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Introduction

Anne Phillips

Feminism is politics. Yet, judging from its impact on either theory
or practice, feminism has been less successful in challenging
‘malestream’ politics than in the near-revolution it has achieved
elsewhere. We are living through a time of major transformation in
sexual relations: transformations that can be measured in the global
feminization of the workforce, the rapid equalization between the
sexes (at least in the richer countries) in educational participation
and qualifications, and a marked increase in women’s self-
confidence and self-esteem that is probably the most lasting legacy
of the contemporary women’s movement. The changes cannot be
attributed to feminism alone, and are often ambiguous in their
effects; but even if the reshaping of gender relations is partial and
deeply problematic, it would be hard not to notice this as a period
of significant change. In politics, by contrast, it still seems like busi-
ness as usual. