, express feminine sexuality. Sexuality, 
then, could be determined by the body. The point of suppression is 
assumed to coincide with the Oedipal moment - hence the suggestion 
of a return to the polymorphous sexuality of the pre-Oedipal child. The 
logic of the argument implies that pre-Oedipally, the body determines a 
truly feminine sexuality. From the natural body there must follow a 
natural sexuality. 

This position ostensibly occupies the domain of the theoretical 
discourse of psychoanalysis; but it has to be recognised that the way in 
which the theory is problematised negates all that is fundamentally 
important in the theory - that sexuality is organised, not natural; that 
the 'body' is not given and that far from the body determining sexuality, 
the latter brings the former into play - sexuality determines the 
organisation of a body. The psychoanalytic conception of infantile 
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sexuality can scarcely be said to be about a body, still less a feminine 
body (the distinction masculine/feminine is an effect of the Oedipus 
complex). The point here is that the theory separates infantile sexuality 
and sexual differentiation - to posit a natural feminine body is to 
collapse the two together. 

To insist on the necessity for an explanation of the construction 
of sexual difference is to challenge essentialist notions of sexual 
difference as we have just noted. But it is equally important to 
emphasise that the extension of the concept of sexuality to infancy is a 
radical change and necessarily alters its domain. It is the theory of 
infantile sexuality which problematises the biological determination of 
sexuality and necessitates the discussion of the problem of sexuality as a 
problem of representation. It is not that biological notions are com
pletely foreign to psychoanalytic tl':~ry. but the body is not the starting
point for the theory of the sexual drive and the vicissitudes of the drive 
are not determined by biology. 

We must make clear that these brief remarks on psychoanalytic 
theory are inserted here in order to raise problems of a general order. 
To ask that the theoretical discourse of psychoanalysis be seriously 
addressed is not to ask for a decision on its 'truth'. But it seems to us that 
the displacements effected by psychoanalytic theory of the obviousnesses 
of body and sexuality remain highly significant and have not, in their 
turn, been displaced by critical work on the theory. 

Deconstructing the Natural 

What we wish to address is the question of the construction of the body. 
While it is not possible to give any general set of protocols dete1mining 
what 'construction' shall designate across all discourses, it is possible to 
indicate, in a programmatic sense, what it would imply: to speak of 
construction entails the rejection of both terms of the various couples 
invariably used to analyse social relations. If we reject the natural, we 
equally reject the contrasted notion of the social as a deformation of the 
natural, and this has implications for all those theories of socialisation 
and false consciousness which depict the social as a matter of indoctrin
ation and misrepresentation. The thesis that the body or any other 
category is constructed is not an idealist thesis[4] but depends upon a 
re-working of the concept of the organisation of social relations such 
that its differential forms of constitution of agents may be grasped. 

In order to clarify what the commitment to a concept of a 
constructed body would involve, it is useful to analyse the separate 
networks of concepts which coalesce around the concept of the body and 
contrast how the concept of construction would radically alter the 
arguments. While the construction of sexuality offered by psycho
analysis indicates the sort of work which might ensue, it cannot itself 
legislate what construction would mean in other discursive practices 
(which is to say that it provides neither a universal content nor a 
universal form). 
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Taking the sort of analyses of the body which have been 
examined in this article, the following can be distinguished: 

1. The general structure of any discourse of origins - a natural origin 
is taken to be a point outside the social, a point which is therefore free of 
everything which may be characterised as social (the discursive, the 
oppressive, the artificial). This point of origin has a peculiarform of 
existence: since it must actually explain how the social comes to be, it 
has a role in a problematic of transitz"on; but since it also remains, in 
some sense, timeless, it is seen as persisting and therefore may be 
invoked in critiques of the social, as the site of the unconstrained, the 
natural, spontaneous truth. 

The notion of such an outside has been criticised here by saying 
that, in effect, it never exists, since it is always constructed as the other 
of an already existing social. It has also been argued here that there is a 
second level of grasping the discourse of origins- which is to say that 
while criticising the concept of the natural, taken literally, one can still 
examine its discursive function. With Kristeva, this was done negatively, 
by showing that she required an original 'natural' sexuality located in 
the feminine body, a sexuality which is subsequently distorted and 
repressed. 

But, in a positive sense, we can recognise that the concept of the 
natural can itself function as a part of discursive practices which can be 
said to construct the body. Just because the term natural body is used in 
setting up certain quite specific concepts of the body does not mean that 
we have to take the discourse as it reports itself; we can identify and 
accept a particular sense of 'natural' as an element in a particular 
construction. This is the difference between looking at the manifest 
content offered by forms of argument and looking at their forms of 
organisation. 

· For example, the use of natural rights within jurisprudence is not 
disposed of in rejecting the concept of the natural. To say that 'there are 
no natural rights' is not sufficient as an analysis of such an argument; 
one must be able to recognise the way in which 'the natural' is given a 
particular content and is placed and determined as a resource for such 
legal arguments (and this will involve noting that what counts as 
natural, even within the same discourse, may vary). Equally, the 
relation· between different discourses may be such that one counts as 'the 
natural' for another and indeed is recognised as the expert reporter of 
that natural, as the medical may be for the legal with respect to issues 
around the body. 

2. The way in which the body is situated as a locus of power/knowledge 
- this entails seeing an original unity of thought and action, to put it in 
its most traditional philosophical form[5] and then depicting the 
separation of the body from the mind as part of a general process of 
alienation. It is often argued that we, as women, or more generally as 
medical subjects, are deprived of control over our bodies precisely 
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through the removal of a knowledge _which is originally (and still 
recoverably) ours. Hence the privileging of the voice ('let the body 
speak') as the instrument which can both tell the truth and make 
demands; the enforced muteness of the feminine body is the sign both of 
ignorance and of the inability to intervene politically. 

At its most radical, a combination of power and knowledge 
entails either a reduction of knowledge to power or conversely, a 
reductionc of power to knowledge. In the first case, a theory becomes 
nothing but a series of effects of a supervening subordination and has no 
specificity over and above the concatenation of those effects. In the 
second case, power is registered merely as the degree of access to a 
pre-existent knowledge and is finally nothing more than the differential 
distribution of that knowledge. More typically, however, these two 
analytically distinguishable forms are run together, so that the recovery 
of an original body is seen as both a retrieval of an eternal truth and a 
long-lost power. 

In rejecting these modes of unification of power and knowledge 
and their reification in the body and in offering the constructed body 
instead, it is not necessary to reassert an absolute division between 
knowledge and power, theory and politics. Seeing these as discrete 
entities involves a conception of absolute power on the one hand and 
absolute truth on the other, neither of which can be regarded as 
acceptable. 

One cannot set up a notion of an original control or possession of 
the body from which we are now completely separated, nor contrast our 
lack of control over our bodies with an absolute control found, for 
instance, in private property, since our form of control of our body is, 
like all forms qf ownership, itself a matter of partial control and partial 
non-control. Purther, such a conception is not merely that of a relative 
control, a part of an original possession which might in principle be 
made absolute. For the subject of any possession is itself constituted as 
agent only in the particular form of control involved in a particular 
institution. Thus one could not create a scale of degrees of control, since 
this would depend upon the existence of only one possible type of agent. 
In claiming that we have a certain form of control over our bodies as 
medical agents (or patients) whose consent must be obtained, one is not 
only disputing the alienation thesis but offering a different concept of 
what is involved in possession. 

An analogous argument can be made with respect to the 
question 0fknowledge; for in rejecting the alternatives that we either do 
or do not have access to some absolute knowledge of the body we are not 
offering a relativism which says that we have some but not all of a 
possible complete knowledge. To use the term 'construction' or 'con
structed body' supposes a recognition of the diversity and irreducibility, 
of the ways in which terms such as 'women' or 'the body' might figure in 
different discourses and practices. The body which might otherwise be 
thought as self-evident and given has been defined in a number of 
different ways even within medicine alone, to take an example. The 
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idea of the body as object of scrutiny and quantitative assessment, as 
something which can be cut up and examined, whose diseases can be 
traced to germs or organic cuases, is a conception with a definite 
history. Thus, to state that the body is constructed across a range of 
discursive practices is to argue that it is impossible to sum discourses in 
order to produce a knowledge ofthe body whose precise degree of truth 
can be assessed. 

3. The question of the relation between the body and the £nd£uidual on 
the one hand, and the body and sexuality on the other- these are in fact 
two separate questions, or reflect two different aspects of the question. 

Many analyses take knowledge of the body to be automatically 
knowledge of one's own person, and, where this is a sexed body, to be 
knowledge of oneself as a man or a woman. In arguing that the body is 
constructed, and cqnstructed in a variety of ways, one is making such 
identification impossible. If the body exists in a number of ways for 
medical and legal practice (or even within those practices) then, clearly, 
there can be no one body to bear the burden of individuality. If, 
further, the sexed body exists differently for those practices, then the 
question of identification is made even more problematic. The conse
quence is that neither the individual, nor the sum of individuals, can 
find a primary location within their bodily definition. Instead, one finds 
a variety of agents, with varying rights and forms of recognition, and 
this cannot simply be reduced to a totality of individuals, or even a 
totality of men and a totality of women. 

Secondly, there is the question of how even a constructed 
sexuality relates to a constructed body. The trend of our argument has 
been to show that some of the characteristics which are appropriate to a 
body (being the object of possession and control) are not appropriate to 
sexuality. So, in possessing a body, one does not 'possess' sexuality. Nor 
can one regard sexuality or sexual difference as an attribute of the body, 
which can be simply recognised by the presence of different anatomical 
features. This does not mean that the body would have n.:> importance 
for a theory of sexuality based on psychoanalysis; for instance, the 
question of the production of erotogenic zones, would have to be discussed. 

The point is simply that we cannot know in advance the precise 
intersection (if any) of questions of sexuality with questions of the body 
with respect to any particular issue. That there are areas of importance 
in which the two are connected is undoubted, in the case of rape, for 
example. On the one hand, treating rape as assault, as is suggested in 
some arguments, would be to make it simply one of a category of 
offences against the body. This, presumably, would be the demand of 
those who seek a general analysis of 'male violence' against women of 
which rape is only the most extreme example. Although sexual differ
ence is involved, the sexual nature of the act of rape itself is not held to 
mark it out. To insist, on the other hand, that there is an element of 
sexuality present in rape would raise the question of the form in which a 
specifically sexual assault on the body can be recognised, that is, how 
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the body and the sexual can, in this instance be related. Keeping within 
the range of the options offered by legal practice, it appears that there is 
already a form of law which recognises a broad category of sexual 
damage, and that is civil, not criminal law. It might therefore follow to 
demand that the specifically sexual element of rape take the form of a 
reclassification of rape no longer as a criminal but as a civil offence. 

The Politics of Control of our Bodies 

The three points discussed above come into play in feminist politics and 
in particular in demands around 'control of our bodies'. The three 
points interrelate around the question of women's control of their 
bodies, for the body conceived as the natural has the force of a unified 
and sexed body and it is the fragmentation of the natural wh9le that is 
depicted as the loss of possession and control. Retaining the 'natural 
body' keeps open the possibility of absolutely possessing our bodies. Just 
as body, possession and control are linked concepts, so non-control, 
non-possession and 'non-body' are linked - it has been shown that the 
non-body of the feminine is often thought as the muteness, exclusion. 
and repression of the feminine body. 

What can be said of the political task of feminism set up as 
control of the feminine body and feminine sexuality is that it is 
dominated by the conception of unities- the unity of the body, the 
unity of sexuality, the unity of control, the overarching unity of the 
individual formed by their coincidence and ultimately, a unity of the 
body of women. Analyses in terms of unities hold out the prospect of 
liberation - unities can be grasped and will not finally escape us. The 
point of resistance'is always that tempting site of the real, the natural, 
the whole, the point outside the social. But the recognition of fragmen
tation as a necessary effect of construction in the social cannot be 
equated with this notion of fragmentation as the successive divisions 
through the social, of an original unity. 

In terms of feminist politics this latter thesis can be illustrated 
through the notion of reproduction. The argument is that the natural 
function of reproduction is women's power-base and that a true 
feminine sexuality can be derived from it. But since power over and 
possession of women's bodies have been takf"n over by men, there are 
cqnsequences for feminine sexuality. Since women no longer own their 
own bodies (are denied knowledge of them), their bodies come to be 
male territory (as is obvious in rape) and sexuality becomes something 
that happens to women (Scarlet Women). Thus there is a division, 
socially created, within the original unity of body, sexuality and control. 
It should be noted that the argument follows the schema indicated 
earlier in that feminine sexuality is both present and denied, and in that 
women simultaneously have and do not have power. 

The problem is that the argument is in terms of a notion of 
control by individuals or groups of individuals defined by sex. Power 
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and control over things (bodies) 'belongs' to either women or men. It 
implies, on the one hand, a male-dominated mechanism of power and 
control exerted through such 'man-made' agencies as 'hospitals and 
law-courts and, on the other hand, a reservoir of female reproductive 
power available as an alternative, but currently suppressed. 

But it is not possible to have a strategy of change without taking 
into account the organzsatzon of soda/ relatzons. These cannot simply be 
identified with the relations between men and women and therefore it 
cannot be a question of the mobilisation of women against men. In our 
view, the question of control and power cannot be seen in terms of 
individuals or groups of sexed individuals. What is at stake is the 
character of the organisation of social relations, in this case those 
determining the practice of medicine, the conceptualisation of the body 
and the organisation of sexuality. Institutional forms cannot be charac
terised in terms of interference and contrasted with a natural state and 
natural rights of possession. The very conception of body only makes 
sense in terms of the social institutions and practices in which we all 
necessarily engage (the notion of a 'healthy body', for instance, is surely 
not something which is simply self-evident - what counts as health is 
determined by a whole number of medical and social criteria). 

So when we demand control over our bodies we have to recognise 
that neither is the body simply available to be freed, nor is the demand 
for control concerned with control of a quantity of power which they 
have and we want. We will see that the problematic mode of women 
both having power and not having power, problematic when presented 
as part of an analysis in terms of either/or, will become simply the fact 
that women as medical, legal etc agents already have certain powers 
and not others, like all agents. Power is not· a unified substance and 
therefore need not be defined relative to an origin from which it 
emanates. 

Let us consider the specific ways in which feminists have raised 
questions of the medical as it relates to reproduction and control and 
the political strategies utilised. Women, it has bee.1 argued, are 
particularly subject to the effects of medical practices precisely because 
their need to consult doctors or clinics over matters of ~eproduction -
abortion, contraception, pregnancy - brings them into contact with 
doctors frequently, at an early age and when they are not 'ill': 

Reproduction is obviously a crucial differentiating factor. Most 
middle-class men who are not involved in the industrial process 
rarely see a doctor before middle age, and preventive service 
apart, men only have recourse to medical agencies becuase of 
illness. (Versluysen p 10) 

This natural association of women with the medical is often portrayed 
in terms of a seizure of powers once possessed by them, as witches and 
midwives, the administrators of natural remedies, abortefacients, etc. 
Modern medicine, in de-skilling women has deprived them, it is 
claimed, of quite precise powers over reproduction in particular ~nd the 
body in general. One hopes that the exponents of such arguments do 
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not see these previous statuses of women as the more 'natural' skill of an 
ever-receding Golden Age, but recognise them as powers conferred in 
definite social relations. 

However, in current strategies in relation to the medical and the 
control of reproduction we find a strand of argument which precisely 
takes up the implications of 'natural' body and 'natural' skills by 
locating the site of the re-gaining of control of the feminine body in 
women. The question of forms of organisation of medical practice is 
relevant here only insofar as it naturally follows from the sex of those in 
control. This change-by-individuals strategy can be recognised as 
stemming from the argument that there is a body to bear the burden of 
sexed individuality. Another way in which control over the medical is 
sought is the formation of self-help groups outside the structure of 
medical practice but dealing with areas traditionally defined as medical. 

A second set of strategies can also be identified -·they differ 
from the first in that the boundary lines of the medical are disputed and 
the claim is that most of the issues whereby women are drawn into the 
medical sphere are not properly the appropriate objects of medical 
scrutiny. Relevant here is the question of the extent to which abortion 
should be the subject of decision by doctors, for clearly the question 
concerns far more for the woman than the problem of medical 
feasibility. 

Would we secure 'control of our bodies' either through alterna
tive medical practices or through a restriction of the area which can be 
called the medical?[6] Though self-help groups have their advantages, 
their existence is only possible as alternative to a system which continues 
to exist. Their main intervention is at the personal level and there is an 
attempt to rectify the unequal power between patient and doctor by 
giving women 'knowledge hitherto witheld. The medical is here charac
terised by a simple power/knowledge and the attempt is to reapprop
riate it at this level. 

But the whole question of the differential nature of the control 
which resides in medical practice is not addressed. We would say that 
the organisation of medical practice necessarily involves the assigning of 
statuses and responsibilities to agents eg the doctor, but that the 
privileges that the medical profession assumes in relation for instance to 
the distribution of funds and the identification of priorities ( eg an 
emphasis on curative rather than preventive medicine) are not a 
necessary part of those statuses and responsibilities. To put it in this way 
is not to deny that there is a difficult area which concerns the 
mechanisms of decision-making in relation to individual patients and 
the legitimation of the use of certain medical skills by those outside the 
medical profession. The point is that there has to be some form of 
organisation of medical practice and that shifts in control can only be 
secured through forms of reorganisation. 

We have tried to show that the kinds of strategies of control that can be 
elaborated from the particular type of analysis in which the concepts of 
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body/sexuality/control are' closely linked are inadequate jn several 
ways. We will now try to show why new strategies are required by 
examining a number of examples around the issues of possession/ 
control, individual/social and body/sexuality. 

As has been said it is possible to talk of possession of a body, but 
only in terms of a possession which cannot be thought of as absolute 
control. There is no form of ownership which is total, which does not 
also involve some form of non-control. No one could claim to have such 
absolute control over a piece of land, for instance, such that they could 
dispose of it irrespective of planning regulations, preservation orders, 
zoning laws etc. Thus to point out that there are many ways in which the 
body is subject to constraints and impositions is not to argue that we do 
not own our own bodies. Conversely, in considering specific sites of 
decision-making such as those involved in abortion as an instance of 
medical practice, this decision-making is still a joint process in which a 
number of doctors as well as the patient are required to consent. 

Therefore it is not the question of control or possession per se 
which is at stake; we already have some form of control. Thus it does not 
make sense to counterpose the individual and its choice to a social 
mechanism impervious to the individual. Once we recognise that we 
have a certainform of control we can struggle to alter that form. The 
nature of the struggle will vary with the specific sites of decision-making 
involved. 

Equally, it is not that the woman's body is ignored or not 
recognised by existing medical practice, but that it is recognised in a 
certain way. This means that struggles over abortion will involve both 
the question of participation in the medical decision-making process 
and the definition~ that govern those decisions. The question of whether 
or not abortion is a matter of health/illness is clearly an important one, 
since the National Health Service operating principle (and funding 
principle) is the curing of disease, or at the very least, the therapeutic. 
The fact that even early abortion involves a measure of medical 
procedure depends, as does the 'treatment' of pregnancy, on the risk 
factor, that is, on the possibility of 'illness'. 

While the argument entails that we have more control than we 
thought relative to certain institutions, it also leads to the position that 
we cannot have control qua individuals. Having deconstructed one side 
of the individual versus the social it is also necessary to question the 
other - that is, whether in our 'private' lives we do not act as 
individuals. What we have argued in terms of the medical was that we 
as certain types of agent (or patient) were implicated in a social form 
and could not be set out apart from it. 

To say this is to question that aspect of feminist politics that is 
grounded in a notion ofindividual choice (control). For if the body and 
sexuality are organised, choice can never be an individual affair - the 
sum of the individual choices of women can never be a substitute for the 
organisation of social relations. The problem here can be illustrated 
through a different aspect of the question of choice in the matter of 
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having or not having children, an aspect raised in a workshop at the 
recent Socialist Feminist national conference in London. The discussion 
centred around the extent to which mothers in communes retained 
responsibilities and 'rights' over their biological children and its 
desirability- that is, the problem of child-rearing. While the question 
of choice is obviously involved here, the most radical questioning of the 
notion of individual choice emerged when the discussion was extended 
to the opposition between an individual woman's desire for a child and a 
commune's desire not to add to the number of children it was already 
responsible for. There are no obvious right or wrong positions here. The 
organisation of these social relations will indeed affect women and 
mothers and what we are saying is that it has to be worked out from a 
femz"nist, not an individual point of view. 

So far we have tried to undo the links between body and control 
by individuals - where we have argued that it is appropriate to speak of 
control of the body this is in terms of certain sorts of agents which 
cannot be equated with individuals. It remains for us to comment 
breifly on the links between body and sexuality. To accept that the body 
is contructed is to accept that there are no direct and necessary 'sexual' 
consequences of the body. The argument in the 1970 Corbett vs Corbett 
case (discussed in Hamilton and Walker) is relevant in this respect. A 
husband wished to have his marriage to a transsexual annulled and the 
judge had to reflect on the meaning of the term 'woman' in marriage. 
He decided that it referred to 'a person who is naturally capable of 
performing the essential role of a woman in marriage'. The transsexual 
was held to be 'naturally' a man since chromosomal, gonadal and 
genital tests all coincide<! and the annulment was granted. (The judge 
also decided that the 'marriage' had not been consummated on the 
grounds that inter~ourse Involving an artificial cavity did not count as 
'natural' coitus.) 

What is of particular interest here is that this decision about the 
sex of the transsexual was held to be relevant only for the purposes of 
marriage. The transsexual had been registered at the Ministry of 
Labour as a woman and the judge thought that there was no illogicality 
in treating a person as a woman for some social purposes and not others. 
The 'body' of the transsexual, then, can have two different legal statuses 
conferred on it. The legal category 'woman' is not homogenous. 

The argument implicit in this case appears to be that the 
definition of 'woman' in relation to marriage might be different from its 
definition elsewhere because 'sex' is fundamental to marriage. But this 
is to restrict the importance of the sexual to a precise but narrow 
domain. To recognise 'woman' as a heterogenous category is to disrupt 
the notion that sexuality follows from and. is unified by the female or 
male body and to raise the question of the meaning of constructed 
sexuality. 



The Feminine Body and Feminist Politics 49 

Notes 

The natural body and the biological body should be distinguished. In the 
present context, the former is characterised by the externality, feeling and 
speech of the feminine body. To posit a na_tural body is to make that 
concept do a certain work within a nature/society framework. This is not to 
say that proponents of the natural body might not choose at times to equate 
it with the biological body. But the function of appealing to the natural is 
always distinct. 

It could indeed be. argued that to equate the natural body and the 
biological body is inconsistent, for the sexual bipolarity established by 
arguments from nature is problematised by biology insofar as it distin
guishes a number of levels, chromosomal, hormonal and the levels of 
primary and secondary sexual characteristics, which do not always coincide 
to produce a clear division into male and female. 

2 For instance, Sherry Ortner's article, from whom the argument is derived. 
It should be noted that to take pre-capitalist societies as natural is to suc
cumb to a wish to make such societies 'the other' of capitalism, thereby 
ignoring the structure of social relations which cannot be viewed as part of 
a continuum (more or less natural). 

3 'This word, for which there is no suitable English equivalent, is used in 
psychoanalytic contexts to mean the simultaneously organic and symbolic 
sexual pleasure of the (speaking) human subject'. Translator's note on p 15 
of Kristeva's About Chinese Women. 

And, 'English lacks a word able to carry the range of meaning in the 
termjouissance which includes enjoyment in the sense of a !~gal or social 
possession (enjoy certain rights, enjoy a provilege), pleasure, and, crucially, 
the _pleausre of sexual climax.' Stephen Heath, translator's note to 
f!nage-MusiJ:: Te?5_t, 

4 It is necessary to stress that referring to entities as constructed is not to say 
that they are unreal or false. 'Construction' is not an equivalent to 'prod)lct 
of false consciousness', 'indoctrination' or 'socialisation'. Such a reading of 
the term could arise only by a prior positing of the true for which the social 
and its cognates function as the opposite (the artifical, the false). In 
arguing that all we have is the constructed we precisely do not define this by 
reference to any other ontologically or epistemologically superior instance. 

5 Traditionally, the. body has been opposed to the mind or the will; let us say 
to intention, taking this to signify both meaning and objective. Where the 
intention is rational, discursive, perhaps artificial, the body is passionate, 
experiential, natural. At best the body is seen primarily as the technical 
means of fulfillment of intentions. To invert the preferred hierarchy of _ 
intention over body would therefore be to elevate the body to celebrate its 
hitherto denigrated faculties. But this inversion cannot create anything 
new: either experience will be donated a higher status, but still defined as 
passive and incomplete, or the body will simply acquire the features 
previously accorded to intentionality; it will have 'a mind of its own'. When 
'feminine body' is read for 'body' we find recognisable feminist positions
~J:e elevati~m of experience or_ the discovery of a new 'logic' of the body. 

6 The demand for abortion on demand also has a certain logic which would 
require an extension of the NHS. Since the NHS, is a publicly financed 
institution legitimating the expenditure of funds through the definition of 
illness and the assumption that such a diagnosis automatically entails cure, 
then any 'on demand' service would require either making pregnancy or its 
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effects an illness (which is the founding principle of the therapeutic 
abortion) or the extension of the sphere of NHS treatment beyond the 
range of illness as such. This is not just a matter of medical definitions and 
categories for it must be remembered that these questions have very 
definite effects. Unless there is an extension of the terms of reference of the 
NHS then abortion will be an anomalous service for it, and 'abortion on 
demand' will remain, ironically, a slogan more appropriately addressed to 
private medicine. 

This paper is based on 'The Body and the Feminine', a seminar paper 
by Beverley Brown and 'The Politics of Control of Our Bodies' a paper 
presented at the Socialist Feminist National Conference (March 1979) 
by Parveen Adams and Beverley Brown. 
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A Note on the Distinction 
between Sexual Division 
artd Sexual Differences 
Parveen A dams. 

Many feminist theories assume that the problem to be addressed is 
obviously one of sexual division. This obviousness contains many 
difficulties. For if sexual division is assumed, then a category, that of 
sexual division, is being imported into the analysis that will govern and 
limit the form of questions which may be asked. To question the 
category of sexual division is not, of course, to object to it in a 
conventional sense, but to object to it when, as a concept, it is promoted 
to a privileged position, a privilege which is assumed but not demon
strated. Sexual division in this privileged sense, refers to the setting up 
of two mutually exclusive and jointly exhaustive categories which ·are 
held to refer to two mutually exhaustive groups, concrete men and 
women. There are, of course, vastly different and opposed forms 
of explaining sexual division and it must be recognised that the 
essentialism which derives sexual division from an anatomical distinction 
has been challenged by theories which emphasise the space of represen
tation and systems of representation. But it will be argued here that the 
essentialismwhich is.being attacked in this challenge often returns even 
if in a more sophisticated form. 

This will be exemplified in this note by considering the ways in 
which feminist work on ideology retains the problems of sexual division. 
Marxist theories of ideology, of course, emphasise the space of represen
tation, for Maniism itself alludes to a system of representations by which 
individuals are positioned as social subjects. Feminists have used 
psychoanalytic theory to outline a theory with the positioning of sexed 
subjects as its central concern and some have gone on to utilise it for a 
theory of ideology. Both the feminist theory of ideology based on 
psychoanalytic theory and the Marxist theory of ideology accord to the 
q~estion of representations and the mechanism whereby those 
representations are effective in the construction of the subject, a 
centrality by virtue of which it was possible fot many people to consider 
a synthesis of Marxism and psychoanalysis possible. For through their 
joint attention to the category of the subject it was held possible to 
produce a theory of the relation between psychical and social reality. 
This possibility can be questioned on the grounds that while Marxism 
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and psychoanalysis deal with systems of representation of reality, the 
conception of reality is fundamentally different in each of these two 
theories. What will be questioned here, however, is an assumption 
common to the way in which the two theories are utilised - that what is 
represented is reality, that is, a prior and given state of social being. 

My argument is that as long as feminist theories of ideology work 
with a theory of representation within which representation is always a 
representation of reality, however attenuated a relation that may be, the 
analysis of sexual difference cannot be advanced because reality is always 
already apparently structured by sexual division, by an already antagon
istic relation between two social groups. And thus the complicated and 
contradictory ways in which sexual difference is generated in various 
discursive and social practices is always reduced to an effect of that 
always existent sexual division. In terms of sexual division what has to be 
explained is how reality functions to effect the continuation of its 
already given divisions. (The different ways in which sexual differences 
are produced is actually denied as a political fact in this position.) 'In 
terms ~f sexual differences, on the other hand, what has to be grasped is, 
precisely, the production of differences through systems of representa
tion; the work of representation produces differences that cannot be 
known in advance. Some further points on the distinction between 
sexual division and sexual difference will be made later. 

To start with the problem of sexual division. It is clear that in radical 
feminist analyses which are in terms of the domination of women by 
men, this relation has always been ultimately determined by a biological 
distinction. This is made totally explicit in the recent revolutionary 
feminist literature where the fact of women's 'reproductive ca!)acity is 
taken to be determining. What is set up is an antagonism between the 
sexes, grounded in a biological reality which is taken to pre-exist and to 
determine social relations. 

The realm of sexual antagonism is also referred to as the realm 
of patriarchy and many who are not radical feminists and who would 
reject an explanation in biological terms nonetheless retain the notion 
of patriarchy as a general problem to be addressed. That is to say, the 
conception of the domination of women by men is retained as the 
problem by many feminists. On the other hand, many feminists would 
invoke the concept of patriarchy as a set of systematic social relations, as 
the origin and mechanism of women's oppression. Now while this latter 
position would appear to offer a means of not reducing social relations 
to intersubjective relations, my point will be that in the end it does not 
solve this problem. As Mark Cousins has pointed out in 'Material 
Arguments and Feminism' (mlfno 2), since the field of effects of those 
social relations is the already constituted group of women and group of 
men, the social division which was to be explained has already been 
assumed as part of the explanation. 

This can be illustrated with reference to Juliet Mitchell's work 
and we find in Psychoanalysis and Feminism (1974) an explicit disavowal 
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of the problem of male domination which as it were exists from the 
cradle. What she is challenging is that anatomically differentiated 
babies are always already men and women. She is also challenging what 
appears to be a completely opposite view that babies are empty vessels 
into which are poured the social roles of male and female. Because 
ironically, these two apparently opposed views which could be respec,_, 
tively called biologistic and sociologistic are in fact two sides of the sfroe 
coin. The biologistic view assumes already constituted capacities and 
while the sociologistic view assumes a tabula rasa, it also always has to 
rely on already constituted capacities of experience, cognition and 
purposeful action. Juliet Mitchell puts forward the challenge by taking 
up the psychoanalytic insistence on a realm of psychz'cal reality, a 
category which disrupts the mechanisms of both the realisation of a 
biological essence and the implacable march of socialisation. 

The position thatjuliet Mitchell espouses displaces the constitu
tive subject of the biologistic and socioloii'stic views and, using psycho
analytic arguments, she tries to show that men and women are no longer 
to be thought of as pre-given, but as the effect of something else. While 
this is a big step forward, it must be noted that we are back with the 
problem of masculine domination and feminine oppression. For if the 
construction of men and women on the level of psychical reality is put to 
use to analyse feminine subordination, then that construction is 
women's oppression. That is to say, that the theory of ideology Juliet -
Mitchell sets up itself demands an explanation of the opposition men 
and women, and psychoanalysis is employed to reproduce precisely 
these divisions. · 

It is necessary here to briefly refer to some specific aspects of Juliet 
Mitchell's argument and to elaborate the problem of representation and 
its consequences for feminist analyses. To begin with a question: how 
does the problem of sexual division come to dominate that work of 
Freud's which started with such a momentous questioning? Freud, of 
course, problematised the concept of sexuality by postulating an 
infantile sexuality which necessarily undermined the standard defini
tion of sexuality understood as an instinct which manifested itself at 
puberty and had a definite object (of the opposite sex). For Freud 
sexuality is not an instinct, a hereditarily given pattern of behaviour, 
but a drive. And in the Three Essays on Sexualz'ty (1905) he develops the 
theory of 'propping' (so named by Laplanche and elaborated by him as 
the propping of the drive on the instinct) by drawing a distinction 
between the reduction of need which is characteristic of instincts and 
the satisfaction sought for at the level of the sexual drive. Here Freud is 
concerned with the construction of sexuality itself. While there are 
problems with this account what is clear is that Freud demonstrates that 
the differentiated sexuality of the standard view is the effect of a long 
history of the drive and its vicissitudes. 

Now this is important. For the standard view of sexuality had 
assumed the distinction between masculinity and femininity; whereas 
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Freud saw this as something that had to be explained. There is no 
masculinity and femininity in infantile sexuality. The necessity for this 
distinction is an effect of the necessity of the Oedipus complex in 
psychoanalytic theory. That complex is the internalisation of the incest 
taboo, the incest taboo being the founding moment of society, and in 
fact, of patriarchal society. The resolution of the Oedipus complex 
demands that a choice be made between masculinity and femininity 
and it is only then that the child takes up its place in human culture. 
Masculinity and femininity are the psychical reality of the human order. 
Within psychoanalytic theory this order is patriarchal, the father has 
the law. 

The foregoing is riot an account of the mechanisms through 
which femininity is produced - it is rather an indication of how the 
idea of construction is present in psychoanalytic theory. And whenJuliet 
Mitchell talks about the construction of men and women she means the 
psychical construction of masculinity and femininity. Masculinity and 
femininity have, then, to be always already available for the individual 
to take up the position. The taking up of masculine and feminine 
positions is a consequence of a system of representation (known through 
psychoanalysis) which is the representation of a patriarchal order. What 
we have then is the construction of the sexual identity of male and 
female individuals by means of a system of psychical representation 
through which they are distributed to masculine and feminine positions. 
The theory of ideology presents masculinity and femininity as represen· 
tations of a real order, that of patriarchal society. The psychical level of 
construction is determined by reality. The problem then would be the 
real distinction between men and women. The categories that have to be 
accounted for, are, in fact, already assumed in reality. This is very clear 
in the following passage from Mitchell: 'The social reality that he 
[Freud] is concerned with elucidating is the mental representation of the 
reality of society. '(p 406) In the reality of society, women circulate; in 
the symbolic order the phallus circulates. (This interpretation of 
Mitchell is consistent with her claim that the conditions of change lie in 
reality. She sees the possibility of an alteration in patriarchal ideology 
under the conditions of capitalism where, according to her, the mass of 
women are not circulated.) 

It must be emphasised that there is a certain use of terms in 
Mitchell's book which could mislead. Her use of 'social reality' and 'the 
construction of men and women' are in the context of emphasising the 
importance of psychical reality where this is the outcome of the 
organisation of men and women in the 'reality of society', an organisa · 
tion around the incest taboo. The mental representation of the reality of 
society always has the same represented, which is that reality. (This is a 
problem inherent in the tension within psychoanalytic theory, between 
an endless productivity of the signifying chain - in Freud, the produc
tivity of the dreamwork; and the return to the phallus as that which 
orders language- in Freud, the dream can be traced back to the first 
representatives of the sexual drive.) 
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What is at stake here is the classical theory of representation 
within which the represented is always prior to the representation which 
is its mark. Paul Hirst, in his critique of Althusser (Problems and 
Advances in the Theory of Ideology 1976) has argued an alternative 
position where what is represented must be considered to be an effect of 
the action of the means of representation. Thus representation cannot 
be subordinated to the position where it is a reflection or distortion of 
what is represented. For, if ideology is thought of in the classical sense of 
representation, ie the primacy of what is represented, the question 
arises, where does the form of the representation come from? Two 
alternatives can be considered: that it comes from the subject or that it 
comes from reality. If they are not to stem from the constitutive subject, 
and Mitchell certainly recognises the importance of the psychoanalytic 
challenge to such a subject, are they then to be attributed to reality? To 
attribute the forms of representation to reality leads to a reflection 
theory of ideology (which can take very sophisticated forms) - but what 
is lost here is the autonomy of ideology which Mitchell wants to 
maintain. The autonomy of ideology is not-guaranteed by insisting on 
an autonomy in relation to the economic instance if this latter is merely 
replaced by the patriarchal instance. The structure of Marxist theories 
of ideology together with all its problems is here simply transfered to the 
patriarchal domain. 

A second problem with a patriarchal theory of ideology structured 
along Marxist lines is its retention of the ideological as a homogeneous, 
unified instance. Femininity is the psychical representation of the reality 
of society for women and of women's oppression. The taking up of the 
feminine position reproduces oppression. Femininity as mental repre
sentation depends on the ever-present patriarchal order of reality. 
Nothing else can then affect the ideological positioning of women. 
There is a priority given to ideology as psychical instance. Women are 
unified through this psychical instance, unified in their femininity and 
in their oppression. The patriarchal organisation of reality produces a 
psychical substrate, woman, who can take her woman's place in reality. 
The unity of the ideological, woman as a unity and a unity of women 
are produced simultaneously. 
• This has important consequences for feminist analyses. Firstly, 
woman is set up as an entity on which society operates. Men do this or 
that to women, the law discriminates against women, etc. Secondly, 
women are the sum of these entities and what society does to women 
constitutes their oppression. We can say that this oppression is taken to 
be homogeneous insofar as it is the oppression of women. The theoretical 
attempt was to ensure the presence and availability of women for 
oppression. The ideological was substituted for the biological to secure, 
nonetheless, the unity of women. In other words, for all its sophistication, 
the end-product is still the same - for the effect of the biological and 
ideological positions is to pick out and focus on sexual division. 

A note of caution is necessary in regard to what is being claimed . 
. The retention of an analysis in terms of sexual division· has been shown 
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to be an effect of Juliet Mitchell's use of psychoanalytic theory. The 
theory itself, it is arguable, considerably problematises sexual division 
though it does so in a number of problematic ways. While it can be said 
that sexuality is unified and organised around the phallus, it must also 
be noted that the sexual distinction masculine/feminine cannot be 
directly mapped on to male and female organisms. And while the choice 
is masculinity or femininity, Freud recognised that 'pure masculinity 
and femininity remain theoretical constructs of uncertain content', that 
human individuals combine in themselves both masculine and feminine 
characteristics. Does this not challenge that unity of the feminine that is 
req~uired to make of the feminine the substrate of subordination? 

What has been argued is that the construction of femininity is theorised 
in such a way as to produce a coherent, unified entity, the feminine 
subject, albeit that it is explained as an effect. To explain the structure 
of the unified feminine subject is taken to be tantamount to exposing 
the mechanisms of patriarchal ideology. It is suggested here that such 
an analysis makes impossible the consideration of the effectivity of a 
variety of systems of representation. Now in the present case it is the 
psychoanalytic notion of patriarchy which is used and it might be 
argued that this is why the effects of specific discursive practices can 
have no place - psychoanalysis being concerned with an unchanging 
structure of discourse. That is to say, that the effectivity, conscious or 
unconscious, of a variety of systems of representation cannot be 
addressed within that particular framework. 

This difficulty, however, is not a function of psychoanalytic 
theory, but rather, it is a function of the centrality of the subject in 
theories of ideology. How then does this concept obstruct the considera
tion of the effects of a variety of systems of representation? In feminist 
analyses, the concept of subject obstructs because it relies on a 
homogeneous oppression of women in a state, reality, given prior to 
representational practices. To take account of the different forms of 
the construction of sexual difference would necessitate abandoning that 
position. Thus there is a difference between analyses that explain the 
persistence of representations in terms of a general structure of the 
subject and its conditions and analyses which emphasise the importance 
of definite practices and their conditions. Is it not the case that in 
operating with unified entities we are kept busy explaining unities while 
the effects of practices of representation are not, in fact, unified? To say 
this is to suggest that a series of sexual differences is constructed 
through practices of representation and in such a way that sexual 
distinctions set up under different discursive conditions may vary, 
overlap, be contradictory, etc. 

It is only by examining the workings of particular practices that 
it can be shown that the concept of subject is inadequate to them. The 
brief example from legal practice which follows supports the questioning 
of the concept of a legal subject in general. In the recent case in which Mr 
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Paton sought an injunction in the Liverpool High Court to prevent his 
wife from having a legal abortion, i~ is clear that an individual may be 
assigned legal statuses that do not add up to the category of the subject. 
Without a detailed discussion here, it can merely be briefly and baldly 
stated that the legal argument makes clear that Mr Paton cannot claim 
any rights as Mr Paton per se. He cannot be represented as himself and 
have rights stemming from himself. What his own lawyer is led to 
demonstrate is that as a member of the public, as a father, as a husband 
and as a possible representative of the foetus, he has no rights either. So 
Mr Pat on has a number of legal statuses but the legal rights that attach to 
these give him no right to an injunction. And Mr Paton cannot claim 
derivative rights through the foetus because though it has various legal 
statuses, the relevant legal rights are not attached to those statuses and 
the foetus can no more be represented qua foetus than Mr Paton can put 
him~elf forward as Mr Paton. 

With reference to this case it is not possible to talk of a legal 
subject in general and its rights and if this is so it is not possible to talk of a 
feminine subject as such, in law. The argument of the court was not 
concerned with men and women as such. It is not that the law operates on 
two groups, men and women, given in reality. This is not to prejudge the 
relevance of the case to feminist struggle. It is rather to put forward the 
problem of the categories men and women in relation to the law. 
Categories are not fixed though they may appear to be so at any one time 
and a category has no necessary unity - in relation to the category 
woman, for example, it is indeed possible for a concrete individual to be 
judged a woman for some social purposes and not others. 

It could be said that one of the paradoxical effects of feminism as a 
political force has been to force the recognition of the diverse and 
unexpected character of the organisation of sexual differences. It has 
proved a difficult and contentious problem as to how to analyse the 
effects of anything from social policy to artistic practices in respect to the 
organisation of sexual differences. But to reduce these problems to the 
simplicities of an always already antagonistic relation between two social 
groups who are frozen into a mutually exclusive and jointly exhaustive 
division is an obstacle both to feminist analysis and political practice. 

This is a revised version of 'Ideology and Feminism', a paper given at 
South Bank Polytechnic zn March 1979. 





The Popular Film (!S a Progressive 
Text - a discussion of Coma 
Elizabeth Cowie 

Coma is the title of a film released in this country at the end of 1978. A 
mainstream American film, gaining general distribution (it has gone to 
most of the local cinemas in this country); it has been a big box-office 
hit, especiall9" in the USA, produced by MGM with well-known 
stars - Genevieve Bujold, Michael Douglas and Richard Widmark, on 
a comfortable if not blockbuster budge't. A commercial film like so 
many others; part of a system which feminists have accused and 
attacked as exploitative and oppressive to women. But is Coma different 

·just because it has a female protagonist[!] and just because Dr Susan 
Wheeler is an independent, 'strong' woman? 

How has Hollywood managed to produce if not a wholly 
acceptable, at least a more possible, positive representation of women? 
What does it mean to see in Coma a progressive film or position for 
women? How far is the film different? And how far, in any case, does it 
impinge on dominant conceptions of women? 

The Difference of Coma 

The question is, of course, somewhat disingenuous. The terms of the 
question of difference are not those of one film compared to another, of 
a statistical comparison of the number of heroines or areas of titillating 
fle~h. The question is asked exactly in terms of the subjective, obvious, 
commonsense notion of film, as the question of how does the film 
appear different? Reviews from national and trade journals and 
newspapers have been used here to give an 'answer', not because they 
represent 'public opinion' but because they are organised responses to 
the film. While they are personal responses (their importance as 
opinion, of taste, on cinema), they are also a representation of the film 
to the public and a placing of it for another audience, for the readers of 
that journal or newspaper. Thus there will also be an emphasis within 
many reviews on the genre of the film (a basis for selection by film-goers), 
on its stars, its story and so on, as well as evaluation, since such reviews 
are themselves part of the institution cinema in their construction of an 
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audience for film. 
Most obviously, reviewers comment on the 'difference' of 

Genevieve Bujold as protagonist. John Pym writes in !)z'ght and Sound, 
'the casting against type of Genevieve Bujold as the austerely coiffed 
surgeon with the feminist wiles and slightly grating Canadian accent, 
adds an authority which the other name players palpably fail to 
supply ... The burden of the plot falls on Bujold's shoulders, and the 
film's success depends on the fact that not only can she run with its 
absurdities, she can also so assuredly take us with her.' More simply, the 
Sunday People said, 'she does a Paul Newman-type strenuous detective 
act, climbing ventilation shafts and crawling along ducts with an escape 
on the roof of a speeding ambulance for afters ... It is a good gimmick, 
despite a stunt-woman almost certainly somewhere in the hospital 
setting ... ' (Why 'despite'? - stunt-men commonly replace male stars, 
though not for the most 'macho' actors eg Burt Reynolds,. and why 
demand action and violence to be 'real' when the film is not?) Edward 
Buscombe, writing for Trz'bune, takes this issue of difference even 
further: 'So what's progressive about that? Well, Dr Wheeler is a 
woman ... and what's refreshing in a mainstream Hollywood movie is 
the way the character of Dr Wheeler (played by Genevieve Bujold) 
works against the stereotype. Far from breaking down when she hears of 
the death of her friend, Wheeler's response is an icy determination to 
get to the truth. While all around her men are scoffing and telling 
her not to be silly, she is the only one with the nerve and intelligence to 
uncover what's happening. The film also subverts stereotypes in the 
casting ... It would have been all too easy to cast a heavyweight in the 
central role and thereby load the dice. No one expects Anne Bancroft, 
Vanessa Redgrave or Jane Fonda to break down and cry for help. But 
with the frail ant delicate Bujold in the part, the point is effectively 
made that to be strong and resourceful women don't have to imitate 
men.' (The simplification of the issue of stereotyping is a problem; does 
Jane Fonda ever imitate men?) Alan Brien makes a similar point: 
'Throughout almost any other thriller in the Perils-of-Pauline style, the 
threatened female would turn to some male for protection. But the most 
original twist arrives when Dr B, looking like an adrenalin-high, 
fighting-feminist Judy Garland, launches her own counter-offensive' 
(Sunday Tz'mes). · 

IfEdward Buscombe is right in seeing a subversion of stereotype 
in Coma, then reviews should exhibit a difficulty in dealing with the 
film, un!::!ss they took account of this. The Alan Brien review clearly 
does the latter. Yet many of the press reviews make no comment on the 
gender of the protagonist (some making no mention at all, for example 
David Robinson in The Tz'mes), but are simply descriptive, such as 
Margaret Forwood in The Sun: 'Genevieve Bujold stars as the young 
surgeon who believes there is something nasty going on in the operating 
theatre'. The Hollywood Reporter simply welcomed the film saying 'If 
nothing else, MGM's Coma reminds us just how long it has been since 
we saw a good mystery thriller on the big screen', making no special 
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mention of the gender of the detective. 
An implicit comment ap{>ears, perhaps, in reviews such as that 

in the Evening News: 'Like trim and pretty Dr Susan Wheeler, we begin 
to smell a rat as patients keep unaccountably dying in Coma ... A plucky 
little bantam fighter for truth ... ' The praising recognition is couched 
in adjectives appropriate for women (and boys). Or Genevieve Bujold's 
role is played down in favour of a witty report on the film, as in Derek 
Malcolm's review in The Guardian: 'Genevieve Bujold is a young medic 
at the hospital with a suspicious intern lover, who gets sufficiently 
muffed when her best friend dies after the botched abortion to ask 
kindly Chief of Staff Richard Widmark to check through his records.' 
The account is inaccurate and the film trivialised, but popular main
stream film often is; perhaps Guardian readers are not thought to go to 
films like Coma, and the review is therefore used as an entertaining 
balance to the serious-minded responses to more 'significant' films. The 
News of the World review seems to work in a similar way, but it's 
inaccuracy is now bizarre: 'A gruesome little thriller set in a hospital 
where patients arrive with minor illnesses and leave in coffins. Michael 
Douglas plays a doctor who wants to know what's going on. So, too, does 
his mistress, Genevieve Bujold. Both_have some hair-raising moments 
with Richard Widmark lurking sinisterly in the background. A super 
shocker'. 

In the reviews which take up the issue of the 'difference' of the 
female protagonist in Coma, there is an emphasis on the character and 
role of Dr Susan Wheeler as different. Thus Margaret Bilbow, writing 
for the trade journal Screen International says 'The rarity of having a 
women as the plucky investigator makes a welcome change of identifica
tion for female viewers; what men lose from the absence of punch-ups 
they gain from coming over all-protective. -Cenevieve Bujold's Susan is a 
well:rounded characterisation, intelligent, courageous but never 
unfeminine in the hutch superwoman or invincible sexpot styles of telly 
heroines. Her vulnerability is played down by director Michael Crichton; 
it is all the more telling when he reminds us that tights and shoes with 
heels are not the best thing to wear when scrambling aboct on ladders.' 
The audience for this review will be exhibitors rather than film-goers, 
hence the comments on identification and the possible points of appeal 
to both men and women. But the review also clearly marks the way in 
which the role of Susan Wheeler does not fit existing stereotypes of 
role-reversal, with the suggestion that instead it is realistz"c; the film does 
not simply exploit the stereotype of female vulnerability, nor make the 
character unfeminine. Hence the importance of the shoes and tights 
- (re)-used in the film as a typical (stereotyped) sign of female 
vulnerability inasmuch as it points to (is a vivid reminder of) the 
encumberances of conventional women's clothing, the marks of the 
feminine. Edward Buscombe makes a similar comment, but takes it 
further: 'Coma is no tract, though it manages to make points about 
stereotyping without hitting the audience over the head - probably the 
more successful tactic is you're trying to reach a popular audience. For 
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example, in the course of finding out exactly how the comas are being 
induced, Wheeler has to crawl up a ventilation shaft in the bowels of the 
hospital. Edging up a ladder she then has to make a jump across to a 
ledge. In order to get a better grip with her feet she takes off her tights, 
thus literally shedding the trappings of femininity ... What's additionally 
admirable is that the director resists the temptation to titillate the men 
in the audience by pokjng the camera up the lady's skirt.' Would that 
shoes and tights were the only such trappings, and does it matter that we 
do not see, since the camera affords us the position of view in its angled 
shots below her on the ladder - the place if not the sight of the voyeur? 
Alan Brien comments more accurately, 'Alone she climbs up inside the 
ventilation ducts, a bizarre blend of vertigo and libido with the 
voyeuristic camera watching from below as she discards her panty-hose 
to make a long-legged leap.' 

Margaret Hinxman in the Daz"ly Maz"l takes up the point about 
the realism of the character: 'Another intriguing aspect of the film is 
that Genevieve Bujold emerges as a real, complicated person; not just a 
frightened lady caught in a trap. She is scratchy, unreasonable and 
intractable. She wears hardly any make-up and her hair is obviously in 
need of the next shampoo and .set. There is a kind of stubborn 
fanaticism about everything she says and does. It is a superbly 
constructed performance which stiffens the backbone of what has to be 
the best thriller of 1978.' The plausibility "of the character is also 
emphasised by Brien: 'these are ·only a few of the daring, athletic 
improbabilities we are conditioned to find commonplace when our star 
is Burt Reynolds or Paul Newman, but' still likely to strain credulity 
when she is called Genevieve Bujold. Crichton defuses such sexist 
prejudices partly by the speed, dash and bravura of his story-telling, 
partly by the creation of a prickly, likeable, contemporary liberated 
woman'. The reviewer in The Sunday Mz"rror reached the opposite 
conclusion however: 'Genevieve Bujold as Dr Wheeler, tries to get to the 
bottom of the mystery. In the process she makes life hell for the rest of 
the staff. Her lover, Dr Bellows, doesn't believe her theories ... Miss 
Bujold is so tedious and hysterical that I don't blame Doe Bellows for 
disbelieving her ... ' 

The issue of the 'difference' of Coma is also the question of its 
progressive representation of women, the point made by Edward 
Buscombe in his discussion of subversive stereotyping. Penny Hollow, 
writing for Spare Rz"b, takes this further, though she recognises that 
there are problems with the film: ·'parts of it are very plausible and very 
frightening ... [but] I was so busy applauding Gef!.evieve Bujold I forgot 
to be cowardly. She storms through the film undaunted and unstop
pable, at last providing me with the heroine for which I've been 
searching ... Most of all she does things. Berger's remarks tha~ "men 
act - women appear" doesn't· apply to Bujold. She chucks fire ex
tinguishers about, overturns security guards and escapes from the house 

· of horrors without hanging around a man's !leek ... But the film isn't a 
siffiple role-reversal; macho" female battling single-handed against 
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authority and a terror such as the world has never known before. Bujold 
may be able to keep her white suit in immaculate condition even when 
crawling around the innards of the hospital, but the rest of the time she 
is very human. It's both refreshing and touching to realise, for example, 
that Bujold isn't risking her life for her country or mankind, but for a 
woman, a friend she cares deeply about. She has fights with her lover 
and walks out in frustration because of his sexism. Her vulnerability and 
fear when she is followed in the street will ring bells in all too many 
women's minds ... I do have vague misgivings about the ending: if Coma 
had been the conventional Hollywood melodrama, who would have 
rescued the hero? ... Despite these doubts, my initial response still 
stands; any film which features a woman in a role of such strength 
deserves a visit. Enjoy Coma for Bujold's acting and the stupefied silence 
in the audience when they realise she's going it alone.' 

What is emphasised in many of the reviews, therefore, is the kind 
of character and role of Susan Wheeler; not unfeminine, but indepen· 
dent, a woman to identify with in the place of 'hero'. Marjorie Bilbow's 
point of a 'welcome change of identification' seems to suggest, however' 
that she assumes women normally identify with the male hero, but she 
has no reverse expectation of men, offering instead an alternative 
structure of pleasure and identification for them- 'coming over all 
protective'. It is on the basis of the kind of hero Coma has that a 
progressive and feminist claim is made. Clearly the film's story is not 
about the lives of women, about a women's issue or of the position of 
women in society. Yet the role of Susan Wheeler is the kind of 
representation which many would like to see more of. But what does it 
mean to extrapolate one character, even if she is the protagonist, from 
the film as a whole? How is the 'positive' character of Susan constituted 
and articulated within the film? These questions are posed in a context 
where the film is not a 'feminist film' and indeed the producers make no 
such claim (though it can be seen as part of a new Hollywood genre of 
'independent women' films); but where its treatment of its female pro
tagonist has been seen as progressive, although also as finally recuperated. 

I want to take up the issue of Coma's potential progressiveness 
and final recuperation since either conclusion seems to me to mis
construe the work of the film. I will argue that the dichotomy itself is 
false since it demands a fragmentation of the film into its elements and 
this denies the productivity of the film, both across the film as such, and 
in its insertion into structures and discourses of distribution and 
exhibition, and also film reviewing and even theoretical writing. Such a 
denial allows the 'contents' of the film to be pitted one against the other 
in a totting up of points in a snakes and ladders game where the 
ostensibly conventional ending (Susan is rescued by Mark Bellows) 
recuperates the image of Susan earlier in the film, and we have to go 
back to start. 

For the problem of this kind of argument is the basis on which 
the selection and evaluation of the elements is to be made. To make any 
evaluation of these selected elements as such they must be presumed to 



64 m/f 

have already existing, fixed and determinate meanings, which can be 
set one against the other. This can be seen in looking at the kinds of 
elements picked out in the reviews, which can always be balanced by 
other elements in the mm. The progressive elements are seen exclusively 
in the role and character of Dr Susan Wheeler as a 'strong woman', 
based first and foremost on the fact that she is the protagonist of the 
mm, not simply because the action centres on her, but also in the way 
the action is initiated and carried out by her. She is the active agent, 
instigating the investigation and the series of events of the mm, a 
contrast to the usual passive roles of women (Penny Hollow's point), 
even to the point of physical danger which she successfully overcomes 
through her own resourcefulness and cunning. Secondly, there is the 
character of Susan, intelligent, successful (resident surgeon), tough, 
capable (treating patients, her investigation), resourceful, caring (her 
affection for Nancy, her kindness to the small boy patient), warm and 
loving (the weekend away with Mark), but also independent and 
self-respecting (the argument with Mark), demanding equality (her 
'scratchiness') and human, self-questioning (the scene with the psy
chiatrist). Ordinary, in the sense of visual presentation, her unelaborate 
and slightly unkempt hairstyle, the lack of make-up, and the 'low-key' 
style of dress - white hospital skirt and coat, casual slacks and shirts 
etc. There is also the element of moral rectitude in Susan - her role is 
one of searching after the truth, and she rejects the power-politics of the 
hospital engaged in by Mark and Dr Harris. 

A corollary of these points, however, is that the mm also shows 
Susan's independence as a problem; she is taken to be a hysterical 
woman, neurotic, or just a trouble-maker, by the other characters. 
Nevertheless her suspicions and her investigation prove all too well
founded and.she is vindicated. Yet the emphasis on these elements, the 
character and role of Susan Wheeler, obscures the way in which 
otherwise, through choosing another list of elements, the film could be 
argued as totally conventional in its representation of women. First of 
all, Susan Wheeler is the only example in the mm of a 'positive' image of 
women; there are very few other female characters; all her colleagues 
are male, and her investigations lead her exclusively to encounters with 
other men- the pathologists, the anaesthetists, the computer operator, 
the maintenance man- until she arrives at the Jefferson Institute and 
the other key villain, who is a woman. And while Susan is presented as 
an 'ordinary' though attractive woman, her best friend Nancy Greenly 
is, and in contrast, glamorously beautiful. Furthermore, we are first 
introduced to Nancy in close-up as the camera picks her out from 
amongst the dancing class, which Susan is also attending - pretty 
women in leotards, relaxing and exercising in a conventionally feminine 
way, dancing- titillating and voyeuristic. An alternative might have 
been to show a game of squash, or the narrative function of the meeting 
of Susan and Nancy with its discussion of Nancy's abortion could have 
been fulfilled by meeting in a bar, as male characters might have done. 
Not only does the scene afford a display of women's bodies, but it 
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positively maintains a stereotype of the beautiful woman in Nancy 
Greenly; thus Susan is seen as the exception, even by the film. Equally, 
while the film does not present any explicit sex scenes, it does offer here 
for the viewers' pleasure the spectacle of the woman's body - seen as 
well at the beginning of the film for example, when Susan is taking a 
shower, we view her through the glass screen, moving sensuously under 
the water, from a position which first frames Mark in profile close-up to 
the camera, and then over his shoulder, his point-of-view. Or later when 
Susan has woken suddenly from a nightmare, she goes over to the 
window of her flat and the camera shows a reverse shot of her standing 
naked, seen through the window. 

The image of Susan Wheeler as a 'strong woman' is itself, it 
could be argued, ambiguously constructed. She breaks down in tears 
during the second interview with Dr Harris, and responds with helpless 
frustration, futilely beating the roof of her car, when it fails to start, 
then later, having dealt with a would-be assassin by covering him with 
cadavers, she collapses in hysterical crying when she arrives at Mark's 
flat; yet earlier, after discovering the horribly-burnt body of the 
maintenance man, she calmly sets about finding for herself the gas 
lines, and then obtains illegal access to Dr George's records. The idyllic 
weekend away at the beach, too, not only offers romantic images of love 
but also a conventional couple, Mark active, Susan passive- for 
example when he chases her on the beach and catches her in his arms. 
Perhaps the most important problem for a progressive reading based on 
'elements' is simply that, although Susan is the investigator, she doesn't 
discover 'the answer'; she fails to realise, or even consider, Dr George 
Harris as the villain. Thus though she is in a position of knowledge in 
the film, normally denied women, she still doesn't 'know', to her cost. 

The question remains, then, of what can be said of Coma, in 
terms of its elements. On balance, is the film progressive? Or only so in 
parts? Are these then recuperated by the fina1 scene of Susan's rescue by 
Mark, and the held hands as she is taken away on the stretcher? To 
assess in terms of elements is simply to end up with value judgements 
outside of the specific practice of film; it becomes an issue not of film 
analysis but political 'guesswork'. Moreover it is the z·mage which is 
accorded a progressive quality rather than the film, thus the film-as
process is denied, it is reduced to stasis, the moment of the image. For 
instance, is the question of the image of Susan as progressive and 
positive posed within the film or in relation to cultural values within the 
Women's Movement which are then brought to bear on the film? It is 
the former which I believe should be addressed, in relation to the 
operations of the film itself, thus opening up the ways in which film 
works as a discursive practice constituti:ag 'images' of women, definitions 
in circulation; though precisely neither in isolation, nor arbitrarily. This 
raises a challenge to the notion of progressive which is implied if the 
question is posed in the latter terms above, which rely on a given ft.xed 
content which can be evaluated through a 'master' discourse, here 
feminism. For the film cannot be read as progressive in relation to 
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definitions constituted outside the film, either alternative or dominant, 
which exist as contents given form, a representation, within the film. 
Since the political terrain of the Women's Movement is the constitution 
of these definitions and their reconstruction within different deter
minants, it is absurd to make recourse to fixed contents behind those 
definitions, demanding a replacement of content, of the real or true 
image/woman's body for the false, distorted, dispossessed one. 

Similarly, and as a corollary, the argument of the recuperation 
of 'our' images, of progressive images, by dominant and opposed forces, 
also falls.[2] Here there is an appeal to the image as in some sense an 
object, a content, which can be held by either camp, but whose specific 
use by one will have different effects on the other. Thus, given the 
current position of women, it is assumed that the images produced by 
women on behalf of feminism will always be appropriated by dominant 
interests and turned against us. Recuperation always implies that a 
potentially progressive content or meaning has been inserted or taken 
up into another context where it 'loses' that meaning. The notion 
correctly emphasises the circulation of images and meanings, but at the 
same time denies the moments of productivity in that circulation, of 
possible redefinition, by the Women's Movement as well as, inevitably, 
by the image industry. The issue of images should be one of production, 
not hoarding. 

An example here would be the quotation of the image of a 
'liberated' woman in the 'Virginia Slims' advertising campaign, which 
has been referred to by feminists as typical of the recuperation of 
positive images of women by reactionary forces - the advertising group, 
the tobacco company. The thesis is that the struggle by women for 
equality and liberation is both signalled by the advert, and divested of 
its political import. This is argued both on a crude level - if it's good 
for them (the cigarette company, advertisers), then it must be bad for 
us; and on a more elaborated level in relation to theories of manipulation 
of_the image. In the 'Virginia Slims' case, the advert makes an appeal as 
part of its written text to the issue of women's liberation: We've 
come a long long way', which is used 'together with images to 
signify this progress through a contrast - a woman being squeezed into 
a Victorian corset as against the freedom of a parachutist's-type 
jump-suit - and a notion of liberation is produced not in terms of 
women as workers, or our position as mothers, but in terms of other 
commodities - leisure activities, cars, clothes, and, of course, cigarettes. 
The question of change for women is represented as fashion (the 
connotative level of the images, their glossiness, the beautiful women, 
the colour, sense of texture etc), as individual and as achieved. In other 
words a meaning of 'women's liberation' is produced within the advert, 
which draws on, as one connotative context, the demands for liberation 
raised by the Women's Movement, but it neither simply uses 'images of 
the Women's Movement nor does it deny any notion of liberation, 
though it does project its notion of liberation as one associated with a 
particular consumer position. It cannot seek to take back or deny the 
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meaning as already inherent in the notion of liberation, since there is no 
one meaning. 

In relation to the image, therefore, there is no need to claim any 
kind of necessary conspiracy on the part of either advertising firms or 
capitalist companies such as cigarette manufacturers to control women 
by taking 'our' positive images and turning them against us. That 
images produced by the Women's Movement will enter circulation as 
'quotable' is inevitable, but the problem of recuperation is a red 
herring. The specificity of images, the idea that images have forms of 
construction and production of meaning, acts against a notion of the 
simple control or manipulation of these forms by such interests. 

Iii a similar way, film is also a site of the production of meaning; 
this is not to suggest that a film is always already complete in its 
meaning, which is given or produced once and for all, a literally discrete 
production, but to indicate the film as a site of specific intersection - in 
its actual production, the film-making, and subsequently in its con
sumption - of other discursive practices, and inserted into specific 
institutioliS- of the distribution and exhibition of film, for example, 
but also of film reviewing, film theory. In this sense a film is not 'progres
sive' as a given effect of its content but as the result of its insertion within 
particular institutions and discourses. Nevertheless the terms of judge
ment of 'progressiveness' are constituted outside the film, within 
political discourse, and hence themselves also not simply given. Heeding 
this last point, I want to look at Coma in relation to the arguments for a 
positive, progressive reading of the film, but now looking at the specific 
production of the film, the project or work of the film as a whole. I 
emphasise narrative over and above other filmic operations as it seems 
most pertinent to the questions I want to address to Coma. In the 
following, I am concerned to put forward the basis for a tentative 
textual analysis of the film. To look, in fact, at what is happening in 
Coma. This is undertaken in two ways: first, by looking at the nature 
and. determinants of the narrative structure in Coma; and secondly, as a 
consequence, to consider the effects of these determinants, and the 
particular construction thus produced, for Susan Wheeler's place within 
the narrative, and for the viewer's place in relation to both the narrative 
and to Susan. This second series of considerations will be published as 
Part Two in m!fno 4. 

The Story and its Narration 

To start with, how to grasp. the story of Coma? I've used the term 
'narrative structure', which marks a concern with the way a film works, 
comes together as a system of meaning, though narrative is only one 
part of filmic articulation.[3] This kind of concern emerges in the work 
of the Russian formalist critics on literature, and in Vladimir Propp's 
analyses of Russian folktales, and is continued, for example, in the work 
of Claude Levi-Strauss on myths. The presumption is that the 'content' 
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of the narrative, whether poem, story, folktale or myth, is crucially 
dependent on the form through which it is constructed; the form is thus 
not a simple expression of an already-existing content, but a system of 
representation through which a 'content' is constituted. Considered in 
this way the distinctions form and content must themselves disappear in 
favour of analytic categories through which a narrative can be under
stood to come into being in its process of narration. What is being 
separated here, then, is not the story from its forms of representation as 
though the story might be told any number of ways, but the story as 
referring to the representation as such, the tale recounted, a telling, 
which can be summarised into its actions and events, their logic, and 
the characters so implicated. Story, as it were, marks the possibility of a 
tale, which is only produced in its telling. The poverty of a story's 
synopsis bears witness to the importance of narration within the story, 
but whose logic and description always escapes such summary, such 
reduction to a 'content'. To shift from the poverty of synopsis to a 'full' 
description would be to re-tell the tale, to construct a new narration, 
and hence a new narrative, an/other story. This is seen when a novel is 
used as the basis for a film (Coma, too, is taken from a novel); the form 
of the narration of the novel cannot be transposed to the film, which 
must be stripped down to a mediate form, the film script, on which a 
shooting script can be constructed, and then the filming itself. 

What I am interested in here is not simply the possibility of 
narrativity, but the way in which certain narrative strategies have 
implications for meaning within the film. How meaning has been 
.::onstructed through the operations of the narrative devices, the process 
of narration, so that those operations, devices, ~ecessarily have effects 
for the meaning constructed. Rather than part of the means of 
articulation of meaning, literally its representation, they can be seen as 
involved in the constitution of meaning, its coming into being. 

Meaning is an effect, a production of the text, but it is not 
thereby simply an end sum: 'meaning is not "at the end" of the 
narrative, it runs across it; just as conspicuous as the purloined letter [a 
reference to Poe's short story], meaning eludes all unilateral investiga
tion' (Barthes, Image-Music- Text, p 87). Thus 'To understand a 
narrative is not merely to follow the unfolding of the story, it is also to 
recognise its construction in "storeys", to project the horizontal con
catentations of the narrative "thread" on to an implicitly vertical axis; 
to read (to listen to) [to watch] a narrative is not merely to move from 
one word to the next, it is also to move from one level to the next.' (£bid) 

Film is a system of meaning and like other systems constitutes a 
discursive practice. What is implied however in -considering a narrative 
dlscourse? Discourse can here be taken at its simplest as the organisation 
of utterances: 'A discourse is a long "sentence" (the units of which are 
not necessarily sentences)' (z"bid p 83). While typically, utterances have 
the form of language this is not necessarily the case, and thus film too 
can be considered as discourse without thereby limiting analysis to the 
verbal or linguistic within film. To designate the discourse 'narrative' is 
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presumably to specify a sub-division or even genre within discourse in 
terms of literary analysis[4]. This seems to be the result of 'common
sense' rather than formal analysis, for instance Genette writes: 'in 
common practice, the most obvious and the most central usage, 
narrative designates the narrative statement, the oral or written discourse 
which relates an event, or a series of events' - in other words, stories (p 
38)[5]. But a large number of diverse texts are involved in relating 
events- from police evidence in a court of law, a pathologist's report 
on the events of death, etc, which we would not normally consider 
'stories'. More importantly, the forms of narrative structure which 
Genette goes on to discuss do appear in discourses which he would 
exclude from narrative - he cites Spinoza's Ethics for example. While 
indeed no event is there recounted, enigmas, as philosophical problems, 
are set up, and a structure of resolution played out - the 'philosophy' 
itself. 

Narrativity it would now seem is, in a sense, integral to 
discourse. Nevertheless it is necessary to retain a notion of 'narrative' as 
something more specific, to deal with those discourses in which 
narrativity as such constitutes the meaning of the text. Thus it is 
necessary to differentiate the statement whose meaning exists in its 
narrative operations, for example the detective story, from one which 
while having the form of narrative, has its meaning constituted in its 
insertion within a series of discourses, again taking the example of the 
police statement to a court of law. However the distinction is not one 
between 'true' stories and 'untrue' stories or fiction. Rather it is the 
constitution of the relationship of the 'reader' to the knowledge of the 
discourse. In this more limited sense, narrative is the representation of 
the relationship to knowledge where the problem of knowledge in 
relation to events is set up wholly by and within the text, and thus the 
text will resolve the problem, give the answer. It does not matter 
whether the knowledge is 'real' or not, past or present. As a result, for 
example, the documentary film does not tease to be narrative film by 
virtue of the truth of its statement or images; the classic documentary in 
fact is heavily 'recounted', often with a voice over - the story of coal, or 
the story of truants, etc, and its status as discourse is constituted not as 
part of negotiations between union and management in the coal 
industry, not between school and parents over truancy, but within 
cinema and television as discursive institutions. 

Narrative discourse is distinguished therefore not so much by its 
ontology, its essential qualities, but in being a form of representation 
which provides its own determining conditions of reading, of meaning
fulness. What is involved in the relation of representation can be seen for 
example in the Western film, which can be understood as an allegory, 
of American politics, the American way of life, but which is read as 
a Western (albeit allegorical) and not as politics. More often a film or 
novel makes reference, is situated within, significant political or social 
events, and in narrativising these within its own system, separates them 
from the discursive practice, the political or social determinants, which 
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constituted their meaning as political or social; they may signify politics 
within the film, but this as such cannot constitute the film as political. 

The Possibility of Knowledge and the Determination of the 

Enigma in Narrative [ 6] 

Narrative discourse always offers a relation, and knowledge may well 
also be provided but is never the heart of the matter, of the narrative. 
What is important therefore is not 'what' but 'how' and narrative can 
now be seen as a potentially progressive form in constituting knowledge 
and the relation to that knowledge (eg passive, active, determined or 
open), rather than being an arena of defined knowledge, or its 
reflection, pitting one knowledge against another, the determinants of 
each lying outside the film. In other words this is the question of the 
relation between the knowledge constituted in the text in comparison 
with a knowledge from elsewhere. 

The most explicit example of the narrative defined in terms of 
strategies around the representation of knowledge is the case of the 
detective novel, where the narrative consists in the relations of know
ledge, and ignorance, of the detection, rather than in the solution of by 
whom and why X was murdered etc. Thus so many detective stories end 
by bringing together the elements of detection in an explanation of the 
process of the crime, while the narrative proper, the 150 odd pages 
prior, have been the story of the detection and not the crime. The 
detection is indeed our relation to the knowledge of the crime, a 
knowledge finally given as it were apart from the narration of the novel. 

Detective ji"lms provide a number of complications on this 
strategy, most seriously because there is a double structure of narration 
-visual and verbal, with the visual having a convention (cinematically) 
of 'truth' where the verbal is sometimes true, sometimes false. Thus the 
typical convention (and hence also playing with that convention) in 
classical cinema which allows the viewer to see when _a character lies, 
though other characters within the film may not see this. The device 
of the final explanation is also only partially effective in a film since it 
deals with only one level of the presentation of the enigma or mystery; it 
resolves the state of knowledge within the film but it cannot resolve the 
level of knowledge given the viewer in see£ng the actions and events 
portrayed. In the novel the detective can explain the murder to the 
other characters and to the reader in one process, but in the film the 
detective can explain only to the other characters within the film, and 
the level of cinematic narration will not be resolved through this. For 
example, in Double Indemn£ty, (although this is not a detective film 
proper) Waiter Nef has come to the end of his story, which is the 'story' 
of the film, recounted by him into a dictaphone machine, but told to 
the audience through the convention of flashback, and now the film will 
finish £ts story, the story of the relationship of Nef to Keyes, the claims 
man with the 'little man' inside him who always tells him when a claim is 
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sour, and against whom Nef had sought to pull off the perfect con - the 
double indemnity life insurance policy which would actually be murder 
-ostensibly for the woman he loves (they kill her husband). But the 
film's ending is of Keys arriving at the office as Nef finishes his story and 
it closes with a repetition of earlier scenes where Nef would strike a 
match with one hand to light Keys' cigar, commenting 'I love you too', 
but this time Keys lights a cigarette for Nef, now slumped to the floor, 
prevented from fleeing by his bullet wound, and repeats 'I love you too'. 

Thus the project of the detective novel or thriller becomes 
displaced within film from the detection proper to the process as such, 
and hence to the characters, situations, motives, relations. 

The Detective 

Marjorie Bilbow in her review of Coma says, 'It is not the who and the 
why that makes the story an entertaining mixture of suspense and black 
humour but the macabre how of Susan's investigations.' Coma is thus 
not exactly a classic detective story or 'whodunnit', which has been 
loosely defined as 'works which may or may not include a classical 
detective, but whose narrative is organised around the movement 
towards a final revelation which rationally attributes criminal culp
ability to at least one among a group of more or less equally treated 
characters' (Derry pIll). The detective narrative must play fair with its 
readers, or audience, and allow them to make a calculated guess as to 
the solution. Introducing the murderer on the last page is not 'fair', so 
the 'clues' must be present but disguised in a number of ways. While 
Coma has a detective - Dr Susan Wheeler - it does not have a series of 
suspects; or rather, Susan suspects a number of characters as all 
involved in a conspiracy, and they act suspiciously in relation to her 
investigation (Dr George, the Chief of Anaesthesia in particular, is 
picked out by the camera a number of times, staring 'suspiciously' at 
Susan). However no clue is offered beyond the hostility and lack of help 
from certain characters, until the 'revelation' at the Jefferson Institute 
of'George' as the head of the conspiracy. But it is in fact a clue - George 
refers not to the Chief of Anaesthesia but to the first name of Dr Harris. 
Harris however has been unsuspected within the film, and by Susan, 
though possibly not by the audience. 

In any case the film does not start with a criminal act; the 
enigma is not one of murder initially and hence of who did it, but the 
problem of how normal, healthy patients undergoing minor surgery, 
are becoming comatose following the operation. It is initially, therefore, 
a problem of medical knowledge and part of the project of the 
investigation will be the reconstitution of the problem as a criminal act; 
the film however, despite the abundance of corpses, cadavers and 
moribund bodies, lacks evidence in terms of a body defined as murder 
victim. Of course the audience will presume that murder and sinister 
intent have been involved all along, reinforced by prior publicity of the 
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film in terms of 'someone is getting away with murder', but the initial 
detection within the film is the establishment of this possibility. 

It would be quite typical, too, within a detective film for the 
protagonist to suspect sinister underpinnings, where other characters 
deny it (the suicide or accident which is really murder) though usually 
they are fortunate enough to have a body. However in Coma this is not 
quite the case either since Susan commences her role as detective not in 
order to reveal, to prove, but to understand how, 'I just want to 
understand' she says, which narratively is given as her response to grief 
over the condition of her best friend Nancy. This has two effects in the 
film: first it places Susan in a position where she, as it were, doesn't 
know what she is doing - the knowledge she seeks is not the one she can 
or will obtain. She is given a pre-eminently masculine trait, the desire 
for knowledge, but she is seeking a medical knowledge to understand a 
criminal act and hence is doubly ignorant of what she seeks to 
understand though her attempt to discover the truth of the first will 
bring about the exposure of the second. Since she effectively reveals the 
crime through her attempts to solve a 'medical' mystery, her investiga
tion is therefore literally a spectacle, [7) and her position as detective/ 
protagonist in possession of knowledge clearly qualified. 

A similar process can be seen in Hitchcock's North by Northwest 
where the hero Thornhill (Cary Grant) is forced to find a man called 
Kaplan who in fact does not exist but is a cover for a female agent. He 
too, like Susan, has the wrong question, or quest but in this film the 
'blindness' of Thornhill is presented as comic, which is narratively 
extended in the character of Thornhill through his relationship with his 
mother. In North by Northwest Thornhill is forced to take on the role of 
detective, seeking knowledge, but is never in the position of detective, is 
never knowledgeable, or rather never has true knowledge in the film 
until the end.[8) 

Coma uses this same narrative device but covertly. Susan appears 
to be a place of knowledge, source of the discovery of knowledge, but 
she is consistently displaced from this position, this time not by comedy 
but by a denial and dismissal of the knowledge she asserts and seeks, ie 
that the coma cases are suspicious at all. The ending where she does not 
perform the final decisive act, is thus simply a culmination of this 
displacement rather than a contradiction of her role as protagonist; it is 
not a cop-out but the logical conclusion. The moment Susan has 'true' 
knowledge, that Dr George Harris is the villain, she is 'returned' to the 
role of woman as victim, literally prostrate on the operating table (see 
also here the still of her being undressed by nurses, and its uncanny 
similarity to the pose in the earlier shot with Mark, the later image 
appearing as an 'echo' of the earlier one as part of the same order of 
being held in place). 

For the detective story, however, the position of the detective as 
knowledgeable is crucial. The detective will always know more than any 
other character, and also more than the audience or reader, though he 
will not know the whole truth of the enigma or else the film or novel, as 
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a process of 'unravelling' the truth, would be manifestly a fabrication 
(in The Big Sleep, for example, this can be seen in the way that 
Humphrey Bogart, as Marlowe, always seems to know already what has 
happened or is going to happen). This problem of the detective 
knowing, or at least knowing more, is extremely difficult for narration, 
leading to devices like the figure of Dr Watson in the Sherlock Holmes 
stories, who relates the narrative of detection and therefore speaks from 
a position of ignorance ostensibly equivalent to that of the reader, while 
being able to point to and reveal the knowledge of Holmes. 

In addition the detective story needs to relate the tale of the 
detection in a way which will hold the interest of the reader or audience 
in 'how' rather than simply 'who' (the how of detection rather than the 
crime), since otherwise the reader will simply go to the end of the book 
to learn the answer, or the film will be made pointless if the audience 
have already 'found out' the answer. While the narrative is predicated 
on a question and its answer, its existence lies in the telling of the 
tale - but a telling which must be effaced since the telling is always a 
delay, a rhetorical device which if 'seen' will expose the contrivance and 
hence disrupt that 'suspension of disbelief in favour of knowing' which is 

· central to narrative. The problem arises most severely for the detective 
narrative because it is formed on such a simple enigma, of who 
perpetrated the criminal act. 

To return to Coma: Susan is clearly never in command of more 
knowledge than the viewer. On the contrary, the viewer at times has 
knowledge unknown to her, the conversation between Harris and the 
psychiatrist is an important example. Nor can she be said to have 
greater knowledge of the enigma than the other characters, since they 
don't even recognise one; and certain characters withold knowledge -
the charts of patients etc. Finally, she gives away knowledge to other 
characters in the course of the film - to Mark and to Dr Harris. This is 
important since the role of detective as possessor of superior knowledge 
is central to the detective format. 

I have been concerned to look at Coma as a detective narrative because 
it is within that genre that Susan Wheeler can have the role of 
protagonist as dominant initiator and principal agent of the action and 
hence narrative in the film - an important point for feminist interest in 
the film. While Susan appears to have that role inasmuch as she sets in 
motion a train of events as a result of her investigations - though the 
links are not immediately clear - and she actively pursues her investiga
tion, which involves strenuous physical effort and danger, a would-be 
assassin (male) whom she effectively disposes of beneath a pile of frozen 
cadavers, yet, like Thornhill in North by Northwest, she does so. 
blindly, and she is denied the definitive action, the capture of the villain 
(which is achieved by Mark but shown by the arrival of policemen at the 
operating theatre). She doesn't really know, but nevertheless acts; the 
Jefferson Institute seems important in her investigation, for example, as 
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simply a link between coma cases rather than as part of any hypothesis. 
And despite the clue we already have, that another link between the 
cases is that all of them have been tissue-typed, Susan doesn't seem to be 
anticipating what she will find at the Institute. 

The Conspiracy of Coma 

If Susan is not a true detective in Coma, then what is the status of her 
investigation, and of her as investigator? It is not a question of 
discovering the 'real' detective within the film, but of recognising the 
absence of such an agent. Yet a mystery is posed, and solved, within 
Coma, and the problem is how this comes about. In fact there is a shift 
from mystery to suspense; that is, the issue of knowledge in the film 
moves from one of 'answer' to one of 'what will happen'. The interest is 
now no longer in detection and solution, but in how the characters will 
act, and hence in resolution. Suspense here is thus the 'waiting to know'. 

This shift is not, however, simply fortuitous- that there just isn't 
a detective - since in Coma Susan is clearly offered as one; thus Coma 
seeks to operate through the conventions of both the detective and the 
suspense genre, the shift between them being effected through the 
narrative's construction of an enigma of both a mystery and a threat.[9] 
This is not simply to refer to the danger inherent in tackling the mystery 
but to suggest that the protagonist within suspense never narratively has 
the 'upper hand', but is always a potential victim to the mystery under 
investigation. This I will argue later is integral to suspense in a number 
of ways, but first I want to consider the shift in Coma from a detective 
story to a suspense thriller and how this is brought about in the 
narrative. • 

As noted already, one of the problems within the film is that 
while the investigation is central, its object has to be asserted and then 
justified in the process of the investigation. Susan's response to her best 
friend's coma following a straightforward operation is to try to under
stand why it happened. She establishes the issue of coma for herself and 
then asserts it as a general problem, since she cannot understand 
Nancy's condition from within the (medical) knowledge she has. 
Checking all the cases of unexplained coma at the hospital over the past 
year, she discovers that the rate for these cases is far higher than could 
be statistically expected. The basis on which she is trying to make sense 
of Nancy's condition thus shifts from the purely individual to one of the 
enigma of unexplained coma cases in general. However her investiga
tion is never recognised within the film, in the sense of being either 
authorised or reasonable. The hospital authorities reject the need for 
her investigation - all aspects of the coma cases have already been 
covered and therefore its implication must be one of negligence on the 
part of the h~spital and staff. Hence it is also viewed with hostility and 
there is an active attempt to stop her - the reprimands from Dr Harris, 
the argument with Dr George, the enforced visit to the psychiatrist. 
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Such an 'opposition of disbelief is seen in many films, where the 
hero must do battle against a bureaucracy as well as with the 'real' 
villain, but these difficulties or 'trials' put before the protagonist operate 
as simple forms of delay in the narrative. This is not quite the case in 
Coma. First of all Susan's investigation is not directed towards a 
suspected third party, but at the hospital itself; since she doesn't initially 
recognise the criminal nature of the cause behind the coma cases, 
hospital malpractice and cover-up must be assumed to be involved 
(though the film never reveals Susan's suppositions on this), therefore 
the hospital management's response is logical and expected, in fact 
quite 'reasonable'. Secondly, not only her investigation, but Susan 
herself is set up by the hospital as unreasonable - the opposition to her 
investigation becoming an opposition to her. The status of the investiga
tion, therefore, while central is also highly problematic. The film at this 
point could simply be a psychological drama about the 'problems' of 
Susan Wheeler, the personal difficulties of a woman doctor in an 
all-male world. 

This means that the status of Susan as protagonist is crucial, for 
both she and the investigation must seem plausible, her suspicions 
well-founded and reasonable, and the investigation therefore necessary 
and justified. Two factors inter-relate in confirming Susan's credibility 
as protagonist: first of all there is audience expectation, created through 
cinema advertising, prior publicity and reviews, that Coma is not a 
psychological drama, and that a conspiracy will soon be made apparent. 
The problem of the coma cases immediately fits as the 'sinister mystery', 
so that the audience will accept all along that the investigation is justified, 
and see its questioning in the film as a narrative twist. Secondly, this 
expectation will confirm Susan Wheeler as the investigator inasmuch as 
she has already been offered within the film for identification as the 
protagonist. This can be seen in the film in a number of ways: the film 
opens on Susan driving to Mark's flat, which is a conventional way of 
introducing the chief character. After the row with Mark, we see Susan 
in her flat, the narrative thus following Susan rather than Mark, 
confirming the bias of the opening shots. The following scenes at the 
hospital, of Susan taking a conference on a patient, in the operating 
theatre etc, present her as a doctor, in charge, authoritative, in 
possession of knowledge. In addition Susan is presented as having a 
number of positive traits which encourage identification with her as 
protagonist: she holds a position of moral rectitude in her rejection of the 
hospital politics and careerism expressed by Mark, or the political 
wheeling and dealing of Dr Harris. Her care and concern for patients is 
contrasted to the general theme in the film of the typical de-personalised 
care given in hospitals, of doctors' insensitivity - while the surgeon 
operating on N ancy Greenly says 'I just want to get this mother off the 
table.' Sus an is later shown giving lollipops to a small boy patient (he in 
fact needs a kidney transplant, a typical example of the narrative 
over-determination in Coma). 

What then of the narrative twist, of the 'opposition of disbelief 
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to her investigation within the hospital? I want to argue that this is more 
than just a narrative twist, that it is a crucial narrative strategy which in 
effect sets up a kind of second, 'false' conspiracy within Coma onto 
which the real conspiracy and threat are displaced for much of the film. 
What makes this second conspiracy possible are the very features which 
provided the basis for a feminist reading of the film, that is, the 
construction of Susan as a strong independent woman prepared to think 
and act on her own. As such she is shown as continually 'difficult' in the 
film in relation to other characters. This is set up in the row with Mark 
at the beginning of the film which both establishes Susan's strength and 
independence, securing the credibility· of her investigation and of 
subsequent 'heroic' scenes, and sets her up as a difficult woman, a 
problem as a woman. As she walks out of his flat she says 'I just want 
some respect' but Mark replies 'You don't want a relationship, you run 
away from it. You don't want a lover, you want a Goddam wife'. 
Against the reasonableness of her demands for Mark to 'help out' is set 
his accusation that she can't handle her femininity, can't cope with a 
relationship. Her independence is identified with 'her problem' in their 
relationship and thus also. portrayed as a weakn~ss - she is also 
vulnerable - and this theme is continued in the next scene where she 
arrives at her own flat (strikingly tidy and peaceful in comparison with 
Mark's) as the phone is ringing, which she finally answers, too late, it's 
rung off. Poignant, the 'too late' evoking a sense of loss, we assume the 
call was· from Mark. Suggesting that, yes, she does want him really. 
Expelling an image of Susan as totally domineering, it also reinforces 
the theme of her vulnerability. This theme recurs subsequently, always 
related to her position as a woman: for instance she herself repeats 
Mark's accusation to the psychiatrist; and earlier, in insisting on 
pursuing the invtstigation she says to Mark 'You think that just because 
I'm a woman I'm going to be upset. I just want to understand. I wish 
you'd stop treating me as if there was something wrong with me'. Dr 
Harris, too, says 'I can protect you 'cos you're good. And a woman'; and 
Susan says again to him that people seem to think there's something 
wrong with her, and not that the problem is the cases of coma. 

Susan is quite right. Her independence, as it is constructed in the 
film, is played on within it in commonsense sexist terms: if she is so 
independent then there must be something wrong with her. Which is 
also a way in which her investigation is denied in the film, which is the 
aim of the narr~tive strategy. This takes the form of a kind of male 
conspir:>.cy, of a collective male prejudice against the idea that a woman 
could be right - that if a woman is saying something disagreeable she 
must oe neurotic. The 'opposition of disbelief sets her up as overwrought 
and upset at her best friend's condition, as unreasonable and paranoid 
- 'shown' by the way she does not react as a woman should, but yet 
over-reacting as a woman would. Harris comments after their second 
interview 'Women. Christ', and the psychiatrist's report is that she's 
'ratlier paranoid and upset'. This lockS into the exploitation of the 
connotations of the independent woman, the idea that she's a problem 
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to those around her, ie to men. A sense of conspiracy builds up and is 
developed, for example, in the scene where Mark is exhorted by the 
Chief Resident (whose job he hopes, and is encouraged to believe, he 
will get) to 'Do something about her', though Mark can only repeat that 
'she likes to do things her own way'. Importantly, these scenes are 
unknown to Susan; the audience has a privileged position of knowledge: 
of an apparent conspiracy to control her, to stop her investigation, on 
the basis that she is really simply paranoid. 

The scene in which Susan is apparently followed by a suspicious
looking man (who later proves to be the hired killer) culminates this 
narrative strategy. Following the frustrations of that day, she leaves to 
go home and finds that her car won't start. It's too much and she 
collapses in rage and frustration, uselessly beating the roof of the car 
with her fists, her aggression ineffectual and defeatist, the position of 
victim. The violence emphasising her lack of control, her 'feminine' 
position. The scene is shot to encourage our cinematic identification 
with her position, alternating close and medium-long shots of Susan, 
from a position to the side of her, with only a few reverse shots close-up 
from the other side of the car. We see her turn around and notice 
something, and only then are we given a full reverse shot which reveals a 
man standing in shadows opposite her. Susan hurries to the subway and 
as the train pulls away we turn with her to see the face of the same man, 
left standing on the platform. The scene suggests that Susan suspects 
this man tampered with her car, is following her; we are led to identify 
with her projection of threat from this man although such a reading is 
not yet narratively supported but could simply be further evidence of 
Susan's paranoid and hence unfounded fears. Thus the scene both 
introduces the first mark of the 'true' conspiracy and completes the 
construction of Susan as paranoid: she goes to see Mark who reassures her 
that her car is always breaking down, and then 'proves' the absurdity of 
her theories ot carbon monoxide poisoning as the cause of the coma 
cases when they go and check the operating room's equipment. 

They then go away for the weekend (as Dr Harris suggested), for 
Susan to 'recover'; where the narrative requires it Susan is weak and 
'feminine', against character. The idyllic weekend extends this, with 
images of the classic romantic couple and the portrayal of love and 
tenderness within conventional male/ active, female/passive roles. 
Susan has been put back in place. This sequence is, though, a false 
resolution, a hiatus, which seems narratively unnecessary (and 
unfortunate in terms of a progressive reading of the film). But it does 
serve to complete the 'male conspiracy', and to hold a tension about 
whether it really is 'all over'. An opposition is set up between the safety 
of this sequence where Susan is 'normal' and the scenes where she is• 
actively pursuing her investigation - the end of the film repeating this 
structure with Susan's rescue by Mark, the last shots showing her 
prostrate on the stretcher, her hand held by Mark, ceasing to be 
'independent' once the narrative ends. 

The weekend has one important function in advancing the 
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investigation: passing theJefferson Institute, Susan makes Mark stop the 
car and she goes in to have a look, the camera revealing very well the 
ominous architecture of the building. She is met by a woman who 
informs her that 'there is no staff and that 'I am in charge', telling 
Susan that she must visit during official times. Here, where Susan will 
find the real conspiracy (it is a long-term care hospital for brain
damaged patients to which all the coma cases have been transferred, 
and is the locale for the auction of 'spare parts') she finds another 
woman; this balances her as protagonist, setting the two up as 
adversaries. But even more it avoids rupturing the 'male conspiracy' by 
not presenting at this point a man as bearer of the real conspiracy, but a 
woman instead. (Susan's assailant cannot stand for the conspiracy itself, 
since he is simply an agent rather than a locus for the conspiracy. Her 
ability to deal with him, but not with the true locus, Harris, is 
important.) 

My argument has been, therefore, that suspense is created within 
the film around a second, 'false' conspiracy, while the true one is 
elsewhere; it is not in fact Dr George, despite the clues foisted on us 
when the camera picks him out, staring at Susan in the coffee-room, or 
in the lift before her final meeting with Harris; nor is it Mark, whose 
suspicious phone-call when she arrives at his flat after discoveri:q.g the 
gas line and disposing of the assassin, was actually to her mother. There 
is excitement around Susan's successful engagements with the 'enemy' 
but anxiety that she has not dealt with the main enemy. This has a 
number of consequences. It produces a certain confusion in the ending 
since the 'false' conspiracy is not resolved, but disappears with the 
emergence and resolution of the 'real' conspiracy, located in the figure 
of Dr Harris who can now become the sole bearer of the 'false' 
conspiracy as well. In addz'tz"on, the basz's for a femz'nz'st approprz'atz'on of 

· Susan Wheeler's role as a strong woman z's radz'cally changed sz'nce to 
extrapolate just thz's element from the narratz've now becomes a wz'lful 
denzal of the ji'lm 's work. It is not a question of recuperation, however, 
since it is impossible to make any such separation of a progressive 
content from the narrative strategy as a whole; not only is it not a story 
'about' an independent woman, but that independence itself is the 
mode of constructing her as victim. What is interesting in Coma is not 
any element of progressivity nor its supposed recuperation of such an 
element, but the way in which the 'independence' of Susan Wheeler is 
constructed in order to fulfill a certain narrative strategy through which 
a different kind of suspense and tension (the holding off of the solution 
through a 'false' conspiracy) can be created than with a male role -
commercially a 'good gimmick' with the added bonus that it is 'socially 
relevant'. The political evaluation of the film must be affected by this 
understanding of its filmic process in terms of the production and 
circulation: of images and meanings. Thus the problem, politically, of 
Coma is not,that it recuperates its progressive meaning (or any other) 
but that the meaning and image produced within it can be judged 
inadequate and unacceptable to the feminist political project. 
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It has been argued that the 'false' conspiracy is only possible 
because the protagonist is a woman and that this strategy is crucial to 
the effectivity of the narrative as suspense. Coma can now be considered 
in relation to its specific production within this narrative strategy, and 
the consequent implications for the construction of its representation of 
a woman prot~gonist. To do this it is necessary to relate the 'false' 
conspiracy to the narrative production of suspense, which will require an 
examination of the notion of suspense itself. Part 2 will show that to 
reconsider Coma as a suspense thriller is to reorganise the assumptions 
of knowledge in the film; Susan Wheeler will then become victim to the 
events she seeks to engage with - the film becomes about how little she 
knows rather than how much. As a character she is 'strong' but as an 
actant within the narrative she is 'weak'. And this is a narrative strategy 
across the film as a whole rather than in 'moments' of suspense. Certain 
other questions will also be taken up: that of the relation of the 
spectator to the protagonist in the suspense film, of the forms of 
identification in play and how the gender of the protagonist might be 
implicated as a factor in the position of the spectator in relation to the 
film. These will be addressed in the second part of this article in the 
context of Coma's narrative juggling of its suspense structure and its 
female protagonist. 

Notes 

1 The term 'protagonist', indicating the chief actor, character or combatant, 
is used here in preference to 'heroine' to describe Genevieve Bujold's role as 
Dr Susan Wheeler in order to emphasise the narrative function of the 
the hero; the 'heroine' is not normally the female equivalent of 'hero'. 

2 Rosalind Coward has discussed this problem in terms of incorporation in 
relation to sexual liberation 'where some truly liberatory force which has 
no relation whatsoever with capitalism is re-ab5orbed back into the 
existing capitalist forms'; her critique of this notior, has been drawn on in 
the development of the following argument. 

3 For example, against the hegemony of narrative, structuralist/materialist 
film-makers such as Malcolm LeGrice and Peter Gidal have argued that 
their films are non-narrative, that they definitively break with traditional 
definitions of narrative. For discussion of this see Structural Film Anthology, 
ed Peter Gidal, and 'The Avant-Garde and Its Imaginary' by Constance 
Penley.) More importantly for my arguments in this article, the notion of 
specularity within cinema is not obviously given by narrative alone, but is 
as much a part of what has been called the 'machine of cinema'. The 
question of the 'look of the spectator' which is suggested here will be taken 
up in more detail in part 2. (cf Stephen Heath, 'Narrative Space'.) 

4 'Discourse' is here used to indicate 1. The film as a system of meaning, 
taken as a unit, the individual 'work' - film as a system of utterances. 2. It 
is also used within analyses of narratives to distinguish the story from its 
telling, its narration, thus following E Benveniste's distinction between 

_ histo(re and discours, where 'discourse' is always markt:d by the presence of 
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a subject of the enunciation, a 'person' who tells the tale- the narrator/ 
author, and thus specifying a mode of address; see also T Todorov 
'Categories of the Literary Narrative' and G Genette, note 5 below. 3. A 
further, and different use of 'discourse' is made by M Foucault, referring to 
'a group of statements in so far as they belong to the same discursive 
formation ... it is made up of a limited number of statements for which a 
group of conditions of existence can be defined' (p 117). Statements here 
are no longer the simple utterance of narration but are constituted 'in so 
far as they can be assigned particular modalities of existence', 'thus ... 
clinical discourse, economic discourse, the discourse of history, psychiatric 
discourse' (p 107) and also, I would argue, cinematic discourse, within 
which 'the film' is the level of statement. Cinematic discourse is not, 
however, identical with the institution of cinema. The importance of this 
second shift in the use of 'discourse' is that it places the production of 
discourse, of statements, within determinant conditions which exist on a 
broader level than the individual: 'the individual subject is thus displaced 
across the range of discourses in which he or she participates' MacCabe, p 
30. 

5 A variety of concepts have been produced for the structural analysis of 
narratives, including those by Propp, Bremond, and Greimas, as well as 
Todorov, Genette and Barthes. A number of orders of distinction are 
typically set up, indicating the way in which the 'meaning' of the narrative 
is a complex of levels. Genette distinguishes the story as the events or 
content; the narrative as such- the signifier, statement or text itself; and 
finally narration, the act which produces the narrative (p 38); Todorov uses 
two levels: story comprising a logic of actions and a 'syntax' of characters; 
and discourse comprising the modes of the narrative. Barthes adds his own 
typology: functions; actions; and narration. 

6 Apposite to the possibility of knowledge and the constitution of the enigma 
in Coma, and to the issue of gender there, is the following child's riddle: 'A 
man was driving his son to school when they were involved in a car 
accident: Tfte father is killed and the child badly injured. Arriving at the 
hospital he is taken to the operating theatre, whereupon the surgeon, 
seeing the child, cries out "my son, my son". What is their relationship?' 

7 The issue of spectacle, of the look within film, will be taken up in the second 
part of this article in relation to the place of the spectator within the 
structure of suspense as paranoia. Here I am referring to the concern with 
display in the film, the display of bodies, the revelation and framing of 
characters through glass doors, windows, characters seemingly discovered 
for us by the camera as it cuts to a new shot. There is also the specta:de of 
the revelation of the conspiracy, we see Susan discover how the comas are 
produced in patients, we follow her through the innards of the hospital as 
she traces the gas line; in particular we see her discover the real nature of 
thejefferson Institute as she watches the removal of organs from a patient 
after we, but not Susan, have seen the head nurse conduct an auction of 
'spare parts'. 

8 Thornhill's place as one of knowledge is explicitly undermined at the 
beginning of the film, to be 'refound' at the end. For a discussion of this 
oedipal journey see Raymond Bellour, 'Le Blocage Symbolique' and Kari 
Hanet's summary of this article. 

9 The film is full of half. completed narrative strategies - the 'horror' of the 
hospital setting, the autopsy and cadavers etc, the melodrama of the two 
lovers, the theme of medical ethics in relation to definitions of death and 
'spare-part surgery'. 
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The Case Against 
Capitalist Patriarchy 
DianaAdlam 

Review ofZ R Eisenstein (ed) Capitalist Patriarchy and the Case for 
Socialist Feminism Monthly Review Press 1979, and 
A Kuhn and A MWolpe (eds) Feminism and Materialism Routledge and 
Kegan Paull978 

Many of the papers in these two collections are concerned 
wholly or partially, with a single problem. It is a problem encapsulated 
in the title of the Eisenstein volume - Capitalist Patriarchy and the 
Case for Socialist Fem~·nism ( CPSF). What is assumed here is that 
socialist feminism, as an identifiable political force, needs as its support 
a distinct theoretical analysis of what it is struggling against- dubbed 
'capitalist patriarchy' by Eisenstein. The sub-title of Feminism and 
Materialism (FM)- 'Women and Modes of Production'- indicates a 
similar assumption, though stated more obliquely. This seems at first" 
sight not only defensible but even laudable from the standpoint of 
feminist positions which have argued consistently for the importance of 
theoretical work to feminist political practice. I shall argue, however, 
that the project of a theory of capitalist patriarchy, or patriarchal 
capitalism is full of difficulties and that the assumption that socialist 
feminism is in need of such a theory is unwarranted. 

In choosing to concentrate the discussion around a single set of 
questions, it is inevitable that many of the arguments advanced in these 
books (which contain between them seventeen papers) will not be 
commented upon. However, if there is a coherent theme in the 
collections then it is certainly this question of capitalism and patriarchy 
and it is likely that their influence will stem from how they treat of the 
problems involved in conceptualising the relations between the two. 

Engels, Patriarchy and the Problem of History 

Both books begin with two very general papers on precisely the question 
of how capitalism and patriarchy are related. It seems, on first reading, 
that the analyses in CPSF are quite different from those advanced in 



84 m/f 

FM. Eisenstein's debt to the early Marx is apparent in her quest for the 
means by which woman is to appropriate her essence and accede to 
'species life'. She will use dialectical materialism in her analysis, arguing 
that Marxism is a method to be applied to all forms of social relations: 

I choose this phr~e. capitalist patriarchy; to emphasise the 
mutually reinforcing dialectical relationship between capitalist 
class structure and hierarchical sexual structuring. (CPSF, p 5) 
My discussion uses Marxist class analysis as the thesis, radical 
feminist analysis as the antithesis and from the two evolves the 
synthesis of socialist feminism. ( CPSF, p 6) 

The central- concepts in FM, on -the other hand, have a decidedly 
Althusserian flavour and the two initial papers are far from accepting 
Marxism as a 'method' which can be unproblematically applied to new 
objects: · 

structures of patriarchy hav.e a specific effectivity in relation to 
structures of capital ... but maintain a relative autonomy with 
regard to these structures. (Kuhn, FM, p 48) 
This essay ... attempts a displacement of the notion of pat-

·. riarchy: first onto i:he terrain of psychoanalysis, specifically as 
explored by Juliet Mitchell (1975), whose project is to inscribe a 
theo,ry of the unconscious within historical materialism by ·means 
of a re-reading of Freud: and then onto the more familiar 
domain of historical materialism in an attempt to re-locate 
patriarchy as an instance both of history and of class formation. 
(McDonough & Harrison, in FM, p 14) 

It would not be difficult, then, to draw a sharp distinction between the 
two books on the grounds of the very different sets of concepts employed 
in their initial papers, as well as in many ~ubsequent. ones. Eisenstein 
might be sUmmarily convicted of humanism, essentialism and so forth, 
and FM taken a great deal more seriously because of the congeniality (to 
some at least) of its terminology. However, the forms of argument 
advanced turn out to be strikingly similar and the basic theoretical 
differences one might expect from such discrepant starting points are 
ultimately little more than rhetorical variations. 

All four articles under discussion begin with an account of the 
inadequacies, both in Marxism and in existing theories of patriarchy, in 
the conceptualisation of sexual divisions. To a significant degree, these 
inadequacies are discussed in terms of the problem of history. Crudely 
put, Marx andEngeis are criticised for giving patriarchy no history of 
its oum; that is, for making it the effect of another history, that of forms 
of organisation of private property. Theories of patriarchy, on the other 
hand, are argued to put sexual divisions 'outside history', to mak~ them 
transhistorical in essence. 

Engels' argument that the sexual division of labour arose with 
and as a condition of pri,vate property is accepted as an advance. 
However, The Origin of the Family is seen to stand in need of correction 
on two counts. First, inSofar as Engels tends to conceptualise the sexual 
division of labour on the model of class divisions, the specific nature of 
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women's oppression is submerged in his analysis, even in the beginning. 
Secondly, Engels' account of the. development of the monogamous 
family, after its emergence, makes it entirely contingent on the 
development of forms of organisation of private property. Engels 
'forgets' that the monogamous family was first a conditz'on of private 
property and turns it into an effect. What has to be done, then, is to 
clarify the specifz'c nature of the sexual division of labour in order to 
make possible an account of the history of that division as a structure 
separate from, though always intertwined with, the history of modes of 
production: 

although Engels' notion of the social relations of patriarchy is an 
historical one, nevertheless it cannot be mapped unproblemati• 
cally onto the social relations ·characteristic of a mode of 
production:' The two histories are, so to speak, out of step. 
(Kuhn, FM p 49) 

The object of the analysis is to make them march together without 
reducing one to the shadow of the other. 

This will be achieved by the elaboration of a theory of patriarchy. 
However, just as Engels' concept ofthe monogamous family as histon
cally specific is much too broad - chronologically so wide that it only 
just succeeds in limiting universality-.,_ existing theories of patriarchy 
analogously make the sexual division of labour all but eternal. Indeed, 
they are found more guilty than Engels on this count, tending as they do 
to make patriarchy universal and inevitable unless drastic steps are 
taken to curb the intrinsic drive for power in men. 

,Eisenstein starts from-radical feminist analyses, criticising their
biologism and tendenc)r to reduce all social relations to the oppression of 
women by men. Such a reduction: makes patriarchy necessarily trans
historical 'when what is needed is an analysis of how women's sexuality 
has been interpreted diferently throughout history' (CPSF, p 20). 
Eisenstein. does not offer an alternative theory of patriarchy and 
appears, at least in her first paper, to accept that radical feminism has 
identified the essence of patriarchy but has omitted both to analyse its 
forms of appearance and to understand that it is only one variable (this 
sociological term is apposite, as I shaH argue helow). 

