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We hope that this magazine will provide a new centre for what has been
known, since the start of the current wave of feminism, as radical feminism.
.We want Trouble and Strife to be a widely available, easily readable maga-
zine, exploring in depth issues which are of direct and current relevance to the
Women’s Liberation Movement in Britain. We will publish material we do not
necessarily agree with in every detail, and certainly from women who do not
call themselves radical feminists. But we want to encourage writing from, and
to make visible the activities of, a particular strand within feminism. Radical
feminism, though central to movement practice, is too often silent in print.

Within this strand, some call themselves just ‘feminists’, because they see
labels as restricting and divisive, and they want an evolving, broad and united
Women’s Liberation Movement. However, there are today important differ-
ences within the movement and many strands always use a qualifying adjec-
tive. We, therefore, feel we must too. The following paragraphs outline what
we in the collective see as the shared basis of our radical feminism.

We believe that men as a group benefit from the oppression and exploitation
?f women as a group. We do not see women’s oppression as secondary in
importance to class or any other oppression; nor do we see it as produced by
or maintained because of class or any other oppression. Although we recognise
that women experience additional oppressions, particularly through race,
ethnic origin, age, disability, class, and that these additional oppressions may
benefit and be contributed to by women who do not share them, all women
are oppressed as women.

Men oppress women, but not because of their (or our) biology — not
because men are physically stronger, nor because men have phalluses and
women may bear children and breast feed, nor because men are innately more
aggressive. We consider men oppress women because they benefit from doing
so. All men, even those at the very bottom of male heirarchies, have advan-
tages which flow from belonging to the category male. Even the men most
sympathetic to women’s liberation derive benefits from women’s subordina-
tion. The social structure has been developed in such a way as to ensure that
the collective and individual actions of men support and maintain them in
power. We believe change can come about only through women’s collective
action, and we therefore do not see convincing men of the need for feminism
to be a priority in our struggle against male supremacy.

We seek a movement of all women to overthrow male supremacy. While we

criticise the institution of heterosexuality, we do not think that only
lesbians can be feminist or that all feminists should be lesbians.

We hope that Trouble and Strife will encourage feminists to let each other
know what they are doing and thinking. We hope it will enable ideas and
practices to be clarified and developed. We sce ideas as emerging from personal
experience and practical struggles which then feed back into our work within
the Women’s Liberation Movement. Although we are producing a magazine
we are not doing so because we think intellectual activity is more important
than practical campaigns. Sharing knowledge supportively, not using it to
impress and mystify, is an important part of radical feminist practice, and it is
to this that Trouble and Strife is devoted.

The idea for a magazine came from several of us who had connections with
a French radical feminist journal, Nouvelles Questions Feministes. We had
discussed the possibility of an English language sister publication with them
over a number of years. Others of us have been involved in various kinds of
radical feminist publishing. Last year we formed a group to produce this
magazine. ‘

We come from various backgrounds within the Women’s Liberation Move-
ment but have shared commitment to radical feminism and the project of
getting this new publication established. We do not want it narrowly to reflect
the opinions of the collective, but rather to be a forum for debate open to and
used by all who fall within a broad definition of radical feminism. An impor-
tant part of our commitment to open debate is to develop links with radical
feminist publications in other countries world wide, in order that our readers
can be informed about and contribute to radical feminism internationally.

We are united by our differences and our similarities. We are heterosexual
and lesbian, working and middle class, with and without children, and we vary.
in age from mid 20s to mid 50s and in kinds of Women’s Liberation Movement
experience. We are all white women.

We are aware that our collective by no means represents all the lines of
division between women. There was no Black woman, for instance, whom we
could approach without it being an act of tokenism. Few Black women see
themselves as radical feminists, and we see this as a general problem for radical
feminism. But once the first two issues of the magazine have been produced,
we hope new members will join the collective.

Trouble and Strife collective, November 1983.
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CARTOONS BY JUDY STEVENS
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Greenham Common-

so why am I still

ambivalent ?

If Greenbam is not a feminist issue, is it positively dangerous for
feminists? Ruth Wallsgrove thinks that, despite its limitations,

This weekend, as 1 finish off this article,
1 have been to the Greenham Common
Women'’s Peace Camp for the ‘Rainbow
Dragon Feast’. When we arrived, it looked
extraordinarily '60s, minus the hippy men
— women dressed in bright-patterned mini-
dresses and headbands, playing flutes; my
heart sank. But then I discovered the hippy
costumes were part of a performance about
men’s ownership of women. I don’t know
where the organisers had got the idea of a
dragon symbolising women’s strength, and
I don’t think I want to; but, again, up close
the ‘dragon’ was not what it had seemed on
paper. A three-mile patchwork of banners,
quilts and embroidery from several
countries, it was a labour of passion that I
found very moving. Whatever else it is or
is not, the peace camp is passionate.

USAF Greenham Common, indeed,
provokes passion: that sand-blasted, barbed
wire sterility only feet away from a lovely
English wood in which the birds sing and
insects hum and the ferns are very green. It
is hard not to feel — well, if that is what
men really want, let’s go and talk to the
birds.

Many radical feminists have serious
disagreements with the women’s peace
campaigns, however, as the one day anti-
Greenham conference in London last May
showed. Greenham has been criticised for
taking energy away from the Women’s
Liberation Movement, for using feminism
to liberal ends, and for relying on the
‘feminine’ stereotypes — particularly of the
‘natural’ mother who cares for everything
and is emotional rather than political —
which feminists have struggled against. The

" there is something there for women.

papers at that conference suggested that
women are being conned yet again by the
idea of the ‘greater cause’, which makes
women’s oppression very much a secondary
issue, if an issue at all. *

It is true that the camp has proved very

-seductive, though I don’t know many

women already involved in the women’s
movement who have given up feminism for
peace; rather, it has attracted an enormous
number of women without much previous
political commitment. It’s also true that
what the air force base and women'’s camp
symbolise side by side doesn’t require that
women think beyond a vague women-are-
nicer-than-men line — and in case anyone
doesn’t realise, that 7s the basic line at
Greenham,

But what we, as feminists, have to face is
that many women are moved by Greenham
in a way they have not been moved by
feminism, and if we simply put that down
to the ‘easiness’ or ‘safeness’ of the nuclear
issue we’d be fooling ourselves and patronis-
ing the women involved. Most have given up
husbands or jobs or education to live there,
perhaps with great relief; they’'ve been
attacked on the front pages of several
national dailies for being ugly lesbians and
unfit mothers; they’ve shown extraordinary
inventiveness in their tactics, and some
courage, too, in confronting the most
grossly physical of the forces that oppress
us, I can’t believe that any of us can afford
te dismiss them, or even avoid some admira-
tion for their energy, even if we disagree
with some or all of what they do. What's
more, we have to ask ourselves at this point,
what exactly we are going to do to make the

Women’s Liberation Movement more attrac-
tive to more women — to thes¢ women —
since we now have proof that there are a

lot of them out there who have energy and
passion for politics. We must do more than
sit in our corner complaining that women

ought to find the movement more attractive.

I have always felt ambivalent about
Greenham myself. It started life as a
‘women’s march’ that was mixed, and it
thoroughly alienated feminists along the
way by the autocratic way in which it was
organised, even before its long-blond-haired
pregnant-mother images got to us. Its only
politics seemed to be that women should
protect the planet because we're made to
look after defenceless babies; worse, in a
way, was the undertone that women aren’t
even important enough to defend in our
own right, because what really matters is
that our children survive — that it ‘was only
when I had my baby that I cared what
happened to the world’. It used to enrage
me to hear women say that; now I think it
only saddens me, because some women
really do seem to believe that what happens
to their babies matters more than anything
that could happen to themselves, or indeed
all adult women, and if it'is in some ways a
selfish view, it's also very self-negating.
Even at its most negative, it’s not women's
fault that they don’t think about other
women; this society does partition us into
family cells and divide us from each other,
and who understands that better than
radical femjnists? Of course, feeling that
you’re doing it for your children as an
individual, and using the sentiment on leaf-
lets to bludgeon women into working for
peace are two very different things; and the
two women who, it seems to me, have per-
petrated the babies against the bomb line
as much as anyone should certainly know
better, because both of them have had con-
tact with feminism and all the arguments
against compulsory motherhood. But in
fact they’ve long since been left behind as
Greenham has grown and changed.

In its first year, the camp got rid of its
‘supportive’ men. The standard explanation
is that a couple of those men were deter-
mined to do their own violent thing against
the wishes of the women, but it wasn’t
purely a response to those particular men.

R

. It was also a positive decision to bea”.

women-only camp because the women
enjoyed each other’s company and felt they
didn’t need the men around. The image of
the camp, under the self-appointed leader-
ship of two or three women, didn’t change,
however. The long blond hair and swollen
belly remained on the posters. The public
line was now that ‘ordinary’ wives and
mothers were leaving their homes for the
fiercely rough winter mud for the sake of
the children they had left behind; as a sacri-
fice, it was a higher form of maternal con-
cern. In some ways, and from a distance, 1
was a little impressed by this, still caught
up as I am in thinking I don't really count
as a woman. However, the public and
private faces of the camp were beginning to
move apart. The ‘leaders’ moved to London
with their new lovers (still saying they’d
done it all for their families!), taking the
press contacts with them, to be sure, but
leaving behind a rapidly expanding camp
already out of their control.

It started to sprout statements about
male violence, as well as about wimmin
power; it became a 24 hours a day women'’s
centre, or perhaps a 365 days a year
women’s conference, bringing in older and

very young women from all over the

country and, increasingly, some working
class and Black women — and a curious
semi-lesbian culture, as the ‘ordinary’ mums,
and grandmums and daughters, fell in love
with each other.

Their inability, or lack of desire, to wrest
back control over the £19,000 they once
had, has certainly distressed and infuriated
feminists involved in supporting Greenham;
the sheer anarchy of the camp isn’t always
exhilarating; and it often sounds as though
some of them believe you can hope the
military out of existence. However, the
truth is that the soppy-sounding ideas for
actions get women there in their hundreds
and thousands, and provide good copy for
the press, and seem (to me) to disturb the
men inside the base in a way conventional
demonstrations never could. We've got to
the point where lesbians singing songs about
wimmin power are the cutting edge of the .¢
peace movement world-wide, which is wierd,.
to say the least; where, much more than the
Women’s Liberation Movement, they are an
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issue on the party political agenda. As I said,
I don’t see how we can fail to be impressed,
at some level, :

So why do I still feel ambivalent? Partly,
I suppose, because I'm a city-lover who
thinks politics requires hard thinking, not
just soft slogans; partly because the camp
hovers uneasily between its old ‘ordinary
mum’ and its new ‘superwimmin’ images,
and it doesn’t add up to feminism. They
almost get there, but not quite. Many of the
women are secretive about their relation-
ships with other women, or the fact that
they were happy to stop being ordinary
wives, and they don’t talk about sexuality
-or marriage as political issues, as far as I can
tell. Perhaps it’s so attractive precisely
because it allows women to change without
immediately facing up to the full importance
of their decisions, and in that sense

~ Greenham may well stay a personal solu-

tion, on an admittedly large scale,

The camp runs on an assumption of
spirituality that is totally outside my under-
standing of politics — but I recognise it’s
somehow an integral part of its optimism,
and so I feel ambivalent about that too. I
don’t want my criticisms of it to sound like
those from boring lefty men who’d like to
see us all talk our feelings into an abstract
void, with occasional time off for joyless
and totally ineffective demos. It can’t be
wrong for birdsong to be part of our
impulse towards action.

I doubt if the camp will stop deploy-
ment of cruise missiles, which themselves
are such a small part of women’s problems,
I don’t know how much all the women
involved think about who actually makes
the decisions about nuclear weapons, and
what would or wouldn’t affect them, 1
want to understand those things, But, on
the other hand, having tried to understand,
I then always feel pretty pessimistic, and I
certainly don’t have any better ideas for
what to do about nuclear weapons in the
short run. Non-violence may seem pathetic
in response to the men and money and
equipment they can use against us, but I
think the arguments in the feminist press
against non-violent tactics, using (for
example) an analogy with Northern Ireland,
are quite useless. How are women suggest-
ing we could beat them in an armed struggle?

The feminist alternative stressed by
radical feminists, that we have to start by
getting control over our own lives, or at
least the feeling that we can struggle for
that control, is obviously much more to the
point. But this can, and must, be done in
every possible way. Whether or not it can
stop cruise missiles being deployed (and
they’re probably being assembled in Britain
already, and could possibly be air-lifted in-
to Greenham even if we could maintain a
blockade around the base), Greenham
Common Women’s Peace Camp has already
made many women believe that they can
change things, not just by hoping, but by
getting together and acting. That, despite
constant police, and who knows what other
more personal, harrassment, women can
chooséto live in a women-only camp for
two years, which still comes as a revelation
to most people in this country.

Greenham isn’t cultural feminism, or
ghetto socialising; it isn’t apolitical peace-
and-love, and it certainly doesn’t follow left
party politics. It isn’t even a particularly
one-issue campaign, but rather has a
tendency towards taking up anything going,
in its optimistic and not very analytic way.
It is infinitely more generous and open-
minded towards women than some of the
nasty brands of Moral Monopoly
‘anti-imperialism’ now going round the
Women’s Liberation Movement — yes, and
less motivated by overt anti-feminism, and
more realistic.

1 am ambivalent about Greenham, but I
don’t want to see radical feminists mistaking
their enemies, or attacking the Greenham
women for things that they’re not. In spirit,
many of the women at Greenham remind
me of feminists at our most enthusiastic. As
a radical feminist I think I am essentially on
the same side as them, not just because
they’re women, but because they are
pro-women women. I feel the Women'’s
Liberation Movement has a lot of things
to learn from them, and they from us —
if only in the sense that we can talk to
them about radical feminism, and they
can make us think about how we actually
reach out beyond our small corner.®

Breaching the Peace papers from the conference
will be published soon by Onlywomen Press.
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The Colonel's Lady
and Judy O'Grady -

sisters under the skin?

Marlene Packwood argues that the Women’s Liberation Movement
must listen to the voices of working class women and change its

ways.
Being working class has its trials and tribula-
tions, no less in the Women’s Liberation
Movement than elsewhere. The disgruntled
noises of rebellion and dissention have been
heard for some years now from working
class women, such as myself, yet they
remain ignored by the majority. This paper
began when I asked myself why I got so
angry with the coarse rebellion of working
class women which occurred from time to
time in the WLM. Was I looking for a more
refined insurrection? A more genteel revolu-
tion? This became my starting point. A
stone which when I turned it over revealed
the middle class values I had absorbed and
a mentality which states ‘don’t rock the
boat’. I had learned my lesson well in the
middle class grammar school I had attended,
along with 2 small number of working class
girls from poor families: bright girls from
‘dim’ homes. Perhaps others will recognise
the symptoms — the fermenting working
class anger placated by the carrot in front
of the donkey’s nose.

In the women’s movement working class
anger sometimes comes out sharply and
with jagged edges. It presents itself in the
form of hurled insults, accusations of
snooty middle class values, drunken working
class women calling middle class women
snobby, arrogant, dismissive bitches at con-
ferences and workshops I have attended.
The resentment and hasty conclusions of
these confrontations are that middle class
women are complacent, comfortable, unable
to recognise the every day struggles for

money to pay the rent, to find a decent
place to live without being able to afford a
mortgage, finding a job — any job, paying
gas, electricity, phone bills or finding the
price of a bus fare into town. Issues I call
‘basic survival numbers’ which the middle
classes appear to be unaware cause despera-
tion and despair. Yet these merely concern
money. They do not encompass the deeper
attitudes which cause feelings of inferiority
and loss of confidence — lack of a good
‘education and the luxury of having words
which spring to mind for use in argument or
and debate; articulateness with the whole of
the English language and not merely that
section of it which the working classes are
seen as fit to consume in schools. (Despite
this, I think working class women are more
articulate than middle class women in using
a combination of language, anger and emo-
tion in order to be understood). Perhaps
this is why the reception they (we) get when
we lose our tempers with middle class
women in the heat of argument and debate
is one of passivity, or passive retalliation by
leaving (akin to Adrienne Rich’s concept of
lying by omission in my book), cold
shouldering, back-turning, snubs, coy §nob-
bery, or fear and tears, none of which are
conducive to discussion and debate. Some-
times it appears that even hurled insults and
verbal.denials would be preferable.:

Such a state of affairs shows that these
are not open discussions where new direc-
tion is formulated but, at best, dull affairs
- loaded before they begin — entrenched in
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Socialist Woman, 1976

This and the following cartoons
of stereotyped ‘working class
women’ are taken from a variety
of feminist and socialist publica-
tions.

sullen resentment from working class women
and guilt-laden nervous stomachs from
middle class women. To ordeals such as this;
trial by fire would be infinitely preferable
and perhaps more productive.

This said, such a situation exists also in
our journals'and newsletters to a degree
where all are left on the defensive and dia-

‘logue is non-existent. Even worse, the fallacy

of “why don't they pull themselves up by
their bootstraps and make something of
themselves” is still around and hangs in the
atmosphere (if not actually spoken) in
reference to working class women. It is akin
to the unspoken thoughts of “why don’t
they write/debate/argue on our terms — with
a ‘gentleman’s (!) agreement”. Thus there is
still the middle class concept of the ‘right
way’ to do things in entering debate. Is this
not similar to Margaret Thatcher’s Resolute
Approach?

As a result many women are reluctant to
declare their class origins openly. Many’s the
time working class women will try to pass as
middle class women by disguising their
accent or (lack of) education; or by button-
ing their lips. Other women will not reveal
that they are middle class, fearing to appear
oppressive; or not question privilege and its
validity in determining the basis of argument
and debate. One thing is utterly clear — one
class is subordinate to the other and each
fears the other for reasons which are power-
laden.

This paper_ aims at exposing the founda-
tions of alienated working class women’s
values, It is my contention that middle class
women will have to acknowledge the advan-
tages and merits they have gained by virtue

‘of their class (by birth and circumstance).

These benefits appear powerful to the have-
nots and expose values which cannot be con-
cealed, Nor indeed can the values inherited
by working class women, no matter how
much one may have risen with ‘upward
mobility’. I was, therefore, to delve into the
realms of the values, ideals, behaviour and
attitudes which pervade the mainstream of

a feminist movement from which most work-
ing'class women are alienated.

In a country where over 80% of the
population are working class, that should
also be the class composition of women in
the WLM. However, this is not the case. The

foundations of the movement originated
through middle class ideals, hopes and
aspirations, via women in universities and in
the male Left in the late '60s — as well as
women in the hippy ‘movement’. Whilst at
that time these areas were natural catalysts
for women to consolidate and organise
(because of the intrinsic misogynist nature
of the Left and Hippies, as well as the
universities), this class power base has never
been overthrown or shifted to accommodate
the new women coming in. I here include
working class, Black, Coloured, disabled and
older women who find it hard to relate to a
movement with such a class biased founda-
tfon when they have become involved
because they felt it was in their interests
too. How and where the WLM should be
moved has to be decided in a multi-faceted
way. This will be a natural extension to our

~ principles of collective working, where no

one woman can (should) lead and where all
opinions are taken into account equally. Of
course learning to accept our differences
has always been the hardest thing in such a
pluralist movement. No less so for the
acceptance and incorporation of working
class women’s values as part of the consoli-
dation and forward movement of feminism.
Working class women’s culture, ideals,
hopes and plans for a feminist future are as
valid as are anyone else’s, even if our tradi-
tion is more often verbal than written, Per-
haps some of our voices are so loud because
even up until very recently working class
women'’s views were ridiculed as worthy of
only pity or charity (“due to lack of an
adequate education”) or amusement (“due
to-ignorance and naivety'’). Mrs Mop with
her views on the British Empire, or the
harrassed housewife stuck in a tower block
on the verge of mental breakdown — both

are stereotypical images thrown out at us

as working class women: ignorant, racist
and amusing, or ignorant, a bad mother and
unable to cope. How strongly the middle
class media has attempted to trip us up
through our lack of education — which they
are so greedily preventing us from having
access to, Working class women who do
manage to achieve any higher. education are
immediately reached out to by the middle
classes in an attempt to absorb them as
middle class. Hence education can only be

a middle class phenomenon and the working
class woman who escapes her traditional
alotted place in the hierarchy is penalised
through a denial of her roots.

Middle class education has always had
intrinsic within it a sense of callousness and
the selfish hoarding of information which is
at the roots of what undermines the confi-
dence of working class women. This
attitude is often unrecognised and unack-
nowledged in feminist meetings and is a
prime bone of contention, for it means that
some women are ‘in the know’ and others
not.

For instance, until recently there were
few ‘great’ women novelists and writers, but
the contribution of working class women to
literature has been non-existent. Never
allowed to read or write until the turn of
the century, and then only in small num-
bers, our experience has had torely on a
verbal tradition, mother to daughter, 'sister
to sister, or be rendered invisible. Even
today the methods of teaching literacy
remain middle class and so a great number
of working class women remain either
illiterate or semi-literate. By this I mean
they may be able to read and write but find
it hard if not at times impossible to express
themselves in what can appear to be an
alien language. Such a situation cuts across
all the races and cultures which make up
this country and thus racism and classism
become interwoven. Following on from
this, even when working class women can
write, they are discouraged from being
heard (ie published), unless they conform
to the established principles of traditional
writing and literature (here again male and
middle class). Such a situation gives rise to
a complete justification for wrenching
journalism, a bastion of nepotism in the
form of ‘who you know’, publishing and
the mass media out of the hands of the
middle classes.

But to speak about literature, or theatre
and film, is to open up not only Culture
but also the arena of the most influential
image-makers in this country, such illusions
of grandeur project far beyond most
women’s experience. Historically this situa-
tion has changed little over time. Working
class women have been actively prevented
from making their mark, or furthering

Trouble and Strife 1 Winter 1983 9

.

images of themselves as positive, déter-
mined, intelligent, softly spoken, percep-

tive, caring, supportive and angry. For the /w 1 [,
record, current images, which don’t seem be o Mf/,?m po'\ ks
to have shifted much since the '30s, show /‘lf\n :

working class women as ignorant, domina- ; ;f ,\g/’ be

ting, gossipy, unaware politically and in o/lc;;— )

relation to current affairs, bad with money,
frivolous, sick of kids (ie uncaring mothers),
hysterical or neurotic (unable to cope)
loud-mouthed, insensitive, uncaring and
selfish. Both television and the press are
responsible.

To reiterate, few middle class women —
but no working class women — have written
great fiction, or composed symphonies,
designed large buildings, discovered rare
metals, performed heart surgery. To the
extent to which middle class women are
fighting to achieve status and recognition
in such areas and are beginning to be admit-
ted, by virtue of their class as much as their
sex, working class women are going to have
to fight twice as hard for perhaps a tenth of
the rewards.

All of this goes some way to describing
the lack of validation working class women
live with daily. Bombarded by imported
American materialism via soap operas such
as Dallas and Dynasty, and devoid of strong
heroine figures, it is hard for us to find any
images of peers who have risen without
rejecting their roots. Our anger and resent-
ment at women who seem to succeed on
their own, while we do not, who have space
to buy clothes, drive cars, pay for (working
class) babjfsitters and au pairs, comes out
sideways. We witness it out of the corner of
our eye: the shopgirl dealing with a difficult
customer, the polite smile, the hidden scowl
~ the hairdresser with her client, making
public jokes, private digs at her customer.
Such resentment at those with more money,
whilst underhand and bitchy, masks a lack
of political awareness that the Left could
never answer in its theory, but which
women’s liberation must, For it is at the
root of much divisiveness among women
and thus we cannot afford it. If such divi-
sions continue at the rate they aré now — 1y
and they are indeed widening as opposed to LHl ‘é\*,
narrowing — resentment will build to a fever Red Rag, 1980
pitch within the next few years. This is even more offensive

The images of working class women about Black women.

