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Abstract

This dissertation seeks ta :fill two lacunae in contemporary feminist discussions
ofessentiaIism: first, a Jack ofcritical analysis ofthe term "essentialism'~and

its cognates, and second, a paucity offeminist work that aims to develop anti-essentialist
methods rather than merely presenting anti-essentiaIist critiques ofexisting feminist
theories. 1 propose a typology of feminist essentialisms, distinguishing metaphysicaI,
biological, Iinguistic, and methodological variants. 1 argue that methodological
essentialism - understood as the practice ofmaking fillse generalisations about wamen
based on the experiences and identities only ofa particular group - is the most pressing
political issue forfe~ and defend Elizabeth SpeIman's anti-essentiaIist critique
against its opponents. Anti-essentialism should not, however, he interpreted as disavowing
the category "women" altogether, and 1 use Ludwig Wrttgenstein's arguments in bis
Philosophical Investigations ta articulate a form offeminist anti-essentialism that
understands simiIarities between women as family resemblances. This approach enables
feminists to make generalisations about women that neither obscure important differences
nor diminish our politica1 efficacy. This Wrttgensteinian feminism rejeets the a priori and
urges us to "look and see" ta justifY generalisations about women. 1 interpret this as a call
far a feminist anti-essentialism that is embedded in feminist practice, and ask what "look
and see" might mean for fèminist research and for feminist organising against sexual
violence. In chapter four, 1 argue tbat Carol Gilligan's recent wark on girls' psychology in
the context ofrace and class differences successfully responds to long-standing charges
that ber research is essentialist. It does not, however, fully meet the methodological
challenge ofanti-essentiaIism as it fàils to acknowledge power relations embedded in
research processes, which in turn shape conclusions about female identity. In chapter five,
1 argue that Catharfue MacKinnon's claim that we can avoid essentialism by grounding
feminist theory in practice in fàct begs the question ofhow power differences between
women shape feminist practice, and under-detennines the actual shape offeminist
organising. The dissertation offers an anti-essentialist method tbat enables generalising
feminist discourse, but insists on a particuIar kind ofattention to the operations ofpower
in construeting general claims aOOut women.
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Résumé

Cette thèse cherche à combler deux lacunes dans les discussions féministes
contemporaines sur l'essentialisme: en premier lieu, une absence d'analyse

critique du term «essentialisme» et de ses corollaires, et en second lieu, une insuffisance
d'ouvrages féministes cherchant à développer des méthodes anti-essentiaIistes plutôt que
de simplement critiquer les écrits féministes existants. Je propose une typologie des
différents types d'essentialismes féministes en distinguant ses variantes métaphysiques,
biologiques, linguistiques et méthodologiques. Je soutiens que Pessentialisme
méthodologique, entendu comme la pratique de produire de fàusses généralisations sur les
femmes fondées sur les expériences et les identités d'un groupe particulier, est l'enjeu
politique le plus urgent pour les féministes. Je supporte, à cet effet, la critique anti
essentialiste d'Elizabeth SpeIman et en propose une défense contre ses opposantes. L'anti
essentialisme ne doit pas cependant être interprété comme ml désaveu total de la catégorie
«femmes». Dans cette optique, je m'appuis sur les arguments développés par Ludwig
WIttgenstein dans ses Investigations philosophiques afin d~articulerune forme d'anti
essentialisme féministe saisissant les similarités entre les femmes en tant que «airs de
fàmiIIe». Cette approche permet aux féministes de :fàire des généralisations sur les femmes
qui n'obscurcissent pas les différences importantes entre elles, ni ne réduisent leur
efficacité politique. Ce féminisme wittgensteinien rejette l'a priori et nous recommande de
«voir et regarden> afin de pouvoir justifier des généralisations sur les ~mmes. J'interprète
ceci comme un appel en fàveur d'un anti-essentialisme féministe incarné dans la pratique
féministe. Je me demande ce que la fonnule «voir et regarder» peut signifier pour les
recherches féministes et les groups féministes oeuvrant contre la violence sexuelle. Dans le
chapitre quatre, je montre que les récents ouvrages de Carol Gilligan sur les filles, une
psychologie prenant en compte les différences de classes et d'ethnicité, répondent de
manière satisfaisante aux critiques lui reprochant d'être essentialiste. Cependant, cela ne
résoud pas encore les problèmes méthodologiques posés par l'anti-essentialisme, dans le
mesure où ne sont pas reconnues pleinement les relations de pouvoir émanant des
processus de recherches; qui portant, en bout de parcours, façonnent les conclusions sur
l'identité «féminine». Dans le chapitre cinq, je montre que la proposition de Catharine
MacKinnon selon laquelle nous pouvons éviter r essentialisme en essayant de baser la
théorie féministe dans la pratique, évite la question principale, à savoir comment les
différences de pouvoir entre les femmes façonnent la pratique féministe, et sous-détermine
la forme concrete des organisations féministes. En somme, cette thèse offre une méthode
anti-essentialiste permettant de généraliser le discours féministe tout en portant une
attention particulière aux relations de pouvoir dans la construction d'énoncés généraux
concernant les femmes.
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Introduction

Naomi Scheman begins her "Fonns ofLife: Mapping the Rough Ground"

with the following account:

Terry Eagleton, in bis script for Derek Jarman's film, Wittgenstein, takes
up Wlttgenstein's image of the "crystalline purity oflogic" in contrast to
the ''rough ground" ofwhat we aetually say and do. A young man, we are
toId, dreams of''reducing the world to pure logic," a dream he succeeds in
realizing in a world ''purged of imperfection and indeterminacy, Iike
countless acres ofglearning ice." That worl~ Petfect as it is, is
uninhabitable: ''he had forgotten about friction." As an older man, he "came
to understand that roughness and ambiguity and indeterminacy aren't
imperfections - they're what make things work." He dug up the ice to
uncover the rough groWld, but, ''homesick for the ice, where everything
was radiant and absolute," he was unable to live on the rough groun~ and
he ended up ''marooned between earth and ice, at home in neither."I

This dissertation stands at the confluencE? ofsevera! trends in feminist theory and

my own experience ofpolitical organising and feminist practice. On first reading

Wmgenstein's Philosophical Investigations 1 was struck, on the one han~ by ho\v l had

inadvertently been ''heid captive" by my philosophical education, and, on the other, by the

1 Naomi Scheman. "Fonns ofLife: Mapping the Rough Ground... in The Cambridge Companion 10
Wittgenstein. eds.• Hans Sluga and David G. Stem (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996): 383.
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ways 1 had never been trapped in the fly oottle at aIl. 1 could identify with Wtttgenstein's

depiction ofphilosophy as "the bewitchment ofour intelligence by means oflanguage,"

and saw, particuIarly in bis critique ofessentialism, the rejection ofa kind ofseduetive

quest for purity that Western philosophy encourages and bad encouraged in me. On the

other band, this very "seduction" bas, 1think, always been a more attractive prospect for

men tban for women philosophers. "Purity" is more obviously within reach for those men

who participate in what bas become an institutionalised profession. They are less often

reminded oftheir earth1y, imperfect, and fàlhble intellects and bodies, and are less likely to

have political complaints about the status quo !bis philosophy supports. Somehow it seems

that ''reducing the worId ta pure logic" is a fantasy peculiar ta (white? bourgeois?

Western? Christian?) male philosophers. My response to Eagleton's older man's

recognition tbat ''roughness and ambiguity aren't imperfections - they're what make

things work" is merely to a:ffirm. that that is what 1have always known. Those for whom

the ice is fundamentally unattainable - no matter how vainly we aspire to reach ît - are

more likely to feel at home on the rough ground, and to make the mast of it.

This search for ''the crystalline purity ofIogic" - for the ice - seems to me to he

attractive to male philosophers because it is in part a disavowal ofthe messiness ofthe

social worIds we mave in and inhabit, and a forro ofpsychoIogicai - pathological?

dissociation from the ethical and political complexities ofthese worlds. It's tempting to

characterise this dissociation as the exclusive preserve ofmen. But not only does this

cIaim conveniently ignore the struggles ofsorne male philosophers - Wittgenstein among

them - to get offthe ice and back to the rough ground (and the possibility that sorne

kinds ofmen never aspired to ît), it also elides the ways feminist philosophy itseIfhas often

continued to use its inherited philosophical strategies to escape friction. Just as

WIttgenstein is exasperated by bis earlier attempts to disengage from the complexities of

language, to find "super-concepts" that require no example-giving, sa 1 was

simultaneously attraeted to and repelled by the phenomenon in feminist theory that 1 now

call ''methodological essentia1ism" On reading Elizabeth V. Spelman's book Inessential

Woman, 1 realised that Spelman was taIking about sorne ofthe same things as

Wittgenstein, albeit in more political and accessible terms. Much feminist philosophy
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seemed to me to he struggling with the desire for easier, less m.essy ways to capture the

essence of''women,'' at the same rime as it tried to remain true to its roots in feminist

movements. We have sometimes trierl to reduced complex phenomena to their simplest

forros, eradicating their concreteness in favour ofabstraction, and purifying them of

specificity. Essentialism, then, for feminist theory, seemed to have sometbing to do with.

the same "craving for generality" that erased the ''particuIar case" that Wittgenstein

identifies.

My initial goal when 1 started on this piece ofphilosophy was thus to bring

together Wittgenstein's critique ofessentialism with Spelman's. This was to he one

original contribution ofthe dissertation: to construet an anti-essentialist Wittgensteinian

feminism. But 1 wanted this work to he more than critique, to offer more than another

soul-searching account by a white woman ofexclusion in feminist theory. In particular, 1

wanted it to speak not only to my concems as a ''private'' feminist philosopher, but also to

my struggles as a "public" feminist activist. 1 wanted it to he aetion-guiding, pragmatic,

and constructive. These desiderata were motivated by severa! sets ofexperiences: first, 1

was surprised by the ways that concerns about essentialism have filtered through to

general discourse in and about feminism in the academy. Essentialism is not just an issue

debated by feminist philosophers. As 1 discuss Iater, "essentialist" is usually a

disapprobative adjective, intended to imply racism, ethnocentrism, or sorne form of

exclusion. Sometimes feminists accuse other feminists ofbeing "essentialist," and 1 analyse

the content ofthese claims at sorne length in this dissertation. But sometimes these

accusations are made byanti-feminîsts, or those ambivalent toward more radical feminist

cIaims. For example, on severa! occasions when 1 was responding to a straightforward

piece ofsexism by making a cIaim featuring the term ''women," a sly look in my

opponent's eye preceded the trumping riposte, "Ah! But by taIking about 'women' aren't

you being an 'essentiaIist'?!" And the general move ofpointing to differences between

women as a way ofdismissing feminist claims rather than nuancing them had aIso become

a reIatively fammar phenomenon. For example, an increasingly common rhetorical move

on the part ofanti-feminist interlocuters, in my experience, bas been to attempt to eut the
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ground from under my feet by pointing to racial difference as a decisive argument against

the salience ofgender in any given feminist analysis.

These phenomena do not imply that feminists should give up our worries about

essentialism, racism, and exclusion. It seems to me an inevitable feature ofoppositional

discourses that our own self-criticism will he appropriat~distorted, and used against us

by our political enemies. When my own position within the feminist milieux 1 know oost

bas been one ofpower, it bas doubtless contributed to a relative inattention to how my

understanding ofmy own gender identity bas shaped my perception ofthe oppression of

women in general. And concomitantly, the ways in which 1 am marginalised (as a young

woman in an aging male profession, as a woman coming from a different cultural

background than most ofmy colleagues, or as a woman with strong political commitments

that are at odds with the dominant OOliefsystems in North America, for example) have

given me added insight into how systems ofoppression operate. The concems about fiùse

generalisations about women that 1 discuss here under the rubric ofessentialism are, 1

believe, very real political problems for feminists, reflecting bath the inadequacies of

white, heterosexual, middle-class women in responding to rac~ heteronormativity, and

class oppression within feminist movements, and a fàilure to recognise and respond to

these omissions in our processes oftheory-building. But nonetheless, 1 am disquieted by

the shorthand deployment of"essentialist" as a strategy for dismissing controversial

feminist cIaims both within and outside feminist discussion, rather than as a genuine entrée

to discussion ofhow to improve feminist methods.

FinaIly, 1 wrote this dissertation concurrently with my involvement in fernjnism in

more public domains, mast notably as a counsellor and advocate for survivors ofsexual

violence, and a coordinator for volunteer recruitment and training in a sexual assault

centre. Although 1 had always been very public about my feminism and was used ta

fighting the feminist corner against sexist opposition, when 1 took up this work 1 was

quickly shocked and dismayed by the extent ofsexualised violence against wamen and the

ways that violence is condoned by and contiguous with gender socialisation in general. 1

bad understood feminist analyses ofsexual violence in simple theoretical terms for a long

rime (knowing that 1 was more likely to he raped by someone 1 know than by a stranger,
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for example). But this aetivism brought a different kind ofknowledge ofaspects ofthis

problem that are tao often hidden - ofthe ways people in positions ofpower tried to

evade responsibility for violence, and the ways people close to survivors ofviolence are

too often complicitous in retraumatising them, for example. Most notably, 1 came to see

gender as a hombly real and often absolutely overwheIming axis ofdifference in the

context ofsexual violence. 1 sometimes feh as ifall men stood on one side ofthe line, and

aIl women on the other, and that nothing more remained ta he said.

At the same time, the organisation 1 worked in was struggling to improve its

services; part ofthis effort focused on dynamics internal to the organisation around

racism, ethnocentrism, heteronormativity, and the treatment ofvolunteers who identified

as survivors ofchildhood sexual abuse by those who did note Our struggles ta improve our

organisational strategies not ooly in our contact with our clientele, but also in our contact

with each other, provided me with much more concrete understandings ofthe limitations

ofinvoking "sisterhood" as the solution to our common oppression. They aIso convinced

me that differences hetween women are the motor of feminist organising, not a barrier ta

its success, no matter how difficuh they may he to negotiate. As Marilyn Frye says,

All...formations ofwomen (including those initially conceived as unified by
specifie differences such as sexuality or race), ifpersisted in for any Iength
ofrime, have profoundIy involved their participants in articulating,
elaborating, apPreCiating, defining, exploring!: recognizing, negotiating,
consolidating, and traveling differences among women. This bas been
praetically, politically, historically inevitable. Ifwomen were going to be
together in women-focused, women-defined, and women-defining spaces
and enterprises, women were going to engage in many varieties ofwhat
might he called "the practice ofdifferences."2

But the necessity ofworking with difference, and our conflictual- albeit in many

ways productive - intemal struggles over differences, stood next to a frequent need to

resist our opponents' oppressive charaeterisations ofwomen and men in unequivocal

terms. We often couId not afford to he nuanced in our political strategy, and needed to

2 Marilyn Frye, "The Neœssity ofDifferences: Construeting a Positive Category ofWomen~"Signs 21 :4~

1996.
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construet perbaps interim. notions of ''women'' that did not capture every important case.

This presented us with a set ofcontradictions, and not enough ofthe feminist philosophy 1

knew seemed adequate to the task ofproviding signposts for a feminist practice that had

to cenfront this paradoxe

1wanted to begin by providing this more persona! genealogy exp1aining how 1

came to write this dissertation as a way ofexplaining - ifnot justifying - the somewhat

controversial direction ofm:y work from theory to praetice to theory. Many feminist

philosophers, myself included, aspire to make our work ''relevant'' and to loeate our more

abstract musings on the rough ground of"activism." As 1discuss toward the end ofthis

dissertation, that distinction itselfis problematic, as is the privileging ofone or the other of

''theory'' and "praetice" within any feminist discourse. Thus my goal is not to use

examples from practice to adjust my theory, but rather to abandon a certain kind oftheory

ahogether in favour ofa discussion of"theoretical" issues that are deeply enmeshed with,

and worked through with reference to, particular concrete examples. This bas been a

ftustrating process, and 1have often wished that the Messy "rough ground" ofpractice

were more suscepuôle to theorising ofthe neater, smoother kind. To paraphrase Maria

Lugones, 1 have sometimes worried more passionately about the barm my practice did ta

my theorising, than about the harm my theorising did to my practice.3 Too often my

thoughts about feminist theory have taken offin one direction while my practice required a

different kind ofintellectual :framework. This dissertation is thus an attempt to reconcile

my own theory and practice without giving up either the circumspection and imagination

ofphilosophy or the innnediacy and pragrnatism ofpolitical engagement.

* * *

•

How do these questions fit with established debates in contemporary political

philosophy? The essentialism controversies in feminist philosophy are not only central to

3 Lugones aetually says,~tewomen theorists seem to have worrioo more passionately about the harm
the claim [that sorne feminist generalisations are exclusionary] does to theorising than about the harm the
theorising did to women ofcolor." Maria Lugon~ "On the Logic ofPluralist Fem.inism," in Feminist
Ethics. 00. Claudia Card (Lawrence: University Press ofKansas, 1991).
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contemporary fèminist studies, but aIso speak to broader concerns about political identity.

Using identities as the basis ofpolitica1 mobilisation, as in some sense aIl feminist, anti

racist, lesbian, gay and transgender aetivists do, raises quite different political questions

than do appeals to ideology simp/iciter as the basis ofshared goals. Sorne ofthese

questions are by DOW very fiuniHar: Does invoking a shared identity necessarily conceal or

destroy differences?4 Is this a bad tbing? Must we choose between "essentialising" our

identities and disowning them? Is any subaltem political identity merely an artifàct of

oppression, and how should this concem shape ourpolitics? How does one go about

mobilising around identities one ultimately wants to change, mldercut, or even destroy

altogether? Do "pluraIist" poIitical theories - or the strategies they might imply 

damage our ability effectively to resist structures ofoppression? AU ofthese questions

have been widely debated by feminist, race and queer theorists. 1 have been especially

interested in the answers to these questions in the context offeminist concems about

essentialism, but they play out in other discourses too. Essentialism is by no means a

problem (ifit is a problem) only for feminists.

1 return to sorne ofthese broader questions in my conclusion, but here 1 want to

descnbe the three specifie Jacunae in the existing feminist philosophicalliterature that

motivate this work. The fust is the evident confusion in contemporary feminist theory

surrounding the use ofthe term "essentialism.." IfWIttgenstein is correct that the meaning

ofa ward lies in its use, then feminists will find it bard to know what "essentialism"

means. The term and its cognates are used indiscriminately to express disapproval ofmany

different kinds. Sorne feminist theorists bave already presented analyses of the state ofthe

discipline of feminist philosophy which crueially identify bath the conceptua1 vagueness

and the regulatory effects ofcharges ofessentialism, but which also uhimately sidestep the

substantive issues at stake. These articles tend to he limited in scope, opinion pieces that

express regret at the lack ofcritical analysis ofessent~but which do not pretend to

provide such analysis.5 Thus l hope here to complement this literature and provide an

4 AIlison Weir, Sacriftcial Logics: Feminist Theory and the Critique ofldentity (New York: Routledge,
1996).
5 Examples ofthis genre include: Jane Roland Martin, "Methodological Essentialism, False Difference,
and Other Dangerous Traps," in Signs, 19:3, 1994; Teresa de Lauretis, "Upping the Anti (sic) in Feminist
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etiology ofthe feminist preoccupation with essentialism, as well as distinguishing different

uses ofthe term and different pejorative imputations.

Many feminists have pointed to the putative tensions between generalising claims

aOOut women and demands for attention ta difference.6 This dichotomy bas been

described, reiterated and criticised in numerous ways. The tension itselfseems to lie in

diffèrent places. Is it a problem in language? Is it a metaphysical difficulty stemming :trom

the ways we categorise diffèrent objects? Is it an empirical problem concerning what

women have in common? Is it a poIitical difficulty emerging from our organising

strategies? However we characterise the tension, the dichotomy ofoverly general

essentialism and hopeless particularity must he fàlse. In keeping with WIttgenstein, 1 found

tbat work in the discipline ofphilosophy in particuIar tended ta reiterate this dichotomy,

repeated.ly presenting feminists with a specious choice between di:fference-denying

generaIisations and a hopeless fragmentation ofgender categories. Thus my second

motivation for this project was a sense offrustration with the way this fàlse dichotomy

VIaS persistently offered up without either a philosophical escape route, or any recognition

ofthe concrete feminist praxis that seemed successfully ta evade it.

Thus finally, 1 was motivated by a desire to see the essentialism debates relate

more explicitly to political practice. Severa.l feminists have gestured toward potential

routes for avoiding essentialism by stressing the empirical nature of the probIe~ as weIl as

the fàct that feminist praetice seems to have been able to negotiate difference in ways not

adequately captured by feminist philosophy.7 While 1 found such approaches potentially

usefuI, they always appeared at the end ofan argument, as conclusions rather tban as

premises to he elaborated. 1 want to he specific about how particular identity claims

aetuaIly do and might inflect feminist practice, to make a new contribution to

Theory,~ in Conflicts in Feminism, cds. Marianna Hirsch and Evelyn Fox-Keller (New York: Routledge
1991); Elizabeth Grosz, "Sexual Difference and the Problem ofEssentiaIism,'" in The Essential
DifJèrence, eds. Naomi Schor and Elizabeth Weed (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994).

6 See Linda AlcotI: "Cultural Feminism Versus Poststrueturalism: The Identity Crisis in Feminist
Theory,~and Sandra Harding, "The Instability ofthe Categories ofFeminist Theory," both in Feminist
Theory in Practice and Process, 005. Micheline Maison et al. (Chicago: University ofChicago Press,
1989).

7 1 discuss Susan Moller Okin's atternpt to develop the former strategy in chapter two. The latter approach
is apparent in bath Marilyn Frye, "The Necessity ofDifferences," and Allison Weir, Sacrificïal Logics.
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understanding how essentialism matters for feminist methods. The two areas 1 chose to

explore - research methods and anti-sexual violence organising - refiect my own

preoccupations and interests, and there are other contexts where the same kinds of

analyses might usefully he applied. But 1 noticed that these were two fields where

generalisations about wom.en played a particularly important resistive role.

"Research" is one ofthe methods by which feminists bave attempted to uncover

the contours ofwomen's lives hidden by patriarchy, and bave pointed both to the

exclusion ofaIl women from many research projects, and to the sexism implicit in much

empirical investigation that does purport to address or include women's concems.

Developing feminist methodologies bas thus been a project central to much work in

feminist sociology and theory ofknowledge. But until recently, feminist research bas too

rarely addressed philosophica1 questions ofidentity and essentialism by working toward

methods that address epistemologically and pragmatical1y the complexities ofdifferences

between women. Put simply, 1 saw a gap between the kinds ofthings l, wearing my

feminist researcher hat, had to do or to assume in arder to conduct empirical

investigations and ground empirical claims about women, and the anti-essentiaIist

philosophy that challenged aspects ofthis enterprise.

As an aetivist working against sexual violence in a small organisation, 1 found a

similar discontinuity. The feminist discourse 1 argued for and within on most days made

unequivocal daims about the significance ofgender in shaping our clients' experiences of

so-calIed domestic violence, for example. And when 1 argued with university

adrninistrators, male students, or hostile journalists about issues such as "date rape," my

struggle ofnecessity focused on introducing gender (unmodified) as a relevant category of

analysis in discussions overtIy (and, to my mind, naively) dismissive ofthe significance of

gender. At the same time, l knew that my practice had changed and continued to change in

the Iight ot: for example, my increased awareness ofracial difference and racism in the

context ofsexual violence. But these changes clid not seem to imply that gender was any

Jess significant than 1 had first thought, only that it was differently significant. Thus there

did not seem to be an irreducible conflict between the theoretica1lessons offeminist anti

essentialism and the particular fonns offeminist practice with which 1 was most fàmiliar.
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These 1àctors, then, provided the motivation for this dissertation. To preview my

argument: in chapters one and two 1construct an etiology ofthe use ofthe tenn

"essentiaIism" and its cognates in feminist theory. 1 identify four distinct uses ofthe te~

with metaphysical, biological, linguistic and methodological connotations. 1 argue that

neither metaphysical nor biologica1 essentiaIisms are at stake in most contemporary

feminist debates, and set aside these issues to fucus on essentialism as a methodological

problem within social constructionist discourses. 1 outline the putative tensions between

feminist generalisations about women that risk under-estimating politically significant

differences hetween us, and anti-essentialist approaches that seem to undermine feminist

political analyses and goals. In cbapter two 1 look at the politica1 implications of

methodological essentialism, defending Spelman's critique ofessentialism against the

replies ofNataIie Stoljar and Susan Moller Dkin. Like Stoljar and Okîn, 1 have been

disturbed by the ways feminist critiques ofoverly general claims about ~omen" in general

have permitted gender to he treated as an illegitimate eategory ofanalysis tout court. One

ofthe themes of the dissertation is thus my own scepticism about gender scepticism, or my

"anti-anti-essentialism," as 1call it in chapter two. Analyses that depict anti-essentialism

only as a kind ofreIativism about gender, however, fiill to see the importance of

contextual theorising, or the more general potentiaI for constructive strategies following

on from anti-essentialist critique. Thus while 1 am sympathetic to the fears evoked by

other anti-anti-essentialists, 1 argue that they miss the point: Spelman's analysis does not

preclude the possibility ofIegitimate generaIisations about women. It does, however, make

critica1 cormnentary on essentiaIist feminist theory its main focus, and stops short of

offering an alternative "anti-essentialist" method.

So what are the implications offeminist critiques ofmethodo10gical essentialism

for feminist philosophical method? In cbapter three l tum to Wittgenstein's critique of

essentialism, and bis proposed alternative, to outIine a feminist method that understands

similarities between women as 'iàmily resembIances," and uses purposive boundary

drawing to ensure the political efficacy offeminist categories. Wtttgenstein's therapy for

philosophers, largue, can also he useful for feminists: it encourages a healthy distrust of

the discipline of''philosophy," while reconstituting our endeavours through the injunetion
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"look and see". These two aphorisms - "look and see," and ''back to the rough ground!"

- together motivate my own philosophica1 attention ta feminist praxis. For those

feminists who are ''bewitched'' by essentialism, a Wrttgensteinian approach offers a

methodological path between two extremes: on the one band, asserting women's sameness

in ways that minimise important differences, and on the other, insisting on an a priori

segmentation ofgender categories that undercuts important feminist 'ideologies and

political objectives.

The essentialism debates bave for too long remained at the level ofmetaphysical

and epistemologica1 questions about generaIity and "difference," sidestepping analyses of

power that might show how homogeneity comes ta be imposed, and when "strategic

essentialism" might he mas! useful. We - especially the "we" who find our lives and

concerns reflected in existing feminist approaches - are tao willing to he excited by the

idea ofdiversity rather than by the political struggles required ta ensure just

representation. One consequence ofa Wtttgensteinian analysis ofthe kind 1 reconnnend is
~

the need ta give specifie and conerete examples of the eontexts where feminists have to

arbitrate between different claims about wbat women have in common. Without this

specificity, it is not clear tbat there is very mueh at stake for feminist practitioners in the

essentialism debates within feminist philosophy. It seems ta me that to develop accounts

ofthe implications ofanti-essentialism for feminist practice is a significant but as yet

untapped interdisciplinary project in feminist studies. We have fàiled to move on from the

tropes ofanti-essentialist critique to more carefully discriminating and praxis-oriented

encounters with feminist political projects.

Thus in chapter four l ask what the injunction "look and see" aetually împlies,

looking at one practical context feminists might rethink in light ofthe tension between

essentialism. and anti-essentiaIism. ''Look and see" cannot he the conclusion ofan

argument, a wave ofthe philosopher's band toward fonns ofinquiry that lie outside our

ambit. Nor can we uncriticallyassume that women's lives are transparently accessible ta

feminists, when our own analyses have long revealed the epistemological and politieal

complexities ofmethods ofempirical inquiry, and the ways they bave been shaped by our

particularity and partiality. l attempt to redress, on the one band, the lack offeminist
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philosophical examination ofspecifie attempts to justifY empirically based generalisations

about women; on the other han~ 1 show how mueh feminist social research is under

theorised and employs research methods that are insufficientlyattuned ta the

epistemologica1 and methodologica1 issues raised by critiques ofessentialism

To develop this argument 1 present anextended case study ofCarol GiIIigan's

recent work on girls' experiences ofrelationship at adolescence, in which she attempts ta

reconcile a feminist theoretical framework that emphasises relatively generic features of

gendered psychology with more explicit recognition ofthe diverse race and class contexts

in which gender is shaped. Feminist theorists bave long treated GiIligan as an arch

essentiaIist; she bas, largue, been somewhat unjustly criticised for her tendency to make

overly general claims about women and girls, men and boys. 1 interpret her most recent

book - Between Voice and Silence, Women and Girls, Race and Relationship - as an

attempt to respond to charges ofmethodological essentia.lism. 1 argue that Gilligan

successfully evades the kinds ofessentîaUsm with which she had previously been charged,

but that she continues to struggle with deeper issues ofessentialism in her research

method. She fàils fully to recognise how relations ofpower in her methods of inquiry and

processes oftheory building shape the similarities and differences she is able to

acknowledge. In trying to articulate how GiIIigan might rectify this problem, 1 point

toward forInS ofanti-essentialism that interrogate relations ofpower among women and

how those relations shape political theories of identity. 1 argue for a particuIar research

method that is sensitive to the influence ofresearchers' identities in shaping research

outcomes, and that diffuses their power to construet the identities oftheir participants.

In the final chapter 1 turn to another locus offeminist practice, exarnining the

essentialism debates in connection with feminist discourses around sexual violence - the

quintessentially essentiaIist feminist issue. l take another aIleged essentialist - Catharine

MacKinnon - and review her response to critics who suggest that ber feminist theory

creates a monolithic account ofwomanhood that 1àils to understand the particular location

ofwomen ofcolour. MacKinnon cIaims that ber theory is based in women's experience

and the feminist practice that emerges from that experience, and thus that ber theory is

both empirically grounded and politically well-judged. largue that merely ta assert the
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transparent reality ofwomen's experiences and the primacy ofpractice, however, begs the

question ofhowthose experiences have been represented and how political practice bas

itselfbeen construeted from particuIar locations. MacKinnon over-generalises diverse

women's experiences in ways that my Wtttgensteinian analysis precludes, and argues that

feminist practice can be straightforwardly theorised merely ifwe "look and see" without

recognising the complexity ofthis cIaim. Thus MacKinnon's arguments under-determine

the shape ofanti-essentialist feminist organising against sexual violence.

In the second halfofthe chapter 1 look at the challenges fàcing feminist

organisations that do reshape their practice in the light ofpoIiticaIly significant and po\\'er

Iaden di:fferences between women, at the same time as they persist in understanding gender

as a political category that is absolutely central ta their work. Again, these case studies

illustrate the overwhelming importance offeminist attention to how relations ofpower

construet generalisations about women. But these relations cannot he cast as always

pemicious: feminists need criteria for deciding whom to include and exclude from poIitical

identity categories and coalition formation - and when. Working through these conflicts

redirects feminist attention to mechanisms ofpower and to the importance ofideo10gy,

suggesting that renouncing the very idea ofa political theory with general ambitions - a

position often associated with anti-essentiaHsm in feminist philosophy - in fàct precludes

anti-essentialist feminist praxis.

* * *

•

In my conclusion, l point to sorne of the many other contexts where the

essentialism debates might usefully he applied to rethinking political practice, including

controversies about race and racism, the politics ofsexuality, and challenges to the

structures offeminist organisations. These particular concerns seem a long way from the

discussion ofWIttgenstein with which 1 began. Nevertheless, they are Wrttg~"1einianin

spirit, moving my own discussion out into the world ta ''look and see" with a critical eye.

Theyalso reflect an ongoing dialectic between the hugely diverse philosophical tooIs tbat

we have inherited from Western philosophy, and the political exigencies ofconcrete
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feminist engagement, with its compromises, struggles, and rough ground. Like

WIttgenstein, I am willing neither to renounce philosophy in favour ofsorne Idnd ofextra

philosophical pragmatism - even ifI could make sense ofthis imperative - nor to

accede to the allure ofthe fiictionless ice and remove myseIfentirely from political

engagement. But the resultant dialectic raises its own questions and contradictions; they

are the substance ofthis dissertation.
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Essentialism and Anti-Essentialism
in Contemporary Feminist Theory

Sometimes an expression has to be withdrawn from language and sentfor
cleaning, - then if con he put back ;nto circulation.

Ludwig WIttgenstein, Culture and Value 1

The word "essentialism" and its cognates regularly appear in contemporary

social and political theory, and particularly in thecry addressing the politics

ofracia4 sexual or gendered identities. Their meanings are generally taken for granted,

and their force is generaIly disapprobative. Essentjalism is presumed to he a negative

aspect offeminism. Consider the following examples:

One use ofa theory ofdiscourse for feminist politics, th~ is in
understanding social identities in their full socio-cultural eomplexity, thus in
demystifying statie, single variable, essentialist views ofgender identity.2

[T]o maintain that femininity predisposes women to certain (nurturing) jobs
or (collaborative) styles ofwork is to naturalize complex economic and
social processes and, once again, to obscure the differences tbat have
characterized women's occupational histories. An insistence on differences

1 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture and Value (Chicago: University ofChicago Press, 1980): 39.
2 Nancy Fraser, ~The Uses and Abuses ofFrench Discourse Theories for Feminist Politics," in CriticaJ
Theory Now, cd. Philip Wexler (London: Falmer Press, 1991): 99.
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undercuts the tendency to absolutist, and in the case ofsexual difference,
essentialist categories.3

The critique ofessentiaIism encouraged by postmodernist thought is useful
for African-Americans concemed with refonnulating outmoded notions of
identity. We have too long had imposed upon us from both the outside and
the inside a narrow, constricting notion ofblackness. Postmodem critiques
ofessentiaIism which challenge notions ofuniversality and static over
determined identity within mass culture and mass consciousness can open
up new possibilities for the construction ofselfand the assertion of
agency.4

Some theorlsts who have ceased looking for the causes ofsexism still rely
on essentialist categories sucb as gender identity. This is especially true of
those scholars who have sought to develop gynocentric alternatives to
mainstream androcentric perspectives but who have not fu11y abandoned
the universalist pretensions ofthe latter.s

AIl ofthese examples, taken from articles with otherwise disparate theses, presume

that "essentialism" is a way ofconceiving ofpolitical identities, and that it renders them

"static," "absolutist," "over-determined/' and "universalist." This chapter and the next

identify four types ofessentialism - metaphysical, biological, linguistic and

methodological- and argue that only one generates serious political challenges for

contemporary feminist theory. The questions l am posing by way ofthis typology are first,

is a given form ofessentialism manifested in the work ofany contemporary feminist

theorists? and second, is it typically the object offeminist anti-essentialist critique? The

answers to these questions will reveal that certain forms ofgender essentialism can he

easily discounted - no feminist author deploys them, or theyare not the targets of

feminist critics ofessentialism. largue that essence-taIk in recent feminist thought is rarely

concerned with metaphysical or biological essence, although "essentialism" bas a

philosophical history that is deeply embedded in strong daims about the true nature of

3 Joan Sco~ ~'DeconstruetingEquality-Versus-Difference: Or, The Uses ofPoststrueturalist Theory for
Feminism.," Feminisl Studies 14:1., 1988: 47.

4 bell hoo~ Yearning: Race. Gender and Cultural PoUlies (Toronto: Between the Lin~ 1990): 28.

5 Nancy Fraser and Linda Nicholson ~~Social Criticism Without Philosophy: An Encounter Between
Feminism and Postmodemism," in FeminismlPostmodemism, ed. Linda Nicholson (New York:
Routledge, 1990): 32.
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things in the wor1~ including women and men. Metaphysical and biological essentiaIisms,

nonetheless, are premised on epistemologica1 claims that are inimical to almost ail

contemporary feminist projects; there bas been an important epistemologica1 shift that

tends ta discount forms ofessentia1ism resting on reaIist claims. Thus ta write as if

essentialism ofthe metaphysical or biologica1 kind were at stake in feminist debates is to

set up straw persan argmnents that do not ref1ect genuine disagreement among the vast .

majority ofcontemporary feminist theorists.

On the other band, forms ofessentiaIism occurring within social constructionist

discourses have raised more challenging problems for recent feminist theory. Few

feminists, however, explicitly recognise or discuss linguistic essentialism as a distinct type.

In this chapter 1 articulate linguisticess~ and outline a feminist poststructuralist

anti-essentialist critique. This critique offers a challenge both ta realist daims about

linguistic reference, and to the assumption !hat classes ofobjects are individuated in terms

ofnecessary and sufficient conditions ofmembership; that is, that members ofa class each

exhibit properties possession ofwhich makes them such members. As chapter three

argues, the taeit acceptance or rejection ofthis latter claim among feminist theorists

contributes to an impasse obstructing the construction ofa politically viable anti

essentiaIist feminist method.

Finally, methodologica1 essentialism pertains to the use ofgeneraIisations in

feminist political-theoretica1 work. 1 take seriously the daim that feminism's need ta use

gender as a basic category ofanalysis, when set against the deep extant differences and

divisions between wome~ represents an epistemological and political tension that

frequently remains unresolved bath in feminist theory and in feminist practice. On the one

band, some feminist theories and forros of feminist political organising have made overly

general assomptions about "women," or deployed the term in exclusionary ways that

presuppose a set ofnecessary and sufficient conditions ofmembership. On the other band.,

sorne feminists have argued tbat essentialism inheres in the very use ofgeneral terms, and

that, to be fàithful to one emancipatory vision, feminists should retain a deep and

persistent scepticism. about gender, aiming ta fragment and proliferate gender categories.

Both ofthese extreme positions, and many in betwee~ are represented in contemporary
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feminist theory, ifnot by the entire oeuvre ofany author, then at least by certain moments

in her work. These first two chapters descnbe the tension between overly general

assumptions about "women" and challenges to the category itseIt: before chapter three

offers a WIttgensteinian solution.

The role of "essentialism" in feminist theory

Feminist theorists have presented "essentialism," perhaps rashly, as a term that can

capture a range ofwidely debated and controversial thernes in feminist thought, including

iIIegitimate generalisations, ahistoricism, and certain understandings of"identity politics."

No less vague and all-encompassing are those positions labelled "anti-essentialist," which

consist in numerous overlapping theses, including the death ofmetaphysics, social

constructionism in generaI, the death ofthe subject, the end ofhistory, and descriptive and

normative claims about persona! and politica1 identities.6 Thus a feminist theorist's

iImnunity from essentialism - real or alleged - in one sphere does not preclude its

occurrence in another.

Essentialism in feminist theory, furthennore, is defined not by its alleged defenders

but by "anti-essentialist" critics. Essentialism is presented as a concem, a feature ofbad

feminist theory, an)' one ofa multitude afsins, "lingering" even where it is supposed to

have been eradicated. Chantal Mouffe captures the tone ofthis general attaek: reflecting in

1990 on ten years offeminist theory, she writes that ''the struggle against essentialism is

far frOID baving been won."7 Yet the pejorative use and broad interpretation of

essentialism makes it difficult to make out what is to be avoided, or even ifessentialism, in

sorne form or another, can ever he avoided. Many feminist commentators use

"essentialist" as one ofa string ofcritical adjectives directed at other feminist work, yet in

6 Jane Roland~ "Methodological Essentialism"; Teresa de Lauretis, 'Vpping the Anti (sic) in
Feminist Theory"; Elizabeth Grosz, uSexual Difference and the Problem ofEssentialism."

7 Chantal Mouffe, '''The Legacy ofm1f,'" in The Woman in Question., 005. Parveen Adams and Elizabeth
Cowïe (Cambridge: MIT Press., 1990): 4.
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arder ta make that accusation stick, they frequently attribute forms ofessentiaIism to their

opponents which are not obviously philosophica1Iy unjustified or politica1Iy dangerous.

My recognition ofthe limitations ofthe charge of"essentialism" is not a novel one,

and 1concur with those theorists who have emphasised the inhibiting consequences of

using "essentialist" as a pejorative adjective rather than a substantive term ofcritical

assessment.8 Just as not all forms ofessentialism are pemicious, certain forms ofanti

essentiaIism are politically limiting for feminists. Ifessentialism were taken genuinely to

encompass ail the philosophical sins attnbuted to it, moreover, then its meaning would he

sc broad as to lack critical force. Unless we are clear about what essentialism is and is no~

and what is wrong with it, the pejorative adjective "essentialist" sîmply wastes theoretical

rime and energy, and obscures a myriad ofmethodo10gical and poIitica1 issues within

feminist theory that are worthy ofmore differentiated critique. Yet for ail the varied

usages and pit1àlls ofthe term, "essentia1ism" remains a crucial issue in feminist theory and

organising. Let me offer three examples.

It is by now a widely accepted claim within contemporary North American feminist

theory tbat in naming and descn"bing such things as ''women's experience," middle-class

white feminists have often carelessly taken their own experiences to he representative of

all women's lives, because theyare bath sufflciently disconnected frOID the lives ofother

women, and relatively more powerful tban women ofco10ur and working-class women.

Just this moming, in a radio discussion about generational differences, a group offoU!

men and one woman, ail in their Jate fifties and sixties, discussed their life paths. The men

were aIl married professionals who taIked about their workplace experiences and inc1uded

their wives and children only as asides to the main business oftheir lives. The one woman

quickly picked up on this and presented a ''women's perspective," taIking about her own

life at home "not working" while raising children and volunteering in her community. She

then added that her sanity had been saved by "having someone in once a week," enabling

8 Sec Martin "Methodological Essentialism"; Jane Gallop, Marianne Hirsch, Nancy Miller, "Criticizing
Feminist Criticism," in Canjlicts in Feminism, 005. Hirsch and Fox-Keller; Teresa de Lauretis, "The
Essence ofthe Triangle or, Taking the Risk ofEssentialism Seriously: Feminist Theory in ltaly, the US,
and Britain," and "In A Word," interview by Ellen Rooney with Gayatri Spivak, bath in diffèrenees 1:2,
1989; Natalie Stoljar, "Essence, ldentity and the Concept ofWoman," Philasophiea/ Tapies, Fall 1995.
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ber ta leave the house for her volunteer job. This ungendered "someone" is, ofcourse,

anotherwo~ and Q1most certainly a poor woman. Thus, at the same time as the speaker

resists a patriarchal construction of"life for our generation" (one inattentive to differences

between men, too), she offers a homogenised ''women's perspective" tbat does not

acknowledge the experiences ofdifferent women. bell hoo~ in her rnrnj]jar and incisive

critique ofBetty Friedan's classic The Feminine Mystique, offers a similar argument,

showing how Friedan's presentation of"Amerïcan women" in fàct descnbes the

oppression only ofwhite middIe-class women, while her feminist prescriptions for these

women to "get out ofthe house and into the workplace" can be implemented, under the

existing social structures, only given black women's continuing subordination.9

Second, Elizabeth Spelman argues that certain forms ofexclusion, especially

racism within feminist theory in the United States, derive from a philosophica1 imagination

that 1àils to understand gender as a category whose meaning depends on context. lO As

chapter two explores in detail, her account offers a persuasive anti-essentialist critique of

generalisations about women, based on the cIaim that certain ways ofdoing feminist

theory (especially the method she labels "additive analysis") presuppose an "essential

womanness" tbat an women share and around which feminists can unproblematically

mobilise. Instead, Spelman suggests, feminists should conceptualise gender as always

inflected by other differences between women. Critical responses ta SpeIman exempli:fY

the apprehensions about anti-essentialism set out in my introduction: the kind of

fragmentation ofgender that Spelman's analysis seems ta reconnnend generates fears of

disabling relativism and contextualism

Finally, chapter four presents an extended case study ofa feminist theorist and

practitioner who bas, in a similar vein, been "accused" ofessentialism. Carol Gilligan's

research on women's moral and psychologica1 development bas frequently been criticised

for essentialism in that her "subjects" have been, until recently, predomiDantly white,

middle-class, heterosexual women and girls in the United States. Thus in drawing general

9 Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique (New York: Norton, 1963); bell hooks, "Black Women: Shaping
Feminist Theory," in Feminist Theory: From Margin Jo Center (Boston: South End Press, 1984).

10 Elizabeth v. Spelm~ Inessential Woman: Problems ofExclusion in Feminist Thvught (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1988).



•

•

Essentialism and Anti-Essentialism / 21

conclusions about gendered differences in moral voice, for example, Gilligan seems to

preclude the possibility that race, class or other differences between women will

significantly affect their moral attitudes. Such objections again rest on claims about the

nature and limi+..ations ofgeneralisations about women.

These, then, are examples ofthe kinds ofdebates explored in this dissertation. 1

will argue that generalising about gender cao he implieated in a fonn ofmethodological

essentialism that is philosophically and politically misguided. Avoiding this kind of

essentiaIism does not mean giving up on generalising about women and men, but it does

require a rethinking ofthe bases ofgeneral categories so as both to retain the critical

political force of feminist analysis and remain sensitive to the ways power can render

difference invisible.

Essence and truth: essentialism in metaphysics and nature

The fem.inist Preoccupation with essentiaIism is rarely situated to i1lustrate any

continuity with the problem in non-femînist Western philosophy. This dissertation

necessarily sidesteps any historical work pertaining to specific figures (the literature on

Aristotelian essences, PIatonic Forms, or Locke's real versus nominal distinction, inter

aUa, is vast). And despite my later appropriation ofWittgenstein, 1 will not discuss bis

own essentialist targets (inter-war philosophy oflanguage and logic). While these debates

are interesting in their own right, theyare tangential to the pragmatic concems

foregrounded by feminist anti-essentialism Il

Metaphysical and biological essentialisms are doctrines incorporating strong

ontological and epistemological daims. Both make the metaphysical claim that essence

inheres in objects in the world, as weIl as the epistemo10gical argument that essentialist

cIaims are true because they correspond to a reality existing independently ofsocial

construction. Neither ofthese types ofessentialism are the object ofcriticism internal to

Il See DavidDeGr~Philosophies ofEssence (Amsterdam: B.~ Gruner, 1976); Baruch Brody, Identity
and Essence (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980). For an analysis ofWittgenstein' s critique of
essentialism in bis own context, see Garth Hallet4 Essentialism: A Wittgensteinian Critique (Albany:
SUNY Press, 1991).
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contemporary feminist theory. Precisely because these two forms ofessentialism do Dot

understand their own claims ta he socially construeted, they are at odds with otherwise

diverse feminist understandings ofgender.

Metaphysical essentialism

Metaphysical essentialism is a doctrine about the nature ofthings in the world.

Formally understood, it is not manifested in the work ofany contemporary feminist

theorists, and is not at stake when feminists accuse each other of"essentialism." In fact,

metaphysical essentialism bas fuded froID sight in contemporary Western philosophy more

generally. This leaves social theorists to debate the role ofessentialism in the context of

social constructionist debates about the extent ofthe similarities and differences between

human beings, cultures, or various social groups. The insinuation that metaphysical

essentialism is at stake nonetheless serves a rhetorical function within feminist theory~

allowing the work ofcertain authors to he dismissed on the basis ofmore sweeping

criticisms than should properly be allowed. Because metaphysical essentialism is an

untenable position for aImost al1 feminists with regard to gender, eliding the distinction

between this rorm ofessentiaIism and others gives fàlse weight to charges of

"essentiaIism," at the expense ofanalytica1 usefulness.

Wbat is metaphysical essentialism in the context ofthe history ofphilosophy?

Metaphysical essentialism consists in the claim that certain species or types ofthings (and

there are different claims ta he made about different sorts ofcategories) have an essence:

namely, a certain quiddity or innate structure. As Locke descnOes bis notion ofreal

essence:

Essence may be taken for the being ofanything whereby it is what it is.
And thus the real internaI, but generally (in Substances) unknown,
constitution ofthings, whereon their discoverable qualities depend, may he
called their essence. 12

12 John Lock~ An Essay Conceming Human Understanding, ed. John W. Yolton (London: Dent, 1961
[1690]), 3:3: 15.
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It is not only rnaterial substances or natura1 phenomena that bave essences,

although the kinds ofessence invoked for rnaterial abjects may he ofa different variety

than the essence ofother categories. Socrates is searching for essences with bis insistent

questions, "what isjustice?," ''what is piety?," to which he demands unequivocal answers

that clearly cannat rest on physical properties allegedly picked out by concept terms, but

rather on sorne otherwise metaphysical construal oftheir nature. 13 By wbat process can

this metaphysical property ofclasses ofobjects he attnbuted?

One answer is that the metaphysical essence ofparticuIar things is indeed ineffàble,

and that while we may premise certain conclusions on its existence, tbis existence can

never he demonstrated. The attribution ofessences may he justified in terms ofinference

ta the hest explanation. A second alternative is to look ta scientific the0 ries to provide the

rnaterial basis for essence daims. Ifwe inquire into tbat ''being ofanY!hing whereby it is

what it is," then scientific investigation into the nature ofthe physical world seems ta offer

sorne possible answers, contending tbat essence Can indeed he perceived. For example, we

might argue that the essence ofmaterial substances is ta he found in their atomic

structures. However, this solution leaves unaddressed many kinds ofessence claims that

do not apply to straightforwardly rnaterial objects. Even ifwe can discover the inner

constitutions ofcertain things or substances, this would not enable us to identi:fy the

essential structure that makes something a token ofa particuIar type or kind. 14 What is the

essence ofa game (ta use Wittgenstein's famous example)? The seeming futility ofthe

search for metaphysical essences has heen partIy responsible for the increased emphasis, in

modem Western philosophy, on essentialism as a feature oflanguage rather tban ofthings

in themselves.

What does the above, seemingly rather arcane, philosophical problem have ta do

with feminism? Put brief1y, it motivates the question, "couId we find a metaphysical

essence ofgender?" Can we find an essential ''womanness'' by virtue ofwhich women are

13 Plato, EUlhyphro: esp. SC-16A, in The Las! Days ofSacrales, trans. Hugh Tredennick
(Harmondsworth: Pen~ 1969).
14 Margaret Atherton attributes this position to Locke in '1be Inessentiality ofLockean Essences,"
Canadian Journal ofPhilosophy 14:2, 1984.
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women? Clearly, the history ofWestem social and political philosophy is riddIed with

attempts to offer an affirmative answer to that question, often using essentialist philosophy

ofgender to justi:fy sexism. Metaphysical essentialism appears in one form as a priorism,

as a total closure against the possibility that gender is a set ofvariable and mutable social

construets. This a priorism consists in the claim that women bave souIs ofa particular

kind, or tbat women necessarily possess certain fonns ofvirtue but not others. Many

misogynist theories in the history ofpolitical thought are based on such a Form of

fèmininitythat constitutes the essence ofWoman, instantiat~according to sorne

accounts, by real women. A belief in a pure and originary femininity outside the social

reaJm is perhaps the most extreme kind ofgender essentialist claim. Thus women are

women by virtue ofsorne inefiàble essence tbat is definitive offernininity and is

uncbanging through history and cuhure. From this essence (which is generally construed

as an indicator ofweakness or inferiority), normative conclusions about women's social

raies or abilities are then inferred. Thus the conclusion that women simply are, essentially,

both different fiom and inferior to men is a fàmiliar feminist target. 15

Metaphysical essentialism is a central strategy, particular in a historical conteX4 of

sexist philosophies ofgender that justifY the oppression ofwomen by appeal ta a

normatively negative ideal Woman. So can metaphysical essentia1isrn ever he employed in

the interests offeminist theory? Ifwe accept the definitions ofmetaphysical essentialism l

have just offered, it seems, primafacie, unIikely that feminists would gain from such

arguments, however deployed. Certainly no modem feminist ever presents herselfas a

metaphysical essentialist in such straightforward terms. In Western feminist politica1

theory most identifiable invocations ofanything approximating metaphysica1 essence fiùl

into two camps: theyare either strong polemical claims made about women within radical

feminist discourse that constitute a kind of"reverse essentialism," or are historicaI1y

situated, oriented toward demonstrating the existence ofcertain traits universal to human

15 This dissertation does not explore these issues in the history ofpolitical thought. See Mary Briody
MahowaId, 00., Philosophy ofWoman: An Anth%gy ofC/assic to Current Concepts (Indianapolis:
Hackett. 3rd edition 1994 [1978]).
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beings from which particuIar political conclusions can he derived. Let me examine these

two varieties in more detail.