The two papers in FM, as well as Eisen&£ein's second general 
paper in CPSF, consider Juliet.Mitchell's Psychoanalysis and Feminism 
as providing the rudiments of a theory of patriarchy which might be 
'synthesised' or . 'articulated' with the ·Marxist theory of modes of 
production and classes. Psychoanalysis and Feminism is .criticised on 
two main grounds. First, because it locates women's oppression solely in 
ideology here taken as synonymous with the symbolic. And second, in its 
failure to solve the ever-present problem of history: 

However, Mitchell's identification of patriarchy with the 
inauguration of culture and her characterisation of patriarchy as 
a transhistorical phenomenon leads her into the theoretical 
cul-de-sac of dualism. H~r uncritical acceptance of Freud's 
analysis of the laws and operations of patriarchy within- the 
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unconscious as a temporal (sic) and universal structure vitiates 
her claim to provide a historical materialist account of women's 
oppression. (McDonough & Harrison, FM, p 22) 

Both papers in FM clearly st-ate that what is required is a theory of the 
'inscription of the unconscious in history'. This would entail not only 
an analysis of how the unconscious is constructed· differently between 
modes of production but also within them. This conception of 'two 
histories', always separate but always mutually determining, leads Kuhn 
to the following spectacular piece of eclectic confusion: 

The question of the construction of the sexed subject has been 
addressed productively in the psychoanalytic problematic, but 
the question of the two modes of history must inevitably lead to the 
question of the construction also of the class su'bject. (FM, p 35) 

The centrality of the problem of history in all these papers in respect 
both of Marxism and theories of patriarchy should not be taken to imply 
that any of the contributors is actually interested in writing a history of 
the mutual determinations between the two forms of social relations. 
The function of the very abstract arguments concerning history in these 
papers is not to create the theoretical conditions for re-writing the 
section on 'Pre-Capitalist Economic Formations' in the Grundrisse. 
They pertain rather to the conceptualisation of capitalist social forma
tions, as the following makes clear: 

this reading of Orz"gin of the Famz"ly does constitute a possible 
means of filling a gap in the classical Marxist approach to the 
political economy of capital. (Kuhn, FM, p 51) 

In other words, it is generally recognised that sexual divisions cannot be 
unproblematically written into Capital; that the concepts developed in 
Capital make no reference to sexual difference and that all attempts to 
force an explanation of women's oppression from them have ultimately 
foundered on the rocks of economism or dogma. In the discussions of 
history, then, Engels is used to show that patriarchal forms '·are 
historically specific while theories of patriarchy are used to demonstrate 
that women's oppression is not simply contingent. Taken together, and 
corrected for their common historical looseness, these positions function 
as a sign that a theory of capitalist patriarchy is possible. As we shall see, 
however, the separation of the 'historical' arguments concerning the 
possibility of such a theory from the arguments as to what such a theory 
should look like, entails a number of sleights of hand. 

Synthetic Articulations 

A number of means whereby patriarchy and the organisation of private 
property under capitalism might be 'synthesised' or 'articulated' are 
suggested throughout these books. I shall continue to discuss the chief 
solutions advanced mainly with reference to the general papers with 
which both collections begin. It should be pointed out that none of the 
papers is consistent in advancing a single means of relating capitalism 
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and patriarchy; different, and often contradictory means, co'exist in all 
four contributions. 

Perhaps the most prevalent way in which 'capitalist patriarchy' is 
conceptualised is precisely to make capitalism a modification of 
patriarchy- an adjective. That is, to argue that capitalism provides 
one set of conditions for the realisation of patriarchy in a particular 
form. Patriarchy is an essential structure whose forms of appearance 
vary according to the mode of production; and the nature of this 
essence is not hard to find. In one version, it lies in the procreative 
function of women which generates, in and of itself, a particular set of 
'relations of reproduction' where men dominate women. The form of 
the relations of reproduction depends on the relations of production but 
their existence is assumed as a given. Eisenstein is unconcerned that her 
argument finally rests on a concept of an essential sex antagonism where· 
by men choose to oppress women at the dawn of history and ever after: 

men have chosen to interpret and politically use the fact that 
women are the reproducers of humanity. From this fact of 
reproduction and men's political control of it, the relations of 
reproduction have arisen in a particular formation of women's 
oppression. (CPSF, p 25) 

McDonough and Harrison also employ a notion of relations of repro· 
duction but are more careful to tie this to Engels' arguments concerning 
patriliny. It is with the institution of a surplus and thus property 
relations that women's procreative functions become all important to 
men. Man's economic position as controller of the surplus, and not his 
'greedy nature' is the origin of women's oppression. However, this is only 
an attenuation of the problem of positing an essential antagonism 
between the sexes[l]. For it rests on the assumption that men, finding 
themselves in a position of economic ownership[2], will naturally des£re 
to pass that ownership into the hands of their biological sons. The 
speculation and psychologism entailed in this aspect of Engels' argument 
is completely ignored; its necessity to the argument is rendered invisible 
by discussing patriliny as a problem of history and then taking it as a 
given in the analysis of capitalism. 

McDonough and Harrison's concern to avoid a crude essentialism 
finally leads to another problem. Patriarchy is an essence whose forms 
of appearance are conditioned by the mode of production. However, 
the existence of that essence is ultimately dependent on the perpetua
tion of property relations throughout history. The argument thus 
returns to economism when the main thesis of the paper is advanced -
that middle-class women reproduce the bourgeoisie (patriliny still being 
necessary in their case) whereas working-class women reproduce labour 
power. Patriarchy hangs on as the bearer of an economic function, 
gendered because of the reverberations throughout history of the world 
historical defeat of women: 

These patriarchal ,Structures of economic dependence in 
marriage (which are specific to women but different for each 
class) function ultimately in the interests of the male capitalist. 
(McDonough & Harrison, FM, p 36, my emphasis) 
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Functionalist arguments-indeed play a central role in several of the 
papers in both books. In the main, the problems with such arguments 
are never mentioned. Mary Mclntosh is at· least sufficiently honest to 
state explicitly that her paper on the State is subject to criticism on the 
grounds of its functionalism but then simply proceeds to write as if this 
were unimportant. She even goes so far as to cite critiques of the notion 
of 'reproduction of capitalist relations' which, if taken seriously, would 
undercut most of her analysis. 

The pervasive use of functionalist arguments is not .accidental: 
they permit certain theoretical difficulties apparently to be overcome. If 
patriarchy is an essence and the mode of production simply a means for 
its realiSa-tion then some effectivity of those means on the appearances 
which they generate must be provided. Otherwise there is no 'articula
tion'; either there is a simple juxtaposition of capitalism and patriarchy 
or a complete denial of any effectivity to the economy. So it is argued 
that the mode of production (in this case capitalism) conditions the 
forms of appearance of patriarchy according to z'ts needs. These needs 
are typical!y_posited in a reproduction framework: 

the natural and material function of women to procreate for 
. social use is transformed into two economic functions necessary to 
perpetuate the social relations of capitalist production. 
(McDonough & Harrison, FM, p 34) 

However, more straightforward appeals to sociology are not absent: 
When one states that capitalism needs patriarchy in order to 
operate efficiently one is really noting that male supremacy, as a 
system of sexual hierarchy, supplies capitalism (and systems 
previous to it) with the necessary order and control. (Eisenstein 
CPSF, p 28) 

Two related difficulties with this 'solution' to the problem of the relation 
between capitalism and patriarchy are worth noting. First, the ever
present threat that sexual divisions will end up as simply the effects of 
economic needs and the 'economism of the male left' will prove 
well-founded: This is avoided by positing an essence of sexual divisions 
which continues to have effects even when capitalism seems to be 
controlling everything. Clearly this recourse to an absent essence doesn't 
solve anything. 

But the second point is that once the point of view of the 'needs 
of capital' is adopted, an essential sexual division must be assumed; and 
not only to avoid economism. For, as many authors note, there is nothing 
in Marx's analysis of the capitalist mode of production which indicates 
that it 'needs' a sexual hierarchy at all. Aside from referring this to gaps 
both in Engels' memory and in the pages of Capz'tal, this difficulty is 
first of all glossed over by the historicist ploy of making capitalism 'use' 
elements of prior modes of production. Nancy Chodorow in CPSF is 
very clear that there is nothing intrinsic to the capitalist mode of 
production or in women's reproductive capacity that logically requires 
the two to be linked through a sexual division of labour. However, her 
clarity about the logz'cal requirements highlights the woolliness of the 
alternative: 



The Case Agaznst Capz·talist Patriarchy : 89 

capitalist ·development, and the separation of work from the 
home, built on pre-capitalist forms in a way that has certainly 
been convenz"ent to capz"talists. (CPSF, p 100, my emphasis). 

But other things might have been just as convenient; and capitalism 
hasn't been all that convenient for patriarchs. None of the papers makes 
any analysis of pre-capitalist forms. They work within ari historicist 
Marxism which ignores the fact that logical problems cannot be solved 
by recourse to history. In addition, there is the further difficulty that 
pre-capitalist modes do not require a sexual hierarchy any more than 
does capitalism. It is here that the centrality of the references to Engels 
and to history becomes clear. For the problem is implicitly dealt with by 
saying that all economic formations throughout human history have 
'used' the sexual division of labour installed at the dawn of that history. 
For although Kuhn writes that she rejects Engels' evolutionism and 
McDonough and Harrison endorse Mitchell's refusal to 'ask when it all 
began', the analyses provided require that Engels' account of the origin 
be taken literally, that additionally the need to control women has been 
reproduced throughout civilisation in the psyche of Everyman (even if as 
an 'effect') its tenacity and relative autonomy being laid down in the 
bedrock of the unconscious. It could be argued that there is a very naive 
assumption underlying this analysis :- that is, that sexual divisions can 
be written into Capz"tal by writing Orz"gz"n much modified, corrected 
and added to, into Capz"tal. But that is really stretching the notion of 
authorship and, as I have tried to argue, cannot be done without 
swivelling between the twin problems of economic reductionism and sex 
essentialism. 

The form of argument which I have just outlined - patriarchy 
as essence conditioned in the forms of its appearance by the needs of the 
mode of production - is not the only way in which the putting together 

. of capitalism and patriarchy is attempted. In some contributions the 
order of causality is inverted - capitalist relations as essence conditioned 
.in the forms of their appearance by. the needs of patriarchy (eg 
Har.tmann, Davies in CPSF; and to some extent Beechey in FM). This 
version is more difficult to sustain, however, sine~ the needs of 
patriarchy are always conceptualised as the needs of men. What this 
means is that two essences are simply put together through their 
respective needs to generate two .sets of appearances. None of the 
difficulties indicated above is avoided though they are certainly hidden 
by the persistent separation of the discussion of concepts as problems (eg 
patriliny, ·domestic labour, industrial reserve army) from the use of 
these same concepts later as if they represented inviolable truths. It is 
difficult to avoid the impression that in juggling with patriarchy and 
capitalism as two determinant and determining structures, a great deal 
of writing is being devoted to the task of warding off the threat that at 
any moment one will collapse into the other; or that the whole edifice 
will be revealed as a conceptual equivalent of the house that was built 
on sand. It is never suggested that theories of patriarchy and Marx's 
analysis in Capital, being theories and not simply two descriptions of 
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different slices of reality, might be radically incompatible. Such an 
incompatibility has been argued by Mark Cousins: 

there is often an impossible recourse to two 'mate1ialisms': 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. Insofar as 
they locate a different 'material basis' and do so through a 
different concept of determination, they cannot be coherently 
sustained as being complementary. (p 65)[3] 

It is not surprising that most of the analyses in the two books end up 
effectively opting either for patriarchy or for capitalism as the final 
cause of women's oppression. I do not mean to indicate that these are 
the only theoretical options for socialist feminists. Simply that they are 
effectively the only options so long as the theoretical starting points are 
charted as they are in these analyses. 

Class and Sex Subjects 

Before discussing possible reasons for and ways out of this inevitable 
dichotomy, it is worth further illustrating the argument that theories of 
patriarchy and Marx's analysis of capitalism are incompatible, with 
reference to the most sustained attempt in the two collections to hang on 
to both horns of the dilemma. Annette Kuhn's article is a spectacular 
kaleidoscope of concepts from semiotics, psychoanalysis, Marxism and 
sociology jammed together with the aim of replacing the current status 
of the concept of the family as an 'empty signifier'-(p 45) with a concept 
of patriarchy as ';1 structure which unites property relations and psychic 
relations' (p 52). She wants to use Lacanian psychoanalysis to concep
tualise the positioning of subjects through the resolution of the castration 
complex in family relations whose historical specificity is conditioned by 
forms of economic organisation. This conditioning is not total, however, 
since the unconscious, like ideology, is eternal in its fundamental aspect 
and maintains a 'relative autonomy' with respect to other structures. 

The unconscious is eternal but the forms it takes must ·be 
understood as historically specific- the problem which Juliet Mitchell 
raised but failed to solve. Once this has been solved in such a way as to 
show that the mode of production (and the social formation) places limits 
on the forms the unconscious can take, then the articulation between 
Marxism and a theory of patriarchy will presumably be achieved. 

This question of the historically-specific nature of the uncon
scious is an impossible one. Its co-existence in Psychoanalysis and 
Feminism with a more rigorous structuralism is completely ignored and 
so we find the inevitable regression of psychoanalysis to the status of a 
description of intra-familial relations. What is never questioned is the 
assumption that psychoanalysis is a theory of patriarchy. That is, that 
the psychoanalytic account of entry into the Symbolic and the 
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construction of sexual difference necessarily entails that this difference 
is structured hierarchically as d£vis£on. In other words, it could be 
argued that the taking up of an asymmetrical position in relation to the 
phallus as signifier does not mean that this asymmetry is logically 
required to take the form of domination by the masculine and 
subordination by the feminine. Mitchell certainly runs difference and 
division together to make psychoanalysis a theory of patriarchy. Perhaps 
it is for this reason that the references to the end of patriarchy in 
Psychoanalys-is and Fem£n£sm are so unsatisfactory rather than because 
of any failure to come to terms with property relations and different 
forms of paternal authority: 

given that concrete family relations in capitalism are in a sense 
its property and productive relations mapped onto patriarchal 
property relations, the precise character of, for example, 
paternal authority will take various forms which must in some as 
yet unspecified way provide different conditions for entry into 
the Symbolic. (Kuhn, FM, p 61) 

Of course forms of paternal authority vary. But a non-authoritarian 
father (or even a whole society of non-authoritarian fathers) will not 
mean that entry into the Symbolic is freed from questions of sexual 
difference and desire, that the problem of sexual difference will simply 
wither away- at least, not if psychoanalysis is taken seriously. 

There is, in fact, a conceptual impasse here that is never made 
clear in Kuhn's analysis (or in many others)'; an impasse confronting any 
attempt to weave together a Marxist concept of ideology and the 
Lacanian concept of, not the Imaginary, but the Symbolic. Its initial 
terms are easily posed: whereas for psychoanalysis sexual difference is a 
central object of the whole theoretical discourse, for Marxism that 
object is logically unnecessary. McDonough and Harrison go so far as to 
castigate the concept of the Symbolic on the grounds that it 'refers only 
to sexuality and the constitution of the sexed subject' (FM, p 23, my 
emphasis) and therefore excludes certain practices central to ideology; 
primarily practices to do with class. The earlier quotation from Kuhn 
(above, p 86) indicates that she would concur with this criticism. But to 
convict the concept of the Symbolic of failing to deal with class is a 
curious reduction of the problem. It implies, and indeed this is 
supposed, that the apparent incompatibility of Marxism and psycho
analysis, made sharply clear once the concept of the Symbolic is 
addressed, can be solved with due attention to detaz"l. I will argue that 
the problems are much deeper than this and cannot be dealt with by 
tinkering around with the Symbolic so that it can account for the 
'constitution of the class subject'. 

In the first place, the concept of the Symbolic is obviously seen as 
belonging to the Marxist domain of ideology. But ideology and the 
Symbolic, as concepts, are taken from distinct theoretical discourses 
and are defined in incommensurable terms. Nowhere in Marxist theory 
is the production of ideology argued to rely upon sexual difference; its 
theoretical terms of reference are those of illusion/reality or falsity/ 
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truth. In psychoanalysis, by contrast, the concept of the Symbolic 
cannot be posited at all without reference to sexual difference. Class 
cannot be written in at the same level as sexuality any more than the 
Symbolic can be envisaged as withering away with the disappearance of 
classes. The two theoretical discourses do not conceptualise different 
'regions' of one object - 'society' - for the simple reason that they 
entail different concepts of the social. 

The radical incommensurability of the two concepts of ideology 
and the Symbolic is lost in FM by their passage through a third term 
term- that of the lmagmary. Reference is made to Althusser's use of 
Lacan in conceptualising the general form of ideology as an imaginary 
relation. As is well known, the contention that ideology has the form of 
an imaginary relation is an attempt to displace the analysis of ideology 
in terms of falsity and truth. Althusser does not follow through the 
importation of Lacanian concepts by introducing any concept of the 
Symbolic but, precisely because it speaks of sexual difference, this 
concept cannot logically be avoided by Kuhn. To resolve the problem of 
its incompatibility with the concept of ideology, she takes the imag-inary 
relation as a linking concept. The imaginary relation is argued to 
found, in a symmetrical fashion, both ideology (as in Althusser) and the 
Symbolic (as in Lacan). This symmetry operates in such a way that 
ideology and the Symbolic are made equivalent. They become two 
different ways of talking about the same thing - 'culture' - with the 
advantage that both class and sexual division are made central. 

The problem with all this is that the symmetry is a false one and 
the equivalences it sets up are impossible. For Althusser, the general 
form of ideology is the imaginary relation. But if ideology, on the one 
hand, has the form of an imaginary relation and, on the other, is 
co-terminous with the Symbolic ('culture') then the argument must be 
that the Imagz"nary and the Symbolic are equz"valent structures; the 
Symbolic merely entails the addition of a new 'content' to imaginary 
relations. And if the Symbolic establishes one new content- sexual 
identity - what is there to prevent it establishing another - class 
identity? 

Clearly, though, the Imaginary and the Symbolic cannot be 
made homologous in this way. In Lacan, the Symbolic is not an 
addition to an already established structure of culture. The Symbolic 
stands against and breaks up the primary, pre-cultural imaginary 
relation; it disrupts, though it doesn't dissolve, the imaginary relation 
by merrns of representations of sexual difference; this displacement of 
the Imaginary in relation to the Symbolic is the condition of language, 
difference, representation. The difficulties suggested here in respect of 
Althusser should be evident. 

To take seriously the concept of the Symbolic certainly means to 
take seriously concepts of sexual difference; but in such a way that the 
incompatibility of Marxism and psychoanalysis cannot be glossed over 
by collapsing the Symbolic into the Imaginary and then proposing a 
re-working of the details. For it is not a question of details. Rather, as I 
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·have .tried to indicate, this conceptual impasse is a problem thaf, wben 
examined even cursorily,. raises a whole set of other problems in respect 
both of Marxism and psychoanalysis (for instance, ·the status, of the 
concept of ideology). No doubt to emphasise 'other problems' will be 
called a negative criticism; but is it any more positive to advance 
untenable solutions? 

The above remarks questioned the assumption that psycho
analysis is a theory of patriarchy. That is, it was suggested that the 
psychoanalytic concept of sexual difference entails no necessary 
implication of domination/subordination. Still less can it entail 
universal subordination of women to men since psychoanalytic theory 
has always avoided equating masculine and feminine positions with 
concrete men and women. To argue a separation of the concepts of 
difference and division raises its own difficulties, not least the question 
of the means of conceptualising forms of organisation of that field of 
difference. For to disentangle the concepts of difference and division in 
no way implies political neutrality with regard to such forms of 
orgailisation. It rather signals an attempt to clarify concepts in order 
that the theoretical obstacles which emerge when difference and 
division are run together·as concepts may be avoided. For if difference 
entails division, and psychoanalysis is to be retained, then either 
patriarchy is inevitable or else the unconscious is simply the result of 
SophistiCated forms of cultural conditioning. If we batter fathers into 
submission then the phallus will cease to be the key signifier. Psycho
analysis is reduced to a psychological theory of socialisation. 

This latter option is the one adopted by Nancy Chodorow in the 
only paper in CPSFwhich devotes any space at all to psychoanalysis. For 
Chodorow, in 'Mothering, Male Dominance and Capitalism', the 
unconscious is structured like a social psychology textbook. Kuhn, on 
the other hand, is at pains to distance herself from sociological analysis 
and rejects the concept of socialisation on the grounds that it turns the 
subject into an empty vessel waiting tp be filled with normative social 
content. Chodorow does not take such a view of socialisation but then 
neither do many social psychology textbooks. It seems to me that despite 
all the disclaimers, which are absolutely correct in their suspicion of 
sociology, Kuhn too presents us with a conceptualisation of the mind as 
conditioned by the family and the family as conditioned by the economy 
with the proviso that all these conditionings are conditional, each 
structure maintaining a 'relative autonomy' from the others. The 
Lacanian terminology is all but redundant and serves only to cloud the 
fundamental suiillarity between this and the analysis in CPSF: 

psychic relations can be s~n as the site and expression of the 
symbGlic operation of social and property relations. (Kuhn, FM, 
p 52) 
The· same repressions, denials of affect and attachment, · rejec
tion of the world of women and things feminine, identification 
with the idealised absent father- all a product of women's 
mothering - create masculinity and male dominance in the 
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sex-gender system and also create men as participants m the 
world of work. (Chodorow, CPSF, p 102) 

Is it totally unjust to suggest that these passages differ in terms of their 
levels of abstraction and detail much more than in their basic explana
tory structure? Such a proposition becomes less unlikely when it is 
recognised that the discussions in both Chodorow and Kuhn, as well as 
many other papers in the books, are to a large extent agreed on basic 
theoretical categories regarding relations between the family and the 
economy. The way in which concepts such as domestic labour, indus
trial reserve army, reproduction, have become accepted as entirely valid 
in the analysis of the family and the sexual division of labour in 
capitalism is well-illustrated. No matter that all these concepts have 
been problematised, that the project for a political economy of women 
is under dispute, outside these particular debates they have become part 
of received wisdom. Kuhn partially recognises this when she writes 'it is 
clear that (the wife's) labour is in one way or another crucial to the 
generation of surplus value' (p 57, my emphasis}. In the 'domestic 
labour debate' itself, of course, the task of specifying precisely how it is 
crucial has all but been given up exactly because none of the suggested 
ways is without its problems. Paul Smith (FM) in a rearguard contribu
tion to the debate gets to the point of dissolving the category of 
'domestic labour' per se. He baulks at the implications of this, however, 
and settles for a version of 'combined and uneven development'. What is 
depressing about the co-existence in one collection of Smith's paper 
which problematises a concept and others which use it as if it were 
entirely unproblematic is that it illustrates how easily a question that 
was first political can be slid into traditional modes of academic debate. 
Since the editors of FM were very concerned to avoid this possibility, the 
problem will be'discussed more fully later in this article. 

Opting for One or Other 

The necessary eclecticism which results whenever analyses try to sustain 
the project of synthesising or articulating capitalism and patriarchy 
recedes when that project is effectively abandoned. McDonough and 
Harrison, for example, fail completely to relate Mitchell's concept of 
patriarchy and Marxism; the two sections of their paper do not require 
one another at all. They come down on the side of capitalism 
demanding different things of working-class and middle-class women, 
that is for a sophisticated economistic functionalism. Where such an 
analysis is seen to be inadequate, then ideology is invoked to take care of 
the residue: 

While virginity and monogamy are still arguably relevant to the 
bourgeois social relations of human reproduction, it is less clear 
according to Engels' analysis why monogamy persists in the 
non-bourgeois family where logically, at least, it is redundant. 
The inadequacy of economic explanations of working-class 
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women's continued sexual subordination in the family suggests 
that patriarchy as an ideology which defines women's place with 
regard to the family, must be an important feature of the 
complex of mechanisms which underlie the perpetuation of 
patriarchal relations. (FM, p 39) 

But there is absolutely no way in which the discussion of ideology and 
psychoanalysis in the first half of the paper could be made to provide an 
explanation of this 'important feature'. Wisely, they do not attempt to 
make it do so. 

A further way in which the synthetic project is effectively 
abandoned is to lapse into a sociological analysis of variables. Patriarchy 
and capitalism are each clusters of vectors and these clusters also 
correlate with each other such that a complex analysis of variance will 
enable us to locate the different factors which intersect in specific ways 
to define the pattern of oppression suffered by different groups of 
women. Now if that description seems like an astounding change of 
language and impossible to contemplate in analyses which situate 
themselves within Marxism, then perhaps an extended quotation is in 
order. Eisenstein confronts the question of class differences amongst 
women: 

we will not know what our real class differences are until we deal 
with what our real likenesses are as women ... A feminist class 
analysis must begin with distinctions drawn among women in 
terms of the work they do within the economy as a whole -
distinctions among working women outside the home (profes
sional versus nonprofessional), among houseworkers ( ... ), 
welfare women, unemployed women and wealthy women who do 
not work at all. These class distinctions need to be further 
defined in terms of race and marital status. We then need to 
study how women in each of these categories share experiences 
with other categories of women in the activities of reproduction, 
childrearing, sexuality, consumption, maintenance of home. 
What we will discover in this exploratory feminist class analysis 
is a complicated and varied pattern, whose multigrid concep
tualisation mirrors the complexity of sex and class differentials in 
the reality of women's life and experience. (CPSF, pp 32-3) 

This is followed by a grid diagram laying out the important empirical 
variables. The dream of a dialectical synthesis has been transformed 
into the multi-variable analysis of the sociological survey! It must be said 
that the papers in FM do not choose this way out of their dilemma. 

Most of the other papers in the two books, though they may 
gesture towards the importance of developing the means for articulating 
concepts of capitalism and patriarchy, do not in fact attempt to do so. 
They emphasise capitalism or patriarchy. Particularly in the Eisenstein 
collection, the juxtaposition of an article arguing the determination of 
capital with another arguing the determination of patriarchy suffices to 
demonstrate that both determinations operate. That the two analyses 
might be mutually contradictory ( eg Hartmann as opposed to Weinbaum 
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and Bridges) is not mentioned in the editor;s comments. 
The most interesting articles are those which deal with particular 

issues. In · the main; they do not rely upon general concepts of 
capitalism, patriarchy or capitalist patriarchy. One exception to this is 
Eva Gamamikow's analysis of nursing (in FM) which reduces the 
hospital ward to a collection of patriarchal families. On the other hand, 
papers such as those by Lesley Caldwell (on Italian feminist struggles) . 

. and Kate Young (on economic changes in a remote region of Mexico 
and their effects on women) in FM, and Bengelsdorf and Hageman (on 
the position of women in Cuba) in CPSF, though not without their own 
difficulties, stand out as well-worth reading against the backdrop of 
perpetual repetition in other papers of problems posed in such a way 
that they are insoluble. 

The Specificity of Sexual Division 

If the criticisms made above seem savage and even impertinent in their 
exclusive fdcus on only one of the questions discussed in these books, 
that is because they are directed at an assumption that is rapidly 
achieving the status of a governing principle in much socialist feminist 
writing. It Js an assumption noted at the beginning of this review - that 
there is a net;:essity to develop a general theory of capitalist patriarchy, a 
master-theory. whose concepts will allow us to read the coherent effects 
of a dual strecture in every feature of women's lives today. The 
criticisms above attempted to show that such a theory cannot be put 
together from elements of Marxism combined with elements of theories 
of patriarchy; I want to look now at one of the central notions that 
underpins this project; that of the specificity of sexual divisions. The 
emphasis on the specificity of sexual divisions· is crucial to arguments 
which support the project of a theory of capitalist patriarchy since it 
serves to mark the inability of Marxism to conceptualise the social 
condition of women .as anything other than an effect of property 
relations. 

Obviously, the centrality of this question is not a purely theoreti
cal matter. One of the crucial conditions for the insistence on the 
specificity of women' s- oppression was (and to a large extent still is) the 
refusal of the left to treat feminist issues as anything other than 
secondary. Thus the argument is often made that the autonomy and 
specificity of feminist questions is first of all politz"cal and that this more 
than anything guarantees the validity of the theoretical project. It is a 
powerful argument: politics as the basis and guarantee of theory. But it 
can lead to very loose and simplistic formul!ltions: for instance, that the 
emergence of feminism on the left as a distinct political force, which 
resisted recuperation to existing political programmes and tactics, 
produced the theoretical requirement of ·an analysis of the specific 
nature of sexual division, irreducible to analyses of class. Put as 
blatantly as this, such a formulation: is likely to be rejected. Yet there 
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remains a tendency to see 'theory' and 'politics' as two general and 
distinct realms (though it is always stated that they are 'related'). To 
claim politics as the basis of theory is to assume that the two are in some 
way external to each other; that there is a politics uncluttered by 
theoretical squabbles and that theory can be pure between the moment 
when. it takes problems from politics and the moment when it is 
'applied'. Debates in the Women's Movement concerning whether or not 
we 'need theory' are no longer as central as they were; it is to some 
extent accepted that we do. However, it is important to recognise that, 
tactically crucial though that debate was, there was never any question 
that the terms of the debate, in fact, were meaningless. There is no 
politics· without, for example, means of conceptualising objectives, 
formulating tactics, calculating effects and so on. These means do not 
have to be supplied by a systematic, global theoretical analysis of the 
nature of the social although clearly Marxist politics has a tradition of 
claiming some such relation between its theory and its politics. Indeed 
the rigidity with which such a claim 1s made by some left groups has 
often been the object of criticism on the grounds that it lays a grid of 
analysis over every struggle and reads off tactics according to a model 
'line'. Several of the paper in CPSF make just this criticism and though 
they seek to replace it with the doctrine of grounding theory in 
experience, there is at least a recognition that certain forms of 
conceptualisation can paralyse political action. 

The tendency to separate a general realm of theory from another 
one of politics in claiming politics as primary for feminis~ should be 
undercut by any analysis of the developments of the last ten years. The 
primacy of politics is typically posed in a chronological as well as a 
logical sense. So, for instance, it is held that the struggle for a polztically 
autonomous women's movement preceded and in some sense permitted 
theoretical arguments concerning the relatively autonomous nature of 
sexual divisions. Yet it was not only the absence of campaigns on issues 
like nursery provision, abortion, the· ghettoisation of women's wage 
labour, images which denigrate women, which led many socialists to 
argue for and join an autonomous Women's Movement. There was also 
the recognition that this absence of campaigns, the suppression of 
struggles to which feminists would give priority, was closely tied to the 
tacit or explicit analysis of advanced capitalism and the transition to 
socialism held by the left. 'Theory' has been ever present in the politics 
of feminism not simply because both the theoretical and the political 
positions of the left have been a constant point of reference but because 
the means of combinzng theory and politics have been the subject of 
debate. 

It would seem that there are many points at which traditional 
notions of the relation between theory and politics might have been 
questioned by feminists. There is nonetheless a maintenance of the 
position in CPSF and in FM that theory and politics are general and 
separate realms. As in all versions of this position, the two appear to be 
profoundly related. Their separation is made inevitable, however, by 
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the kinds of analysis brought to bear on certain problems; problems 
which are guaranteed their importance by reference to a space external 
to the analysis - politics. I shall attempt to substantiate this point by 
means of a discussion of how the problem of the specificity of women's 
oppression is conceptualised once certain traditional forms of argument 
are employed. 

In what respects are sexual divisions argued to be specific? First, 
it is the specificity of the differential positions occupied by women as 
opposed to men in social relations. Second, this differentiation takes the 
form of an oppression that is specific with respect to other forms, 
particularly those based on class relations. Social relations grounded in 
a differentiation of positions and power according to sex are specific z·n 
their difference from social relations grounded in the relation to the 
means of production. That may seem simply a repetition: sexual 
divisions are specific because they are non-reducible to the means of 
production. However, the argument goes further than this. In stating 
that sexual divisions are irreducible to something else, it is also stated 
that they are irreducible to anything other than themselves. Arguments 
concerning what sexual divisions specifically are not almost invariably 
tell us also what they generally are, what fundamental elements all the 
diverse forms of social differentiation in terms of sex have in common. 
Thus, for example: sexual divisions do not derive chiefly from exploita
tion in production but they do stem largely from oppression in 
reproduction; they do not rest on the 'freedom' of the wage contract but 
they do rest on the dependency of the marriage contract; and so forth. 
This field demarcated in terms of difference is simultaneously assigned 
an internal principle presumed to structure it and to give it its iden#ty. 

It may seem that there is nothing even remotely problematic in 
this search for what it is that gives coherence, unity and ultimately 
identity to social relations based on sexual difference. After all, isn't this 
precisely what theory is supposed to rlo - render intelligible according 
to a limited number of basic causes the teeming heterogeneity of the 
immediate? The problem is that these basic causes, the principle of 
identity, can never be demonstrated other than by assuming it in the 
first place. To identify this principle as patriarchy means that it is 
known in advance that all forms of social differentiation in terms of sex 
are precisely forms, different manifestations of a single and determining 
structure, even if these forms are heavily overdetermined by other 
determining structures; it is not necessary to demonstrate that such a 
general structure exists for it is 'obvious'; armed with this obviousness we 
can find it everywhere. The argument is tautologous- signs of pat
riarchy can only be read for what they are if it is already known that 
that is what they will be. 

The criticism that it is impossible to give a theoretical demon
stration of the generality of patriarchy is usually countered by reference 
to the empirical intransigence of sexual divisions in society. This is then 
taken as definitive proof that there is a sexual division, intertwined with 
others but universally at play nonetheless. It would be ridiculous to 
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argue that sexual difference, the categories 'man' and 'woman' are not 
central to existing social relations and forms of power. That is not at 
stake. What is being contested is whether the diversity of ways in which 
differential statuses, powers and responsibilities are distributed in terms 
of sexual categories can be unified in such a way as to pin their identity 
to patriarchy, an ultimate antagonism between the sexes whereby men's 
interests are served and women's are denied.[4] 

It is not that socialist feminist analyses are unaware of the 
problems of finding traces of patriarchy everywhere that woman is; the 
question of differences in the positions which women occupy has always 
been central. It is supposed, though, that this problem can be solved by 
the introduction of a second principle, mode of production, the two 
together accounting for all differences. But duality can't be stretched 
into diversity and this simply compounds the difficulties. 

There is a sense in which the very way in which the question is set 
up militates in favour of the tautology with which it is answered. To ask 
for an analysis of the specificity of the oppression of women may start 
from the -recognition that other analyses have proved impotent when 
confronted by feminism. But at the same time it assumes that there is a 
pre-given unity 'women's oppression'[4] and that therefore it is impera
tive to embark on the search for the underlying principle which 
structures this unity. It seems to be unthinkable that the categories 
'men' and 'women' are constituted and function differently at different 
points in society, that 'woman' is not always constituted in opposition to 
'man', that, indeed, 'woman' is not a unitary category and neither is 
'man' and that the two cannot be conceptualised as a single opposition 
always functioning to oppress all women according to the same 
principle. 

It is not only because the questz"on of the specificity of women's 
oppression is posed in the way that it is that certain arguments become 
unthinkable. In respect of theoretical analyses it is also, I would argue, 
because of the forms of argument that are marshalled to provide the 
answers. These are arguments that are taken from the traditional' 
sphere of the social sciences. Such a claim may seem surprising given 
that it is often stated that the problem of sexual divisions poses a radical 
challenge to current forms of theoretical work - both in Marxism and 
in bourgeois social science. A number of papers in FM indeed protest 
their dissatisfaction with sociology and certain forms of Marxist theory 
repeatedly. For the most part, however, the analyses advanced in both 
books are little different to those found elsewhere in the social sciences 
and sociologised Marxism. That is, the elaboration of a set of concepts, 
the fewer the better, that can grasp everything, explain everything, that 
allows nothing to escape and promises to put all problems safely in 
place; and that bequeaths to the future the perpetual task of trying to 
tie up all the loose ends that have the temerity continually to appear. An 
obvious danger with such a protocol for analysis is that it tends towards 
an ontological doctrine which dogmatically asserts that reality does 
operate according to the laws of parsimonious logic. 
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The problem of sexual division, taken seriously, is argued to pose 
a radical challenge to traditional modes of theorising in the social 
sciences precisely because it disturbs existing theories. It disrupts their 
totalising pretensions and exposes their ever present recourse to natural
ism when confronted with forms of sociality that cannot immediately be 
put in place. But instead of working through the implication that this 
might constitute a very fundamental criticism of traditional theoretical 
discourse per se, there is a compulsive rush to find a way of 'placing' 
sexual division precisely in terms of the principles of that discourse. To 
say, as do Kuhn and Wolpe, in their defence of Women's Studies 
courses that: 

The very way in which the women's movement operates ... runs 
counter to theoreticist tendencies; for example, women's studies 
is by nature interdisciplinary, and hence subverts boundaries 
between subjects. (FM, p 6) 

is really lame. The mushrooming of 'interdisciplinary seminars' in the 
bourgeois academy attests to the danger that feminist theoretical work 
will become simply a mirror to the general desire in the social sciences to 
fit all the pieces together in order that we can contemplate the world as 
a completed jig-saw puzzle. The challenge to current theories which 
feminism was to provide is resolved in the end to questions of neglect, of 
the sexism of authors, of the 'conservatism' of bourgeois social science. 
Feminist theory will bring new fields to the fore, fill in the gaps, end 
sexism in the social sciences and make them ... more radical? Or simply 
more enlightened? 

If the question of the specificity of women's oppression invites a 
certain kind of answer, the means which qre used to answer it 
necessitate that the assumption of unity will become so firmly ent; enched 
as to be unquestionable. This entrenchment also contributes to the 
spurious separation of theory from politics discussed earlier. For if these 
forms of analyses are posed as the 'theory' adequate to the 'politics' of 
the rest of the women's movement then a considerable elision is being 
performed: politics is being read back through conceptual means 
provided by social science only slightly modifiP.d and Marxism modified 
still less. An arbitrary division is drawn between theoretical discourse 
and political practice, politics is installed rhetorically as the 'base' but 
this base is conceptualised through a theoretical superstructure to which 
it bears at best a tangential relation. 

This is not an argument in favour of searching for the true 
means of making theory adequate to politics. It is simply to say that the 
real diversity of political activities which socialist feminism entails, the 
manifest inadequacy of existing theory to provide means of analysing 
the range of ways in which sexual difference is bound into the 
functioning of power, the complexities which surround attempts to 
think about long-term objectives, the question of alliances; none of 
these will be clarified or furthered by taking an oath that all is really 
unified and then proceeding to theoretical work on the basis of such an 
anicle of faith. Again, I am not arguing that the theorPtir.al work 



The Case Against Capitalist Patriarchy 101 

represented in CPSF and FM will be seen as irrelevant to the 'real world' 
of politics. Other feminist political activities will not be left untouched 
by these analyses for they are part of the women's movement; it is not a 
question of the sacredness of politics and the profanity of theory. On the 
contrary, the point is that the assumption that either politics or theory 
are unified and distinct realms is in need of question. To offer 'socialist 
feminism' a theory of 'capitalist patriarchy' is simply to reinscribe that 
assumption in the easiest of ways. It would seem highly unlikely that the 
concepts devdoped to theorise 'capitalist patriarchy' will ever be put to 
work in the course of specific struggles. It is much more probable that 
their main influence will be to provide the means for enraged comfort 
when campaigns fail, their failure being immediately explicable as the 
action of capitalist patriarchy[ 4]. 

Finally, there are obviously reasons quite independent of the 
kind of theoretical work under discussion which make a questioning of 
the insistence on the specificity of women's oppression unthinkable. 
Apart from the assumption that such a questioning would collapse 
women's oppression into the identity of something else, whereas in fact 
it would emphasise difference, a political fear underscores the necessity 
of a concept of patriarchy. That is, that to deny any unity to the 
category 'woman', any uniformity of cause or structure or effect to the 
social organisation of sexual difference, is to subvert the possibility of a 
coherent feminist politics. But that is only true if politics is taken to be 
anchored in representations of pre-given constituencies ..:... in this case 
the constituency of the totality of women. Many feminist writers, 
particularly some of the contributors to FM, reject economism and 
therefore deny that socialist politics can take the form of a battle 
between representatives of the interests of two pre-given classes. It is. 
accepted that the state is not a simple, or even a 'complex' reflection of 
ruling class interests and that the labour movement has emerged 
historically as a political force that has constituted a set of objectives 
and means of struggling towards them that can never be reduced to the 
pre-given interests of the proletariat. Why then is the guarantee of a 
feminist politics assumed to reside in the silent but nevertheless essential 
interests of all women? Working class conservatism is treated as working 
class conservatism- not as misguided socialism. Why then are the 
Margaret Thatchers of this world. accorded the status of 'honorary 
men'? · 

These questions are rhetorical; the answers are not hard to find. 
The point is simply that socialist feminism can be a coherent political 
force without assuming that all the questions it addressts, the cam
pains it engages in and the theoretical issues it raises are all directed 
towards a single structure and its intertwinings with a second structure. 
Socialist feminism can do without a theory of capitalist patriarchy. 

Thanks are due to Nikolas Rose for critical comments on an earlz"er 
draft of this article. 
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Notes 

The similarity between these two positions was pointed out by Rosalind 
Coward who is developing related arguments in her current work. 

2 The additional problem that this analysis rests on the assumption of a 
natural division of labour between the sexes is noted in many of the 
contributions but is not regarded as an insurmountable problem. Cf 
Beverley Brown, 'Natural and Social Division of Labour' m!fno 1 1978. 

3 Mark Cousins 'Material Arguments and Feminism' mlf no 2 1978. The 
general arguments advanced in that article are here shown to have a 
specific application to the texts under discussion. 

4 Cf Parveen A dams and Jeff Minson' "The Subject" of Feminism' m/ f no 2 
1978. 
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Discussion 

Letter from Peter Miller 

Dear m/f, 
I would like to make some comments on the issue, raised in the 

editorial of m/ f no2, of whether to publish papers by men, and if so in 
what areas, and whether or not to invite men to your readers' meetings. 
Discussing this leads, I feel, into the wider question of the way in which 
the interrelation between theoretical and political work is conceived. I 
shall refer to the latter by examining the above-mentioned editorial and 
two particular articles in m/f no2, 'The "Subject" of Feminism' by 
Parveen Adams and Jeff Minson, and 'Material Arguments and 
Feminism' by Mark Cousins. 

I would suggest at the outset that the question of the ex,tent to 
which men can intervene in and contribute to, the Women's Movement 
cannot be considered peripheral to your declared enterprise to investi
gate ' ... how women are produced as a category ... ' As you yourselves 
say, it is a question of ' ... the institutions and practices within which 
and through which the category of woman is produced.' Such an 
approach can obviously not assume that 'men' have certain 'interests' 
which decisively solves the question and hence excludes them from 
effective and fruitful participation in your work. You clearly recognise 
this both in your editorial and in certain of the articles printed. Thus in 
an article m/ f no2 it is argued that the theoretical problems raised by 
attempting to construct a definite area of feminist politics ' ... 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.' (m/ f no2 p43) Your practice of printing articles by men also 
accepts this position, and you state that thereby you hope to achieve a 
balance ' ... between autonomy as isolation, and a collaboration which 
subsumes and submerges the specific problems of women.' (m! f no2 p4) 
The nature of m/ fs intervention and its problematisation of the unitary 
category of woman, whilst in my view progressive, thus leaves open a 
very large theoretical and organisational space - men cannot be 
unconditionally excluded or introduced. Currently existing theoretical 
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and organisational practices fail to offer adequate support by which to 
evaluate such questions. Whilst accepting the very difficult nature of 
the problems involved here I would like to suggest, however, that to 
continue the. current practice of publishing articles by men whilst 
excluding them from readers' meetings involved serious difficulties, and 
that this question cannot be resolved through a 'balance' which may 
consist simply in combining elements of previously established theoreti
cal and organisational practices. 