Shrew, 1976

G0 L Do LiIKe
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which are presented, via the media,television,
magazines and 'the gutter press, reinforce our
roles in life, our-lack of advantages and low
horizons. The Sun tells us how profitable

it could be if we took our clothes off and
sold our bodies to men, commercials that
we should continue with the domestic work
we do because new products are making
housework a craft and a joy and, besides,
it’s still what we’re best suited to. Widows,
a recent Thames television soap opera,.
insisted that the only way working class
women were likely to end up with money
for spending freely was to rob a bank and
risk prison; perhaps it is. Working class
women virtually never break out of the
trapping of family life to become directors
of companies, lecturers, surgeons, literary
critics, journalists, photographers, artists,
dancers . . . Our confidence is weak, our
voices quiet, and our demands ignored
against those who have had the benefits of
a university education. Thus, unable to force
entry into the world of what is shoved at us
as success by the middle classes — but which
the Left tells us is bourgeoise and discour-
ages us from entering, working class women
are forced into the narrow spheres of ser-
vicing others which are our lot — modelling,
hairdressing, serving in shops, working in
factories, nursing, striptease, prostitution.
In fact, any servile job which guarantees a
steady income. (It may be noted here that
not many middle class women are strippers
or maids at the Strand Palace Hotel.) Those
locked into the treadmill of factory work,
with only the facade of support from male
unions, get even lousier wages and condi-
tions, and are hostages to what may be the
only job many can hope for, for the rest of
their lives.

Even sociologists and marxists have veri-
fied the lack of opportunities for working
class women, yet merely paid lip service to
the fact and practically never addressed the
notion that creative, fulfilling and rewarding
work, which involves comfortable financial
reward on which to live, should be available
to all.

As Carol Hanisch pointed out in her
paper ‘An Experience with Worker Cons-
ciousness Raising’ in Feminist Revolution
— “Raising working class consciousness —

.our own and others — would do two things

~ build a working class movement which
would be in our interests-as workers
(women) and help change men’s conscious-
ness on feminism-which would also be in
our interests-as women’’, This means that

we need to explore how socialists and work-

ing .class men have also been instrumental
in keeping working class women down, and
from defining their own culture and history.
Whether they have been more or less
responsible than middle class men at this
juncture is debatable. Yet working class
women’s futures — socially, politically,
financially and emotionally - are bound up
in creating a working class movement for
change which is both truly socialist and
devoid of opportunism and hierarchical
values, The Left at the moment has both.
Whilst fighting to keep working class men
off our backs, working class women are
holding out a hand to their middle class
sisters for support, survival and a piece of
the pie. Not much of the pie is being sliced
out equally, however. If the situation of
middle class women as the buffer between
working class women’s (and men’s) anger
at privilege and status is to be resolved, a
union of middle and working class women,
along the lines of advantages both material
and social/educational will have to be set
up. Middle class women, whether inside the
movement or not, do play a part in the
rendering invisible of working class women.

Classism today is the culmination of this
situation. It represents a specific oppression
where the rules, values, mores and ideals of
one class are imposed upon another, within
the hierarchy of class values. Within
feminism it filters through from middle
class to working class women, denying
them a language, banning them from self-
expression, labelling them ignorant, stupid,
coarse, bombastic, rough, uneducated,
ineffectual. It is for such reasons that work-
ing class women get drunk, cause furore at
workshops, insult and throw accusations at
middle class women in order to guilt trip -
and attack. I could never condone such
anti-woman behaviour and find it ineffec-
tive for working class women’s aims. How-
ever, it is all too obvious that it is based on.
a desperation for attention and dialogue.
Yet it turns on itself and its self-destructive-
ness, destroying potential honest discussion

and is a key example of an oppressed group
internalising oppression. Getting drunk and
demanding to be heard is an old form of
vulnerability, as many an alcoholic will
confirm, It exposes feelings of inferiority
and vulnerability which are met with a
vacant, stony silence, snubs and ignorance.

Middle class women are perceived by
working class women as clique-y, secretive
of their earnings and capital. They are
understood as being ‘in the know’ and of
having connections both social, career-
related and financial which will pull them
out of a jam if things get tough. Their con-
nections with working class women are
kept to 2 minimum and they are seen as
side-steppers who avoid talking about the
fundamental issues of material survival,
Hence, on a social level, dialogue is not as
fluid or as trusting as it could be. Rumours
in the shape of X having a lot of money or
Y having a private income leave no level of
rapport when other feminists are in the
situation of not being able to pay the rent,
having their gas/electricity/phone cut off,
and wondering if they’ll have enough
money for food the following week. In
these times of financial hardship, middle
class women appear to be consolidating
their positions in their careers. If these
careers are not open to working class
women, this causes even more suspicion,
snobbery and secretiveness, as do salaries
which at times are two or three times those
of their sisters.

Money may be the root of all evil. If
there is no opening up and honesty about
what women do own and control (as well
as what they do not), a situation of secrecy
can only be perceived by working class
women as one of snobbery, prejudice, greed
and guilt. Time has come for a long overdue
discussion and implementation of income
sharing, as well as on inherited wealth and
where this came from and how it was made.
Many young working class women can
expect no job opportunity or help with
further education from the State, and we as
feminists should not only recognise this but
those of us with money should be doing
something about it. If we are serious about
any socialist principles which women’s
liberation is supposed to hold, then there
has to be dialogue about the redistribution
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of wealth which is more than theoretical

— which is practical; which can.be put into
operation. Otherwise the remarks of
Margaret Thatcher, “Never mind about -
public ownership — in practice that gives
nobody anything. What I'm offering is per-
sonal ownership”, will become almost
prophetic, inside the movement as out. As

a whole, working class women have had less
chance of going to college or university, less
chance of fulfilling, creative work than ever
before. As a movement, feminism condemns
itself to rhetoric and platitudes if it does not
take seriously the emotional, creative, educa-
tional and financial needs of all the women
it purports to umbrella.

The issue of the ways in which we as
women support one another has never been
without complications, yet such support and
solidarity is the very fabric of our movement
and of living and learning. It is part of our
process of achieving change as well as our
longterm goal: the constant creation of a
political movement dedicated to radical
change for women. Just as white women are
now beginning to open up and address the
painful and loaded issue of racism, so class-
ism within the WLM will also have to have
the lid taken off it. The issue of the laying
on of middle class values when working class
women try to organise, or even the ways in
which we communicate in meetings, must be
treated more seriously, and with respect —
it must not be given the sceptical, objective
distancing which I'm sure Black as much as
working class women have been subject to
for so long. :

In our diversity there are many ways to
organise and also many priorities. Thus it is
not charity but sisterly support for middle
class women to open up to other women
areas of the spheres and.institutions they are
now beginning to have access to: education
and the law, the medical profession and the
press, television, publishing. These are all
ruled by the middle classes (the Law being
particularly Upper Class) and the working
classes are subject to them. Support in terms
of sharing money, power and influence, (we
have not been so ineffective over the last 15
years!), is called for — since it was feminism

which made it possible for those women to
achieve such status, not merely their own
hard-working efforts.

I'm the Ladies’
Loav cleaner ond
jeom E12

Anna Cooke and Tess Gill,
Women’s Rights
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ADVERTISEMENT

Part of working class women’s lack of
confrontation comes from this sense of being
frozen out, excluded, undermined in both
will and confidence. With the death of the
‘Angry Young Men’ andthe potential that
that short-lived phase in middle class chic
(working class trendyness) had in our cul-
ture, working class women sank back. If the
working class men hadn’t made it, what
chance had they? Exclusion and undermin-
ing confidence by rendering invisible is a
basic tenet of the oppression of classism
(which is none the less relevant to sexism).

In the movement the remarkable differ-
ences in the ways middle class women and
working class women express themselves and
display emotions, feelings, desires, both
verbally and bodily, need also to be accepted

as the diversity and richness of our experience.

Currently overtly emotional language and
behaviour are grounds for judgement and
condemnation,

This brings me to say something further
about language. Because of the poor or even
non-existent education working class women
receive (alongside little encouragement or
support for ‘intellectual’ pursuits), we at
times experience the English language as
alien, full of subtleties and nuances which
are available to the middle classes. Certain
words are totally out of our area of exper-
ience and the ‘Queen’s English’ a foreign
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language, as divorced from us as the monar- .
chy itself. It is another aspect of middle
class lifestyles which reiterate the different
world we were brought up in, Whilst at the
same time as we have to reclaim it as our
own, moulding it into something we can
both identify with and use, we need our
working class mode of expression to be
taken seriously, Lack of confidence with
language mirror's our nervousness inside.
The floating fragments which make up our
daily lives are not easily expressed with
subtlety. Sometimes the words come out
coarse, harsh, simplistic, clumsily express-
irig what we need to say. The most basic
need, language itself, almost as basic as
breathing, is still not yet ours for the asking.
Support in building a new language for
women, one which incorporates working
class idioms and quirks as well as perceptions
and the ways in which we express political
criteria, is the very least of our desires.

To finish, with the ethos of a right wing
government pervading the country, a clever,
poisonous, insidious male state which has
used one of our sex as its figurehead and
mouthpiece, working class women are rem-
inded constantly of how far down the social
scale we are, With ideals and images of those
with money, and the lifestyles of the aristo-
cracy, the rich and the royal family bom-
barding our senses, we turn from becoming
punchdrunk and get angry. The rage of
working class women has, at times, landed
us in prison — for prostitution, abandoning
children, shoplifting, assault — situations
which the male state have forced us into.
There were women among those throwing
bricks in the riots two years ago, and they
weren’t there as ‘one of the boys’. Obviously
support and cameraderie from middle class
women is needed. Relief can come in the |
short term both financial and moral. In |
a long term view it is hard not to imagine
violence breaking out if the cuts in health
care, social services and educational oppor-
tunities are made. Not individualised viol-
ence as at times now, but on a wider level.

But I digress. In a movement fragmented
by other divisions besides class and
cynicism, breaking down or breaking out
become the only roads open to working
class women. The former is no longer a
viable option, &

I wrote the following letter to the Spare Rib
collective in response to their collection of
articles ‘Sisterbood . . . is plain sailing’, pub-
lished in issue 132, July 1983, It was not
originally intended for publication anywbhere
else, but it is now obvious that the anti-
semitism/racism and feminism debate is not
going to die down and that many more
women bave been concerned with the issues.
My letter was by no means intended as an
exbaustive analysis, or as the last word on
racism. I see it movre as a starting point.

The feminist movewment in Britain is cur-
rently facing a cvisis over its bandling of
racism, and of working class politics. Some
women bave become almost unbearably
angry, while others are feeling insecure and
threatened. I believe we must all go through
the painful experience of first recognising
and confronting racism in others and in our-
selves, and then of reassessing our politics.
In the midst of guilt, self-doubt, anger and
recriminations, women can feel so over-
whelmed they don’t know where to begin,
Radical feminism fifteen years ago was in-
spived by the insight of women creating the
new movement that you start from where
you are. That still bolds good.

@W&is(o)rs.

I am one woman who wanted to write to
you after reading Spare Rib 121 — ‘Women
speak out against Zionism’, 1 didn’t write
then, partly because I had no time but
mainly because of how 1 felt after the
massacres at Sabra and Chatilla. My sense of
shock and grief made me feel that it was just
not the right time to take up the separate
issue of anti-semitism, But nevertheless I did
feel, not just anger and distress, but also real
fear about the anti-semitism which was quite
evident to:me in some of those articles.
Other Jewish women I talked to around that
time seemed to have the same reaction —
were alarmed about what was appearing in
Spare Rib but didn’t want to write to you
about it, because they felt they did not want
to give even the slightest grounds for anyone
to think that they supported Begin’s war in
Lebanon. In retrospect I think we should all
have written, however difficult it was at the
time and however much courage it took.p>
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Over the last year or more a fierce debate bas raged within the
Women’s Liberation Movement about Zionism, racism and anti-
semitism. Dena Attar, writing from ber experience as an English
Jew whose father came from Iraq, raises some of the fundamental
questions bebind the argument. Taking feminism as ber starting
point she challenges anti-semitic statements publisbed in Spare Rib
while offering support to the women of colour at Spare Rib in
their struggle against racism.

What has been said on these issues has been complex — we are
concerned not to stereotype the arguments of the participants in
introducing the debate. To summarise briefly: in recent years
many Jewish feminists bave begun to meet together as Jewish
women, and to challenge the anti-semitism around them. At the
same time, anti-imperialist women’s groups, in partzculqr Womefn
for Palestine, bave been arguing that feminists should fight against
Israeli attacks on the Palestinian people. Writings bave been pub-
lished in both Outwrite and Spare Rib which some women bave
felt contained anti-semitic statements. When Jewish and nfm;]ewzsb
women wrote to protest, first Outwrite and then Spare sz refused
to publish the bulk of the response, saying they were Zionist and
therefore racist. '

The dispute bas therefore recently largely been carried out in
the pages of the London Women’s Liberation Newsletter, with
only some pieces reaching the pages of the large-circulation publica-
tions. There has now been further conflict over what should and
should not be published there, and over censorship generally.

As Dena Attar’s letter shows, crucial questions bave been raised
in this debate about bow we define some of the commonest terms
of political argument: racism, imperialism, power and suppott, as
well as Zionism and anti-Zionism.
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Jan Parker writes in this month’s issue
(132), “How anyone can support the geno-
cide of the Palestinians is beyond me”. It’s
beyond me too, but who is she talking
about?No doubt you’ve had your share of
loony extremist letters, but that doesn’t

seem to be what this debate is about — surely

no-one is suggesting that that’s what you
should publish? Of course there are some
Jewish women who are right-wing, women
who I couldn’t describe as feminist. But they
don’t represent the rest of us, Jewish femin-
ists who are critical of Zionism and also
critical of the anti-semitic articles you've
printed. So to suppress letters from Jewish
feminists who, by definition I would have
thought, are not right-wing or pro-Zionist
makes as much sense as suppressing any

coverage of the Palestine Liberation Organisa-

tion (PLO) on the grounds that Palestinian
splinter groups have bombed synagogues in
European cities,

Two of you explain that the women of
colour decided that all of those letters were
Zionist and/or racist. You haven’t let us see
the letters, so I can only take up this point
on the basis of what’s been said elsewhere,
and knowing what 1 would have written, 1
don’t know how you decided that. But 1 do
know two things — that Jewish and Zionist
are not, never have been, interchangeable
terms; and that saying ‘Zionist’ when you
mean ‘Jewish’ has always been the practice
of neo-Nazi groups like the National Front.
I write this not of ‘course to accuse any one
of you of sharing any of that sickening ideol-
ogy — 1 know you don’t — but to try and
explain why we cannot accept that you have
the right to label us Zionists when we don’t
call ourselves Zionists. As for the charge of
racism, I wish you would explain what you
are referring to. My impression, from various
things I've read in Spare Rib recently, is that
the charge that Jewish women are being
racist crops up in two contexts. One is where
the writer is assuming that Jews are white
and Palestinians are not, the other is where
the history of Jewish communities in the
Middle East is mentioned,

It seems to me that because of your lack
of information about our history you are
resorting to stereotypes, and in the process
you are creating new myths. One such myth
is that Jews were never oppressed in Arab

countries, but always co-existed happily"
with their Moslem neighbours: therefore
women who challenge this picture of our
recent past are being racist, I can under-
stand why you would like to believe this,
and it is true that, compared with what
happened in Europe, Jewish communities in
the Middle East were relatively secure. But
the truth is that they were still an oppressed
minority. I am the daughter of an Iraqi.Jew.
My father used to tell us stories about the
persecution of his home community in.
Mosul suffered — how, on the Day of Atone-
ment when it was customary for the Jews to
walk to synagogue barefoot, their Moslem
nelghbours scattered the road with broken
glass, In the fifties his family, and most of
the Jews of Mosul, fled/were expelled from
Iraq and ended up in Israel.

My relatives in Israel are Arabic-speaking,
are mainly poor and ill-educated — the
women have large numbers of children and
many of them are illiterate. And it is perfec-
tly true that they hate and fear the Palestin-
ians and the Arabs, though they also believe
that the Palestinians and Arabs hate them
and are out to destroy them. If you say
simply, as you have said, that this is just
racism, what does that mean? What does it
have to do with imperialism and colonialism,
when two peoples are so much alike — can
you tell an Arabic Jew from a Palestinian or
Moslem Arab? — are locked in such bitter
conflict? This is a real and not a rhetorical
question, because I know that it'is to do
with imperialism and colonialism, but not
in the simplistic way that you make out.
Your analysis doesn’t go far enough. We
need to know and understand more, we
need to work out what ways our feminist
politics can help us struggle against racism
and deal with nationalist politics, but Idon't
see that it is any help to reduce everything
to a formula. And it is worse than useless to
try to suppress facts'about our experience
which don’t fit in with what you would like
to believe, or like us to believe. None of this
is an apology or a justification for the
actions and policies of the Israeli state. But
if it’s true, and when it’s relevant, why
should it not be told?

We need to do a lot more work together
on understanding the mechanisms and the

causes of racism. It is a bitter irony that two
groups of us, women of colour and Jewish
women — remembering that the groups over-
lap — should be fighting each other over
these issues when we are each so fearful,
insecure and unsupported in relation to the
growing reactionary forces around us, But
just as it is true that Jewish women must
take responsibility for dealing with other
kinds of racism besides anti-semitism, so it
is true that you, the women of colour, can-
not dismiss anti-semitism as “‘a white
women's issue” and refuse to discuss it.
Jew-hating kills Jews just as surely as other
forms of racism kill their targets. That know-
ledge is part of my daily life. I live in York,
best known as the city where the entire
Jewish community was burnt alive by the
good citizens of York in the year 1190. (1
do not know what imperialism or colonial-
ism had to do with it — you tell me.) About
a year ago, a mere eight hundred years later,
they got around to putting up a plaque to
commemorate the victims. The man who
led the massacre has a whole village named
after him, Walking around the town I can
see swastikas daubed up any day. I recall
when I lived in London reading in the local
press about Jewish youths walking home
from Yeshiva (an Orthodox religious high-
school/college) beaten up by gangs of
fascists, about one who was stabbed to death,
and about how we could never have anything

to do with the kids next door after one of
them told my sister, “Hitler didn’t do a good

enough job”. Having lived with this fear all
my life, it adds to my insecurity when you
write, “There are more important issues to
me to fight for WOMEN, such as Paki-bashing,
gay-bashing, Irish-bashing and deportations
of Black women”. Why, 1 am asking you, do
you consider those to be more important
rather than of equal importance?

I am also frightened when you write “Let
me remind you that there has been a Black
and Third World people’s holocaust for
centuries and it is still continuing . . ."” Why
do you see it as a contest, that we cannot
pay any attention to each other’s histories
because in each case our suffering has been
so great? What price solidarity then? But I
want to point out to you that for me and
for all Jews the word ‘holocaust’ has a very
specific meaning, and always has had. It has
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always been used to refer to the systexmatic
gassing of six million of us by the Nazis, and
whenever the word gets extended, the mean-
ing gets changed and its original application
is forgotten, my fear and the fear of other
Jewish women is that the world is trying to
forget, or minimise what happened. The far
right after all spends a lot of its time trying
to rewrite history and claims either that
there was no holocaust or that it was not
really so bad. Can you not accept that we
are in no way minimising the crimes against
Black and Third World people, the enslave-
ment, murder and rape that has gone on for
centuries, when we raise the subject of our
own recent history?

I beljeve that one reason why there is such

a recoil is just because it is so painful for us,
and for you, and we don’t become better
informed because the facts are unbearable.
The row that’s going on has reached the
depths of bitterness. it has because of the
extent of our pain. When you say “it (the
holocaust) is still continuing in India, Africa
and to native Americans...” I don’t know
what terrible pictures come to your mind.
But I know what the word ‘holocaust’ evokes
for me. My parents had a book about the
concentration camps, which I'looked into
once when 1 was a child and then could never
open again, it held such terrors. The descrip-
tion I remember is of the marks scored in the
concrete ceilings of the gas chambers, left
by Jews in their death agonies scrabbling
with their fingers against the concrete in
vain hope of escape. That could have been
my family, my parents. It was the relatives
of many Jewish women here now. That’s
why we can’t talk to each other calmly. But
we have to try, we have to reconcile your
fight against racism and mine, rather than
wasting our time fighting each other and
failing to respect each other, or what hope
is there for any of us?

Lastly, 1 want to answer two other points
you make. One of you says ‘“Define my
power” You are not powetrless. None of us
is completely powerless or how could we
hope to struggle for anything? Working on
Spare Rib you have the power to open up
debate, to communicate ideas and informa-
tion, to change women’s politics and
encourage them to work for change them-
selves. If you don’t believe that, why are
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you working on Spare Rib? One of you says,
“It is pointless to explain oppression”, 1
don’t agree. We have to, all of us, stand up
and make ourselves visible and point out our
oppression and keep on pointing it out,
“l ) th d That’s not to say other women should not
dM FW'PM also take responsibility for ‘doing their
d . homework’. But if you still think I and
-‘l17 S P-Qﬂ U women like me are racists and imperialists,
where and how do we ‘do our homework’ if
you decide not to talk to us and inform us?
Irely on Spare Rib as a source of informa-
P tion and political analysis, and if you don’t
continue to offer it where else do 1 and
other women go? What do you gain by mak-

{enunism T o
" ing it harder for us to learn? Some of the
a/(:\j CM things I've written here I've never spoken or

written about before — that’s one reason
why you know as little as you do about the
oppression of Jews, because it hasn’t been
mentioned. I believe now that it’s vitally
important we start talking to each other
about oppression, and listening to each
other, but without the spirit of competition
there seems to have been so far — in order
to learn more, understand better and be
better able to resist racism and imperialism
and all forms of patriarchal oppression.

To get back to the issue which started all
this, I had no objection to Spare Rib giving
support to to the Palestinian people and
condemning the invasion of Lebanon. You
were right to do that. You were wrong to
print articles which were anti-semitic in
content, although you obviously did not
realise that they were. You were wrong to
refuse to publish criticisms of those articles
and depict all the women who criticised
them as Zionist and/or racist. [ would like
to think that we can begin again, working
out how to express support for the Palestin-
ians and analyse the situation in the Middle
East without compromising our politics of
feminism and anti-racism in any way and
without having to distort, minimise or
ignore any of the issues affecting us, That
means working hard at trusting each other,
at developing our own analysis and avoiding
glib over-simplifications. I think it also
means going back to the politics of exper-
lence in the sense of making sure our
rhetoric means something to us, and isn’t
just a form of words. 'm thinking here of

the letter-writer Shelagh from Brixton who
says ‘‘Feminists must give full support to
the Palestinians and the struggle to smash
the State of Israel. Anything else is a wet
liberal cop-out . ..” I don’t know just what
she means by full support, and smash the
state: does she? Does this mean feminists
are expected to support anything done in
the name of the Palestinians by any
Palestinian group? What about those
Palestinian groups, disowned by the PLO,
which carried out terrorist attacks on Jew-
ish targets in Vienna and Paris? [ am sure
Shelagh would say she doesn’t mean us to
support those actions. Then what’s the point
of using that kind of rhetoric? I find it
profoundly alienating when I encounter
phrases like ‘smash the state’, familiar from
Socialist Workers Party papers and suchlike,
because I don’t know what I'm supposed to
understand by them. What does it really
mean in terms of what we can do now?

I am not prepared to suspend my judge-
ment or shelve my feminism for any cause
— I believe we can-only give full support to
women and for the struggle of our libera-
tion, but that we can give critical support,
though not mindless automatic responses,
when it comes to other liberation struggles.

Roisin asks what support white readers
will give the women of colour at Spare Rib.
Jan says SR has been experiencing increas-
ing withdrawal of support from the Women’s
Liberation Movement. From all your
accounts I get the impression of isolation
from your readers, almost of being under
siege, Well I hope you do. get a lot more
support, and I offer my support to, to all
of you for what you are attempting, and
particularly to the women of colour who
are the most isolated. But it cannot be
unconditional support that I offer in that I
must continue to point out to you where
you are putting forward anti-semitic lines
or refusing to acknowledge that anti-
semitism is an issue. And I hope it doesn’t
have to happen another time, or that
another time you would listen,

In sisterhood 02”‘8 Mw

SO e
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conquering the nature
“in our bodies

In this discussion review of Kim Chernin’s Womansize: The Tyrauny of Slender-
ness, Margot Farnbam raises some uncomfortable questions about our attitudes
towards our bodies. Looking at the slimming industry and at the new exercise
cult, she argues that batred of fat bas little to do with bealth. More to do with
woman-hating. It is easier said than done, though, to overcome our hatred of our

own and other women’s bodies.