First, few theorists invoke a metaphysica1 essence ofWoman as part ofa feminist

politics - c1a irning that women possess "essential properties diffèrent ftom and superior

to men's."16 When feminists do make claims about women's superiority, theyare much

more likely ta draw on accidentai properties that women universally or generally possess,

or on features ofwomen's experiences that are clearly socially construeted. As Teresa de

Lauretis says:

[B]arring the case in which woman's essence is taken as absolute being or
substance in the traditional metaphysical sense (and this may actually he the
case for a few, tru1y fundamentaIist thinkers to whom the term essentialist
would properly apply), for the great majority offeminists the "essence" of
woman is more like the essence of [Locke's] triangle than the essence of
the thing-in-itself it is the specific properties (e.g. a female-sexed body),
qualities (a disposition ta nurturance, a certain relation to the body etc.), or
necessary attributes (e.g. the experience offemaleness, ofliving in the
world as female) that women have developed or have been bound ta
historically, in their differently patriarchal sociocultural contexts, which
make them women, and not men. 17

The most plausible example in this near-empty "fundamentalist" eategory seems to

me to he Mary Daly: in her writing l sometimes read a strongly spiritual thread, which

couid he interpreted as a curious mirroring ofthe intertwined nature ofmetaphysically

essentialist arguments and religious doctrine. 18 Whatever we make ofthis interpretation of

Daly's work, the arguments she makes that are most susceptIble ofanti-essentialist

critique are not ber more m.etaphysical claims. When ber work is criticised, as it often is,

for "essentialism," what is most often at stake is not an a priori form ofmetaphysical

essentialism, but rather her overly generalising claims about women. For example, Audre

Lorde's critique ofGyniEcology stresses both the exclusion ofwomen ofcolour, and their

depiction as ''victims and preyers-upon each other": ''To imply... that all women suifer the

161b.is is pointed out by Martin~ "Methodological Essentialism": 633.
17 Lauretis, '''The Essence ofthe Triangle": 5~.

18 See Mary Daly, Gyn/Ec%gy: The Metaethics ofRadical Feminism (Boston: Beacon Press, 1978): e.g.
315-320,385-424.
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same oppression simply because we are women is to Iose sight ofthe many varied tools of

patriarchy. It is ta ignore how those tooIs are used by women without awareness against

each other."19 1.will not explore this issue further here; it seems relatively uncontroversial

that while sorne feminist work is methodoIogically problematic, fonns ofmetaphysical

essentialism that rely on a priori appeals are not the problem. While sorne work at the

margins offeminist theory may flirt with this kind ofmetaphysica1 essentialism, no theorist

bas offèred an articulated defence ofit as a proper basis for feminist cIaims.

Second, the poIitical strategy ofinvoking a universal human essence to argue

against sexist determinism. bas a long and complex history. We fin.d precursors to

contemporary debates in feminist theory in attempts to reverse the focus ofessentialism so

as to claim that, instead oftheir essence confining women to established gender roles, it

provides the basis for a critique ofthese roles. Such arguments are usually premised on the

daim that a non-sexed human essence bas more actual or potential political significance

than any essential sexual difference. Thus, for example, Mary WolIstonecraft claims that

both women and men are rational, and that this human "essence" - the potential for

which is prior to education - is definitive ofhumanity.2D Wol1stonecraft argues that:

Reason is, consequentially, the simple power of improvement; or, more
properly speakîng, ofdiscerning truth. Every individual is in this respect a
worId in itselt: More or Jess may he conspicuous in one being than another;
but the nature ofreason must he the same in aIl, ifit he an emanation of
divinity, the tie that connects the creature with the Creator; for, can that
soul he stamped with the heavenly image, that is not perfected by the
exercise ofits own reason? .... [C]onsidering woman as a whole, let it he
what it will, instead ofa part ofman, the inquiry is whether she bave reason
or note Ifshe have, which, for a moment, 1will take for granted, she was
not created merely to he the solaceof~ and the sexual should not
destroy the human character.21

Thus reason is god-given, an essential quality bestowed upon human beings, and consists

in the power to discem truth.

19 Audre Lord~ "An Open Lena to MaryDaly," in Sister/Outsider (Freedom: The Crossing Press, 1984):
67.
20 MaryWollstonecraft, A Vindication ofthe Rights ofWoman (London: Pen~ 1992 [1792]).
21 Wollston~ Vindication: 142.
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What bas happened to this kind ofessentialism in Western political theory?

Essentia/ism as those defining qualities ofhuman beings existing independently ofany

human experience (what Nussbaum calls ''metaphysical-reaIist essentiaIism"22) bas a long

and complex history in political thought. Nonetheless, contemporary authors are unlikely

to accept this type ofappeal to a metaphysics that permits the unmediated perception of

the real, or requires claims about the ''ineffable,'' or that which is taken on fuith. For

example, Nussbaum.'s own "Aristotelian essentialism" is genealogically related to, yet still

quite different from, Wollstonecraft's account. Nussbaum defends essentialism, which she

de:fines as ''the view that human life bas certain central defining features." She argues that

''the legitimate criticisms ofessentialism stillleave room for essentialism ofa kind: for a

historically sensitive account of the most basic human needs and human functions."23

Listing certain conditions necessary for a fann oflife to count as human (ranging from

mortality to practical reason to "separateness"), Nussbaum makes the case that her

Aristotelian essentialism aIlows for the human values ofcompassion and respect, wbereas

the "anti-essentialism" ofher opponents does not. By deploying deconstruetive taetics and

stressing thick cultural difference, Nussbaum claims, her opponents slide into a disabling

relativism, on the basis ofwhich they are unable to make moral judgments about poverty,

inequality, development policy and global injustice. She makes clear that ber view of

humanity is not metaphysically a priori, and instead commits herself to a form of

''bistorically grounded empirical essentiaIism," or to strong "intemalist" universal daims,

across time and culture, about the nature ofhuman beings. Thus even she - a self-defined

essentiaIist and certainly one ofthe theorists most wedded ta universaIising discourse

writing about essentialism today - is careful to eHminate a priorism in fuvour ofa more

historically grounded account.

Nussbaum's retreat from metaphysically-realist essentialism is indicative ofa more

general and established scepticism about the possibility ofany truths existing

independently ofhuman contexts. The broad rejection, by both feminist and non-femïnist

22 Martha Nussbaum9 "Human Funetioning and Social Justice: In Defense ofAristotelian Essentialism.99

Politica/ Theory 20:2, 1992: 206.

23 Nussbaum, '~an Functioning and Social Justice": 205.
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poIitical theorists, ofan image ofphilosophy as ''mirroring nature," radically independent

ofall human interpretation, bas found a coroIlary in feminist theory: debates about

essentialism, as all my examples suggest, are rarely carried out at this metaphysical Ievel.24

Seyla Benbabib, following Jane Flax's characterisation ofpostmodemism, points out a

strong and weak version ofthe "death ofmetaphysics" as this relates to feminist theory.25

The strong version suggests that the Western philosophica1 tradition bas been dominated

by a "metaphysics ofpresence" that bas only recently faced a serious challenge in the form.

ofdeconstruetion; Benhabib argues, 1 think rightly, that the strong thesis grossly over

simplifies and homogenises a diverse philosophicallegacy. In its weak version, Benhabib

argues, the Dea""th ofMetaphysics thesis is that philosophy cannot provide criteria of

validity for other discourses, and thus must cease to he a meta-discourse oflegitimation.

She de:fines the feminist version ofthis thesis as ''feminist skepticism toward the claims of

transcendent reason." Rejecting the supposed search for the Real as a ground ofTruth,

Benhabib writes:

Ifthe subject ofreason is not a supra-historica1 and context-transeendent
being, but the theoretical and practical creations and activities ofthis
subject bear in every instance the marks ofthe context out ofwhich they
emerge, then the subject ofphilosophy is inevitably embroiled WitJl
knowledge-governing interests which mark and direct its aetivities.26

The dialogue between Nussbaum or Benhabib and their respective opponents plays

out a number ofthernes that will recur throughout this dissertation; generality versus

specificity and sameness versus di:fference are the defining terms ofessentialistlanti

essentialist deba.tes, in whatever context they occur. The substantial debates surrounding

their respective theses cannot he examined in more detail here. The implications ofwork

such as Nussbaum's or Benhabib's for gender essentialism, however, lie in one central

epistemological shift: the acceptance even by universalists that instead oflooking for a

24 Richard Rorty~Phi/osophy and the Mirror ofNaJure (Princeton: Princeton University Press~ 1979).
2S Seyla Benhabib, "Feminism and Postmodemism: An Uneasy Alliance,'~ in Seyla Benhabib~ Judith
Butler~ Drucilla Cornell and Nancy Fraser, with introduction by Linda Nicho~Feminist Contentions:
A Philosophical Exchange (New York: Routledge, 1995).

26 Benhabib, ~'Feminism and Postmodernism~"in Feminist Contentions~ Benhabib et al.: 19.
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truth about women existing independently ofhuman interpretation, feminists need to look

for commonalities and di:ffèrences between themfrom within our own socially construeted

frameworks ofculturally specifie understanding. CIaîms about gender must he empirica1,

not a priori, and must he clear about their own scope and legitimacy. The precise nature

of"situated criticism," and the extent to which contextual analysis must he local and not

generalised, is an issue that divides feminists. It is also the issue that is most central to

feminist debates around essentialism.

Biologieal essentialism

Popular thinking about gender very often reflects widespread adherence to views

tba.t are biologically essentialist, and 1 in no way want to minimise the politicaI significance

ofoppression originating in biologically essentialist views ofwomen's functions or roIes.

Nonetheless, biological essentialism, in a way anaIogous to metaphysical essentialism,

relies on truth-claims about persans that are not se1f:ref1exive about their socially

construeted nature. In what follows 1 first set out a form ofbiological essentialism that

argues that women's capacities can he reduced to aspects oftheir biology. Feminist

thoorists accused ofbiologica1 essentialism of tbis kind can he defended against the most

obvious versions ofthe charge. The label "essentialist" is aIso used by feminist

poststrueturalists against their opponents when they argue tbat sex, as much as gender, is

socially construeted. This questioning ofthe materiaIity and reality ofsexed bodies

considers itself"anti-essentialist." 1 will not pursue the debates surrounding this forro of

essentialism in any detail here, but use this example as an entrée to the increasingly

untenable contrast between essentiaIism and social construetionisnL

Biological essentialism is the claim that certain anatomical or physiological features

ofpersons define their inclusion in a certain naturaIly occurring category, and often the

very word "essentialism" is used as a convenient, ifunclear, shorthand for such views. The

fact that scientific and medical thinking about femininity bas often used biological1y

essentialist arguments as a justification for the subordination ofwomen is by now a

feminist commonplace. As Grosz says:
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Biologism is a particuIar form ofessentiaIism in which women's essence is
defined in terms ofwomen's biological capacities. Biologism is usually
based on some forro ofreductionism: social and cultural factors are the
effects ofbiologically given causes. In particular, biologism usually ties
women closely to the functions ofreproduction and nurturance, aIthough it
mayalso limit women's social possibiIities through the use ofevidence
from neurology, neurophysiology, and endocrinology.27

Women are wome~ the argument runs, by virtue oftheir chromosomes, their hormones,

their sexuaI organs, their brain size, their brain functio~ their smaller and weaker frames,

and so on. From such claims are often inferred normative conclusions about gender roles

("biological detenninism"), aIthough such inferences do not necessarily follow. Simply

because a certain biological feature is definitive ofmembership in a particular class does

not mean that any normative conclusion about the inferiority oftOOt cIass need ensue

unless, ofcourse, normative daims are smuggled into the essence-talk itseJt: as is generally

the case.28

Feminist objections bath to biological essentialism and to the normative

conclusions falsely inferred from it are well-established. Biologicallyessentialist daims

conveniently ignore the many instances of inclusion in a class that do not in fact meet the

criteria for membership, making universal claims where, at best, generalisations apply. The

wealth ofanthropo10gical and sociological data on the variety ofmodels offemininity aIso

challenges the assumption ofa universal and unchanging biological basis ofhoth sex and

gender. As with metaphysical essentialism, the feminist critique ofbiologism bas centred

on the sociology ofthe knowledge generated within scientific research programmes, and

on the erasure ofdifference that biological essentiaIism bath permits and requires.

Analogous views are put forward by essentialists with regard to sexuaIity: there is

sorne ''natura!,'' authentic sexual drive that is repressed by the social; or people have sorne

definitive sexual "orientation" that descnœs the way they "really are." Popular fascination

with the question of"discovering" the "gay gene" perhaps best exemplifies an extreme

biologically essentiaIist view ofsexuaIity. Corresponding anti-essentiaIist criticisms

27 Gros~ "Sexual Difference": 84.
28 Mahowald, 00., Phi/osophy ofWoman.
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pinpoint the fà.ct that research usually centres on gay men (erasing the experience of

lesbians even as it often purports to include it) and cast doubt on the ''naturaIness'' of

these claims: the question ''wbat causes heterosexuality'r' is not posed, the contrast

between gay men and Iesbians is not drawn out, and nor is variety in sexual behaviours.

And much queer theory makes the point that essentialism with regard to seXlJaI

"orientation" fàils to acknowledge the creation of''the homosexual" as a category of

analysis only within a particular historical and cultural context, and prefers to elide

di:fferences in the social construction ofhomosexuality, basing "scientific" arguments

instead on the supposed reality ofan identifiable sub-group ofpeople who are, by nature,

inevitably sexually drawn only ta members ofthe "same sex" and ineluctably different

from the heterosexual majority.29

These claims are tangential ta the methodological issues 1want to explore. Anti

essentialist critique in feminist theory, while sometimes eliding different forros of

essentialism, does not make its strongest and most controversial charges against this forro

ofbiological essentialism. While sorne feminist theorists have been accused ofbiological

essentialism (and 1 examine this charge against Carol Gilligan in cbapter four), these

accusations are most often used ta disrniss rather than to offer instructive critique. Thus

sorne critics bave trierl to argue that certain forms of"cuhural" or radical feminism are

biologically essentiaIist by virtue oftheir appeal to aspects ofwomen's bodily experiences

as the basis ofgender difference.30

For example, Sara Ruddick's maternal feminism argues tbat the experience of

mothering, cuIturally associated with wome~ provides the foundation for a ''politics of

peace" or a certain ethical attitude toward relations with others.31 But even the strongest

versions ofsuch theories step back from making biological di:fference per se the

foundation oftheir claims, arguing instead that it is the social strueturing ofwomen's

bodily experiences that constitutes a politically salient gender difference. Ruddick is

29 Steven Epstein,~y Politics, Ethnie Identity: The Limits ofSocial Construetionism," Socialist Review
17:3, 1987; Jeffrey Escoffier, ''Sexual Revolution and the Politics ofGay Identity," Socialist Review 15:4,
1985; Michel Foucaul~ The History ofSexuality, Volume 1 (New York: Vintage, 1980).
30 For example, Rester Eisenstein, Contemporary Feminist Thought (Boston: G. K.. Hall, 1983).
31 Sara Ruddick, MaternaI Thinking: Toward a PoUties ofPeace (New York: Ballantine, 1989).
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anxious to streSS that were men to engage more often and more seriously in the activity of

mothering, they would learn the same kinds ofethical attitudes as women who currently

mother; Iikewise, she construes ''mothering'' as an activity not necessarily linked to the

physica1 state ofpregnancy or to the aet ofchildbirth - foster mothers, adoptive mothers,

and 50 on, leam the same ethical attitudes as birth-mothers (an~ indeed, birth mothers

who do not go on to mother their children do not leam them).32 Some cultural feminists

may he unreflective about their inferences from sexed bodies to social constructionist

claims~ and risk naturaIising claims about women and men that are intended to indicate

leamed or constructed aspects ofhuman society. Furthermore, such feminists are often

cavalier in their attitudes towards exceptions, and make overly generalising daims about

men and women. However, their critics, l suggest, have been no less careless in attnouting

''biological essentialism" to arguments that in fàct depict certain features ofpersons as

accidentai rather than essential properties.33

Biological essentiaHsm, in this simple forro, is not the target offeminist anti

essentialist critique. Indeed, feminists have devoted considerable time and energy to

discrediting forms ofbiological essentialism tbat infer normative conclusions about

women's subordination. We saw earIier how metaphysical essentialism is often manifested

as a priorism, with an accompanying reluctance to engage with empirical evidence. This

charge is not 50 straightforward1y levelled at biologica11y essentialist daims, which may

invoke a scientific or medical empirical basis. However, the exact content ofthis

"empiricist" claim needs to he unpacked. Merely invoking daims about the biological

reality ofgender difference does not allay anti-essentialist fears. Wbat is wrong with

biological essentialism is not that it fàiIs to make empirica1 c1aims, but rather that it fài1s to

understand these c1aims as themselves being shaped by specifie social and political

conditions. Thus the reason that both metaphysical and biologica1 essentialisms are

inimica1 to feminist debate is their mutual juxtaposition to social constructionism. Recent

feminist anti-essentialist critique, however, bas mainly been directed at essentialising

moments within social construetionist discourses.

32 Ruddick, MaternaI Thinking: 28-57.
33 For this point see Martin, ~~ethodologicalEssentialism"': 634.
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Biologica1 essentiaIism is, on the one band, the drawing ofnonnative conclusions

about women's inferiority (or, Jess often, men's superiority) from fàcts about our bodies, a

mave resisted by anti-essentialist feminists. "Essentialism" bas been used in another sense,

however, to descn"be any feminist position that posits a pre-social body or the reality of

sexual dimorphism. This position could he defined by the view that the term ''women''

refers to a naturally occurring group ofsexed individuals, descnDed by reference to the

fixed conditions ofmembership, that sexed bodies are pre.social, existing in original form

"undemeath" the social and overlaid by it, or that "women" exist as a naturaI kind before

gender is imposed, rather than being produced in various ways through differing social

practices. In other words, according to this essentiaIist daim, the members ofcategories

must have some really existing qualities by vinue ofwhich they are what they are. In the

case of the category "women" this could he any set ofqualities that reflects the "reality" of

the division ofhumanity into two sexes, male and fema1e. Thus this fonn of"essentiaIism"

presupposes a natural kind to which the term "women" refers. It c1aims to construe rea1ity

in a certain way, to descn"be a particular state ofaffàirs existing before, and causally

related to, the designation ''women.'' This kind ofessentiaUsm with regard to the category

"women" again depends in part on the belief that human cognition operates to discern

what is reallythere, that we can observe objects in the world independently ofany social

overlay. Thus, for example, we can perceive the "reality" of sexed bJdies. This claim

requires some qualification for aImost ail feminist theorists.

The assumption tbat the word ''wom.en'' merely descnbes a category ofsex was

widespread in feminist theory before the emergence, in the Iate 1970s, ofan alternative

perspective, closeLy linked with postmodernism, which argued that ''women'' could not he

said to exist independent1y ofthe organisation oftheir construetÏon.34 Anti-essentialist

opposition here, then, is to a social constructionism that itselfaccepts a non-socially

constructed biology as counterpoint. This perspective represented a challenge to the

sex/gender system itselfas a feminist model for understanding the putative distinction

34 The history ofthis debate is discussed in The Woman in Question, eds. Adams and Cowie; Linda
Nicholson, "Interpreting Gender," Signs 20:1, 1994.
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between biological sex and social gender. No longer could natura! sex he understood

simply as prior to cuhura! gender.

Many feminists have cIaimed that our perception ofmale and female bodies is not

"objective": we cannot simply say "this person is male" or "this person is female" without

that claim baving sorne socially constructed meaning. For example, Holly Devor cites a

study in which men and women were shawn line drawings ofboth naked and partially

clothed human bodies with ambiguous gender and sex markers, and asked to identify them

as male or female, giving their degree ofcertainty. The study showed that:

even in situations ofconflieting, confusing, or absent gender cues, people
were willing, able, and likely to attribute gender. It a1so shows that when
there is a doubt as to the gender ofan individual, people have a
pronounced tendency to see maleness... [M]aleness is readily seen
whenever there are inclieators ofit, whereas femaleness is seen oruy when
there are compelling female cues and an absence ofmale cues. This way of
seeing corresponds closely to patriarchal gender schema notions of
maleness as a positive force and femaleness as a negative force; ofmaleness
as presence and femaleness as absence; ofmaleness as primary and
fema1eness as derivative.3s

Much feminist work, furthermore, analyses ways in wbich sexual dimorphism is compelled

through a nexus ofdisciplinary practices, many ofwhich work on the body itselt: For

example, the socio-medical treatment ofhermaphroditic infimts and transsexuals, and the

(self-)enforcement offemale "beauty" regimens ail strongly suggest that sexual conformity

is not only a "secondary" issue, confined to the realm of"gender" as normally understood,

but tbat bod.ies are constructed as sexed thraugh inscriptions upon flesh itselfsuch as

cosmetic surgery, hormone treatments and dieting.36

3S Holly Devor, Gender-Blending: Corifronting the Limits ofDuaIity (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1989): 49.

36 Hcrculine Barbin, Herculine Barbin: Being the RecentJy Discovered Memoirs ofa Nineteenth Century
French Hermaphrodite, with introduction by Michel Foucault (New York: Panth~ 1980); Susan Bordo,
UnbearabJe Weight: Feminism. Western Culture and the Body (Berkeley: University ofCalifomia Press,
1993); Kate Bomst~Gender Outlaw: On Men. Women and the Rest ofUs (New York: Vintage~
1995); Anne Fausto-Sterling, "The Five Sexes," The Sciences 33, 1993; Suzanne J. Kessler, "The Medical
Construction ofGender: Case Management ofIntersexed Infants," Signs 16:1, 1990; Henry Rubin,
Transformations: Emerging Female ta Male Transsexualldenti/ies, unpublished Ph.D. dissertation,
Department ofSociology, Brandeis University 1996.
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Drawing on such feminist cIaims, as weil as on the influence ofnon-feminïst

poststrueturaIist theories oflanguage, "anti-essentialist" feminist discourses have grown

up around these issues. Many feminists have claimed that conventional ideological

approaches to feminist theory and politics have reified and been insufficiently critical ofthe

categories theyemploy. Thus invoking the eategory "women," for example, cannot he

justified ifpremised on the beliefthat women exist independently in the worl~ and that

''women'' descnOes a collection ofpeople who are marked out by biological characteristics

preceding language. Rather, the category of''women'' is a discursive one, held in place,

for example, by its relation to another category, ''men.'' Just as ''masters'' only exist by

virtue ofthere being "slaves," the categories "men" and ''women'' are dependent upon one

another for their social meanings.

Judith Butler presents perhaps the most fully devel0Ped feminist anti-essentialist

account in this genre. Most significantly, she argues in Bodies Thal Matter that sex does

not descn"be a prior materiality but produces and regulates the intelligibility ofthe

materiality ofbodies:

[T]his sex posited as priar to construction will, by virtue ofbeing posited,
become the effect of that very positing, the construction ofconstruction. If
gender is the social construction ofse~ and ifthere is no access to this
"sex" except by means ofits construction, then it appears not ooly that sex
is absorbed. by gender, but that "sex" becomes something Iike a fiction,
perhaps a fimtasy, retroaetively installed at a prelinguistic site to which
there is no direct access.37

Thus the very belief in the reaIity ofsexual dimorphism bas come to be labelled

"essentialist." This is a considerably stronger claim than the opposition to biological

essentialism descn'bed above. Instead ofsimply challenging the inference from physical sex

to nonnative conclusion, this kind ofanti-essentialigm insists that ''physical sex" is in mct

normative to the core. Rather than being 0 bjectively real, sex is itseIfsocially construeted.

While !bis issue is bracketed in the argument that follows, this example reveals the

appearance ofthe label "essentialism" within a discourse (feminist taIk ofthe "sexlgender

37 Judith Butler. Bodies tr.at Matter: On the Discursive Limits of USer· (New York: Routledge, 1993): S.
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system") that is putatively social constructioDÎSt. This is the theoretical mave 1 want to

investigate in more detail in what follows.

Essence versus social construction:
essentialism in language and method

Within social theory, bath metaphysical and biological esseDtialisrns are mast often

juxtaposed to social constructionism. Yet several recent analyses ofthe essentialist

construetionist dichotomy argue that it bas outlived its usefulness as a way of

understanding social and political identities. It is c1ear that while popular sexist and

homophobic discourses still trade on strict forms ofessentialism, ·only a few radical

theoretical approaches are willing to contemplate them. Increasingly the dichotomy

between essentialism and construetionism blurs as essentialising moments are identified

within construetionist arguments (and vice versa). Thus when feminist theorists criticise

'-essentialism," they most often target perceived Iinguistic or methodological faults within

feminist accounts tbat are avowedly and avertIy COnstnlctionist. Let me spell out the

content ofthis dichotomy, before offering an account oftwo further forms ofessentialism

emerging from within social constructionism.

Where essentialism understands social identities as fixed, immutable and universaI,

social constructionism emphasises contingency, context and cultural variation. As Diana

Fuss puts it:

Construetionism, articuIated in opposition to essentialism and concerned
with its philosophica1 refutation, insists tbat essence is itselfa historical
construction. Constructionists take the refusaI ofessence as the inaugural
moment oftheir own projects and Proceed to demonstrate the way
previouslyassumed self-evident kinds (Iike "man~ or "woman") are in fàct
the effects ofcomplicated discursive practices.... In short, constructionists
are concemed above all with the production and organization of
differences, and they therefore reject the idea that any essential or natural
givens precede the processes ofsocial determination.38

38 Diana Fuss, Essentia//y Speaking: Feminism. Nature and Difference (New York: Routledge, 1989): 2
3.
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In relation ta feminism, any argument that posits that gender raIes are learned, that sexed

bodies do not necessarily correlate with gendel'ed behavioUI', or that the variation in

understandings offernininity and masculinity across time and place can he explained only

by exarnining local social structures and ethical attitudes, can he labelled "social

constructionist." Differences between men and women are expIained by social contexts

rather than essential natures. Likewise, in relation to sex:ual identities,

"Essentialists" treat sexuality as a biologica1 force and consider sexual
identities to he cognitive realizations ofgenuine, underlying differences;
"construetionists," on the other band, stress that sexuality, and sexual
identities, are social constructions, and belong to the world ofculture and
meaning, not biology. In the first case, there is considered to he sorne
"essence" within homosexuals that makes them bomosexual- some gay
"core" oftheir being, or their psyche, or their genetic make-up. In the
second case, ''homosexual,'' "gay," and "lesbian'~ are just labels, created by
cultures and appIied to the self.39

Thus both metaphysical and biological essenrialism, as l have defined them in relation to

sex and gender, are clearly opposed ta social construetionist arguments. Both look for

pre-social truths about persona! identities, and in that strict sense are generally inimical to

feminist theorising and political organising.

This dichotomy, however, bas been subjected to extensive deconstruction in recent

feminist accounts. For example, Fuss argues that "essentialism is essential to social

constructionism.'!:40 Taking up the theoretica1 position tbat the terms ofany binary

opposition are dependent upon and implicated in each other, she argues that social

constructionism is not the antithesis ofessence but rather its deferraI. Merely invoking the

eategory of'~e social" does not preclude the poSSlbility ofessentialism in a different

fonn:

[T]he construetionist strategy ofspecifying more precisely these sub
categories of"woman" does not necessarily preclude essentialism. "French
bourgeois woman" or "Anglo-American lesbian'"J while crucially

39 Epst~ "Gay Politics, Ethnie Identity": 11.
40 Fuss, &sential/y Spealcing: 3.
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emphasizing in their very specificity that "woman" is by no means a
monoIithic category, nonetheless reinscribe an essentialist logic at the very
level ofhistoricism. Historicism is not always an effective counter to
essentialism ifit succeeds only in fragmenting the subject into multiple
identities, each with its own self-contained, self-referential essence. The
construetionist impulse to specifY, rather than definitively counteraeting
essent~often simply redeploys it through the very strategy of
historici.zatio~rerouting and dispersing it through a number of
micropolitica1 units or sub-categorica1 classifications, each presupposing its
own unique interior composition or metaphysical core.41

Thus Fuss takes a poststrueturalist approach to argue that every invocation ofa category,

no matter how it is inflected, reintroduces essentialism by presupposing commonalities

hetween the members ofthat category. Recognising the reductio in this argument, she

daims !hat the crucial question to he posed ofsuch categories as "women" is not whether

essentialism, thus defined, can he avoided, but in what way it is deployed.42 This claim will

he central to the account ofessentialism in the chapters that follow, as 1 ask where

essentialism can inhere ifnot in metaphysica1 or biologica1 accounts ofgender.

Linguistic essentialism

Increasingly, as a variety ofstrands ofWestem philosophy have tumed away from

metaphysics and toward language, forros ofessentialism premised on metaphysically realist

claims about pre-social truths have been marginalised within the typology ofessentiaIisms.

Essence is more and more likely to he considered a feature oflanguage, and theories of

essentialism as accounts ofmeaning.43 Linguistic (or de dicto) essentialism is the belief

that the definition ofa term provides the necessary and sufficient conditions of

membership in its extension.44 As one interpreter ofLocke puts it:

41 F~ Essentially Speaking: 20.
42 Fuss.. Essentially Speaking: 20.
43 See Hall~ Essentialism.

44 It is worth noting bere that although 1 discuss this position with regard to feminist theory, the
entcrprise ofestablishing detinitions that are based on necessary and sufficient conditions bas becn largely
discredited among philosophers of language.
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Thus, we will he able ta use a general word meaningfully when we bave
grasped a set ofnecessary and sufficient conditions without which nothing
can he an example ofthat particular sort. This set ofnecessary and
sufficient conditions will he the nominal essence, the possession ofwhich
makes things like goId, water or triangles he wbatever it is they are.45

We take different instances ofthe same eategory-term and abstraet from them certain

fixed common properties, which are then the defining characteristics ofthat concept. For

example, Locke's nominal essence is found in the idea that we form from such defining

characteristics - for example, the nominal essence ofa triangle is the idea ofa three-sided

shape. This account ofmeaning presupposes a fixed core offeatures that an members of

the relevant class possesse Nominal essences provide constant standards by which to make

claims about instances ofa category-term; namely, whether they do or do not COWlt as

examples of that term.

Even jfwe dismiss metaphysical essentialism as being oflittle concern to ferninism

(because there are no contemporary theorists who make daims about an ineffable

Womanness), linguistic essentialismremains. To whom does the ward "women" refer?

Can we offer a set ofnecessary and sufficient conditions ofbeing a woman? How do we

make decisions about which similarities between women count as such conditions and

which differences are irrelevant to uses ofthe term? Must women have something in

common merely because they are called ''women,'' and must the term refer to a bounded

set ofidentifiable individuals? Should part ofthe task of feminist theory he to define the

parameters ofthe concept ''women,'' or to "get it right" about who women are? We might

ask anaIogous questions about other central categories offeminist analysis, including

"lesbians," ''fàmilies,'' even "fem.inists."

Ifwe reject the essentialist argument that women are women by virtue ofphysical

sex, to claim that women are women by virtue ofany fixed set offeatures ofgender is still

a /inguistica/ly essentiaIist claim. That is, the term ''women'' is taken to cefer to a group of

people by virtue ofthe sociaIly construeted aspects oftheir femininity: their common traits

resulting from socialisation (for example, caring), their shared oppression under patriarchy

4S Atherton~ "The Inessentiality ofLockean Essences": 279.
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(for example, femininity as subordination), or their collective ex.periences qua women.

Thus linguistic essentialism consists in the claim that any definition of"women" must

assume certain necessary and sufficient conditions ofmembersbip in that definition,

whether or not thase conditions are biologica1 attributes. However, there is one glaring

primafacie difficulty with this form. ofessentialism: ifwe look for a finite set of

characteristics that define each member ofthe set "women," we are aIways going to find

exceptions to every possible candidate. Ifwe say, for example, that women are women

because they have :xx chromosomes, female primary sexual characteristics and the

experience ofoppression on the basis ofgender, then we can easily find an individual who

is considered by an to he a ''woman'' but who does not have al1 ofthese qualities (an

individual with XXY chromosomes, for example). Thus any list ofcandidates for the

essential attributes of''women'' seems to fàil, because exceptions cao always he found.

It seems, on this account, as ifany general account ofmembership in the class

''women'' is "essentialist," but it is not clear that this is a problem for feminism, or even

that this form ofessentialism can ever he avoided. Many influential feminist theories build

their conceptual :frameworks around particular general daims about the defining

characteristics ofbeing a woman, even as tbey include provisos about the scope ofsuch

claims. How could feminists possibly he "anti-essentialists" with regard ta linguistic

essentiaIism? Postmodem feminists like Judith Butler offer trenchant critiques ofIinguistic

essentia]jsm, showing the contingencies and exclusions built into any system of

categorisation. As my argument in cbapter three will show, 1 endorse this critical move.

But Butler then suggests a poUlies that follows from this epistemological critique, one

based on scepticism about and subversion ofthe very categories we deploy as feminists. l

want to point to political worries around this version oflinguistic anti-essentialism, since

the argument ofthe dissertation as a whole is about how we can he sceptical about

categories while avoiding this sIippery slope.

Butler again offers us the most fuIly developed critique of linguistic essentialism in

relation to feminist politics. She argues that contesting any descriptive content of

"women" is a more Progressive taetic than assigning any particular content to the term.

The latter strategy merely factionaIises feminists and generates the illusion that the very
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identity that is contested can he a solidifying ground for feminist mobilisation, when in fuet

the notion ofa pre-discursive feminine identity is precisely what needs ta he undercut.

Identity categories are normative, never merely "descn"bing" a pre-existing group but aIse

offering ideal-typical characterisations ofits members, a process tbat serves to exclude

those who do not match the conditions ofmembership. Rather tban search for

"foundations" (for the correct content ofthe term "women," for example), constant rifting

ofthe content ofthe tenn is the very ground offeminist theory. Recasting the term

''women'' as a signifier rather tban a referring expression expands the possibilities ofbeing

a woman and leads ta enhanced agency: ''women'' are no longer a detenninate set of

members ofa class with a fixed identity but can contest bath that identity itselfand the

terms ofmembership.46

Viewed this way, a centraI task offeminist theory becomes the subversion of

sexual binarism by chaIlenging the prevailing social meaning ofgender categories - which

ofcourse is what most feminist ideologies also seek to do - but without replacing them

with other difference-denying consttucts. The ,,;strategic displacement" ofgender

categories, and poststrueturalist feminism's refusaI ta reaffirm any specifie content to the

category ''women,'' sets it apart from other feminist theories, as does ils desire to multiply

gender formations rather than accept status quo accounts ofgender, even ifthese accounts

are feminist. As Butler descn"bes her early project in Gender Trouble:

This text continues, then, as an effort to think tbrough the possibility of
subverting and displacing those naturalized and reified notions ofgender
that support masculine hegemony and heterosexist power, to make gender
trouble, not through the strategies that figure a utopian beyond, but
through the mobilization, subversive confusion, and proliferation of
precisely those constitutive categories that seek to keep gender in its place
by posturing as the foundational illusions ofidentity.47

46 Judith Butler, "Contingent Foundations: Feminism and the Question of 'Postmodemism','" in Feminist
Contentions, Benhabib et al.
47 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion ofldentity (New York: Routledg~ 1990):
34.
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Feminists wary ofthis radical anti-essentiaIism, however, argue that rejecting

essentia1ism even in language leads to the conclusion that there cao he no basis to feminist

mobilising, that ifthe very eategory "women" is ungrounded then feminist activism cannot

proceed. l am sympathetic ta those feminists who have argued that fully to implemem

anti-essentialism may he disabIing for certain feminist projects and disconnect feminists

from useful hllmanist discourse that makes connections across difference, and 1 will retum

to the limits and dangers ofanti-essentialisnL48 But here let me defend Butler's position

against a straightforward reductio that 1 think obscures more significant objections to her

linguistic anti-essentialism.

Is any invocation ofany category "essentialist"? An affirmative reply might he

elaborated by clairning that language itselferases difference, and homogenises in ways that

must he resisted with the recognition that any counter-category will simiJarly exbJoit a

"contemptuous attitude toward the particuIar case."49 Ofcourse, there is a reductio here

- if language per se essentialises, then essentiaHsm is unavoidable ifwe are ta speak at

aIl. Sorne feminists have been somewhat truistically criticised for essentialism using exactly

tbis premise. For example, Fuss criticises Monique Wittig's argument that "lesbians are

not women"50 on exactly the grounds that ber "strong constructionist perspective"

collapses back into essentialism Wrttig argues that the linguistic categories of''men'' and

''women'' are not ''real,'' but rather derive their mast widely accepted social meanings frOID

a patriarchal society that defines a dominant ideal ofmasculinity and a subordinate idea1 of

femininity:

For there is no sex. There is but sex that is oppressed and sex that
oppresses. It is oppression that creates sex and not the contrary. The
contrary would he ta say that sex creates oppression, or to say that the
cause (origin) ofoppression is to he found in sex itselt; in a natura! division
ofthe sexes preexisting (or outside of) society.51

48 See for example Nussbaum~ "Human Funetioning and Social Justice"; Seyla Benhabib~ ~ubjectivityt
Historiographyand Feminist PoUties,n in Feminist Contentions, Benhabib et al.
49 Ludwig WittgensteÏDt The Blue Boole (Oxford: Blackwe14 1958): 18.
50 Monique Wittigt The Straight Mimi and Other &says (Boston: Beacon Press~ 1992).
51 Wittig, "The Categoryof~n in The Straight Mimi: 2.
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WIttig places the ''heterosexual contraet" at the centre ofthe social meanings ofgender,

arguing that Iesbians, by escaping the heterosexual order, fonD. a third category outside

sex with revolutionary potential.

Fuss' response trades on the reductio:

The weakness ofher analysis lies in her own tendency to homogenize
Iesbians into a single barmonious group and to erase the real material and
ideological differences between lesbians - in other words, to engage in
essentiaIist thinking in the very act oftrying to discredit ît.52

While di:fferences between lesbians may he salient ta anyanaIysis oftheir political role, it

does seem that the rnere use ofthe tenn "lesbians" as a category ofanalysis is unavoidable

ifWrttig is to make her point. Rather tban bighlighting the specifie ways in which ''material

and ideological differences" might actually nuance or subvert Wrttig's argument, Fuss

goes on ta offer a critique merely ofthe use ofgeneral categories. Ifwe were ta accept

this argwnent, feminist theory would he unavoidably implieated in essentialism, and ta use

"essentialist" as a Pejorative wouId he entirely Iacking in critical import.53

To avoid this reductio, we can modulate our critical response to linguistic anti

essentiaIism: instead ofall1anguage being unavoidably essentia!ist, we eouId argue, as

Butler does, that anti-essentialism consists merely in the self-reflexive recognition ofthe

erasure ofdi:fference by language and ofthe contingency ofcategories. Thus all categories

are relative features oflanguage rather tban descriptive or objective, and all categories

obliterate cross-cutting differences, or alternative ways ofdescn"bing those within the

category. Thus no-one who we might include in the eategory "women" fus only into that

category - she is aIso oId, Black, heterose~ francophone, able-bodie<!, a survivor of

sexual abuse, or any other combination ofa myriad ofdescriptions. Likewise, if''women''

is "only" a linguistic category, it follows that a rédefinition ofits boundaries is permanently

possible, ta inc1ude People who are on the borders ofconventional gender categories, such

52F~ Essential/y Spea/cing: 43.

S3 Fuss' response to this charge, elsewhere in thet~ seems to be that essentialism should he "deployed"
rather than avoided. This claim is under-explored, however, and is also in tension with her use ofthe
reductio as a decisive argument against Wittig. See Eleanor Kuykendall's review essay uSubverting
Essentialismsn (Hypatia 6:3, 1991).
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as transsexuals. The fitcile response to the Butlerian (,-ritique ofcategories is to claim that

ifaIl linguistic categories are suspect then feminists are tongue-tied, unable to invoke the

very labels - ''women,'' "men"- that fust gave rise to feminist movement and ta the

concept offeminist politics. A more nuanced understanding ofpoststrueturalist ferninism

rejects the reductio, and so accepts the political necessity ofongoing recognition ofthe

contingency ofcategories, their perpetuaI tension with difference, and the need to parody

and subvert terms like ''women'' even as we invoke them Yet even given this acceptance

ofaspects ofpoststrueturaIist anti-essentialism, we can still challenge certain political

directions that this challenge to fixed categories and awareness ofeontingency can take.

There are tbree famjliar objections ta the ways poststrneturaIist anti-essentialism

can play out in political contexts. What would a political practice look like that refused to

affirm any fixed content to our political identities? The fust is merelya strategie argument:

apart from being a novel and somewhat counter-intuitïve forro oforganising (although one

that now bas recognisable precedents54), anti-essentiaIist polities may play into etiolating

hberal accounts ofgender. That îs, eontinually to deny the salience ofgender, refusing to

affirm any specifie content ta women's identity, is often ta conform. ta dominant

understandings of social organisation that simply erase gender.5S Many fonns offeminist

separatism are sustained by the notion ofa cominuous and resistant counter-hegemonic

identity, and objections to separatism often try ta attaek the legitimacyof; for example,

women's insistence on separate space such as festivals, self-help groups, and sa on. The

identities OOt are invoked to justify separatism. may he problematic (consider the furious

debates surrounding the exclusion ofmale-to-female transsexuals from women's music

festivals, for example56), but to point to their contingency may also fuel anti-feminist

54 See for example Valerie Lebr, "The Difficu1ty ofLeaving ~Home':Gay and Lesbian Organizing to
Confront AIDS," in Mobi/izing the Community, eds. Robert Fisher and Joseph Kling (Newbury Park:
Sage, 1993), for an account ofa political campaign that attem.pts simultaneously to employ and to
Wldereut identity categories.

55 See Christine Di Stefano, "Dilemmas ofDifference: Feminism, Modemity and Postmodemism,'" in
Feminism/Postmodemism, cd. Nicholson.

56 Donna Eder. Suzanne Staggenborg and Lori Sudderth. 'The National Women's Music Festival,
Collective Identity and Diversity in a Lesbian-Fem.inist Community," Journal ofContemporary
Ethnography 23:4, 1995; Monica Kendel, Holly Devor, and Nancy Strapko. "Feminist and Lesbian
Opinions about TranssoruaIs,'" f011hcoming in Gender and Transgender Issues. eds. Vern and Bullough,
(Amherst, NY: Prometeus).



•

•

Essentialism and Anti-Essentialism 145

demands for a retum to "human" identities that have aIready been the subject ofextensive

feminist decOnstructiOD.

This leads into a second point: many women, including many feminists, experience

their identities as women (however they understand this assertion) as deeply authentic.

Being a woman is not something to he treated "playfhl1y," te he parotiip!! or subverted.

Rather it is a deeply Personal understanding ofone's self Feminist ideology bas, of

course, never been loathe to cballenge women's own selt:understandings, refusing to

accept the psychic inheritances ofpatriarchal societies. Nonetheless, the demand that we

undercut every oppositional identity at the same rime as we construct it may feel to many

ofus to he a kind ofbetrayal ofourselves.

Third, this strategy does not take seriously enough the possibility that some

aspects ofwomen's identities, while avowedly socially constructed artifacts ofoppression,

may nonetheless he ethical1y or politically valuable. Thorough-going anti-essentialism

toward identity tends to dirninish the normative claims available to feminists in presenting

alternative visions ofrelationships, organisations, or social structures.

Throughout this dissertation 1will he as concemed with showing the dangers of

anti-essentiaIist positions as with attacking essentialism. On the one band, Iinguistica1ly

essentialist feminist theories do rely on the notion that there are certain fixerl properties

definitive ofmembership in the category ''women.'' While much more needs to he said

about how to avoid this fixity and the extent to which it cao. he avoided, it is conceptually

and politica1ly problematic in many ofthe ways Butler suggests. On the other band, the

anti-essentiaIist alternatives offered by theorists like Butler seem to diminish the poütical

resources available to feminist activists. Thus in pursuing questions about "women" using

epistemologica1 assumptions derived from linguistic essentialism or linguistic anti

essentialism, feminists have painted themselves into a corner. Forced to decide what the

term "women" means prior to its use, they have alternately accepted linguistic essentialism

and presented generalising accounts ofgender to which exceptions and exclusions can

easily he found, or fragmented the category ofgender in ways that seem to undercut the

very use ofgeneraIisations for political purposes. Myargwnent in coopter three will he

that both these issues can he sidestepped by a Wittgensteinian critique ofessentialism But
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first, 1 present a detailed account afa final, related type afessent~ one that is less

about the exclusions inherent in the very use oflanguage than about the methodologies we

use to support our uses ofparticular categories or generalisations.

Methodological essentialism

Feminist debates surrounding essentialism are in fact primarily concemed with

feminist method. That is, they are politicaI1y motivated arguments about how best to do

feminist theory or practice, rather than truth-claims about the realities ofsex and gender,

or claims about the nature oflinguistic categorisationper se. Many feminist anti

essentialists are concerned with the epistemological bases and political consequences of

various social construetionist arguments. Wbile accepting that gender is not a

rnetaphysical or biological truth about persons, they look for different ways of

understanding the differences and similarities between women and men. Elizabeth Spelman

has argued persuasively that the most politically powerful critique ofessentialism cornes

from examining how generalisations about women are constructed within feminist theory

so as to exclude sorne women, and 1 examine her argument in depth in the next chapter.

First 1 define methodological essentialism, and map out the surrounding terrain by looking

at!Wo exemplary methodological controversies in feminist theory: those over

historiographyand ·'women's experience."

1 take '~ethodologicalessent~'"in its most general fonnulation, to he any

way ofdoing either philosophy or social science that illegimately presupposes the

significance ofsome general category ofanalysis. Here the reductio cornes into play again

- ail political talk (including feminist talk) must ofnecessity use general categories. So

methodological essentialism is only an interesting mistake ifthe application ofthose

general categories obscures diversity in sorne particularly significant way. Agam, for a

feminist writing today to he described as a methodological essentialist is seldo~ ifever, a

compliment. What is the content ofthe charge? Presumably we can safely allow !hat no

feminist ever applies a general category \Vith explicitly metaphysical intent, deliberately

imposing a fa1se generality on a diverse group ofpeople. Those feminists who have heen
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Iabened "essentialists," whatever they think ofthe accusation, usually believe that their

theories are, put naively, accurate descriptions ofan empirical reality (aIthough they may

adopt different epistemological frameworks injustifying this beliet)- Essentialism ofthis

particular form is a bad thing; a normative claim about the undesirability ofmethodological

essentialism is written ioto my definition. The question 1 find interesting, however, is not

whether generai categories themselves present a challenge given "the problem of

difference,"57 but, given the necessity ofgeneral claims bath to feminist research and

feminist politics, what methods ofinquiry can Jegitimately he used to justi.fy general

c/aims about women, and what methods merely serve to impose false uniformity?

l shall give two examples ofareas offeminist debate where essentiaIism bas been

central to methodological discussions. What are the common threads in these cases? As

should by now he clear, essence-talk is primariIy identified with sameness, and anti

essentialism withdifference. Critics ofthose authors accused ofmethodological

essentialism argue that certain epistemological cIaims mask difference. Instead of

arguments that generalise across time and place, they want instead ta insist on contextual

and specific investigation, and demand a renewed attention to situated differences.58

Where linguistic essentialism raised analogous epistemological questions about the

legitimacy ofgeneral claims, here 1 stress method. Iffeminists were to engage in scholarly

and political projects while bearing in mind the debates outlined 50 far, how would they

justify historical CODtinuity and shared understandings ofwomen's experiences?

i. Essentialism and historiography

Essentialism raises methodological issues for feminist history and historiography.

As Martin points out, the claim that feminist analyses are "ahistorical" often accompanies

57 This locution cames in scare quotes for reasons weIl artiœlated by both Maria Lugones (''On the Logic
ofPluralist Feminismj and Elizabeth Spelman (lnessentia/ Woman: especially 162-164). See also
Michèle Barret!, "Sorne Different Meanings ofthe Concept of 'Difference·: Feminist Theory and the
Concept ofIdeology,,., in The Difference Within: Feminism and Critical Theory, eds. Elizabeth Meese and
Alice Parker (Amsterdam: JohnBenj~ 1989).

58 See for example Fraser and Nicholson. "Social Criticism Without Philosophy."
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(and is philosophical1y connected to) the claim that they are essentialist. An analysis tbat

filils to situate itseJt: or that employs analytic categories divorced from time, pIace, culture,

and 50 o~ is taken, by de1àult, to reify or idealise concepts that in fuet take their meaning

from a specifie historical context. As Martin says, "the trouble with an ahistorical

approach to sexuality, reproduction, gender, mothering, domestieity, and the fiunily, then,

is not simply that the resulting account will he incomplete but that findings that actually

hold for one time period are apt to he projected onto other or even all time periods."59

Thus ahistorical theorising eomes to he a form ofmethodological essentialism through its

reliance on the a priori and fàilure to contextualise. Rather than understanding particuIar

concepts as historically embedded, local, and liable to change, some feminists, the

argument runs, have been too hasty in assuming that their analyses are transferable to

other contexts. This is a charge that bas been made, for example, against Gilligan's ethic

ofcare. In chapter four l look at the implications ofessentialist method; here let me turn

to a different example to iIlustrate the tension between essentialism and anti-essentialism in.

historiography.

Lesbian history is methodologically fraught with the ambiguities and shifts in

meaning inherent in the term "lesbian." In contemporary North American contexts, the

term "Iesbian" already bas numerous contested meanings. When a lesbophobic man talks

about "lesbians," for example, he bas a very different understanding ofthe term !han does

a lesbian-feminist, or a "lesbian" who understands her sexuaIity as a persona! "orientation"

rather than a political identity. Even individuals within each ofthese different subgroups

are unlikely to agree precisely on a definition ofthe term "lesbian." In historical terms

these ambiguities are even more strildng: how can a historian write a "lesbian history"

without transposing a contemporary understanding ofiesbianism onto historical periods

and places where that understanding does not fit with extant categories or conceptual

schemes? What do we mean when we calI ''Boston marrlages" and ''romantic friendships,"

''lesbian relationshipsn? These questions have manyanswers, and numerous

methodological strategies are employed by various scholars ofIesbian history to explain

S9 Martin, "Methodological Essentialism": 640.
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various similarities and diftèrences between members ofthe central term ofanalysis, and to

justify narrative links.6O

Feminist critiques ofmethodological essentialism motivate the question, "what can

justify the use ofterms like "lesbian," or even ''woman'' to refer to unchanging concepts?"

In a sense this question is purely rhetorica1 and challenges a straw person: no historian

would get away with treating midwives in modem Britain, for example, as members of

exaetly the same category as midwives during Britain ofthe witch-hunts. WhiIe we might

want to trace a narrative that connects these two groups, we cannot claim tbat they are

exactly the same kinds ofpeople. A more sophisticated challenge is raised by the example

ofthe category of''women'' itselfas an historical constant. Ifwe take seriously the anti

essentialist claims 1 raised earlier about the socially construeted nature ofsex itse~ then

the historiographical challenge is not ta ask "wbat do Renaissance ltalian women have in

connnon with enslaved Black women in 18th century America?," but rather, ''how do we

justify the claim that those people who were counted as ''women'' in Renaissance ltalyare

members ofthe same <;ategory as 18th century Black American "women"? Once the

apPeal ta "sex"- to women's bodies as evidence oftheir fixed membership in a stable

class - is discol.ttlte<L we are Ieft with a more fimdamental philosophical challenge to the

historiography of ''women's history," and questions about thejustificatory strategies

employed in establishing narrative links.61

The question ofhistoriography in feminist studies highlights the significance of

context for the epistemological fram.ework ofa feminist theory. The vice of"ahistoricism"

is a fonn ofessentialism. insofar as it represents a fàilure to articulate important social,

politi~ and economic (as weIl as bistorical) background that would serve to illustrate the

contingency and the mutability offeminist analyses. The demand that feminist analyses he

placed in context bas its origin, 1 wouId argue, in a philosophically significant and

politically indispensable response to essentialism that recognises the dangers of

abstraction. Thus essentialism is an issue both to feminist historians, concerned with how

60 See for example LillianFad~Surpassing the Love ofMen: Romantic Friendship and Love
Between Womenfrom the Renaissance to the Present (New York: Morrow, 1981).
61 Denise Riley, Am 1 Thal Name? Feminism and the Category of "Woman" in History (Basingstoke:
Macmill~ 1988).



•

•

Essentialism and Anti-Essentialism / 50

to justify historical (dis)continuity, and to feminist philosophers concemed with the

justifications and consequences ofdifferent methods ofsocial inquiry.

Feminist dissent frOID a dominant anti-essentiaIism that cballenges historical

continuity focuses on the need not ta give up entirely on uninterrupted narrative about, for

example, the history ofwomen's oppression. For example, Benhabib expresses disquiet

with what she, again following Flax, labels the "Death ofHistory" thesis. In its weak form,

she says, "the Death ofHistory couId ... he understood as a calI to end the practice of

"grand narratives" that are essentialist and monocausal."62 Quoting Fraser and Nicholson,

Benhabib assesses the political significance ofthis weaker thesis for feminist theory:

... the practice offeminist poIitics in the 1980s bas generated a new set of
pressures which have worked against metanarratives. In recent years, poor
and working-class women, women ofcolor, and lesbians have finally won a
wider hearing for their objections to feminist theories which fail to
illurnjnate their lives and address their problems. They have exposed the
earlier quasi-metanarratives, with their assumptions ofuniversa1 female
dependence and confinement to the domestic sphere, as fà.Ise extrapolations
from the experience ofthe white, middle-class, heterosexual women who
dominated the beginnings ofthe second wave ... Thus, as the class,
sexual, racial, and ethnic awareness ofthe movement bas altered, so bas the
preferred conception oftheory. It bas become clear that quasi
metanarratives ha.mper rather than promote sisterhood, since they elide
differences among women and among the forms ofsexism ta which
different women are differentially subject.63

In its strong version, Benhabib claims, the Death ofHistory thesis requires that we

reject any historical narrative concerned with the longue durée or with macro- rather than

micro-social practices. Benhabib thus depicts the strong thesis as the most extreme kind of

historical fragmentation. Instead of"global history," the strong thesis instead demands

petits récits: local stories about particular contexts. Benhabib objects to this kind ofantî

essentiaIism on the grounds that it diminishes the critical resources available to

disempowered groups seeking to make PQlitical demands based on a long history of

oppression. Furthermore, the reappropriation ofhistory - in the form ofuncovering

62 Benhabib, "Feminism and Postmodemism,'" in Feminist Contentions, Benhabib et al.: 22.

63 Fraser and Nicholson "Social Criticism Without Philosophy": 33.
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previously ignored or suppressed historical information and perspectives - is undercut by

historiographies that treat agency as COnstnleted through top-down mechanisms ofsocial

and discursive control Benhabib argues that ButIer's Foucauldian paradigm, for example,

clashes with "the social history from below paradigm... the task ofwhich is to illuminate

the gender, class and race struggles through which power is negotiat~ subverte~ as weIl

as resisted by the so-called "vietims" ofhistory.''64 Thus an anti-essentialist historiography

bath delegitimates grand historical narratives that may benefit oppressed groups, and

erases the autonomy and agency ofthe historical subject. Benhabib fears that for bath of

these reasons, a strong version ofthe "death ofhistory" may "eIiminate... the practice of

legitimation and criticism. altogether," reducing historical argument to local stories about

subjects entirely constituted by and reduced to an effect ofsocial control65

But how local? How circumscn1>ed must the context he? What criteria do we use

in assessing how widely applicable historically located concepts are? Few feminists sît

down with the express intention ofwriting a "metanarrative," so it is not immediately clear

which feminist theories are ruled out by this strong thesis. While the historiographica1

debate provides a useful theoretical framework for thinking about what is at stake in

revising feminist methods so that they become ~'anti-essentialist,"it can ooly he resolved

by attention to particular cases where different degrees ofgeneraIity will he different1y

justified. In this respect the debate around essentialism and historiography is emblematic of

many methodological controversies in feminist scholarship. The contrasting arguments of

Benhabib and Butler in Feminist Contentions, for example, while theoretically

sophistieated, do not offer criteria for assessing the validity ofany particuIar claim about

women. They thus illustrate a major aporia in the feminist literature touching on

essemiaJism - the lack oftangible examples offeminist praxis and how they might he

changed by anti-essentialism.

64 Benhabib. "Subjectivity" Historiography. and Politics," in Feminist Contentions, Benhabib et al.: 113.
65 Bcnhabib. "Feminism and Postmodernism:~in Feminist Contentions. Benhabib et al.: 28.
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ÎÎ. Essentialism and "experience"

"Experience" is a key eategory offeminist thought, often taken to provide the

epistemologica1 basis of feminist theorising, especially in radical feminist thought and

practice. ''EssentiaHsm'' with regard to experience is the claim that women's experiences

as they articuIate them yield a single, privileged feminist interpretation. As 1 discuss in

chapter five, this is the claim that Catharïne MacKinnon makes for her theory, and is one

ofthe bases on which she is Iahelled "essentialist." Feminist critics ofthis formof

essentiaIism claim that there is no "objective," "true" way ofdescnbing any Iife-event, but

rather alternative narratives are construeted with the discursive resources available.66 AIl

explanations of''women's experience" are power-laden and must foreswear c1aims to

tnrth. To privilege particular interpretations ofa particular experience is to "essentialise"

it, where the pejorative force stems frOID the failure to incorporate the possibility ofother

accounts. For example, Fuss argues that:

[T]he problem with positing the eategory ofexperience as the basis ofa
feminist pedagogy is that the very object ofoU! inquiry, "female
experience," is never as unified, as knowable, as universal, and as stable as
we presume it ta be....The appeal to experience, as the ultimate test ofaIl
knowledge, merely subtends the subject in its fàntasy ofautonomy and
control Beliefin the truth ofExperience is as much an ideological
production as heliefin the experience ofTruth.67

Fuss adopts a perspective critical ofthe potential essent;alism implicit in invoking

testimony as truth.

In response, books argues that this perspective may fàil to recognise the particular

contexts ofoppression tbat make it harder for some groups to speak out:

Now 1 am troubled by the term "authority ofexperience," acutely aware of
the way it is used to silence and exclude. Yet 1 want to have a phrase that
affirms the specialness ofthose ways ofknowing rootOO in experience. 1
know that experience can he a way to knowand can inform how we know

66 See Jœn~ "Experiencc9

99 in Judith Butler and Joan Scott eds'9 Feminists Theorize the Po/iticaI
(Routledge: New York., 1992).
67 Fuss9 Essentia/ly Speaking: 114.
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wbat we know. Though opposed to any essentialist practice that construets
identity in a monolithic, exclusionary way, l do not want to reIinquish the
power ofexperience as a standpoint on which to base analysis or fonnulate
theory.68

This exchange illustrates the tension in many feminist debates aoout essentialism between

the political exigencies offostering counter-hegemonic accounts and the demand for their

critical deconstruetion. We know that all explanations ofexperience are partial,

interpretive and contingent, but iffeminists rejeet any criteria for privileging one account

over anotber, they risk playing into forms ofsubjectivism or extant dominant accounts that

will only weaken feminist poIitica1 goals.

One example from feminist praetice is the construction ofnarratives about

acquaintanee sexual assault: female survivors often move from a widely disseminated

patriarchal story ofself-blame and sole responsibility for the "sex" that occurred, to a Jess

readi1yavailable feminist story about coercion, power, and Jack ofself-esteem in the

context ofmale violence. They may also develop other accounts ofthe experience at

di:fferent times in their recovery process: occasionally coming to label the assauIt as

basically trivial, or developing compromise stories wherein they ascnbe sorne blame to

themselves and sorne to others, for example. Each ofthese stories may weIl be profoundly

influenced by other aspects ofthe survivor's experience: whether she was sexual1y abused

as a child, whether she identifies as straight or as a lesb~ or whether she bas aIso

experienced racism, for example. The same "event" can he descnbed within radically

different :frameworks that do not only take the same ''fàcts'' and apply different "angles,"

but which are normative to the core. Anti-essentialists like Fuss are presumably not

entirely neutral on which ofthese stories to prefer (if they were, they wouId bardly he

feminists). But they are more likely to suggest that the preferable interpretation depends

on the context ofthe assault rather than on a predetermined structural explanation that

labels one form ofexplanation "correct." And they will aIso allow that sorne ofthese

68 beU books, "Essentialism and Experience," in Teaching To Transgress: Education as the Practice of
Freedom (New York: Routledge, 1994): 90.
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narratives may he more emotionaIly or politica11y strategie than others, even ifthey are not

necessarily more '~e" or "objective."

In a context where particular interpretatiODS ofexperience, especially those coming

from members ofmarginalised and oppressed groups, are trivialised and suppressed, to

insist upon the epistemic significance ofsuch accounts is a radical move; indeed, it is one

ofthe central goals offeminist epistemology and pedagogy. WIth regard to the example of

acquaintance sexual assault, as a feminist aetivist 1 want to respond that the

acknowledgment ofthe possibility ofmuhiple interpretations ofa rape is scarcely the

point; in many cultural contexts, a woman will be blamed for the rape, toid that she asked

for it, must have wanted it, or brought it upon herself These messages are not only

reinforced by direct responses offered to the survivor but a1so are played out in the

criminal justice system, in therapeutic discourses, and other institutional contexts.

Whatever story about her own experience a survivor finally accepts, feminist analyses of

dominant cultural messages aoout sexual violence show how sorne interpretations are

afforded fur less legitimacy than others. Politica1 struggle to have feminist renderlngs made

more accessible does not have to impose them on every individual survivor; rather, it bas

to make available alternatives that do no! impose misogynist narratives on women.

Feminists who base their theories on "women's experience" may have been tao

hasty in assuming a single privileged interpretation for eh-perience~ !l~t are complex and

subtly differentiated. In this sense, Fuss' anti-essentialist strategy is useful in reminding us

ofthe fluid, contingent, and diverse nature oftestimony. Her approach is less usefu1,

however, in offering strategies for negotiating power structures that systematically silence

certain social groups. Thus questions about the importance ofessentialism and anti

essentialism in this context have political consequences, consequences again occluded by a

too simple contrast between (bad) essentia1ism and (good) anti-essenrialism. In this

example, both Fuss and hooks recognise the dilemma, but do not go on to offer an

alternative. Thus, again, good feminist practice requires a more nuanced set ofcriteria ta

distinguish methodological essentiaHsm frOID the well-grounded deployment of

generalising daims.
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This chapter iIlustrates the variety ofways in which the term "essentialism" is used

in contemporary feminist theory. Few, ifany, feminists deploy metaphysical essentialism in

their arguments, and thus ta criticise feminist theorists as essentialist in this way often

distracts attention frOID subtler and more significant political tensions. Similarly, feware

implicated in biologica1 essentiaJism in the traditional sense, although critiques labelled

"anti-essentialist" can consist in radical1y constructivist daims about the materiality of

bodies. 1 set aside these issues to focus on forms ofessentialism within social

constructionism. In presenting linguistic and methodological essentialism l outlined the

tensions between generalisations within feminist theory that risk reifying their central

categories and that under-estimate politically significant exceptions, and anti·essentialist

methods that seem to undermine feminist political analyses and goals.

AlI ofthe tensions outlined in this chapter are more often stated than resolved in

feminist theory. Essentialism and anti-essentialism tend to he pitted against each other in

ways that reiterate rather than mave heyond the dichotomy. At the centre ofthe political

salience ofessentialism are questions about the category ''women.'' The essentialism

debates around this category challenge feminist thinking on many Ievels: our philosophy of

bodies, our use oflanguage, our political identities, our methods, and our practices. l want

to focus on the methodological questions essentialism and anti-essentialism raise for

feminist practice. The next chapter establishes a perspicuous problem-space for these

questions, using Spelman's anti-essentialist critique ofexclusion in feminist theory as a

starting point.
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Essentialism, Method, and Generalising About Women

F rom my discussion ofmethodological essentiaIism we can see tbat making

unfounded generalisations - for example by presuming rather than

demonstrating an essential "womanness" tbat ail women share - is a strategy that masks

diversity in ways to which anti-essentialists object. But is essentialism merely an

epistemological problem? Why is essentialism something that matters politically to

feminists? In the methodologica1 debates outlined abave, we can begin to see that

essentialising strategies serve ta foreclose discussion ofwomen's specificity. They tend to

distance us from.more fuIly contextuaHsed and precise theoretica1 accounts, offering what

Spelman calls "a short eut thraugh women's lives."l These forms ofmethodologica1

essentialism are poIitically exclusive and insensitive ta power differences between women.

Conversely, it already seems as though an insistence on fragmenting the category

"women" could weaken the terms of feminist politics. Some methodological anti

essentiaIisms seem ta undercut generalisations about gender that sustain crucial feminist

politica1 claims.

This chapter spells out the political implications ofvarious methodological1y

essentialist and anti-essentialist positions. l retum to the impasse between the two,

showing how dialogue between them bas bath motivated anti-essentialïst claims and

1 Spelm~ lnessentia/ Woman: 187.
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provoked a renewed demand for more robust theoretical uses ofgender with regard to

individual poIitical identity and identity poIitics. 1 articulate SpeIman's exposition and

political critique ofessentialism, and then examine two challenges to her analysis. Such

challenges fail to understand the ways a more local and contextual account ofgender can

he enabling for feminists. "Anti-anti-essentialism" does, however, have one worthy target

- a dogmatic and politically unsophistieated fragmentation ofgender. Between this

fragmentation and the essentialism 1 contest is an under-explored middle ground.

The essentialism debates in feminism have been carried out increasing1y at cross

purposes, with self-descnDed anti-essentialists talking past the claims oftheir alleged1y

essentiaIist opponents, and critics who present themselves as "anti-antî-essentiaIist"

dodging the aetual views ofthe anti-essentialists they condenm. There is an

unacknowledged consensus tbat feminist theory should move on from merely pointing out

the limitations ofthe dichotomy between essentialism and anti-essentiaHsm. Instead,

feminists should direct their energies towards generating novel methods that escape the

terms ofthese polar opposites and constructively address ways ofundertaking feminist

political practice that are sensitive to the dangers ofboth essentialism and anti

essentialism. We are agreed that we need neither understand women as completely

different from each other, nor assimilated into a single dominant identity, but what do we

do next? Chapter three sets out a Wrttgensteinian epistemology that enables feminists to

sidestep methodological essentialism while retaioing the possibility ofstrong

generalisations, and chapters four and five give examples ofhow this method would play

out in feminist practice.

Methodological essentialism and feminist political theory

In what sense is essentialism a political issue for feminist theorists? Essentialism is

usually treated not as an obscure methodological mistake, but a political practice of

enonnous negative consequence to feminist analysis. In:fàct, MOst ofthe disapprobative

force ofbeing called an "essentiaJ.ist" comes from its politica1 connotations. First,

essentiaIism raises important questions for tèminist political theory about subjectivity: how
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we come to define ourselves as members ofparticular groups and how the varied contexts

ofoppression come to shape sel:f..identity. Second, developing out ofquestions of

subjectivity, and bringing their own political significance, are debates that locate

essentialism (ofvarious kinds) in forms ofidentity politics. Feminists have been quick to

accept the orthodoxy tbat (essentialist) identity poIitics are exclusionary and regressive,

and that sorne alternative (often poorly articulated) forms ofpolitical organisÏng are more

likely to generate coalitions or other political alliances that are less essentialist.2 Both

these sets ofissues are underpinned by questions about the possibility and validity of

generalisations aboutwo~ and l will treat them in tum.

Subjectivity and essentialism

On the first point, questions ofhow to identify and characterise female

subjectivities are at the heart offeminist politics. There are two main forros ofessentialism

here: the first concems the sense in which women' s identities can he said to he more or

less "authentic" and the extent to which the deconstruction ofclaims about women must

he relentless. The danger attnbuted to this kind ofessentialism is that whatever distinctive

identities feminists articulate, these identities will become reified, taken to he natural, or

"the truth" about women. By fàiling ta explore the genealogy ofparticular gendered

qualities, feminists, anti-essentiaIist critics claim are not sufficiently aware oftheir

contingency; we do not adequately interrogate identity cIaims and their processes of

construction. Paradoxically, what hegan as an inquiry into the provisional social

construction ofgendered identity will fix or naturalise identity categories.

This process may occur in two ways: fi:rs4 whatever positive feminist identities are

presented as more truthfu1 or authentic for women, they remain identities constructed

under patriarchy, and are thus never immune frOID the charge that they are merely artifàcts

ofoppression. Gilligan's ethic ofcare is often criticised for essentialism on these grounds:

2 For one ofthe most fully articulated versions ofthis position see Shane Phelan, Identity PoUties:
Lesbian Feminism and the Limils ofCommunity (philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1989) and
Getting Specifie: Postmodem Lesbian Po/itics (Minneapolis: University ofMinnesotaPr~ 1994).
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ta hold tbat there is a distinctive "woman's voice" in moral discourse, critics argue, is to

attribute an identity to women that ref1ects ooly their socialisation under patriarchy, and

may even serve to perpetuate their oppression. Instead of trying to discover those qualities

that might make up an oppositional identity, "anti-essentialist" feminism shouId he

concemed purely with resistance to the identities imposed on women by patriarchy~either

refusing to offer a unifying picture ofwomen's authentic selves at aIl, or offering

alternatives tbat are explicitly contingent and temporary. As Julia Kristeva says:

On a deeper level, however, a woman cannat "he"; it follows that a
feminist practice can only he negative, at odds with what already exists 50

that we may say "that's not it" and "tbat's still not it." In "woman" 1 see
something that cannat he represented, something that is not said,
something above and beyond nomenclatures and ideolagies.3

Crîtics offeminism's emphasis on women's experience as the root offeminist knowledge

and identity have pointed to the interpretive and permanently revisable nature ofhuman

recoWlting ofexperience, and to the need constantly to criticise and re-evaluate our

interpretations ofour experience. This form ofanti-essentialism rejects generalisations

about women by virtue ofscepticism toward all general claims about women's

subjectivities, and particularly towards daims ofauthenticity.

Many feminists have convincingly argued, second, tbat essentialism resurfuces as

the desire to have one quintessential "woman's identity" representing a variety ofwomen

(or even all women), whose experiences and interpretations ofthase experiences are quite

different. This forro ofessentialism differs from, but is related to, the fust. Instead of

fàiling to make clear the continuity or discontinuity ofparticular concepts ofgender, this

kind ofessentialism exaggerates or filils to specify their scope. The latter operates as an

exclusionary taetic, allowing those women with the mast power over feminist d.iscourses

to construet accepted feminist accounts ofwomen' s identity, to mould oppositional

feminist identities in their own images. As Spehnan puts it:

3 Julia Krist~ "Woman Can Never Be Defined," in New French Feminisms: An Anth%gy, 005. Elaine
Marks and Isabelle de Courtivron (Amherst: University ofMassachusetts Press, 1980): 137.
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It is not as rr: in the bistory of feminist theory, just any group ofwomen bas
been taken to stand for ail women - for example, no one bas ever trierl to
say that the situation ofHispanas in the southwestem United States is
applicable to all women as women; no one bas conflated their case with the
case ofwornen in general. And the "problem ofdifference" within feminist
theory is not the problem ot: say, Black women in the United States trying
to make their theories take into account the ways in which white women in
the United States are diffèrent from them.4

Various authors bave drawn attention to the way fiùse generalisations operate as an

exclusionary taetic in much the same way as sexism. For example, by establishing a nonn

for humanity that is implicitly male, Woman becomes Other; once a norm for femininity

that is implicitly white, middIe-class, Western and heterosexual is established, women of

colour, working-class wome~ worid majority women and lesbians become the Other(s) of

dominant feminist discourses. These latter women need to he prefàced with adjectives in

order to he identified, while dominant group women are ''women'' unmodified. This

strategy keeps dominant group feminists at the centre ofspeaking and wrïting, the

authoritative voices ofthe feminist movement, while relegating Other women to the

margins, as special interest groups.

This political imagination depends on essentia]ism: at the core ofthe group

''women'' are sorne members who epitomise ''womanness'' for feminist purposes, who

offer a neutraI and representative pieture ofwhat it is to he a woman, while other women

are fringe members who bring complicating and extra-gendered identities into the

category. This essentialist imagination is also oppressive, denying the racial identity of

white women, for example, in such a way that women ofco10ur become the focus of

analyses ofracism, and the initiators ofracism remain uncriticised. When Sunera Thobani,

a Canadian "landed immigrant" and woman ofco10ur, was elected President ofthe

National Action Committee on the Status ofWomen, for example, many commentators

saw no apparent inconsistency or racism in claiming that while white women could quite

adequately represent women ofco10ur (and had supposedly been doing so in this job until

Thobani's election), the reverse could not hold. Women ofco10ur were too "biased,"

4 Spel.m~ InessentiaI Woman: 4.
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concerned only with ''their own" interests, or not sufficiently knowledgeable about the

''majority ofCanadian women."5

Feminists who exhibit scepticism toward generalisations about women are not

necessarily objecting to generalisation on principle. Rather they may he pointing toward

trends in the history ofpolitical thought and in the strueturlng ofacademic feminism that

"ought to encourage us ta look at the degree ofmetaphysicai and poIitical authority

presupposed by those who claim. the right ta point out commonality, who assert or

exercise the privilege ofdetennining just what it means in terms ofothers' identities, social

locations, and political priorities.''6 Power relations are at the centre ofany expIanation of

this form ofessentialism. 1 want to criticise two related strategies here, both ofthem

mistaken and politically regressive: one is the tendency for "dominant group" feminists to

conjure up an ''ideal woman," a mental pieture ofthe woman they see as epitomising the

subject of feminist theory. This Woman is then put to use in winning rhetorical vietories in

political debates. Invoking "sisterhood," dominant group feminists have sometimes made

overly grand claims about wbat "women" need or want. It is worth noting that this

strategy frequently carries weight with non-feminists, who, as part ofthe same power

structures, are often most likely to respond to feminist claims implicitly made on bebalfof

dominant group women. Second, by homogenising women's experiences and identities,

sorne feminist campaigns or targets are made ta seem more clear-cut. The sexist denial

within patriarchal cuhures and institutions that women constitute distinctive constituencies

or have legitimate particular political priorities and demands can incite dominant group

feminists to invoke an unnuanced political agenda for women.

There is an important and obvious distinction, however, between generalisations

and universals. When feminists daim, for example, that "wemen generally have Iewer

incornes than men," theyare not necessarily committed to any of the following claims: "aIl

5 This kind ofessentialism was embedded in public discourse bath at the time ofThobanrs election. and
when in June 1996 she supported the candidacy ofanother woman ofcolour to succeed ber. For example,
(white) joumalist Brenda Larson says in an op-ed piece for the right-wing Era-Banner: "The committee
seems to have moved from the broad-ranging agenda to proinote equity and tàimess for aIl people [sic] to
a narrow field representing the rights of ~victims' - women ofcolour. poor women. lesbians... This group
does not represent me."

6 Spelman, InessentiaJ Woman: 138.
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people with low incornes are women," "'aIl wom.en have low incornes," --an men have high

incornes," or "no men bave Iow incornes." It is perfectly possible to make a generalising

claim. tbat relies on observed connections, statistical significance, or another measure ofa

particular trend, without being committed to universal cIaims about aIl members ofa

particuIar eategory (and in my experience, a common anti-fèminist rhetorical ploy is to

attempt to undennine such general cIaims by treating them as if they were universals).7

WhiIe sorne essentialist strategies may he methodologically suspect, furthermore, to

equate essentialism unmodified with 1àIse generalisation is to imply that the same

criticisms that can he made ofother essentialisms apply equally to ail generalisations about

women, a suggestion 1 dismissed by distinguishing different types ofessentialist claims in

chapter one.

There is something about the essentialism debates that bas encouraged feminist

theory to stagnate around epistemological issues without exarnining more carefully how

generalisations are used in feminist practice. Ifwe can specifY the uses to which feminists

put generalisations about women, then perbaps we will be able better to understand both

how politically risky and how politically indispensable theyare. As chapter one pointed

out, generalising categories are bath a necessary feature oflanguage and ofsocial

investigation. Every eategory in political theory picks out aspects ofmembership in a

group ta bigbligbt as politically significant and sidelines others. Feminist theory, in

choosing gender as salient, construets daims about women and men in particular contexts

(whether context is explicitly acknowledged or merely implicit in the theory's daims). The

ability to use and to challenge gender categories is the root offeminism' 5 rhetorica1

power. In particular, it provides a language with which to respond to patrlarchy. One of

the most disturbing aspects ofanti-essentialism is the potential weakening ofthose

challenges to dominant understandings ofgender that propel feminist activism. SA much

useful feminist cultural criticism rests on recognising moments in dominant cuhures where

gender operates dichotomously. Gender dichotomies are imposed and policed in ways !hat

do not reflect the diversity ofgendered persans. But all sides in the essentiaüsm debates

7 See Martha Minow and Elizabeth Spelman, "In Context," Southem Califomia Law Review 63:6, 1990.
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have often failed to capture the distinctions between gender as a set ofcultural

stereotypes, as Iived experience, and as feminist reconstructions.

For example, eating disorders disproportionately affect women in part because

cultural injonctions about the female body bave a disciplinary effect on women.8 Merely

stressing the muhiplicity offonns ofbodily expression or other fragmentation of

categories does not capture the overwhelming gendered force ofbody images. This is a

context where we need to he clear that gender is a very significant structural force. But

attention to this dichotomising structure might also require close attention to particular

constructions ofgender: whüe the beauty idea1 that is imposed on women in contemporary

North America is hegemonic - closely associated with whiteness, youth and

heterosexua!ity - the ways different women experience eating disorders will vary

according to their race, class, sexual identity, age, fàmily dynamics and other distinctions.

Feminist theories ofthe body have, until recently, tended both to minimise these

differences and to erase them by positing the dominant experience ofeating disorders as

universal.9

Thus just because generalisatioDS are based on measmes ofa particular trend, they

are not for that reason unproblematic. Who establishes the measuring standards? What

common features ofthe members ofthe category will we select? Who bas control over

those similarities that are counted as significant and those that are dismissed as irrelevant?

The mere observation that generalisations necessarilyobscure sorne differences while

stressing sorne connnon thread does not provide criteria to justify any particuIar

generalisation over ethers. Sensitivity to how the power ofthose constructing feminist

accounts tends to obscure sorne differences while stressing other similarities provides the

basis for answers to these questions.

8 There is now a large feminist literature documenting these claims. Sec Sandra Bartky, Femininity and
Domination: Studies in the Phenomen%gy ofOppression (New York: Routledge, 1990); Bordo,
Unbearab/e Weight; Kim Chemin, The Obsession: Reflections on the Tyranny ofSlenderness (New York:
Harper and Row, 1981); Naomi WoU: The Beauty Myth (Toronto: Random Hauset 1990).
9 For responses from feminist aities who argue that dominantfeminist constructions ofeating disorders
are prone to aiticism for falsely generalising sec hooks' aitiques ofWolf in Outlaw Culture: Resisting
Representations (New York: Routledge, 1994): 94-102, and Becky Thompson, A Hunger Sa Wide and Sa
Deep: A Multiracial View ofWomen's Eating Problems (Minneapolis: University ofMinnesota Press,
1994).
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EssentiaIising strategies have long and dishonourable histories in feminist politics,

and 1 in no way want ta minimise the extent of racism, heterosexism or other forms of

exclusion within Western feminist moveœen.ts. However, the dogged self-criticism of

white feminist theorists in particular often seems merely ta repeat famiHar fàuh-finding

argumeûts, without creating space for the recognition ofcommon interests and the

development ofrespectful alliances. It aIso seems to replicate the very phenomenon it

claims to decry: when white feminists persistently point out that, for example, they bave

placed themselves at the centre offeminist theory, they paradoxically reinforce that

position. Ifwe examine different instances offeminist political organising, the ways in

which feminists, especialIy feminists from non-dominant groups, aetually use ''women'' are

often bath more nuanced, and more attentive to shared interests between women,

including women ofquite different class, race, and other backgrounds. The recognition of

politically pernicious fonns ofessentialism should not obscure the constructive attempts

within feminist praetice ta overcome them.

Identity polities

The second general area in which essentialism becomes a political issue is in the

praetice of identity politics. As forms ofpolitical mobilisation based on membership in

racial, ethnie, cuhural, gender and sexuality groups rather than on traditional Ieft-right

ideological axes have become more politically significant, epistemological questions about

the construction ofthose identities that define group membership bave become more

pressing. What implications does asserting a connnon identity as the basis for political

mobilisation have? Forros ofpolitical practice that implicitly adopt a unitary women's

identity, or that perpetuate separatist or exclusionary group identities, have been bath

adeptly scrutinised and unfairly dismissed as '''essentialist.'' Such criticisms are analogous

to analyses ofthe identities of individual women: assuming an identity for any particular

group may reinforce the notion that this identity is fixed, not mutable, and erase diversity

among the members ofthat group, as well as hindering cooperation with related

constituencies.
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For example, in a convincing application ofFoucauldian historical analysis, Henry

Rubin argues that the emergence oflesbian-feminism and the '~oman-identi:fied

woman"lO squeezed out those butch dykes and male-identified women who were no

longer included in the eategory "lesbians."l1 One consequence ofthis new lesbian poIitical

identity was ta force the creation ofa new category - "female-to-male transsexuals" 

who over tinte have created both a persona! identity and a political movement distinct

from lesbian-feminist organising. Thus, according ta this theory, the identity on which any

particular political movement is based creates conditions ofpossibility for new subject

positions and closes offothers. One task for political theorists is thus to trace the

genealogical processes by which this transformation of identtty occurs. However, different

political practices aIso raise both normative questions and questions ofstrategy. Agam,

who de:fines the identity on which political mobilisation is based? Who judges whether or

not those on the margins of this identity should he included or excluded? How is the

identity policed? What implications does the assertion ofa particular identity have for the

popular or self-perception ofmemhers ofthat group?

WIth regard to identity politics, feminist "anti-essentialists" argue against the

assertion ofa fixed identity as the basis ofpoIitical mobilisation for reasons by now

farnîliar. Fearing that to adopt a political identity based on group membership will reify

that identity, as well as exclude groups and individuals with relevantly connected but not

identical self-descriptions and political goals, many feminist theorists have reached the

conclusion that "coalitional politics" is a more appropriate form oforganisîng than

conventional "identity politics." For example, Fraser & Nicholson conclude their

articulation ofa postmodem feminist theory by arguing:

The most important advantage of this sort oftheory would he its usefulness
for contemporary feminist political practice. Such practice is increasingly a
matter ofalliances rather than one ofunity around a universaIly sbared
interest or identity. It recognizes that the diversity ofwomen's needs and
experiences means that no single solution, on issues like child care, social

10 For the germinal published articulation ofthis lesbian-feminist ideology, see Sarah Lucia Hoagland
and Julia Penelope. eds. For Lesbians On/y: A Separatist Anth%gy (London: Onlywomen Press. 1988)•
especially Radicalesbians. "The Woman Identified Woman."
Il Rubin, Transformations.
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security, and housing, can he adequate for aIL Thus, the underlying premise
ofthis practice is that, wbile sorne women share sorne connnon interests
and 1àce sorne common enemies, such commonaIities are by no means
universaI; rather, theyare interlaced with differences, even with confliets.
This, the~ is a practice made up ofa patchwork ofoverlapping alliances,
not one circumscribable by an essential definition.12

Stressing the limitations ofpolitics founded on a ''universally shared interest or identity"

such theorists argue for the joining together of individuals or groups with related identities

or poIitical objectives around a common goal. Let me brietly give !Wo examples ofanti

essentialist arguments with regard to poIitica1 organising to illustrate what is at stake.

First, taking up the daim that feminist separatism implicitly draws on a single

exclusive female identity, hooks argues that separatists often assume that gender is a more

salient feature ofpolitical identity and interest than race, and that many arguments for

''woman-identified'' feminist organising tbat exclude men have implicitly drawn on the

experiences and identities ofwhite women. In political terms, she argues, Black women

organising in the United States have both good reason ta he suspicious ofwhite feminists

and to identify with Black men. Thus separatist demands for the exclusion ofmen from

feminist contexts neglect the intersection ofrace and gender interests and henefit white

women more than Black women. 13

Second, Shane Phelan argues for the recognition ofdifference within queer identity

politics. Instead ofstressing d.ifference by setting "our" group apart from others, she

argues, lesbians should ''resist the impulse for total separatism and for purity in our allies

in mvor ofworkable coalitions and porous but meaningfu1 communities."14 Highlighting

the way lesbian-feminist separatist arguments have tended to reinforce rather than

undermine the "othemess" oflesbians (at the same time as they were a crucial1àctor in

forming group solidarity) Phelan reconnnends an approach tha.t makes gains and reinforces

identity through coalitions ofgroups cJaiming different queer identities. This is a

widespread claim in "postmodern" queer politics: instead ofidentifying as "woman-

12 Fraser and Nicholson~"Social Criticism Without Philosophy": 35.

13 beU hooks, "Men: Comrades in Struggle," in Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center (Boston: South
End Press, 1984).

14 Phelan., ldentity PoUties: 166.
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identified women" - an alIegedly narrow, demarcated subject-position with a heavy

ideological burden - the eategory "lesbians" should he taken to include bisexual women,

male-identified butches, woman-loving FTM and MTF transsexuals, lesbian-identified

women who have sex with men, and sa on. While such groups are unlikely to understand

their own identities in the same way, they may share COIImlon political goals (such as

particular challenges to heteronormativity), and should form political coalitions on tbis

basis.

One ofthe frustrations ofthe essentialism debates is the way such appeals are

generally presented as the conclusion ofargument rather than as openings to discussion of

the aetual shape of"anti-essentialist" feminist organising. Making nonnative assessments

ofdifferent political interventions - whether they are firmly identity-based or Ioosely

"coalitional" - surely cannot he merely a theoretical projeet based on general claims

about the (un)acceptability ofidentity claims, but must aIso include strategic concerns.

When feminists make claims about '~omen'sidentity" they never do sa in a vacuum: the

particuIar women they refer to or hope to mobilise, the kind ofpolitical goal they hope to

achieve, the type ofopposition they anticipate and experience, and the way their identities

are shaped by the verj process oforganising, aIl must affect political-theoretical evaluation

ofdifferent political practices. A few feminist political thoorists have defended various

fonns of"strategic essentialism," arguing that exclusion is an unavoidable and necessary

aspect ofpolitical organising.15 Ifwe problematise any claim to identity, then how cao

feminists operate in contexts where dominant cIaims about gender dichotomies require an

unequivocal response? Or how do organisations make those decisions about inclusion and

exclusion that are Iikely to form the basis oftheir political projects? Both anti-essentialist

claims about feminist praxis and "strategie essentialist" responses often fàil to provide

concrete examples ofthe implications oftheir analyses. This discussion amply illustrates

the need for criteria for assessing the legitimacy ofidentity claims that are more or less

essentialist. An analysis ofthe debates surrounding identity politics and essentialism cao

lS See Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, "criticism~ Feminism, and the Institution," in The Post-Colonial
Critic: Interviews, Strategies. Dialogues, ed. Sarah Harasym (New York: Routledge, 1990).



•

•

Essentialism. Method & Genera1ising / 68

suggest certain criteria for good feminist practice, and in tom experiences offeminist

organising might provide useful interventions into the philosophical debates.

General versus specifie:
Inessential Woman and the slippery slope

The connection between fàlse generalisations, "exclusion" and essentialism is most

thoroughly drawn out by Elizabeth Spelman in Inessential Woman. The book argues

against"a tendency in dominant Western feminist thought to posit an essential

''womanness'' tbat an women bave and share in connnon despite the racial, cIass, religious,

ethnic, and cultural differences among us."16 Spelman shows both how feminists have

inherited from a significant thread in Western philosophy a way ofthinking tbat obscures

the effects ofrace, cIass and other aspects ofidentity on gender, and how that thinking is

perpetuated in contemporary feminist theory. Generalisations that presuppose a connnon

and separable gender identity possessed by all women in met often refleet only the

experience ofgender ofwomen with dominant identities. Thus the "essential womanness"

that bas been deployed by feminist theorists in contemporary North America generally

reflects the identity ofwhite, middIe-class women. Spelman is concemed primarily with

revealing essentiaIist practices, and pointing out how in :fàct we are often required to

categorise ourselves and athers in ways that both estabIish and reinforce certain

simiIarities and differences that seldom reflect the lives and experiences ofnon-dominant

women.

Chapter one higblighted how essentialism bas been linked to the obliteration of

difference. Recognising the limitations ofmutua1ly exclusive, bounded categories leads to

two questions about political identity: on the one band, can (or shouId) we separate one

axis ofpolitica1 identity from others (for example, by claiming that a11 women share certain

experiences that are ''the same" regardless oftheir race and class)? How might taIking as if

this were possible perpetuate forms ofexclusion and oppression? Spelman uses the term

16 Spelman. Inessenlial Woman: he.
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"additive analysis" to descnbe any theory that operates under the assumption that gender

identity and oppression are separable frOID other aspects ofidentity and forms of

oppression. She bas tbree criticisms. F~ additive analyses ofsexism and rac~ for

example, distort the experiences ofwomen ofcolom, who do not conceptualise

themselves as ''part woman, part persan ofeolour" when thinking about who theyare and

how they bave been oppressed. Second, additive analyses suppose tha.t l can subtraet that

part ofpersona! identity that is gendered from other parts ofmy identity, yielding a ''pure''

gendered part that 1 bring to bear on my feminist analysing and aetivism. However, "this

does not leave room for the fàct that different women may look ta different forms of

h"beration just because they are white or Black women, rieh or poor women, Catholle or

Jewish women."17 Additive analyses, furthermore, contnbute to the erasure ofwomen of

colour by setting up mutually exclusive, bounded categories of ''women'' and ''people of

colour." Neither ofthese arguments is merely an epistem.ological thesis about the need to

understand gender as always inflected by other aspects of identity and oppression.

Spelman argues, third, that additive analyses trade on the invisibility ofdominant identities

ta make that archetypal identity that allegedly represents "all women" most representative

ofwhite, middle-class women. To understand gender identity as epitomised by those

women whose identities are ''unmuddied'' by race or class is to put white, middle-class

women at the centre offeminist analysis. Thus SPeIman argues that no individuai should

he conceptualised merely as the SUIn ofdiscrete clements ofher identity, he these race,

gender, class, sexuality, or any ofa host ofself-defining characteristics that are more or

less important to a person's self-description.

On the other band, how, ifat ail, can (or should) we justifY the subsumption of

sorne characteristics under others (for example, by stressing the primaey ofgender in

explaining oppression)? Spelman offers various characterisations ofthe c1aim that sexism.

is a more fundamental form ofoppression than racism. In the history ofUS feminist

theory, she argues, feminist analyses based on aIl versions ofthis daim have ignored the

status ofboth Black men and Black women. For example, Spelman points out how Kate

17 Spelman, InessentiaI Woman: 125.
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Millet's radical feminism is premised on the pervasiveness ofinstitutionalised male power

over women (via property ownership, economic dominance in the nuclear family, the

professions, and even the police) that ignores the filet that Black men often do not possess

such power, and particularly not over white women. 18 Spelman develops an analysis of

this second question using an analogica1 argument about proceeding through labelled

"doors." For example, ifwe choose ta classify people (by asking - or requiring - them

ta walk through different doors into separate rooms) as either "women" or ''men'' and

thereafter as "homosexual" or "heterosexual" (problematic categories in any case), then

we end up with categories prioritising gender, and lesbians and gay men appear to bave

less in common than ifwe had first ordered people according to sexual identity, and then

gender. This illustrates the problems inherent in both the very possibility ofsubsuming

sorne characteristics under others, and in the decision-making processes that build and

order the "doors."

This account demonstrates how decisions about the significance ofsimilarities and

differences between women are not merely epistemologicaI, nor are they just a matter of

"getting it right" by domg empirical research. The axes ofpower that give sorne women

definitional control over feminist goals and descriptions ofwomen's identity shape how

those goals and identities are formed. Sometimes claims to similarity can he arrogant,

appropriative, assimilationist, or deceitfully selective. And claims to di:fference can obscure

common struggle, sustain an image ofwomen different frOID myselfas radically Other, or

serve merely to underscore the importance ofmy own political objectives rather than

genuinely taking account ofdiverse interests. Maria Lugones points out that, "White

women theorists seem to have worried more passionately about the harm the claim [that

sorne feminist generalisations are exclusionary] does to theorising than about the harm the

theorising did to women ofcolor."19 Thus when we say"feminist theory should be more

inclusive," which kind oftheory do we have in mind? And how does that place a certain

kind oftheory at the centre offeminism while other kinds are made peripheral? When we

taIk about the "problem" ofdifference, how does !bat cast those differences? As a problem

18 SpeIm~ lnessential Woman: 116-119.
19 Lugones~ "On the Logic ofPluralist Feminism": 41.
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for white feminist theory? An irritation generated by those tricky "Other" women who get

in the way ofsmooth generaIisations? By slipping into a philosophical jargon that etiolates

the political significance ofessentialism, dominant feminists bave often managed to take

the challenges raised by multiple oppressions away frOID the "rough ground" ofpolitical

engagement with racism, classism, heteronormativity and other forros ofexclusion.

SpeJman's account ofessentialism is convincing more as a critique ofexisting

tendencies than as a constructive alternative. In the next cbapter l build on her analysis to

offer a Wittgensteinian feminist method that avoids the essenriaIism she highlights. Before

l do so, however, l want to tum to two connected critical responses to Spe~which set

up a useful counterwei~ defining a position hostile to anti-essentialism - a kind of

"anti-anti-essentiaIism." Natalie Stoljar takes up some ofthe philosophical objections to

Spelman's theory ofidentity, while Susan Moller Okin challenges her method on the basis

ofempirical evidence. Both critiques miss the mark. However, the questions they raise do

point to an untenable form ofanti-essentialism that l want to examine and dismîss. Some

forms ofanti-essentiaIism are as disabling as those forms ofessentialism onder critique, sa

before turning to my own "middIe ground" 1 define the limits ofuseful anti-essentialism.

Spelman's critics stress the dangers ofrelativism. Ifgender bas meaning only in

particular contexts, theyargue, then how can feminists justify any daims about what

women have in common? For example, Stoljar argues that Spelman adopts an "extreme

relativistic account ofgender."20 Spelman, she c1aims, :fails to specify whether women

constitute a "type" (that is, a genuine class the members ofwhich are linked either by

universal properties or ''norninany'~by fàlling under the same predicate or being part ofthe

same resemblance structure). Stoljar takes Spelman's point that to know what ''women''

means is to he able to use the term correctly, as evidence that she endorses predicate

nominaHsm.. On this view, Spelman is c1aiming that

the type ''woman'' is no more than an ad hoc collection ofwomen in
different racial and cuhural contexts that is a collection simply in virtue of
the arbitrary designation ofthe word "woman." Predicate norninalism
provides no principled reasons for colleeting women into a type, and hence

20 Stoljar, "Essence, Identity and the Concept ofWomann
: 25.



•

•

Essentialism, Method & Generalising / 72

cannot provide a justification for feminist action on behalfofwomen, nor
an explanation ofthe simiIarities between individual members ofthe type.21

SpeIman is not suscepnole to this criticism, although Stoljar bas raised an important

objection to sorne other forms ofanti-essentialism

Stoljar seems to base her claim that Spelman endorses predicate norninalism. on the

observation that Spelman recognises that we are able to distinguish, albeit not without

controversy in sorne cases, between people who do or do not merit the label "woman."

Spelman thus alleged1y assumes that all that women sbare is the linguistic designation

"women." This claim is odd in the light ofher extensive, ifIargely critical, comments on

the need to establish criteria for assessing the salience ofcertain actuaIly existing

simiIarities between women.22 1 take it that Spelman does not think that essentiaIism. is a

problem only in language; her "principled reasons" for stressing any diffèrence or similarity

between women concem the political contexts in which those differences and similarities

emerge. In fàct, in Wrttgensteinian fàshion, Spelman's argwnent is fulIy compatible with

the "resemblance structure" account that Stoljar herselffavours.

Spelman argues !hat the meaning ofthe term ''women'' derives from its use, which

is multiple and ambiguous, and that investigation ofparticular uses reveals exclusionary

practices. Thus, fur from endorsing an extreme relativism that precludes feminist action,

Spelman's argument provides the foundation ofa better feminist method:

It is not a threat to the coherence offeminism to recosnize the existence of
many kinds ofwomen, many genders. It may in fàct help us to be more
willing to uncover the hanles among women over what ''being a woman"
means and about what "women's issues" are. It may make us more ready
to recognize that our engaging in these battles is a sign ofour
empowerment, not something that stands in the way ofs~ch
empowerment.23

21 Stoljar, "Essence, Identity and the Concept ofWoman": 27.

22 Spehnan, Inessenlial Woman: especially 137-159.

23 Spelman, Inessential Woman: 176.
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Stoljar may be dissatisfied with the lack ofconcrete examples in Spelman's work of

generalisations that are justifiable, ofsimilarities drawn between women that are accurate

and not exclusionary. This constructive work is absent frOID Inessential Woman; it is, after

al4 not wbat the book is about.

Okîn aIso argues that SpeIman's analysis evinces a "slide to....vard reIativism" that

makes it inadequate ta the exigencies ofa theory ofjustice.24 Claïming tbat Spelman

provides a ''paucity ofevidence" for her claims that ''women's experiences ofoppression

are different," Okin argues that Spelman merely asserts the existence ofradicaIly different

contextual meanings ofgender, and needs to demonstrate the reality ofsuch difference

more thoroughly. She proposes to put "antî-essentialism" to the test by applying it ta a

comparison ofthe oppression ofwomen in the "Western industrialized countries" and in

''poor countries." Okin daims tbat this comparison will yield a result precluded by

Spelman's analysis: that the situation ofthe latter group relative to the former is "the

same, ooly more sa." Thus Okin picks up the same criticism as Stoljar, but she argues

against the alleged consequences ofSpelman's theory ofidentity.

Aside from the simple retort that Inessential WOlf1an is packed with concrete

empirica1 examples ofinstances where essentialist accounts ofgender have oppressive

effects, many ofthem contemporary, Okin mistakes Spelman's exposition ofthe

contingency ofgeneralisations about women for necessary claims about differences

between women. Spelman's method would itselfaffirm Okin's project of'~esting the

etnpirical evidence," and would not necessarily ruIe out her conclusion that she bas found

more similarities than differences between women in the "Western industrialized

countries" and in ''poar countries." Spehnan's analysis does highlight the need to attend to

the contexts that make such claims useful and legitimate, to other schemes of

categorisation they mIe out, and to relations ofpower that make white middle-class

feminists (for example) predisposed to generalise in particular ways. Okin claims to refute

Spelman's argument !bat unIess a feminist theorist perceives gender identity as bound up

with other aspects ofidentity she ignores the effects ofthese ather differences. Her

24 Susan Moller Okin~ ~der Inequality and Cultural Differences," Po/itical Theory 22:1~ 1994: S.
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counter-argument runs: '-one can argue that sexism is an identifiable forro. ofoppression,

• many ofwhose effects are feh by women regardless ofrace or class, without at aIl

subscnbing to the view that race and class oppression are insignificant.n2S But this

__'/respo~ is ambiguous: by reducing sexism to a single "form ofoppression," Okîn

sidesteps Spelman's point that the (many) forros ofgender oppression vary and that

women do experience oppression d.ifferently according to race, class or other politicaIIy

salient differences.

In missing all ofthese issues, Okin's own argument ironica1ly becomes susceptible

to SpeIman's critique. Okin offers very broad analyses ofvarious inequities that

supposed1y exist in the same form in a variety ofcontexts, differing only quantitatively, not

qualitatively. On what basis does she cIaim. these inequities are ''the same"? To take one

example, in describing social and economic inequality and injustice within familles, Dkin

asserts that:

The comparison ofmost fàmilies in rich countries with poor fàmilies in
poor countries - where distinctions between the sexes often start earlier
and are much more blatant and more barmful ta girls - yields, here too,
the conclusion that, in the latter case, things are not so much different as
"simiJar but more 50."26

The dubious link between degree ofpoverty and sexism within the fàmily aside, Okin

seems in such examples to exlnbit precisely the kind ofdisdain for context ta which

Spelman objects. We might ask: Wbal, or whose, definition offàmily is being deployed

here? Which familles are being compared with which, and why is that comparison chosen?

What, or whose, definition ofwork is used to arrive at measures ofinequality? How does

unjust gender sociaIisation differ in a poor Bangladeshi and a middle-class Canadian

fumily?

•

Any claim about women, ifcouched in sufficiently vague terms, cao have broad

applicability. 1 (and Spelman) would agree that, generally speaking, traditional patriarchal

fàmilies are loci ofgender oppression. But it raises more interesting challenges for

25O~ "Gender Inequality": 7.

26 Okïn, '~der Inequality": 13.
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feminists to ask specifie questions about how that oppression is played out in particuIar

contexts. To argue that the very same Western analyses can he straightforwardly applied

to Other cultures is a farniIiar imperialist move, no less 50 ifthe analyses in question are

feminist. Understanding gender in context - a position with no necessary link to cultural

or moral relativism - is a cornerstone ofculturally sensitive and appropriate

"development" work. Okin recognises tbat the ostensible similarity ofwomen's oppression

in her analysis cannot determine the shape of"development" practice:

As the work ofsorne feminist scholars ofdevelopment shows, using the
concept ofgender and refusing to let d.ifferenees gag us or fragment our
analyses does not mean that we should overgeneralize or try to apply
"standardized" solutions to the problems ofwomen in different
circumstances. Chen argues for the value ofa situation-by-situation
analysis ofwomen's roles and constraints before plans can he made and
programs designed. And Papanek, too, shows how helping to edueate
women to awareness oftheir oppression requires quite deep and specific
knowledge ofthe relevant culture.27

Spelman argues !hat the fiillure to understand gender in context reinscnbes oppression.