Firstly then, a 'practical' question of significant importance. 
There are cleariy many problems involved in simply opening up your 
meetings to men and wo"men, both with regard to the form and extent 
of your intervention in feminist politics, as well as the effect this may 
have on the structure of the meetings. However to 'solve' the question 
simply by excluding men from the meetings whilst allowing them to 
have articles published appears both an 'obvious' yet rather contradic
tory position. To allow men to have articles published in m/ f, but not to 
defend or develop their arguments at readers' meetings in order to 
confront the effects which may be entailed by certain pieces of work, 
must surely place constraints on the contribution which such articles can 
make. If interventions by men within the context of m/fare held to be 
acceptable and potentially productive, then it seems in fact an absolute 
requisite that any such pieces of work be fully and publicly debated. 
Only thus, it seems to me, can such contributions be realistically and 
effectively assessed. There is also, I suggest, a further danger that to 
continue to publish articles by men whilst not inviting them to meetings 
where these will be discussed, may lead to a reduction of the effectivity 
of readers' meetings. The function of such meetings would seem to be 
both to provide an orga:Qisation·al form for the development of certain 
areas of work as well as to try to avoid a situation whereby 'experts' 
dispense 'knowledge' which is then eagerly consumed either by passive 
readers or potential future 'experts'. To exclude authors (if I may 
perrn_it myself to use that term), albeit of a particular category, would 
seem to actually constitute a denial of any such attempt at eroding 
traditional academic criteria of expertise and the power relations 
thereby installed. 

Second, a problem which I think follows from the above but 
relates to the wider question of the way in which theory and politics 
interrelate, is that of which areas and issues men may be permitted to 
intervene within. If it is to be suggested (editorial, m!fno2), that men 
may participate only at the level of 'neutral' theory, then there seems a 
danger that this may actually serve to reinforce the notion that 'theory' 
is ' ... the traditional preserve of men ... ' (m/ f no2 p3), something which 
you naturally oppose most strongly. To implement such a practice, 
inserted as it would be in this case within a particular configuration of 
political forces within the Women's Movement, may t"n addition provide: 
support for a tendency to logically 'read off the solution to specific 
political issues ( eg slogans, strategies for campaigns, etc ... ) from a 
more general critique such as that regarding the Marxist concept of 
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totality or the philosophical category of the subject. Such a possibility 
will perhaps be vigorously denied, yet it can be illustrated by referring 
to the discussion of the question of 'rights' in the article by Parveen 
Adams and Jeff Minson (mlf no2), a question both central to the 
Women's Movement and also extending significantly beyond it. The 
utilisation in this paper of a general theoretical position currently being 
advanced in France by such writers as Foucault, Donzelot and Castel, in 
the context of a substantive political issue of great importance to the 
Women's Movement, is a welcome attempt to investigate the political 
impact of such developments. However there do seem to me certain 
problems involved in the application of a more general critique of 
humanism/ essentialism to the specific situation where it manifests itself 
in a political context in the form· of a putatively pre-existent subject 
demanding legal rights. It is argued in 'The "Subject" of Feminism', in 
my view correctly, that such rights are not pre-given but are in fact 
constituted by a circular process which ' ... recognises the things that 
correspond to the definition it constructs.' (m/ f no2 p59). This is then 
used to problematise the notion of 'rights' as a sound basis for the 
formulation of slogans such as 'A Woman's Right to Choose'. Whilst 
there is no question here of the authors sz·mply 'reading off directly from 
general theoretical issues to a particular political position, there does 
seem to be a tendency toward such a stance. The attempt to avoid this 
results in a series of continual retractions which seems to indicate 
definite theoretical difficulties. Thus with reference to the theoretical 
rejection of the :mitary conception of the subject and the implications 
this is held to present for the political issues surrounding abortions, it is 
suggested that: 'They obviously do not have any direct or necessary 
implications for such a debate. But nor is it clear that they have none. 
Within contemporary political discourse it is probably impossible to 
escape the effects of problems being constructed at least partz'ally in 
terms of rights. But the dangers are apparent.' (m/fno2 p59, emphases 
added). The problems involved here are clearly extremely complex, but 
one thing which is not self-evident is that the theoreti-cal displacement 
of the philosophical category of the subject is of such importance in 
regard to the difficulties which may be entailed by employing the 
category of 'rights' in a particular slogan. This does not mean that I 
would wish to deny the pertinence of such questions, far from it, but 
what it does require I feel, is that if such a connection is to be made then 
the detailed manner in which such categories or concepts operate as 
conditions for specific practices be clearly illustrated. To invoke a 
'relative autonomy' of effectivity which is neither direct nor necessary 
and can only be specified ultimately in each determinate instance can 
only arouse suspicion. 

This question of the theory/politics interrelation and the prob
lems it involves when attempting to specify within which areas men may 
contribute can be further examined by referring to the article by Mark 
Cousins in m/fno2. Here we find the utilisation and development of 
current criticisms of the concepts of mode of production and represen-
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tation being applied to the theoretical difficulties involved in developing 
the concept of patriarchy as complementary to a Marxist account of the 
social totality. The problems with such a project are illustrated 
clearly - the notion of sexual division cannot be simply 'added on' to 
the concept of social relations of production precisely because as a 
concept the latter is ' ... indifferent to sexual division.' ( op dt p67) The 
question arises, however, of the extent to which this critique, operating 
as it does upon a theoretical support of the women's movement, poses 
problems for such a politics. The concluding paragraph states: '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 those 
concepts.' (op dt p70) This, however, has not been demonstrated, and 
in fact the question of whether the concept of patriarchy can continue 
to play any viable political/ideological role has not been considered. 
This should not be taken to imply that I am suggesting that the theore
tical difficulties examined in this paper are not problems for feminists, 
rather that ' ... the inescapable circularity of the concept ... ' does not 
immediately and obviously render it valueless within a political context. 
To say this far from negates the contribution of such a critique, but I do 
feel that it must of necessity lz"mz"t it. To consider the different ways in 
which the concept of patriarchy operates within partz"cular political 
problems inside the women's movement, and to investigate what 
practices and groupings it does in fact support; is surely a prerequisite 
for any attempt to evaluate its political effectivity. An additional and 
related difficulty with this article is the absence of both footnotes and a 
bibliography, something which leaves the reader in doubt as to the 
derivation of the particular formulations which are being attacked, and 
whether they be in the form of texts, organisational groupings or what
ever. 

To return to the original point, what the above does show, I 
think, is that such general critiques can have material effects when they 
are introduced into determinate political debates, although the precise 
form which these will assume is clearly not given at the outset. I would 
suggest then that z"t is not possz"ble to ' ... confine any contribution by 
men to the area of theory ... ' (mlfno2 p3), one possibility you raise in 
your editorial. Instead, if you are to publish articles by men in the realm 
of 'theory' only, it _seems important that these contributions be 
thoroughly interrogated with regard to the t-ffects which they may have 
on the politics of the Women's Movement. This suggests to me the need 
to aba'1don the theory/practiCe, theory/concrete separation which I 
feel operates implicitly in your discussion of these issues, or instead to 
elaborate on it in order to avoid the rather subjectivist view of politics 
entailed in it. I do not feel that work by men can be evaluated and 
excluded/ accepted according to such criteria. 

In conclusion, therefore, I would suggest that the present 
position is contradictory and untenable- work by men (and indeed 
women also) cannot be confined to 'theory', and nor can their work 
contribute anything specific to the practice of m/ f unless the multiple 
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and complex problems which arise from their work are confronted, 
issues which are no less 'theoretical' than those regarding the viability of 
concepts such as mode of production. Work carried out by men must 
therefore, I suggest, be expected to satisfy the same 'criteria' as that 
applied to women. This necessitates, I feel, publishing articles by men 
on the various issues likely to be raised in m/ f, as well as opening up 
readers' meetings to them. There is clearly no need to extend this to a 
blanket policy of opening up all such meetings to men. Instead, special 
'open' meetings would seem to provide a solution which can both attain 
an adequate degree of involvement of men whilst maintaining m/ f's 
basic aim of providing a context within which theoretical work by 
women can be developed. This would also seem to allow the possibility 
of encouraging work by men in other areas within the general tendency 
of Marxism which your journal represents. The experience thereby 
gained in confronting the complex theoretical/political questions raised 
by the Women's Movement in the context of your intervention could be 
extremely valuable. 

I trust that these comments will be accepted as an attempt to 
contribute to the work of m/ f, and not as a simplification of the thorny 
issues which are at stake. 
Yours 

Peter Mz'ller 

Response from the editors 

The issue raised in this letter, namely the forms of intervention which 
men can make in feminism, has been and continues to be an important 
concern to m/ f. However the basis on which we made our original 
demarcation between the appropriateness of men CC'ntributing to the 
journal, while excluding them from discussion meetings, was not quite 
along the lines suggested. 

The letter in effect sets up a particular structure of argument 
around opposing terms: theory/politics, journal/meeting, writers/ 
readers. That is to say, the journal is located as the place where theory is 
written, whereas 'political' meetings involve readers. This structure 
necessitates the use of the very polarities which are the target of the 
letter's criticisms. 

The position on theory and politics is that politics cannot be 
'read off from theory and that what is required is an examination of the 
manner in which theoretical categories or concepts operate as condi
tions for specific practices. These two statements are unobjectionable, 
but the basis on which they can be made must be clarified. Politics and 
theory are not two distinct and monolithic entities for which some sort 
of amphibious connection must be found. Further, to introduce the 
question of 'relative autonomy' is simply to complicate the issue by 
suggesting that the relation will necessarily be one of determination. 
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What the two articles in m/ f attempted to do, however, was to displace 
the whole problem of reading, or not reading, politics from theory by 
showing that 'concepts and categories' function as components among 
other components of the political, rather than its cause or effect. The 
idea that there is a separate political use for theoretically discredited 
concepts such as patriarchy is not only cynical but finally gives politics 
no space at all except as the means to ends determined from somewhere 
else entirely. 

The problem of 'reading off politics appears in a literal sense 
with the assumption that the politics of m/ fis constituted in its reading. 
Hence the misrepresentation of m/ f meetings as reader's meetings, seen 
as the dispensing of theoretical expertise by authors. Instead these meet
ings were attempts to intervene in the already existing arena of feminist 
politics, which is autonomously organised as a women-only movement, 
by discussing certain general issues; a corollary of this political decision 
was the choice of women-only meetings. As the letter recognises, there 
are a variety of possible types of meeting but the decision to have a 
mixed meeting would not automatically imply that it was a reader's 
meeting. The meetings which have been held have led to a number of 
study groups and to work groups preparing papers for the Socialist 
Feminist national conference held in March 1979. 

It would have been more correct for Peter Miller to argue that, 
in publishing articles by men in the journal we were already implicating 
them in a certain politics; precisely making a certain work available to 
feminism. The question is then more correctly one of the diversity of 
political sites- and the decisions and calculation appropriate to these. 

To exclude men from meetings is not to exclude them from 
politics. We do not see the meetings as the totality of the politics of the 
journal. Men's contribution to the journal is already an inclusion in 
politics. But politics itself is not a unity. Political decisions have their 
own determinants. 

There is no contradiction between the decision in one case to 
include men and in the other to exclude men, since each is relevant to a 
different· site of intervention with no necessary determination on each 
other or given consequences. 

Re~ponse from Mark Cousins 

I would like to comment on Peter Miller's letter insofar as it 
touches upon what I wrote in the previous issue of m/ f. 

Firstly, my article was not as Peter Miller writes 'a utilisation and 
development of current criticisms of the concept of mode of production 
and representation being applied to the theoretical difficulties involved 
in developing the concept of patriarchy as complementary to a Marxist 
account of the social totality'. Rather, it was an argument concerning 
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the insuperable problems involved in attempting to weld together a 
classical concept of mode of production and a concept of sexual 
division. It argued that· while these two concepts were retained they 
could never be coherently posed as requiring each other. This is often 
admitted. What is less frequently recognised is how these concepts and 
their 'impossible' form of connection return even in the very attempts to 
reformulate them. 

Secondly, there is an implication that I have fallen from 
discursive grace in privileging a theoretical argument and in assuming 
that the theoretical argument is in itself an adequate demonstration of a 
concept's political redundancy. Would this not be an example of 
'theoreticism' with all its horrible connotations, an example of 'theory' 
legislating a 'politics'? Since this charge is common it is worth confront
ing it. Rather than admit or rebut it I shall briefly argue why I think its 
terms are incorrect and ironically why the boot is on the other foot. 

What the letter seeks to question is why a theoretical argument 
necessarily has political pertinence. But in order to pose such a question 
at all it is necessary for Peter Miller, malgre luz', to invoke the conven
tional distinction between theory and politics. For questions of the 
forms of connection could not arise unless there was a prior separation. 
Thus there are, according to his argument, two realms, theory and 
politics. What are they? Theory appears to be something like the 
evaluation of concepts according to some criterion of consistency and 
coherence. Politics appears to be a realm of discussion, debate, 
propaganda and mobilisation, briefly, a realm of political discourse. It 
is suggested that each realm is subject to different principles of evalua-

.. tion and thus to discard a concept on theoretical grounds is in no way 
necessarily to displace it as an element of a political discourse. Tempt
ing though this position may be to some, it conceals a fundamental 
difficulty. Even if the forms of evaluation are different, there must still 
be theoretical means for constructing the forms of evaluation. We are 
always returned, even after ever longer detours, to the problem of 
'theory' and 'politics', so long as they were distinguished in the first 
place. 

The main reason why I think this should be rejeued is not by 
according any privilege to something called theory, a privilege to which 
something else called politics should be attentive and obedient. Rather, 
it is that the distinction itself should be challenged. For it is a repetition 
of that old and philosophical distinction between logic and rhetoric, 
between the truth of things and the discourse of persuasion. It is that 
very separation, itself a conventional philosophical distinction, that 
gives rise to the problems which the letter addresses. 

What is at stake, in refusing that distinction, is thus in no sense 
the installation of theoretical argument as the external and controlling 
instance of political discourse. It is merely that theoretical argument is 
part of political discourse. No more and no less. As long as the classical 
separations are insisted upon as theory and politics, or even worse, 
theory and practice, the archaic and insoluble problems will insist on 
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appearing. For one of the terms must have priority and no amount of 
philosophical shuffling can resolve that. Either 'theory' or 'politics'. 
Either 'the truth will set you free' or 'practice makes perfect'. Neither 
banality can advance anything. That is the argument for refusing the 
distinction. 

Lastly, it is important to distinguish between words and con· 
cepts. It is not a question of theoretical argument attempting to purge 
the vocabulary of political struggle. Arguments against concepts do not 
function as lexical police. As the letter rightly states it is a question of 

. how the concept of patriarchy operates. Once the distinction is drawn 
between words and concepts it can be freely admitted that the use of 
words, say that of 'patriarchy', is no evidence that it is supported by the 
concept of patriarchy. Nor is the analysis of political discourse and its 
effects anything but hesitant and preliminary. 

But this does not alter the fact that an argument against certain 
concepts of patriarchy is just that. An argument cannot be placed in the 
quarantine of 'theory' and 'politics' cannot remain immune to it because 
the distinction between 'theory' and 'politics' cannot itself be sustained. 
The argument is no less 'political' than 'theoretical'; it is simply an argu
ment, and it seems to have effects wherever the status of arguments is 
accorded a definite capacity. 

Letter from the Women's Therapy Centre Study Group 

Dear Editors, 
We are concerned about the decision to publish Susan Lipshitz's . . 

article 'The Personal is Political: the Problems of Feminist Therapy'. 
We detail a few points below. 

The elaboration of the slogan 'the personal is political' has been 
explored, developed and written about extensively in Marxist and 
Feminist literature; it is unnecessary to repeat those arguments here. 
What we find surprising is Ms Lipshitz's positing of such a simplistic 
version of it in her article. IsMs Lipshitz suggesting that the therapeutic 
is apolitical; that therapy is value free; that psychic activity takes place 
in a political vaccuum? If women come to 'know their own psychology 
and its disturbances and to change' will this be without political conse
quences? We would suggest not. Whether that change is radical or not is 
of prime importance to any Feminist or Marxist who supports the aim of 
Women's Liberation. As we know from past experience the practice of 
psychoanalysis has been instrumental in oppressing women. It is the aim 
of feminist therapy to incorporate the theory of psychoanalysis and to 
practice as and where it is in the interest of women. 

We must also express surprise at Ms Lipshitz's particular defini
tion of Feminist Therapy in this article. Firstly lack of references and 
sources leaves the reader at a loss to know what Feminist Therapy 
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specifically Ms Lipshitz is referring to. And secondly Feminist Therapy 
as we know it is many of the things Ms Lipshitz seems to imply it is not. 
For instance, the practice of Feminist Therapy is not limited to 
behaviourist assertion training but encompasses a range of theoretical 
approaches and techniques which are primarily psychodynamically 
oriented and fully conversant with the concepts of the unconscious, 
transference and countertransference. We object to the particular form 
of dichotomy Ms Lipshitz sets up between Feminist Therapy and 
psychoanalysis which may suit the purpose of her article but which is not 
accurate or enlightening for m/.fs readers. We see Feminist Therapy 
rather as a progressive development from psychoanalysis and feminist 
politics. 

As for Ms Lipshitz's denial of the connection between psychic 
and social reality, we must totally oppose her position, for psychic 
reality is constructed within real material conditions (at any given 
historical moment). While recognising the issues around the relation
ship between feminist politics and psychotherapy, there is no escaping 
the complexities of having to deal with the interplay of both psychic and 
social reality. Crucial in this is the critical understanding of social 
.reality that a feminist therapist brings to the therapy situation. 

We question the editors' decision to include such an article in a 
journal addressing the issue of femininity/masculinity in a Marxist and 
feminist context and furthermore to allow Ms Lipshitz's own interest in 
the subject to remain unstated. Are we to assume Susan Lipshitz is 
herself a feminist therapist, an anti-feminist psychoanalyst or what? 
Yours in sisterhood, 

Sally Berry Ellt"e Chat"kt"nd Margaret Green Sue Krzowsk£ 
Lut"se Et"chenbaum Sust"e Orbach Pam Smith Alison Swan ]t"ll Temple 

Response from Susan Lipshitz 

The letter sent by members of the Women's Therapy Centre Study 
Group in response to my article in m/ f no2 seems to me to be 
intellectually bankrupt since the authors take refuge in personal abuse 
while refusing to engage in serious debate with the issues that I raised as 
problems. Their letter misses my central point; that any practice which is 
claimed to be both politically motivated and therape,utic (like feminist 
therapy), raises conceptual issues which need clarification. Hence I did 
not specify a feminist therapy nor classify myself. How could I, when the 
categories themselves are confused? 

One particular confusion in the letter is perhaps worth noting -
the suggestion that psychoanalysis and the various psychotherapies are 
indistinguishable. On the contrary, as I tried to show, 'therapies' may or 
may not address themselves to that psychological level which Freud 
located in his theory of the unconscious ie be psychodynamic in orienta
tion. The practice of psychoanalysis, a lengthy, intensive treatment 
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through language which alllls at character changes through skilled use 
of interpretation of the transference, is a specific one. The difficulty 
they have in registering the distinctiveness of the psychical and the social 
at the level :of theory, is related to that misunderstanding. Therapy can 
only work on a psychical level. Just how this links to social context is not 
obvious since defining these levels is precisely what is in question. 
Certain politics, like feminism today do consider personal change 
important, but this does not mean that the hyphenation or juxtaposing 
of terms, like feminist-psychotherapist, is an adequate substitute for 
thought about their connection. I would have thought this issue as 
much a problem for those women claiming to be feminist therapists as it 
is for me in my attempt to understand what this claim might mean. It 
should not be simply dismissed. 

Response from the editors 

We would like to reply to that part of the letter which concerns our 
decision to publish Susan Lipshitz's article in m/f We do not consider it 
in any way out of place in the 'marxist and feminist' context of the 
journal. Rather, it is a contribution to that context in its argument for 
the specificity of both psychic and social reality and it does not deny the 
'interplay of both psychic and social reality' but questions the terms of 
this interplay, the assumptions· of necessary pre-given determinancy. 
The Study Group, too, clearly do not see a marxist commitment as 
requiring the reduction of the psychic to the S?cial, though the relation 
is seen as less problematic. One position, therefore, can hardly be seen 
as more or less 'marxist' than the other. 

We cannot accept that it is more feminist to call on the notion of 
feminist therapy in the name of an interest of women than to be 
concerned with the problems of the coming together of feminism and 
therapy. We cannot see how this concern is un- or anti-feminist though 
it marks (l different position on feminism from that suggested by the 
letter. We ate sorry that the letter doesn't take the debate further. 

As far as the question of Susan Lipshitz's 'own interest' is con
cerned, we assumed that it would be evident from the article. The issue 
of labels had not arisen for us. 
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