I came to think again about slimming after
reading, talking and writing about porno-
graphy. What I was left with to turn over in
my mind after that time, which claimed

about three months of last year, was: Shame.

What did it mean for our struggle if we felt,
still, and underlyingly, complicit? Anti-
pornography activists developed a poten-
tially many-fronted campaign, embracing
both direct action against sex shops and
attempts to reach other women. Some
women knew we had to become image-
makers, to make a future seem possible, to
get us through this war. But what were
those positive images to be? Women on
motorbikes? Those are important, we need
them, but if we weren’t to stop at a cheerful
propaganda campaign, along the lines of
‘the collective work brigade builds a new
piggery’,  knew we had to return home,

to allow consciousness raising a central
place again in our political action. That
might even mean, talking, thinking about
our own bodies again, even though I remem-
ber a small voice in me saying, enough, now
is the time for the mind.

The other thing that instilled in me a
sense of urgency was the experience I had
last year as a student teacher. What the
young women I taught reminded me of was
a teen obsession with weight and food that
looked like this: A class of us driven to
exercise feverishly, not for strength, but for
‘the waist’. A girl in my year whose periods
stopped because she did not eat enough.
Another who was like a stat among us. Her
accomplishment was that she could go

through the whole day, defying what I
remember as a fierce adolescent hunger,
eating nothing. I remember the sexual
undertone when I was told by a male rela-
tive that I was a ‘big girl’ and like a buxom
aunt. I remember street assaults and feeling
that my own body had given me away, full
breasts in a white school blouse and hips
much wider than a child’s. I associated thin-
ness with power; I left myself notes on the
dressing table saying not to eat, in case I
forgot in the night. My father is thin; my
mother is not. I hated to eat in front of
men, and hate now the men, who say, in
the street or sweetshop, that I must not eat.
During the teaching practice, I also lost
weight myself, not an alarming amount. I
realised in a direct way how much I am my
body as we pined together; also how much
women still police each other over weight.
Several women told me how ‘good’, even
(goodness) how beautiful I looked and I
was ashamed to remember that this was
how 1 viewed the dying face of a woman
with cancer in the ward I worked in at
eighteen. In spite of myself, I began to feel
charmed and ‘light’. Despite feeling horri-
fied at the nighmarishly slenderised fragility
of Lady Diana, her response to the bad
publicity after her pregnancy. Despite feel-
ing shaken when I ran into an anorexic
woman in the street. I was not in control in
the classroom, but I had made surprising
changes in my own body unintentionally. I
had the suggestion of a feeling that I
wanted to disappear. I also know that wider
conflicts came back with me every night,

1 associated thinness with
power; left myself notes on
the dressing table saying
not to eat, in case I forgot
in the night,

Women still police each
other over weight.
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What about poverty, racism,
poor bousing, sexual
violence , . .?

It seems to me that slim-
ming is treated as a ‘luxury
item’ on the revolutionary
agenda, if it appears at all,
because it is an oppression
women face.

Jane Fonda: from Vietnam
activist to Fitness Supremo.

were expressed intimately every time I ate
dinner, every time I looked in the mirror.
Who was it who stood there, whose physical
profile was so unreliable? How difficult it
was to accept my eventual regained weight,
which anchored me in an ordinary woman’s
body.

Kim Chernin called her original American
version of Womansize/The Obsession. She
wanted to write about the suffering we

_experience in our concern with weight, the
size of our bodies, our longings for food.
She felt a sense of urgency writing it; she
was once an anorexic. She believes that
once we scratch the surface of this obsession
““we enter the hidden emotional life of
woman”. But this is not a book about ano-
rexia; it is dedicated to all of us who have
ever felt ourselves too fat. I read it (excuse
me) voraciously in one day, on the bus, at
the hairdresser’s. You might say I was look-
ing for something.

Chernin reflects that uneasiness with the
body “might well be considered one of the
most serious forms of suffering affecting
women in America today”. What about
poverty, racism, poor housing, sexual
violence . . .? I asked her silently. Then I put
away this league table approach to oppres-
sion and considered the material I had
collected before me on the table. The dimen-
sion of the obsession: Slimming foods
accounting for £100 million a year; pres-
cribed drugs and appetite suppressants £40
million; slimming magazines selling three
million copies a year; 4000 slimming clubs
signing up 315,000, mostly women, mem-
bers. A recent study by Cooper and Fairburn,
published in the British Journal of Psychiatry
this year, surveyed 369 women at a family
planning centre. It showed that 20.9 per cent
of the women reported current uncontroll-
able eating, 2.9 per cent made themselves
vomit to control weight. Although the great
majority of the women were of ‘normal’
weight, many of them thought they were

significantly ‘overweight’ and felt, often, fat.

21.1 per cent responded positively to ques-
tions concerning “feeling terrified about
being overweight”. However, I didn’t really
ne¢d a survey to inform me of this terror. 1
have heard feminists speak in hushed tones
about (horrors) ‘cellulite’, accepting the
propaganda of the slimming industry. We,

who have argued over the social origins of
other cravings, for babies, romance, do not
question our desire for ‘lightness’.

Where does the current exercise cult, thin-
ness disguised in a sporting new tracksuit, fit
into this collective dread? We might think it
an improvement that everything these days
is advertized by a sporting image, to a degree
that you’d think only parachutists and scuba
divers had periods, but isn’t this preoccupa-
tion with an individual body a turning-inward
of wider conflicts; A new form of every-

~woman-for-herself feminism? (Jane Fonda’s

co-optatjon from Vietnam activist to Fitness
Supremo.) And whose body do we emulate,
do we struggle towards with our weights and
‘programmes’? Do we really trust that this
apparent burgeoning of body-love is what it
seems? I don’t want to suggest that to enrol
at a gym is the ultimate in acts of self-
oppression, but the gym is no holiday away
from the body disgust that exists in our
culture.

Chernin writes of our ‘obsession’, her
‘neurosis’, using the words of psychiatry,
but if a woman or girl believes that to be
slim is to be graced in this culture, this is not
an irrational belief, Fat Liberation activists
in the States have tried to raise conscious-
ness over and resist anti-fat propaganda and
feeling in that country. No such movement
exists here as far as I know and I can’t
imagine one thriving in this second wave of
Thatcherism, this defensive era. But it seems
to me that slimming is treated as a ‘luxury
item’ on the revolutionary agenda, if it
appears at all, because it is an oppression
women face. Fat has a much different signi-
ficance for men. So slimming is largely triv-
ialised and goes largely unresearched.
Certainly I have read many socialist
accounts of the ‘politics of food’ that
ignore the slimming industry. When 800
million people, mostly food-producing
peasants of the Third World, live under the
constant threat of scarcity, slimming is seen
as a perverse concern. Fat is used as a meta-
phor for decadence, greed, corruption,
waste; calling back an era when wide girth
not taperedness was a sign of wealth and
power, the difference between the robber
baron and the multinational executive.
Anti-fat feeling is mobilized constantly in
humour and there is always a punitive atti-

tude to it: “If You Can Pinch An Inch”. To
become fat is to deliver oneself up to ridi-

cule, physical and verbal abuse, job discrim-
ination, the cheap psychologizing of others,
is to em-body qualities this culture despises.

Reading the literature of diets, Chernin
was impressed by its similarity to the fire-
and-brimstone sermon, She sees a clear
paralle] between the turn-of-the-century
medical views on women’s sexuality and
today’s attitude to women’s bodies. Accord-
ing to one historian (in Ehrenreich and
English For Her Own Good, p.111), among
the indications for removing women’s ovaries
at that time were: ‘“‘troublesomeness, eating
like a-ploughman, masturbation, attempted
suicide, erotic tendencies, persecution'mania,
simple cussedness’ . . .”” “One Thing Leads
To Another To Another” (cream cake
advert)., "+ o .

To go on a diét is to believe that one is
taking action towards one’s salvation, and
of all the horrors that can afflict one, this is
seen as something within-our-control. (How-
ever, to slim is to accept-that-our bodies are
responsible for our oppression.) Chernin -
believes that in a period of changing awaré-
ness, women can.go and have gone in either
of two ways: wé can step on a diet treadmill
or we can fight, Yes, there is more foom to
spread in the feminist and lesbian' communi-
ties, but-we have our boundaries even so.
Certainly much is invested in the diet by the
weight watcher and she can be drawn to
believe that it is her fat, not an oppressive
economic system that weighs her down,
Jean Nidetch, founder of Weight Watchers
(now owned by Heinz), who dubs herself
FFH (Formerly Fat Housewife), makes the
organisation sound like the early days of
consciousness raising, a place where mostly
women could tell their secrets to people
who understood (The Story of Weight
Watchers, Nidetch).

Of course WW cannot afford to advertise
how many of its members ‘fail’. The most
commonly quoted figure for ‘recidivism’

(or weight regain after a diet — yes, it isa
crime) is 98 per cent with 90 per cent of
successful slimmers gaining back more than
they lost. Chernin reflects on the precarious-
ness of a well being that hangs on chronic
slimming, with its inevitable swings in weight,
that locks one into a cycle of temporary

‘From Susan George and Nigel Paige, Food for
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euphoria then self-hatred as the loss comes
back. It is difficult not to believe on some
level that because our bodies are hated they
are hate-worthy.

Mass slimming is associated, for obvious
reasons, with countries that do not, because
of their exploitative relationship with the
rest of the world, experience scarcity. 1
don’t khow whether it would appear asa
mass activity without the slimming industries.
1 don’t know what (or whether) body shape
is enforced in countries that do experience
food-insecurity, or how women in this
country who have other cultural traditions
experience the mandatory slimness of the
dominant one. Apart from an association
with affluence, it is difficult to put together
the historical precedents for the current
enforced slenderness, Chernin sees ‘our

obsession’ ‘as predated by and belonging
within the mind/body dualism of Early
Christian and Greek cultures. I have only
found clues, insubstantial seeming like bits
of pot dug up in a back garden. Susan
Sontag (in lliness As Metdphor) offers up a
recent historical link. She sees the roman-
ticization of TB in the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth century as the first wide-
spread example of the modern activity of
promoting the self as an image, and present
women’s fashion as a last stronghold of such
metaphors. Chernin repeats that the body
has meaning, yet the male and female body,
the nude i art, carry different meanings
and this difference throws up more clues.
Margaret Walters in The Nude Male writes
that, in the two formative periods of West-
ern Art, the male body was all-important.
Impelled by scientific curiosity about the
body’s structure and by the belief in ‘man’s’

Why is it women’s bunger
and flesh bave become the
monster of our time?

Yes, there is more room to
spread in the feminist and
lesbian comwmunities, but
we bave our boundaries
even so.

The male nude is public,
striding; it guards buildings
and is worshipped in chur-
ches. The female nude
came into being only
recently when art became
geared to the tastes and
fantasies of male consumers
in private.
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Is it the fat itself or the
experience of being stig-
matised that makes people
ill?

The slimmer’s diet becomes
accepted as the proper diet
for a woman.

QT2 <

The ‘Sins that make you fat’
from Slimmer magazine, August
1983

divinity, artists created images of the human
body at once lifelike and idealized. “But it
was the male body they studied so lovingly
.. .”" The male nude is public, striding, it
guards buildings and is worshipped in
churclies, The female nude came into being
only recently when art became geared to
the tastes and fantasies of male consumers
in private. I remember how ungainly I feli
in my teens beside my leaner male lovers
and a recent grudging admiration for a
male exercise teacher’s, to me, miraculous
absence of curves. Even the feminist slogan,
“Beneath Every Curve a Muscle”, implies
that fat could only be an encumbrance to
our strength. The much touted compliment
‘not an inch of spare fat’, implies that
Muscle is King, flesh a terrible excess. Man,
in his quest for power, seems to want to
burst through his body in a triumph of
muscle, despising that which protects and
guards, the racing driver of our times. How
does Woman fit with this scheme?

The above are clues only; I can’t put
them together. One thing sticks in my
mind: the description in S/immer maga-
zine of the this year’s Golden Slimmer of
the Year who is transformed by her diet
“from a lump of lard in the corner into a
winner”. What hatred is there,

Is our current enforced thinness the
same-but-different as other beauty stan-
dards?” Much of the feminist attention to
slimming has been concerned with resisting
ideals of beauty that are unattainable for
most of us and dictated by men. Chernin
felt compelled to unlock what is signified
by the ideal itself.

Struggling to break through the ideology
of slimming, Chernin puts before us medi-
cal evidence which counters the conven-
tional wisdoms about fat and health, know-
ing even as she does so that health is not
really our preoccupation. What can be
healthy about the stapling of a woman’s
stomach, the wiring together of her jaws,
quack medications, speed, fad dietsor a
level of eating that makes a woman
obsessed with thoughts of food, some of
which now become ‘wicked’? “Naughty
but Nice” (cake advert). She considers
other evidence which suggests that our
understanding of the link between high
weight and illness is crude. To illustrate

this she points to the case, researched by
Dr. Margaret MacKenzie, an American
anthropologist, of the large women of
Samoa. These women do not suffer from
heart disease or high blood pressure in
their own land. Even when Samoans mig-
rated to the USA, only three out of 100
people weighing 200 or more pounds
showed any sign of hypertension. Accord-
ing to MacKenzie, there is not social stigma
associated with being fat and she is led to
ask whether it is the fat itself or the
expetience of being stigmatised that makes
people ill. (Or could it be diet, housing,
work, poverty, the impact of the food
industry . . .? There is a reluctance to con-
sider race, class and ethnicity in this book.)
And is Chernin implying, by not question-
ing whether fat is the ideal for women in
that country or how a thin woman fares,
that the large women of Samoa are fulfill-
ing their nature?

Although health doesn’t come into it for
most women who want to be thinner, some
women have discussed considerations other
than the life-threatening illnesses — heatrash,
tiredness, the discomfort of thighs rubbing
together, These are not the delusions of a
fat-hating society. But when the health risks
and plain long term ineffectiveness of ‘diets’
is so downplayed and the dangers of fat so
exaggerated, how can a fat woman decide
her priorities and needs in an informed way?
Most of the common wisdom in circulation
about health and weight is to the fat woman
what The Invasion of the Body Snatchers
was to American Communists under
McCarthy. Slimming becomes the locus for
a spectrum of eating disorder — its cycle is
one of deprivation and gorging. The slim-
mer’s diet becomes accepted ds the proper
diet for a woman and indulgence becomes
anything over 1000 calories a day. The
position Chernin comes to in her quest for
understanding is that the anorexic and the
slimmer and all of us who fear our appetites
are determined “to conquer the nature in
our bodies”.

According to Chernin, when we put back
weight after our diet is over, the body is
merely reclaiming what is ours ‘by nature’.
For someone who recognises the difficulty
in questioning deep seated cultural attitudes,
Chernin is suspiciously confident about des-

cribing female nature, the heroine of this
book. The author may have considered
other evidence which suggests that (however
the weight got there to begin with) any low
calorie diet leads the body to defend herself
from starvation. Her metabolic rate may
slow to adjust to the perceived blockade
and, depending on how active she is muscu-
larly, the body converts for energy either
fat or the muscle, The slimmer, who often
becomes tired, may well, in small ways,
avoid exerting her strength and uses her
muscles less and less. When this happens,
the body eats into her own muscle tissue to
survive. Even slimming organizations like
WW now include an optional exercise prog-
ramme in concession to this research. This
is a weakness of the book, because I think
many women, not believing for a moment
that it is our nature to be fat, will enlist in
the exercise cults of our time. I can see the
slimming industry, if they do not bury this
research, turning to the exercise industry to
extract their profits. (Actually the new
wave of exercise engulfs only those of us
who are already thin enough, strong enough,
leisured enough to swim in its tide. What
sports facility will exist for the fat, for the
poor, will be available for a woman who
holds down a job and is solely responsible
for her children?) If there is a new way for
weight to be attributed to choice rather
than nature, I can see a strengthening of the
individualism of the new Health and Beauty
movement we now have,

Chernin opens herself too, to a reaction-
ary interpretation of her book by a careless-
ness in adopting images of women as earth
as mother, She discusses those of us who
are embattled in a struggle over our flesh,
our appetite, in this way:

We cannot grow ripe, we cannot miture, we -

never appreciate the power of our kinship with

nature, we fail to wonder that our menstrual
cycle is influenced by the moon and that our
seasons of psychic and emotional life belong as
much to the cosmos as the ocean’s tide, We
whose bodies know how to cdnceive and create
life, whose breasts know how to bring forth
food from themselves, despise those bodies that
possess the very power the world’s great
religions regard as divine,

When Chernin believes that our hatred of
flesh has its origin in a patriarchal system,
why does she so uncritically interpret our
other feelings?
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Chernin believes that we project onto -
our mothers, onto women, our own vora-
cious hunger and hold a residual terror
from that time because we invest our
mother with power and design over both
comfort and distress. Men turn this anger
onto women; by forcing us to be thin, men
want to spare themselves from traces of our
likeness to mothers. Women turn this anger
onto our own bodies. A parallel dynamic is
that boys harbour an envy of women’s
ability to create new lives from within our-
selves. So as not to appear deterministic,
Chernin says that these conflicts end miser-
ably for women because our culture is

incapable, when we are adolescent, of

mediating the transition of womanhood, of
generating a climate of forgiveness and
reconciliation.

Our society hates female flesh and
women. But it does not follow that a
woman'’s body ‘must have’ generated this
anguish. Such a psychoanalytical theory
does not explain the historical and cultural
specificity of the conflict. Finding it impos-
sible to hold contradictory ideas together
in one hand, it’s as if Chernin drops this
line of thought. She turns her commentary
‘to the shift in beauty standards over the
last generation. She sees compulsory thin-
ness as a backlash to feminism, an attempt
to reduce our power. Why could Hollywood
accommodate Marilyn Monroe in her time?
Why is Jane Fonda the ideal for our own
‘time?

It is painful to look at the damage this
cult has caused, enraging to face the lives,
the energy, lost and spent. But it’s as if,

Fighting over crumbs?
'From Successful Slimming, August 1983

Our society hates female
flesh and women. But it
does not follow that a
woman’s body ‘must bave’
generated this anguish,

She sees compulsory thin-
ness as a backlash to
feminism, an attempt to
reduce our power.
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I realise that just as we learn
much that is frightening
from women’s bodies, we
are also each others’ sa

I think it is not to ‘female
nature’ that we should turn,
but to women, to each other,

reacting to the apparition of the death head,
(and what else does the anorexic body call
to mind?), Chernin retreats to an imagined
golden age when women’s girth was cele-
brated, appreciated. She credits a male
artist with the gift of reproducing and
cherishing this femaleness, the painter
Renoir. She does not acknowledge that
when standards of beauty favoured large
women this was not a liberatory phase for
us. I hated as a teenager and hate now the
awful passivity, the forced-fed appearance
of Ruben’s nudes, Chernin craves for a way
out for us, a door to our sensual nature. A
recurrent image in this book is the volup-
tuous woman dancing, ‘jiggling” her flesh,
but this has echoes for me of the courtesan
dancer, I do not want to accept this idea
of women’s sensuality, feeling as I did as

a fat teenager that I was seen as an earthy
type because of my size. We cannot sum-
mon up positive images for ourselves in
this way, even though we feel the absence
of them, poignantly.

Reflecting on this book, which says
much that is surprising and inspirational, I
realise that, while I cannot agree with
Chernin’s theory of infancy, these passages
moved me very much. We piece our lives
together so much in reaction to our
mothers’ perceived ‘fate’. '

I read a story by Henry Handel
Richardson (christened Ethel Florence),
called The Bathe, where a girl-child is
wrenched from an unselfconscious girl-
hood to a realisation of womanness which
leaves her in dread of her own inevitable
growth. The girl is swimming:

Tired of play, she came out, trickling and glis-

tening, and lay down in the sand, which was

hot to the touch, first on her stomach, then on

her back, till she was coated with sand like a

fish bread-crumbed for frying. This, for the

sheer pleasure of plunging anew, and letting the
silken water wash her clean,

The girl is joined by two middleaged
women:

Gingerly, yet in haste to reach cover, they
applied their soles to the tickly sand: a haste
that caused unwieldy breasts to bob and swing,
bellies and buttocks to wobble. Splay-legged
‘they were, from the weight of these protuber-
ances. Above their knees, garters had cut fierce
ved lines in the skin; their bodies were criss-
crossed with red furrows, from the variety of
strings and bones that had lashed them in. The
calves of one showed purple-knotted with veins;

across the other’s abdomen ran a deep, longi-
tudinal scar.

In the last line of the story the girl swears
to herself that she will never grow up.
Henry Handel Richardson, who used a
man’s name to write, speaks of the terror
of growing up into a woman, She has sum-
moned up ugly images of women; I don’t
want these, but I recognise that women’s
bodies in our society are imprinted actuaily
or symbolically with the mark of the corset,
still.

I go to the Turkish bath and see an old
woman soaping herself under the shower. 1
have seen her before, swimming. She smiles
at me, looks to my face because she is hard
of hearing. Seeing her now behind a cloud
of steam billowing from the vapour bath, I
am relieved to see her beauty, saddened
that we are kept from healing relationships
with women, shut away in this youth cul-
ture, left to imagine that some terrible
grotesquery will befall us. And I realise that
just as we learn much that is frightening
from women’s bodies, we are also each
others’ salvation.

A young girl I am looking after for the
day, nestling against my breast in the tired
evening, while we read, finding comfort
there, even though I am not her mother.

My grandmother, breasts low as the heavy
fruit we pick together and rocking gently
under her old shirt as she walks beside me
through the long grass, her strong legs, and
shooing flies with a long switch.

My mother’s face in the candlelight of a
power cut, telling me goodnight. The
exquisiteness of my lover’s heart beat. A
memory of a holiday, swimming naked in
the sea. A woman sweating over, kicking a
machine. Days when my own appetite is at
peace, eating cherries in the garden, or mak-
ing soup after flu. Knowing that what posi-
tive images we make for ourselves, we
invent from unexpected understanding as
we go along, wanting not just the comfort
of softness, but something durable as bones.
If we need to look for heroines to open
-doors to our sensuality and strength, I think
it is not to ‘female nature’ that we should
turn, but to women, to each other. If this.
isn’t enough, then the question is: why not?

Kim Chernin, Womansize: The Tyranny of
Slenderness (Women’s Press, £4.50)

Holdingonto

what we' ve won

i

o

Sara Scott’s review of Feminist Revolution is the beginning of a series in which
we will look again at influential feminist writings, in the light of current
women’s liberation politics. We shall include both those which we think should
be better known and those which may not bave been examined critically
enough or from a radical feminist perspective when they were first published.
It is appropriate to begin with Feminist Revolution since the book itself is no
longer on sale, baving fallen victim to the silencing processes clearly described
by Redstockings themselves. It is, however, available in the Fewminist Library
(Hungerford House, Victoria Embankment, London WC2) and possibly in some
other libraries throughout the country. (Try ordering it through your local

library — and find out if it exists in the British public library system!)
Originally published in New York in 1975 by Redstockings, there was an
abridged edition in 1979 (which omitted some controversial articles) from the

US publishers Random House.

I had never heard of Feminist Revolution
by Redstockings until someone suggested
that I should review it. It wasn’t until after
I’d read it that I realised that this was due
to something other than purely personal
ignorance. Admittedly I was in my early
teens when it was published, and therefore,
through circumstances beyond my control,
missed the initial debates which fed and
followed its writing. However, since then
Feminist Revolution appears to have
become a victim of the destructive process
it describes; what Kathie Sarachild calls the
“historic invisibility treatment”. Here lies
the core of the book, of equal if not greater
importance today than when it was first
published in the USA in 1976, and with
implications for every aspect of women’s
liberation movement (WLM) theory and
practice, It is in the light of these current
implications that I intend to begin discus-
sing Redstockings’ work.

The “historic invisibility treatment” is
not a straightforward silencing of feminists
through the denial of access to publishing
or the media by the ‘most powerful’ men.
It can take the form of obscuring, over-
simplifying or deliberately misinterpreting
feminist ideas; and it can be ‘done’ by aca-

demics, socialists and even other feminists.
It is usually directed at the most radical
section of the WLM. The process of de-
radicalisation is described by Redstockings
as being partly about the production of an
‘acceptable face of feminism’, and partly
about the effectiveness and purposes of
radical feminist tactics and organisation.