Okîn argues that gender oppression is broadly similar cross-cuhurally, but steps back frOID

drawing firm conclusions about feminist practice from thisc~ allowing that

"overgeneraIising" mayobscure, in this case, important cultural differences. It is

unfortunate that Okîn does not analyse the ''we'' in this quote who helps to "educate

women ta awareness oftheir oppression." It is not clear that Spelman would disagree with

Okîn's claim that the women's oppression bas similar sites and forms across cultures, but

her analysis does recommend a more cautious approach to assuming sameness across

differences infleeted, as are those between women in "developed" and "poor" countries,

by relations ofpower.28

27 Oldn, "Gender Inequality": 20.

28 Clearly there is a lot more to he said about Okin's claims. For an excellent analysis ofthe essentialising
construction ofthe "third world woman~ in Western feminist texts - one that speaks preciselyto Qkin's
mistakes - see Chandra Talpade Mohanty, "Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial
Discourses," in Mohanty, Anne Russo and Lourdes Torres, eds., Third Wor/d Women and the PoUties of
Feminism (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991).
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"Anti-anti-essentialism"

These two critiques ofSpelman are instructive because they highlight what "anti

anti-essentialists" mast fear - the fragmentation ofgender. In "Anti-anti-relativism,"

Clifford Geertz points out that despite the Iaws oflogic, "anti-anti-relativism" is not the

same position as relativism itseIt: Just as one can adopt an "anti-anti-abortion" stance

without thinking tbat abortion is a good thing, sc one can he "anti-anti-relativism" without

heing a relativist.29 Analogously, 1 sugge~ one can he "anti-anti-essentialism" without

being an essentialist. In this vein, severa! feminists have pointed to the dangers ofan a

priori affirmation ofdifference or a principled "gender scepticism." In defence of

generaIity, sorne have argued that a knee-jerk invocation ofdifference in all

methodological contexts may operate to obscure important commonalities rather than

bring salient differences into view.

Emphasising how "essentialist" is used as a pejorative to undercut recanstructive

feminist projects, for example, Jane Roland Martin asks whether "anti-essentialism" now

forros a restrictive orthodoxy within contemporary Western feminist theory:

Condemning essence talle in conneetion with our bodies and ourselves, we
came dangerously close to adopting it in relation ta our methodologies. In
our determination to honor diversity among women, we told one another
to restriet our ambitions, Iimit our sights, beat a retreat from certain tapies,
refrain from usÎng a rather long list ofcategories or concepts, and eschew
generalization. 1 can think ofno better prescription for the stunting ofa
field ofintellectual inquiry.30

Martin's concerns highlight the dangers ofcritiques ofessentialism that operate at a

theoreticallevel rather t..::tan taking into account the exigencies of feminist practice. What

does it mean to operate against cuhurally dominant constructions offemininity and

masculinity ifinvoking an alternative account ofthe feminine is disallowed? What ifthose

dominant constructions have a significant impact on how men and women understand

29 Clifford Geertz, uAnti-anti-relativism~'" American Anthrop%gist 86:2, 1984.
30 Martin, '~ethodological Essentialism": 631.
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themselves and each other? Do sorne forms ofanti-essentiaIism lead us down the slippery

slope to gender relativism?

Stressing the underlying reality ofconnections between women across race, class

and other divisions, Susan Bordo points out, in a rich and persuasive article, that radical

gender scepticism does nothing to ensure that the reality ofdiversity is respected, and

undercuts the grounds offeminist politics.31 Bordo identifies a new "cultural formation ....

complex1y constructed out ofdiverse elements."32 She argues that this formation serves to

shift fèminist attention from practical contexts to questions ofadequate theory, placing the

construction ofa theory that matches certain prescnOed criteria prior to the adequate

understanding ofsueh things as relationships between white women and women ofeolour

in a particular contexte Bordo attributes responsibility for this gender scepticism to two

phenomena: the academic elision ofcritiques ofethnocentrism with poststrueturalist

theory, and feminist appropriations ofdeconstruetionism. Her "anti-anti-essentialist"

arguments fall into two categories: first, she uncouples claims about racism, classism and

other "-isms" from epistemological claims about generalisations. Second, she argues that

the academic context ofanti-essentialism generates qualms about its political motivations

and effects.

The "dogma" ofanti-essentialism - characterised here by Bordo as the claim that

generalisations are in principle essentialist - fails to meet the needs of feminism for a

number ofreasons. First, she argues, there is no necessary connection between gender

sceptical methodologism and anti-racism, for example. Simply asserting the value of

fragmenting categories will not generate a better understanding ofthe micro-politics of

oppression Second, white feminists, in particular, seldomjustify their deployment ofthe

mantra of"gender, race and class," which pervades recent theorising. ''Why these axes of

difference?" Borda asks. '''hen the very ideological frameworks that originally cast these

axes as politically salient are undercut by sorne ofthose theorists who invoke "gender,

race and class," whatjustifies their choice ofthese categories? Bordo poses a similar

question: ''Why, it must be asked, are we sc ready to deconstruet what bave historically

31 Susan Bordo9 "Feminism9 Postmod.~ and Gender Skepticism," in Unbearable Weight: 215-243.
32 Bordo9 Unbearable Weight: 211.
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been the most ubiquitous elements ofthe gender axis, while we remain so willing to defer

to the authority and integrity ofrace and class axes as fundamentaIly grounding?"33

Setting aside whether this is an accurate description offeminist tendencies, the question

nonetheless higblights the emptynature ofthis form ofanti-essentialism The necessity of

ignoring some axes üfdifference in any particu1ar context makes hostility to

generalisations a methodological dogma rather than a useful guide.

Finally, Bordo argues that we can accept the multiplicity ofwomen's identities

while still acknowledging cultural moments where gender operates dichotomously. How

we conceptualise such moments is clearly open to question, and Bordo provides a

complex analysis ofthe Hill-Thomas hearings to illustrate her point. Whatever we make of

this example, it shows, 1 think, that feminists cannot avoid gender duality by

methodologica1 fiat.

Assessing where we are DOW, it seems to me that feminism stands less in
danger ofthe totalizing tendencies offeminists than ofan increasingly
paralyzing anxiety over iàlling (from what grace?) into ethnocentrism or
"essentialism." (The often-present implication that such a fàll indicates
deeply conservative and racist tendencies, ofcourse, intensifies such
anxiety.) Do we want to delegitimate a priori the exploration of
experiential continuity and structural common ground among women? ... If
we wish to empower diverse voices, we would do better, 1 believe, to shift
strategy from the methodological dietum that we forswear talk of"male"
and "female" realities (which ... can still he edifying and useful) to the
messier, more slippery, practical struggle to create institutions and
communities that will not permit sorne groups ofpeople to make
determinations about reaIity for ail.34

Bordo is also wary ofthe academic context ofgender scepticism. Mere theoretical

attentiveness to difference does not ensure adequate representation for members of

historicalIy excluded groups, either in theory or in academic communities. In fà.ct, insisting

on the primacy of"d.ifference" merely constructs radical Others and may actually preclude

useful dialogue between women; it aIso occurs in academic contexts tbat are closed to

actual di:fference, and rarely presents the often privileged academic with the more

33 Bordo~ Unbearab/e Weight: 230.

34 Bordo, Unbearab/e Weight: 225.
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immediate challenges that arise from working within a diverse group. Generalising

hypotheses are not necessarily silencing or exclusive, Bordo argues; in fàct, they may

invite dialogue, when deconstruetive readings refuse to assume a shape for which they

must take responsibility. The intense hostility ofmany feminists to positive constructions

ofthe feminine (Bordo cites Gillig~ l think correctly, as an exemplary target ofsuch

hostility) may come less from concems about their "essentialism" than from a fear of

infection by the inferior female otherness they allegedly depict. The professionalisation of

feminist philosophy, Bordo argues, works against the counter-hegemonic categories

deployed by feminist aetivists:

In this institutional context, as we are permitted ''integration'' into the
professional sphere, the category offemale "othemess," which bas spoken
to many feminists ofthe possibility ofinstitutional and cu1tural change, of
radical transformation ofthe values, metaphysical assumptions, and social
practices ofour cuhure, may become something from which we wish to
clissociate ourselves. We need instead to establish our leanness, our critical
incisiveness, our proficiency at cIear and distinct dissection.35

l am deeply sympathetic to the tenor ofBordo's argument here. The levelof

abstraction at which the essentialism debates have been carried out bas often seemed to

me fur removed from the exigencies offeminist political practice. And l often bave to

resist the temptation to let my own writing slip into a jargon-laden technica1 style that

dissociates itselffrom the emotive political issues at stake. Bordo's cIaim that sorne anti

essentialist arguments tend to create distance rather tban encouraging dialogue resonates

for me as well: l have often experienced white women students using classroom discussion

ofsome ofthe contentions loosely grouped under ''postmodem feminism" to construct an

image of"women ofcolour" as radically different from themselves. (A Black acquaintance

once remarked to me wonderingly, after auditing a series oflecture/discussions on

''feminist theory and women ofcolour" in which white female students had made strong

daims about the Othemess ofwomen ofco10ur, "Who do they think l am? l grew up in

the West Island! [a middle-class suburban area ofMontreal]"). This bath obviates the need

35 Bordo, Unbearable Weight: 233.
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to answer such questions as ''how cau we work together respectfully?' and is a fonn of

racism symmetrical with SpeJman's ''boomerang perception." Just as SpeIman points out

how ''well-meaning white parents," in encouraging their children ta overcome racist

prejudice, used the ploy "they are just like you" (never, ''you are just like them"), sa the

claim ''we are nothing like them" encourages salipsism rather than reciproca1 dialogue.36

l agree with Borda, furthermore, that dogmatic anti-essentialism, and in particular

''postmodem'' feminist theories ofsubjectivity, have no necessary connection with

arguments concerning :false generaIisations or multiple identities l have been addressing.37

In fàct, sorne feminists have argued that these two strands ofanti-essentialist influence

have contlieting political goals. For example, in ''The Race for Theory," Barbara Christian

argues tbat in the context ofliterary critic~ "deconstruction" ofIiterary traditions

perpetuates the very exclusions it purports ta undercut:

For l feel tbat the new emphasis on literary critical theory is as hegemonic
as the world which it attaeks. l see the language it creates as one which
mystifies rather than clarifies our condition, making it possible for a few
people who know that particular language ta control the critical scene
that language surfàced, interestingly enough, just when the literature of
peoples ofcolor, ofblack women, afLatin Americans, ofAfricans began to
mave ta "the center." ... Now l am being told that philosophers are the
ones who write literature, that authors are dead, irrelevant, mere vessels
through which their narratives ooze, that they do not work nor have they
the fà.intest idea what they are doing; rather they produce texts as
disembodied as the angels.38

Many women ofealour writing today about their racial and euhuraI identities in

feminist contexts bath challenge monolithie, white-identified, accounts ofwomanhood and

36 Spelman, InessentiaJ Woman: 12.

37lbroughout this dissertation 1 have tried to avoid using the generic phrase "postmodern feminism." As
Bordo says, "The postmodern bas been described and redescribed with 50 Many different points of
departure that the whole discussion is by now its own Most exempIary definition" [Bordo, ~osnnodcm
Subjects, Postmodem Bodi~ Postmodern Resistance," in UnbearabJe Weight: 345]. 1 use the phrase here
to capture a constellation ofpositions that seem.s to me to he one ofthe Most readily identifiable aspects of
broad1y postmodem links with feminist theory.

38 Barbara Christian, "The Race for Theory," in Malcing Face, Malcing SouU Haciendo Caras: Creative
and Critical PerspectÏVes by Feminists ofCoJor, ed. Gloria Anzaldlia (San Francisco: Aunt Lute, 1990):
338-9.
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reaffirm another devalued, marginalised or suppressed identity. bell hooks' work on Black

women and se]f:.recovery, for exampIe, specifical1y appropriates the modernist language of

self-help for radical politica1 purposes, to argue that:

Black fema1e selt:recovery, like all black self-recovery, is an expression of
a hberatory political practice. Living as we do in a white-supremacist
capitalist patriarchal context that can best exploit us when we lack a finn
grounding in selfand identity (knowledge ofwho weare and where we
have come from), choosing ''welIness'' is an aet ofpolitica1 resistance.
Before many ofus can effectively sustain engagement in organized
resistance struggle, in black hberation movement, we need to undergo a
process ofself-recovery that can heal individual wounds that prevent us
from functioning fully.39

By stressing the suppressed and previously distorted experiences ofBlack women in the

contemporary United States, hooks' account offers hope ofa more authentic, ''healing''

selt:identity. Such work may rediscover oid subjects or define new ones, or point to the

complexity ofcross-cutting axes of identity within aIl subjects. It does not, however,

suggest that experience bas no one privileged interpretation, or that the subject is dead 

far from it, in hooks' case. In other words, many ofthe methodological insights contained

within critiques ofessentialism are not derived from postmodernism, nor even from

postmodem feminism. Thus a feminist theory such as SpeIman's can offer anti-essentialist

views ofsubjectivity - for example a view that sees every invocation ofidentity as

contextual and historical1y situated - without being committed to sorne ofthe bolder

c1aims ofanti-essentialîsm.

Bordo is more cautious and more nuanced in her critique ofanti-essentiaJism than

is Okin, recognising her own location and the political dangers ofdismissing anti

essentialism too casually. My reservations about Bordo's argument centre on her

construction ofthe position she is attacking. The dogmatic view she calls "anti

essentialism" verges on being a straw person, representing, at oost, moments in sorne

authors' work rather than a fully articulated programmatic approach. She is careful to

39 bellh~ Sis/ers of/he Yam: Black Women and Self-Recovery (Toronto: &tween the Lines, 1993):
14-15.
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cbaracterise gender scepticism as a convergence oftrends rather than a soIid stance. This

depiction itse~ however, serves to elide "anti-essentialist" arguments that are very

different froID each other. When Bordo argues against principled gender scepticism, does

her argument apply with equal strength ta Butler's account ofgender as performativity

and to SpeIman's contextual method? lsn't there an important difference hetween

objecting to a particular generalisation because it is exclusionary, for example, and

objecting to generaIisations in genera1? Bordo recognises these distinctions, but, like

Spelman, ber accoum is critical rather than constructive. Where does this leave my own

project?

From theory ta method

This chapter expands on the connection between fàlse generalisations about

women and methodologica1 essentiaHsm While feminism needs general claims, often these

claims are constructed sc as to reflect inequalities ofpower between women that allow

dominant group feminists to de:fine identities and political interests. Taking Spelman's

account as a strong argument for the position tbat gender must a1ways he understood as

inflected by race, class and other differences between women (and vice versa), 1 defended

ber against critîcs. In the course ofthis defence, 1 pointed out how "anti-anti-essentiaIists"

identify a position wherein feminists abject to generalisations about womenper se. This

"principled anti-essentialist" position is incoherent; 1 have sorne doubts, furthennore, as to

whether any feminist theorist consistently adopts it. It nevertheless defines one end ofa

spe~ with metaphysical essentialism at the other. Along this spectrum. are a variety of

positions: from extreme a priorism about the Form ofWoman, to a principled rejection of

aIl generalisations about women. Just as in. chapter one 1 suggested that metaphysical

essentialism. is a straw person for feminist anti-essentialists, 50 here 1 am suggesting that

principled anti-essentialism is both an untenable position in itseIt: and a straw persan for

anti-anti-essentiaIists.

To motivate Iater cbapters, 1 want to argue that despite the ostensible differences

between the texts d.iscussed, there is an unacknowledged consensus in the literature on
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essentialism. First, Spelman, Okïn and Bordo would ail agree that feminism needs

generalisations, and that a position rejecting all general claims is untenable. The existence

offalse generalisations, however egregious, does not necessitate avoiding ail

generalisations, and indeed, as these authors concur, to do 50 would he to commit a kind

ofmethodologica1 suicide, since all social theory rests to sorne degree on generalising

categories and theses, however carefully nuanced these may he.

Recognising that the category "women" is too crude to he ofreal methodologica1

use, we might substitute ''working-class women" in a particular analysis. This becomes

''white working-cIass women," or ''white working-class married wome~"or ''white

working-cIass married women in Ontario in the 1980s," and 50 on down the slippery

sIope. Yet we do not have to commit ourselves to ending up at the bottom. Sorne ofthese

adjectives may weIl enbance our analysis, make it more precise and informative; others

may turn out to he less relevant, obscuring commonalities rather than highlighting

important differences. To insist ahead oftime that only difference is to count is to re-adopt

a kind ofmethodologica1 narrowness that ïnlnoits productive feminist investigation. Such

an a priori affirmation ofdifference may black the discovery and investigation of

commonalities, and we cannot tell a priori which commonalities and differences are

relevant to the political issue at band.

For example, in my own work against sexual violence l am often struck by the

straightforwardly radical effects ofasserting women's connnonalities against sexist efforts

to fragment women as a group. Ofthose individuals who are victims ofsexual assault as

adults, around 90% are wome~which is a startling figure by any sociological standard.40

These women may he young or old, rich or poor, black or white, fut or thin, survivors of

other sexual abuse or not, self-defined lesbian, heterose~ bisexual, and 50 forth. The

consequences ofthe assauh will he very different for these different women: an elderly

woman with few financial resources leaving her abusive husband bas her life changed by

sexuaI violence in quite a different way from a young college student whose blind date

rapes her.

40 Canadian statistic from a recent compilation in 1995 Volunteer ManuaI: The SexuaI Assau/t Centre of
McGiIl Students' Society. Montreal.
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Yet there are significant theoretical connections between these two occurrences in

feminist analyses, in the ernotional responses ofthe two women, in the attitudes and

actions oftheir aggressors, in their heaIing processes, and in other respects, which make it

both politically useful and usefu1 10 these women for feminists sometimes ta campaign in

relatively generic ways against sexual violence perpetrated against a wide range ofwomen.

Indeed, the strength offeminist organising against sexual assauh resides in the creation of

a general connecting discourse. If these !Wo women find themselves in the same support

group, their experiences, while very different, may resonate with one another, and they

may find important common threads in the fabric of their lives.

Ifthe support group wants ta avoid being exclusionary, ofcourse, it will address in

its meetings how poverty, age, cultural background and other variables that are relevant ta

its members have affected their experiences ofsexual violence. The group may decide ta

split inta separate sub-groups at ditferent rimes for diflèrent women. On a structurallevel

it will have sliding scale or no fees, il will offer childcare services, it will schedule meetings

at times and in locations that make it accessible. Yet members ofthe group may choose to

march together on a "Take Back the Night" demonstration under a banner proclaiming

"Women: Safe, Strong and Free," or they may lobby for changes in the law surrounding

sexual assauh. Thus this example demonstrates that feminist practice can often make use

ofgeneral categories, women's common experiences, and relatively unintlected political

analyses, while still avoiding exclusionary traps. This is not to deny that many feminist

actions have been, and continue ta he, exclusionary in practice. The extent to which

unintlected categories should he discarded because essentialist, however, is a question

that seems to speak to theoretical issues in feminist theory rather tban to the pragmatic

issues confronted by feminist groups in responding to sexism.

Thus all feminist theorists with any commitment to making their analyses relevant

to feminist aetivism, ofwhatever kind, must he committed to allowing some sorts of

generalisations about women. Crucial questions revolve around the nature ofthese

generalising c1aims, how they are deployed politica1ly, and how they are justified. Put

simply, fàlse generalisations are bad because theyarefalse, not because theyare

generalisations. It often seems ta me that the allure ofanti-essentialist discourses bas
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immobilised feminist political theorists. We need not he connnitted to any form of

essentialism when we identifY commonalities among wom~ and these connnonaIities

might still he accurate and truthful explanatory frameworks for oppression, or he

experienced as deeply authentic identities. General claims about women are not

necessarily essentiaIist, although they may misrepresent their alleged constituency, make

fàlse assumptions about "women's lives" or "women's experlence," or make numerous

other mïstakes. Keeping this debate at the level ofepistemological questions about

generality and "difference" sidesteps analyses ofpower that offer criteria for

understanding how homogeneity comes ta he imposed, and when "strategic essentialism"

might he most useful.

Thus we cannot arbitrate between different claims about what women have in

common without giving examples ofparticuIar contexts where such claims apply. Sorne

generaIisations, it seems reasonable ta assume, will he justified and others will note AU the

authors 1 have been discussing draw this conclusion in one way or another. But the

feminist philosophicalliterature on essentialism bas tended toward internaI dialogue, often

at cross purposes (as in the case ofOkin on Spelman), and bas not effeetively

demonstrated tha.t much is at stake for feminist practitioners in discussions ofessentialism.

This is one ofthe reasons Wittgenstein's ''back to the rough ground" is an epigram for this

dissertation. Ifwe keep the debate at the level ofepistemology, we run the risk ofbeing

trapped in an idle dichotomy: either we continue to he excited by anti-essentialist

examples, seeing exceptions to every general claim, or we impose preconceived ideal

types onto women in ways that matter politically for those women.

Rec1aiming the term "essentialist" may have important critica1 force in a discipline

that bas fà.iled to interrogate its own professed "anti-essentialism." However, both

accusations and allegiances, as Spivak says, often merely give information about ''what

color cockade you're wearing in your hat."41 ''Essentialism'' and "anti-essentialism" are

not two discrete and juxtaposed positions, but terms descnëing multiple positions

complexIy Iocated on a spectrum. Neither end ofthe spectrum represents a viable position

41 Spi~ "In a Wor~" in The Essentia/ Difference, eds. Schor and Weed: 175.
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for feminist theorists. Therefore we need ta look to the middle ground between

essentialism and gender scepticism to :find ways oftalking about women that neither do

violence to their diversity, nor represent them as inconsolably different.

In the next chapter l will find a perhaps unlikely ally in Ludwig Wittgenstein, who

offers a critique ofessentialism that can he appropriated in arder to perform precisely this

task. Wrttgenstein's anti-essentiaHsm recommends that we "look and see," an injunetion

motivated by concerns connected to my own evolving argument. Instead oftrying to "get

it right" a1x>ut who women are, we can give examples ofcontexts where different claims

are justified. However, this exercise still requires criteria ofjustification; it still demands

that we define which similarities and di:fferences between women are to count. In chapters

four and five l take up the challenge ofgiving such examples, using my Wrttgensteinian

ferninism to develop an anti-essentialist feminist research method and praetice.
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"Back ta the Rough Ground!"
A Wittgensteinian Critique of Feminist (Anti-)Essentialisms1

Philosophicallnvestigations (In a Feminist Voice)

And we extend our concept ofnumber as in spinning a thread we twist
fibre on fibre. And the strength ofthe thread does not reside in the fàct that
sorne one fibre runs through its whole length, but in the overlapping of
many fibres.2

1. Let us consider the construet that we call ''women." 1 don't just mean white, middle

cIass, heterosexuaI, able-bodied, young, beautiful, Western women, but all women. Wbat

is connnon to them all? Don't say: '~ere must he something in common or they wouldn't

he called 'women'." Likewise don't say: "Ifwomen have nothing in common then how

can feminism form a politica1 movement?" Look and see what the construct ofwomen

consists in, and what women might have in cormnon. For ifyou look you will not see

something that is common to a.J.4 but similarities, relationships, and a whole series ofthem

1 An earlier version ofthis dialogue and ofsome ofthe ideas in this chapter appeared in Investigating
Wittgenstein: Essentialism and Feminist Political Thought~ MA Research Paper~ Department ofPolitical
Science~McGill University 1993. A version ofthis chapter is forthcoming as ""Bacle to the Rough
Ground!~: Wittgenst~Essentialism and Feminist Methods," in Re-Reading the Canon: Feminist
Interpretations ofLudwig Wittgenstein~ ed. Naomi Scheman (University Park: Penn State Press).

2 Ludwig Wittgenstein1 Phi/osophical Investigations, 3rd cd. transe G. E. M. Anscombe (New York:
Macm.illan~ 1958): § 67. AlI further references to this text will he indicated by the abbreviation PI
followed by paragraph or page numbers.
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at that. Look for example at heterosexual women. They are attraeted to, and may fonn

sexual relationships~ men. Now pass to bisexual women: sorne features drop out and

others appear! Think now ofa woman ofeolour (ifyou haven't aIready). How is she like a

white woman? And wbat is the relationship ofa white lesbian to a Hispanic heterosexual?

Does a rieh woman in England have anything in eonnnon with a poor one in South Africa?

And the result ofthis exarnination is: we see a complicated network of
similarities overlapping and crlss-crossing: sometim.es overall simiIarities,
sometimes similarities ofdetail. [pI § 66]

2. Furthermore, even when 1 talle about one woman it is not correct to find the logical sum

ofthese individual interrelated concepts: ifI am. white, anglophone, middle class, young...,

the concept of"me" is not an additive analysis ofthese different parts. [pI § 68] 1 cannat

abstract from the rest that part ofme that is race, that wbieh is sexuality, and 50 on. (Yet

obviously 1 can still use the concept ofmyself) Likewise when I compare myselfto a

woman ofcolour, whom 1 resemble in many other respects, I cannat say "add sorne

colour, and we are the same."

3. "So how can you talk about 'women' at all?" WeIl, in talking about them 1 give

examples and intend them to he taken in a particular way, 50 that they may he used (in the .

game ofpolities perbaps). The danger ofthis is that we may not recognise that these are

just examples and not an ideal, an inexpressible common thing that represents aIl women.

For what does the mental pieture ofa woman look like when it does not show us any

partieular image, but what is eommon to aIl women? 1 think that ifyou see '-Women" in a

certain light you will use the term in a certain way, and because your account does not

apply ta aIl women, but ooly ta those you are thinking ot: in using an ideal you will he

guilty ofa generaIisation that is quite unjustified:

The idea DOW absorbs us, that the ideal ~must' be found in reality.
Meanwhüe we do not as yet see how it occurs there, nor do we understand
the nature oftbis 'must'. We think it must he in reality; for we thînk we
already see it there. [pI § 101]
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4. "SO what is the purpose ofthis ideal, ifit is not found in reality?" In this case, the ideal

comes to serve a political purpose for you, as my examples serve my poIiticai purposes.

The ideai woman can he held up as a metaphysical necessity that cornes ta legislate my

identity. So when we identify simiIarities and differences, we must he quite cIear that this

is a pragmatic exercise: ''How shouid we explain to someone what agame is? 1 imagine

tbat we should descnœ games to bim, and we might add: ''This and similor things are

called 'games'." [pI § 69]

5. ''But ifyou are a fetninis4 then you need to make generalisations about women, for this

is the essence of feminist poIitics!" Exaetly. 1 have never denied that. When 1 look around

a classroom, for example, 1 see women having common experiences ofbeing excluded and

triviaIised. But that is not to say that even we are aIl the same. 1 can draw a boundary

around us, for a special purpose. (perhaps 1 want to show you something).

6. The idea1 becomes an empty notion, which muddIes me, and prevents me from seeing

what 1 have ta do. What feminist action should 1 take ifl am in pursuit ofa chimera? We

have taken out aIl the substance of''women,'' and are Ieft with a vacuous concept: ''we

have got onto slippery ice where there is no friction and so in a certain sense the

conditions are ideaI, but also, just because ofthat, we are unable to walk. We want to

waIk: 50 we need friction. Back ta the rough ground!" [pI § 107)

7. Sometimes you draw a boundary around concepts to use them yoursel:f. (This may he

ca1led a stereotype). What matters is tbat you look and see whether or not you have drawn

the boundary seIf-consciously. Sometimes the boundary is oppressive; sometimes it acts as

an object ofcomparison:

For we can avoid ineptness or emptiness in our assertions only by
presentiog the model as what it is, as an abject ofcomparison - as, 50 to
speak, a measuring-rod; not as a preconceived idea to which reaIity must
correspond. (The dogmatism iota which we fàll so easily in doing
philosophy). (pI § 131]
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8. But now you will say: "This is nonsense. AIl women do have something in common;

namely, their bodies. Do you want to deny Wat?" ....<\ll right, the concept of"women" is

bounded for you by the physical reaIity ofgendered existence. It need not he so. You have

given the physical character of ''women'' rigid limits, but l can use the term so that its

extension is not closed by the same frontier.

9. This much l will allow you: sorne aspects ofmale and female bodies are diffèrent. But

why have we drawn the most important boundaries there? Why do we not draw them

around other differences between us? Certa.inly it matters that sorne women menstruate,

have breasts, vaginas, bear children. But do aIl women share these features? The physical

boundaries ofgender are elective foundations, supported by the wal1s ofsocial practice.

The discourse we weave around our bodies is what creates what we think ofas a

necessary reaIity.

10. So now you agree: ~'bodiesdon't matter" (on this l am still only partly in agreement)

and ask again, ~'ifeven bodies can change, how is the social construct of 'women'

botmded?" By a set ofrules which regulate it very weIl, yet which leave sorne gaps.

11. "Essence is expressed by grammar" [pI § 371]

The category of"women" bas been confinned by language - such as the gendered

pronouns sorne languages use ta divide the world in two. This obscures the contingency of

that division and leads us ta assign it more importance than we otherwise might:

"Philosophy is a battle against the bewitchment ofour intelligence by means of language."

[pI § 109]

12. The category ofsex is created and defined by an abstract botmdary, which is in filet

fluide For what matters about being a woman? Look and see. We can c1aim things in

common, like perhaps motherhood, or sexuality, or emotional sensibilities, but that is not

to say that we will aIl, always, have these things in common. 1 use my own experience to
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find out what the women 1 know have in common. The construction ofgender identity is a

complex thing, and varies between people, and that is ta say that it is mutable. (We have

approached the problem from the other side, and now we know our wayabout!):

One might say that the concept "game" is a concept with blurred edges 
''But is a blurred concept a concept at all?,'- Is an indistinct photograph a
picture ofa person at all? Is it even always an advantage to replace an
indistinct pieture by a sharp one? lsn't the indistinct one often exactly what
we need? [pI § 71]

13. Sa, perhaps we don't need to specify what the concept "women" is at aIl. In :fuet,

specifying might not be to our advantage. Rather we need ta take the longer path towards

discovering who we are, and who we are not.

14. And we extend our concept ofwomen as in spinning a thread we twist fibre on fibre.

And the strength ofthe thread does not reside in the fàct that sorne one fibre runs through

its whole length, but in the overJapping ofmany fibres.

* * *

•

What does the preceding Wrttgensteinian conversation tell us about feminist

theory? First, it elaborates the same stalemate 1 articulated in chapters one and two:

namely, that any feminist theory tbat tries to incorporate the multiplicity ofdifferences

between women will not he able to make the generalisations required for feminist POlitics.

This leaves feminist theory trapped between an acute gender scepticism, and the use of

crude and exclusive generalisations. These polar accounts are sometimes presented as the

ooly options for feminists, yet by enquiring bath into meaning and into feminist method, a

Wittgensteinian feminist critique ofessentialism helps us to locate ourselves outside the

terms ofthe dichotomy, on the ''rough ground." This coopter uses the ideas in my own

Phi/osophica/ Investigations to show how to continue with feminist theory and practice

without fàlling into methodological essentialism. 1 argue that by paying close attention to

WittgensteÏIl's remarks in a central section ofhis Philosophical Investigations (roughly §§
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66-131), we can undermine the theoretical bases ofessentiaIism through bis challenge to

one traditional philosophica1 pieture tbat "holds us captive."

1 proceed by briefly locaring Wrttgenstein's critique ofessentialism, before

showing how it connects to ferninist anti-essentialism. Wittgenstein's later philosophy

oflèrs a solutiûn te certain methodological problems within feminist theory. In particuIar, l

present an articulation ofthe connection between Wittgenstein's notion offàmily

resembIance3 and bis critique of ideals, on the one band, and problematic forms of

essentialism with regard to the eategory ''wo~''on the other. 1 indicate how this relates

to Spelman's analysis in Inessential WomanJ and point out how Wtttgenstein's arguments

for purposive boundary-drawing and bis notion of"objects ofcomparison" provide insight

into contemporary feminist theorising about sex and gender identities, making the case

that conceptual delimiting is a matter ofpolitical strategy, not ofepistemological necessity.

Finally, 1 indicate that Wtttgenstem's injunetion ta "look and see" might cODStitute more

than a mere slogan for feminist social theory, and l oudine the contours ofa feminist

method tbat offers a way to go on using anti-essentialist insights. Wrttgenstein's

scepticism toward theory moves our attention away frOID the "problem ofdifference" as a

philosophical trope, towards questions about feminist practice. Ifwe accept the

Wtttgensteinian argument that meaning is construeted through, rather than prior to, our

use oflanguage, then an anti-essentialist method must look at deployments ofthe term

"women" and their political implications.

Wittgenstein, essentialism, and feminist theory

In debating the interrelation ofcanonical twentieth century philosophy and feminist

thought, WIttgenstein is often mentioned, usually in the context of the epistemological

consequences ofhis private language argument.4 Little ofthe feminist literature, however,

3 In this paper 1 bracket potential feminist commentary on the contested term "family,~ and use the
ufàmily resemblance" analogy in the way Wittgenstein intended.

4 See, for exampl~ Seyla Benhabib, "Epistemologies ofPostmodemism," in Feminism/Postmodernism,
ed. Nicholson; Elizabeth Potter, '''Gender and Epistemic Negotiation," and Lorraine Cod~ "Takïng
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seems to take up the cballenge ofweaving bis Iater philosophy into feminist political

critique in an explicit fàshion.5 Indeed, Wrttgenstein's philosophy, especially bis later

philosophy oflanguage, is often presmned to he at odds with agendas for social change.

Wrttgenstein himseIfwas no feminist, and 1 bracket here any epistemological or political

issues raised by appropriating for feminist work the ideas ofcanonical philosophers hostile

to feminist poIitics.6 1 will argue that Wittgenstein's intentions notwithstanding, both

linguistic and methodological feminist anti-essentialist arguments find a strong

philosophical underpinning, and a way to go on, in bis anti-essentialist argwnents in the

PhiJosophicaJ Investigations.

Wrttgenstein's conception ofessentialism was primarily linguistic, bis targets being

contemporary philosophy oflanguage, lagic and metaphysics. Among these targets was,

ofcourse, bis own early work, the Tractatus Logicus-Philosophicus.7 At points in the

PhiJosophicaJ Investigations he responds direct1y to bis own earlier ideas:

We are under the illusion that what is peculiar, profound, essent~ in our
investigation, resides in its trying to grasp the incomparable essence of
language. That is, the order existing between the concepts ofproposition,
word, proot: truth, experience and 50 on. This arder is a super-arder
between - 50 to speak - super-concepts. Whereas, ofcourse, ifthe
words "language," "experience," "world," bave a use, it must he as humble
a one as that ofthe words "table," "Iamp," "door." [pI § 97]

Subjectivity into Accowlt.." bath in Feminist Epistemologies9 005. Linda Alcoffand Elizabeth Potter (New
York: Routledge.. 1993).

5 This is a trend that has begun to change with the recent publication ofa number ofarticles making
points contiguous to my own in this chapter: see Judith Mary Green and Blanche Radford Curry,
"Recognising Each Other Amidst Diversity: Beyond Essentialism in Collaborative Multi-eultural
Feminist Theory.." Sage 8:1 .. 1991; ChantaI Mouffe9 "Feminism.. Citizenship and Radical Democratie
Politics..'" in Feminists Theorize the Political, cds. Butler and Scott; Nicholson, "Interpreting Gender";
Stoljar.. "Essen~ Identity and the Concept ofWoman"; Scheman.. ed., Re-Reading the Canon.

6 There is every reason (including sorne direct biographical evidence) to believe that Wittgenstein was
hostile to feminism and to women in general, despite bis close contact with successful women
philosophers such as Alice Ambrose and Elizabeth Anscombe. See Ray Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein: The
Duty ofGenius (London: Vintage,. 1991): 72-3 and 498 for WittgensteÏn's asides on women.. feminism
and philosophy. See a1so 21-5 and 312-3 on bis odd fascination with Otto Weininger's misogynist and
anti-Semitic text Sex and Character.

7 Ludwig Wittgenstein.. Tractatus Logicus-Phi/osophicus (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul.. 1981).
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He views essentialism as a linguistic phenomenon entailed by the claim that members ofa

particular cJass share a common key property by virtue oftheir common name. He rejects

the notion ofa single "essence" to these classes, where "essence" impües a statement of

the sufficient and necessary conditions for the application ofa particular term.

Wittgenstein conceives many ofthe linguistic "mistakes" associated with essentialism as

arising from misguided metaphysical assumptions (for example, the assumption that terms

in aesthetics and ethics can he conclusively defined [pI § 77]), and from the characteristics

oflogic [pI §§ 107-8]. He thus seeks to undermine Iinguistic essentialism by cballenging

bath an account of language whereby terms refer to things existing as ''natura! kinds" in

the worl~ and the belief; in its varions forms, that meaning is constructed prior to the use

of language. He mises two implicit objections to linguistic essentialism: first, that it relies

on a priorism at the expense ofempirical enquiry, and second, tbat Iinguistic essentiaIism

is a theory that does not retlect our actual use oflanguage.

General claims made about women that are based on the experience ofonly sorne

women often exhibit the same a priorism and tài.lure to examine empirical evidence that

Wittgenstein criticised. An essentialist epistemology that takes the use ofthe word

"women" to represent a collection ofpeople with specified cbaracteristics existing prior to

the application ofthe term erases both the diversity ofwomen and the fact that women's

identities as women emerge from their particuIar social locations. Thus Iinguistic

essentialism encourages us to assume, on the one band, that alI women are women by

virtue offidfiJ1ing a finite set ofnecessary and sufficient conditions, thereby inviting the

assumption that the word "woman" descn"bes merely an instance ofthese general

conditions.

On the other band, it obscures the varied contexts ofthe social construction of

gender identity, encouraging feminists to posit a general definitional account of''wom.en''

tbat is alIeged1y specific to no particular woman.8 Not only is this latter story

epistemological1y probIematic in Wtttgensteinian terms, but it aIso is susceptible to

sustained feminist political critique. In the absence oflinguistic and methodological

8 See Minow and Spelman~ "In Context"
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essentialisms, there is no reason to suppose that the experiences ofsorne women can

represent those ofaIl women, and the pieture that bas held (sorne of) us captive is revealed

as a politica1 strategy rather tban "the truth about women." In the Philosophica!

Investigations, WIttgenstein makes the case that the meanings of\vords are determined by

an examination oftheir use, rather than their use being determined by pre-existing ideals.

More radica1ly, he argues that we can use words without being able to speci:fy precise

criteria for their application. One concept that elucidates this theory oflanguage is

Wrttgenstein's notion of"fàmily resemblances."

Additive analyses and family resemblances

SpeIman employs a philosophy tbat is implicitly Wrttgenste~ and an explicit

rendering ofthe connections betweenInessential Woman and the Philosophical

Investigations offers a powerfullanguage for navigating our way out ofthe Iabyrinths she

descn1>es.9 Wrttgenstein artîcuJates an anti-essentialist method more scrupulously than

Spelman, gives a more detailed sense ofhow the philosophical "therapy" works, and

demonstrates how to carry on given the recognition ofessentialist errors. Most notably,

Wrttgenstein's concept offàmily resemblances is an alternative ta certain kinds of

mistaken additive analyses (the phenomena Spelman criticises). Rather than offering an

account ofthe linguistic essence ofany particular term, he points to a variety ofconnected

ways the term is used in language, none ofwhich is definitive. [pI §§ 65..67] Ifwe adopt

the notion that women bear fiunily resemblances to one another, we can avoid a

misleadiog ontology that sets up mutually exclusive, bounded categories.

On this account there need he no definitive set ofcharacteristics that ail women

share, but rather we can understand ourselves as connected to each other by a network of

overlapping similarities, sorne ofwhich may he biological-like breasts, a vagina, a

uterus, the capacity to conceive and bear a child, xx: chromosomes; others ofwhich may

he socially construeted -like a particular relation to one's mother, ethical attitudes,

9 SpeIm~ Inessential Woman: see especially 140-144 for hints ofWittgenstein's influence.
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experiences ofsubordination, and 50 on. But no characteristic is necessary to make an

individual a woman, and none is sufficient. Thus, on this view, it is perfectly possible to

make sense of the fàct that two "distantly reIated" individuals can bath be women and

share none ofthe same characteristics except that they are called "women." A male-to

female transsexual woman, for example, might have XY chromosomes, experience of

being raised as a boy in a white, urban bourgeois nuclear fàmily, and conventionally

feminine self-presentation. A butch woman might have XX chromosomes, experience of

being raised as a girl by lesbian parents in a sma1l Northem community, and conventionally

masculine self-presentation. On my Wittgensteinian-feminist view, it is not ''wrong'' to ca11

them both "women" even though they do not share any common features potentially

definitive ofwomanhood. This is not to suggest that linguistic usage can never he changed

(the argument connnonly levelled against Wrttgenstein's account ofmeaning as use). In

what follows 1 develop the feminist possibiIities for this view ofIanguage in the context c-f

the need both to change conventional sexist meanings, and to offèr justifications for

political decisions about inclusion and exclusion.

WIttgenstein anticipates severa! objections to these considerations, all ofwhich are

helpful for our anti-essentîalist feminism. First, he argues that all instances ofconcepts like

"game" (or, we might add, "women") do not bave a disjunetive shared property - some

characteristic(s) we can identify as being common to aIl games - but rather the common

term gathers together multiple instances that have overlapping similarities. Our attempts to

find common properties are examples ofour being led astray by the single word that links

these fiunily resemblances. Second, a concept is oot the logical sum ofsub-concepts, each

ofwhich can he rigidly defined - board-games, card-games, Olympic games, etc. - since

we can, and often do, use il in a way that is not bounded. That is, we invent new games,

or make the case that something not previously thought ofas a game should he included in

that concept. WIttgenstein rejects the idea that a concept without rigid baundaries is

useless, and he shows us a variety of ways in which we use concepts despite the openness
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of their frontiers. We must take explanations by example at fàce value, and avoid the

temptation to seek out an essence for every phenomenon we encounter. 10

This attaek on linguistic essentialism bas important implications for methodological

essentialism. On the one band, we have an alternative epistemology that sidesteps the view

tbat there is an essential womanness, separable frOID class, race, and other contexts, that

ail women share. This approach aIso sidesteps the epistemological (ifnot the political)

need to have people pass through classifications ofthe sort Spelman descn"bes. On the

other band, we can still use the term ''wome~''make generaIisations about wome~ and

engage in feminist politics. Wrttgenstein's notion offàmily resemblances offers not ooly a

supplementary epistemological analysis ofessentialist practices, but aIso a solution - a

new way ofthinking about the similarities and differences between people. Ofcourse, to

descnœ women as bearing fàmily resemblances ta each other only constitutes an

epistemological therapy, or a way offreeing ourselves from the misleading philosophical

picture that holds us captive, not necessarily a political riposte to those (myselfincluded)

who see pragmatic reasons for insisting on systems ofclassification. But it does revea1

these reasons as purposive rather tban pre-determined, and therefore as carrying a

concomitant demand for justification.

A similar methodological correction arises frOID Wrttgenstein's critique ofideals.

Rather than considering language as revealing truths about the world, we are urged to

examine linguistic usage. Thus instead ofassuming a quintessential "womanness" that all

women share because they are called "women," we should look more closely at the

applications ofthe tenn. Then, to understand what ''women'' means, we would have to

give empirical examples ofdifferent people called "women," and iffeminists \vanted to

descnœ a particuIar social phenomenon as, for example, "a women's issue," we would

have to justify that label by painting ta the ways it affects people we call ''women,'' and

stipulate the women to whom it applies. In addition to preventing sorne wotnen simply

ignoring the experiences ofothers, furthermore, this methodology would delegitimate the

10 See G. P. Baker and P. M. S. Hacker, "§§ 65-88" in Wittgenstein: Understanding and Meaning
Volume ~ An Analytical Commentary on the Phi/osophical Investigations (Oxford: Blackwell, 1980).
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daim that the experiences ofnon-domjnant women do not aetually count as "women's

experience."

The way the stale debate surrounding essentialisms in feminist theory "holds us

captive" is similar ta the problems the Philosophica! Investigations sets out not ta solve,

but to dispeL Feminists ofmany kinds seek a way ofthinking - a philosophical

imagination - that embraces plurality, starting from the reaIities ofwomen's lives, not

from the exigencies ofa theory unself..consciously trapped in essenti.alism. Wtttgenstein's

Iater work is one ofthe most profound modem sources ofscepticism toward ''philosophy''

for its detaehment from "the worId," offering a critique oftheory that resonates with much

contemporary feminist writing. 11 His own conception ofphilosophy is one ofthe most

vexed questions in scholarship on Wittgenstein, not least because the answers must be

sought in some ofbis most perplexing aphorisms. 12 Primarily WIttgenstein rejects a

Cartesian philosophy ofdoubt and certainty (the aim ofphilosophy thus being to discover

what we can know).13 Rather he examines problems in language, and seeks to demarcate

sense and nonsense: "My aim is: ta teach you to pass from a piece ofdisguised nonsense

to something that is patent nonsense."[pI § 464] Philosophy offers ooly new insights into

old filets, clarifying and descnbing rather than expIaining: "Philosophy simply puts

everything before us, and neither explains nor deduces anYlhing. Since everything lies

open to view there is nothing to expIain." [pI § 126] It offers no theories or hypotheses

(unlike science) and consequently rejects idealisations:

It was true to say that our considerations could not he scientific ones. It
was not ofany possible interest to us to find out empirical1y 'that, contrary
ta our preconceived ideas, it is possible to think such-and-such'
whatever that may mean. (The conception ofthought as a gaseous
medium.) And we may not advance any kind oftheory. There must not he

Il See for example, Christian, 11le Race for TheorY'; Naomi Scheman, "Though This is Method, Yet
There is Madness In It: Paranoïa and Liberal Epistemology,n in A Mimi ofOne 's Own: Feminist Essays
on Reason and Objectivity, eds. Louise Antony and Charlotte Witt (Boulder: Westview Press, 1993).

12 Robert J. Fogelin, "Wittgenstein's Critique ofPhilosophy," in The Cambridge Companion to
Wittgenstein, eds. Sluga and Stem.

13 The fullest articulation ofthis view appears in Ludwig Wittgenstein, On Certainty, eds. G. E. M.
Anscombe and G. II. von Wright (New York: Harper Torchbooks., 1969).
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anything hypothetical in our considerations. We must do away with an
explanation, and description aIone must take its place. [pI § 109]

Philosophy does not help us progressively to accumuIate knowledge, but rather

becomes a skill for dealing with illusions stenuilillg from those fundamental features of

language and structures ofthought that shape the way we look at things. 14 For those who

see in this a Idnd ofconceptual chaos, WIttgenstein offers carefully justified footholds.

Adopting the family resemblance approach does not preclude a systematic description of

conceptual phenomena or ruIe out generalisations: "What, then, are the criteria for

possession ofphilosophical understanding...? .. the skil1 manifest in marshaling analogies,

disanalogies, and aetua1 or invented intermediate cases that will illuminate the network of

our grammar."15 WIttgenstein seems ta envisage philosophy as thus entering a new

paradigm - a kink in the development ofhuman thought anaIogous to GaliIeo's

revisions l6- where it no longer mimics science and struggIed with metaphysies; instead:

"The [philosophical] problems are solved, not by giving new information but by arranging

wbat we have always known." [pI § 109]

In reflecting on recent feminist theory we can immediately see some points of

connection. Certainly feminists bave placed mjnimal emphasis on uncovering truth a

priori, and feminist philosophy bas in general been imbued with a keen sense oftheory as

de-/re-construetive, with the recognition and acceptance ofpreviously silenced or unheard

voices, and with philosophy as the investigation ofalternative world-views. Philosophical

language bas featured in this project as a signifieant limitation to the free expression of

women's voices: in the critique ofsexist/phallocentrie discourse, in crearing new,

gynocentric forms ofphilosophica1 expression, in challenging narrow parameters ofwhat

is to "count" as philosophy, and in confronting Ianoouage as a tool ofoppression.

Wrttgenstein's strategy aIso undermines a phallocratie conception ofphiIosophy

that posits "bard" disciplines such as logie and epistemology as the "core" ofphilosophy,

14 G. E. Moore. "Wittgenstein's Lectures in 1930-33,'" in Phi/osophicaJ Papen (London: Allen and
Un~, 1959):322-3.

15 Baker and Hacker, Wittgenstein: Understanding and Meaning: 544.

16 Moore, "Wittgenstein's Lectures": 322-3.
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whilst "soft" areas -like ethics - remain peripheral, and in so doing echoes his concept

ofthe "democratic" "body philosophicaL"17 For feminist philosophers tao, philosophy is a

skill and an activity, a way ofchallenging conceptual dogma through the affi...-mation of

different experiences and realities. And Wittgenstein helps us to see the limits ofnarrow

concepts, essences, and ideaIs, and to find a philosophical therapy that frees us from them.

This highlights the anti-philosophical nature ofthe Wittgensteinian feminist view,

and indeed its opposition ta any philosophy that seeks to identi:fy metaphysical truths. It

does not preclude, however, the type ofphilosophy that attempts a careful picking apart of

the falsehoods that the oid perpetuated':l and a better kind ofthinking that recognises its

own location. The project of''feminist theory" can proceed, but with caution, avoiding the

total fragmentation of its central categories. If"difference" is pwsued with too much zeal,

then one conclusion is that the only interests 1 can intelligibly have are my own (and they

too disintegrate), and feminist politics àescends into solipsism. It is impossible to imagine

a world without theory, in the broadest sense ofthe terro, where people did not enquire

into different conceptualisations and seek to explain a variety ofevents within a single

framework. This process itselfis rightly prized, moreover, as one ofthe attributes ofa

self-determining individual or community, and the analyses offered by feminist theory are

bath liberatory and part ofa legitimate strategy for resisting oppression.

The focus on essentialism as a theoretical problem is nonetheless an example of

the kind ofphilosophy Wittgenstein's critique is directed against. To talk about

essentialism as a purely epistemological problem Can he a distancing strategy, a way of

removing oneself frOID the particular and focusing on the general. Echoing Wittgenstein's

remark, "instead ofcraving for generality l could aIso have said 'the contemptuous

attitude towards the particular case' ,"18 "theory" undermines specificity, not ooly by

denying difference in language, but in reality. Lugones pinpoints tbis sentiment when she

says:

The white woman theorist did not notice us yet, her interpretation of the
question placed the emphasis on theorising itself, and the generalizing and

17 Baker and Hacker, Wittgenstein: Understanding and Meaning: 685.

18 Ludwig Wittgenstein, The Blue Book (Oxford: BlackwelI, 1958): 18.
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theorising impulse led the white theorizer ta think ofall diffirences as the
sarne, that is, as underminers of the truth, force, or scope oftheir theories.
Here racism bas lost its character and particular importance - a clear sign
tbat we have not been noticed. This trick does not allow the theorizer to
see, for example, the need to differentiate arnong racism., coloniaHsm, and
imperialism, three very different interactive phenomena 19

The verbal sameness ofthe term "difference" and the muhitude ofarguments we have

advanced under its banner again direct attention ta linguistic uniformity rather than to the

many political issues surrounding "different differences" that exist in reallives.20 A

philosophy ofgenera1ity serves ta delegitimate the needs ofparticular women. Ifwe have

a simple theory that explains sexism in one tidy slogan, then why look for different

realities? The most crucial Iesson is that the prerogative to define identity is not equally

shared. Decisions about which similarities are to count (and which differences really don't

matter) are usually made by those with the most power.

Drawing boundaries

Apart from looking al diversity within the group ofpeople usually referred ta as

"women," we can challenge essentialism by exarnining sorne more or less successful

attempts ta defy conventional boundaries around the term. A Wittgensteinian

epistemology locates us between methodological essentialism and principled anti

essentiaIism, and gives us reason to see the decisions we make about definitions as deeply

political.

Of course, what confuses us is the uniform appearance of words when we
hear them spoken or meet them in script and print. For their application is
not presented to us sa clearly. Especially when we are doing philosophy!
[pI § Il]

19 Lugones,~ The Logic ofPluralist Feminism."

20 See beIl hooks, "Postmodern Blackness," in Yearning: 23-31.
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In Wittgenstein~sremarks on the possibilities ofsetting the boundary ofa concept

in many different places, and further on the need to set a boundary at a.1.4 we see radical

possibilities for feminism. It might initially seem as ifl am ignoring my own advice and

using philosophy to obscure real biological difference, ifthe word "women" actually

corresponds to the category ofwomen bounded by the physical reality ofthe female body.

Indeed we do need to recognise the reality and significance ofbiology, not as "iàcts"

about chromosomes or genitalia, but as experience with politically significant cultural

meaning. Others have argued in more detail that the female body bas been erased bath

from canonical political theory and from certain feminist theories, and that bath feminist

and non-feminist discourses make uncritical assumptions about the necessity ofsexual

dimOrphism.21 Both ofthese phenomena have contributed to a biologistic fascination that

does nothing to elaborate the connection hetween feminist concerns such as eating

disorders, reproductive illnesses, and childbirth, and the construction ofa female sexed

body.

The specific contribution ofa Wittgensteinian feminism to these debates lies in the

argument that where we draw the boundary around the category of'"women" constitutes

in part a political act, and one that should he scrutinised for its particular purpose. ""To

repeat, we can draw a boundary - for a special purpose. Does it take that to make the

concept usable? Not at all! (Except for that special purpose)." [pI § 69] Thus we cao aim

for semantic control ofthe category ofwomen and redefine its boundaries with the explicit

acknowledgment tOOt this is a political activity (not an ··objective" scientific or medical

one) within which power differentials affect the semantic authority ofthe participants,

including different women.

Perbaps we cao also take up the Wittgensteinian notion offoundations as axes:

1 do not explicitly learn the propositions that stand fast for me. 1 can
discover them subsequently like the axis around "vhich a body rotates. This
axis is not fixed in the sense that anything holds it fast, but the movement
around it determines its immobility.22

21 See for example supra note 36~ chapter 1, and notes 8 and 9~ chapter 2.

22 Wittgenstein, On Certainty: § 152.
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Ifwe posit ''women'' as that boooded group ofpeople held in place on its axis by various

popular, medicaI, and scientific discourses, not fixerl in the sense that a pre-existing reality

"hoIds it fàst," we can also see how adding feminist challenges to "the movement around"

women might lead ta a dispIacement ofthose who are accepted as women, an alteration in

the meaning ofthat term.

Such methodological possibilities for the subversion ofgender identities form. a key

part ofundermining simplistic and rigiclly imposed binary gender definitions - an integral

part ofthe task ofany feminist theory. Ifwe agree that gender is a social construct, then

there is no reason why it need re:t1ect a binary sex distinction. The notion that male and

female bodies create two discrete groups tbat are "bounded" obscures the fàct tbat we

aImost never identify an individual's gender by unequivocal reference to primary or even

secondary sexual characteristics (except, crucially, at birth, although even then intersexed

infànts can cause discursive chaos), although these characteristics usually are posited as

the "cause" ofgender identity.23 In mct, physical gender cues can he overridden to a

remarkable degree by social context.24

So in what ways can we challenge gender binarisms, and what justifies strategic

boundary-drawing around particular groups ofpeople? Sorne ofthe deepest challenges to

the boundary ofthe term ''women'' in Western societies come frOID those who change

their gender presentation and/or the physîcal sex oftheir bodies (transsexuals), or those

who have ambiguous primary sexual characteristics (intersexuals). While an obsession

with "genital status" can serve merely to reinforce the myth that sex and gender are

determinately linked, transsexuality and intersexuality remain deeply fàscinating from a

feminist perspective, especially in the way they have been treated in literature and popular

culture. The extreme reactions ofconfusion and distaste towards those whose bodies do

not accommodate gender demonstrate its deeply ingrained nature. Thus it is partly through

23 Kessler, "The Medical Construction ofGender."

24 See the case studies in Devor, Gender Blending.
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the historical and contemporary examination ofthe treatment ofsexuaI1y ambiguous

individuals that we gain a clearer perspective on the contingency ofgender identity.25

For example, in a growing Iiterature on the feminist implications oftranssexualism,

we can see further efforts to highlight the potentially fluid yet socially significant

boundaries ofgender. On the one band, Janice Raymond's cIassic hostile feminist analysis

ofthe politics oftranssexualism, and high1y publicised essentialist transsexual memoirs, of

which Jan Morris' Conundrum is the most highbrow, bave contributed to a scepticism. of

the radical potential oftranssexualigm within feminist communities.26 One major source of

this scepticism bas been the deployment ofessentialist accooots ofsex and gender in

theories oftranssexualism. Raymond, for exampIe, stresses the conservatism ofthe then

dominant medical model oftranssexualism, and makes the case that transsexualism (and,

by defilult, transsexuals themselves) reinscn"be patriarcha1 and oppressive sex and gender

binarisms, and both reflect and generate POpular support for metaphysical and biological

essentialisms.

Popular discourse around transsexualism in contemporary Western cultures bas

until recently clung to an extreme metaphysical essentialism. For example, Morris remarks

at the beginning ofher autobiographical narrative: ''1 was three or perhaps four years oId

when l realized that l had been barn into the wrong body, and should really he a girl."21

And later:

25~ for exampl~ Michel Foucault's introduction to the memoir ofHerculine Barbin; Julia Epstein and
Kristina Straub, Body Guards: The Cultural PoUties ofGender Ambiguity (New York: Routledge, 1991).

26 Janice G. Raymond, The Transsexual Empire: The Making ofthe She-Male (New York: Teachers
College, 2nd edition 1994 [1979]); Jan Morris, Conundnon (New York: Harcourt, 1974). Raymond~s
classic analysis is general1y unpopular with transsexual theorists. They point out that her exclusive focus
on MfF transsexuals and her reduetive interpretation oftranssexuals' testimony merely reinforces a
simplistic radical faninist analysis oftranssexualism that understands MTF transsexuaIs as mimicking
and reinforcing a patriarchal construet offemininity. See Sandy Stone, 'The Empire Strikes Back: A
Posttranssexual Manifesta,'" in Body Guards, cds. Epstein and Straub, for the best-known postmodem
response to Raymond, and Raymond's "Introduction to the 1994 Edition" of The Transsexual Empire:
xxii-xxili for a disappointing riposte to Stone; Morris' conservatism. on gender issues emerges in several
widely cited passages~ for example ''Sucb are the superficials ofmy new consciousness - and..., 1must
add to them a frank enjoyment, which 1 think most honest women will admit ta, ofthe small courtesies
men DOW pay me, the standing up or the opening ofdoors, which really do give one a cherished or
protected feelin~ undeserved perhaps but verywelcome." [Conundnmz: 160 (emphasis mine)]

27 Morris, Conundrum: 9.
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Trans-sexualism is something different in kind. It is not a sexual mode or
preference. It is not an set ofsex at ail. It is a passionate, lifelong,
ineradicable conviction, and no true trans-sexual bas ever been disabused of
it.... 1 believe [the 'conundrom' oftranssexuaHsm] to have sorne higher
origin or meaning. 1equate it with the idea ofsoul, or seIt: and 1 think of it
not just as a sexual enigma, but as a quest for unity ... In my mind it is a
subject fàr wider than sex: 1 recognize no pruriency to it, and 1 see it above
all as a diIemma neither ofthe body nor ofthe brain, but ofthe spirit.28

Here in its most extreme form is the idea that one's sou! is sexed. Biologica1ly essentialist

c1aims have aIso traditionally been embedded in medicalised understandings of

transsexualism as a "disease" caused by, for example, hormonal imbalance.29

On the other band, paradoxica1ly, feminists have also been critica1 oftranssexuals

for the latter's fiillure to recognise the inflexibility ofgender boundaries. Arguing that

MTF transsexuals are not "rea1 women," many radical feminists have resisted their

inclusion in the category "women." "Border wars" over the admission ofMTF

transsexuals to women-only festivals and organisations, for example, continue to divide

feminist communities.30 Arguments for the exclusion of MTF transsexuals shy away frOID

explicitly essentiaIist daims about the biological basis offemininity, c1aiming instead that

MTFs cannot he rea1 women because they do not have the experience ofearly female

sociaIisation in a patriarchal society, or that they will contaminate women's bard-won

separate space with their ''male energy" or desire to appropriate. Nonetheless, the use of

the euphemism ''wimmin-bom-wimmin'' to characterise those who are included seems to

belle this claim (one cannot, surely, since Beauvoir, he "barn" a woman?).

This ambivalence notwithstanding, the advent ofqueer theory and ofpostmodem

polltics bas led to more cballenging and subtle feminist questions about the social

construction oftranssexualism, many ofthem posed by transsexual narrators and theorists

themselves.3 1 For example, why the public preoccupation mainly with male-to-female

28M~ Conundrum: 14-15.

29 Sec Raymond, The Transsexua/ Empire: 43-68 for an early discussion ofmedical models of
transsexualism.

30 See Kendel~ Devor and Strapko, "Feminist and Lesbian Opinions About Transsexuals."

31 Bomstein~ Gender Outlaw; Leslie Feinber& Stone Butch Blues (Ithaca: Firebrand Books, 1993);
Minnie Bruce Pra~ Slhe (lthaca: Firebrand Books~ 1995); Rubin~ Transformations. Discussions of
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transsexl1aHsm? In what ways do medical gatekeepers persistently reinscnbe conventional

gender scripts when they insist on pre-op transsexuals living as a man, or as a woman, in

their most patriarchal and essentialist senses? How can transsexuals challenge this

scripting? What is the lived reality ofbeing neither man norwo~ as sorne radical

transsexuals DOW descn"be themselves, and what can feminist theorists leam frOID it? What

insights into the political consciousness ofgender cau feminist transsexuals offer other

fèminists? How does the historica1 and sociologica1 study ofthe changing shape of

transsexual and transgendered identities make visible the cuhural politics ofgender

ambiguity? How can theorists oftranssexualism integrate the ambivalence oftranssexuals

themselves towards essentialist and social construetionist discourses?

In raising these questions l merely want to indicate,~ the connections between

transsexuaUsm and critiques ofessentialism; second, 1 want to suggest that some loosely

"postmodem" work on transsexed and transgendered identities constitutes an extension of

the border ofthe concept "women" ofthe sort legitimated by my Wittgensteinian feminist

analysis. This is not to say tbat the social construction oftranssexualism, or individual

transsexuals themselves, will always he in tune with feminist understandings ofsex or

gender, and there are undoubtedly strongly patriarchal, essentialist, and conservative

currents in some discourses byand about transsexuals. The same can he said, however, of

discourses by and about non-transsexed/transgendered women, and even, in sorne cases,

by self-identified feminists. In feminists' attempts to justifY the exclusion ofMTF

transsexuals from the category ''women'' we see another kind ofmethodo10gical

essentialism.

On the other band, radical feminists bave good reasons to resist the reduction ofaIl

sexual/gender identities to "queer," and the sometimes concomitant refusaI to make

oppositional political distinctions.32 Thus radical feminist scepticism and postmodem

queer celebration oftranssexualism have become trapped in the terms ofthe same debate

transvestitism likewise struggle with its cultural meaning as subversive or reactionary. See for exampl~
Carole-Ann Taylor, ~'Boys Will he Girls: The Politics ofGay Drag," in Imide/Out: Lesbian Theories, Gay
Theories, 00. Diana Fuss (New York: Routledge, 1991).

32 See for example Sue Wilkinsœ and Cella Kitzinger, "The Queer Backlash," in Radica/ly Speaking:
Feminism RecJaimed, 005. Diane Bell and Renate Klein (Melbourne: Spinifex, 1996).
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that 1 outlined with regard ta essentialism. and anti-essentialism in chapter two. The

question "are MTF transsexuaIs women?" is not well-formed in the absence ofa fixed set

ofcriteria ofwomanbood ta which we can appeal. 1 suggest !bat transsexuals bear family

resemblances to those people conventiona1ly labelled ''women'' and that there is no

mistake entaiIed in calling them women. But the criteria ofdifference offered by sorne

feminists (bodily experiences, childhood socialisation, and sa on) may mean that in sorne

contexts there are good poIitical reasons for bighlighting the distance ofthe relation

between biological and transsexed women.

Ta give another example, Jacquelyn Zita, in her widely cited article, "Male

Lesbians and the Postmodemist Body," poses the question "can men he lesbians?" 33 Zita

asks whether a theory ofthe postmodem body might allow men to occupy the subject

position ofwomen-loving-women. Clearly there is something W"tttgensteinian in this:

In this commonplace construction oflesbian identity, bodies come to
occupy an historically pre-established category ofexistence. The "male
lesbian" is not saying that occupants ofthis category are not lesbians, but
that the eategory needs to he stretched - not by adding men, but by
adding men who happen ta he lesbians.34

The central drawback to this suggestion is !hat the ''theory'' works ta its logical

conclusions by focusing on semantics rather than on the politics ofthe bodily experience

ofthe agent and how she is located in a societal context ofoppression There are reasons

for drawing the boundary around the concept "lesbian" in such a way that it includes those

who have Iived experience ofthe female body, given its deeply significant social and

political ramifications. Furtherm.ore, the appropriation ofthe term "lesbian" by men - not

ail ofwhom would he well-intentioned - would result in tangt"ble politicallosses: Iess

"female lesbian"-only space, a fading of the distinct character oflesbian communities, or a

weakening ofthe ability powerfully ta name oneself"Iesb~"for example.

The central difference hetween this case and the transsexual example is that the use

ofthe term "lesbian" ta apply ta men fàils to challenge conventional understandings of

33 Jacquelyn Zita, "Male Lesbians and the Postmodemist Body," Hypatia 7:4, 1992.

34 Zita, "Male Lesbians": 117.
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sex/gender boundaries: a person with the sexual features ofa male who changes her

gender presentation ta female, feminist caveats not withstanding, is challenging an

established frontier around the concept "women." The straight man dating wom.en who

suddenly renames himself"lesbian," however, is unIikely to he recognised as a gender

outlaw!

Thus it is often the case that, even as we accept the radical consequences ofan

anti-essentiaIist Wrttgensteinian epistemology, we must pay careful attention to the

political consequences ofwhere we draw boundaries around terms. Zita's discussion

points not ta an affirmative answer ta the question "can men he lesbians?," but to the need

for justificatory strategies !bat emphasise the poIitical gains and losses ofboundary

drawing in specifie contexts. Ambiguously sexed bodies, transsexuaJism, the case ofthe

male lesb~ and other examples aet as case studies, which, ifexplore<!, would illllminate

the poIitical1y salient, as weil as the variously constructed, qualities ofsex and gender

boundaries. These examples highIight the fluidity ofthe boundary around the concept

"women," the possibilities for challenge to our conventional usages. While our

epistemological concerns give us sorne freedom in leaving terms open, however, the

strategic imperatives ofpolities require abjects ofcomparison; they demand that we draw

boundaries around terms to use them as "measuring rads." Making a concept

comparatively useful might entai! that its boundary he firmly, albeit not immutably, fixed.

WIttgenstein recognises the need for sorne conceptual delimiting; however, he urges us to

acknowledge the contingent nature ofour terms, and to view them as purposive tooIs

rather than "a preconceived idea to whieh reality must correspond."

None ofthe foregoing implies that ail categories are oppressive and !bat women

should therefore cease to Jay claim to gender as an expIanatory element ofsocial theory.

The excessive reluetance to draw boundaries around terms can he just as epistemologically

misguided and politically unhelpful as essentiaJism, not least because l sometimes suspect

that this kind oftheory is written by those who can atford to let their philosophica1

imaginations nm away with them, leaving more prosaic politics behind for the Jess

privileged. Sorne anti-essentialist philosophical strategies give the impression that

"postmodem" feminists toy with, or are titillated by, the kind ofexamples tbat make an
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anti...essentialist case, rather than examining how, in the Iight ofanti-essentialism, we can

move on and construet explanatorily useful feminist theory. To c1aim, for example, that

"woman can never he defined"35 may constitute a valuable critical contention within an

existing philosophical discourse, yet does not obviously further feminist projects that must

draw on the notion ofspecifie groups ofwo~ united in sorne identifiable set of

experiences or political objectives.

We seem to bave stumbled onto a curious paradox: namely, that at the same rime

as we try to subvert the stereotypical categories estab1ished by patriarchy, we may wish ta

defend the conceptuallimits ofthe categories women create for themselves. Otherwise

everything becomes available for linguistic co-optation, and in the process feminist c1aims

lose their political saliency. Overcoming the "bewitchment ofour intelligence by means of

language" is not simply a matter ofopening every conceptual boundary and inviting

everybody in. It consists in careful attention to the political and ethical implications of

where we draw boundaries around terms, not on philosophical well-wishing.

Between the poles ofradical deconstruction and rigid essentiaIism lies a large

philosophicalt~ and it is here that WIttgenstein sets us down. His choice is plain: we

can leave a concept open (using it in the knowledge tha.t its constituents bave no common

disjunetive property) or we can draw a boundary around it for a purpose. Here there is a

case for taking very seriously the possibly negative political implications ofthat boundary,

yet not evety concept in a Wrttgensteinian fernjnism can keep its ''blurred edges"; indee~

in sorne cases leaving open the frontiers ofa concept might have negative PQlitical

connotations, as we saw above. Sorne commentaries on categories like ''women'' and

''lesbians'' seem excessively reluctant to draw boundaries, and in leaving terms gaping risk

politica1 vacuity and ineptitude. There are good politica1 reasons for being inexact about

what we mean in sorne cases, yet at other rimes philosophy must not he allowed to nm

ahead ofthe political reaIity with which it contends, lest it participate in the creation of

deconstruetive theories that are as fur from usage and eXPeri.ence as the metaphysical

categories they seek to undermine.

35 Kri~ "Woman Can Nevcr Be Defined."
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From "slippery ice" to "rough ground"

Implicit in my argument 50 far is the beliefthat anti-essentialisrn, in aIl its versions,

bas becom.e a set ofkey insights into "difference," exclusion, and feminist theoretical

method. These insights are, co-opting Judith Butler's words, "notions which have entered

into an historica1 crisis that no amount ofreflection can reverse."36 Few feminist theorists,

however, have taken up the challenge ofexploring how anti-essentialist philosophy might

relate to empirical social research paradigms, or to poIitica1 practice - that is, what to do

with anti-essentialism. And while feminist political practices have engaged with exclusion

and difference innumerous sites, this engagement bas sometimes been under-theorised and

deserves to he articulated in closer connection with anti-essentialist feminist theory. These

are strange Iacunae in light of the fear ofvapid generalisation and the desire to

contextuaIise!hat supposedIy characterise aIl anti-essentialist feminisms. We know that

"there are no short cuts through women's lives," but where are the better paths?37

In the following two chapters, l examine the implications ofmy anti-essentialist

account for feminist practice, and point out ways in which practice may shape antÎ

essentialism. Part ofmy overalI argument in this dissertation is that anti-essentialism gains

its critical force by bringing to feminism a contextual critique ofpower relations between

women. Philosophising about "difference" may weil make c1earer ta us how oppression is

reinscn"bed by certain theoretical moves. But, as my Wtttgensteinian analysis bigh1ights,

moving back to the "rough ground" of feminist practice is an essential part offormulating

a feminist theory that incorporates plurality in ways which respond to the exigencies ot:

for example, feminist research and feminist activism.

Any anti-essentialist cIaim is under-determined by feminist theory. In this case, any

account ofthe similarities and differences among women must he informed by sorne

empirical considerations: which group ofwom.en do we mean? At what time? In what

36 Judith Butler, "For a Careful Reading," in Feminist Contentions: 132.

37 SpeIman, Inessential Woman: 187.
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place? But these questions cannot simply he labelled "empirical" without further

investigation into how we arrive at empirical1y based knowledge about social contexts.

After aIl, Friedan's Feminine Mystique, one ofthe Second Wave texts most widely

criticised for falsely generalising, is avowed1y "empirica1," based on numerous interviews

with women "aIl over America"38 The Wtttgensteinian injunction to "look and see,"

occasionally invoked by philosophers as the Iast ward, seems ta me, as a political theorist

with training in social science, to be only the beginning ofour investigation into anti-

essentialism:

We have begun to realize that 1 don't necessarily correct my pietw"e of
what is true ofwomen "as women" by doing "empirical research" rather
tban simply generalizing from my own case. For 1 can't simply "look and
see" to find out wbat we have or don't have in. common. First ofan, 1 have
ta have decided what kind ofsimilarity or difference 1 am interested in. It
makes no sense to ask simply whether women are similar or different - 1
have ta specify in what way they might be similar or different. Moreover, 1
bave to employ criteria ofsameness and difièrence - 1 have to use sorne
measure by which 1 decide whether they are the same or different in the
specified way. And finally, 1 have ta detennine the significance ofthe
similarities and differences 1 find.39

In putting forward "anti-essentialist" ways ofthinking about fèminism, 1 have

interdependent philosophical and political reasons for avoiding the purely critical project

ofpointing out homogenising tendencies in politicai theorists' invocations ofsocial

groups. 1 am concemed, as discussed in chapter two, that "accusations" ofessentialism are

not ooly theoretically confused, but also POIitically stifling. For example, two well-known

feminists who are among those mast often labelled "essentialist," bath in pubIished

critiques and in academic conversation, are Carol Gilligan and Catharine MacKinnon.

Anti-essentiaIist challenges to their work have, in some cases, been both theoretically

sophistieated and politically compelling, bringing out buried assumptions about gender and

hidden exclusions that require correction. 1 cannat help noticing, however, that bath

women are feminists deeply concerned with political aetion- in MacKinnon's case, as a

38 Fri~ The Feminine Mystique: 326.

39 Spel.m~ lnessential Woman: 140.
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feminist litigator and anti-pomography activist, and in Gilligan's, as a social psychologist

involved in the empowerment ofadolescent girls. As 1 will discuss with regard to Gilligan

in chapter four and MacKinnon in cbapter five, this very concem with politica1 action

leaves them open to charges ofessentialism. Feminists should he worried about a

theoretical trend that risks undennining feminist political action rather than making it more

just.

In what follows l take very seriously anti-essentiaIist claims about power and

exclusion, while sounding a note ofcaution about the implications ofa principled anti

essentialism As Kathy Ferguson says:

Genealogy ruthlessly pursued tends to avoid the problem ofpolitical action,
not because it is incapable ofallowing for political distinctions and moral
daims, but because the evocation ofdifference does not in itselftell us
which differences are most worthy ofour attention. On one level calls for
the deconstruetion ofgender, the loosening ofthe identities and
coherencies organized around maIe and female, is a very radical project in
tbat it strikes at the basic categories that enable sexism to exist. On another
level, ifthe enonnous inequalities between men and women are Ieft intact,
then deconstructing gender could simply legitimate that inequality by
disguising it and also rob women ofthe capacity for resistance and struggle
tbat their own women's voices can provide.40

We need criteria, thou~ to find out "which differences are most worthy ofour

attention." We need feminist methods for implementing anti-essentialism, and we need to

know when to stop. Neither the interminable deconstruction nor the uncritical reifieation

ofthe category "women" is adequate to the demands offeminist practice. Philosophical

aims do not have to dictate conceptual categories any more than matters ofdirect

observation. As Martin argues:

While a person engaging in feminist scholarship is guided by both poIitical
and intellectual purposes and values, these no more dictate one's
theoretical categories than do one's data. Just as different sets ofcategories
will be consonant with a given body ofdata, alternate conceptualizations
will he compatible with a given set ofvalues and purposes. The question of
which categories we should choose cannot he answered in advance of

40 KathyFerguson, ·~tcrpretation and Gcnealogy in Feminism," Signs 16:2, 1991: 337.
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inquiry or decided upon once and for aIl because the contexts ofour
investigations change over time and so do our interests and purposes.
Further, everyone need not choose the same categories. Indeed, ifthe
categories that feminist theorists have been reconnnending seem to fit some
research interests and purposes, the general categories that feminist
theorists have told us to shun may turn out to he appropriate to other
projects.41

Thus it strikes me that debates about anti-essentiaJism are in fuet often making

normative claims about how to do feminism. That is, arguments that feminist theory should

he contextuaI, or should pay attention ta differences between women, or shouId use

generalising categories only with the explicit recognition that they are contingent

constructions, are claims not only about how ta construet new and more sophisticated

theoretica1 accounts ofwomen's oppression, but about how more obviously empirical

feminist goals should he met. This seems ta me a point where the professed

interdisciplinarity ofwomen's studies might MOst fruitfu11y he developed. For surely

questions about the nature and legitimacy ofgenera1isations about women are empirical,

however we understand this term?

WIthin this dissertation, the move ta examine sorne ofthe practice-oriented ways

in which anti-essentialism might he relevant is in direct response to the exegesis of the tail

cbasing that dominates the essentiaIism debates, as weil as a Wrttgensteinian scepticism

toward theory. Divorcing claims about generalisation from concrete political contexts

within which those claims are relevant puts us onto "slippery ice." That is, when we talle

about the pitfiùls ofmaking generalisations, or the need ta emphasise difference over

sameness, we nm the risk ofprivileging abstract philosophical discussion over the ''rough

ground" ofpractice. Ag~ there is no straightforwardly accessible truth about the right

kinds ofcategories to invoke; we cannot simply point ta reality ta make objective cIaims

about the similarities and differences that unite and divide women, as the following

discussions ofresearch methods and activism will illustrate.

We draw boundaries around "women" in order to use that category for a specifie

purpose. 1 take a corollary ofthis ta he an important anti-essentialist point: that we



•

•

"Back to the Rough Grmmd!" 1 114

deconstruet and reconstruet meaning through our use ofeategories. Sueh feminist

proeesses, however, aIso take pIace in patriarehal eontexts where ideas about "women"

are always already construeted through the material conditions ofdifferent women's lives.

The fragility ofresistance can he exacerbated by theoretieal and poIitical insistenee on the

rejection ofthose categories that enable us to make sense ofour opponents. Thus to fiùl ta

give examples ofmy anti-essentiaIist ferninism in action, on the rough ground, would he to

reinscn1:>e those relations ofpower tbat my arguments aim to make visible.

My own "double life" as feminist theorist and aetivist gives me persona! reason to

he concerned with the fàilure offeminist theory to connect with practice. 1 take seriously

the contributions offeminist theorising both ta ehanging the academy and to informing

feminist practiee, and want to avoid the potential anti-intelleetuaIism ofa naïve flight from

theory. But activism yields a eertain kind ofknowledge ofpartieuIar social eontexts that is

often erased within fèm.inist theorising. For example, when I:first started to organise

against sexual violence, as a fèm.inist who is not a survivor, 1 realised that 1 had seriously

under-estimated the pervasiveness and the social significance ofmyths about ineest.

Observing how individuals, many ofwhom have quite "progressive" polities in other

respects, reinscnôe bath crass and subtle stereotypes and fiillacies made me reaIise tbat

popular conceptions ofehiIdhood, power, "the fàmily," and sexuaIity combined in potent

ways to undennine women's credtbility and confidence, including their ability to speak

authoritatively in classrooms on unrelated tapies.42

The knowledge 1 bave gained through activism, first, makes feminism seem much

more beleaguered in the world at large than it does in many academic contexts. This

knowledge reveals the continued dominance ofsexist, dichotomous understandings of

gender, and the need for oppositional discourses that take a clear and unambivaIent fonD.

Second, it brings ioto focus the imperatives ofpractice, including the material conditions

that sustain patrlarchy. 1 am not suggesting that the relative privilege offeminist theory

cao or should simply he replaced with the privileging ofpraetice, and any attempt to fix

42 This issue is debated in two noteworthyarticles: Linda AIcoffand Laura Gray, '~urvivor Discourse:
Transgression or Recuperation?," Signs 18:2, 1993; and Nancy Potter, "The Severed Head and Existential
Dread: The Classroom as Epistemic Communityand Student Survïvors ofIncest," Hypatia 10:2, 1995.
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this distinction will always ultimately he untenable. 1 don't want to assume a moral high

ground, where "activist" concerns are arbitrarily distinguished from ''theoretica1'' issues.

But the high salaries, relatively comfortahle working conditions, and social prestige

accorded to academic feminists create standPOints quite different from the standpoints of

feminists working in sexual assault centres, women's centres, feminist bookstores, and so

on, in ways which need to he more explicitly acknowledged in academic feminist wrlting.

Finally, the project mapped out here offers a partial resolution ofthe

aetivistltheorist dilennna that plagned WIttgenstein in a different contexte He believed that

the dissolution ofconventional metaphysics and of the "bewitchment ofour

understanding" by language leaves no justifiable raIe for the "armchair philosopher."

Hence he enjoined bis pupils ta he actors in the world and to abandon academic

philosophy. What he leaves is a "therapy" in philosophy that can itself serve educational

goals, but whic~ maybe more importantly, delegitimates the search for a single truth and

sends us out instead ta investigate muhiple discourses. Thus addressing essentialism

requires a change in the raIe ofthe philosopher, by identifying the rough ground as a

domain ofthought and engagement.

* * •

•

1 have sketched the usefulness ofWtttgenstein's philosophical method ta anti

essentiaIist feminism, showing not only how it offers a critique ofcertain ways ofthinking,

but also a way to go on, a philosophical therapy. His notion offiunily resembJance

provides a way ofreconceptualising the simiIarities and differences between women, and

bis account ofpurposive boundary-drawing provides a tool for halting the extreme

fragmentation sorne fonns ofanti-essentialism seem to recommend. Wrttgenstein's

scepticism toward philosophy and bis injunction to "look and see" are part ofwhat

motivates the interdiscipIinary feminist projeet l have outlined here. From a vantage point

outside the disciplinary boundary ofcontemporary Western philosophy, many ofmy

arguments seem self-evident, and the rough ground appears as fiunŒar terrain. ''Of

course," many feminists might say, ''when have we ever done anything but start from
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women's lives?" But for those who remain "bewitched" byessen~whether as

reluetant advoeates or as stalwart critics, a developed Wrttgensteinian ferninism could

offer a methodological path between two extremes: on the one band, affirming the unity of

women in ways that are inattentive to difièrence and reifY artefàcts ofoppressio~and on

the other, toying with the philosophical Iimits ofcategories in ways that discredit valuable

generalising analyses ofthe oppression ofwomen and undermine unifying feminist political

goals.

Wrth these coneerns in min~ in chapter five, Between Theory and Practice, 1

examine in more detail the claim that feminist analyses can avoid essentialism by basing

themselves in practiee. In particular, 1 challenge MacKinnon's claim. that her theory of

women's oppression is not essentialist because grounded in empirical reality, women's

experience, and feminist practice, arguing that she begs the crucial question ofhow

essentialism. is inscnDed in a1l these categories. Wrttgensteinian feminism offers important

insights into the fragmentation and consolidation of"women" in aetivist sites, and 1

examine sorne specifie examples ofpower and exclusion that might dictate the terms of

our purposive boundary-drawing around categories such as "women." Before that, 1 tum

in chapter four to feminist research methods, and examine the potential for essentialism

and anti-essentialism. in Gilligan's developmental model ofgirls' psychoIogy.
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4

"Look and See'~:

Gilligan, Essentialism, and Feminist Research MethodsI

S0 what does the injunction "look and see" actuaIly demand? Which practical

contexts might we choose to rework in the light ofthe tension between

essentiallsm and anti-essentialis~and how might our theories be shaped by the exigencies

ofpractice? Recall that at the end ofchapter two l pointed to an unacknowledged

consensus among anti-essentialist authors that feminism needs generalising c1aims, but that

neither the a priori affinnation of sameness nor ofdifference is adequate to the task of

CODStructing feminist theories. And the previous cbapter argued, in a similar vein, for a

return to the "rough ground" offeminist practice as a means ofending the tail-chasing of

the essentialism versus anti-essentialism debates in feminist philosophy. To elahorate

variations on this theme is a major and under-explored interdisciplinary project in feminist

studies, which bas been framed in the abstract but not made concrete by feminists

concemed with the set of issues surrounding essentialism.

"'Look and see" cannot he merely a philosopher's gesture, a recommendation for a

kind ofnaive empiricism. Feminist philosophies ofscience and social science have reveaIed

the political complexities ofour empirical investigations into natural and social worlds,

and the ways these investigations are sbaped by our epistemologÏcal inheritances, cultural

1 A version ofpart ofthis chapter is forthcoming as "And-Essentialism in Practice: Carol Gilligan and
Feminist Philosophy," Hypatia 12:3, 1997.
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and historica1 specificity, and socialloeations. And fàr from methodological a priorism,

most feminist philosophyhas a1ways understood itselfas based on the realities ofwomen's

lives. Thus there is no clear distinction to he drawn between "the empirical" and "the

philosophical" in this debate, and indeed the crux ofmy own argument is that this very

distinction is untenable. Feminist practice is always motivated by theoretical claims, and

theory is always connected to extant realities. The potential ofinterdisciplinary work

across those broad and diverse fields commonly distinguished as "philosophy" and "social

science," however, bas been untapped with regard to the essentia]ism debates. This

chapter redresses, on the one band, the lack offeminist philosophical examination of

specific attempts to justify empirically based generalisations about women. On the other

band, it points to the under-theorising ofmost feminist commentary on social research

methods, which serves to divorce the insights offeminist philosophers into the

epistemology ofgeneralisation and difference from the insights offeminist social

researchers engaged in particular projects that aim to analyse (and sometimes to change)

oppressive social contexts.

1 proceed by articulating, first, the connections between feminist research and the

methodological problem ta which my Wtttgensteinian feminism provides a solution:

namely, how to avoid fà.lsely generalising claims at the same time as we construet

empirically based accounts ofwomen's oppression. 1 ask how false claims about the

"sameness" ofwomen's experiences and identities enter research processes, as weIl as

how over-eager "anti-essentiaIist" criticism can diminisb the value ofresearch and

undercut attempts to investigate and change instances ofgender oppression. One \Vay to

explore the implications ofthis tension, recommended by a Wrttgensteinian method, is to

offer examples ofresearch that engage Ït. Therefore, second, in this coopter 1 present a

case study ofa feminist theorist and researcher widely censured for essentialism who bas

attempted to respond to methodological criticism without letting go ofthe political

aspects ofher research.

Carol Gilligan's analyses ofwomen's and girls' distinctive voices are an example

ofooth the limitations and the necessity ofgenera1isations about gender. 1 introduce her

work ta highlight how feminist theorists have failed to move on from disrnissive anti-
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essentialist critique to more nuanœd, practical engagement with ber political projects. 1

delineate criticisms ofGilligan's earlier work for its essentialism, and interpret her most

recent book, Between Voice and Silence: Women and Girls, Race and Relationship, co

authored with Jill McLean Taylor and Amy Sullivan, as her attempt, in part, to respond to

charges ofmethodological essentialisrn 2 This book revises ber original method and

thereby escapes those charges ofessemiaJjsm levelled at ber earlier work.

Feminist theorists who daim tbat Gil1igan reifies femininity and draws overly

general conclusions about women from the experiences ofonly a small group, 1 argue, are

often cavalier in. their dismissa1 ofher political projects. They 1ài1 ta recognise bath the

political value and the nuance ofher work. This argument is not intended as a

straightforward defènce ofGilligan's theses in moralpsychology, or ofthe ethic ofcare in

feminist moral philosophy; indeed, 1 find much ta disagree with in these theories. Instead,

it aims to articulate the conditions that would have to obtain for Gilligan's method to

evade charges that it is "essentialist." Gilligan meets surprisingly many, although not aIl, of

these conditions. Although she does show an attentiveness to key axes ofdifference

among girls and women that her critics have not recognised, ber method fails fully to meet

anti-essentialist challenges, in large part because she Jacks certain methodological

resources needed to make adequate contextual judgements about power. Thus her new

work uhimately remains open to criticism for fàiling fully ta incorporate the insights ofa

more practice-oriented anti-essentialism 1 present these criticisms as conversational

openings that suggest useful revisions ta Gilligan's metho~ rather man as evidence tbat

her project can he simply dismissed.

The essentialism debates and feminist research

''Feminist research" is an essentially contested concept. 1 bracket here the debates

about whether feminist research currently bas any one distinctive method, and assume that

2 Jill McLean Taylor, Carol Gilligan and Amy M Sulli~ Between Voice and Silence: Women and
Girls, Race andRelationship (Cambridge: Harvard University~ 1996). Hereafter refercnces ta this
book are given in parcntheses in the main text using the abbreviation BVS fallowed by a page number.
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feminist research across bnmanistic and social scienti:fic traditions draws eclectically on

various epistemological frameworks and techniques.3 By ''research'' 1 mean any forro of

structured inquiry into any social context, whether it is performed by outside investigators

- such as professional academics or consultants - or by members ofthe group or

conmnmity under investigatio~or bath. Feminist researchers employa diversity of

techniques, from statistical analyses oflarge data sets to the ethnography ofeveryday life.

This chapter examines how and why Wrttgensteinian anti-essentïalism might he

incorporated into qualitative research settings, in particular in contexts where dialogue

between researcher and participants are the main research method. In order to be

"feminist/' such research should at least be methodological1y motivated by the interests of

oppressed and marginalised groups, with an integrated account ofhow gender contnbutes

to oppression and marginalisation. Different feminist methodologists interpret such

definitional requirements in diffèrent ways, and it is beyond the scope ofthis dissertation

to summarise the existing literature on feminist critiques ofsocial science and feminist

research methods.4 Here l want to focus on how feminist empirical inquiry, broadly

construed, might he inflected by essentiaHsm and anti-essentialism.

A survey ofthe feminist sociological Iiterature on research methods reveals it to he

relatively uninformed by the essentialism debates in feminist theory.S In particular, much

theoretical discussion offeminist research continues to he premised on the dominant

feminist theories ofthe 19705, which brought feminist political movements into academia

to challenge the literal and implicit exclusion and derogation ofwom.en in the theories and

categories ofthe humanities and social sciences. Most feminist commentators on social

research methods bave taken men as a group whose interests have been served by

3 Sec Shulamit Reinharz, Feminist Methods in Social Research (New York: Oxford University Press
1992) for an method-by-method ovcrvicw ofthe fields offeminist research.
4 For accounts ofpotcntial basic tcnets of"feminist researcb" see Sandra Harding, "Introduction: Is There
a Feminist Method?," in Feminism and Method%gy, cd. Harding (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1987); Liz Stanley, Feminist Praxis: Research. Theory and Epistern%gy in Feminist Sociology
(London: Routledge, 1990): esp. 20-47; Mary Margaret Fonow and Judith Cook:, "Bacle to the Future: A
Look at the Second Wave ofFeminist Epistemology and Methodology," in Beyond Method%gy: Femin;st
Scholarship as LivedResearch, eds. Fonow and Cook (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991);
Maria Mies., "Towards a Methodology for Feminist Research," in Theories ofWomen 's Studies, eds.
Gloria Bowles and Renate Duelli Klein (Boston: Routledg~ 1983).

5 Sec refercnces relating to feminist research in my bibliography.
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conventional methods, and have invoked "women" as a counter-category.6 Much feminist

discussion ofnon-feminist research methods thus engages largely in a response to the

exclusion ofany women or ofwomen's interests from methodological concerns. This

Iiterature situates itselfprimarily in opposition to a practice ofsocial science that invokes a

farnmar agenda oÏobjectivity, detacbment ftom research subjects, transparently knowable

social truths, and the virtues ofgeneralisability and quantifiability.

118 neglect ofpower differences among women notwithstanding, much ofthis

methodological writing and aetual research bas been essentia1ist in ways that enable

feminists to attain bighly significant, albeit partial, political goals. Bringing fàlsely general

c1aims about "women" into comexts where ail women are excluded does not constitute an

adequate feminist politics, and certainly much feminist research bas bath created and

perpetuated overly genera1 claims about women's oppression. It bas aIso opened up,

however, a critical space for counter-hegemonic objections to conventional, sexist social

scientific inquiry. These objections centre on both the content ofsocial research and on

method: not ooly are research results about ''people'' often drawn from ail-male subject

groups, but the very "ways ofknowing" that characterise malestream social inquiry are

brought into question. For example, when women have been studi~ they have often been

relatively powerless within the research context and their üves not understood as

enmeshed in a system ofgender oppression. Traditional research bas seldom viewed

politica1 change as one ofits goals; women have frequently been exploited by researchers

prying into their lives with no aim ofreciprocity or support.7

This cbaracterisation offerninist critique - as an internaI response to the

limitations ofparticular disciplinary norms and an existing body ofresearch - helps to

explain the difficulty ofmaking the connections between anti-essentialist feminist theory

and the practicalities ofsocial research. 1t bas nonetheless created the conditions of

possibility for a more thoroughgoing feminist critique ofsorne ofthe categories employed

6 For an example ofthis genre sec Dorothy Smith, '~omen~s perspective as a Radical Critique of
Sociology," in Feminism andMethodology~ed. Harding.

7 For one ofthe best knawn early feminist arguments against this social scientific tradition, see Ann
Oakley, "Intaviewing Womcn: A Contradiction in Tenns," in Doing Feminist Research~ cd. Helen
Roberts (Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul~ 1981).
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by feminists themselves. The feminist anti-essentialist challenge is therefore to question, in

ways by now fiuniHar, the category "women." This challenge is a necessary corrective,

given the growing recognition that academic feminist research, whiIe often marginalised in

social scientific disciplines, is implieated in the same forros ofessentialism l have been

discussing with regard to feminist philosophy.

How, exaetly, do essentialist claims enter feminist research? First and mast

obviously, fèminist researchers often do not int1ect or contextuaIise the category ''women''

in their methodological discussions. References to ''women" researchers and ''women"

subjects provide the dominant categories ofanalysis. Likewise, feminist research methods

are contrasted with sexist research, assuming or arguing that ''women'' have different

interests in the process and outcome ofresearch projects than ''men,'' but not qualifYing

such claims by recognising that women bave different interests from each other, or

different interests from different groups ofmen. In stating that the goal offeminist

research is to "collectivise women's experiences," for example, Maria Mies, in ber widely

cited discussions ofaetion research in a battered women's shelter, fàiIs to examine how

differences in these experiences, whether racial, class-based or along other salient axes,

might challenge her conception of"collectivising."8

Methodological discussions are inflected with this kind ofessentiaHsm in part

because ofthe farniliar assumption that diversity among women "subjects" makes it bard

to generate feminist theory.9 For example, Cannon et aL point out that:

To generate theory, it is much more useful ifthe small samples under study
are relatively homogeneous, since extreme diversity makes the task of
identifying common patterns a1most imPoSSIble. Unfortunately, as a resuh,
much ofthe newly emerging scholarship on women excludes women of
color and working-class women ofall races.10

8 Mies~ "Towards a Methodology for Feminist Research."

9 See Maria C. Lugones, and Elizabedl V. Spelman. "Have We Got A Theory for You! Feminist Theory,
Cultural Imperia1ism and the Demand for 4The Woman's Voice~," in Women and Values: Readings in
Recent Feminist Phi/osophy, cd. Marilyn Pearsall (Belmont: Wadsworth, 1986).

10 Lynn Cannon. Elizabeth Higginbotham and Marianne Leung, "Race and CIass Bias in Qualitative
Research on Women," Gender and Society 2:4~ 1988: 459.
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Again, in selecting small subject groups to evade the methodological difficulties alleged1y

created by "extreme diversity," feminist researchers, as women who are generally

dominant group members themselves, have tended to fucus on researching the experiences

ofwhite, midd1e-class women, presuming that their results are representative ofwomen in

general. This approach permits methodological essentialism: the eategory "women" is, a

priori, the most basic, and other aspectS ofwomen's identities are mere overlay.

Second, and more subtly, these methodological accounts lead to inadequate

analyses ofpower relations. For example, manyauthors classify ''identifYing with"

"subjects" as one ofthe defining features, or even one ofthe necessary goals, offeminist

research. 1 take this claim to mean that feminist inquirers see in the situation oftheir

participants something oftheir own political identity or experience ofoppression. While

this assumption may he an adequate description ofcertain feminist projects or oftheir

normative goals, it is rarely challenged by asking which criteria make such identification

poSSIble or desirable. Nor is it elaborated how differences between women may make

identification aÏresearcher and subject problematie. Indeed, the assumption on the part of

many feminist social researchers that they bave a particular identity or experience of

oppression in common with their subjects reflects an implicit additive analysis that is made

possible by the power ofthe researcher over the subject. The beliefthat ''as a woman" one

shares sorne particular set ofexperiences or identity with the women one is researching

may he realistic in sorne cases. Yet to presume tbat there is a more general form of

identification with women "as women" is an essentialist claim ofthe ldnd l have been

criticising. The fàct that, in most cases, the researcher shapes the terms ofthe researeh

gives her the power to cast the research experience as one offeminist ''identificatio~''

deploying ber categories to make the subject's identity or experience conform to hersa

For example, Catherine Riessman analyses the interview transeripts ofan Anglo

middle-class and Hispanie working-class woman, each speaking to a white middle-cIass

woman interviewer about her separation from her husband. 11 Riessman argues that the

Il Catherine Kobler Riessman9 "When Gendc:r is Not Enough: Women Interviewing Wom~" Gender
and Society 1:29 1987.
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Anglo woman presents ber narrative temporally and is weIl understood within the

gendered ftamework familiar to the feminist interviewer:

This coDaborative [interview] process was aided by gender, class, and
cultural congruity, which produced the unspoken but sbared assumptive
worId ofthe two women. They implicitly agreed about how a narrative
should be organjzed and about the content that was relevant ta an account
ofmarital separation. 12

The Hispanic woman's narrative is episodic, but, Riessman argues, this is not grasped by

the interviewer, who repeatedly tries to make ber narrative fit the temporal framework

with which she is more fiuniliar:

The interviewer and the narrator struggled over who would control the
topic and what constituted an adequate answer to the items on the
schedule. .... [D]espite gender congruity, the joint construction ofan
account ofmarital1àilure was bindered by the Jack ofshared cultural and
elass assumprlons. The interviewer held onto the white, middle-class model
oftemporal organization and thus could not make sense ofthe episodic
form that Marta used - the dramatie unfolding ofa series oftapies that
were stitched together by therne rather than by tîme. 13

Similarly, essentiaHsm may he played out in the assumption of"trust" as a defining feature

offeminist ethnography. Discussions of feminist research are replete with c1aims about the

self-evident "rapport" that develops between woman researcher and woman subject. While

in many cases this kind ofemotional bond may exist, it seems DlOre likely to develop

where there are small power d.i:fferences and persona! similarities between researcher and

"subject."

Thus we need to develop methods offeminist research that are capable of

gendered critique and ofhighligbting the salience ofgender in a particular research

eontext, at the same time as they recognise other cross-cutting axes ofdifference and how

power relations tend to reny eertain accounts ofgender. A WIttgensteinian feminist need

not suppose any particuJar criteria ofrelevance when fonnulating or investigating any

12 Riessm~ "When Gender is Not Enough": 190.

13 Riessman, "When Gender is Not Enough": 189-190.
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locus for research. She need net suppose, for example, that ber participants will fulfil any

necessary and sufficient conditions ofwomanness, nor that race, elass or any other

differences will he more or Jess significant than gender in particular research contexts.

Furthennore, in investigating the multiply nuanced me;tnings ofgender in specifie

contexts, she can conceptualise similarities and differences between women as family

resemblances rather than as identity relations or Othemess. Thus she avoids the dangers of

universalising from one group to another, and the fàmj1jar charge ofrelativism with regard

to gender. Feminist researchers thus would not approach research contexts looking to find

out what all women bave in common, but looking for resemblances between their

identities and experiences. Rather than posit an ideal type to which those identities and

experiences do or do not correspond, they would he tentative about the significance of

gender and its implications. Family resemblances thus offer feminist researchers a way to

generalise without making sameness claims or asserting radical difference. The kinds of

conclusions we will draw about women will he neither reductive, nor relevant solely in a

single narrow contexte

This kind ofapproach, however, bas yet to he fully articulated. The recent

response to essentialism. in feminist theory and research bas tended to approach

essentialism as a "vice in itself;" as primarily representing a lack ofintellectua1 rigour on

the pan ofearlier feminists. We tao often approach particular authors with the attitude

that ifessentialism can he discemed in the text, then the theorist's entire project can he

discarded. 14 Part ofthis intellectual trend, as l pointed out in chapter one, involves the

fetisbisation ofthe dangers, pitfàlls, and evils of"essentiaHsm ," and the demonisation of

those texts considered "essentiaIist." Identifying latent essentialism. bas aIl too often

become critique for its own sake rather than an integraI part ofan ongoing constructive

project. 1S The problem-space defined by essentialism and anti-essentialism contains

genuinely important epistemological and political issues. But many feminists tend to throw

the baby ofpolitical efficacy out with the bathwater ofessentialism.

14F~ Essentially Speaking: xi.

15 See hooks, ''Postmodem Blackness" in Yeaming.
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Nowhere is this trend more apparent than with regard to Carol Gilligan's projects

in feminist psychology and politics over the past fifteen years. 16 Gilligan played a central

role in bringing feminist analysis into the field ofdevelopmental psychology, showing how

various models of"human" moral psychological development were aetually premised on

only one paradigmatic perspective, closely associated with masculine psychology. Her

work bas been UDlblUllly political1y informed relative to her field, and increasingly

premised ona feminist analysis that emphasises the empowerment ofgirls and women. 17

Anti-essentialist cbal1enges to Gilligan have been, in sorne cases, both theoretically

sophistieated and political1y compelling, bringing out buried assumptions about gender and

hidden exclusions that are often crucial correctives. One cannat help noticing, however,

that Gilligan is a feminist deeply concerned with poIitical action. These very concerns

motivate ber to make claims that leave her open to charges ofessentialism. Her theoretical

categories, while admitted1y unnuanced, provide a basis for feminist analysis and

mobilisation that is politically problematic at the same time as it can he enabling and

galvanising for many fèminists working with girls in contexts in which the psychology of

gender is undertheorised. Gilligan is certainly aware ofanti-essentialist criticÎSInS, and bas

responded to them bath theoretica1ly and methodologica1ly. This makes ber an unusual

and instructive figure in the essentialism debates. Many feminist philosophers are content

ta pursue the theoretical issues subsumed under "essentialism" without giving thought to

17 Gilligan's work on this issue forms part ofsevera! research projects with other investigators., and is
reported in nwnerous books and articles to date (see bibliography). In presenting this body ofliterature, br
and large, as exem.plary of"Gilligan's" method, 1 do not intend to crase the contributions ofher co
authors, minimise the collaborative nature ofthe resear~or suggest that there is a WlÎtary authorial voice
in these studies. Rather 1 want to avoid styIistic awkwardness, to stress how the Iater books rework ideas
first presented in ln A Different Voice, and acknowledge that Gilligan is the onlyauthor com.mon to ail
the studïes.

17 See Carol Gilligan, In A Different Voice: Psycholog;cai Theory and Women 's Deve/opment
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2nd edition 1993 [1982]); Carol Gilligan, J. Ward and J. Taylor,
cds., Mapping the Moral Domain: A Contribution ofWomen 's Thinking to PsychoIogicai Theory and
Education (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988); Carol Gilligan, Nona P. Lyons and Trody J.
Hanmer, 005., Making Connections: The Re/alionai Worltis ofAdolescent Girls at Emma WUIard &hool
(Cambridge: Harvard University~ 1990); Carol Gilligan, Annie G. Rogers and Deborah L. Tolman,
cds., Women, Girls and Psychotherapy: Reframing Resistance (New York: Harrington Park Press, 1991);
Lyn Mikel Brown and Carol Gilligan, Meeting at the Crossroads: Women's Psych%gy and Girls'
Deve/opment (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992).
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how they might inflect practice, while many feminist social researchers remain intent on

pursuing methods that make uncritica1 use ofthe category "wornen."

Thus the preoccupation ofGüllgan's readers with exclusively critical analyses ofIn

A Different Voice does a disservice to the increasing nuance and sophistication ofher

prolific work during the fourteenyears since this book's first publication in 1982.18

Gilligan bas been treated shabbily by most ofher theoretically inclined interlocuters, who

otherwise generally espouse and practice bath intellectual generosity and interpretive

charity. The remarkably pervasive attitude ofdisdain towards her work among feminist

philosophers - often, l suspect, a diw.in based on a very cursory reading ooly ofIn A

Different Voice - confirms Bordo 's comments:

1 have often been dismayed at the anger that (white, middle-class) feminists
have exln"bited toward the work ofGilligan and Chodorow. This sort of
visceral reaction to theorists ofgender difference ... is not elicited by their
ethnocentrism or ahistoricism; it is specifically directed against what is
perceived as their romanticization offemale values such as empathy and
nurturing. Such a harsh critical stance is protection, perhaps, against being
tarred by the brush offemale "otherness," ofbeing contaminated by things
''female.'~19

l want to make the related point that un:fà.irly dismissive reactions ta Gilligan are

enabled by a theoretical orientation that does not understand itselfas connected to feminist

practice. My most fruitful discussions ofGilligan's work bave not been with feminist

philosophers but with feminist practitioners - a woman working on a children's help-line,

a youth group leader, and training group fàcilitators at a sexual assault centre, for

example. Anyone who works with girls or young women is aware of the paucity of

feminist Iiterature offering explanatory frameworks for our psychologica1 struggles.

Psychology is not the only or even the oost discipline within which to generate theories of

women's oppression, and Güllgan's empirical work no more gives her an epistemicaIly

unassaj1able position than il does any other feminist. But as a profoundly perceptive

18 Gilli~ In A. Different Voice. For one ofthe Most sophisticated and charitable aitical readings ofIn A
Different Voice, see Susan J. Hdonan., Moral Voices. Moral Selves: Carol Gil/igan and Feminist Moral
Theory (University Park: Penn StatePr~ 1995): esp. 1-33.
19 Bordo, "Feminism., Postmodernism, Gender Skepticism," in Unbearab/e Weigh1: 233.
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psychologist who is well-connected to numerous active and pragmatic feminist projects,

particularly in education, she deserves our most charitable reading.

The challenge 1àcing feminist theory thus lies in the observation that neither

interminable deconstruetion nor uncritical reification ofthe eategory ''women'' is adequate

to the demands of feminist practice. The task we have inherited is to take seriously

commitments entailed in anti-essentialism but to find ways effectively to incorporate them

into counter-hegemonic political projects. Gilligan's Between Voice and Silence represents

a departure from ber earlier work in its explicit exarnination ofrace and class in the

context ofarticulating girls' psychology. Yet Gilligan continues to make strong general

daims about gender, as a basis bath for important analytical distinctions in psychologica1

development, and for feminist political mobilisation. In what ways does Gilligan's method

continue to he "essentialist"? What epistemological and political issues does Gilligan

struggle with in trying to respond to charges ofessentialism? Is this a kind ofessentiaIism

that she can avoid, and would its avoidance attenuate or advance ber political goals? To

answer these questions a good starting point is to articulate an example offeminist

practice that understands anti-essentialism and poIitical engagement as indispensably

allied, rather than inevitably at odds.

Carol Gilligan: the arch-essentialist?

In A Different Voice argues that conventional models ofpsychological

development fàil to understand the alternative paradigm ofmoral thinking Gilligan labels

the "ethic ofcare." Existing psychologica1 theory tends to cast women as tài1ing to achieve

separation from others, a separation attained with less ambivalence by men. Instead of

labelling women as "less developed," Gilligan suggests that ''the fàilure ofwomen to fit

existing models ofhuman growth may point to a problem in the representation, a

limitation in the conception ofhuman condition, an omission ofcertain truths about Iife."20

The ethic ofcare cannot simply he characterised as an imperative for self-sacrifice or

20 Gilligan, In A Different Voice: 2.



•

•

"Look and Sec" 1 129

deniaL Gilligan recommends an understanding ofwomen's psychological development as

struggling ta remain connected in ways that are desirable, heaIthy and resistant, aIbeit

politically fraught.

Since completing the work on which In A Different Voice was founded, Gilligan

and ber collaborators have focused on qualitative research with adolescent girls in the

United States. They cIaim that girls' crises and dilemmas offer not only a window on the

systemic disempowerment ofgirls in "Western culture" but also potential strategies and

techniques for resolving generic human problems. Although in sorne ways this work tums

away from the ethical decisionmaldng that was a central therne ofIn A Different Voice, it

continues to ask critical questions about gender bias in psychological theory and about the

value and meaning ofinterpersonal connection and relationship. By uncovering the texture

ofgirls' psychologies, Gilligan wants to articuIate how women can help girls to overcome

disempowerment (and vice versa), and tum girls' healthy resistance into a po1itical force

rather than a fonD. ofpsychological corrosion.

Gilligandepiets a tuming-point in girls' lives at adolescence that bas profound and

shocking resonances, 1 imagine, for many ofher female readers, myself included. Gilligan

perceptively descn"bes girls' 10ss ofself-confidence, self-esteem and honest connection

with others, at a time when they are more likely to develop depression, eating disorders,

suicidai bebaviour, and to become distanced from relationships with family, teachers and

friends. She characterises such crises as "problems ofconnection," rather than as a :fàilure

adequately to separate, and by uncovering the roots ofwomen's psychological

disenfranchisement, aims ta provide an explanatory model that will offer insight into their

continuing struggle as adults with problems ofinterpersonal (dis)connection:

[Yet] teenage girls and adult women often seemed ta get caught on the
horns ofa dilemma: was it better to respond to others and abandon
themselves or to respond to themselves and abandon others? The
hopelessness ofthis question marked an impasse in female development, a
point where the desire for relationship was sacrificed for the sake of
goodness, or for survival. Adolescence seemed to pose a crisis of
connection for girls coming ofage in Western Culture.21

21 Gilligan, Lyons and Hanmer, eds., Making Connections: 9.
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Gilligan loeates girls' relational understandings ofdecision-making and moral

dilemmas in contexts ofoppression, arguing that girls' ethical perspectives are

systematically marginalised and girls pressured to confonn. ''Human'' problems, or at least

sorne ofthe problems of"Westem culture," she argues, can he illuminated by a clearer

understanding ofhow girls negotiate disconnection, and how their understandings of

relationship are obscured by patrlarchy. In this sense Gilligan is avowed1y feminist, her

method including an explicit recognition ofthe devaluation and distortion ofgirls' voices

in patriarchal culture, as well as a commitment to allowing their voices to come to the

fore, and to incorporating them into feminist pofitical solutions. [BVS: 191] By

illuminating the developmental psychology ofgirls at adolescence, Gilligan hopes to make

clear the transition from connection in childhood to disconnection in adulthood that both

resuhs from and reinscnbes patriarchy.

The theoretical model for Gilligan's account offema1e adolescence continues to

derive, albeit increasingly tenuous1y, from abject relations theory. The key feminist

premise ofher account is that the central cause ofmaIe domination, in those societies

where women are ahnost always primary parents, is separation of the selffrom the mother

at a young age. This process ofseparation is supposed1y the central cause ofthe masculine

autonomous selfwith its 'justice orientation" to moral problems and relationships. Girls,

by contrast, retain their sense ofrelationship with their mothers (and others more

genera1ly) until adolescence, when they also go through a process ofseparation and dis

identification. Their experience, however, is complicated by patriarchy: girls are rewarded

for dissociating from their desire to remain ''in relationship" and are judged negatively if

they fàil to develop masculine attitudes to relationships and to ethical issues (as they were

in Kohlberg's original psychological model). rfthey do adopt a masculine attitude, on

Gilligan's account, they lose skills crucial to their healthy resistance to patriarchy. Thus at

adolescence girls in Western cultures fàce a dilemma: they can either abandon their

childhood knowledge ofconnection with others and lose a weapon in their struggle

against patrlarchy, or they can try to retain it and fàce being ostraeised and negatively

judged.
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Gilligan continues ta claim that her interviews illustrate ways in which girls are

"out ofrelationship." But surely ''relationship'' (in the broad sense ofconnection with

another persan) is absolutely crucial to the development ofall human beings at aIl stages

oftheir lives? Girls who are disconnected and distant from fumily, teachers and ftiends are

obviously going to struggle psychologica1ly. To add theoretical substance to this claim,

therefore, Gilligan premises her theory ofpsychological development on a complex social

ontology that conceptualises healthy human lives as webs ofrelationships. Certain fonDS

ofdissociation or disconnection from these webs, she argues, are psychologicaIly

damaging for bath men and women. Interpersonal dissociation is, however, bath more

typical ofmales, and is, in general, valued and rewarded by Western patriarchal cultures.

Gilligan thus implicitly characterises as pathological certain masculine ways ofnot being in

relationship, making the connection between these pathologies as individual dissociation,

and as theorised phenomena in politica1 and moral lives. Thus there is a normative sense in

which we want to say that it is pathological for girls to become disconnected from

reIationships at adolescence:

Efforts to he strong, self-reliant, and outspoken can he reasonable and
effective survival strategies in a difficuh, and even hostile, environment.
These efforts can cease to he adaptive, however, when they move to a
position that precipitates disconnections from others, covering over
wlnerabilities and the desire for relatedness. [BVS: 68]

This theoretical framework is not always easy to deteet in Gilligan's writing, which

rarely comains arguments articulated in ways familiar to feminist philosophers. It is also a

framework in a state ofdevelopment and flux through her publications, and 1 think

Gilligan is occasionally disingenuous about the extent to which her recent methodological

revisions may entai! repudiating her earlier position. Nevertheless, Gilligan does continue

to draw upon ail ofthe preceding claims even in her most recent wode, arguing not only

that this model is an accurate description ofgirls' experiences, but also that it provides a

basis for feminist mobilisation amang oIder women determined to break damaging cycles

ofgender socialisation and abandonment ofgirls and young women.
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Gilligan and her critics on essentialism

Given this admittedly imperfect theoretical underpinning, on what basis is Gilligan

labelled an essentialist? Sorne critics ofGilIigan have implied that her essentialism is ofa

particuIarly strong kind, claiming tbat in attributing the ·'ethic ofcare" to women she is

reinforcing a biologically determinist notion ofwomen's nature. For example, Linda

Kerber writes:

1 agree with Gilligan that our culture bas long undervalued nurturance and
that when we measure ethical development by norms more attainable by
boys than by girls our definition ofnorms is probably biased. But by
emphasizing the biological basis ofdistinctive hehaviour... Gilligan permits
her readers to conclude that women's alleged affinity for ·'relationships of
care" is both biologically natura! and a good thing.22

Gilligan displayed an early commitment to object relations theory and made use of

Nancy Chodorow's work.23 While In A Different Voice may he insufficiently explicit

about the origins ofgendered moral voices, at no point does Gilligan explicitly or

implicitly argue tbat theyare biological features ofeither men or women, in the sense of

biologjcal essentialism elaborated in chapter one. She adopts a social constructionist

model and makes quite clear that these different voices are learned, albeit at a very young

age.

A second sense in which Gilligan might he labelled an ··essentialist" stems from her

alleged failure to place the etbic ofcare in its political contexte She does seern to proceed

with the assumption that the ethic ofcare represents an ··authentic voice" (in an ill-defined

sense) for women (or at least for sorne people) without adequately setting the stage to

illustrate how the ethic ofcare is a "slave morality" formed in the limiting circumstances of

oppression. Commentators have pointed out the disturbing similarities between ideologies

22 Linda Kerber, "Sorne Cautionary Words for Historians," Signs 11:2, 1986: 309.

23 Nancy Chodorow, The Reproduction ofMothering: Psychoana/ysis and the Soci%gy ofGender
(Berkeley: University ofCalifornia Press, 1978).
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offemininity such as the Vietorian "angel in the bouse" and a description ofwomen as

caring and oriented toward relationsbip. In contemporary contexts, theyargue, the

"different voice" merely ilIustrates the survival skills women learn under patrlarchy, which

ref1ect the necessity ofremaining attentive to the oppressor more than any kind ofpre

patriarchal authenticity. Thus, the criticism goes, Gilligan valorises socio-moral attitudes

that are merely feminine, not feminist. Her analysis, if it is to he redeemed at aIl, shouId he

more explicitly situated in a context ofgender oppression, and offer a transformative

vision ofa better, more politicaI1y challenging moral voice, not merely a description ofthe

existing voices.24

A third set ofcriticisms is that Gi1ligan is an essentialist by virtue orher use of

overly general categories. That is, critics allege she is a methodological essentialist in the

sense 1articulated in chapter two. As Fraser and Nicholson put it,

by construeting a female countermodel, [Gilligan] invited the same charge
offiùse generalization she had herselfraised against Kohlberg, although
now from other perspectives such as class, sexual orientation, race, and
ethnicity. Gilligan's disclaimers notwithstanding, to the extent that she
descn"bed women's moral development in terms ofa d.iflèrent voice; to the
extent that she did not specifY which women, under which specifie
historical circumstances have spoken with the voice in question; and to the
extent that she grounded her analysis in the explicitly cross-cultural
framework ofNancy Chodorow, her model remained essentialist.25

Gilligan is apt to use broad general categories ("wom.en," ''Western culture," and

50 on). These categories are inclined to erase historically, culturally, and politica1ly salient

differences among their individual members. Critïcs have observed that this tendency to

generalise does not stress (but, it should he noted, does not necessarily deny) the socially

construeted and necessarily local, temporally ~ific, and diverse nature ofgender. These

generalisations are not only philosophically undesirable because oftheir fàilure to

contextualise; they are aIso undesirable because they are fàlse. Iffeminists were to

investigate the experiences ofwomenand girls ofcolour, working-class and paor women

24 See for example Linda Nicholson, "Women. Morality, and History," in An Elhic ofCare: Feminist and
lnterdisciplinary Perspectives, ed. Mary Jeanne Larrabee (New York: Routledge, 1993).

25 Fraser and Nicholson, "Social Criticism Without Philosophy": 33.
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and girls, and so On, they would find that the model Gilligan first proposed is a less useful

expIanatory framework for the experiences ofthese "others." Thus many anti-essentialist

criticisms are methodologicaL They come frOID other social psychologists, who argue that

Gilligan's two paradigms ofmoral thinking are present in both male and female "subjects";

that GilIigan's samples are too small; and that her analjrsis 1mcrelf-consciously describes a

eategory "women" without critical1y examining the narrowness ofher subject groups, the

significant sociopolitical differences between women, or whether certain groups ofmen

under conditions ofoppression might not also systematically deploy an ethic ofcare.26 By

using in ber original research women who are mainIy white, mainly heterosexual, and

mainly midd1e-class, her critics claim, Gilligan construets an avowedly gendered model of

moral development based only on a small group ofdominant women. To the extent that

the ethic ofcare is coextensive with "women's moral voice," that voice is most 1ypical ofa

white, heterosexual, midd1e-class woman in the United States ofthe 1980s, and

furthermore is perhaps heard only in certain limited moral situations.

The few published critiques ofGilligan's tater work have retumed to these

arguments. For example, Judith Stacey criticises "Joining the Resistance: Psychology,

PoIitics, Girls and Women"27 for its undiscriminating use ofbumanist, universalist

categories. In particular, Staeey suggests tbat Gilligan presents a transhistorica1,

transeultural and context-free account offemale adolescence.28 While these charges seem

somewhat overstated, 1 too was struck by GiI1igan's failure even to gesture toward the

concerns offeminists ofcolour and POstmodern critîcs. By omitting mention ofthe race of

the girls she interviews, Staeey points out, Gilligan leaves the reader to assume that they

are white. This seems to he an essentialising move ofthe kind 1 bave criticised: white girls

are simply "girls" - except when they are girls ofcolour, a difference barely worth

mentioning.29 It is remarkable that the cultural, racial, and ethnic backgrounds ofthe girls

26 See "Part ID: Checking the Data," in An Ethic ofCare, cd. Larrabee.

27 Carol Gilligan, "Joining the Resistance: Psychology, Politics. Girls and Women," Michigan QuarterJy
Review29:4, 1990.

28 Judith Staeey, "On Resistance, Ambivalence and Feminist Theory: A Response to Carol Gilligan,"
Michigan Quarterly Review 29:4, 1990.

29 Spelman, lnessentiaJ Woman: 133-159.
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interviewed are briefly mentioned ooly in a footnote, and then with no indication ofhow

this information might he relevant to the research process. Staeey, furthermore, rereads

Gilligan's ''muted attention" to social class in light ofher own class autobiography,

arguing that wbat Gilligan interprets as a gendered adolescent crisis in "Anna," one ofher

participants, can also he read as an ambivalent experience ofsocial class.

Citîng her own use of"dialogic," "re:t1exive" forms ofrepresentation, Staeey finds

Gilligan's account ofpersonal narratives simplifies the complex identities ofthe girls, and

glosses the identity ofthe researcher and ber role in the research process. Again, the

identity ofspecifie researchers is most often given in footnotes, without reference to their

experiences ofgirlhood, their race, or their class. 1 suspect that Gilligan would abhor the

forced insertion ofher own and ber colleagues' life staries into her texts, which remain

admirably attentive ta the voices ofthe girls. Yet it is precisely in ber most elusive and

fàscinating methodological contn"hution - her thoughts on ''voice''- that this

infonnation is most sorely needed: "Two questions about relationships clarified a woman's

position: Where am l in relation to the tradition which l am practicing and teaching? and

Where am 1 in relation ta girls, the next generation ofwomen?"30 Surely the answers to

bath these questions depend on which woman is asking them, and on which girls she

relates to?

Gi1ligan's own rebuttal ofthe philosophical criticisms ofIn A Different Voice bas

been brief

In listening to people's responses ta In A Different Voice, 1 often hear the
two-step process which 1 went through over and over again in the course
ofmy writing: the process oflistening to women and hearing something
new, a different way of speaking, and then hearing how quickly this
difference gets assimiIated into old categories ofthinking 50 that it loses its
novelty and its message: is it nature or nurture? are women better than
men, or worse? When l hear my work being cast in terms ofwhether
women and men are really (essentially) different or who is better than
whom, 1 know that 1 have lost my voice, because these are not my
questions. Inst~my questions are about voice and relationship. And, my
questions are about psychological processes and theory, particuIarly

30 Gillig~ "Joining the Resistancett~526.



•

•

"Look and See" 1 136

theories in whichmen's experiences stands for all ofhuman experience
theories which eclipse the lives ofwomen and shut out women's voices.31

Gilligan cIaims tbat ber argument is interpretive and is based on narrative

counterexamples to those examples favoured by conventional psychological theory, not on

generalisable or statistical claims. She unabashedly puts gender at the centre in

understanding reJationships and adolescent crîsis, although she aIlows that girls' and

women's experiences are shaped in the context ofother axes ofpower. Gil1igan does not

deny that some men use the ethic ofcare in thinking about moral problems, or that the

ethic is shaped by conditions ofoppression.32 She does not simply descn"be a universal and

essential feminine, but instead delineates a resistant and critical ethical perspective that

challenges womanly self-sacrifice and unqualified caring and struggles ta incorporate a

self-protective attitude with the desire for relationship with others.33 Indeed, in ber Iater

work she is increasingly explicit about how patriarchal oppression creates the necessary

conditions for fema1e crises ofconnection, she construes her project as an explicitly

feminist intervention.

Gilligan's rich and evocative portrayal ofgirls' adolescent dilemmas in her later

wor1e, and her methodological discussion, are an invaluable contribution to fèminist

practice and a potential framework for "action research" aimed at, as the title ofone

ongoing research project indieates, "strengthening healthy resistance and courage in

girls."34 The significance ofher contnbution lies in providing a framework for

understanding female adolescent psychology that is, first, not merely an amendment to

existing research on boys, and second, avowedly feminist. Gilligan repeatedly stresses that

adolescent girls have simply not been much studied; she attempts to expIain why

adolescence is the seedbed offema1e trauma. and to document, within a theoretical

framework, the processes ofdisempowerment tbat will pIague girls throughout their lives.

By identifying a different ,vay ofthinking about relationsbips and moral dilennnas,

31 Gillig~ "Lener ta Readers, 1993," ln A Di.fIërent Voice (2nd edition): XÏÜ.

32 See Gilligan, In A Different Voice: 2; Carol Gilli~ "Reply," Signs Il:2, 1986.

33 Gilligan, "Lener ta Readers, 1993," In A Di.fIërent Voice (2nd edition): XÏÜ-xv.

34 See Gilligan, "Jaining the Resistance."
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and by telling a rich story about a time ofcrîsis and impasse in the lives ofthe adolescent

girls they study, Gilligan and her colleagues offer a framework for understanding the

undertheorised feminist commonplace that al! girls struggle psychologically in patriarchal

societies. They argue that this struggle itselfbas produced ways ofunderstanding

connection to others that are systematically devalued and undermined by patriarchy, and

that meet their mast serious challenge at the time offemale adolescence. By remining unti1

early adulthood the strong sense ofconnection with others that boys lose as young

chil~ girls manage to avoid processes ofdissociation that are distinctively masculine

pathologies and that have, according to Gilligan and other theorists who have put object

relations theory or the ethic ofcare to feminist uses, negative ethical and political

implieations.35 Gilligan allows girls' voices to take centre-stage in her books and, however

we criticise ber method, such criticisms do not negate the path-breaking nature ofher

contributions to the social psychology ofgirls. Her work is an admirable example of

interdisciplinary ferninism, where insights from feminist philosophy are brought to bear on

feminist research and practice, and vice versa.

Ahhough Gilligan's critics have often treated her work rather reductively 

reading her work casually and uncharitably only to attaek it - criticisms tbat In A

Different Voice is essentialist are significant: they pinpoint epistemological issues related

to generalisation, contextuaIism, and pluralism, and they speak to methodological

concems about how inequalities ofpower foster essentialising research programs.36 Still,

the very fiuniliarity ofail these criticisms bas bred a certain contempt for Gilligan - the

arch-essentialist - and this bas caused moral and political philosophers to dismiss ber

work as bath inadequately theorised and insufficiently feminist. Few feminist phiIosophers

have looked to Gilligan's more recent work for insight into essentialism and social

research paradigms or for any performative response to ber critics, despite the ever

burgeoning social science scholarship that applies the ethic ofcare to a variety ofpraxes

35 For example, Christine Di Stefano, Configurations ofMascu/inity: A Feminist Perspective on Modern
Political Theory (Ithaca: Comell UniversityPr~ 1991).

36 Minow and Spelm~ "In Context.,.,
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and policy issues, from feministjurisprudence to nursing, pedagogy, and political

organising.37

The MOst effective method for reading work Iike Gilligan's requires feminists to

examine how generalisatioDS are used; not to reject the use ofgenerality altogether, but to

ask what is enabled and wbat excluded in the context in question. Wrthout Gilligan's

generalisations, we would he left to depend on psychological theories that either ignore

girls' narratives or rate them as second-class. Her early interventions stressed that girls'

voices had not been listened to; thus the political salience ofGilligan's project lay in

creating a space for girls to he heard. Having identified unanticipated characteristics ofthe

girls' and women's voices in ber early studies, Gilligan clearly approaches her Iater

research fields with a set ofpreconceptions that may or may not adequately interpret the

voices of"different" girls. Ifanti-essentialist insight is applied to this wor~ it should surely

not be merely in the forro ofa set ofcriticisms, an interminable deconstruetion, but as a

route to a viable alternative method, with similar feminist goals ofempowerment.

Generalisations about the experiences ofgirls, furthermore, sbould not he rejected a

priori. The imperative fàcing anti-essentialist feminists is not whether to make

generalisations but how to make them.

Responding to critics: Between Voiee and Silence

In this context, the recent publication ofBetween Voice and Silence raises an

interesting set ofquestions about the ability ofa social researcher, engaged in fieldwork of

various kinds, effectively to respond to charges ofessentialism. And there is no doubt that

Gilligan bas taken the label "essentialist," and its political connotations ofracism and

exclusion, to heart:

37 See for example Mary Cooper, "Gilligan's Different Voice: A Perspective for Nursing," Journal of
Professiona/ Nursing 5, 1989; Robin Leidner, "Stretehing the Bomtdaries ofLiberalism: Democratie

Innovation in a Feminist Organization," Signs 16:2, 1991; Nel Noddings, "An Ethic ofCaring and Its
Implications for Instructional Arrangements," in The Education Feminism Reader, ed. Lynda Stone (New
York: Routledge, 1994); Suzanna Sherry, "Civic Virtue and the Feminine Voice in Coostitutional
Adjudication," Virginia Law Review 72, 1986.
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Tensions within feminism over the 1ast twenty years bave become
heightened over the question ofdifièrence. Women who are white and
privileged have been criticized by bath black and white women and ca1led
"essentialist~ for speaking about gender without aIso addressing race, class,
cultural and sexual differences among women. It is a mark ofa racist and
class-driven society that those who are in a dominant position can easily
remain blind to the experience ofsubordinates and others and thereby to
the reality oftheir own domination, and this blindness extends ta women as
weil At the same tinte, women often hoId a higher standard for other
women and are more forgiving ofmen. The implication that women must
gpeak ofeverything or keep silent is one ofthe many constraints on
women's voices that characterize and maintain a patriarchal society and
culture. [BVS: 7]

Is the choice to "gpeak ofeverything or keep sUent" a fàlse dichotomy? Must feminists

either fruitlessly struggle with the infinite complexities ofpolitical identity or give up the

fight aItogether? Although Gilligan makes useful contnbutions to our ability to bring anti

essentialism to bear on fieldwork problems and on the politics offeminist method, she

struggles to implement fully the poIitical theoretical concems 1 raised earIier.

Between Voice and Silence continues Gi1Iigan's original projects in the context of

ber growing feminist political concerns with race and class differences among women.

This time, Gilligan's group of''participants'' consists oftwenty-six ''working-class or

poor" girls, ofwhom eight are African- or Canbbean-Ameri~four are Latina, eight are .

Portuguese, and six are Irish- or ltalian-American. Gilligan's method is still repeated,

open-ended interviewing. The interviewer then listens to the interview transeripts

according ta the voice-centred method most recently formalised by Brown and Gilligan in

their ''Listener's Guide."38 During the fust listening, the interviewer notes the narrative

content and direction ofthe interviewee; during the second she listens for the self- ''for

the voice ofthe '1' speaking in this relationship"; on the third and fourthplaybacks she

attends ta how the interviewee taIks about relationships. Throughout their discussion,

Brown and Gilligan stress the politica1 nature ofthis listening method: "Our responsive

Listener's Guide, in attending to realities ofrace, class, and sex (who is speaking, in what

body, telling what stocy ofrelationship - from whose PerSpeCtive, in wbat societal and

38 Brown and Gilligan, Meeting al the Crossroads: 25·31.



•

•

"Look and See" / 140

cuhural frameworks?), is therefore also a resisting Listener's Guide, that is, a feminist

method."39

The content of the interviews differs from previous studies in that specifie

questions about race were later included, whereas none had been present before. The

researchers, furthermore, participated in a series ofretreats designed to examine women's

relationships across racial difference. The retteats, we are told, involved eleven women

five black, five white, and one Latina - and entailed profound and painful examination of

the differences and commonalities between them Thus the research context is, compared

with analogous projects, striking in the depth ofits commitment ta addressing the

relational understandings ofthe researchers with regard to race and class.

How do Gilligan's theses about girls' adolescent crises fàre when narratives are

collected from working-class girls ofcolour? The interviews, perhaps unsurprisingly, did

reveal differences between girls ofdifferent rac~ ethnie, and class backgrounds in their

discussions ofthe interview tapies. For example:

What Ruby does not share with mast ofthe girls from more privileged
settings is the pressure to meet ideaIized images offemininity that many
begin to face at this rime. Concerns about not expressing anger or hurting
other people's feelings, which become prominent from early adolescence
onward among many girls from middle-elass backgrounds, are not issues
for Ruby. When she discusses confliets or dilemmas, for example, she
speaks about fàirness, reSPect, and care, yet she does not excessively
dehberate over whether or not she bas hurt someone else's feelings. (BVS:
43]

Ana [a Latina American girl] is Iikewise cognizant ofthe demands of
conventions offemininity, which she bath criticizes and tries to
accommodate. The worst thing about being a woman, she writes in eighth
grade, is that ''you have to act like a woman at an times even when you're
having fun." Ana descn"bes a strict enviromnent at home, where acting "like
a woman" ineludes being discreet about ber interest in boys. She often gets
into trouble when she talks to her mother about lx>ys: ifher mother "feels
all grouchy," she will get angry and "start saymg, 'AlI you think about is
boys.", In met, aIl the Latina girls in the study descnbe partial or complete
injunetions against such conversations, unlike many ofthe African

39 Brown and Gilligan, Meeting al the Crossroads: 29. Emphasis in original.
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American and white girls, who say they can taIk with their mothers about
sex and dating. [BVS: 61]

Much ofchapter three is devoted to taIking about differences between the relationships of

Aftican-American girls, Latina girls and white girls with their mothers, and recurrent

themes throughout the interview narratives inelude dropping out ofschool and early

pregnancy, topies that are absent in earlier research with more privileged groups ofgirls.

Gilligan is quick to stress that "difference" should not he interpreted as "lack," as

implying that these girls' contnbutions to the researchers' understandings will he less

useful:

We will struggle in this book with the word diffèrent, mainly to hold it
apart from its connnon mistranslation, "deficient." Our group oftwenty-six
girls was 50 informative in part because ofthe cuhural and racial
differences among them.. Difference, in our understanding here, is the
essence ofrelatîonship; it is not a code word for race or class or Iower
status. [BVS: 2]

The authors thus recognise the danger ofestablisbing a white, middle-class norm from

which "diff'erent" girls will deviate, and instead cast racial and class differences as always

necessarily relationaL40 The project, however, implicitly rests on the assumption that

whatever the differences between girls ofdifferent class and race backgrounds, these

differences exist in the context ofmore signifieant similarities:

Amid the diversity ofrace and ethnicity in this study, these spontaneous
narratives descnœ aspects ofthese relationships tbat remain insistent
across differences, aspects that form an unambiguous and powerful
template for meaningful relationships between women and girls. [BVS:
118]

The authors rightIy contest the fàlse diehotomy that different women must he

either hopelessly opaque to each other or assimilated into sameness, both in feminist

40 Sec Martha Minow, Malcing Ail the Difference: Inclusion, Exclusion andAmerican Law (Ithaca:
Comell University Press, 1990).
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theorising and in forming political alliances. Thus overcoming difference for political unity

is cast as a central goal:

What would it mean for women ta suspend the old terms ofidentity and
move beyond the race, class, and gender divisions that cordon women off
from one another in familiar ways: women ofcolor/women ofno color;
women with and without privilege ofclass, ethnicity or sexuality? What
would lead women to Iink arms across these eategorizations? The political
answer is a common vision for economic and poIitical and societal changes.
It is here that the engagement with diftèrences becomes essential. [BVS:
208]

The conclusions Gilligan draws about the experiences ofnon-white, non-middle

class girls seem to hinge on the claim that they will experience the same kind ofrelational

impasse at adolescence, but that it may wen be worse than that oftheir white and/or

privileged counterparts, and that it will certainly have more negative consequences.

Despite these differences, Gilligan's original explanatory model for crises ofconnection

remains the same, taking the same basic fonn for an girls in Western patriarcbal cuhures,

although the context and consequences differ. How should we understand this ambiguous,

generalising account ofgender?

Anti-Essentialism and Between Voiee and Silence

At the beginning ofthis dissertation 1 pointed to the limits ofwholesa1e rejection of

feminist projects for their alleged "essentialism." 1 mapped out a terrain where we

recognise the value offeminist political goals and use anti-essentialist insights to engage

political projects that may still be invested in essentialising discourses or may manifest

essentialising moments. When situated on this terrain, Gilligan's work is neither right nor

wrong, neither irredeemably essentialist nor politically utopian. My counsel for anti

essentialist fem.inists is thus not to bring the full force ofphilosophical critique to bear

simply in arder to ferret out Gilligan's essentiaHsm, nor to step back from the political

engagement ofher work, but to create conversational openings for more pragmatic anti

essentialist insight. Anti-essentialist feminist analysis ofBetween Vo;ce and Silence
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suggests that categories need to he nuanced and situated, but that the exigencies of

advocating for all adolescent girls require that their distress and disenftanchisement he

heard unequivocal1y. Thus in suggesting ways in wbich Gilligan's most recent work might

more effectively engage anti-essentialist feminist theory, l want to avoid an agonistic

rejection ofher project as insufficient1y theorised, excessively generalised and unworthy of

tèminist examinatio~ and instead offer criticisms that point to ways feminist theory and

practice can come together to make the study ofwomen's moral voices and attitudes to

relationship more inclusive, more self-reflexive, and more politically useful.

Gilligan argues that she need not make dichotomous daims about girls and boys,

and tbat her interpretive method merely sketches alternative ways ofconceptualising

relationships rather than fixing a universal gendered schism.41 The homogeneity of

Gilligan's initial samples, furthermore, does not presuppose any kind ofessentialism,

including the danger offitlsely generaIising from the experiences ofa select group ofgirls

to aIl girls. It could even he the case that girls' experiences st adolescence are sufficiently

similar that the transfer ofa model based on one group ofgirls to another group is

unproblematic, and that the experiences of"different" girls merely provide more varied

examples of the same general phenomenon.42

Gilligan's method does, however, predispose the researcher ta elide or overlook

how race, class, and other salient group differences shape processes oftheory

construction. This seems representative ofthose shortcomings feminists mos! often exhibit

in trying to respond to anti-essentialist critique. "Difference" is often incorporated into

feminist projects in a formulaic way, pJacing disproportionate emphasis on formaI

inclusion (adding participants from other social groups, for example) and Iess on

examining the deeper methodological implications ofanti-essentialist criticisms. Fully to

understand how Gil1igan's epistemologica1 framework bas changed between her early

work and the recognition (especial1y in Between Voice and Silence but anticipated

eisewhere) that her inherited method may be inadequate to the demands ofanti-essentialist

feminism is too large a project for this chapter. Gilligan's more recent work does,

41 Gilli~ "Reply.n

42~ "MethodologicaI Essentialism."
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however~manifest a major conceptual and methodological transitio~and she is rather

disingenuous in her reiterated suggestions tbat it simply represents further application of

the same approach.43 Here 1want briefly to give credit to how GilIigan's method bas

evolved ta recognise more explicitly the power ofthe researchers ta elide difference. Then

1will turn to three specific examples in Between Voice and Silence. These examples are

presented to explore the question: How might the existing research method encourage the

investigators ta ignore the particular histories and unequal relations ofpower struetured

into axes ofdifference?

Gilligan does not simply assume that there are filets about girls waiting to he

discovered and presented in the "idiom in which [reality] prefers to he descnDed"44 and

nor is she inattentive to how ber own preconceptions have shaped her past inquiry. She

straightforwardly acknowledges that ber method plays a central raIe in generating and

shaping her theoretical conclusions, and recognises that power is central to the context of

interpretation. ''Power differences constitute the social reality in which psychologica1

development occurs, and these affect both development and how developmental research

is carried out.'" [BVS: 29]

Gilligan berselfpoints to the tension between ber politica1 goals and the research

methods she bas inherited from social psychology. As ber work bas progressed it bas

become more explicitly feminist, more resistant to disciplinary conventions, and more

eclectic. For example, she resists traditional notions ofobjectivity ta incorporate some of

the insights ofstandpoint epistemology:45

Listening to girls who are more on the edges ofpatriarcbal society by
virtue ofrace, class and cultural difference, we found their voices deeply

43 See for example Taylor, Gilligan and sulli~Between Voice and Silence: 14: "In Meeting at the
Crossroads (1992) Lyn Mikel Brown and Carol Gilligan, observing the effects ofdifferent interviewers on
girls' responses, noted in particuIar how an African Amcrican girl's interview conversation diffas when
an Afiican American woman is listening rather than a white interviewer, and aIso how a playful
interviewer can e1icit a very different girl fram the one who takes a more formai approach." In faet, bath
issues are treated quite marginally and in the context oflarger similarities.

44 Clifford Geertz, Worh and Lives: The Anthropologist as Authar (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1988): 140.

45 See Sandra Harding, Whose &ience? Whose Knowledge? Thin/dng From Women 's Lives (Ithaca:
Comell University Press, 1991).
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informative; essential to composing a psychology ofwomen and girls that
is not imprisoned by the invisible racial blinder ofwhiteness, or by
economic and political advantage, or by sexual and familial access to
powerful men. Listening to girls ofcolor, girls from different cultures, girls
from fàmilies that are economical1y pressed, we heard relationships
between girls and women, and also reIationships among girls and women,
descnDed from difièrent angles and reflecting different psychological and
poIitical realities. [BVS: 208]

In Gilligan's previous studies, the emphasis on voice was unidirectionaI, with "the

interviewer" an llnnamed and undescnëed presence, the medium for the questions on the

interview schedule. How girls' articulations oftheir attitudes to morality and relationships

are shaped not only by patriarchal oppression, but also by power dynamics in the context

ofthe research itselt: is left virtually unexplored. Gilligan does gesture toward these

difficuhies: at one point in Meeting at the Crossroads she descnôe5 the developing

underground ofgirls' responses in the school to the influx ofinterviewers, the ways the

girls rehearse each other, and prepare for their interviews.46 She maps out how this

underground is influenced by the powerful identities ofthe researchers and the tools of

social research that they use. In Between Voice and Silence we are told about the glossing

over ofpower differences in the retreats:

Related ta issues oftrust were difficuhies in coming to terms with the
existence and the effects ofdifferences in power. Jill observed during one
ofthe retreats that 'the less powerful in the group are very interested in
having a conversation about power, but it bas not a1ways been 50 for
everybody in the group... [which is why] it's got lost 50 often.' [BVS: 161]

In contrast with earlier worle, the interviewers are sometimes named, and

occasionally their relation to the participant is theorised in sorne way. For example,

Anita's response [as an Afiican-American girl to a white interviewer] taps
into the central question in aIl psychological research - can one
understand another whose life experience is different? She rejects the ~'you

can't understand anything" position with respect to racial difference, but
she aIso suggests that the interviewer's understanding of''this stuft" is
limited because ofber racial difference. "This stuff" bas a number of

46 Brown and Gilligan. Meeting al the Crossroads: 7-17.
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possible meanings, and as Anita elaborates further, many ofthem are
related to race and racism. [BVS: 35]

The authors raise new concerns about how interviews are shaped by the presence of

different interviewers; they recognise that the tone and content ofthe participant's speech

will change depending on who poses the questions, and that this change will he linked to

di:fferences ofrace and class:

The question "Who is Iistening?" now became an integral part ofour voice
centred, relational method - integral to our understanding ofboth voice
and relationship. We reaIized that our Previous emphasis on "Who is
speaking?" reflected in part our own and our research participants' class
and cultural location [BVS: 3]

It is not only in the interview itselfthat race and cIass d.ifferences influence the

creation and interpretation ofspeech. In listening to tapes and reading transcripts, Gil1igan

enlarges the ''interpretive commu:nity" to include more women ofco10ur, concluding that

this change bas deepened and diversified the group's understanding ofthe girls. For

example, Anita's interviewer and those members ofthe interpretive community who read

her transeripts have very different understandings ofher situation. Jill, ber white

interviewer, interprets ber outspoken and forthright manner as bath psychologically

resilient and politically resistant compared to norms offemininity. But Pam and Janie, two

Afiican American readers, were dismayed by Anita, finding ber "brash, opinionated, cocky

andjust a pain." [BVS: 37] Their interpretation ofAnita's words as still poIitically

feminist, but, in their view her "statements could he heard as excessively assertive and

unyielding, almost belligerent, an example of 'resistance for survival,' and a reaction

against destructive elements in her social world and in the larger sociopolitica1 context of

the United States," rather than as desirably assertive and seIf-confident. [BVS: 38J Here is

a positive example ofretlexivity in Gilligan's work, which allows ber to escape the generic

anti-essentialist criticism that she fàils formally to include women ofcolour in the process

ofinterpretation, or that she fàiIs to attaeh epistemological significance to this inclusion.

So what's the problem? Both the epistemology and the methodology informing the

interviews, particularly the processes that generate general descriptions offemale
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adolescent crisis are still a concem. To avoid essenrialism, Gilligan needs to interrogate

:further the relevance to the research process ofthe identities ofthe interviewers, their

relation to the girls they interview, the epistemological significance ofthe "interpretive

community," the influence ofthe intervie\\'Ïng method itselfon the research findings, and

the ways differences may or may not emerge in the research process.

First, Gilligan seems to assume that girls who resist connection with tbeir

interviewers are manifesting an Imhea1thy form. ofresistance, dissociating from relationship

in pathological ways. When the researchers perceive the girls' voices ta he inauthentic,

they seldom connect this 1ack ofauthenticity explicitly to the research context, but instead

attnbute it to more general malaise in the girls' lives. The researchers thus adopt an

epistemically privileged (though ambiguous) position outside the domain ofrelationship.

This position is made possible not by ignoring differences of identity or experience

between interviewee and interviewerper se, but by fujUng ta analyse the interviewers'

power over the girls, partly by virtue ofthese very differences. Gilligan bas a keen sense of

the ways girls exhibit resistance when they negotiate relationships with friends, mothers,

teachers, and 50 on. But she seems less insightful about the forms ofresistance girls may

evince towards her own research.

Gilligan's generalisations serve particular purposes by highlighting certain aspects

ofgirIs' experiences across difference. Because they purportedly constitute the truthabout

girls, however, Gilligan fàces no epistemological imperative to recognise their

contingency, and tends to gloss over the particular cases that do not confonn 50 neatly to

the general theory. This is bath a methodological and a practical problem: the tendency of

dominant-group feminists ta overlook difference is exacerbated by a method that does not

adequately interrogate the histories ofmultiple axes ofoppression in forming identities. In

the example, Till seems, as the authors admit, to ·lack the experiences shared by African

American girls, and in ber interpretation ofAnita's interview she fàlls back on the terms of

a pre-existing interpretive grid to explain Anita's actions as defiant and resilient. Girls who

challenge expectations of femininity are thus heard as resistant proto-feminists. Pam and

Janie, on the other band, use their own experiences (bath oftheir own girlhoods and of

work with other Black girls) to make sense ofAnita even when this contrasts with the
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working theory offeminist resistance operative in the research context. They hear Anita's

responses more as a voice distorted, railing against the Iimiting conditions of

powerlessness. Bath interpretations are fèminist renderings, but the former is more

susceptible to the criticism ofessentiaIism above: namely, that in trying ta make Anita's

narrative fit into Gil1igan's epistemological framework, an int~l.pl.etation is presented (and

contested) that 1àils ta recognise how different axes ofpower shape the girls' narratives.

The second problem is that Gilligan bas a1ways used interviewing as her primary

method, and she continues to do 50 in Between Voice and Silence. Some ofthe foregoing

concems become magnified, however, in the context ofdyadic forms ofinquiry. In

particuIar, "difference," while overtly conceptualised as relational rather than fixerl, is

nevertheless constituted within a reIationshïp between two people rather than being

negotiated in a larger group. Gilligan often understa.tes how not only "difference" but also

the power embedded in differences - including the historical and social background

within which differences are formed - might shape girls' responses to questions from

aIder women in positions ofauthority, often ofa different race, and always ofa different

class (in terms ofpresent status ifnot background).

There is a peculiar disjunction between the testimonial prose, literary references,

and emotionaIIy evocative discussions ofwomen joining together across difference that

characterise much ofthe text, and the gIimpses into the interviews themselves, where the

researchers follow "interview protocols." The vaIuable insight that an "interpretive

connnunity" can contribute to understanding the girls' responses seems curiously

restrieted to the later stages ofthe research. Gilligan is :fur less cavalier than many other

feminist researchers about identification,~ and rapport hetween feminist interviewer

and female participant. S~ she seems ta assume that the interpretive community will he

able to uncover different standpoints simply by listening to the fixed resuhs ofa dyadic

interview condueted in a single, power-Iaden context.

Third, Gilligan bas taken anti·essentialist critique seriously enough ta identify

particular axes ofdifference that need to he emphasised in ber revised research method. In

Between Volee and Silence, race and class are identified as axes ofdifference tbat had
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been previously glossed over. But are these the ooly differences that shape girls'

experience ofadolescence? Gilligan seems to acknowledge that they are not:

A narrative account is produced interactively, depending not only on the
questions ofthe interviewer and the experiences ofthe narrator, but also on
the "social location" ofboth. Hence, any telling of"a story" may he
affected by race, ethnicity, gender, class, age, sexual orientation, re1igious
background, personal history, character - an infinite list ofpossible
factors tbat form the scaffolding ofreIationships hetween people. [BVS:
14]

Which ofthese ''infinite'' possible differences will he significant emerges in the

course ofempirical inquiry. Ofcourse, it is a methodologica1 commonp1ace that every

researcher must enter a project with preconceptions that, at least initîally, privilege some

axes ofdifference over others. The most serious anti-essemialist challenge in this case,

however, lies in recognising the contingency ofthose emphasised di:fferences and

remaining open to the possibiIity that previously recondite axes ofdiftèrence will emerge.

This challenge can best he met by recognising how power operates to make difference

invisible to the powerful- in this case, to the researchers. Gilligan's agenda is not

sufficiently fleXIble in this way; the girls have to fit into the "right" differences or risk being

misheard.

It is surprising, for example, that Gilligan makes no mention oflesbian or bisexual

adolescent experiences, especialIy given that the book containg an entire cbapter on

sexuality. A note ta coopter 5, however, worth quoting in full, offers the following

vignette:

When Lillan's interviewer began the questions about sexual interest and
sexual decision-making, As teenagers, boys andgirls have to ma/œ
decisions a lot oflimes when they are going out with someone..., Lilian
asked, '~ith a boy?" Her interviewer confirmed this: Yes, with a boy. Can
you describe when you had to malœ a decision in tha! re/ationship? "Not
really, no." Do you go out with boys? ''No.'' Not real/y? ''No.'' Lilian's
interviewer again tries to ask about sexual decision-making, to which Lilian
first responds, "I don't know, 1 don't know... l'm sort oflost," and then, "1
understand what you're saying. l'mjust sort ot: l'm trying to thînk... l
really don't go out with boys. 1 get along with boys as good friends, we're
basically good friends." 1 was thinking more /dnd ofin an intimate
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relationship with someone, with a boy... JUS! a situation with a boy where
you had to malœ... a sexual decision? "I don't know, rd rather not taIk
about it." You'd rather not. "Ifyou don't minci." Then perhaps in an effort
to fucus ber interviewer's efforts elsewhere, Lilian asks, "Would you like a
piece ofgum?" Although the interview protocol was designed so that
questions about sexual interest and experience could apply to either sex,
Lilian's interviewer in tenth grade unfortunately lapsed into the general
cuhural assumption ofheterosexuality and asked specifical1y about boys,
thus closing offanypossibility ofmore discussion. [BVS: note 3 to chapter
5,220-1]

On first reading, 1 was tom between admiration for the authors' intellectual

honesty in including a damning admission that could easily bave been left out, and deep

disappointment that the only breakdown ofheteronormativity in a girl's narrative had to

he relegated to a footnote. It seems clear from this incident that, unsurprisingly, there are

undercurrents ofgirls' lives and aspects oftheir experiences that are not revealed in the

interviews. Other examples are addressed more directly by the authors: for example, in her

interview, Sandy hints at, but does not reveal, sexual abuse, and elsewhere Gilligan

mentions that specific questions about social class must he carefully couched sa as not to

run into 13000s about poverty and deprivation that will generate more silence. (BVS: Ill]

Wha.t conditions make it possible to erase "non-conformist" sexuality in the context ofa

method that purports to he sensitive both to differences and to silence?

Gilligan's concludes, rightly, that an enlarged interpretive CODlDluuity, acting bath

as gatherers and interpreters ofnarratives, would offer more insights into the differences

and silences which cbaracterise the girls' speech. Part ofthe solution to problems like that

manifested in Lilian's interview must he to prepare researchers to enter the research

context with specific injunctions about difference in mind. As the authors acknowledge,

dominant cultural assumptions will tend to render sorne differences invistble. The

imperative to recognise differences and their effect on the construction ofidentity,

however, cannot he premised ooly on the mantra ofgender, race, and cJass; it also requires

an understanding ofthe mechanisms ofpower which make sorne axes ofdifference more

or less visible. Thus it would seem that the research group should not simply cootinually

add more members, from different social groups, in arder to maximise objectivity

(although baving just one openly lesbian researcher might weIl have altered the unself-
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consciously heteronormative understanding ofsexuality presented in chapter four).47

Instead, the epistemological and methodologica1 challenges articuIated here are

prerequisites for an analysis ofpower that tends tIexibility to the research process by

continua1ly interrogating its context and categories.

Towards anti-essentialist research

Critïcs ofessentialising discourses might still respond to Gilligan by c1aiming tbat

she naively assumes !hat voices are more or less authentic, more or less "honed to the

truth." [BVS: Il] These epistemological premises, one argument might run, reveai bath

ber continuing (ifambivalent) investment in a kind ofobjectivity that bas an

undistinguished genealogy, and ber failure to attend ta power-laden discourses that

obscure attention to di:fference and reinscnbe hegemonic categories. A principled anti

essentialist might say tbat there can he no legitimate generaIisations about girls'

psychology. Girls' complex identities are necessarily negotiated in specific contexts,

through relations ofpower, and amid infinite axes ofdi:fference. One anti-essentialist

argument therefore construets an epistemologica1 case for Gilligan's hopeless naiveté in

building an uncompromisingly universal pietme ofgirls' realities through such unrefined

methodological tools.

None ofthe critiques ofGilligan 1 have considered make their case in quite such

uncompromising terms. In listening to responses to her work at conferences, in classes and

in general academic discussion, however, 1 suspect that many feminist philosophers find

much to agree with in this latter critique. Nevertheless, this is still the kind ofcritique that,

standing atone, merely dimjnishes the poIitical usefuIness ofGilligan's project. It performs

the aet ofdissociation she pointedly descnœs: ''Learning about difference is not about

epistemology, not simply about whether, or to what extent, we can know another human

being or another culture. Exploring difference is about relationship." [BVS: 173]

47 Neithcr the scxualities ofthe researchcrs nor any cxplicit analysis ofheteronormativity is presented in
any discussion either ofthe retreatp~ the interpretive community, or the research itself. Members of
the research team may have identified as lesbian or bisexual, but this is not mentioned in the book.
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The fàct that girls' voices have no! been 1istened to, and that Gilligan's work opens

up a space for them to he heard, is part ofwbat contnbutes to the political salience ofher

Project. Certain implicit assumptions - that girls' voices can reflect "psychological

truths" with varying degrees ofaccuracy and can legitimately he interpreted in terms ofthe

same developmental model across race and class difference - predispose the researchers

to emphasise certain aspects ofthe research context.48 1 do not want to deny that there are

crucial commonalities in girls' experiences across race and class. Nor do 1 want ta perform

an aet ofdissociation, removing real, concrete questions about the emotional well-heing of

girls and women and abstracting to a philosophical safe haven. Rather 1want to pinpoint

ways the epistemological basis ofGilligan's work inclines us to ask certain questions

rather than others, and not always those that will provide the most useful political insights.

So how might anti-essentialist feminism he used to make constructive suggestions that

develop rather than deplete the political resources available in empowerlng adolescent

girls? How can we do justice to the complexity ofdifference and power in research at the

same time as we construct accounts ofgirls' lives that are a strong basis for policy

development and political intervention?

First, although Gilligan's interviews are loosely struetured and dialogical, manyof

the methodological problems sketched in this cbapter seem MOst pronounced in the

context ofa girl participant-woman researcher dyade A complement to open-ended

interviews is Elizabeth Frazer's use, in ber research with British teenage girls from a

variety ofelass and ethnie backgrounds, ofdiscussion groups eonsisting ofa sma.ll number

ofgirls, with the investigator as facilitator.49 Such groups will inevitably a1so produce their

own silencing effects, as sorne girls hold back from speaking in front ofothers or present

themselves as they would like to he seen by their peer group. No research method can

guarantee that aIl girls will speak with equal esse - indeed, the quest for sueh an elusive

method is part ofthe epistemologica1 framework 1 am arguing against. Nevertheless,

48 Lugones andSpe~"Have Wc Got A Thcory For you!n

49 Elizabeth Frazer, "Tecnage Girls Talking About Class/' Soda/ogy 22:3, 1988;"Feminist Talk and
Talking About Feminism: Tecnage Girls' Discourses ofGender," Oxford Review ofEducation 15:3, 1989;
"Talking About Gender, Race and Class," in Researching Language: Issues ofPower andMethod,
Deborah Cameron et al. (London: Routledge, 1992).
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Frazer's discussion groups, while acknowledging the researcher's powerful raie, still al10w

for the interaction ofgirls who di:ffer in important ways from one another. These groups

also diftùse the power of the researcher, providing opportunities for girls to speak up

together and to resist a particular conversational direction. Although sorne differences will

am1lYs he teYl.essed (for example, Frazer comments on the diffèrent tabaos and silences

surrounding social cIass for working-cIass and middle-class girls in ber discussion groups),

they are less Iikely to he differences that re:tlect asymmetries ofpower between researcher

and participant.50 By rearranging relations ofpower, discussion groups offer a different

perspective on the same issues. While they may not be a suitable forum for soliciting

confidences, tbeyare one powerful research tool for negotiating complex and power-laden

identities:

A closed schedule questionnaire, or even an in-depth interview, is more
likely to elicit from respondents a unitary and articulated opinion, attitude
or belief The discussion group elicited, instead, an uncertain negotiation of
alternative positions which were frequent1y unresolved.51

My second suggestion is that Gilligan include more interaction between her

research conclusions and the girls' interpretations oftheir own words. As she says,

The interview process aIso demonstrated one ofthe most important
benefits ofspeaking with and listening to girls in this way: it can help girls
to develop, to hold on to, or to recover knowledge about themselves, their
feelings, and their desires. Taking girls seriously encourages them to take
their own thoughts, feelings, and experience seriously, to maintain this
knowledge, and even to uncover knowledge that bas become lost to them
(BVS: 128]

Gilligan herselfmentions using feedback techniques in Meeting At The Crossroads,

in which she descn"bes giving interview extraets back to the girls, explaining her analysis,

and inviting their responses.52 Indeed, "checking back" and offering participants an

50 Frazer, "Teenage Girls Talking About Class."

51 Frazer, ·'Talking About Gender, Race and Ciass": 99.

52 Brown and Gilligan. Meeting at the Crossroads: 228-232.
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opportunity to respond to the researcher's interpretations oftheir lives is a mmiHar method

in progressive ethnography.53 Frazer, for example, takes account ofparticipants' own

descriptions oftheir experiences. In explaining the girls' narratives she checked back to

ensure that her expIanations meshed with the "concepts, categories and understandings"

they used themselves. This approach is akin to a Wmchian critique ofsocial science, which

in turn is based on Wrttgenstein's notion of''forms oflife," and bis criticisms ofinsensitive

ethnocentric investigations.54 Gi1ligan and her calleagues would do well to develop

activities that bring their explanations ofgirls' disconnection and relational impasse at

adolescence more directIy back ta the girls themselves, for two reasoos.

First, Gilligan's tendency ta think tbat a "truth ofthe matter" in girls' initial

responses to interview questions coexists uneasily alongside her recognition that they may

change their minds about those answers, respond sceptically when her analyses are relayed

to them, or give different responses depending on the social location oftheir interviewer.

Second, GiIligan urges edueators and youth workers to include girls' voices in processes

ofpoliey formation, yet she does not fully incorporate this insight into ber own work.

[BVS: 191] Engaging the girls more directly in dialogue in the research process itselfis

likely not only to produce more complex and difference-sensitive stories about girls' lives,

but aIso ta achieve feminist goals ofempowerment.5S More explicit acknowledgement

bath ofthe power relations embedded in difference, and ofthe ways different research

methods create specific conditions ofpossibiIity for the negotiation ofsuch differences, fà.r

fram hindering Gilligan's politica1 goals, would serve ta make them more attainable.

* * *

•
53 ''Checking back" is also a method with pitfalls. See Stacey, "On Resistance, Ambivalence and Feminist
Theory"; Frazer, "TaIking About Gender, Race and CIass"; Katherine Borland, "~That's Not What 1
Said': Interpretive Confliet in Oral Narrative Researd1," in Women's Words: The Feminist Practice of
Oral History, eds. Sbc:rna Gluck and Daphne Patai (New York: Routledge, 1991).

54 Pder Winch, The Idea ofa Social Science (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1958). See also
Wittgenstein, Phi/osophical Investigations §§ 19,23,241, pp. 174,226.

55 Frazer, "Talking About Gender, Race and CIass": 100.
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Just as Gilligan needs to move a collective exploration ofpower and difference to

the centre ofher feminist method, sa our revisions ofthe political work ofallegedly

essentialist feminists need to avoid an epistemological critique that persistently fragments

categories without exploring their empirica1 adequacy or poIitical importance. This chapter

bas pointed out how Gilligan, fàr from being "an essentialist," bas moved toward a

politically informed anti-essentialist method. Laying out salient differences in advance of

inquiry, as she does in Between Voice and Silence, is a necessary jumping-offpoint for the

construction ofanti-essentialist generalisations about girls; feminists have been rightly

sceptical ofresearchers who paid no heed to the significance and interaction ofgender,

race, or class in formulating research problems. This chapter bas suggested, however, that

an anti-essentialist research method needs to he even more open to the introduction of

new axes ofdifference and to the asynnnetries ofpower that may obscure those axes,

particularly asymmetries between researchers or theorists and the different others they

seek to bring into their narratives.

The reconstruction ofthose feminist projects we have tended to dismiss as naively

essentialist bas only jus! begun. As feminists become increasingly exasperated with the

superfluity ofcritique and the paucity ofpolitical strategies and solutions the essentialism

debates offet, we need to bring our critica1 skills to bear in excavating and restoring those

projects that have been burled undemeath the disapprobative rubble oftheoretical anti

essentialism. One major area in which the insights ofanti-essentialist fem;nisms bave been

only tentatively applied is social research programs; yet anti-essentialism constitutes a set

ofdaims precisely about the adequacy conditions offeminist method. By focusing on how

power frames di:fference in the context ofGilligan's research, this chapter bas tried to

show how the method employed in one feminist project can he refined and nuanced in

ways that advance its goals rather than reveal its limitations.

Finally, Carol Gilligan is remarkably perceptive about how women dissociate from

relationships. One thing l may weil have leamed from her and her collaborators is that

sorne recent feminist philosophy exemplifies another form. ofdissociation: from aetual

political problems that often seem too overwhelming to address. It is easier by fur, but fur

less~ to analyse the mistakes ofallegedly essentialist feminists than to make
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concrete proposaIs whiIe fully incorporating a cormnitment to anti-essentialist method.

Here 1 have shown how this commitment might play out in the comext offeminist

research; in the next cbapter 1 ask similar questions offeminist organising against sexual

violence.
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Setween Theory and Practice:
MacKinnon, Essentialism, and Feminist Activism

As 1 have been arguing throughout this dissertation, one ofthe central

questions raised by a form ofanti-essentialism that urges us to "look and

see" is how to give difference its due when it isn't unproblematically there to he

discovered. The processes ofmaking generaIisations and highlighting di:fferences are

necessarily pragmatic tasks, but not straightforwardly "empirical" ones. As we saw in my

anaIysis ofGilligan, research methods both discover and construet similarity and

difference. The most useful question to pose ofthese different methods, l have argued, is

not whether they are more or less accurate in their descriptions ofdifference, but rather

how they interpret those relations ofpower that shape similarities and di:fferences.

Principled anti-essentialism fàiIs to offer an adequate research methodology: we cannot

deploy general categories without making decisions about inclusion in and exclusion from

those categories; moreover, we cannot aet politically without these categories. The

necessity ofcategories ofsome kind invites us to think practically and ethical1y about

issues ofprocess - as chapter three argued, we need to be "mindful" ofthe categories we

use, since both the taeit status quo and any conscious recategorisation creates a reality as

well as descnbing one. So chapter four asked: why did Gilligan pick diffèrences ofrace

and class to broaden ber analysis? That choice (and it is a choice) speaks to the ideology
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ofthe researchers, criticisms ofexisting wor1e, and to political systems that structure

oppression along particuIar axes that construet the reality ofthose differences.

How do we think about this problem when the diftèrences with which we are

confronted arise in real situations ofpolitica1 conflict? When they are embedded in social

structures ofpower, institutionaIised, and disciplined in ways that we want effectivelyto

resist? Feminist research a1ways remains, however partially and however much the method

may he construeted ta avoid this dynamic, under the control ofthe researcher. She often

bas the leisure ta adapt ber method in ways that address perceived methodologica1

inadequacies and control the research agenda, as we saw Gilligan and ber colleagues do

with the girls. By contrast, political practice takes pIace within the exigencies of''real''

situations, where aetivists are more directly coJ1..:fronted with limited resources, questions

ofstrategy, or confliets, advancing or responding ta emotive demands for inclusion or

exclusion within a particuJar group. Sometimes groups not only have to respond ta extant

demands, but have to envision which "absent voices" need to he included and how this

might he accomplished without condescension. Activists who adopt anti-essentîaIist

positions in theory may have to deal with desires for authenticity ("this is who we really

are"), with the identities that are created through practices ofresistance, or with

oppositional strategies tbat require the invocation ofa group identity, however contingent.

Any effort collectively ta effect politica1 change must negotiate the processes ofidentity

formation inherent in oppositional intervention into existing systems ofmeaning. These

struggles are not the limitations ofan Împel fect world in which the dichotomy of

essentialism and "di:fference" fàils to guide us; they are the rough ground on which

feminist debates about esc;entialism should he condueted.

In advocating a retum to tbis 4;'rough ground" it initially seemed as ifprivileging

feminist practice and retre-ating from theory would solve the problem ofessentialism. 1

argued in chapter two that Okin's attempt to ground her generalisations about women in

"empirica1" realities, however, fails to recognise the complexity ofthis claim.. Similarly,

arguments that we can avoid methodologica1 essentialism by privileging practice instead of

theory fait to recognise that many ofthe same forros ofessentialism l bave identified in

feminist theory are also embedded in feminist practice. Merely claiming the primacy of
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practice, or arguing that a particular theory is groooded in practice, provides no aetual

information about the shape ofthat practice or the process by which it generates or

justifies a particular theory. Thus, first, this interpretation ofthe injunction "look and see"

fàils to tell feminists much about how different forms ofpractice come to justify diffèrent

theoretical accounts.

Not only does practice 1àil always to guide theory, however; theory also fàils to

guide practice. Feminist theoretical engagement with essentialism, even when it purports

to he closely related to practice, often under-determines the shape ofthe feminist aetivism

it might endorse. For example, anti-essentialist arguments in political theory often

conclude by recommending "coalition building" as a way ofbreaking down identity group

boundaries, thus resisting essentialism while retaining po1itical effectiveness. This

theoretical maye, however, tells feminists little about the aetual shape ofanti·essentialist

organising. Do we build coalitions with any group with similar ideology, identity, political

goals, or strategic aims? What counts as similar? WhRt criteria do we use in making those

decisions? Anti-pern feminists forming a coalition with religious conservatives to ban

pornographie signs fàce one set ofconcerns. Lesbian-feminists trying to decide whether to

join forces with a gay men's group to campaign for human rights Protection fàce another.

Merely advocating the loosening ofgroup boundaries or the formation ofcoalitions does

not address these specifie, strategic questions. Most theoretical arguments end where

many ofmy concerns begin; anti-essentialist fèminist theories often require more content if

they are to he genuinely useful in practice.

Widening tbis gap between theory and practice in the essentialism debates is the

Iack ofconnection between the feminist theoreticalliterature on gender and politieal

identity, and more empirical accounts ofhow identity bas been negotiated within feminist

political activism. At a time when much feminist discourse explores the theoretical

ramifications of"anti-essentialism" and the limits ofgeneralising about women, the

empirica1 study offeminist practice bas been remarkably uninflected by these concerns.

An~ as 1 argued in chapter two, philosophers concemed with essentialism and anti

essentialism now uniformly gesture to the need for empirical investigations and practical

emphasis without themselves undertaking this research. There is a pressing need for
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research on the political use ofgeneralisations about women that is both philosophically

sophistieated and informed by practice. Wtthout this work, feminist theorists will continue

to he stalemated by their own fàlse dichotomies, and practitioners will continue to lack the

conceptual tools to investigate empirica1 contexts.

In this final chapter l turn to feminist practice in its most concrete forms. l ask how

the lessons ofthe preceding chapters about the construction and negotiation of

generalisations about women might inform certain kinds offeminist activism, and how

experiences oforganising in turn might shape feminist theorising about essentialism

"Look and see" is most importantly an injunction to pragmatism - a cal1 to remove

oneselffrom the armchair consideration of"di:fference" (from where it is all too easy to

under-estimate the power of"strategic essentiaIism") and to enter the messier frayof

feminist politics. Whatever form our feminist activism takes - and 1 construe "activism"

broadly in this chapter to include any political intervention that bas the goal of

ameliorating women's oppressions - it ought to he constitutive ofhow feminists think

about essentiaIism and anti-essentiaIism.

Feminist theory and practice cannot he nor should he firmly separated -we cannot

go to work in the moming thinking practical thoughts and leave offtheorising until we are

safely in the armchair that evening. The most cbalIenging and productive forms offeminist

engagement, in my experience, require a constant dialectic between ideas gleaned from

philosophy books and classroom debate, and the lessons leamed in feminist organisations

and feminist relationships. There are good intellectua1 and political reasons for avoiding

the priviIeging ofany particular formn for the development offeminist knowledge.

Nonetheless, barriers between feminist aetivism and feminist theory are struetura1Jy

maintained in familiar ways: the intense competitiveness and individl1alism ofacademic

careers (especially in the Jate 1990s) strongly motivate even "progressive" academics to

direct their time and energy to research and teaching commitments that are seldom

expücitly connected to tangible social change projects, for example. Fenrinists outside

universities, on the other band, whatever their own educational background and however

they stand in relation to the women with whom they work, generally have fewer material
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resources and filce different imperatives.1 The kind oftail-chasing 1 pointed out in chapter

two is made possible by keeping the debates within academic feminist theoretical contexts

where claims about sameness and. difference do not engage with empirical c1aims. In filet,

theyare the kinds ofdebates that motivated Wtttgenstein's fàmous description of

philosophy: "It leaves everytbing as it is" [pI 124].

Considering bath how anti-essentialist theory relates to practice, and how practice

leads us to reconsider theory, is a relatively untrodden path in contemporary feminism 1

argue in this chapter that to claim - as Catharine MacKinnon does - that essentialism

can he side-stepped as a theoretical problem merely by appealing to feminist practice, begs

the question ofhow essentialism is embedded in practice itselt: Feminist theoretical

encounters with essentîaHsm, furthermore, often provide insufficient information to make

concrete recommendations about the aetual shape ofanti-essentialist feminist practice. In

negotiating that part ofthe rough ground on which debates about feminist organising

against sexual violence take place, 1 draw on two ofmy Wrttgensteinian arguments. First,

family resemblances enable generaIisations about women that are diffèrent in kind, not

only in their scope. This distinction motivates my critique ofMacKinnon as well as my

own suggestions for a different kind ofanti-essentialist practice. Second, MacKinnon

follows the Wrttgensteinian injunction to "look and see" by invoking "women's

experience" as a way ofchallenging critics who say her work is methodologically

essentialist. But she under-estimates the complexity ofthis injunction and how processes

oflooking and seeing are sbaped by our preconceptions. Changes ta organisations and

practices in response to charges that they are essentialist are more than ''icing'' on the cake

ofwomen's commonality. They represent fundamental1y different ways ofunderstanding

women's identities, particularly inacknowledging the relations ofpower between women

that construct such categories as ''women's experience." In casting all women as

essentially the same in their relation to a sexuality ofdominance and subordination,

1 For commentary on the nature and implications ofthis structural distinction, see Part lbree: "The
Intcrrelationship ofAcademie and Aetivist Feminism;t in Cha//enging Times: The Women's Movement in
Canada and the United States, eds. Constance Backhouse and David Flaherty (Montreal: McGill-Queens
University Press, 1992).
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MacKinnon erases these relations ofpower as weil as the substance ofthe feminist

political organising against sexual violence that tries ta incorporate them mo practice.

Recognising this weakness, however, need not lead ta giving up on gender as a central

eategory ofanalysis. Both MacKinnon and 1 recognise the reality ofgender di:fferences,

and offèr feminist justifications for woman-identified aetivism, but we articu!ate different

notions ofinclusion in the category ''women.''

l then articulate sorne ofthe implications l think my own analysis might bave for

feminist aetivism against seÀüal violence. How can we move beyond vague gesturing

toward the need for "diversity" or "muItiplicity" to an anti-essentialism that provides

concrete guidelines for practice? This exposition in tum raises questions of inclusion and

exclusion. Does embra.cing anti-essentialism in this context imply a loss ofpolitical

efficacy, or even a 10ss ofthe ability to justifY our use ofthe category "women"? 1 take an

extreme version ofthe problem.- the issue ofincluding pro-feminist men in feminist anti

sexual violence organising - and show how feminist anti-essentialism need not give up

the kinds ofgeneralisations about women and men tbat sustain feminist politics. Finally, l

ask how we can aetuaIly reshape feminist organisations to reflect what we know about

essentia1ism. Wbat organisational structures and forms ofrepresentation will best fàcilitate

anti-essentialist practice? Particularly with regard ta this latter question, 1 am acutely

aware ofthe limitations entailed in writing about feminist organising without a more

extensive and ongoing dialogue with a community ofwomen preoccupied with similar

issues. The writing ofa philosophy dissertation is in many ways a solitary and univocal

process, and thus this chapter is as much a proposaI for further investigation under better

conditions as a conclusive statement.

Sexual violence, legal theory, and essentialism

The debate surrounding essentialism and feminist political practice bas been most

fully developed with regard to feminist anti-sexual violence discourse. In particular,

Catharine MacKinnon's theory ofsexuality and sexual violence against women and ber

legal practice (contributing to the emergence ofthe concept ofsexual harassment, as weil
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as the Minneapolis Ordinance which would have made pornography actionable under civil

law2) have been contested by women ofco10ur who argue that her construction of

''wOtnell'' - in terms ofher practice, not only ber theory - is essentîalist. MacKinnon

argues that ber account successfully avoids methodological essentialism by claiming the

privilege ofwomen's experiences and the feminist practice they generate. Hertheory is

sound, she cIaims, because it is grounded in the empirical reality ofwomen's lives, and

accurately retlects the similarlty ofwomen's experiences and ofthe construetion ofthose

experiences under patriarchy. MacKinnon thus invokes an appeaI to "empirical reality" and

to the grolmding ofher theory in feminist practice ofthe kind 1 have been interrogating.

Does she succeed in construeting a generalising account ofgender that is not

methodological1y essentialist?3

More generally MacKinnon argues that sexuality is the primary locus ofwomen's

oppressio~and sexual violence the quintessential expression ofmale domination in a

patriarchal society. Sex is the eroticisation ofdominance and submission. And sex and

violence are inextricably connected through the construction ofmasculinity as dominance

and femininity as subordination. MacKinnon is thus a radical feminist: women's

oppression is the result ofmale dominance, enacted tbrough sexuality, itselfdisciplined

through a plethora ofinterrelated forms ofsexual violence, including sexual harassment,

incest, rape, woman beating, sexual slavery, pornography, objectifieation and compuisory

heterosexuality.4 Claïming that authoritative hberal understandings ofsocial justice focus

on "difference" rather than "dominance," MacKinnon draws on Marxist theory to argue

for a legal practice that addresses the totaIising construction ofidentities through social

relations ofpower. As with Gilligan's wor1e, much ofthe power ofMacKinnon's theory

stems from its strong construction ofthe category "women" and the explicit relation of

2 Catharine MacKinnon, Sexual Harassment ofWorking Women (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1979); "Minneapolis Ordinance: Excerp~" in Women Against Censorship~cd. Varda Burstyn
(Vancouver: Douglas and MacIntyre~ 1985).

3 For a related discussion sec Elizabeth Rapaport, "Generalizing Gender: Reason and Essence in the Legal
Thought ofCatharine MacK.inn~" in A Mind ofOne'$ Own~ eds. Antony and Witt.

4 MacKinnon articulates this view most fully in Toward a Feminist Theory ofthe State (Cambridge:
Harvard UniversityPr~ 1989): especially "Sexuality": 126-154; "Sex Equality: On Difference and
Dominance": 215-236.
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this construction to fèminist practice. MacKinnon presents her theory in unequivocal

terms, and again, it is the Iack ofambiguity in her account that bas provoked charges that

it is "essentialist." These charges bave often been made simply by painting to possible

exclusions in MacKinnon's theory rather than offering alternative accountS ofthe

phenomena she descnbes; earlier l argued that Gilligan's work bas received similarly

disappointing critical treatment. The substance and merits of~facKinnon'sview have been

extensively debated elsewhere;5 here l want to focus particularly on charges that ber

theory is "essentialist," and specificaI1y on MacKinnon's claim tbat she avoids essentialism

by gronnding her theory in feminist practice.

Angela Harris and Mariee Kline both object ta MacKinnon's account on the

grounds that it is essentialist, and in particuIar on the familiar basis that it excludes the

identities and experiences ofOpPression ofwomen ofcolour. Kline identifies various

manifestations ofmethodological essentialism in white feminist legal theory.6 The mistake

she attnbutes to MacKinnon is that ofover-simpli:fYing the sites ofwomen's oppression:

Not only is her construction ofthe feminist project ümited in its capacity to
capture the complex impact ofracism in the lives ofwomen ofcolor ... but
her analysis is problematic in two additional, related ways: neither the
di:fferences in interest and priority tbat exist between white women and
women ofcolor nor the unequal power relationship between the groups are
confronted or dealt with in ber work.7

Kline posits that MacKinnon's emphasis on sexuality as the primary locus ofwomen's

oppression both is reduetive, and derives trom white women's construction offeminist

practice.

Harris argues in more depth that MacKinnon's work relies on

5 Sec for c:xample Drucilla Cornell, The Imaginary Domain: Abortion, Pornography and Sexual
Harassment (New York: Routledge, 1995); WendyBr~ States ofInjury: Power and Freedom in Lote
Modernity (Princeton: Princeton University Press., 1995).
6 MarIee Kline; "Race, Racism, and Feminist Legal Theory," Harvard WomenJs Law Journa/ 12, 1989:
121.
7 KJ.ine, ~'Race, Racism and Feminist Legal Theory": 140-1.
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gender essentialism-the notion that a unitary, "essentia!" women's
experience can he isolated and descnDed independently ofrace, class,
sexual orientation, and other reaIities ofexperience. The result ofthe
tendency toward gender essentialism, 1 argue, is not only that some voices
are silenced in arder to privilege others (for this is an inevitable result of
eategorlzation, which is necessary bath for human communication and
political movement), but that the voices that are silenced turn out to be the
same voices silenced by the mainstream legal voice of"We the People" 
among them, the voices ofbIack women.g

Black women, Harris claims, appear in MacKinnon's work as "'white women, only more

80.''9 In particular, MacKinnon's feminist legal theory ofrape, she argues, fuils to take into

account the historically and racially specifie vulnerability ofAfiican-American women to

sexual violence. The experience and legacy ofsJavery and the sexual abuse and

exploitation ofBlack women by white men (especially slave-owners or, after

emancipation, male heads ofhouseholds), the filet that rape ofa Black woman during

slavery was not a crime, the lynching and continuing disproportionate criminal pllnisbment

ofBlack men for alleged sex crimes against white women, and the complicity ofwhite

women in these injustices, all problematise any feminist theory or practice that understands

rape as simply a '''gender issue." This critique is an attaek on methodological essentialism

in MacKinnon's wode. CentraI ta it is the recognition not merely of"differences" between

women but ofdifferences ofpower, or "relations ofdomïnance," in MacKinnon's

language. Thus it is a particularly telling criticism ofa theory that purports to place an

analysis ofpower at its core. To address it, MacKinnon needs ta justü)r her selective

attention ta certain relations ofpower - such as those between women and men - but

not others - those between white women and Black women, for example.

What is MacKinnon's response to her methodological critics? MacKinnon cIaims

to offer a direct reply to these charges, although, Iike Gilligan, she tends merely to make

reference to their existence before once again eIaborating the framework her critics

dispute. She argues, first, that anti-essentialist critiques imply that there is no such thing as

g Angela Harris, ''Race and Esseotialism in Feminist Legal Theory," in Feminisl Legal Theory: Readings
in Law and Gender, cds. Katharine T. Bartlett and Rosanne Kennedy (Boulder: Westvïew, 1991): 238.
9 Harris, "Race and Essentialism": 242.
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the pIaCtice ofsex inequality, and second, that there are empirical bases for widely

applicable generalisations about women's oppression:

1 want to take up the notion ofexperience "as a woman" and argue that it
is the practice ofwhich the concept ofdiscrimination "based on sext

' is the
legal theory. That is, 1 want to investigate howthe realities ofwomen's
experience ofsex inequality in the world have shaped sorne contours ofsex
discrimination in the Iaw.l0

MacKitmon's justification for ber theoretical use ofsex ''unmodified'' is that it is based on

an "empirical statement about reality" [pT: 47]: ''ta speak ofsocial treatment 'as a

wornan' is thus not ta invoke anyabstract essence or homogeneous generic or idea1 type,

not to posit anything, fàr less a universal anything, but to refer to this diverse and

pervasive concrete material reality ofsocial meanings and praetices." [pT: 48] She argues

that methodological anti-essentialism both trivialises "straîght white economically

privileged" women's oppression, and undercuts the possibility ofunderstanding and

remedying the practice ofsex inequality. She also makes a point !hat resonates with

Bordo's, albeit in more aggressive terms:

1 also sense ... that many women, not only women ofcolor and not only
academics, do not want to be 'Just women," not only because something
important is left out, but aIso because that means being in a eategory with
"ber," the useless white woman whose first reaction when the going gets
rough is to cry. 1 sense here tbat people feel more dignity in being part ofa
group that includes men than in being part ofa group that includes that
ultimate reduction ofthe notion ofoppression, tha.t instigator oflynch
mohs, that ludicrous whiner, that equality coat-taiIs rider, the white
woman. [pT: 53]

MacKinnon accepts the point that the otherwise unoppressed white woman is not

definitive ofwomen's oppression merely by virtue ofthis status, but she nonetheless

10 Catharine MacKinnOl1~"From Practiœ to Theory, or What is a White Woman Anyway?,~ in Radica//y
Speaking, eds. Bell and Klein: 46. Hcreafter refcrences to this article will he given in the main text using
the abbreviatiOll PT and a page nwnber in parentheses.
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c1aims that the oppression of the most privileged women is an indicator ofthe force ofsex

oppression genera1ly.

Thus on first reading, MacKinnon's response ta her anti-essentialist critics might

seem like an "anti-anti-essentialisf" rejoinder fully in keeping with a Wrttgensteinian

&~ nr..nûd. She tao wants to "look and see~" ta permit empirically based and

politically effective generalisations about women. She wants her theory ta he grounded in

feminist practice, ta avoid a kind oftheory that "proceeds as ifyou can deconstruet power

relations by shifting their markers around inyour head.'~ [pT: 45] And she bases these

generalisations on the commonaIity ofwomen's experiences ofsex and sexual violence

(or, in ber terms, sex as sexual violence, sexual violence as sex). Patriarchy construets

women uniformly, through defining and controlling discourses and praetices, but

MacKinnon's feminist oppositional practice, by contrast, is aIleged1y grounded in women's

diverse experiences:

Ifwe build a theory out ofwomen's practice~ comprised ofthe diversity of
an women's experiences, we do not have the problem!hat sorne feminist
theory bas been rightly criticized for. When we bave it is when we make
theory out ofabstractions and accept the images forced on us by male
dominance. 1 said all that 50 that 1 could say this: the assumption that all
women are the same is part ofthat bedrock ofsexism that the Women's
Movement is predicated on challenging. That sorne academics find it
difficult to theorize without reproducing it simply means tbat they continue
ta do to women wbat theory, predieated on the practice ofmale
dominance, bas a1ways done to women. It is their notion ofwhat theory is,
and its relation to its world, th~ needs to change. [pT: 54]

While 1 broadly agree with this set ofassertions, the kind oftheory (and practice)

MacKinnon's analysis produces nonetheless bath confuses and ignores the responses of

her anti-essentialist critics. MacKinnon's rhetorically powerful rejoinders -like Gilligan's

- tend to conceal a failure to interrogate the power relations that have generated ber own

theory and that shape ber own story about what constitutes feminist practice. Casting

women as a unified group by virtue oftheir construction through sexuality not only erases

differences in that constroetion but also over-simplifies the exigencies offeminist practice.

MacKinnon's appeal to the "empirical" as evidence that her theory is not essentiaIist



•

•

Theory and Practice 1 168

aIlows ber successfully to evade the charge that she is maldng a priori generalisations

about women, b~ as 1 argued in chapter four, it is not a claim that bas any determinate

consequences or that constitutes an adequate response to charges ofmethodological

essentialism.

Like Gilligan, MacKinnon agrees tbat sorne "theory" as understood outside

(radical) ferninism may have been essentialist in assuming a biologica1 basis for women's

oppression, but easily side-steps any suggestion that ber work is essentialist in this sense.

In assuming that she is being accused ofbiologica1e~ however, she fiills to

grasp the methodological usage ofthe epithet "essentïalist." Thus MacKinnon's first

response is to reject the charge ofmethodological essentialism by sleight ofband - this

kind ofmistake, she claims, is not rea/lyessenrialism (although tbis semantic move does

not obviate the need to address the problem). [pT: 48; notes 9 and Il] She nonetheless

acknowledges (even ifshe doesn't call it "essenrialism") the difficuIties inherent in

constructing a very general account ofwomen's oppression while avoiding

methodological pitfiills.

MacKinnon argues, however, that anti-essentiaIism must imply that there is no

such thing as the practice of"sex inequality." But anti-essentiaIism is not the claim that

gender is a useless or even insignificant eategory in and ofitself; merely that arguments

about women's oppression should not take the identities ofa particular group ofwomen

as the epitome ofgender oppression. l am sympathetic to MacKinnon's claim, echoing

Bordo, that the invocation ofclass and race differences is used to undercut feminist

theories ofgender while the reverse is less often ttue. [pT: 50] But this is a contingent

phenomenon that does not necessarily follow from anti-essentialist critique: in filet, antÎ

essentialism ofthe kind for which l bave been arguing would insist also that theses in race

theory, for example, he inflected by gender difference just as much as the reverse. Antî

essentialists agree that sexual violence, in the forms MacKinnon stresses, contributes to

the oppression ofall women. It seems clear, as MacKinnon herselfcomments, that when a

woman ofany race is raped, for example, she is raped, in sorne sense, as a woman. But, as

l argued in chapter two, anti-essentiaHsm need not consist solely in the claim that women

cannat have shared experiences, but ra.ther consists in a distinctively difIèrent wayof
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conceptuaIising the similarities and differences between those experiences, and in forms of

theory construction that recognise the contextual nature ofgender oppression. 1 suggest

that to understand an women's experiences ofrape as encapsulated by a unique

description ofthat experience is to ignore the di:fferences ofpower between women that

have 100 to the privileging ofone particular account. MacKinnon ostensibly disagrees with

ber anti-essentialist critics, but only by accusing them ofrejecting all generalisations about

women, not by addressing their charge tbat her theory fàils ta tell a story about differences

ofpower between women.

MacKinnon does not clari:fy ber position with regard to this stronger anti

essentiaIist criticism, ahhough she seems hostile to it, and doesn't e1aborate on her te1ling

assertion that ''how the white woman is imagined and constructed and treated becomes a

particuJarly sensitive indieator ofthe degree to which women, as sucb, are despised." [pT:

54] Thus she simply does not respond to Harris' charge that the context ofraciaIised

sexuaI violence creates both a different experience ofthat violence for women ofcolour,

and a di:fferent kind offeminist theory. When Harris argues that the different relations of

dominance within which African-American women are situated make rape into a differem

kind offeminist issue for them, she is also making an "empirical" argument. Preswnably,

unless only what white women do counts as feminist practice, Harris can argue that the

different feminist practice ofAfrican-American women agaiDst rape emerges from that

distinctive experience. Ofcourse, it is sometimes - empirically - the case that women

with different experiences and different understandings offeminist issues bave successfully

worked together by focusing on their common goals. But the point ofanti-essentialist

critique is ta demonstrate that at least sometimes feminist practice itselfhas been

constructed to privilege the experiences ofa particular group ofwomen.

For example, one ofMacKinnon's avowed motivations is ta ensure that the

previously "sex-blind" Iaw develops provision for sex discrimination understood in radical

rather than hberal terms. Wrthout necessarily opposing this goal, however, Kimberlé

Crenshaw argues that methodological essentialism in feminist-inspired sex discrimination
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Iaw blocks legal recourse for Black women. 11 Giving three specifie examples ofhow

Black women's experience ofoppression cannot he captured by existing anti

discrimination Iaw, Crenshaw argues that in forcing Black women to chose between their

gender and race identities, sorne feminist legal practice contributes to the erasure ofthe

experience ofoppression ofthose with so-called "intersectional identities." MacKinnon

doesn't say how ber account avoids this problem, except to wave toward a practice that is

based on the tDllltiplicity ofwomen's experiences. In chapter two l argued that Dkin

mistakenly accuses Spelman ofgender relativism, and makes appeaI to the "empiricaI," to

preclude essentialisnL MacKinnon makes the same move, nuancing the latter claim by

arguing that her "empirical" argument is grounded in feminist practice. MacKinnon's

strategy permits ber to jettison the criticisms ofhec anti-essentialist commentators through

an impo~ but uhimately unsatisfàctory, rhetorical appeal to practice.

MacKinnon claims to he building a theory from the empirical reality ofwomen's

common oppression as identified through feminist practice. This goal, however, is shared

by many feminists ofdifièrent stripes, and l have been arguing tbat feminists need to

develop methods tbat '\\'ilI investigate and elaborate such claims. MacKinnon argues that

ber opponents adopt an overly abstract theoretica1 position from which to develop their

practice, whereas she grounds her theory in the feminist practices ofconsciousness-raising

and opposition to dominant constructions ofsexuality. The distinction between theory and

praetice in MacKinnon's work, however, is never as clear as she would Iike it to he:

doesn't MacKinnon fàll into the trap ofseeing what she is looking for? Ofreinscnoing

relations ofpower within the group "women" even as she purports to descnœ a universal

female reality? Her critics show how she neglects the political salience ofracialised

constructions ofsexuaIity. But how exaetly does this neglect matter for feminist practice?

The appeal to feminist ''practice" as a route to avoid methodological essentialismprovides

no more information than the cIaim!hat feminist thoorists should "look and see."

Essentialism can he perpetuated by practices as much as by theory. The challenge fàcing

II Kimberlé Crenshaw, "Demarginalizing the Intersection ofRace and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of
Antidisaimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Polities," in Feminist Legal Theory, eds.
Bartlett and Kennedy.
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fèminists is to articuIate the precise shape ofanti-essentialist practice as it is mutually

informed by anti-essentialist theory.

Learning from practice1

So ifMacKinnon's account does not adequately descnœ a feminist practice that is

not essentialist, how is essentialism inscnOed in feminist~ and what might anti

essentialist practice look like? There are many sites in which answers to these questions

are pJayed out; sorne ofthe most interesting are those where feminists have organised

against the phenomena she descnœs as central to women's oppression. The history of

feminist aetivism in this area in fàct motivates many ofMacKinnon's central claims: much

anti-sexual violence organising in particular is oootOO in radical feminist analyses that

stress the strength ofthe connectÏon betweengender and violence. C1aims, for example,

that male violence is concordant with norms ofmascuIinity rather than a feature ofa few

individual pathologised men, that sex and violence are intimately link~ that aets ofsexual

violence are prevalent and under-reported, or that petty aets ofsexism are contiguous with

harassment, rape and murder, are all based in analyses similar to MacKinnon's.

Furthermore, sexuaIised violence really does cross race and class l.ines; it affects all

women. Ahnost all aets ofsexual violence are committed by men. And when this gendered

dichotomy ofaggressor and vietim breaks down, there are plausible reasons to argue, as

MacKinnon does, that "exceptional" acts ofviolence in fuet reinscnbe a gender divide. I2

For example, gay men are queer-bashed because their sexuaI identity undermines

patriarchy, and are ''feminised'' through aets ofsexual aggression; or women who are

labelled "aggressors" are in fàct acting in self-defence, in response to prolonged male

violence they have themselves survîved. Influential feminist analyses such as MacKinnon's

suggest that gender is not only disciplinOO but aetually defined through the nexus of

images, attitudes and social structures that permit and perpetuate sexuaIised violence.

12 Sec MacKinn~ ''Sexuality,'' in Toward a Feminist Theory ofthe State: 141-2. MacKinnon argues, "It
may aIso he that sexuality is 50 gender marked that it carries dominance and submission with il, whatever
the gender of its participants."
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MacKinnon is right to claim, furthermore, that fèminist theories ofsexual violence

are rooted in feminist practice, and these analytical c1aims are bath generated by and

info~ however partially, fèminist organising against sexual violence. They appear in

diluted form in the "breaking down myths" training that volunteers typica1ly receive, in

pro-survivor feminist counselling strategies, and in the kinds ofpolitical goals

organisations choose. My experience suggests that many women who are drawn to this

kind offeminist work understand themselves as acting in solidarity with women as a

group. Women volunteers are encouraged to identify "as women." At all the sexual assault

centres and battered women's shelters l know, only women staffphone fines and provide

other front-line services. One woman working in a battered women's sheher in British

Columbia informed me, before laughing at the irony ofher own remarie, that ''this work is

about women being together; it's not about men." Where men are directly involved in this

work it is usual1y, l think appropriately, as educators or counsellors working with other

men to challenge male attitudes. And aetivists working ta improve sexual assauh

legislation often speak ofthe way it erases "women's experiences" or how the criminal

justice system silences "the woman's voice." Thus feminist practice aimed at mitigating

sexual violence is, as MacKinnon argues, one ofthe areas where a universalising account

ofwomen's oppression is indeed both widely accepted and empirical1y grounded. If

generalisations about women are safe in any context, surely it is this one?

Much ofthe power ofMacKinnon's analysis comes frOID her recognition ofthe

pervasiveness ofsexual violence and her anti-hœral insistence that it is made possible by

relations ofdominance enacted through social groups. But the two opposites of

"difference" and "dominance" are not the only choices for feminists; it is possible ta retain

politically important notions ofsocial group membership without understanding all

members of those groups as uniform, and while incorporating recognition ofcross-cutting

relations ofpower. The example offeminist organising against sexual violence is

instructive because here, as elsewhere, recognising the legitimacy and usefulness ofcertain

generalisations about women neither makes relations ofdominance between women

irrelevant ta political practice, nor determines its precise contours.
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Just as Okin's c1aim that women in both "poor" and "Western industrialized"

countries are oppressed within the fàmily leaves many questions unanswe~ sa

MacKinnon's daim that sexual violence is the empirical reality ofaU women elides

differences in that reality and under-determines the shape ofthe practice it generates. At

the same time as feminists act on the recognition tbat women qua women share common

concems, theyalso:face the challenge that many"women's issues" are not

straightforwardJ)r universaL Anti-essentialism warns dominant group feminists to he wary

ofpractice tbat merely "adds on" race or class or sexual identity to an existing approach,

without attempting a more profound methodological retbinking. Adding "diffèrent"

women to a pre-existing construction ofa feminist problem forces those women to work

through constructions that may not retlect their experiences. MacKinnon's critics accuse

her ofthis kind ofpractice.

There is a risk that women ofcolour, for example, will he ''invited in" to

organisations that were originally established for and by white women. In grappling with

guilt, anger, defensiveness, and the petent mixture ofinvisible racism. and professed anti

racism, white feminists may express a desperate desire to ''include.'' Motivated by abstract

politica1 goals, image-building, guilt and good intentions, we bave often acted as ifthe

mere fàct ofintra-organisational diversity were more important than the poütica1 reasons

for it, or than its success. Thus anti-essentialist practice requires more than a simple add

on - an extra training session, an affirmative action slogan on a recruitment poster, a

member nominated to aet as the "women ofcolour" representative, or the cIaim that

generalisations about gender oppression apply to Other women, only more 80. It requires

a thorough interrogation ofthe relations ofpower that construct feminist ''issues.''

The inequalities ofpower that construet feminist identities through essentialist

practice are not always acknowledged. For example, Allison Tom investigated class

differences between managerial and trainee women in a self-descnDed feminist bank. She

argues that the managerial women, instead ofinterpreting interpersonal and organisational

contliet as indicative ofa reinscription ofclass relations - as an indication ofessentialist
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practice - understood it as revealing inadequacies on the part oftheir traïnees. 13 1 argued

in chapter four that entering a feminist zone with a clear sense ofthe kinds ofinequalities

and di:fferences generally obscured or made visible by one's position ofpower or

powerlessness generates better research outcomes. Analogously, in feminist practice,

stepping back to reflect on the issues emphasised in this dissertation may change our

perspective on aspects ofour practice previously taken for granted.

Given the value ofMacKinnon's analysis and its grolmding in certain historically

specific kinds oforganising, and given the anti-essentialist critique 1 have been sketching,

what should feminists do differently? Just as the reality ofmaIe violence against women is

being even more fully documented and revea1ed as a widespread and cross-eutting social

problem, 50 feminist initiatives are re-evaluating the relevance oftheir politica1 work to

different constituencies ofwomen and to men. Feminists working within organisations

comprised ofand representing diverse constituencies ofwomen have raised challenges to

the constructions offeminist issues and identities.

For example, many feminists are challenging racism and working toward fèminist

anti-racist and culturally sensitive therapies. 14 AIl women are oppressed by a Iegal system

that perpetuates gender oppression, but the ways this oppression is played out vary widely

according to race and class, in ways that have been bath quantitively and qualitatively

documented by feminists undertaking legal advocacy. Any description ofwomen's

oppression under the Iaw which 1àils to incorporate this observation will necessarily

present sorne women's experiences ofoppression as ideal-typica1, and will interpret the

legal system's understanding ofthat oppression as representative ofthe legal imagination

more generally. A wealthy white woman raped by a Black stranger will not only have a

very different experience than a poor First Nations woman raped by ber white employer;

ber experience will be construeted differently within the oppressive frameworks oflaw.

13 Allison Tom, "Children ofOur Culture? Class, Power and Learning in a Feminist Bank," in Feminist
Organizations: Harvest ofthe New Women's Movement, eds. Myra Marx Ferree and Patricia Yancey
Martin (philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1995).
14 See Gilligan, Rogers and Tolm~ eds., Wamen. Girls and Psychotherapy; Jeanne Adleman and Gloria
Enguidanos, 005., Racism in the Lives ofWomen: Testimony. Theory. and Guides ta Antiracist Practice
(Binghamton: Hanington Park Press, 1996); Laura Brown and Maria Root, cds., Diversity and
Complexity in Feminist Therapy (New York: The Haworth Press, 1990).
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The feminist legal practice that may address the oppression ofone will not, pace

MacKinnon, necessarily remedy the oppression ofthe other unless legal practice includes a

specifie commitment to understanding contextual variation between cases. As part ofanti

heterosexist practice, furthermore, fèminists can no longer assume tha.t domestic violence

only occurs in beterosexual relationships and that lesbian relationships are ïnnnune. But

nor can we assume tbat lesbian experiences merely mimic heterosexual violence, copying

relations ofpower and raIes found in straight commnnities.

Effective feminist anti-sexual violerice organising adapts itselfto local conditions,

matching practice to the particular histories and needs ofa community. For example,

Nancy Matthews' analysis ofracial diversity in a local anti-rape movement documents

how historical trends worked against racial integration in feminist campaigning on sexual

assault, arguing inter aUa that the predominance ofwhite women in the establishment of

grass-roots rape crisis centres and their cultural and social Iinks to the second wave of

feminism discouraged the involvement ofwomen ofco10ur in the anti-rape movement in

Los Angeles. 15 She focuses on two feminist organisations: the Rosa Parks Sexual Assault

Crisîs Center (founded 1984) and the Compton YWCA SexualAssauIt Crisis Program,

both organised by Black women for local Black commlmmes. Both had bureaucratic

(albeit "progressive") parent organisations, and both operated within a framework of

commlmity action and social service rather than the dominant feminist political

frameworks. They identi:fied quite different priorities for women ofco10ur with regard to

sexual assauIt than did their white counterparts. They had to overcome language barri~

a clistrust ofedueators and media, and a different cultural ethic about seeking help from

strangers (compounded by tense understandings ofwho was inside and who outside the

boundaries ofthe community). They required considerable financial support due to the

extra hours ofwork required for developing culturally appropriate outreaeh and crisis

intervention programs, and for working through the multiple problems oftheir clients.

This translated into different practical needs, including incest and alcoholism support

15 NancyMatth~ '~urmOUDtinga Legacy: The Expansion ofRacial Diversity in a Local Anti-Rape
Movemcnt," Gender and Society 3:4, 1989.
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groups, gang negotiations, and, in the absence ofsupporting services, attention to all

aspects ofclients' well-being. As Matthews quotes the director ofthe Compton program:

A woman may come in or caU in for various reasons. She bas no place to
go, she bas no job, she bas no support, she bas no money, she bas no food,
she's been beaten, and after you finish meeting those needs, or try to meet
ail those needs, then she may say, by the way, during aIl this, 1 was being
raped. So the immediate needs bave to he met. So that makes our
connnunity d.ifferent from other connnunities.16

In the context ofa multiplicity ofcultural issues and ofthe peer counselling roots

ofcrisis intervention wor~ women ofco10ur worked here to deliver services to other

women ofcolour. Matthews contrasts this approach with the dominant subculture ofthe

local anti-rape movement, which she descnœs as "(white) feminism strongJy influenced by

a lesbian perspective."l7 Black women, she argues, did not have the same political origins,

and were more likely in this case to identify with a social service orientation and to he less

suspicious ofgovernment funding. Thus the two commllnmes bad different reference

systems and political vocabularies, compounded by concems about racism or homophobia

from the ather group. While they were in dialogue, each met their objectives through

separate and community appropriate organising.

Feminist anti-essentiaIist insights bave aIso helped me and my colleagues to

address problems ofexclusion in recruiting and training help-Iine volunteers. For example,

we have become more cODSCious ofthe implicit mental image most new recruits bave of

their proSPeCtive callers - namely, that they will he young, single or casuaI1y dating,

heterosexua4 Euro-Canadian, and childless. In other words, that the caI1ers will he just like

(most of) them. We bave addressed this farniliar problem in two ways: first, as my

examples above suggest, by trying to diversüY our volunteer body, and second, by actively

undermining this "essentia1ised" image ofcallers by including training workshops on

racism and sexuaI violence, cultural difference in phone dynamics, cballenging

16 Matth~ "Surmounting a Legacy": 527.

17 Matthews, "Surmounting a Legacy": 529.
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heteronormativity, and sa on. Such anti-essentialist strategies within feminist organisations

are by now quite widespread. For many sexual assault (formerly"rape crisis") centres, the

requirement ofshared political values now inc1udes that potential members be anti-racist,

anti-heterosexist and responsive to the potential needs ofworking class women and

women with disabilities. For example, Vancouver Women Against Violence Against

Women DOW includes the following sessions in their volunteer training program: "deaf

women, deafculture and sexual violence," "anti-racism/' "classism," "Jewish women and

anti-Semîtism," and "lesbian life," sorne ofwhich are tàcilitated by the appropriate caucus.

Thus the organisation bas recognised that a phenomenon (sexual violence) that afiècts an
women affects different women differently due to their social locations, and thus ''purely''

anti-sexist work disproportionately benefits white, straight, middle-class, able-bodied

women. Feminist organisations are increasingly trying to comont these issues explicitly in

their training and development programs.

But this connnitment goes beyond the "add-on" approach. 1 aIso make sense of

feminist anti-essentialism in practice by refraining frOID making c1aims about the sameness

ofdifferent women's experiences ofsexual violence. Just as many ofus have been

offended by the homophobic man, who, when ''propositioned'' by another man, says "now

1 know exact/y what women mean when they taIk a1x>ut sexual harassment!," 50 1 will not

say"I know what you mean - the exact same thing happened to me Iast week." The

assimilation ofexperience into the language ofa dominant Other is a connnon

essentialising moment in feminist practice. This is the kind ofmement that Harris' anti

essentialist critique highlights, but that analyses Iike MacKinnon's tend to ignore. Instead,

in identifYing patterns in my work 1 conceptualise the relationships between different

women's experiences as "fiunily resemblances" rather than as identity relations. This

conceptualisation also enables me to see respect and recognition in the claim that the

experiences ofostensibly different women can he sirnilar to my own notwithstanding

important differences. For example, as a ''non-survivor'' ofchildhood sexual abuse, at the

same time as 1 recognise "that's 50 temble, 1 simply can't relate," 1 also acknowledge

connections between my own experiences ofgrowing up female in a sexist society and the

experience ofsexual abuse. Refusing to dissociate frOID survïvors, refusing to make
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'~em." into a group distinct from "us," non-survivors, is as much a part ofeffective anti

essentialist practice as is respecting difference. This constant self-reflexive balancing ofthe

dangers ofassimilation and dissociation, which happens on the most persona! and the most

institutionaIised levels, is how antî-essentialism should he played out in practiœ.

These examples represent challenges to a prevalentfeminist understanding of

sexual violence as a set ofcrimes perpeuated exclusively by men exclusively against their

female partners, where these categories are understood as uniform. This strikes me as the

kind ofcommitment dominant group feminists should derive from anti-essentialist

feminism, a commitment underlaid by interrogating attitudes and structures with an eye to

power and differences between women. MacKinnon's analysis, on the one band, simply

does not give us any tools for understanding and revisÏI1g these forms ofpractice. Her

theory usefully guides feminist interpretations ofsexual violence contra popular hberal

descriptions, but for those already converted ta a dominance model it provides no

theoretical insights or practica1 guidelines for negotiating oppressive relations ofpower

within oppositional feminist contexts.

On the other band, is there a danger that in challenging MacKinnon's theory of

sexual violence, feminists will undermine their ownpolitical aims? What are the risks of

admitting contextual variation and exceptions within any feminist model, when feminist

interpretations in general are already aggressively contested? It would indeed he politically

suicidai ifthe gender scepticism that Bordo identifies as damaging to feminist theory were

to spill over into feminist practice. A principled anti-essentialism that merely valorises

difference and makes no serious attempt ta understand the history, context or implications

ofspecifie forms ofoppression could function as an anti-feminist aboi, seeming ta

delegitimate any generalisation made in the name ofpolitics. This ldnd ofanti-essentiaIism

would thus provide an easy weapon for discourses that seek to deny the salience ofsocial

group memberships. This maye, however, is not lypical ofanti--essentialist critiques,

although MacKinnon depiets it as such. We should not allow a justified feminist suspicion

ofprincipled anti-essentialism to motivate a negative response to the suggestion tbat we

need an anti-essentialist feminist practice; instead, we need ta ask how relations ofpower

among women in feminist contexts might change our practice, not to abandon the
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eategory "women," but to rethink it sc that our practice can become more just and more

effective.

The challenge of essentialism, the risk of anti-essentialism

What is most important about anti-essentialist feminist critiques ofthe kind 1 have

been advocating is their analysis ofthe ingenuity ofoppression within supposed1y

emancipatory and resistive contexts. For example, Lugones' work bas proved

extraordinarily valuable to me in pinpointing exactJ;y how my own thinking bas tended to

reinscnœ privilege by divorcing my experiential knowledge about racism and classism

within feminist aetivism and pedagogy from my philosophical writing, which bas tended

toward rather abstract analyses of"difference."

Generalising about gender, however, is an indispensable aetivity within sites of

feminist practice. This crucial observation in part motivates both Gilligan and MacKinnon

to make relatively grand daims for the importance and unifonnity ofgender. The

reshaping offèrnjnjst practice suggested by anti-essentialism problematises MacKinnon's

argument that generalising accounts ofgender can he based simply on existing practice

generated ftom (some) women's experience. Anti-essentialist practice ofthe kind 1 have

sketched nevertheless permits politically powerful generalisations about women, and my

examples bave in fàct focused on organising that continues to place gender, albeit

"multiply inflected," at the centre of its practice. These examples differ from an essentialist

practice: they include analyses ofcross-cutting relations ofpower between women and

concomitant shifts in practice, and recognition ofthe importance ofalliance-building with

political groups not explicitly focused on gender. They thus echo the claim, often heard in

articulations of"postmodern" politics, tbat coalition building undercuts essentialism. But

how fur can we take this analysis? How, uhimately, can anti-essentialists justify drawing a

boundary around the category "women''? What role might anti-essentialist feminist

practices create for pro-feminist men, for example? AlI political identity claims require

sorne such boundary-drawing; l argued in cbapter three tbat this process should he self

ret1exive. But these statements don't provide much to go on, and their continued
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invocation as the end of the story again exlnDits a "contemptuous attitude toward the

particular case."18

It is not obvious how sorne of the theoretical arguments ofthe preceding chapters

might he implemented. Nor is it always obvious how the practice ofthose who disagree

with anti-essentialist cIaims in feminist philosophy - Iike MacKinnon - shouId differ

from tbat ofanti~essentia)jstadvoeates. These debates came aIive for me in the context of

my own experience: concurrently ",ith writing this dissenation, 1 bave been active in a

local feminist anti-sexual violence movement, and have maintained a particular interest in

anti-sexual violence organising on Canadian university campuses. The centre 1 worked in

is based on a university campus and offers senices to a clientele composed largely of

young English-speaking aduIts, especially high school and university students. It is a

feminist organisation and works with both female and male survivors ofsexual assault.

How we can avoid methodologica1 essentiaIism in our practice? 1 have thought mast about

this issue in the context ofexclusion: how might identity claims exclude, and what criteria

can we use in evaluating these exclusions? In the example that follows, 1 compare a set of

responses to claims to exclusion and inclusion in a sexual assault centre. Some are power

conscious, others tokenistic, still others power-blind. The question in this context

becomes: how can we (as feminist aetivists with sorne, however minimal, discursive

control over the fonnation of feminist identities) distinguish productive and just exclusions

from pemicious ones?

Consider the following two claims, made by prospective volunteers:

Claim 1 (by a woman ofcolour who is a recent immigrant to Canada): "As a

feminist organisation, you purport ta include the experiences and interests ofaIl women

who have survived sexual assault at this university. Yet your volunteer body is not racially,

ethnically or cuhurally diverse, and your training program does not address the needs of

women ofcolour and/or immigrant women who may he dealing with, for example, the

threat ofdeportation when a woman who is not yet a Canadian permanent resident tries to

18 Ludwig Wittgenstein, The Blue Boole (Oxford: Blackwell, 1958): 18.
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leave ber violent husband, or the needs ofwomen ofcolour who 1àce racialised sexual

harassment at university."

Claim 2 (by a white male Canadian)19: "Your insistence that ooly women can

work for your help-line and in almost aIl positions on your co-ordinating committee is

exclusioDa.."Y. Even though men are a minority ofsurvivors ofsexual assauh, there are

male survivors who should he able to speak with men about their experiences and your

organisation should address this need. Furthermore, many men are very sensitive to these

issues and have better feminist politics than many women. And who' S to say that a woman

ofcolour caI1ing your line wouldn't rather to speak to a man ofco10ur about ber

experience than to a white woman? On wbat basis bave you made gender your

fundamental organising axis?"

Both these claims point to forms ofexclusion within a feminist organisation. Both

have been made to me over the last two years (although, interesting1y, critical comments

about the exclusion ofmen have been made fàr more often and more volubly by bath men

and women, and have been given much more attention within the organisation). Impücit in

both examples are anti-essentialist claims ofdiffèrent kinds. Anti-essentialist feminist

aetivists, while giving careful consideration to bath these claims, should take the first

much more seriously than the second. 1 distinguish the interpretations ofthese claims

offered by power-sensitive and by prlncipled anti-essentialist accowtts ofgender. The anti

essentiaIist feminist arguments 1 have offèred might inform, in some contexts, the way we

think about the role ofmen in feminist organising. Sorne men who invoke "anti

essentialism" to legitimate their own inclusion in feminist projects, however, or simply to

minimise their participation in. gender oppression, divorce anti-essentialism from the

relations ofpower that create its feminist political significance. This observation accords

with my general argument that merely to recommend "diversity" or "difference" as a

politica! goal is in filet unhelpfully to prescind from judgement on their farm and limits in

19 Neither ofthese claims have been presented to me in precisely these terms; nonetheless, they do
represent an amalgam ofarguments that have circulated in a particu.Iar feminist organisation. Severa!
readers have pointed out that the second claim is both sttonger and more relevant to the succeeding
arguments if it is made by a man ofcolom. It is white male Canadians, however~who have aetually
advanced versions of"cIaim 2n in the context in question.
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practice. Principled anti-essentialism can operate in poIitical situations not just as a brake

on productive feminist inquiry, but in coDjunction with anti-ferninism White we remain

sensitive to the contingency ofgeneraIisations about gender, feminist analyses ofpower

must remain central to our decision-making as we evaluate the relative strength of

different cJaims about exclusion.

Critiques ofessentialism are compelling because they bave carefully shown how

textual strategies (such as writing about "difference" not 4'racism," or "women" not "white

women") and political strategies (snch as insisting that lesbians keep "their" issues out of

feminist organisations) actually reinforce many ofthe mechanisms ofoppression that

feminists have criticised in male dominant societies, where definitions and images of

"humanity" (and access to the rîghts, respect, and so on, that ideally accompany human

status) are controlled by powerful men. Feminist anti-essentialïsm bas thus mainly been

addressed ta analysing and remedying oppression among different groups ofwomen. It is,

however, also relevant to debates surrounding the role ofmen in feminist discourse and

practice. Some feminists have argued tbat poIitically salient differences among "women"

and among ''men'' create cross-cutting cIeavages, confliets and alliances tbat are not

reducible to the formulaic "men" versus ''women'' in motivating and justifying feminist

political action. The essentialist identification offeminist politics with white, strai~

middle-class women (in North American eontexts) bas not only served the fàctional

political interests ofthose women, it bas also delegitimated valued and historically

significant political a1Hances between poor wamen and poor men, between Black women

and Black men, and 50 on.20 This extension ofanti-essentialism is valuable in

deconstructing the race and class biases in certain kinds ofradical feminism (whieh is, not

incidentally, the ideology tbat motivated the mainstream feminist rape crisis movement in

North America), cballenging a conception ofgender as a totalising and fundamental axis

ofoppression; tbis anti-essentiaIism is rightly construeted within a critique ofpower.

Much antÎ-sexual violence organising has been inflected by the unsubtle

assumption that gender is the only salient axis ofoppression, and bas thus construeted

20 beUh~ "Men: Comrades in Struggle," in books, FemÎnÎst Theory.
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essentiaIist pra.ctice oot only with regard to di:fferent groups ofwomen, as 1 showed

above, but aIso with regard to the eategory "men." Men are sometimes themselves

survivors ofsexual violence, and the needs and role ofmale survivors ofchildhood sexual

abuse in anti-sexual violence organising confound our gender categories. Especially when

these men have not gone on to perpetrate sexual abuse, and especially when their abusers

included women, they challenge feminists to address the ways "exceptions" might inflect

our theory and our practice. The social phenomenon ofmale sexual violence against other

men, whether lovers, acquaintances or strangers, however uncommon, also requires

feminist attention. While this kind ofaggression is explicable in feminist terms, it

nonetheless challenges a simpIistically gendered account ofsexually motivated violence.

Some men are, furthermore, sometimes fàlsely accused ofaets ofsexual violence. This is

an unpopular c1aim within feminist circles, and 1 want to stress that 1 know that men who

deny their implication in aets ofsexual violence are very often lying or, at best, self

deceived. Nonetheless, the historicallegacy and continued pattern ofsex crimes being

fàlsely attributed to Black and poor men, for example, gives feminists good reason not to

make a priori assumptiODS about the truth ofall accusations.21

Thus anti-essentialism. changes how we think about ''men'' as weil as ''women'' in

this contexte But isn't this an example ofwhat we were most afraid of- that anti

essentialism would undermine the possibility offeminist politics? 1 argued in chapter two

that the principled anti-essentialism tbat lies at one end ofthe spectrum merely pulls the

mg out from under feminist feet. Ifwe were to insist that only di:fference counts, we

would be left with no guidelines for sustaining political interventions that rely on counter

hegemonic categories. In particular, discourses ofanti-essentialism provide an obvious

legitimation strategy to men who wish, for better or worse reasons, to he included in

feminist theory or aetivism, and also to those men who, consciously or not, wish to

21 Angela Davis gives the exa.mple ofa Black woman who, having been acquitted ofthe murder of the
white prison guard who had raped.her, lobbiedon behalfofa Black man fàlselyconvieted ofraping a
white woman. Few white womcn or organised anti-rape groups took op this cause, a reluetance Davis
construes as none ofthose historical episodes confirming Many Black women's suspicions that the anti
rape movement was Iargelyoblivious to their special concems." Angela Davis, Women, Race and C/ass
(New York: Vintage, 1983): 175. Also cited in Hanis, "Race and Essentialism": 247-8.
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minimise their own participation in structures ofoppression. How do we assess whether

men who label femaIe feminists "essentialist" for crudely eategorising men in their theories

or their practiee are making legitimate claims about exclusion fram coalition building, or

painting to exceptions that are vaIid but have minimal implications for practiee, or using

"anti-essentialism" as an alibi to disassociate themselves from their implication in sexist

oppression? Answering this question not only bas important implications for how we as

feminist aetivists justi1y broadly separatist strategies in a postmodern world, but offers

insights into my more global question: How can we e:ffectively combine anti-essentialism

and feminist polities?

1 think there are good reasons why men should he excluded from working in

feminist organisations ofdiverse kïnds. But how, as a feminist anti-essent~ can 1

defend drawing a boundary around the category '~omen"?And where will l choose to

draw tbat boundary when the postmodem Iiterature on gender constantly insists that the

reinscription ofduality reifies the very oppressive structures feminists seek to undermine?

How do 1 justi1y the implicit claim that gender is the fundamental axis ofoppression in this

context? 1 do not beIieve tbat aIl men, however defined, should always he excluded from

all forms offeminist politics, however construed. 1 am evaluating arguments about power

that apply within the context ofanti-sexual violence organising in North America. We may

he able to derive from these arguments a set ofcritieal questions that will prove useful in

evaluating claims about inclusion and exclusion in other contexts, but the conclusions we

reach in other cases may weIl differ. A Wrttgensteinian attention ta the particuIar case here

entaiIs exarnining the micro-relations ofpower operative in the context in question, as weIl

as alluding to generaIities that highligbt larger group memberships but may fàil ta capture

the local character ofthose identities.

l am not attaeking the efforts ofmen who fonD. independent or even coaIitional

groups that offèr services to (other) male survivors. There are many valuable ways in

which men can he and are involved in anti-sexual violence work.22 In sorne cases, pro

feminist men argue that they are OlOtivated by their desire to work with other men against

22 See for example, Michael S. K.im.mel, ed., Men Confront Pomography (New York: Meridian, 1991).
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violence against women. The edueational role ofmen in this area bas been one ofthe most

valuable contributions ofmen to feminist politica1 goals, and is central to men taking

responsibility not just for their own actions, or those oftheir fellow men, but for changing

the construction ofmasculinity itself. 1 have also worked with male survivors who want to

establish healing solidarity with others in the context ofsupport groups or other services,

or who want to jaïn together with other anti-sexual violence aetiVÎ5ts to campaign on

specifie issues.23 But is there any role for men to work providing services to female

survivors? What role can and should men play in feminist organisations with a history of

understanding sexual violence through radical feminist analyses? Anti-essentialîsm

challenges us to think critically about these questions, rather than dismissing them as

obviously insulting. The organisation 1 worked in was fàced with these questions, for a

while when - primarily due to a quirk ofadministrative rules originating outside our

organisation rather than any political strategy - men were permitted to work in our

office, potentially responsible, among other tasks, for providing information and peer

counselling to women who had survived rape.

My argument against aIlowing men into the organisation stems from a feminist

analysis ofmen's reasons for wanting to he included, and from an analysis oftheir likely

impact and the consequences for the group. The reasons men aetuaIly gave for wanting to

he involved in anti-sexual violence worle, and in objecting to their exclusion from certain

spheres (sucb as answering the heIp-line), were disappointing and angering to me. They

are worth repeating here, not because they nuance my anti-essentialism - in fact they are

by and large reasons that reveallittle grasp offeminism at all- but because they reveal

the dangers ofan uncritical embrace ofanti-essentialism and the potentiallass ofseparate

space and political cohesiveness it entails. They were an abject lesson that, in Sandra

Harding's words,

23 For example, the invitation 10 speak ofMcGill University's Department ofPsychiatry to Harold Lie!:
controversial cxponent of~led"False Memory Syndrome" W3S effectivelyopposed on similar grounds
by radical feminist groups, at least one pro-feminist men's group, male survivors' group~ individual
women survivors, and others working against child sexual abuse in Montreal.
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Men love appropriating, directing, judging, and managing everything they
can get tbeir bands on - especially the white, Western, heterosexual, and
economically over-privüeged men with whom MOst feminist scholars and
researchers most often find themselves interacting in varions workplace and
social institutions. Sorne have arrogantly tried ta do 50 in the name of
feminism, to claim a kind oftèminist authority that as men they cannat
have, thereby inadvertently revealing that they have not grasped even the
most basic feminist principles.24

The reasoning ofprospective male volunteers amply justifies this scepticism: they

want to ''meet women," they want to ''teach'' women callers that not all men are bad, or

they want to "help" women ''become more assertive and stop being victims." They want to

leam ski1ls through the organisation's training, they want CV points, references or access

to particuJar careers or jobs where involvement ofthis kind would he a useful bonus, and

sc on. In a fèw cases l have suspected that men had other implicit and more sinister

reasons for their interest in this work: they wanted kudos for being "sensitive," they were

titillated by sexual violence, they thought it was a "sexy" and "glamorous" area offeminist

aetivism, they wanted to decry bad men and separate themselves offfrom that category,

or, most disturbing ofall, they had themselves committed aets ofsexual violence and were

using the organisation either as an ad hoc conscience-salve ("see - it wasn't really rape:

how couId it he? l work in a sexual assault centre!") or simply as a means offurther sexual

gratification.

There are also consequential reasons why male volunteers shouId he excluded in

this context that barely need rehearsing: women survivors calling us expect and want to

speak to women, and most male survivors who express a preference Ïndicate tbat they also

do. Various cultural norms and tabaos about discussing sexual issues with men come into

play, as do constraints on speech based on a (multi-)cuhural perception ofmen as

potential aggressors. Men rarely, ifever, have a sufficient1y similar experiential basis for

empathy with female survivars. Many sympathetic men can grasp this fear intellectual1y,

but almost never emotionally, and as a result tend to he less empathetic and more formaI in

24 Sandra Harding, "Reinventing Ourselves as Other: More New Agents ofHistory and Knowledg~'t; in
Harding, Whose Science? Whose Know/edge?: 280.
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their interactions with survivOIS, both male and female. More controversially, my

experience with men in positions ofpower within the organisation bas been that men are

likely to repeat behaviours leamed under patriarchy, which cause them to look for control

and dominance. Women aIso replay gendered patterns such as fear ofauthority and

authoritarian reprisaI, conflict avoidance, and 50 on, but these more often serve to

downplay their individual presence within the group rather than magnïty Ît. Women situate

themselves quite differently, tending ta he more closely identified with sexual violence as

painful and oppressive rather than titillating. Thus in working with men in this particular

context, l can point to patterns ofbehaviour and relations ofpower that, while they are

not universally applicable, make the integration ofmen inta the organisation problematic.

ShouId we persist, despite these caveats, in trying to break down dichotomous

categories, both as a general feminist strategy, and in arder tO accommodate exceptions to

those categories? WhiIe we can and do inflect the categories "men" and ~omen,"ifwe

cease to put them at the centre ofour analysis, and to follow through on this in our

practice, we will diminish any feminist political understanding ofsexual violence. This

would occur in numerous ways, many ofwhich should by now he clear, 50 let me give just

two further examples: first, gendered norms ofvictim blaming are sufficient1y strong in

contemporary Canadian cuhure tbat to fàil to make them visible within our organisation

would he to lose any empowering or healing way ta talk about sexual violence. Put

simply, l want a volunteer to say to a female caller who bas been raped, ''it wasn't your

filult," and ta mean it; the volunteer therefore requires a framework for understanding how

it is that women are blamed for rape and why this is unjust. In other words, she needs a

feminist framework that descnbes and expIains dominant cuhural ascriptions offemininity.

In taking seriously feminist anti-essentialism we do not have to assume that aIl women

experience these ascriptions in the same way. As 1 argued in chapter tbree, drawing a

boundary around the concept '~omen"need not erase plurality, reify patriarchal

constructions of''woman,'' or he insensitive te '1x>rder cases." Rather, we can speak of

drawing a boundary for a particular political purpose, while recognising its contingency. In

this case, l bigblight the eategory ''women'' because l have identified gendered patterns 10
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sexual violence, not because 1 am making universal claims about all women's experience

or all men's complicity.

Second (and this is my worry about much anti-essentialism that is not inflected by

an analysis ofpower), to cease to invoke gender as a central organising concept would fit

neatly with the conservative discourse ofour main politica1 opponents. Their central

discursive goals are to avoid the construction ofsexual assauh on campus as an equity or

a human rights issue (both ofwhich require, in Canada, that one find discrimination

against a designa.ted social group), and they continually stress the individualistic nature of

sexual violence, whereby incidents ofdate rape and sexual barassment are best understood

as misunderstaooings or :fàilures ofcommunication between random individuals, who may

he men or women. Feminist analyses ofsexual assault require a kind ofpattem recognition

made possible by the deployment ofgendered categories. On the other band, principled

anti-essenrialism, by insisting on the fragmentation ofthose categories, bas considerable

difficulty making sense offeminist claims, and thus explaining either how or why we

should aet on them. Ifour goals become the breakdown ofcategories, the incorporation of

exceptional cases, and the recognition ofcross-cutting alliances without regard to the

context ofpower relations within which these concerns are more or less salient, then we

fàil ta understand the femjnist content ofsuch c1aims Ferninjsr anti-essenrialism is a

political method for avoiding the reinscription ofrelations ofoppression, not a justification

for ignoring them.

Many ofthese observations are in keeping with MacKinnon's account ofgendered

patterns ofpower within this context. The difference between us, however, is that her

claims are more ambitious in the breadth oftheir exclusion and more restrictive in the

terms oftheir inclusion. Her construction ofthe relations ofdomination and subordination

that characterise male and female sexuality under patriarchy cannot make sense ofthe

exceptions ta its own generalisations - the woman who sexually abuses ber son, the gay

man who is a vietim ofsexual assault - without an ad hoc revision ofcategories to make

these individuals into men and women in its own tenns. Nor can it grasp that in the

contexts where these generalisations are most applicable - understanding sexual violence,

for example - they are nevertheless inflected by differences in women's experiences and
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relations ofpower among women. These differences preclude a uniform. understanding of

the eategory "women," and shape feminist practice in ways that are more than superficia.L

Negotiating the rough ground here is a matter ofsetting up signposts on local roads, not

ofdrawing a global map. In practice, feminist anti-esseDtialism is a sensitivity to the

particular case and to the specifies offeminist practice. It includes attention to the

particular negative effects ofdiscarding appeals to social group membership, an awareness

ofhow coalitions may remain possible notwithstanding generalisations, a sensitivity to the

construction offeminist issues within relations ofpower between women, and a

commitment ta respect for the local conditions that shape particular political interventions.

In the humdrum ofphotocopying and maldng phone calIs, most ofthis analysis

passes unnoticed. Wben we embody these analyses in practice, we are always acting

within concrete conditions, especially conditions ofscarcity. Like most feminist

organisations, we lack money, space, time, energy, and political or institutionalised power.

Our practice will always he, in many ways, cruder than our theoretical analyses.

Construeting anti-essentialist feminist theory as bas traditionally been done brings with it a

rather different set ofimperatives tban does worldng through anti-essentîaIist feminist

practice. The only coherent form ofthe latter requires that we go on using crude

generalisations and revise them as we become aware ofspecifie Pattenis ofoppression and

domination have been reinscn"bed by those in positions ofpower. Thus there are important

ways in which anti-essentialist concerns, in general, cm and should he accommodated

within feminist practice. This accommodation only makes sense, however, within a

critique ofthe power relations that InOtivate feminist anti-essentialism, relations that are

frequently weakened or even erased within anti-essentialist discourses inattentive to

power. In my own context, such a critique entails examining the professed and implicit

motives ofmen wishing to enter the organisation, taking into account the negative political

consequences offragmenting or discarding the categories ''men'' and "women~' in our

practice, and recognising the poIitical necessity ofgeneralisations. Making decisions about

who or what ta include and exclude is always a strategie process, constrained by practical

demands and woefully under-determined by the current state ofthe essentialism debates in

feminist theory.
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Anti-essentialism and feminist organisations

The literature on feminist organisations contains remarkably Iittle about the ways

identity and diversity are negotiated within feminist settings. While there is no doubt that

feminist aetivists of the last twenty years have struggled to come to terms with some

aspects ofmethodological essentialism in their political practice, much ofthe available

literature on the internaI workings offeminist organisations is in a sociological vein. It

offers extended descriptions offeminist organisations with relatively little attention to

cross-cutting oppressions crucial to feminist theories ofidentity, and to the emerging

practice ofmany feminist groups.25 Wbile rich in case studies, this literature predominantly

addresses the relation of feminist organising to non-feminist paradigms in organjsadonal

social science. Struggles within feminist groups to come to terms with differences between

women and with the dangers ofessentialism. are brought into reliefby a second literature

that presents the experiences ofwomen marginaIised within particular feminist

organisations and the politicisation ofthese exclusions.26 The consequences ofanti

essentialism have received perhaps the most attention in the field of"queer" organising,

and it is here that theoretical models of identity formation have been most closely linked to

political practice.27 This work bas yet to he fully integrated with recent feminist analyses

ofpolitical idemity, however, in ways that might suggest revised organisational structures

or strategies. There is remarkably little investigation ofhow feminist groups can

25 See for cxample Myra Ferree and Beth Hess, eds., Controversy and Coalition: The New Feminist
Movement (Boston: Twayne, 2nd edition 1994 [1985]); Ferree and Martin, cds., Feminist Organizations.

26 See Adleman and Enguidanos, eds., Racism in the Lives ofWomen; "Part Four: "Racism and the
Women's Movemœt." in Challenging Times, eds. Backhouseand Flaherty; Eder, Staggenborg, and
Sudderth, "The National WOOlen's Music Festival"; TCJl11, "Children ofOur CultureT'; Robin Leidner,
''Stretehing the Boundaries ofLiberalism"; Matthews., "Surmounting a Legacy"; Sandra Morgœ, "The
Dream ofDivcrsity, the Dilemmas ofDifference: Race and C1ass Contradictions in a Feminist Health
Clinic," in Anthropologyfor the Nineties, ed. J. Sole (New York: FreePr~ 1988); Carmen Sirîann.L
"Leaming Pluralism: Democracy and Diversity in Feminist Organizations," in Nomos XXXV: Democratie
Community, cds. John Chapman and Jan Shapiro (New York: New York University Press, 1993).

27 See Epstein, ''Gay Politics, Ethnie Identity"; Fuss, 00., Inside/Out; Lehr, "The Difficu1ty ofLeaving
'Home'''; Phelan, Identity PoUties, and Getting Specifie.
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adequately address the problems ofalliance and coalition formation around issues of

common concem ta women ofail classes, races, ages, and sa on - in other words, how

to generalise from the successes and fàilures ofparticuIar feminist groups in order to

develop methods for understanding and addressing organisational implications of

differences between women.

1 used the example ofmen's role in anti-sexual violence organising to showthat

feminist anti-essentialists must decide to exciude at the same time as we higbIight cross

cutting group memberships and reconnnend coalition building. Critical discussion ofhow

these decisions should hest he made is a project tbat embeds feminist theory in feminist

practice. In the example above 1discussed the criteria for exclusion, showing how they are

best generated in a particular context by an aetivist community as a collective project.

Making decisions about exclusion and inclusion on the basis ofidentity, however, not only

requires discussion ofthe substantive daims thatjustijY these decisions. It also requires

attention to the group processes within feminist organisations more or less Iikely to avoid

essentia.lism. How can. feminist groups create formaI organisational structures that are

sensitive to the contingency and complexity ofgenera1isations about women, and are likely

to foster anti-essentialîst feminist practice? As Carmen Siriannî says, "Ifalliances among

diverse groups ofwomen with multiple interests and identities are central to postmodern

feminist politics, as Nancy Fraser and Linda Nicholson havear~ then we must pay

increasing attention to those organjzational features that fàcilitate and sustain

coalitions."28

AIl feminist organisations, whether collectively or hierarchicalIy organised, large or

small, have to ask whether the interests ofall constituents are justly represented and how

intra-organisational processes contribute to essentialist pra.ctice. In Iarger feminist groups

with an over-arching structure, questions arise about who will represent whom (in a

delegation or as elected representative, for example), and how decisions will he made sa

as to take account ofthe needs ofdi:fferent members ofthe group. These are very oid

problems for democratic theory, but they bave not yet been adequately connected to anti-

28 Sirianni, "Leaming PluraIism": 299.
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essentiaIist concems witbin feminist practice. To avoid essentialism is to address the

relations ofpower between women that permit certain subgroups to define feminist issues

and to impose their own identity on a more diverse collectivity. Robin Leidner's studyof

the National Women's Studies Association (NWSA) is especiaIly helpful to illustrate these

concems:

The NWSA bas worked to develop a system that is efficient but
participatory; that protects the rights ofindividuals and aIso those of
subgroups with special concerns, interests, or viewpoints; and that takes
ioto account an underlying commonality ofpurpose yet provides means for
deaIing with conflieting interests and opinions.29

Leidner argues that existing political frameworks and organisational structures are not

suited to this task. The tensions between commonality and difference that l bave been

discussing in more theoretical contexts raise important questions in organisational

practice: how can. feminist groups ensure substantive rather than merely formaI equality,

moving away from structures that simply represent numerica1 interests to structures that

acknowledge inequalities ofpower? How should feminists juggle sometimes conflieting

group or community needs and individual rights? How can organisations ensure that all

identities, experiences, or Înterests are represented, at the same time as- they maintain a

perspective cognisant ofcommonality ofpurpose? How do potentially anti-essentialist

structures ofrepresentation internet with anarcha-feminist arguments for minirnising

hierarchy?

The NWSA's attempts to find workable answers to these questions are instructive

for fèminists trying to put anti-essentiaIist theory into practiœ. The organisation bas a

~jstem ofcaucuses, each ofwhich can send delegates to the Delegate Assembiy and the

Co-ordinating Council. This system is an effort ta equa1ise power where constituents'

interests may confliet. Caucus members argued that they :fàced greater costs ta

participation, including poor incentives to joïn NWSA, the expense ofattending meetings,

reduced strength because ofsmaller numbers, the prejudices ofother members,

29 Leidner, "Stretching the Boundaries ofLiberalism": 265.
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discrimination tbrough seIf:identification (lesbians), fewer organisational skills or

knowiedge (working cIass women), or the fàilwe ofother constituencies to recognise the

moral Iegitirnacy oftheir needs. Similar concems induced the NWSA to try to offset travel

expenses and estabIish geographical equality. This system, however, raises severa!

questions about the criteria used to decide which differences matter, and how power is

understood as construeting these differences. As in the case ofexcluding or including men

ftom an organisation or aetivity, merely to advocate institutionalising "difference" or

"diversity" does not necessarily constitute an adequate justification for particular

organisational structures. Contliet within the NWSA arose in part because the caucus

system was conceived by sorne as a corporatist solution to diverse interests (as the

existence ofcaucuses for relatively ''privileged'' women sueh as program adrninistrators

implies), and by others as a means ofgiving additional representational weight to

oppressed groups. Is a caucus system legitimated merely as a way ofrepresenting

"different" interests, or is ft intended ta provide separate space and additional voice to

members ofgroups that are relatively Jess powerful as a result ofsystemic oppression?

How can the organisation mediate these different strategies ofjustification, especially

when they appear antithetica1? Does prioritising eaucuses for women ofcolour, lesbian

and working-class women, for example, also commit white, straight middle-class feminists

to always ceding to requests for asymmetrical representation within an organisation? How

does the reality ofoverlapping memberships in these groups change the imperatives of

representation?

A more radical difficulty emerges from the demand that the organisation change its

political priorities and perhaps even its very objectives to accommodate different aetual

and potential members. In the case ofthe NWSA, Leidner points out, there was confliet

over whether the organisation should target the needs ofacademic women, or should

prioritise "aetivist" women and continue to expand its membership base (to, for example,

nurses). These dilemmas are particuIarly acute given the funding crises most feminist

organisations periodically experience, which often motivate controversies over the

allocation ofresources. One response could he to argue tbat feminist organisations are, by

definitio~ established by a specific group ofwomen ta meet particular needs, and that no
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single group can hope ta he a universal1y representative entity. In the case ofthe NWSA,

one could argue tbat it bas a legitimate and politically effective position as a feminist

organisation targetting academic women's needs. Women with political priorities that are

not acconnnodated within existing organisational structures should therefore forro.

indePendent organisations to meet their different needs. In sorne cases this may he the best

strategy; as a blanket solution, however, this response fàils to take into account the

relative power ofalready established feminist organisations (such that membership is a

good in itselt), the reality ofthe (increasingly) diverse constituencies that most feminist

organisations draw from or serve, the problems ofwomen who are generally in a minority

within a geographical community and would Iike to work with a national umbrella

organisation rather than in their "own" smaller groups, and the moral demand that more

privüeged women actively oppose oppressive relations aïpower.

Anti-essentialist feminist theory speaks to these issues in feminist organising,

suggesting that we need to brlng together experience and study ofthe aetual shape of

successfully anti-essentialist fèminist practice with anti-essentialist theorising in ways 1can

only touch on here. We need to explore not only the ''persona!'' differences that members

ofan organisation bring into any group, but also the implications ofgroup differences for

our analyses ofpower, identity politics, and representation. This requires further research

mo how feminist organisations negotiate diversity: first, at the level ofpolitical structures

(the efficacy ofcaucus systems, and the restrueturing oforganisational objectives, for

example), as weil as on an interpersonallevel (how are feminist organisations strueturing

their training, groupwork and decisionmaking to incorporate politica1 diflèrences between

women? How are they deaIing with interpersonal confliet and emotional stress caused by

internaI divisions? What are the characteristics ofa "successful" pluralist feminist

organisation?30). Concems about oppression within the feminist movement should fucus

more closely on feminist organisations, since they are a key locus ofpolitical confliet and

action on these issues. It is important to know whether feminist organisations are

30 Emerging research projects address this issue. For example, the Canadian Research Institute for the
Advancement ofWomen published its report Lookingfor Change: A Documentation afNational Women's
Organizations Working Towards Inclusion and Diversity in Deœmber 1996.
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successfully developing anti-essentiaIist practice sensitive to mllhiple oppressions, or how

they are struggIing with fragmentation and confliet.

• • *

•

My articulation ofanti-essentialism as a set ofconstructive feminist methods

shows why feminist practice needs ta inform. the construction oftheory. We cannot

understand the operations ofparticuIar relations ofpower without experiencing them,

without making them visible and having them made visible to us. MacKinnon is right to

assert that this process does not happen from a philosopher's armchair; it most often

happens when feminists challenge structures ofpower in ways threatening to patriarchy.

But our understanding ofdominance and subordination does not simply hatch from the

egg ofwomen's experience, nor evenoffeminist practice. It is created through feminist

methods, including methods oforganising and decision-making, through the construction

offeminist issues and feminist identities. When we become or make others aware of

relations ofpower that permit feminist practice ta he partisan, exclusive, essentialist, we

need to have Îlltertwined theoretical and practical tooIs and skills to address the problem.

Achieving equitable representation in organisations struggIing to avoid the

reinscription ofoppression and negotiating multiple interests is a problem seemingly fur

removed from the ph.üosophical discussion ofessentiaIism which began this dissertation.

Anti-essentialist feminist practice, however, can he inflected by my Wtttgensteinian

metho~ and in many ways fàces the same challenges as feminist research. Merely to assert

the primacy ofpractice - construed by MacKinnon as the struggle to end sexist

oppression as it emerges from "women's experience" - as a strategy for avoiding

methodological essentialism, begs the question ofhow that practice bas itselfbeen

construeted. MacKinnon's attempt to justify ber essentialism by appeal to the empirical

reality ofwomen's experience and to the exigencies ofpractice does not speak ta

questions about the shape ofanti-essentialist feminist activism. Even as we move "back to

the rough ground" to make sense ofessentialism and anti-essentialism, we need constantly

ta interrogate our own foundatio~those presuppositions which seem to require no
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justification. In fiilling to do~ MacKinnon's rebuttal ofber anti-essentialist critics is

ultimately disappointing; she mischaracterises their concerns, and persists with an ana1ysis

unwilling to explore the relevance ofpower-laden diffèrences to feminist organising.

Understanding how generalisations are construeted through relations ofpower in

the nmltiple contexts offeminist organising provides indicators ofthe future shape ofanti·

essentiaIist practice. Organising against sexual violence - the quintessentially essentialist

feminist issue - must he, and bas been, rethought in the light ofanti-essentialist critique. l

offèred a specifie example oftwo claims to exclusion, asking how the feminist anti

essentialism l have developed provides criteria for assessing their legitimacy. While anti

essentialism shapes feminist practice, anti-anti-essentiaIism aIso informs feminist decision

making about when to include and when to exclude from identity categories and coalition

formation. Balancing these two sets ofdemands requires deeper understandings of

systemic oppression than the appeal merely to "diffèrence" can yield. One ofthe ways they

will he brought into equih"brium is through emerging research on their implications for

diffèrent sites offeminist practice. Here l have only sketched sorne ofthe possibilities for

this project. Much ofthis work lies ahead: it is the task ofa feminist anti-essentialism that

effectively brings together theory and practice.
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Conclusion
New Directions for the Essentialism Debates

The central aim ofthis dissertation is to take the feminist philosophical

preoccupation with essentiaHsm more explicitly into the realm of feminist

praxis. 1 hoped to demonstrate that the essentialism debates in feminism should not he

understood as merely ofphilosophical interest, narrowly constru~ but rather as touching

on fèminists' most practical concerns as we investigate and seek to change our lives. The

anti-essentialist position 1 have sketched pins down the amorphous problem ofessentialisrn

at the same rime as it recommends methods that avoid it. This position endeavours to

mediate some ofthe central questions ofdiverse feminist theoretical camps, and brings a

new sense ofinterdiscipIinarity ta feminist philosophy.

In chapters one and two 1 distinguished different meanings ofthe epithet

"essentialist," arguing that neither metaphysical nor biological variants are at stake in

contemporary feminist debates. The kind ofmethodological essentiaHsm that allows the

experiences and identities ofcertain more powerful groups ofwomen to stand in for larger

fem.inist claims, however, deserves to he challenged. But more than this, we need to:find

ways ofavoiding methodological essentialism while continuing to justifY politically

enabling feminist claims. We can evade the ftuitless tail-chasing ofthe debates between

anti-essentiaIists and "anti-anti-essentialists," 1 argued in chapter three, by developing an

ahemative Wtttgensteinian feminism that conceptualises the connections between women
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as fàmily resemblances, while still allowing for purposive boundary-drawing. How we

justify the placement ofthese boundaries around categories is a central political question

for feminists, and the simple injunction to "look and see" leaves this political question

unanswered, even unposed. Therefore in the last two chapters 1 turned to instances of

feminist practice to ask how anti-essentialism might inform feminist research methods and

feminist organising, while investigating the work ofCarol Gilligan and Catharine

MacKinnon, the two contemporary feminists most often accused ofmethodological

essentialisme

It is bath the great strength and the difficulty ofWlttgensteinian method in

philosophy that it eschews large conclusions. My analyses here have tended to he local,

conte~ and carefully bordered with caveats about the wider implications ofmy claims.

It is tempting to conclude with a grand sllrnrning up, but this would risk disloyalty to my

method. Nevertheless, l am not 50 deeply ensnared by Wrttgenstein's own pieture as to

believe that no broader conclusions derive from my arguments. The concept in political

philosophy that bas come up again and again in this dissertation is power. It is the po"ver

ofthe researcher, 1 argued in my analysis ofGilligan's method, that enables her to

construet the identities ofher participants to he like ber own. And ber theory construction

risks essentialism br imposing on girls' narratives a preconceived, ifvague, account of

their psychology that is not sensitive to its own contingency, precisely because it does not

reco8I1ise how it is power-Iaden.

Similarly, MacKinnon's appeal to ''feminist practice" as the basis ofstrong claims

about sexual violence neglects the ways political practice is itselfconstrueted in contexts

where sorne women, however well-intentioned or politically astute, have discursive power

over the construction of"women's experience" or "empirical realîty." 1 am not suggesting

that power is always a negative force or that we eradicate or even minimise power, only

tbat power is always inevitably at work in any feminist contexte Those feminist methods

that are least likely to make the mistakes 1have labelled essentiaJism are those !bat have

the most fully developed understanding ofthe workings ofpower. Most specifically, they

are methods that understand how power construets identity, and that develop strategies
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for undercutting the hegemony ofdominant group feminists in the construction ofpolitical

identities.

This version ofanti-essentialist feminism suggests a new role for ideology in

feminist discourse. A principled ant~-essentialismthat fragments ail generalising claims

may be naively indifferent to the saIience ofsocial group memberslh;" and many have

pointed out how postmodem feminisms run the risk ofdegenerating into methodological

individllalism or a shallow form ofpolitical hbera.lism1 Power-sensitive anti-essentiaIism

does not reject generalisations per se but evaluates them in the ways 1 have been

suggesting in this dissertation; it requires broad analyses ofthe mechanisms by which sorne

social groups come to he more powerful in the first place. Many ofthe cIaims 1 have made

in the course ofmy argument are premised on~ anti-racist, anti-heteronormative,

and class analyses. To he politically convincing, any anti-essentialist feminism requires a

larger account ofthe axes along which power operates to create structures ofoppression

based on social group membership. This requirement serves to distinguish feminist

attempts to integrate analyses ofracism, classismand sexism into one political theoretical

structure, from analyses that eschew the very notion ofideology.

Casting the essentialism debates in this Iight also refocuses feminist attention on

the importance offeminist analyses ofpower and feminist organisational theory. Social

anarchist and anarcha-feminist analyses, for example, bave been central in generating

radical critiques ofconventional organisations, suggesting new organisational structures,

and articuIating critical feminist accounts ofpower. But tbese ideologies are seldom given

the prominence in curricula or writing tbat they merit given recent tums in feminist theory.

Kathleen Iannello's recent Decisions Without Hierarchy is a rare contemporary

investigation offeminist organising with an eye to anarcha-feminist frameworks.2 Tao

often an interest in collectivist organising is seen as dated, a throwback to the heady

Second Wave when ideallstic radical feminists eschewed structure but slipped into the

1 See for exampl~ Di Stefimo, 6'DiIemmas ofDifference" in Feminism/Postmodernism, ed. Linda
Nicholson.
2 Kathleen Iannello, Decisions Without Hierarchy: Feminist Organization Theory and Practice (New
York: Routledge, 1992).
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''tyranny ofstrueturelessness."3 Radical interpretations ofFoucault in particular have

generated renewed contemporary interest in fèminist conceptions ofpower within political

theory.4 These acCOWlts provide rich and valuable theoretical insights into power as a

"capillary" or "disciplinary" social phenomenon, for example. Ifunderstanding power is at

the heart ofthe essentiaIism debates, however, feminists need more theoretically

developed accounts and more anecdotal evidence ofhow power is exercised and circulates

among women and within diverse fèminist groups.

"The Ineluctable Etcetera"

Severa! anti-anti-essentialist ferninists mention their disquiet when the

fragmentation ofgender is not accompanied by calls to inflect other identity categories.

The epithet "essentiaIist" is used disproportionately ta undermine fèminist claims, they

argue, whereas the very concepts used to effect this venture - ostensibly presented as

symmetrical with gender - remain themselves unchallenged. In other words, critics claim

tbat anti-essentialists say that gender must he intlected with race, but not that race must be

inflected with gender, for example. This allegation does point ta an important flaw in

certain feminist methods, at the same time as it evinces a disregard for the abundance of

writing in philosophy ofrace that takes on this project.5 Throughout this dissertation 1

have focused on feminist discourses foregrounding gender, and have asked how feminism

3 Jo Freeman9 s classic analysis ofthe drawbacks ofcollectivist organising argued that without formaI
structures guaranteeing a certain procedural faimess, feminist organisaticms risked other forms ofinjustice
emcrging ftœn the dœninance ofcharismatic personaliti~nepotism, and 50 011. Jo Frecm~"The
Tyranny ofStrueturelessness," Berkeley Journal ofSociology 17:29 1972. See also Cathy Levine's less
well known riposte9 "The Tyranny ofTyranny," mimeograph (Montreal: Black~ 1984).

4 For c:xample, Nancy Fraser, Unruly Practices: Power, DiscOW'se, and Gender in Contemporary Social
Theory (Minneapolis: University ofMinnesota~ 1989); Bartky, Femininity and Domination; Jana
Sawicki, Discip/ining Foucault: Feminism, Power and the Body (New York: Routledge, 1991).

5 Much "Black feminist" writing, for exampl~ takes on the essentialist construction ofboth gender and
race in radical political theory9 as captured by the titIe ofthe cIassic collection Ali the Women Are White,
Ali the Blacks Are Men, But Sorne ofUs Are Brave, cds. Gloria T. HulL Patricia Bell Scott, and Barbara
Smith (New York: The Faninist Press, 1982). See also hooks, "RdIections on Race and Sex," in
Yearning; "Feminist Scbolarship: Black SchoIars," in Teaching ta Transgress; Patricia Hill Collin~Black
Feminist Thought: Knowledge. Consciousness, and the PoUties ofEmpowerment (New York: Routlcdge,
1990).
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might rearticulate its methods ofanalysing gender in the light ofanti..racist or anti

heteronormative critique. Another way ofthinking about these debates is to place other

identity categories centre...stage to ask how other oppositional discourses that are

themselves intlected by feminism but do not foreground gender might apply m.y

Wrttgensteinian method. These examples offuture projects aIso rely on analyses ofpower.

Methodological essentialism is ofenormous significance, for example, in political

theories ofrace. In particuIar, many theorists are grappling with the same diIemma 1faced

at the beginning ofthe dissertation: how can we fonnulate a coherent concept ofrace

(using labels Iike ''people ofco10ur" or "Black") that bighlights the socially construeted,

sometimes ad hoc, and complex nature ofracial categories, at the same time as it

acknowledges that use ofthe concept ofrace is central both to racism and to anti-racism?6

This question generates four sets ofquestions for critical race theory. First, how can we

understand the concept of ''race'' itself? Answers to this question range from

deconstructive accounts to Afrocentricity.7 Second, just as there are women ofevery

poSSIble racial identity, 50 any given racial group is divided ioto genders, sexuaIities, ages,

classes, and 50 on. Can any theory ofrace and racism adequately capture the varying

experiences ofoppression ofa young Aftican-Amerîcan working-class man in Alabama,

and a middle-aged Black Caribbean female university professar in smaIl-town New

England? Should this he its goal? To pose this question is to approach my own questions

about gender from the other side, ask:ing how a theory ofrace, rather than a theory of

gender, might conceptualise itselfas analysing oppression along other axes. Third, this

interrogation ofracial identities bas renewed interest in so-called ''intrasectional'' identities

- such as mixed race - and the challenges they mise for understanding identity

categories as bounded and homogeneous.8 1 would suggest that understanding the

6 See for example, David Theo Goldberg, Racist Culture: Phi/osophy and the Po/ilies ofMeaning
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1993); Lucius Outlaw, On Raee and Philosophy (New York: Routledge, 1996).

7 For a range ofdifferent positions within this spedrUDl, see for example, Henry Louis Gates, Ir., 00.,
"Race," Writingand Difference (Chicago: University ofChicago Press, 1986); K. Anthony Appiah, ln
My Father's House: Afriea in the Philosophy ofCulture (New Yorle: Oxford University Press, 1992);
Molefi K.. Asante, Afrocentricity, (Trenton, NI: Afiica World Press, 1988).

8 See Naomi Zack, 00., American Mixed Race: The Culture ofMicrodiversity (Lanbam, MD: Rowman
and Littlefield, 1995) and Naomi Zack, Race andMixed Race (Philadelphia: Temple University Press,
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relations between mem.bers ofdifferent racial groups as fàmily resemblances answers

certain questions and raises others for philosophers ofrace and rac~ questions that are

in many ways analogous to those iàced by feminist philosophers. Finally, anti-essentialism

in race theory, as in feminism, aims to understand the power relations that persistently

problematise sorne racial identities and render others neutral or invisible. Thus it

reconnnends the critical study ofdominant identities (such as "whiteness") in order to

reveal their particular social construction and implications in structures ofoppression.9

Similarly, examples from lesbian and queer theory have featured throughout my

discussion. Methodological essentialism is an important issue as we construct explanatory

models ofsexuality, in political theory-building, and in grounding poütical activism.; again,

Wittgensteinian anti-essentialist critique could he fruitfully developed . In cbapter one 1

asked how we might define "lesbians" given our concerns about the historical continuity of

the term's referents. And in chapter tbree l asked how purposive boundary-drawing might

lead us to include ''men'' in the eategory "Iesbians," and suggested sorne reasons why this

might no! he a useful course ofaction. WIttig's suggestion that "lesbians are not women"

reverses this strategy, arguing that ''women'' takes its meaning from heterosexual systems

of thought and heterosexual economic systems, and that lesbians should thus he excluded

from the category. Taking the fiunily resemblance approach to the question "who is a

lesbian.?" bigblights even more starkly issues ofpower: on the one~ heteronormativity

and lesbophobia manufacture lesbjanism as a marginalised and stigmatised subject

position; on the other, lesbian-feminists have struggled to seize discursive control over the

construction ofa counter-hegemonic political identity. Anti-essentia1ism, then, bas to

intervene in these debates to point out politically significant exclusions, without

undercutting the possibility ofradical poIitics.10

1993); Ruth Colkcr, Hybrids: Biserua/s, Multiracials and Other Misfits Under Law (New York: New
York University Press, 1996).

9 For an example of"critical whiteness studics" within feminism see Ruth Frankenberg, White Women.
Race Matlers: The Social Constnlction ofWhiteness (Minneapolis: University ofMinnesota Press, 1993).

la Again, an extensive literature addresses tbese issues: sec for example the essays byFcr~Penelope
and Card in Jeffi1er All~ 00., Lesbian Philosophies and Cultures (Albany: SUNY Press, 1990), and by
Ginzbcrg, DAumcr, and Hoagland in Claudia Card, ed., Adventures in Lesbian Phi!osophy (BlOOOlingt~
Indiana University Press, 1994); Arlene St~ "Sistcrs and Quccrs: The Deœntering ofLesbian
Feminism," Socialist Review 22: 1, 1992; essays by Whisman and Hall in Arlene Stein, ed., Sisters,
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Looking at methodological questions such as these with gender, race, class, and

sexuality in mind - to take sorne, but by no means all categories - shows how diflic1h1: it

is to remain true to Wrttgensteinian anti-essentia1ism, to stay mindful ofcomplexity.

Whenever we conceptualise political problems we foreground particular aspects of

political identity and sideIine others. The inevitability and necessity ofthis process should

not distract us from its Iimits: we need ideologies that explain oppression in terms ofsocial

group membershîp, but we also need the context and interconnectedness ofthose

ideologies to he spelled out. Tbroughout this dissertation l have been acutely aware ofthe

ineluetable etcetera that characterises much self-defined pluralist fèminist theory. Often the

very arguments that aim to stress the importance ofcontext are content to Iist or gesture

toward the countless "differences" that are to figure in their analyses, without considering

which matter more, or why. For example, cJass is often given as an item on the list of

diflèrences worthy offeminist attention, even as many analyses side-step the structural

critiques that have enabled Ieftists to make sense ofcIass oppression. In other words, it is

filshionable for feminists in North America to treat cIass as one ofa string ofdi:fferences

between women, but it is less 1àshionable to claim allegiance to socialist or other analyses

ofthe structural detenninants ofclass. The very thin notions ofsocial class membership

that are evinced by much radical North American political tbeory allow the feminist mantra

of"gender, race, and class" to remain an empty gesture. It cannot he enough te point to

the mere filet that class differences between women are important for feminist theory and

practice. We need thicker ways ofunderstanding class membership as an economic and

cuhural phenomenon in North America. Therefore the very listing ofdi:fferences that aims

to avoid essentialism sometimes manages paradoxical1y to reinscnDe it by fujljng to offer

adequate analyses ofspecific relations ofpower.

* * *

•
Sexperts. Queers: Beyond the Lesbian Nation. (New York: Plume, 1993); Vata Taylor and Leila Rull,
"Women's Culture and Lesbian Feminist Aetivism: A Reconsideratioo ofCultural Feminism,'" Signs 19:1,
1993; Verta Taylor and Nancy Whittier, "Collective Idcntity and Lesbian Fcminist Mobilization,'" in
Frontiers ofSocial Movement Theory, cds. Aidan Morris and Carol McClurg Muel1er (New Haven: Yale
UniversityPr~ 1992).
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AlI ofthese contexts represent attempts tO articulate better understmlllings ofthe

links between identity in political theory and in politica1 practice. And that, 1 think, is an to

the good: 1 have increasingly come to beüeve that feminist theory should he, as bas been

said in:mother context ofpolitics simpliciter, "the art ofthe possible." Our contnbutions

to even the "highest" forms oftheory should he motivated by the need better to

understand and change women's lives. This claim is more comroversial than it might first

appear: our ways ofinvestigating and changing feminist realities are complex and

contested. And the kind offeminist philosophy recommended by a practica1ly oriented

anti-essentialism is not uncontroversial. It is interdiscipIinary, assertively political, and

strongly connected to feminist activism and hence to feminist communities outside the

academy. AlI these qualities are threatening to conventional contemporary understandings

ofthe institutionalised discipline ofphilosophy itseIt; even though they find support in the

work ofmany canonical philosophers - WIttgenstein being just one example - often

neglected by feminists as well as our detraetors. Both feminists and thase hostile to

feminism have charged that the study ofresearch methods or ofpolitical organisations are

simply not subjects appropriate ta philosophy. But a consequence ofmy arguments is that

our philosophicallives should not he tecbnica1 and private affairs, lived amang other

specialists. Iffeminist philosophy bas a vocation, it is constantly to retum te the question

ofwhy philosophising matters, and how, ifit aIl, it might make the world a better place for

women. In arguing for a feminist anti-essentialism that is intimately intertwined with

political practice, 1 hope to make that vocation my own.
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