Recent misrepresentations

The first section of Feminist Revolution,
from which the title of this article is taken,
discusses the way in which radical feminist
ideas and slogans become disembodied, and
therefore open to whatever interpretation
and use others want to make of them. My
own experience confirmed the truth of this,
in that my knowledge of Redstockings until
very recently extended only to the ability
to attribute to them the statement: “We
take the woman’s side on everything”. The
‘foolishness’ of which socialist-feminist
friends kindly pointed out to me five years
ago by insisting that such a position implied
at least tacit support for Margaret Thatcher.
Not having access to the manifesto which
delineates the meaning and implications of
their slogan, I believed what I was told. I
believed many other things I was told about
radical feminists, all of which contributed
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to an image of a ‘lunatic fringe’ which
lurked only in the furthest corners of the
‘real’ (socialist) women’s movement. One
piece in Feminist Revolution by Rosario
Morales describes North American books
purporting to give an overview of the WLM
which entirely omit radical feminism, but
more common in this country and equally
disturbing is the total misinterpretation
which I have described above, but which
also occurs in ‘academic’ texts. The most
recent example I have come across is
Michele Barrett’s ‘refutation’ of radical
feminism in Women's Oppression Today
on the grounds firstly that it reduces the
issue to one of biology, and secondly that
radical feminism has no sense of historical
change. Conveniently (for the purposes of
illustration) Barrett uses every technique
described by Kathie Sarachild and Faye
Levine to discredit radical feminism whilst
simultaneously relegating it to the sidelines
of the book, and therefore beyond the
bounds of serious debate.

Barrett commences with an assault on
‘explanations’ of women'’s oppression
which describe the origins of patriarchy as
having a single cause. Shulamith Firestone
is the familiar target, and indeed she stands
up badly to the accusation of biologism —
the problem with such marxist feminist
criticism comes in the erecting of Firestone
as the embodiment of radical feminism,
especially since Firestone described herself
as a marxist. Presumably it is for her very
weaknesses that she is chosen for such a
role. Having grounded her accusation of
biologism here, Barrett goes on to state
that such arguments, and therefore by
implication all radical feminist arguments,
are held to be ‘naturally’ given, there is little
we can do to change them.”

Accusations of determinism (and pessi-
mism), no matter how false, are powerful,
as are those of a-historical analysis. Barrett
makes the latter attack by setting up the
plainly ridiculous question: “How useful is
it to,collapse widow-burning in India with
‘the coercion of privacy’ in Western Europe?”’
thereby giving marxists the monopoly on
understanding historical change and cross-
cultural difference.

Redstockings also describe the ‘writing
out’ which occurs through the non-

attribution of ideas to particular sources
and the caricaturing of positions. Barrett’s
book contains generalisations such as the
following:

Radical Feminist thought on sexuality has ten-
ded to argue that the wider context of sexual
politics, male supremacy, is grounded in men’s
attempt to secure control over biological
reproduction.

There is no further examination of such a
position as belonging to a particular writer
(ie Firestone), nor is it contrasted with
other radical feminist understandings of
sexuality or male supremacy. Sarachild tells
-us that in 1976 De Beauvoir and Firestone
were already disappearing from reading lists
and bibliographies: recently Barrett’s book
has become the introductory reader on
more than one women's studies course. Per-
haps such changes, along with the tedium of
the domestic labour debate (which is taught
as though it were once the passion of the
entire movement, rather than the peculiar
property of a couple of academic journals)
will serve to alienate from the WLM a num-
ber of women unfortunate enough to en-
counter them.

The Conditioning Line

Redstockings were not only concerned
by the disappearance/misinterpretation of
radical feminism, but also with clarifying
radical feminism’s direct relationship with
other strands of the WLM. Much of the
Redstockings’ challenge is directed at a
particular form of liberal feminism which
is bound up with the notion of socialization:

We reject the idea that women consent to or
are to blame for their own oppression. Women’s
submission is not the result of brain-washing,
stupidity or mental illness but of continual
daily pressure from men.

Despite their apparent differences the cur-
rent use of both marxist ‘false consciousness’
and Lacanian psychoanalysis serves many

of the same purposes as socialization theory.
Barbara Leon provides an incisive criticism
of all psychological explanations in terms

of their substitution of personal explana-
tions for political ones. She points out that
in practical terms it makes very little diffe-
rence to men’s use of thearguments
whether we were born inferior or got that
way afterwards; nature is simply replaced

by second nature. Probably the strangest
thing about feminists adopting socializa-

tion theory (or psychoanalysis or ‘false
consciousness’) is that it cannot explain
‘us’ in any terms apart from those of
deviance, as Brooke points out:

It does not explain the women who do not
follow the particular ‘sex roles’ that women
are supposed to be brainwashed into, but who
are oppressed. How does brainwashing account
for lesbians? Feminists?Etc?

It seems that the Redstockings exposé
of conditioning theory in 1976 has not
made the concept go away. I think rather
it has become so much a part of ‘common
sense’ for feminists and non-feminists alike,
that many of us either use these explana-
tions, or let them slip by unquestioned
when they are used by.others, simply
because they are easier, and acceptable in
a wide range of contexts. (I suggested to
someone the other day that the fact of
giving a little girl a doll’s pram does not
ensure her suitably maternal behaviour, or
indeed preclude the possibility of her using

‘it to run down the boy-next-door; I was

greeted by an exclamation of extreme
puzzlement and the question: “But aren’t
you a feminist?”")

Therapy replacing consciousness
raising

There is another reason why the critique
outlined above seemed so appropriate to
the present: the rise of ‘feminist’ therapy.
The listings of professional therapists in
Spare Rib get longer by the month, and, at
least in this part of the country, the small
women’s therapy group appears to have
replaced the consciousness-raising group. It
seems to me that here we have the most
recent version of an orientation which
situates the state of our heads rather than
the overthrow of male power at the centre
of the solution to women’s oppression. Hav-
ing been told by various women that therapy
is only the modern version of consciousness
raising (CR) (but better because it really
gets to the ‘heart’ of our ‘hang-ups’,) I was
delighted to read Sarachild’s article on the
original politics and purposes of CR:

The purpose of hearing people’s feelings and
experiences was not therapy, was not to give
someone a chance to get something off her
chest . . . It was to hedr what she had to say.
The importance of listening to a woman's feel-
ings was collectively to analyse the situation of
women, not to analyse her.
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From this definition it is impossible to argue
that therapy and CR are mere variations on
a theme. Indeed as sources of feminist
theory and action they emerge as diametri-
cally opposed. Consciousness-raising takes
women's own experience as the best source
of knowledge about our oppression, which
explains its incompatibility with any percep-
tion of women as brainwashed. It also points
to a rejection of the traditional distinction
between objective and subjective, suggesting
there is no escaping the personal into some
transcendental realm of absolute truth.

There are objections to an experience-
based approach to women’s oppression on
the grounds that we ate thereby confined to
issues within women’s immediate percep-
tions, and more particularly feminine social-
ization, However, far from being pre-occupied
with the problems of sex roles and women’s
passivity, the Redstockings only mention of
socialization theory is to disagree with it.
The emphasis of Redstockings on experience
was not, as has been suggested by some
marxists, an un-thought out response to be
later superseded by a more objective
approach (marxist theory?), but rather:

The idea was to take our own feelings and
experience more seriously than any theories
which did not satisfactorily clarify them, and to
devise new theories which did reflect the actual
experience and feelings and necessitigs of
wormen,

Cultural feminism is not radical
feminism

Redstockings were watching a process of
de-radicalisation, not only of feminist ideas
as they became more widely disseminated,
but also of the WLM itself. In her article
‘The Retreat to Cultural Feminism’ Brooke
accords cultural feminismthe responsibility
for a reduced emphasis on political change,
replacing radical feminist principles with an
individualistic morality. She describes this
strand of feminism as being concerned with
lifestyles, and the setting up of ‘alternative’
situations within the status quo, which tend
to co-exist with, rather than challenge, male
power. She considers that these embody the
back-to-nature trends of the 1960s, and as
with therapy or the careerism of liberal
feminism find the solution to our problems
in individual changes:

Cultural feminism, through the sisterhood mafia,
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changes the focus of the women's movement
from winning our freedom to being a ‘good per-
son’, It promotes the therapy model of libera-
tion . . . and replaces political organising with
moral reagmament.

She sees the label itself used against radical
feminism: ‘‘Socialist feminists coined the
phrase and used it interchangeably with
‘radical feminist’ in their effort to character-
ise feminism as non-political.”” Matriarchy is

_regarded as being the logical conclusion of

cultural feminism, attractive through its
images of women as powerful, and despite
these being set in a mythical utopia of
pre-history. It serves only to reduce our
faith in the present possibility of liberation:
mysticism and religion are based on fatal-
ism, and therefore absolutely opposed to
revolutionary change.

There is a certain unnerving puritanism
in Brooke’s comment “The function of
feminism is to create social change not
social life’’; perhaps this was to do with a
certain optimism about the brevity and
success of the struggle in hand, from the

WOMENS MODERATION MoveMeNT ? point of view of which women’s theatres,

From the cover of Women’s
Report, May/June 1977, referring
to its article on the 1977 National

‘Women’s Liberation Conference.

A major workshop of this confer-
ence was ‘The Liberal Takeover
of the Women's Liberation Move-
ment’ — itself a phrase from
Feminist Revolution then newly
arrived in Britain. The workshop
marked the beginning of revolu-
tionary feminism,

co-operatives, communes or bars would be
merely distractions from the real business
of the WLM. Or there again it might have
been informed by a pessimism about the
inevitably greater attraction of lifestylism
over political struggle. I found myself
struggling with contradictory responses to
Brooke’s position. On the one hand my
existence without the ‘feminist lifestyle’
would be unimaginably isolated and prec-
arious, as well as poorer for the loss of rich
sources of new ideas and internal critique.
At the same time, however, I seem to visit
more and more towns with well-established
women’s communities but with less and less
that could be easily identified as a women’s
movement: against this Redstockings’ pas-
sion and certainty is inspiring and provides
a piercing critique of those aspects of
feminism which have become static and
ghettoized.

Lesbianism a personal solution

I have left till last those aspects of Red-
stockings’ work which are most difficult to
deal with; their association of lesbianism
with cultural feminism, with the resulting
condemnation of both, and their exagger-
ated fear of its attractiveness leading to the

demise of the movement. (Throughout
they also seem to need to claim to have
thought of everything first). It seems clear
too that they held deeply contradictory
attitudes on the one hand towards men,
and on the other towards heterosexuality.
It is clear that the attitudes towards lesbian-
feminists manifested in a2 number of the
articles in Feminist Revolution have a speci-
fic historical context which it is impossible
to grasp entirely from the text. Much of it
was in response to lost slogans such as Jill
Johnson’s “Feminism is the complaint, and
lesbianism is the solution”, which Redstock-
ings saw as deeply entwined with the life-
stylism of cultural feminism. Lesbianism is
only ever referred to as a personal answer
to political problems, and never examined
on its merits as a mode of struggle or
strategic practice, Redstockings appear to
regard lesbians as interlopers in the WLM
whose ‘cause’ is properly dealt with in the
gay rights movement and is of no particular
relevance to ‘other’ women. There is no
awareness shown of the argument that

male responses to lesbianism are due to the
autonomy and independance from men
implied by lesbian lifestyles, and are there-
fore of significance to all women. Adrienne
Rich states that: “Lesbians have historically
been deprived of a political existence
through ‘inclusjon’ as female versions of
male homosexuality.” It is in this spurious
and non-gendered category that the Red-
stockings place lesbianism, thereby failing
to see its significance within a matrix of
male power.

Redstockings write with a political acuter
ness and with such an unusual clarity of
argument, that the contradictions around
men and sexuality come as something of a
shock, There is no doubt in their writing
that men are responsible for women’s
oppression and that they are not likely to
give up their power without a fight, There
is no romanticism about anti-sexist men;
indeed, Carol Hanisch’s article on men’s
liberation is the most cutting imaginable.
At the same time Hanisch has printed an
open letter to Don McLean asking him why
he says such horrible things about women
in his songs and how nice it would be to
have his music on the side of women, the

effect of which is, to say the least, confusing;

In opposition to the sexual revolution line
of the '60s, which they straightforwardly
condemn as ‘liberating’ only for men, the
image of women'’s ‘real’ desire for security,
companionship and respect is set up as
demands which can, and should, be made
of men, True love remains an enclave in
which power, when it dares enter, can be
fought on better terms than élsewhere, It is
particularly bizarre to find the belief that
homosexuality is chosen in the same article
as the following quote asserting the natural-
ness of heterosexuality: “Lesbian-feminists

. deny that men and women have sexual

needs, needs for each other, needs that have
led to political ramifications.”

Feminist Revolution is one of the rare
places where radical feminists address them-
selves to heterosexuality. It is a pity there-
fore, that they do so only in terms of a
‘natural’ order. More recently the social
construction of sexuality has become central
to radical feminist thought. It would be good
to see heterosexuality opened up in these
terms, rather than defending itself by refer-
ence to a dubious ‘nature’, or maintaining
a silence which serves only to deny much of
the.experience of heterosexual feminists.

Fewminist Revolution is a marvellous book,
it is very much part of our radical inheri-
tance, and at the same time reminds us how
easily that inheritance might disappear.
Reading it has made me more suspicious,
more critical of everything I come across
that is supposed to represent the WLM in
general, or radical feminism in particular, It
is a book very much concerned with connec-
tions; it implies we must take our present
seriously and not regard the WLM as a mere
random collection of groups and individuals,
but as a movement, the direction of which
we are all responsible for . The process of
de-radicalisation the Redstockings describe
is still going on. It takes different forms in
1983, forms we need to understand: the
writings of marxist-feminist ‘interpreters’,
the growth of women’s therapy and the
‘feminism’ based on a feminine morality of
peace and nurturing.

Feminist Revolution makes clear the
value of the sort of honest criticism with

which all these issues need to be approached;

but it also makes clear the unpopularity of
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such criticism within the WLM. The ideas
and practices which the Redstockings des-
cribe as inhibiting honesty are still with us
today, most particularly the ‘sweet sister-
hood’ concept of the WLM, with the em-
phasis on being ‘nice’ rather than truthful,
and a fear of criticism as being a painful
rather than productive process. Nothing
about Feminist Revolution gave me the
impression that the Redstockings were
particularly nice people, but I felt a growing
respect for the confidence and passion with
which they wrote, and a great sadness that I
was unable to remember the last time I had
read anything of comparable power, I was
reminded of my own anger on first discover-
ing women’s studies texts which actually
manage the incredible feat of making
feminism sound boring. Such antiseptic
detachment adds nothing to feminst debate;
we still need a little passion with our
politics.@
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A sense

of

possibility

The Lesbian Sex and Sexual Practice conference, beld in London, 23rd and 24th
April this year, was called to discuss the ways in which political views and sex
lives interact. Jayne Egerton did not go to the conference as a reporter, but
afterwards we asked ber to write about some of the issues it raised for ber. She
bas chosen to focus on three particular areas of concern, to look at some prob-
lems brought up by trying to live out our politics every day — ‘personal’ issues
which are crucial to a feminist politics of sexuality. ’

I nearly did not go to the conference
because I anticipated it being dominated
by the recent debate about whether or not
sadism and masochism (S&M) should be
acceptable sexual options for lesbians. I think
this debate has now outlived its usefulness,
especially given that no vocal lesbian S&M
lobby has materialised in this country
equivalent to that which exists in the States.
Most of the conference papers did reflect
this preoccupation with challenging S&M
and much of the impetus for having the
conference had come from the S&M con-
troversy. Some women felt that it was
vitally important for anti-$&M lesbian
feminists to get together and discuss our
sexuality (a rare event) since the accusations
of puritanism and romanticism which are
hurled at opponents of S&M are bound to
flourish jn the absence of our discussing
precisely what it is we are up to. Although
Ifind the S&M lobby pernicious and anti-
feminist (particularly after reading the San
Francisco based, lesbian ‘feminist’ Samois
group’s book Coming to Power), I felt that
the S&M obsession might severely restrict
the terms in which we talked ahout lesbian
sex at the conference. After a certain point
this approach paralyses our attempts to
create alternatives for ourselves and makes
us forget our potential power. Fortunately
the spectre of S&M did not hang over all-the
workshops, or at least not the ones that 1
went to.

The following is a very personal account

of how I felt about two of the workshops I
went to and about the conference in general,
The most worthwhile workshop I went
to posed the question of how vital or central
we felt the sexual camponent of our lesbian

identities to be.

When is a lesbian not a lesbian?

We covered a lot of ground during this
discussion and were tharkfully able to
express a variety of views without being at
each others’ throats. The basic disagreement
was between women who felt that we often
over-sexualised lesbianism in a way which
was undermining to celibate lesbians, and
denied the extent to which the term lesbian
now encompasses much more than the
sexual dimension due to the development
of lesbian feminism; and other women who
felt that the political definition of lesbianism
sometimes desexualised our identities alto-
gether and made them hinge on a political
rejection of heterosexuality and feelings of
sisterhood for other women.

I felt a lot of sympathy for the celibate,
or often-celibate women who said they felt
put down and made to feel like lesser les-
bians because of an overemphasis on sexual
activity as proof of lesbian identity. It
became pretty clear during the discussion
that being sexually involved with someone
was for many of us a basic source of our
sense of self-esteem since it made us feel
‘real’ and desirable lesbians, A few women
were critical of the fact that this need to

assert ourselves as sexual beings can lead to
obsessive and trivial sexual gossip about
*who is doing it with who’. 'm not sure that
it’s always a politically dangerous thing to
do — I want to know about other lesbians’
relationships not just out of prurient interest
but mostly because it positively helps me
with my problems and choices.

Another reason for some women feeling
that an exclusively sexual definition of
lesbianism was inadequate was that lesbian
feminists have broadened the meaning of
lesbian to include identification with all
women and ‘giving up’ men as a political
act. I personally felt that the definition
must include sexual attraction towards
women and the possibility of acting on this
feeling (bearing in mind the number of
women who are trapped in situations which
preclude acting on this potential). For me,
lesbianism stripped of its sexual element
becomes political celibacy and the woman
is better described as woman-identified.
Last year I took a heterosexual feminist,

‘who seemed in principle to think that being

a dyke was marvellous, to a straight lesbian
bar and noticed how utterly shocked she
was to see two women kiss (as opposed to
read Adrienne Rich poetry to each other.
or skip through fields of billowing corn),
which really brought home to me the anti-
lesbian dangers of downplaying our sexuality
as lesbians, I worry that our own residual
anti-lesbian feelings may lead us to want to
somehow dignify or legitimate our ‘perver-
sion’ with a political rationale,. How much
better to be able to say to the homophobes
that we are not only not sick, but are more
importantly in the forefront of destroying
male supremacy.

Some women in the workshop thought
that lesbianism always had this political
significance irrespective of whether a lesbian
saw her sexual preference in these terms or
not. I agree that as long as men’s power
over us includes the compulsory imposition
of heterosexuality then lesbianism will con-
tinue to have political implications (although
I'm much less sure these days of the effects
it has on either structural male power or
even individual rhen). Some other women
argued that even when a lesbian did not see
her choice in feminist terms it did include a
critique, albeit unconscious, of patriarchy.

s

“

Ireally felt that this was a denial and distor-
tion of the straight lesbian experience. It
also seemed to set up a false kind of
hierarchy of perceptiveness amongst women,
in which we are divided into those who suss
male power at age eleven and become les-
bians partially in response to this awareness,
and those of us who were heterosexual
because we were too thick to ‘see through’
it all, There are, after all, plenty of girls and
;women out there who are just as aware as
men’s economic and sexual power as we are
but this does not lead them to consider
lesbianism as an alternative.

In spite of our differences of emphasis,
many of us, whether wé were pre-movement
lesbians or, like me, had come out in 2
feminist context, seemed to want to inte-
grate the sexual and political aspects of our
identity rather than making a straight
choice between them. I found the whole
discussion really stimulating and helpful,
and in stark contrast to some of the ‘real’
lesbians-versus-‘political’-lesbians atguments
I’ve been involved in before.

A first-world luxury?

Another discussion which we had in this
workshop was about whether or not lesbian
sex is a first-world luxury which is irrelevant
to the oppression and the needs of Third
World women. It seemed important to ask
ourselves, in a mainly white, western
women's workshop whether our concern
with lesbian sexuality was culturally specific
— whether it could not easily be trans-
planted to the situations of women living
in gross poverty, possibly engaged in anti-
imperialist struggles, for whom every day is
a question of survival. As usual there were
definitely feelings of awkwardness amongst
us when we began to tackle this question.
Nobody suggested for a moment that our
analysis or priorities could be imposed on
these women, but some of us voiced reserva-
tions about the straightforward socialist
line that entirely dismisses lesbian oppres-
sion and effectively makes out that
lesbianism is non-existent in the Third
World. One woman said she had recently
opened a copy of Manushi (the Indian
feminist magazine) and seen a picture of
two lesbians who had committed suicide
rather than be separated.

It struck me that the suggestion that
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lesbianism is a Western capitalist pheno-
menon is racist in itself and leads to situa-
tions such as that of Cuba aftér the revolu-
tion where lesbians (and gay men) have
been ostracised or driven out of the country
as bourgeois decadents. As one woman
pointed out, socialists, including socialist
feminists, have signally failed to get to grips
with heterosexism and compulsory hetero-
sexuality and were therefore failing to sup-
port lesbian political prisoners in other
countries as well as assuming the continua-
tion of lesbian oppression in future ‘socialist’
societies. -

Culture and I'mage

This workshop served to reinforce my
dislike of certain very narrow and rigid
definitions of ‘correct’ lesbian culture — this
includes ways of dress, music and so on.
When 1 went in the discussion was well
underway and centred on clothes and make-
.up. A line I thought very purist was being
put forward about the need to renounce all
forms of adornment.

Some of us argued that we had surely
gone beyond the early days of the move-
ment when the need to reject the powdered,
stilletoed and disguised image of woman-
hood which we were offered was so para-
mount that women felt obliged to adopt

. nondescript uniforms in defiance of this
male standard of conventional femininity.
We felt that there should be more room
these days for wamen to experiment with
their appearances without feeling
disapproved of. None of us suggested that it
would be a good idea to reclaim plunging
cleavages and high heels, since these clothes
seem to be inextricably associated with
self-hating definitions of femininity which
do reduce us to the status of sexual goods,
denoting sexual aviilability to men.

Looking around the workshop there was
in fact a lot of variety in terms of women’s
dress, although one woman did say that if
her sister walked in we would still look like
a bunch of feminists to her. Some dykes
grow their hair, wear eyeliner and the
occasional skirt (I am guilty of two of these)
and so long as they are not still seeing them-
selves through male eyes and secretly want-
ing male approval, or trying to ‘pass’ as nor-
mal in the straight world, some of us really

don’t see these things as heinious crimes
against feminism. There were one or two
who seemed to be absolutely opposed to
women taking any interest in their appear-
ances on the grounds that ‘dressing up’
necessarily involved disguising the ‘real’ and
‘natural’ woman, not to mention being a
sign of frivolity and narcissism which we
hard politicos just couldn’t afford. I'm not
sure that the idea of the natural woman
comes entirely from feminism — to me it’s
horribly reminiscent of hippy days. And the
concept of political seriousness owes more
to the principles of stalinism, plus a dash of
quakerism, than to those of feminism.

The debate about lesbians and dress went
on for a long time before there was any
mention of how class or race might influence
women'’s views on fashion. A white, working
class woman pointed out that women who
spent their days in factories wearing overalls
often really looked forward to dressing up
at the weekends, and that fashion for these
women was a rejection of and escape from a

tyranny of drabness and conformity. This
obviously struck a chord for other women
in the workshop too. Although this woman
now has professional status she still has
clothes for ‘best’ as do other working class
women she knows.

A further important point which was
made was that make-up may not have iden-
tical meanings in differing cultures. A
woman said she had a Black woman friend
who wore make up in order to rebel against
the Rasta idea of pure and natural woman-
hood. One woman said that we could not
really talk about Black culture since there
were no Black women present, but this
notion only served to reinforce the tendency
for white women to talk about “us” as if
our culture is that of all women, so long as
there are no women of colour present to put
us straight. A

The discussion turned ta music and a few
women criticised those lesbians who still
listen to male music rather than lesbian and
feminist stuff. I said that I thought it might
be easy enough for white women to reject
their culture, but that some Black music has
a history of resistance to oppression which
Black lesbians might more easily identify
with than white-defined Chris Williamson
type music. It is not our place to inform

these women that their culture is male-
defined: we should really be addressing the
fact that ‘women’s’ culture whether litera-
ture, music or painting often is implicitly
racist. Thinking about this since the confer-
ence, I realise that we should have also
acknowledged that there are aspects of
Jewish culture which Jewishlesbians feel
validated by and want to hang on to and
again it is not really christian women’s place
to talk about the ‘patriarchal’ nature of a

heritage which is so associated with persecu- -

tion. ‘

I enjoyed the workshop, but in retrospect
I feel increasingly dismayed that so few of
us (and then only late in the discussion)
wanted cultural and racial differences to
complicate their concept of lesbian culture
and image, Will we ever learn?

Unresolved differences

There were moments of compelling,
passionate, not to mention hilarious discus-
sion at the conference and it seemed that
lots of us were very keen to re-evaluate the
forms our relationships take and the mean-
ing of sex in our lives. But the question
remains as to whether we can even begin to
skim the surface of these issues at such an
amorphous and anonymously big confer-
ence. I wonder if it is ever possible to speak
openly within such a structure? The work-
shops did at times end up as a rather
unsatisfying and confusing mish-mash of
anecdote, soul searching and polemic.

There are so many unresolved power
imbalances and political differences amongst
us that it almost seems that we need to have
a conference on the things which divide us
before embarking on anything else. The fact
is that these differences seem to go on flar-
ing up in destructive ways at every confer-
ence we have — some women I know have
stopped going to conferences, since conflict
and pain seem to be a foregone conclusion,
Anyway this conference was no exception.
There were Jewish women who understand-
ably felt like sticking together given current
anti-semitism amongst feminists, working
class women who were angry that so few
middle class women went to the class work-
shops and demanded a plenary on class
(which a lot of women, including myself
did not even know took place), and women

Trouble and Strife 1 Winter 1983 31

with disabilities who forced the rest of the
conference to recognise the physical exclu-
sion of women in wheelchairs from work-
shops which were not at ground level, Cer-
tainly the most consciousness raising aspect
of all this for me was being forced by lesbian
members of Sisters Against Disablement and
Gemma to be aware of the isolation which
we impose on women with disabilities. Their
demand that we talk about this in every
workshop was a very chastening and impor-
tant experience for many of us, and one
which hopefully will prevent us from hiring
venues which are not totally accessible in
the future.

Positive results of the conference

I don’t know to what extent the confer-
ence did begin to break down ‘the silence’
around lesbian sex as I personally did not
talk about sex once (the sheer act of making
love with a woman that is), and nor did
quite a lot of other women. Perhaps we will
only do this successfully in small groups of
close and trusted friends. It seems likely
that we’re going to go on talking about our
sexual relationships, if only because political
involvement is so often interrupted because
of the crises which blow up periodically in
our ‘love’ lives. It’s reassuring to be remin-
ded that we need not struggle alone or in
embattled couples with our sexual and
emotional problems; that we can draw on
and learn from each other’s experience. But
it’s less reassuring to recognise that when
we meet en masse we have to surmount so
much distrust to do so.

The most positive feeling 1 gained from
the conference was a renewed sense of
homecoming and relief and possibility — the
feeling I had when 1 first came out. We're
still trying to make relationships in ways
which do not duplicate the tired and
familiar patterns of hurt and exploitation,
and we’re still doing this against all the odds.
1 was glad to hear women talking about the
pleasurable and creative aspects of being a
lesbian. I had feared we might have those
kind of discussions in which patriarchal
control of our sexuality is made to sound
completely devoid of chinks or contradic-
tions and I'm left feeling that there is little
room for our resistance or manouevre.

We've got a lot in our favour.®
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The Desire for Freud
Psychoanalysis and feminism

How and why is Freud being reinterpreted as relevant to feminism?
Stevi Jackson explores the “new readings” and asks — who needs

them?

It is no longer possible for those of us who
reject psychoanalysis to ignore it. It has
gained too strong a hold to be casily dis-
missed.

In the early days of the womens libera-
tion movement, Freud’s theories were
rejected, but new “readings” of his work
have gained many adherents among
feminists today. I remain sceptical and I
want to show that, despite the great claims
made for it, the new brand of psychoanalysis
has nothing to offer feminists. The new
interpretation is written in such complex,
difficult language that the rest of us are
barred from entering the debate. Thus
those who promote the “new readings”
escape criticism. I have tried really hard to
explain their ideas clearly in order to reveal
the unproven and unprovable assumptions
on which psychoanalysis rests; to expose
explanations that rely more on faith than
fact.

I draw mainly on Juliet Mitchell’s
Psychoanalysis and Feminism, published
in 1975, and on the work of Rosalind
Coward and her associates (Coward 1978;
Coward and Ellis 1977; Coward, Lipshitz
and Cowie 1976). I concentrate on the
early work here. The more recent develop-
ments/debates can be found in Gallop
1982 and the journal m/f.

The “new readings” are said to be ‘‘anti-
essentialist”’; that is, to make no assump-
tions about biological differencés between
the sexes or biologically based sexual drives.
This is important since an essentialist
approach effectively denies the possibility
of change. However, I argue that the “new
readings” are essentialist, just as were the
“old readings” of Freud. These ideas are of

no help at all in understanding and resisting
our oppression today; the “new” and the
“old” readings are equally reactionary. It is
always important for feminists to under-
stand ideas that seek to “explain” female
subordination as “‘natural” or as unchang-
ing and unchangeable. It is for this reason
that I ask you to bear with me as we pick .
our way through what may seem non-
sensical rubbish.

Deferring to Freud

In debates around sexuality psychoanalysis
is often treated as if it were the only
possible way of explaining things. The .
failure of traditional academic disciplines
and established bodies of theory to produce
an adequate theory of sexuality is taken as
sufficient justification for the reliance on
psychoanalytic explanations.

Even those who are critical of psycho-
analysis and opposed to its being used as an
explanation for the persistence of patriarchy
frequently display considerable deference
towards it. There is a tendency to assume
that any aspect of women’s experience,
especially sexual experience, that is not
immediately explicable by any other means
must come within the realm of psycho-
analysis, that psychoanalysis provides a key
for decoding mysteries which would other-
wise remain unfathomable.

An example of this deference is provided
by Michele Barrett (1980). Having mad'e
some telling criticisms of psychoanalysis,
she falls back on it as soon as she encounters
an aspect of women’s subjective experience
which she believes not to coincide with
objective fact. Discussing Masters and

Johnson’s insistence that all female orgasms
are clitorally centred she says that this:

“ ... did not tally with many women'’s
lived experience of intercourse.” And:

It is at this point that Freud’s account may be

useful, precisely in demarcating the psychic

processes that underlie the pleasure of this
€xperience.

(Barrett 1980, p.66) N

Even supposing she is right in saying that
what women feel does not match with the
known facts — which I would dispute —why
should she suggest, even tentatively, that
Freudianism can explain it? In particular,
why is this the only possible explanation

she considers? I would agree with her that
we need

... an understanding of sexuality in terms of

meanings, definitions, the discourse of pleasure

in relation to our knowledge of the technical
processes involved in sexual activity.

(Ibid, p.66)

But this is precisely what psychoanalysis
does not provide.

The original feminist gut-reaction against
Freud was, I believe, justified. I do not
accept that we “read” his work incorrectly
or misunderstood and misrepresented him.,
It is sheer arrogance to suggest, as Juliet
Mitchell does, that we could only come to
this negative conclusion on the basis of
second-hand, popularized versions of Freud,
or because we only read the bits on
femininity without understanding their
place in psychoanalytic theory, or simply
because we thought penis envy was a silly
idea. (Mitchell 1975, see pp xv—xvi).

We are now told that new “readings” of
Freud, specifically those deriving from the
work of Lacan, have purged his work of all
the elements which feminists found
unsavourary, magically disposing of all its
sexist elements — these were in any case
products of our misinterpretations. The
“new readings” say that we are not born
feminine or masculine but are constructed
as “sexed subjects’” through our aquisition
of language. Language structures both
consciousness and the unconscious, It is also
at this ‘moment’ of our ‘entry into language
and culture’ (as they put it) that ‘“‘desire’ is
constituted, ie that we become sexual. Nor
need we worry about penis envy any more
because it’s all symbolic and has nothing to
do with that organ being intrinsically
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“better’’ than anything women are ‘endowed
with. To quote Rosalind Coward, who
comes closer than most to expressing these
ideas.in plain English:

.. all reference to the anatomical superiority
of the penis is removed. The phallus is the sym-
bolic representation of the penis, not the actual
organ. This is because of its role in the sym-
bolic, the pre-existent linguistic and cultural
order,

(1978, p.46)

The role of this symbolic phallus is
crucial for that all-important entry into
language and culture. In Lacanian theory it
is the “privileged signifier” around which all
“difference’ — which is taken to be the
basis of language and culture — is organized.
In structuralist linguistics, the filter through
which Lacan reads Freud, the meaning of a
word or symbol (the signifier) is not sus-
tained by its relationship to the object it
represents (the signified), but only in rela-
tion to other words, other signifiers. That is,
a word means something not merely because
we know what object it refers to, but
because it marks a difference from other
objects. We only know what a word means
by knowing what it doesn’t mean. Thus
language is a system of differences in that
it differentiates objects, concepts and ideas
from each other. '

The meaning of the penis/phallus there-

fore has nothing to do with the physical
difference between the sexes as such, but
with the cultural significance which the
phallus is given the mark of the difference
which governs entry into language and our
construction as sexed subjects, ie., the
difference between. the sexes is somehow
taken to be fundamental to our becoming
language-using social beings.

In short, psychoanalysis is seen as phallo-
centric only because it is analysing a phallo-
centric, patriarchal culture. So we can for-
give Freud his occasional misogynist lapses
since basically, it is claimed, he was right.

I remain unconvinced. One problem
concerns the status of this reading of Freud.
Lacan is seen as offering the “correct” read-
ing of Freud, the key to what Freud’s writ-
ings really mean. Writers on psychoanalysis
treat Freud and Lacan as if they were say-
ing the same thing, Lacan’s own position
appears to be that Freud anticipated the

Freud Redeemed ?

Lacan Reworks Freud
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What did Freud think ?

insights of structural linguistics,

Freud could not take into account this notion
which postdates him, but I would claim that
Freud’s discovery stands out precisely because,
although it sets out from a domain in which
one would not expect to recognise its reign, it
could not fail to dnticipate its formulas. Con-
versly, it is Freud’s discovery that gives to the
signifier/signified division the full extent of its
implications: namely, that the signifier has an
active function in determining certain effects
in which the signifiable appears as submitting
to itsmark . ..

" (Lacan Ecrits, quoted in Coward & Ellis, 1977,
pp-95—96). (This gives you the flavour of
Lacan’s writing,)

Lacan’s obscure writings are thus taken as
revealing what Freud really meant and,
therefore, anyone who ‘reads’ Freud
literally has got it all wrong.

It seems to me, however, that Freud said
what he meant and meant what he said.
That is to say, I hold the unfashionable
view that the literal reading of Freud is the
correct one and that the insights claimed
for Freud by the Lacanians are often little
more than wishful thinking. What Freud
was concerned with was children’s -
responses to their discovery of physical
differences between the sexes. Briefly he
argues that a boy, seeing that girls lack a
penis, thinks they have been castrated and
fears that this will happen to him as punish-
ment for desiring his mother and his rivalry
with his father. This leads him to resolve
his oedipal complex (his desire for his
mother and hatred of his father) by giving
up his desire for his mother. A girl on the
other hand, seeing the penis, is overcome
with envy, feels she is castrated, blames her
mother for this condition and therefore
turns away from her mother towards her
father. - :

The tension between biological and cul-
tural determination of human sexuality
evident in Freud’s writings is more often
resolved in favour of the biological than his
recent apologists seem willing to admit.

There are, however, more fundamental
problems which are not attributable to the
misogynist bias of Freud but which are
intrinsic to psychoanalysis — its status as
“knowledge”, its assumptions, its methodo-
logy. It is these problems which I wish to
address.

The First Line of Defence: Discredit-
ing the Opposition

The difficulty of these modern psycho-
analytic writings is widely acknowledged.
The style is tortuous, the vocabulary
esoteric and the concepts slippery. The
unwillingness or inability of the proponents
of psychoanalysis to translate their ideas
into terms which the uninitiated can com-
prehend has been rightly damned as elitist.
It makes these writers relatively immune
from criticism from outsiders and this, I
think, accounts for much of the deference
towards psychoanalysis. How can we
presume to criticise something we don’t
understand? Those working within this
framework can smuggly reassure themselves
that if the rest of us have doubts it is only
because of our ignorance. Juliet Mitchell's
work, being less directly influenced by
Lacan than many of the other writers of
this genre, is more comprehensible. She
makes up for this by constantly implying
that if we reject Freud it is because we are
too stupid to see the Great Truths that he’
has uncovered. The whole tone of Psycho-
analysis and Feminism is arrogant and con-
descending. '

Faced with either incomprehensibility or
condescension our confidence is under-
mined and we are denied the possiblity of
assessing what, if anything, psychoanalysis
has to offer. I admit to being as confused

as anyone else when it comes to unravelling

the complexities of this brand of theory. I
am aware that [ am laying myself open to
the charge that I am misrepresenting it,
aware that [ may have missed some vital
points or misunderstood essential steps in
the argument. But I have yet to read any-
thing that persuades me that my doubts
about psychoanalysis and its relevance to
feminism are unfounded and I khow that
others share these doubts. I believe that we
must resist being cowed into silence by
elitist mystifications,

This is all the more important since what
psychoanalysis purports to offer us is an
explanation of our “lived experience” as
women. We need, therefore, to challenge
the strategies which prevent us from testing
it against that experience. These are not all
reducible to the inarticulateness of its

CATH JACKSON

supporters for they have a second line of
defence.

The Second Line of Defence: the
Mysteries of the Unconscious

Any criticism of psychoanalysis we
might offer, on the basis of any data or
experience, is subject to the instant rebut-
tal: ““Ah, but in the unconscious. . .”
Juliet Mitchell repeatedly asserts the need
for us to understand the nature of the
unconscious, for without such understand-
ing Freud makes no sense. She constantly
chastises his critics for claiming to dispute
specific points when, in reality, they are
rejecting the whole idea of the unconscious.
She makes such a rejection sound like a
neurosis. I am willing to admit, quite

1 HAVE BEEN
STUDYING WOMEN
FOR OVER SO YEARS

MY LIFE'S WORK' \

NOTHING !

TRYING To FIND
OLT How THEIR
MINDS WORK.
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openly, that I suffer from this sickness. I
cannot be convinced, by Mitchell or any-
one else, that we are dealing with a body
of irrefutable fact concerning the uncons-
cious. I submit that we are merely being
asked to have faith — whatever she says to
the contrary.

I am not denying the existence of any
psychic processes beyond our conscious-
ness. What I do contest is that the
non-conscious mind is knowable in the
systematic fashion claimed by psycho-
analysis and that everyone’s unconscious is
subject to similar processes and contains
similar repressed wishes or drives. By
definition it is not knowable by the cons-
cious mind: it is claimed that it can only
be made available through analysis, through
the piecing together of dreams, slips of

| HAVE Foou~D
NTTHING.

CAN C(OME TO
OoOnNLY ONE
CONCLUSION « .,

WOMEN HAVE
NO ™MINDS.
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speech and so on. |
Analysis is a highly intuitive process.

The results of such intuition can hardly be
taken as objective fact. Analysts’ conclu-
sions on the construction of gender and
sexuality cannot but be affected by patriar-
chal culture and frames of reference drawn
from it. Moreover, the method of psycho-
-analysis is to work back from the present

- to the past. It is self evident that, as
Mitchell says, each of us has a past which

" exists in our present. But the danger is that
in reconstructing the past we mould it to
fit the present. This is made worse by the
fact psychoanalysis rests on a closed sys-
tem of circular reasoning. Everything is
interpreted so that it fits in with the dogma
already laid down by Freud. Yet we are
expected to accept on faith all the theoriz-
ing that rests upon these presuppositions
about the unconscious. Much of this
theorizihg, in any case, seems to be based
on pure speculation with no reference
even to the dubious evidence of analysis.

It is these ‘discoveries’ about the nature
of the unconscious which are supposed to
provide the radical thrust to psychoanalysis.
It is held to-be the means by which “the
process of the construction of the subject
in relation to social relations becomes
available to scientific analysis.” (Coward
& Ellis, 1977, p.94). Not only am I uncon-
vinced as to the ‘scientific’ status of this
enterprise, but I fail to see why you need
to believe in the unconscious to see that
our ‘subjectivity’, our sense of ourselves is
built up through a particular language and
culture, in relation to specific social rela-
tions.

Does psychoanalysis rest on
circular reasoning?

Does ‘repression’ imply a bio-
logical explanation?

It is further claimed that Lacanian
psychoanalysis in particular makes a radical
break with “the notion of the ‘wholeness’
‘of identity and consciousness”. (Ibid p.121).
The argument appears to be that without
these preconceptions as to the nature of
the unconscious, we cannot account for the
.complexities and contradictions of our
subjectivity. While it may be true that many
social scientific formulations are guilty of
assuming “a unified subject of self
consciousness” (ibid), there are no grounds
for asserting that this is an automatic con-
sequence of failure to accept the psycho-
analytic theory of the unconscious. Of

course we are complex, contradictory and
inconsistent beings; we are, after all, pro-
ducts of complex, contradictory and incon-
sistent experience. We do not need any
assumptions about the unconscious to
account for the lack of a unified ‘self’.

Just as these general conclusions on the
effect of culture on our ‘subjectivity’ and
the nature of the ‘subjectivity’ so cons-
tructed could be arrived at without any
preconceptions as to the nature of the
unconscious, so could many of the more
specific conclusions yielded by psycho-
andlytic theories. For example, Moi, ina
paper on sexual jealousy, after meandering
through the usual Freudian arguments that
jealous women are normally depressive,
concludes :

Feelings of loss and wounded self-esteem are

conducive to depression. In order to be respec-

ted and esteemed, women in patriarchal society
must demonstrate that they can catch and keep

a man. To lose ones lover/husband is inter-

preted as a blow to the woman's worth as a

human being. It is easy to understand why dep-

ression should be a widespread reaction in
women who discover they have a rival,

(Moi, 1982, p.61)

This seems a reasonable, commonsense
explanation. But why did she have to jump
through Freudian hoops, demonstrating
that female jealousy is somehow
“pre-oedipal” in order to arrive at a conclu-
sion that most of us could have reached
without the benefit of the “insights” of
psychoanalysis?

When psychoanalytic accounts yield
reasonable conclusians it is in spite of,
rather than because of, their assumptions
about the unconscious, But these assump-
tions can lead to very dubious arguments,
especially those based on the notion of
“repression’ — the idea that certain drives
or needs are denied expression and there-
fore repressed. It is this which undermines
the claims of many of these writers that
they are dealing with the cultural construc-
tion of subjectivity for it.assumes the exis-
tence of drives which exist outside culture
. .. which are presumably innate, products
of biology rather than culture, and which
reside in the unconscious.

An example of the sort of explanation I
find dubious is this, from Mitchell (1975).
She maintains that our ‘amnesia’ about

infantile sexuality is the result of repressing
wishes which our culture does not allow to
be fulfilled. Along with other psychoanalysts,
Mitchell seems to assume that this amnesia
validates the claims made about repression
and the unconscious. I am sceptical of this
for two reasons. Firstly, it presupposes that
these infantile experiences are essentially,
in themselves, sexual, independent of any
such meaning being applied to them (except
by psychoanalysts). This assertion that cer-
tain experiences are inherently sexual seems
to have no foundation beyond the fact that
Freud said so.

I would argue that nothing is sexual
unless it is subjectively defined as such; a
point I will return to later. Secondly, most
of us remember little or nothing about our
earliest years. Are we to believe that all of
this was repressed, that everything that
happened in that phase of life comes under
the heading of that which our culture does
not permit? There is a perfectly simple
explanation for the loss of these early
memories, one which does.not require any
assumptions about repression or the -
unconscious: that we lacked the language
with which to represent these experiences
to ourselves,

Language, the Phallus and the Produc-
tion of Sexed Subjects

The process of acquiring language has
become central to psychoanalysis. It is
through this pfocess that we become social
beings, that we enter culture and culture
enters us, constructing us as “sexed sub-
jects”. This I do not see as particularly con-
tentious and I am quite prepared to accept
that language structures experience.
Language is not merely a tool with which
we express ideas. It shapes how we think,
indeed what it is possible to think about
and therefore orders the way we make sense
of our experience. Psychoanalysis is far from
being the only perspective within which this
point is made. What is more problematic is
the idea of the oedipal situation and the
role of the phallus as ‘primary signifier’. The
notion of penis envy as such is still very
much there in Mitchell’s work, albeit an
envy of what the penis represents rather
than of the physical organ. Coward and
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associates place the emphasis much more
on the importance of recognizing this
difference as the difference so that the
phallus becomes the crucial symbol around
which entry into language and culture is
ordered. It is only after the mirror phase
(in which the child differentiates itself from
its environment, accomplishes a separation
between self and other) and the castration
complex,

How important is penis envy?

. . . that the subject can find a signifying place
in language where it can represent itself
adequately to the structure that already includes
it.

The role that the phallus plays is that it
governs this positionality by which the subject
can represent itself in language. .

(Coward et al, 1976; 1982 reprint, p.287)

What this apparently means is that the
child cannot place herself in the world,
specifically as a sexed subject without hav-
ing taken note of this crucial difference and
cannot, therefore, become a fully social
language-using human being. While male
children make a positive entry into the
symbolic since they “find themselves in a
relation of possession of the symbolic func-
tion” (ibid), girls enter in a negative relation,
one of lacking, of not possessing the phallus,
the mark of difference.

One aspect of this formulation which I
find confusing is the exact relation between
the constitution of the sexed subject and
the learning of language, a confusion
heightened by the obscure terminology they
use: Coward and Ellis (1977) assert that
becoming a fully language-using subject is
dependent on the castration complex. It is
claimed that in order to “use” language the
subject must take up “‘a position in regards
to meaning”. This “positionality” is
“achieved through . . . the mirror phase and
the castration complex”. (ibid p.105). So it
seems that language can be learuzed but not
used prior to the oedipus complex.

Presumably this means that a child can-
not speak (or at least not speak properly)
un;il s/he has been constructed as a sexed
subject, If this meant merely that learning
language involves being aware that one’s
position in the world was as a boy or a girl,
then this would not be too problematic. It
seems to be the case that girls do enter into
culture in a negative relation, being defined

How central is the castration
complex?
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in relation o the male, as not-male, What s
problematic is the notion that the child
cannot enter culture as a sexed subject and
cannot speak until she has negotiated the
castration complex; that is, has positioned
herself in language and culture in terms of
lacking the phallus., These processes are seen
as absolutely neccessary in order to enter
into (patriarchal) culture.

While these explanations of our construc-
tion as sexed subjects rests on the symbolic
function of the phallus rather than on envy
of the penis itself, it nonetheless seems to
assume an awareness of, a representation of,
this real physical difference. Now it seems
to me that it is quite possible for a girl to
remain unaware of the existence of penises
until well after she is fluent in language and
has identified and placed herself as a little
girl. .
Are we to assume that it all somehow
happens “in the head” without a child hav-
ing basis for it in experience? Surely, even
the unconscious mind (as it is postulated
within psychoanalytic theory) must reflect
real tangible experience and not merely an
abstract system of symbols? Symbols or
language may order our experience, but
they do not create it out of thin air. Are we

How important is real
experience?

Why are cultural differences
ignored?

- to beheve that chlldren maglcally “know’’ .

the phallus without ever- ‘having seen or
heard of the penis?

Little girls, who do not know of these
physical differences and therefore cannot -
represent it to themselves, are not stunted
asocial beings, nor are they guaranteed to
be unfeminine, nor do ‘they inevitably “‘fall’
ill” (as those who do not negotiate the
proper stages of development must, accord-
ing to psychoanalysis). Many other well-
documented processes are occuring which-
allow a girl to place herself as a sexed sub-
ject — and language, of course is cruc1al to
this. ' .

Psychoanalysis, however, appears to
claim that all other data on socialization
are false or irrelevant. More conventional
studies of socialization have revealed that
the processes contributing to the construc-,
tion of gender and sexuality are many,
varied and complex and I see no reason to
discount these findings, to dismiss them as
superficial and inconsequential, At least .
they refer to real children; psychoanalytic
explanations on the other hand seem to rest
on a theoretical construct called “the child”.

Psychoanalysis is also very bad news for
anyone attempting to rear children so that
they do not grow up to be walking. feminjne
or masculine stereotypes. We know. it is
difficult, but the formulations of psycho-
analysis suggest that it is impossible, that
the critical processes involved are way .
beyond our control. So-we may as well
encourage girls to be vulnerable, narcisistic
and masochistic because that is how they
will end up anyway. o L

The category “woman” is taken to be .
virtually universal, applying to all (patriar-
chal) societies. Now obviously people are
constructed as ‘sexed subjects’ in all cultures
but I doubt this happens in exactly the same
way in-all contexts. Mitchell maintains that
while there may be variations in ‘‘the expres-
sion of femininity”, this does not funda-
mentally alter what it is to be a woman, the
basic functioning of women’s psyches.
Patriarchal societies may be subject to varia-
tion but since the significance of the phallus
remains constant, so does female (and male)

psychology.
It is not at all clear how Mitchell distin-

guishes between expressions of femininity
and the fundamentals of feminine psycho-
logy. It looks like a form of words to avoid
taking seriously any anthropological
evidence which might otherwise contradict
psychoanalysis. The assumption that
evidence drawn from psychoanalysing
women in Western societies can be applied
to all other cultures is in any case clearly
untenable.

The problem with phallocentrism, then,
is not so much that it is possibly sexist but
that it precludes any understanding of the
complexity and variation of women’s
experiences under patriarchy and of the full
range of processes that contribute to the
construction of gender and sexuality. But
psychoanalysis is so closed in upon itself, its
adherents so immersed in its methods and
assumptions, that they cannot conceive of
any alternatives and the only means of avoid-
ing phallocentrism they can envisage is a
retreat into a belief that femininity is some
innate essence distorted by patriarchy.

The Problem of Sexuality

There are major problems with psycho-
analytic ideas about sexuality itself. Just
as Mitchell insists that we must accept the
existence of the unconscious so we must
take as indisputable fact Freud’s “discovery”
of infantile sexuality. Other psychoanalytic
analyses concentrate on the constitution of
“desire”when we enter into language and
culture but still retain some notion of drives
which exist before this time. It is claimed
that this is not an essentialist position since
a drive is not the same thing as an instinct
in that it has no ‘object’; that is, it is not
oriented towards any particular outlet, any
specific category of person. Sexuality is not
seen as something we are born with but is
constructed in particular ways through our
entry into patriarchal ¢ulture, Yet it still
seems to be assumed that certain infantile
experiences are intrinsically, essentially
sexual. What is apparently being argued is
that while sexuality is socially constructed,
the drives we are born with are sexual in
themselves.

Not only is this contradictory, but the
whole notion of sexual ‘drives’ is rather
dubious. A drive is an inborn urge towards
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physical gratification. While the satisfaction
of hunger, for example, can be seen in this .
way (since it is necessary for physical
survival) other forms of sensual pleasure do
not so easily fit this model. Obviously
infants do experience scnsual pleasure but
this does not mean that this experience
involves either the gratification of a drive or
that it is specifically sexual. To think of
sexuality in terms of drives is to see it as
something we are impelled towards by inner
urges beyond our control and beyond the
reach of social forces. To see any form of
sensual pleasure as sexual iz itself is to view
sexuality as a natural biological endowment
rather than something which is learnt. Both
these assumptions are essentialist. Both
imply that sexuality is unchanging and
unchangeable. The notion of sexual drives
are also dangerous as they imply an aggres-
sive male defined view of sexuality. The
idea that children are intrinsically sexual
can be used as a means of justifying sexual
abuse of them.

In order to escape the consequence of
essentialism, sexuality must be seen as
something which is socially defined rather
than as something which exists indepen-
dently of our subjective definitions of it.

In other words nothing, no act, no sensation,
is sexual in itself. What is sexual depends on
culturally defined and socially learnt mean-
ings. We are born with a broad sensual
potential, an ability to:gain pleasure from
certain sensations, but - which of these
become part of our sexuality depends on
what we learn to defineas'sexual, This
means that an infant gaining pleasure from
her own body cannot be said to be behav-
ing sexually even if she is doing something
that an adult would define as sexual. She
has not yet learnt language and can there-
fore not yet categorise her world and her
experiences and does not yet have access

to the concepts which would endow cer-
tain pleasures with sexual, erotic meaning.
It is nonsense, therefore, to talk of ‘infan-
tile sexuality’.

Is sexuality ‘natural’?

Does acquiring sexuality
depend on language?

Similar problems arise concerning the
nature of the ‘desire’ supposedly consti-
tuted at the ‘oedipal moment’ when child-
ren become oriented towards the appro-
priate heterosexual ‘object’. In what sense
can a child be said to have desire when the
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Is the unconscious a concep-
tional dumping ground?

What is desire?

Is sexual conditioning a
continuous process?

Gender and sexuality are not
the same

concept of desire, and indeed all know-
ledge through which she could make sense
of her experience as sexual, is not available
to her? We cannet ignore the fact that most
children in our society are kept ignorant of
those aspects of life which adults label
sexual. Once again I would argue that such
a child cannot be experiencing sexual
desire in the sense that an adult would,
since she cannot make sense of her feelings
in those terms. And here too those propos-
ing psychoanalytic explanations tend to.
contradict themselves. Many of them, like
Ros Coward, maintain that language struc-
tures and orders our experience. So how
can a child who cannot name desire be
said to experience it?

Maybe this would only be problematic
if it was being argued that desire exists at
this stage at a conscious level, whereas
most of these writers appear to be saying
that it is constituted in the unconscious.
But if this is the case, then the notion of
the unconscious is simply being used as a
conceptual dumping ground to explain
away things which do not fit in elsewh'ere.
We are left again with a residual essentialism
— that even if something is not, cannot, be
defined subjectively as sexual, it is nonethe-
less, in itself, sexual.

We are also left not knowing what
‘desire’ is supposed to mean. In some con-
texts they clearly are referring to sexual
desire, since their account of social construc-
tion of sexuality consists of processes by
which desire is constituted, At other times,
however, they seem to be talking about
something more nebulous: a desire to be
completed by and to complete someone
else, some sort of yearning after a ‘whole-
ness’ disrupted by the linguistic capa_city
to categorize and differenciate experience.
I suspect the term ‘desire’ is fflvoured
precisely because it is so ambiguous.

There are further difficulties with this
slippery concept. It seems to me .that the
processes whereby we are condltlone.d
towards genital, reproductive sexuality are
far more continuous throughout childhood
and adolescence than the psychoanalytic
account allows for. I cannot accept that it
all depends on what happens at the ‘oedipal
moment’, which in any case seems to be

more of an abstract, mythical ‘moment’
than a real event in time. Most of our learn-
ing experiences define sex for us in genital
reproductive terms. Moreover, a full
account of the social construction of
sexuality needs to explain more than
merely why most of us become hetero-
sexual. If what we define as sexual involves
selecting from a very broad sensual poten-
tial, then there are many possible forms of
eroticism consistent with heterosexuality.
Does heterosexuality have to involve
passive femininity and active masculinity?
Does it have to be genitally and reproduc-
tively focussed, involving the gaol of
orgasm as end point? Psychoanalytic '
explanations of ‘desire’ imply that all this
is essential to heterosexuality, that hetero-
sexuality is fixed and unchangeable. Nor
can the existence of desire itself explain all
facets of our sexuality. Both women and
men may engage in acts conventionally
defined as sexual without desire being their
primary motive. And what are we to make
of acts such as rape which may be moti-
vated more by a wish to punish and
humiliate as by sexual desires? Presumably
psychoanalysis would conceptualise such
wishes as sexual, but this merely confuses
the issue.

A central difficulty here lies in the con-
flation of gender and sexuality, a critici.sm
Barrett (1980) makes of other perspectives
but not of psychoanalysis where it is most
prevalent. Indeed, in psychoanalytic
accounts the term ‘sexuality’ is often
taken as synonymous with gender or at
least to subsume it. I, like Barrett, would
argue that while gender and (erotic)
sexuality are obviously linked, we should
not confuse them and should investigate
these links rather than prejudging them. In
psychoanalytic theory, however, both gen-
der and sexuality appear to be constituted
simultaneously at the oedipal moment. It
is with the formation of desire, in taking
the appropriate object, that we become
sexed subjects. This, in any case, gives far
too much determining force to sexuality
in determining our psychic life, and implies
that it has some intrinsic power to do so.

It is this confusion of gender and sexual-
ity and the reduction of sexuality to desire
and its object which I think accounts for

the failure of psychoanalysis to confront
the issue of lesbianism and homosexuality
noted recently by Elizabeth Wilson (1981).
For if our desire is directed towards

an object disallowed by our culture, how
can we be fully sexed subjects? If gender
and sexuality are one and the same, what
gender has a lesbian or homoséxual? The
only way of resolving these questions
within the psychoanalytic framework
would seem to lead us back to the realms
of limp-wristed men and° Amazonian
women.

Feminism and Psychoanalysis: Why
the Attraction?

I have argued that psychoanalysis, built
on a dubious methodology, on unfounded
assumptions about the unconscious and
containing within it a residual essentialism
does not offer us a very fruitful means of
analyzing sexuality. As an explanation for
the persistence of patriarchy and of its
effects on our consciousness it is an
extremely depressing doctrine, for it offers
us little chance of changing the situation.
We are trapped in a vicious circle, Why is
the phallus the privileged signifier? —
Because we live in a patriarchal culture, Why
is our culture patriarchal? — Because the
phallus is the privileged signifier. Linking
this to the notion of relations of reproduc-
tion as Coward and associates do (1976)
does not help much. This is itself a difficult
concept that can mean miany things and in
this case it seens to mean little more than
biological reproduction; or, as Coward and
Ellis would have it, it is through the castra-
tion complex that “the reproduction of the
species is ensured” (1977, p.112). If it is

the reproduction of the species rather than
of specific social relations which are ensured
by all this, then there is nothing we can do
about it.

Why, then, should psychoanalysis appeal
to feminists? Various factors have been
suggested, for example by Wilson (1981)
and Sayers (1979). The most important of
these is that psychoanalysis offers an
analysis of patriarchy as a structure in its
own right and rests on a universalism that
stresses the commonality of women’s
oppression. This being the case, it would be
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expected to appeal to radical feminists. But
it is marxist feminists who have adopted it.,
While Wilson sees in this a potential retreat
from marxism, I disagree. There are very
good reasons for its appeal to marxist
feminists in that it helps them to deal with
theoretical difficulties which radical femin-
ists do not have to face,

Psychoanalysis has been appropriated by
marxists generally to account for aspects of
lived experience to which conventional
marxist categories are inapplicable. But it
has a more specific appeal to marxist
feminists in its ability to create a space for
theorizing gender relations and sexuality in
their own right without challenging
pre-existing marxist concepts and .categories.
By placing this theorization in the realm of
the ideological, the problems of trying to
relate women’s subordination to specific
modes of production is avoided.

In doing so, however, some of the failings
inherent in attempts to place women’s
oppression at the economic level as some-
how contributing to the maintenance of
capitalist economy are repeated. It has
been noted, for example by Friedman'(1982)
and Delphy and Leonard (1982) that such
explanations tend to take the sexual division
of labour as given and therefore rests on an
implicit biological reductionism. This, of
course, is also true of a theory which regards
specific psychic processes as necessary to
the reproduction of the species.

The appropriation of psychoanalysis also
serves to perpetuate another common
ommission in marxist thought: the unwill-
ingness to confront the issue of male power,
the preference f6r considering women’s
oppression solely in terms of structures
(whether economic or symbolic) at the
expense of analyzing the ways in which real
men exercise and benefit by their power
over women..

Radical feminists have never doubted
that patriarchy is worthy of consideration
in its own right, have never been afraid of
confronting the day-to-day realities of male
dominance and are not trapped within the
confines of any existing body of theory.
For them psychoanalysis can have little
appeal. @
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eminist Writers
Conference

Feminist conferences bave rarely been fully repo'rted in the
feminist press in this country — Trouble and Strife hopes to -
change this. Much exciting political debfzte develops at our con
ferences, and events may take place which change many of our .,
minds. But unless something is written dqw'/‘a, what bas' bappene
is passed on only by word of moutb,ﬂmzd this tends to increase
the distance between those who are ‘i and those who are 120.t.b
We hope to develop a way of reporting on confere?zces wh zc;i
take place available to our readers, so that new qu.estzon; rc;/se
and arguments put forward can be more widely c'izscusse . eer
admire the practice of ‘off our backs’, the American newspapd i
which reports major confere;ces very fully, sometimes reprodu
' ord for word. ' .
mgTe}zzcrlegzaLZ’ie;::ny pjrro blems to be dealt w'itb in attempting this
— foremost among them how to avoid misrepresenting women
sition the re
glg(r)jeoflges;tsomen wljo)o were at any conference we r.epor;. We
make no claim to be objective, ot for that matter fair, an wef
hope that women will want to challenge our interpretations o .
events. All women are also welcome to send us their own repor

of events, and we might well publish more than one version of the

same conference. o . .
This report on the recent Feminist Writers Conference in

Edinburgh is our first attempt at this so1t 0 f reporting, alnd
women will no doubt see the problems mvol'vfd. We welcome
your comments on how we can/.zmprozie on it!

orter disagrees with. We welcome comments

When you think about it, feminists do alot of 4
writing. If we added together all the 1eaf1et§ an
handouts, every poem and novel, all the articles
and reviews, it amounts to a great deal of wqu.
Much of our feminism exists tlzroug}} the written
word, and it is often the only link w1t‘h women in
the past. We thay not be able to physically dis-
mantle the patriarchal state, but we can and do
criticise and seek to undermine it. In‘other words,
writing is a form of power, a tool which women
do have access to. However, most of I:S would not
describe ourselves as ‘feminist writers'.

The list of conference workshops suggested
problems of definition whic}} beset us, asAwell ;s
the practical ones of publish.lrfg, cer}sprshlp an y
editing. What counts as feminist writing? Shou |
we call ourselves writers? What stops women writ-
ing or shapes and defines what we do write? How
is it possible to write about or for others whose
experience is different from our own? 4

There were over 50 workshops and we attend.e
15 between us, Clearly, this is not a representative

report, but an amalgamation of our impressions.
1t is also biased in that the three of us were more
interested in talking abaut factual and polemical
writing than novels and poetry and the workshops
we chose to attend do reflect that.

The Saturday workshops were grouped around
the idea of ‘process’ and those on Sunday 4
oriented more towards content. We haq assume
that a discussion of the processes of writing at a
feminist conference would also be in a political
context. Unfortunately, in some of th? worl.(shops
this was not the case, For example, in ‘Naming
Ourselves as Writers’ the emphasis‘was very mu‘ch
upon women finding the self-confidence to cLalm
this prestidgious title. One woman fieclarec'i that
if there ever had been a sex war we d won it long
ago and now it was our own fault if we did not
make it as writers, Another woman who ques-
tioned whether we should want to call ourselves.
writers given that it had traditlor}ally been a white
middle class preserve was firmly ignored. .
Obviously there were women preant h91dmg very
different political views and the discussion v‘\j/as
not a véry comfortable exchange bu.t seemed .
polarised between women whose primary f'ocu.s
was on the problems of being a woman writer in

2 male-dominated profession and those whose
feminism made them question the fur'ldamental
structures around who writes, is published and for

whom.

Romance and slogans

It seemed to us more generally tl"xa't the're was af
widespread acceptance ofa romant{c{scd 1mngt; (:1
writing — that it was an isolated' activity trO}llb e
by problems of inspiration and inner turmotl.
Some women were thinking of their work anfi
ideas as coming from their feminist community,
even if the actual writing down was done' alone,
but that was not the underlying assumption
behind much of the talking about how we wrltc.1

In more specifically ferinist work.sl'!ops we fcilf
generally disappointed that tht? repetition o'fl \g‘e-
used phrases frequently stood in for any real dis

cussion. Slogans such as “language is patriarchal”
and “rationality is male” were reiterated rather
than talked about. Race, class, disabilities and
sexuality were all given mentions as though an
agenda was being automatically ticked-off. This
may well say more about the current political
climate in the women’s movernent than this parti-
cular conference. But on the whole, the atmos-
phere was obviously not right for exploring the
way our lives connect with these shared problems
rather than simply admitting.their existence,

Of course, it is difficult to know what specific
conferences can achieve and what the women who
attend want to get out of them. Over 150 women,
almost all of whom were white, came to this con-
ference, but it was quite a mixed bunch in terms
of age, occupations and politics. There were prob-
lems of access for disabled women, which neces-
sitated some of the workshops being moved down-
stairs. Other than this, the organisation went well,
though some of us were surprised and annoyed
that it had been necessary to bring in men as
‘resource people’,

The range of interests and backgrounds was
reflected in differences in what we wanted to see
happen at the conference and the ways of doing
things. Some women said they wrote primarily
“to sort out their feelings”, others “to change the
world”. This distinction did not run along simple
lines of division such as fiction and non-fiction,
or process and content, but it expresses something

of the varying approaches which came through
whatever the topic under discussion.

The necessity for criticism

In the workshop on criticism it was felt that the
kind of bland suppert that we often give one
another, for example, when writing book reviews
was not really very useful. We thought that when
we criticised each other’s work we should be
prepared to be more personally open and willing
to admit the interests and involvements from
which our views stem.

Paradoxically it was noted too that we seem to
be most harshly critical of work that is closest to
us, for example, with novels that present the
feminist world. Such works are taken to
represent all of us, even if the author herself had
no intention of doing other than describing her
own world. In the same way, work by women
writers is seen as expression of ‘the female cons-
ciousness’ as though there was one universal
experience, This was a particularly good session
with the women present really listening and res-
ponding to each other’s thoughts,

Working from our own experience seemed to
be both 2 unifying feminist principle during dis-
cussions and the source of a great deal of confu-
sion, In some workshops such as the one on
working class writing, and also one on editing,
writing about or making judgements upon the
work of women whose experience or oppression
you did not share was seen as fraught with danger.
Some women declared that we should write only

from our own perspective and direct experience.
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Racism and correctness

Such wariness was present in various workshops
and when certain topics were brought up. The
workshop on racism and writing was a painful
example, The all-white women discussion after
the paper by an Asian woman had been read was
tense to the point of paralysis. One woman left
angrily declaring that it was impossible to do any-
thing in an atmosphere of personal guilt. Anpther
reminded us that racism was not just about
colour though what little discussion there was
still continued to focus on Black women. The
palpable fear of saying the wrong thing and ina-
bility to make our own judgements rather than
waiting for the ‘right line’ to come from a Black
woman made this a most depressing and hopeless
non-event.

In her paper ‘Political and Polemical Writing’
Dena Attar makes some pertinent comments
about ‘correctness’,

We should not get too obsessive about ‘correct’

political language, so that women are constantly

looking over their shoulders as they write and
fearing they will be criticised for inadvertently
using an offensive phrase or letting slip a reac-
tionary thought. I think we should take care
when we write and be prepared to give detailed
criticism; But our awareness of oppressive
forms of language has to be part of a wider
understanding of oppression, and using the right
right words and phrases could become a mere
mechanical technique. If we insist on complete
political purity. of thought and word — and this
is leaving out the question of who decides — we
are effectively silencing women who are still
reaching towards an understanding of oppres-
sion,

- Working class writing

One of the largest and certainly. angriest work-
shops was the one on working class writing, A lot
of women present: seemed to have been through
some form of higher education, and as we talked
about the ways in which we were changed by
that and by feminism, it became clear that there
was-a lot of resentment at being assumed to be
middle class as an automatic result of those pro-
cesses, Some women spoke of having to unlearn
mystifying and unnecessarily complicated ways
of writing, academic writing coming in for partic-
ular‘and fierce criticism, Everyone agreed that
there were no ideas so complex that they cannot
be expressed in straightforward language and that
working class women have a right to demand
simplicity from feminist academics. It is partic-
ularly galling when the ideas being written about
are of deep concern to, and originate in us all,
and yet many women have no access to whole
areas of debate, A lot of other things were talked
about and the workshop was useful and interest-
ing to most of us. A tape was made of it and it is
hoped that it will become available in written
form; contact Lavender Menace Bookshop, 11a
Forth Street, Edinburgh, for information.B

Lynn Alderson, Sophie Laws, Sara Scott

There were many papers written
for this conference and a book
may come out of them and
issues rajsed at the conference.
Contact Ultra Violet Enterprises,
25 Horsell Road, London N5.
And we will be printing on of
the papers — ‘Writing for my
mother’, by Pearlie McNeill — in
the next issue of Trouble and
Strife.
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Thatcherism is anti~feminism

1t is often argued that since Margaret Thatcher and many of ber supporterls "WZ
women, ber government must at least be a ba'lf-bea‘rted supporter of equal rights
— even if the policies it bas pursued bave indirectly bar'med many women.
Miriam David bere takes issue with those on the Left, including the Communist

Party’s theoretical journal Marxism T oday, who want to persz.tade us that
feminism is not an important issue when confron.tmg the Tqrzes. N 5
Margaret Thatcher’s dissection of the Labour and use it to undermlne’ feminist demz‘i‘rllf s.ou
Party’s manifesto in a rousing speech at the They say to the women shmovlf;’ment, y
disgraceful “triumphal Tory youth rally” say gender is thC‘ISSUC,. what a .outp ¢ can.
(Daily Telegraph, 6.6.83) focussed on its Mrs Thatcher being Prime Ministers .
feminist intentions. Quoting the manifesto not be an issue of men oppressing women.
first, she added sone scathing comments: They refuse to see, to understand, that gen-

‘Men and women should be able to share the der relations, or patrlarch}{, a¥e.structural

rights and responsibilities of paid employment issues, not just matters of individuals or

and domestic activities so that job segregation interpersonal relations.

within and outside the home is broken down . .’ . ’ orters
It’s a grim catalogue — a list of proposals aimed The TO?‘ZES,— 4mbwalent supp
of Women’s Rights?

at destroying the spirit of enterprise and the
:.gi?t(:)f ;)ogisgl?;l?::cgf Z:tllc;&z:: ftt:::;tbey ::3 Certainly before the election lciampilgn
wherever you choose to develop it . . . the Left had not dev.eloped a c<} eren
She paused and looked round to her husband, analysis of ’I.‘hatcherlsm as anti- em‘m::‘sm(.:l
Denis Thatcher, and said of the Labour Party  Some soci;'ihs'ts‘and femlmst were In¢ .e?
ta resounding laughter: “They are going to wildly OptlmlSt%C abou:lt their own ablht.les
see that Denis does his share of the washing to stave off a right-wing assaul:c on their
up.” demands. Marxism To.day, for instance, has
Feminist issues scarcely figured in the only printed very equivocal assessments of
1979 and 1983 election campaigns. Apart Thatcher’s treatment of women. F 1.tsl’: h
from this decadent rally, Thatcher has Lynne Segal w.rote. an odd piece, wit .t e '
avoided direct attacks on feminist demands. title “Thatcherism is not'the Mt?ral If\/la](v)rfty.’
The Left have not seized the possibilities it is not a general offepswe against erglmsm )
and campaigned around feminist issues. for t'he January 1983 1ssue.1 gThls g;sede;n
They, too, have left themselves vulnerable reprinted twice — in 'the volume e11 ; y
to accusations of sexism. Despite having the Stuart Hall am'i Martin Jz}cques collecting
strong statement in the Labour manifesto together Marmsm Today’s esslay§ on(Sli o
which Thatcher seized on, and 78 women Thatcherism; and as the con; uzonk Shge y
Labour parliamentary candidates (compared ex:cended anc! amended) to ;t, et ;);e e
to the Tories’ mere 38), Labour and other ed1‘Fed Wbat is to be done a f)uf or [y ¢
Left parties rarely use women on their most Whlf:h.ls pub!lshed b})ll Pe;ﬁglnﬁ e:‘tin <
public platforms and election addresses (and,  Socialist Society.) T CE ;1 / ‘:velfare
of course, few of the 78 were in safe Labour May issue, loo_ked at T 'atc ert ; e
Seats). The Thatcher factor, on the other policies anq did not polgnttllllpL eeeand St
hand, relying as it does on the cult of person- mental anti-feminism. litoical ceand St
ality, is at least able to offer us 4 version on draw the erroneous po1 | concusion
womanhood. Indeed, Margaret Thatcher was ‘FhaF ’;‘l:xatzh:;flzgzsli 2;1 r}lloaicni r: fem s
ed as the model woman — mother, its indirec '
22::;’, housewife, sex object. Many women  policies. Marxism Today l})ms SL;bsefq;;r:ily
and men seem to have ‘bought’ the image refused to publish any rebuttals o
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CARTOONS BY JUDY STEVENS

were, to say the least, generous and cautious
statements,

In the conclusion to her edited book, for
instance, Segal goes so far as to state:

Indeed, Thatcherism itself, while immensely

increasing the work-load and stress of women

in the home — through increased poverty and
cuts in services — remains ambivalent about
women’s vights, In this way it is‘unlike the
pro-family movement in the U.S;, supported by

Reaganism, which is directly anti-feminist —

explicitly against abortion and equal rights for

wommen, as well as anti-gay . . .

(Segal, 1983, p.224) (my emphasis)

Of course, it all depends what you mean by
feminist and anti-feminist,

It is true that in the USA the terms are
more commonly used and form part of
ordinary political currency, Many ‘feminists’
in the USA are women who have fought on
a liberal platform for changes in women’s
legal rights — such as abortion and equal
rights — and won a large number since the
Equal Pay Act, 1963, and the Civil Rights
Act, 1964, They have succeeded in getting
a political and legal commitment to posi-
tive (what they call affirmative) actionon
women’s rights, which entails organisations
in receipt of public funds setting targets for
equal employment opportunities, To ensure
this commitment in all walks of life they
moved on to campaign for an amendment
to.the US constitution — the Equal Rights
Amendment (ERA). This has created an
enormous backlash and any opposition to
such feminist demands in the USA can
openly name itself anti-feminist. But just
because we don't use these terms in party
politics and the media, it doesn’t mean the
issues are any less contentious here.

In the USA the language is clearly more
direct, but the battle is not yet won in the
way Segal believes. Reagan has not declared
himself or his policies to be anti-feminist:
he has not endorsed direct attacks on the
equal rights legislation, affirmative action
or abortion, although he did not support
the Equal Rights Amendment. He has been
very careful to appear to be “ambivalent”,
claiming to be “committed to a fairer
society’” which includes equity for women,
But he has also accepted the support of
right-wing pressure groups, such as anti-ERA
and Right-to-Lifers as well as the Moral
Majority, who declare themselves
anti-feminist and who campaign vigorously
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at federal, state and local levels for reversals
to women’s rights. It is only in the effects
of his fiscal policies that Reagan is clearly
anti-feminist. .

So what is so different in Britain? Segal
claims that Thatcher’s “pro-family rhetoric
is less consistent — tempered by the contin-
ued success of [British] feminism in mobiliz-
ing support for women’s rights and equality”
(ibid, p.225). What nonsense this is!

The British legislation is muck weaker
than that of the USA. For instance, it does

" not have any commitment to a programme

of positive action, nor is there any way in
which groups of women can take collective
action (what the Americans call class action
suits) on pay or working conditions. The
Equal Opportunities Commission in Britain
operates by means of “persuasion” and is
much less aggressive in its pursuit of women'’s
interests than the American EEOC, which
uses legal means.

Feminists have also been less successful
in Britain in finding a voice in party politics,
Even the Labour party has shown itself
unwilling to face the electorate on women’s
issues — despite its commitment to the
manifesto quoted so sneeringly by
Mrs Thatcher. Feminists in Britain are vir-
tually outside the conventional political
spectrum. Far from ‘tempering’ Thatcher,
we have little place on her political agenda
and are so unsuccessful that it is hardly
necessary to attack us head-on. It is only in
rare moments of exhilaration that Thatcher
turns to confront the issues — and, of course,
reduces them to a kitchen sink joke!

Women’s rights are the very least of
feminists’ demands. On the other hand,
attempts to revoke the Sex Discrimination
Act and Equal Pay Act are not the only
signs of anti-feminism. You can be anti-
feminist without mentioning the SDA and
EPA — you can find more subtle ways
around these pieces of legislation which
make revoking them unnecessarily dramatic
and perhaps counter-productive into the
bargain. To repeal the EPA and SDA, which
are after all women’s rights, would focus
direct attention on those rights and give
feminists an opportunity to mount a counter
campaign. To the anti-feminist this might be
to run the risk of the opposition gaining
support. Anti-feminism can be more subtle,
focussing on issues that are not so directly
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about women’s rights — such as improving
mothers’ voluntary work conditions, -
through financial support to the Preschool
Playgroups Association (see on).

Thatcher’s Declared Intentions

If Lee and Segal are too kind to Thatcher,
what is the evidence of her anti-feminism?

It is true that she has not even tried to
revoke the Sex Discrimination and Equal

Pay Acts, merely weakened them through
lack of funding and support for even their
more “persuasive’” measures. The Tory
manifesto also appears committed, in Lee’s
terms, to “‘lukewarm, equal rights feminism”

since it states )
As an employer, this Government is fulfilling its

commitment to equal opportunities for men
and women who work in public services . .. We
have brought forward for public discussion prop-
osals for improving the tax treatment of married
women, whether or not they go out to work . ..
We shall also reform the divorce laws to offer
further protection to children and to secure
fairer financial arrangements when a marriage
ends.
This is very high sounding, though it is all
they say on women and their position in
society. But on closer inspection, it is not
worth the paper it's written on.

First, the Tories are committed to reduc-
ing the size of the public sector by means of
privatisation. So there will be very few
women who “work in the public services”,
and a commitment to equal opportunities
there is destined to be an empty promise.
Most women will work in the private sector
and they are promised nothing.

Second, as to taxation, the Tories are still
chewing the issues over but are unlikely to
go for a scheme which treats all men and
women whether married or single as indivi-
duals for tax purposes. They are more likely
to give favourable tax treatment to married
women who stay at home and do not work
than to women in paid employment.

Finally, as to fairer financial arrangements
on divorce, the Tories’ intention is to make
this fairer to men, assuming that women at
present get the better deal. Men will no
longer be “obligated” to pay maintenance
to women who take paid employment, and
a time limit will be set on the period over
which those that have to, do so. But women
who take paid employment may lose the
custody of their children on the grounds of
not being good mothers. So ‘fairness’ is

about men’s rights and making working

mothers pay the price of divorce, either

financially or by losing custody of the child-
ren, or both. So much for the Tories’
commitment to “equal opportunities”.
Lukewarm equal rights feminism, then,
amounts to worse than nothing. Thatcher’s
intentions have been more clearly spelled
out in places other than the manifesto. The
Family Policy Group’s ramblings revealed
in The Guardian are perhaps a better state-
ment of intent. There it is obvious that
women will get nothing, and worse, will be
pushed back into the home. Ferdinand
Mount, Mrs Thatcher’s policy advisor and
chief architect of the Family Policy Group’s
thoughts, is intellectually committed to the
family as a natural unit. In his book The
Subversive Family, in which he takes
feminists and socialists to task for their
utopianism and their failed visions, he
concludes:
... the first . . . aspiration, most intimate and
ancient, is the desire for equality, privacy and
independence in marriage . . . marriage still
seems to be the most interesting enterprise . ..
Its outcomes — children, grandchildren, heir-
looms of flesh and blood — stretch away over
the horizon . . . a way of living which is both so
intense and so enduring must somehow come
naturally to us, that is part of being human.
(Mount, 1982, p.255—6) (his emphasis)
Mount’s eulogy of marriage takes no account
of the work entailed in a martiage for
women. His passion for marriage comes
from his desire for an emotional sanctuary:
a usual male perspective. Equality for him
is equality for men to have a wife to come
home to.

This perspective on marriage and the
family forms the basis of the Family Policy
Group’s policy suggestions. Although the
proposals were not presented as a coherent
policy plan, they had a clear underpinning
theme. This is that all social and public ser-
vices should no longer be the responsibility
of government but of the family. Of course,
the family is used in these policy prescrip-
tions as a euphemism for women-in-the-
family. The purpose of the group was stated

as:
... to ensure that all the Government’s domes-

tic policies help to promote self-respect and a
sense of individual responsibility. We are con-
.cerned with the overall well-being of the family
and not solely or specifically with the provision
of welfare by the state or other public agencies.

Given this, the Family Policy Group’s aim
was to ‘‘persuade”, by social, educational
and fiscal means, women back into the
home to care, voluntarily, for men, children,
the elderly (meaning of course mainly
women) and the sick and disabled.

The Group proposed to cut the cost of
health and education services by imposing
those costs on families, For instance, it
suggested shifting from: a National Health
Service to a scheme of private health insur-
ance; and from a state education service to
a system of education vouchers, Under this
la}tter scheme, each family would receive a
financial voucher to pay the minimal cost of
schooling, redeemable at a private or state
‘s‘chool. and with the possibility of parents’

topping up” if a school charged higher fee$

. than the value of the voucher. Schools

would become ““parental schools”; with
parents having the chief say and where those
V&.’lth religious values would be given a posi-
tion of importance. One aim of the Family
Policy Group was to make sure “schools had
a clearer moral base”, .

Given the Family Policy Group’s view of
the family, a moral base here would mean 2
commitment to the traditional patriarchal
fafnily, with a male breadwinner and econo-
mically dependent housewife and dependent
children. Moreover, the morality is clearly a
sexual morality, with clear prescriptions for

" women. Sir Keith Joseph, in his contribu-

tion to the Family Policy Group, was con-
cerned about teenage pregnancy and parent-
hood, especially of girls still at school. He
spggested a preventative publicity campaign,
similar to that mounted by the Health
Education Council against smoking. He
aimed to prevent teenage sexual activity by
putting fear into girls, A very curious and
Cf)ntradictory strategy, given the Tories’

aim to make girls into mothers, and only
mothers — but of course it has to be at the
right time.

The Tories have a clear moral view of
women’s position. This concerns not only
sexual morality but also women’s work.
This should be “caring” work, done within
marriage for love not money.

Policies Already Set in Train -

Burdens on women are not only planned
!)y the Tories in the Family Policy Group or
in other discussion documents, but have
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already been set in train by their p(;licies
over the last four years. The government
has already started the process of what has
been called privatisation of the public
a.nd social services. It has cut-back on its
financial involvement and placed the costs
on families or private organisations whether
' vo-luntary’, charitable organisations or
private profit making firms. Some left
critics have tried to distinguish these pro-
cesses, calling the imposition on families
domestication and the burden on the
private sector privatisation. But this only
serves to underestimate the impact that
these processes have had on women. Both
have been more burdensome for women
than men.
The impact over all has been to increase
unemployment, and this has made women
and men’s lives more burdensome and stress-

* ful. The cuts in public services have

increased poverty amongst both the emp-
loyed and unemployed. Women have fared
the worst from these. And in an effort to
reduce the number of registered unemp-
loyed, mothers who are unemployed and
attempting to register for work and unemp-
loyment benefit are now asked to prove
their childcare arrangements are such that
they could take up work immediately if
offered a job.

One of the biggest cut-backs has been in
child care for preschool children. Local
Education Authorities no longer have to
Rrovide nursery schools and there is no
financial support for other ways of caring
for or educating children. The Department
f’f Health and Social Security (DHSS) has
just started a scheme of financial support to
help the voluntary sector in this area. It has
encouraged the spread of playgroups which
usually involve mothers’ participation on a
voluntary basis, and mother and toddler
groups. It has also encouraged new schemes
of supporting mothers of preschool children
who are seen to be “inadequate”. Mothers
of older children are to be asked to
“befriend” one such inadequate mother: to
talk to her about parenting and to help with
the housework, shopping or baby-sitting.

Mo.thers’ voluntary work is being encour-
aged.m schools, too, to substitute for the
cuts in teaching and ancillary staff. They are
!)emg asked more often to become “listen-
ing mothers": listening to primary school.
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children learning to read, helping to lamin-
ate books, and generally providing unpaid
help to teachers.

The reduction in LEAS' statutory duties
to provide school meals has doubly hit
women. On the one hand, women have lost
jobs (underpaid though they were) as school
dinner ladies and helpers. On the other hand,
mothers have been forced by the costs either
to provide packed lunchés or to club
together to provide meals on a voluntary
rather than paid basis for children. Changes
in school meals clearly illustrates how hard
it is to distinguish what is privatisation and
what is domestication. Both sets of policies
are framed with the underlying idea that the
real job of a woman is to care for families
on an unpaid basis.

This exploitation of women, through cuts
in social services, has also occurred in the
health services. For instance, contracting out
laundry and cleaning services to private busi-
nesses in order to cut the costs of the National
Health Service has reduced the number of
women’s jobs. It has also meant that the
remaining jobs for women have become even
lower paid than when they were part of the
NHS.

Sexuality and Abortion

Obvious anti-feminism, though, is not
only about women's jobs, jobs segregation
and motherhood as voluntary work, but
about women'’s sexuality and about abortion.
The Tories have not mounted explicit cam-
paigns on these, but this does not mean that
these issues are not under severe attack.

One effect of the policy of privatisation
as it affects the National Health Service is
that it is a covert way of reducing women’s
rights to abortion, without having to fighF to
repeal the legislation. Each health author¥ty
will have to decide, within strict cash limits,
which areas of medical care to prioritise.
Abortion will clearly not be high on many
agendas. It is clear, too, that the Tories will
make it more difficult for the charities,
which currently provide the majority of
abortions, to go on providing them. They
will add administrative restrictions which
will make it more expensive, more unpleas-
ant, and, with the added burden of more
interrogation, more illegitimate to get an
abortion.

In the USA, the anti-abortionists have

tried more explicitly to get massive adminis-
trative restrictions on access to abortions.
Given their legal situation .which is more
politicaly visible, this has had greater pub-
licity than in England. As yet, however, in
the USA they have not succeeded in getting
a change in the law. The Supreme Court has,
in fact, just struck down two plans for only
hospital-based, rather than clinic-based, abor-
tions. But the anti-abortionists have yet
more plans and are successful in local areas
at making it difficult for women.
Anti-feminism in the USA is also directly
anti-gay. This is beginning to be the case,
too, in England. Mary Whitehouse, through
her Festival of Light, has taken up several
cases recently against gaysand against
pornography. She has also mounted a cam-
paign against sex education and the publica-

tion of feminist literature on sex education.
One major campaign was against Sheba for

publishing the Playbook for Kids about Sex.

The Department of Education and Science
(DES) have followed Mrs Whitehouse’s lead
and changed the nature of sex education in
schools, They have tried to control the ways
in which it is taught and to specify the con-
tent of such courses to include chastity
before marriage. Lesbianism is of course a
taboo subject within such sex education
courses. Sex education is to be part of a
broad programme of religious, health and
moral education, Some LEAs have published
their own schemes which include discussion
of personal and moral values, such as abor-
tion, but do not allow for discussion of
sexual orientation.

The Left’s own Anti-Feminism

With all this evidence (and more) in front
of it, why has the Left not developed an
adequate analysis of the anti-feminism of
Margaret Thatcher? I believe, because it has
itself its own weaker brand of anti-feminism
and because it insists on a traditional
approach to economic and social policies.
Until the Left does seriously take up these
central problems for women and plans a
concerted attack on the onslaught of the
New Right with feminists and other rac.iicals,
the situation is very. scary. Racism, nation-
alism, chauvinism, anti-semitism, monetar-
ism and anti-welfare statism, together with
anti-feminism, make a grim catalogue of
policies for the foreseeable future.®

/

- Jobs for the Wives
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A review of Janet Finch, ‘Married to the Job: Wives’ Incorporation in Men’s -

Work’, Allen and Unwin, 1983, £10.00,

Before Pierre Trudeau was prepared to establish
even a secret relationship with Margaret Sinclair,
her biography tells us (Beyond Reason, Arrow,
1980), she had to learn French, give up marijuana,
and come off the Pill. After their marriage, his
values and life took her over completely, ““A glass
panel was gently lowered around me . . . for five
years I lived in cotton wool . . . increasingly con-
vinced that this artificial life was slowly crushing
me to death. With so much civility around, whom
should I attack? With so much comfort, how dare
I complain?”, * '

Her escape and her biography are rarities. Few
wives of heads of state are so disaffected with
their roles that they are prepared to be as candid
as she was; few husbands or nations would allow
her story to be published; and few prime ministers
would marry when already in office, so most wives
are broken in much more gradually.

Wives usually accept thé total transformation of
their lives which comes when their husbands
change jobs. Some even embrace them eagerly —
for the vicarious status, and because their job as
‘the wife of . . . .” may be extraordinarily varied
and interesting. Margaret Trudeau, for example,
found herself

One minute . , . firing a cook, the next discuss-
ing icefloes with strange non-English-speaking
geologists; one day sitting at home watching
television, the next in full regalia, waltzing with

a Head of State . . . In the first year I had a

taste of almost everything that would come my

‘way during my marriage to Pierre; a state visit

abroad, a number of receptions at home, a new

household to organise, official and formal

clothes to buy, a style of life to master, even a

pregnancy.

Janet Finch, in her recent book, does not unfor-
tunately, use the rich potential of autobiographies
such as this, preferring to restrict herself to more
systematic sources — the relatively few sociologi-
cal studies and government reports which have
looked at wives’ relationships to their husbands’
work, and accounts of particular occupational
groups which include sufficient information on
the male workers’ families, or of families which
include information on the head of households’
employment, for her to be able to extrapolate.
Consequently, she focuses primarily on the lives
of the wives of managers, diplomats, police and
prison officers, politicians, American doctors and
academics, men in the army and navy, fishermen,
small shopkeepers, minets, railway workers — and
her own research on clergy wives, (For a feminist,
she tells us remarkably little about herself and why
she became interested in the topic.)

It seems a pity she was not prepared to throw
her net more widely, especially since this is an
exploratory piece of work, designed as much to
challenge prevailing beliefs as to establish alterna-

tive hypotheses. It is also a pity, Ithink, that the
book is aimed so much at sociologists, since the .
topic is of wider interest, It’s not that the language
she uses is difficult or jargonized — rather that she
makes a lot of reference to theories and *‘past work
in the field” which will mean something to fellow
academics, but just irritate general readers.

The received wisdom Janet Finch wants to
challenge is that “work and domestic life became
separated with the development of industrial capi-
talism” and that “the productive (male) sphere is
now separate from the domestic (female) sphere”,
This, she says, is both empirically untrue and
theoretically naive. Writets who continue to stress
this are themselves contributing their own stone
to building and maintaining the ideology which
makes much of women's lives invisible, She con-
tends that all married women have their lives
structured by their husband’s jobs, and that all
married women contribute towards the work their
husbands’ employers receive from their employees.
This is not symmetrical: if wives are employed, few
husbands are much influenced by the nature of the
work. It may have a secondary influence on their
standard of living, but it does not determine the
overall income and status of the family — as the
man’s does, Nor does the household pattern of
space and time revolve around the woman’s work: -
it does not determine where the couple live, and
on the contrary it is fitted in around the hours
and needs of other family members.

The wives who are least influenced by their
husbands’ work are those whose men have jobs

- with absolutely regular and reliable working

hours, who bring nothing home,— neither physical
work, nor mental stresses, nor friendships, nor
altered personalities, whose work is always in the
same place, and away from home, and whose job
has ‘no contaminating effects’: which does not.
require or confer a particular position or standing -
in the community (such as a vicar or policeman).
Such men are in fact rare. Also rare are those at
the opposite extreme, for example soldiers, whose
families live in tied housing on army bases, who
are potentially on call in any emergency, who
move frequently geographically at their employer’s
discretion, who may be away from their wives for
long periods of time, who use secret weapons they
may not talk about, who are trained in particular
expressions of masculinity and physical violence,
and who are held at arms length by civilian society
(particularly should the wife herself be from
Northern Ireland). Most couples fall somewhere

in between; and what causes the variation they
experience, Finch says, is not class differences, but
the nature of the husband’s occupation, (Both
middle and working class jobs can fall at either
extreme,)

Drawing on her work on clergy wives, J anet
Finch makes a strong case that the combination of
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flexible working hours and home-based work
which it is often asserted is the path likely to be
followed by many in the future and which will
break down the sexual division of labour, in fact
often leads to a more rigid division than is
experienced when the husband works in a factory
or nine to five in an office, Because the sexual
division of labour requires that the wife ‘cover’
what the man does not do in the home, she is only
possibly free when he is not at work. If his work
can spill over into non-work time, if he always has
more work than he can possibly do, if he is always
available (it is not only professionals such as doc-
tors and high executives, but also rural gas repair
men and funeral directors who are always ‘on call’),
she can never be sure of being free. If she and the
local community value the work her husband does,
she hesitates (and has no social support) in putting
‘the family’, let alone her own needs, above his
work, She may therefore take on all the domestic
work and struggle to produce domestic conditions
which he does not find distracting.

Finch includes little historical material in her
book, but what she says leads me to wonder if in
fact in the pre-industrial handloom weaver's
family, one might not also have found a very
marked division of labour, Maybe the move to fac-
tory work reditced sexual divisions in the home,
rather than increasing them, as is usually suggested.
When you have a clear division into work and
leisure time for men, perhaps they are more willing
to do domestic work and childcare when the are
with the children, than when the latter are around
their heels all day?

From the cover

A central theme of the second half of the book
is the significant benefits all employers routinely
derive from the domestic work and moral support
which wives give their married male employees.
(Again, Finch stresses, this is not symmetrical:
women employees do not get it from their spouses.)
“The significance of wives' domestic labour is not
the particular task she performs, but her assump-
tion of responsibility for whatever ‘needs’ doing.”
Whether what ‘needs’ doing is dictated by the hus-
band’s frequent absence or constant presence, the
underlying structure is always the same: “the
demands of the man’s employment are supreme,
and the wife’s domestic labour facilitates these
demands.” “This represents a very significant
mechanism through which employers benefit from
the work of people they do not employ and to '
whom they have almost no legal obligation.”

Many wives contribute over and above this mini-
mum (domestic cover and moral support) ‘as the
opportunity permits’. All relieve their husbands of
humdrum tasks and concerns when they can, and
contribute direct labour at times of crisis or over-
load, or serve as a back up, for example if some-
one is needed to be constantly available to answer
the telephone. Some women are especially
‘fortunate’ in being able to démonstrate their
partnership publically — like Margaret Trudeau,
standing beside their husbands on the victory
platform: (As Finch says, “thus exploitation is
constituted as privilege”.)

Finch looks both at how some employers seek
actively to use and incorporate wives into their
husbands’ jobs — sometimes to the point where
wives work almost full-time (unpaid) and are
given training, or secretarial help (for instance,
publicans’ wives by breweries or diplomats wives).
And she also considers why wives may be either
happy to be incorporated, finding it neither
unwelcome or alienating; or else moan a bit, but
go along with it because it makes the best econo-
mic and social sense for them. They can have a
higher standard of living and social status as the
wife of a successful man than they could expect
to achieve for themselves. She also shows how
wives who refuse to be married to the job are
sanctioned — they are ‘letting their husbands
down’, putting his job in jeopardy, risking
divorce, If a wife is herself employed, she must
shiow not only that the children are not suffering,
but also that her husband’s job doesn’t suffer.
Finch therefore suggests that employed women
do not a double, but a triple work load: her job,
the domestic work, and work for his.job.

Through the entire book, however, husbands
are the absent centre, Finch sets up the problem
as being that work and home are not separated
and that the wife is influenced by and contributes
towards her husband’s job. (She ignores thereby
of course all single women and men.) She looks
at the effects of men’s work on wives, but never
considers how men’s actions themselves can
influence their work as well. (She presumes, for
instance, that the wife is free when the husband
is not at work. Surely whether she is or not
depends on what he chooses to do with his ‘free
time’?)Structurally, a wife’s work is determined

by her husband’s needs, which include his
personal desires as well as his job. She believes
that the main beneficiaries of wives’ vicarious
contribution to production are their husbands’
employers — obviously, since she has omitted
any work done in the home which is not speci-
fically to do with the husband’s job — for instance
to do with his leisure: hobbies, voluntary work
and so on, to which, from my observation, wives
contribute in just the same way as they do to
men’s paid work. Finch even goes so far as to
suggest that “a wife presents her husband’s emp-
loyer with a2 man who is fit for work and able to
give his undivided attention to his work”, which
suggests the wife owns and sells her husband’s
labour. She most certainly does not — as divorce
makes only too rudely clear! To say that wives
may be incorporated into men’s work is a short-
hand — and one we should be very ware of using.
Wives work for husbands, who work for bosses;
jobs affect men, and thereby the men’s depend-
ents, If we forget this, we contribute a stone to
another ideology: the one which says “it’s not
men but ‘the capitalist/occupation system’ which
benefits from women's work”’, which contributes
to hiding the nature of women's oppression and
deflects attention from one particular place where
struggle needs to be mounted to change things.

Diana Leonard

In this first interview, Sheila Shulman talks
‘with Lynn Alderson about the first national
lesbian conference, and what it was like to

be a lesbian feminist in 1974,

Sheila was born in New York city in
1936 and bas lived in Britain since 1970,
All of ber involvement in the Women’s
Liberation Movement bas Yeen in London.
She is a lesbian, radical feminist, and Jewish
(not necessarily in that order).

Sheila: The first lesbian conference was in
1974, at Canterbury University, and about
300 women turned up.. '
Lynn: Was it a lesbian feminist conference?
S: I can’t remembeér what we called it, but
I certainly was going as a lesbian feminist
and everyone I knew was. I didn’t know
what to expect, I was very excited. I remem-
ber arriving on the grounds for registration
and seeing this giant queue of dykes, which
was wonderful. I had not to my knowledge
seen so many lesbians in one place at the
same time.

The Canterbury women organisers did a
very nice job of accommodation in univer-
sity rooms. I also remember that it was one

~ of those conferences where morning work-

shops kept going all day, because they were
good and the women liked being together,
That was a really lovely feeling. The one I
was in in the afternoon went way over its
time. It was a good thirty women, I'd say.

L: Do you remember what the topic was?
As I recall, we talked about relationships,
S: Yes, we talked about relationships at
great length, but I'm not sure that was the -
topic. I was in the same workshop as my
ex-lover and a lot of what we talked about
was how we had survived a bust-up. We had
broken up with enormous upheavals and
had managed to work our way back to being
quite close and the burden of what we were
saying was that all that work on relation-
ships worked.

L: But I remember you in tears, and you
remember it being very positive. Was it
emotional rather than negative?

S: I have no conception of positive that
excludes pain. I never thought any of this
was going to be easy or quick.

L: But you believed it to be possible.

S: Yes, I believed it had to be. I've been
saying for as long as I can remember that all B
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Writing Our,xﬁ(j’wn History 1

Whgén lesbians came
out in the movement

This i.ntervie'w with Sheila Shulman is the first in a series exploring
the bistory of women’s liberation, which will be a regular feature of
Trouble and Strife. In recent years, a number of attempts have been
made by fe.'mim'sts and by nonfeminists to write ‘the’ bistory of the
women s lzb_eration movement. All of these bave been sharply criti-
cised for misrepresenting political ideas, for distorting events and
simply, for leaving out much of what we know bas gone on amon,g
us.

We are committed to telling the story from women’s own point
of view — for this reason we are recording interviews with the parti-
cipants themselves. We are aiming to put political experience in the
coniext of our lives to get both a sense of what it meant to us and
the ways in which our lives change. The interviews will focus on
events which bave been important to many of us, for altbough each
woman bas ber own perspective, we bave been doing collectie poli-
tical work and tberej{;re bave bad common experiences.

We bope to cover a wide range of events, and to bear from many
and various women. We have chosen this method (interviewing) so
that women who for whatever reason will not write about their
experiences may also be beard speaking in their own voices.

At least at first we will focus on those areas o f feminist activity
which we feel bave been most often left out of other accounts. It is
not entirely accidental, of course, that we begin with an account of
a lesbian conference, for liberals are forever embarrassed by the
presence of lesbians in the movement, and have sought to conceal it.

We hope that our readers will participate in this project in several
ways. Let us know if you would like to talk about something you
were involved in — or if there is some event you bave beard about
a?zd would like to bear described by someone who was there at the
time. We recognise that different women will bave very different
versions of the meaning of events. We welcome other women writing
- to challenge, agree with, or add on a different perspective from
their own experiences to what women bave said in our interviews.
Let us know what it meant to you.

We bope that this project, by accumulating a published record of
some of our own views, will go some way towards countering the
attempt to write us out of existence.
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The first national lesbian
conference was held in
Canterbury on 26th and 27th
April, 1974. Workshops
included: separatism, radical
feminist lifestyles, monogamy
and jealousy, lesbianism and the
women’s movement, lesbians
and. the gay movement, lesbians
and the revolutionary left,
lesbians in the National Union
of Students and lesbian mothers.
About half the women
attending left on the Sunday
morning to support an anti-SPUC
(Society for the Protection of the
Unborn Child), pro- abortion
demonstration, At the conference
the following resolution was
formulated to send to the
planning group of the fourth
National Women’s Liberation
Conference, an annual event
which was to be held in
Edinburgh later that year:

“We, the National Lesbian
Conference, consider lesbianism
the largest undiscussed issue in
the women’s movement and the
movement needs Saturday
afternoon of the Edinburgh
Conference entirely devoted to a
discussion in small workshops on
lesbianism followed by a
plenary session to collate the
workshops.”

The workshops happened and
out of that came the movement’s
sixth demand, phrased as an end
to discrimination against lesbians
and for women'’s right to
determine their own sexuality
(since split at the national
conference in 1978).

we have is each other — all of us, and you
know that’s not a whole lot of people. More
now, but., .. )

The disco was something else — I think it
was the first time that the women’s band
from the London Workshop played — at
least one of the early times and — I was so
exuberant — I who am normally totally
inhibited was without my shirt and dancing!
L: It was quite the thing to take your shirt
off then.

S: Ithink that’s when it all began. I was
kind of flabbergasted ~ there were a whole
lot of naked ladies around, it was quite
wonderful. The whole tone of the conference
was “My God, look at us”” — “we’re all here,
look how many of us”. It was in a lot of
ways a very innocent conference — it felt
good to be together and things were getting
said, however painfully. There did seem to
be, however fatuous, an assumption of trust
of some sort — that we could talk to each
other.

L: And a belief that that was what was
important — that we bad to begin by speak-
ing to each other?

S: Absolutely, yes, that was the beginning.
L: Were there things that badn’t been talked
about with beterosexuals in feminist groups?
S: Certainly. I think one of the reasons relat-
ionships got talked about so much was
because if you were in a group with hetero-
sexual women they would persist in making
analogies between their relationships with
men and lesbian relationships, and I, at any
rate, had a sense that those analogies didn’t
work. When we were talking about relation-
ships with lesbians at least we knew we were
talking about something more like the same
thing,

L: Did it feel freer?

S: What felt freer to me was that I felt more
ordinary. That I didn’t have so strong a con-
sciousness of myself as ‘other’ as I did nor-
mally walking because I was

surrounded by lesbians and I felt in an odd
way relaxed — more than I normally felt —
which felt very good indeed.

L: Iremember a lot of talk about the kind
of relationships we wanted to have — there
seemed to be big differences berween what
we might want, what we were doing, and our
pasts. There were questions revolving round

such things as monogamy because we were
so strongly rejecting theidea of the couple
and marriage.

S: Iexpect I was roughly on the side of
non-monogamy, though that is not how I
would ever have put it. That is, I think the
nature of my argument was against the idea
of possession. There was no way I could
figure that I owned anybody, or had any
kind of primary rights over anyone’s body
and certainly no-one was going to have any
over mine. I did and do have a quite primi-
tive sense that there is no way I cansay in a
relationship “You can’t” or “You oughtn’t”
— that is there’s no way I can have any con-
trol over anyone else’ sexuality. Again I
knew it wasn’t going to be easy, though 1
behaved as though it might have been easier
than it was in fact. I don’t think I took a
theoretical stance, you know, it’s just that if
things happened in the course of a relation-
ship, well you couldn’t stop them from
happening, which is essentially the way I still
feel. The other point in my stance on that is
that there was no way I could promise for
the person I was going to be in five or ten
years. I thought that was just untrue, not
possible.

L: Ithink there was a very strong feeling of
anti-romance then — a StYong consciousness
of what a very specific trap it was for women.
S: Yes, I've been speaking against any con-
ception of romantic love since I became a
feminist.

Aside from the question of relationships
was the question of the nature of the lesbian
presence in the women’s movement, That
was the other thing we talked about at great
length. How we were going to make it clear
and what we were going to do about it. It
was, in fact, out of Canterbury that the deci-
sion to demand block workshops on lesbhian-
ism at the next National Women’s Liberation
Conference in Edinburgh came. We wrote the
resolution and made sure it got to Edinburgh
and insisted on it — and everyone spent the
entire afternoon of the Edinburgh conference
talking about lesbianism.

L: What was it hoped would come out of
those block workshops? Why did everybody
bave to discuss it?

S: 1think partly because we felt we had been
invisible in the movement, even to ourselves
in some way. I think because we thought the
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issues around sexuality were not being really
confronted. I think we did want a Demand
... I'remember a lot of us felt very awkward
because we were the lesbian in the block
workshops, which made it 2 very ticklish
business.

L: So it was still very much a mindrity?

S: Oh yes. Very very much. And we were a
quite beleaguered minority in many ways.

L: The fact that the lesbian conference
addressed itself to the National Women’s
Liberation Conference — that was quite signi-
ficant? ‘
S: That was our bid to be acknowledged
within the WLM.
L: Was it g demand for a Demand?
S: The lesbian demand came in at Edinburgh,
but I don’t know that the point of the work-
shops was meant to be the demand. It was
meant to be a recognition of our presence
and the necessity for women to confront
their own sexuality — for heterosexual
women to confront their own sexuality.
And I think there was a feeling, among us
anyway, that radical feminism did mean
being a lesbian, or would ultimately mean
being a lesbian. The ‘should’ wasn’t in there
yet, but I think the assumption was there
that perhaps if women did confront all the
issues of their own sexuality they would
naturally become lesbians. I think it was a
hope.
L: Lesbians were quite strongly involved in
the movement, They were a definite, active
presence, altbough not a collective presence
necessarily. Were there lesbian groups then?
S: Iwasin a number of what were called
radical feminist groups, the constituency of
which was lesbian, Most of the lesbians I
knew were calling themselves radical femin-
ists, and the consciousness raising groups I
was in were all lesbian. I think that groups
that were mixed were often split into two,
though the lesbian part wouldn’t have called
themselves a lesbian group, it would just
have been another radical feminist group.
L: The picture that we are getting was that
radical feminism was fairly mixed. Lesbian-
1sm was not obligatory, although sexuality
was obviously a strang issue. Were most of
your friends lesbians then?

S: Yes, but also my next closest group of
women was my writers’ group, most of
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whom were heterosexual. :

I remember it being-a highly symbolic
event that the womah I was having a relat-
ionship with then (who had been hetero-
sexual up to that point) on the same week-
end as Canterbury opted to go to a confer-
ence on methane — about making chicken
shit into fuel in the country. This was a
deeply symbolic event and had reverbera-
tions way into the future,

L: What were you and your friends involved
in at the time, apart from your writers’
group?

S: We were involved in the London Women’s
Liberation Workshop.We had not too long
before that squatted Earlham Street and
mucked it out and began to set it up — so
we were involved in that and all the politick-
ing around that. The initial politicking was
around whether it was to be a woman-only
space.

L: Were there accusations of lesbians taking
over the movement, because I thought it had
begun with this, it being seen that lesbians
didn’t want men in?

S: No, being seen that radical feminists
didn’t want men in. The stuff about lesbians
was later. There were heterosexual radical
feminists — who invariably stood with the
lesbians during all those Earlham Street
issues — consistently in favour of women-
only space, consistently in favour of woman-
identification. There were celibates too,
quite a few of them around, who also seemed
to be speaking the same language for quite a
long time, taking the same positions and
voting the same way.

L: What were the arguments about?

S: That it would alienate a lot of women
not to have men there.

L: What were you reading?

S: Iwasreading Judy Grahn The Common
Woman poems; Amazon Quarterly — a les-
bian journal, mostly literary, stories and
poems. It came out for about two or three
years and then folded and they put out The
Lesbian Reader later with the best bits of it.
And Woman-tdentified Woman was the
credo at that point, in fact, it still very well
might be. I think at that point, personally, !
was trying not to read, which has to do with
my own history - in so far as I read, it would
be only things written by feminists and les-

The London Women'’s Liberation
Workshop had'been previbusly
operating as an organising centre
on behalf of the many grgups in
London, in Shavers Place, It
moved to Earlham Street in
‘Covent Garden in 1974, In 1977
it became an autonomous
women’s centre called ‘A
Woman’s Place’ and is currently
located at Hungerford House,
Victoria Embankment, London.
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bians. I was deliberately trying to read very
little, though I was very hungry for anything
that would reflect us. Being in the writers’
group meant reading all the things that the
women around me were producing, which 1
found quite exciting at that point.

L: Were there things in Britain?

S: There was a London newsletter — full

of controversy and screaming of various
sorts going on.

L: What about the social scene? And the
way women were living;were there women’s
bouses and other women’s centres in-
London?

S: There was the South London Women’s
Centre in Radoor Terrace and Kingsgate in
North London. I was living in Harringey and
Tottenham — initially in a house with two
other lesbians, one celibate woman and a
bloke who left very shortly. Then I was liv-
ing in a lesbian house and then forever after.
I was teaching secondary school for a while,
and then I quit and got a grant to go to
printing college.

L: By the time you were doing a printing
course, you were already thinking of the
possibility of setting up women’s presses?
S: Yes, that’s why we went to do the print-
ing course. The idea for a women’s press
came out of talking at the writers’ group.
There were several writers’ groups and we
talked a lot about our control of our own
work, both our personal control of our
personal work and women’s control of
women’s writing. By '74 1 was doing the
printing course — with the intention of set-
ting up a women’s press — in which we would
print feminist writing in Britain today.

L: Were you at that time calling yourself a
separatist?

S: Yes, but I was always very careful to try
and say what I meant by it. Which was that
I wanted nothing to do with men, I was far
more concerned with the kinds of bonds
women could make with each other. A lot
of my separatism involved an enormous
effort at unlearning everything that I had
learned, which was unfortunately a great
deal and all of it male culture. I think I'd
been peculiarly steeped, and I had to scrub
my head out.

L: So for you, trying not to read was part
of that?

S: Yes, and I was also involved in quite
tortuous efforts at not throwing babies out
with the bathwater. I had enormous
anguishes about could I listen to Beethoven
or not. It seems absurd, but that did feel —
that was quite painful. What could possibly
be my relationship to all this, a lot of which
I really loved? A lot of my separatism
involved an intellectual effort to start from
scratch with my own perceptions and, I
hoped, finding other women that were doing
likewise. Also I didn’t want to be in men’s
presence if I could possibly avoid it.
L: Were you a lesbian before you were g
separatist? .
S: Yes, but I could hardly be described as
‘out’. I had a deeply clandestine and para-
noid and panicked relationship for four years
with a woman in the course of which we
didn’t call ourselves lesbians — we were just
in love with each other (as so often is the
case). But as of the Women’s Liberation
Conference in Acton, I was out. That was in
'72. But I can’t say I was really out until I
had a relationship with a woman who the
instant she became a lesbian was out loud
and clear and, to my mind, with unprecented
brass. She scared me half to death by taking
me to see her old aunties and writing letters
announcing it hither and yonder and kissing
me in Oxford Street and I was just, dragged
out, as it were. And then began to find it
very exhilarating. So I was really quite timid
about the whole thing really.
L: When you say you were out, did that
mean at work ?
S: 1decided to quit teaching because I
couldn’t see how I could go on teaching
given the kinds of things I was thinking and
I wanted very much to come out but I didn’t
see how I could and keep teaching. So about
two months before the end of term, after
I'd handed in my notice, I began to wear a
lesbian badge to school every day. It caused
absolutely no reaction of any description
that I noticed. The kids, the staff, nothing.
It was the one with three women'’s symbols
and lesbian liberation written all over it
which was, after all, a little hard to read.
But it did have the word on it and it was a
quite large badge, purple and white. I
attributed that lack of response to this
being England and they weren’t going to
register it, even if they had. But the crown-
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ing event was a kind of do for the gover-
nors and staff at which there was some
dancing and I went with my lover. There
was one other lesbian teacher and a bunch
of women who’d been to a Women’s Libera-
tion Conference in Bristol, which was prior
to Canterbury, and which they had found
very exhilarating. There was this quite slow
dance played and my lover and I stepped
on the floor. This is the kind of brass that 1
never thought in a million years I’d have,
to dance on an empty dance floor, much
less with my lesbian lover, much less in
front of the governors of the school, and
the whole faculty. And I felt fantastic, I
felt just wonderful, and then the music got
faster, and all the women came out in a
mob to dance because they’d had experience
of a bunch of women dancing together at
Bristol. I had no idea what the official res-
ponse was to all that, it was the last night
of term and I just breezed off feeling great.

L: There was a lot of activity around Gay
Liberation in those days?

S: Yes, the only time I participated in that
— there was a gay ‘be-in’ of some species at
Essex University (prior to Canterbury).
There were discussions and a dance in the
evening. I went with the woman who was
my lover. Within a couple of hours, we'd
hived off all the women at this ‘be-in’ and
made it clear that the women were to be
together. I remember talking with some of
the gay blokes from Bethnal Rouge, which
was a mixed gay commune in Bethnal Green,
about how it was obvious that men and
women couldn’t work together even if we
all were gay. We weren’t gay anyw ay, we
were lesbians, gay was a preposterous
attribution and I remember I quoted to
them what an American friend of mine had
said: “Gay, I ask you". It was a ludicrous
term, Well, you know, it wasn't exactly
frivolity. I also. had a long arguinent with
one of the blokes there who was in drag. He
was dressed in black fishnet stockings and
red satin skirt and God knows what and
telling me it was a tribute to his mother!
Which was balderdash, total misogyny.

L: Why did you think it was misogyny?

S: Because it was perfectly clear that it was
a parody of a woman. That was the extent
of my participation in gay politics.
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L: Why do you think it was that ‘a{'sepamte
lesbian movement didn’t develop?

S: Ithink it’s a complicated issue. The
initial reason I was reluctant to abandon the
label radical feminist was that I did not want
to come out so far, that is to say, lesbian.
Once I began to say lesbian loud and clear,
I didn’t want to abandon radical feminist
because I didn’t want to abandon the possi-
bility of dialogue with straight women
because I thought that dialogue was very
possible and necessary and inevitable and,
you know, the throbbing heart of the
women's movement — women’s liberation,

L: Well, what was changing? You talk about
Cantérbury being positive partly because it
was a coming together, a collective lesbian
presence, but didn’t things start getting
more aggressively lesbian after that?

S: Iwould say there was getting to be a lot
more hostility towards lesbians. Some
women were taking a more aggressive stance,
but a lot weren’t. There’s always been a
strong tendency to identify what is happen-
ing among lesbians with the most visible and
simple-minded of us, and I really take excep-
tion. to that. I take very strong exception to
that. T and most of the women I know never
were hostile to straight women. Whatever
was going on at the workshop, where there
was, apparently, some hostility — it was not
our responsibility. We couldn’t take respon-
sibility because we weren'’t there, it didn’t
happen when we were there. Because there
were some idiots among us doesn’t mean
this is the way lesbians behave. I think the
whole assumption of aggressiveness would
not have happened if other women had not
been ready to assume it.

L: When they notice that there are lesbians,
they see that as aggressive in itself — the fact
that you're there.

S: Iremember a long discussion with one of
the heterosexual, then celibate,women, in
my writers’ group, who had been saying for
some time that she had felt oppressed
(though I don't know if that’s quite the
word she used) by the lesbians in the group,
of whom there were two at that point, out
of seven. I said I couldn’t see how this was
happening and we should talk about it. We
talked about it for a good four hours. The
group had enabled me to become clearer and
clearer about being a lesbian. Was that clarity
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the source of why this other woman felt
oppressed? She said yes, it was a challenge

to her, it threatened her, not that I was doing
the threatening, but she fully recognised that
the simple fact of my becoming clearer as a
lesbian was inherently somehow a threat to
her — it was not anything I wis doing, it was
how she was responding. 1 think at that
moment she was being extremely honest, and
I think that was the case much more generally,
and never acknowledged as such.

L: Because it means that you bave to ques-
tion sexuality as a whole?

S: Yes. And your own, very intimately,
never mind generally and abstractly,

L: Was it about this time also that there
were a lot of accusations flying about that
lesbians were taking over the movement?

S: I think not quite yet. [ don’t think hetero-
sexual women were saying ‘‘lesbians are tak-
ing over”, though they certainly began to
after Edinburgh. That is, as soon as we were
a clear presence, they began to say we were
taking over,which has remained the case, I
might add.
L: Perbaps because a lot of women were
becoming lesbians at that time? There was a
also a discussion going on about — well it
wasn’t called political lesbianism then, but
whether you bad to be born a leshian, and
what was the significance in terms of our
politics of sleeping with each other and
whether it was just a continuation of friend-
ship or whether it was a withdrawal from
wmen ?
S: I don’t remember that at Canterbury, I
was operating on the assumption that at last
1 could be in love with my friends, which was
what I'd always wanted in the first place! It
felt like a vindication of feelings I had had,
and then had knocked out of me and was
now being allowed to come back to. But 1
don’t know how much at Canterbury the
idea that women should be lesbians was
around. It was more like isn’t it great to be a
lesbian? My emotional memory of the kind
of things women were saying is ‘““how can
they not see, it’s fantastic!” It was obviously
the thing to do and the way to be — there
wasn’t that kind of grim moral injunction
aspect.

But, the more clearly lesbians were a
presence, the more anti—lesbianism either

revealed itself or grew. That seemed to me a
one-to-one correlation — one more lesbian
sticks her head up, there’s some more
anti-lesbian feeling. Lesbians ask for things
collectively, there’s yet more anti-lesbian
feeling. That was one chunk of trouble;
another was feeling that a lot of heterosexual
radical feminists had gotten stuck, somewhere,
[ went on at attempting very hard to main-
tain this dialogue a very long time, so long a
time that I think it became counter produc-
tive.

L: Are you thinking of women you were in
groups with?

S: Yes, and just friends. It got to be that |
felt I was saying the same thing over and over
and they weren’t hearing, There got to be a
kind of experiential gap. Having been hetero-
sexuil I knew very well w hat their experience
was. They had no conception of mine as a
lesbian, that made a gap that became more
difficult to talk across. As 1 lived longer and
longer as a lesbian, 1 kept changing, but there
were ways in which they didn’t seem to be.
L: Do you mean there was quite a lot of
active anti-lesbian feeling?

S: Anti-lesbian in the sense of, what does it
matter? ‘

L: “We don’t care what you are” kind of
thing? “We don’t discriminate” . . . rather
than questioning their own sexuality?

S: Yes. And more overt hostility about giv-
ing the movement a bad name . . . there was
some of that around. Not so much giving the
movement a bad name as this perpetual
alienating of “other women”'. That is, the
more visible lesbians were, the more alienated
women would become.

L: “Ordinary” women would become?

S: Yes. Therefore we should all stay under
wraps, presumably. Which made us all very
angry indeed. Because who were we if not
ordinary women, really? I mean most of us
had been heterosexual, and had become les-
bians one way or another, you know. There
was no way we could get through our heads
this distinction between us and these hypo-

-thetical ordinary women. As far as we were

concerned, we were radical feminists, we had
been ordinary women, we still were ordinary
women.&

Thanks to Brenda Whisker for help with informa-
tion.









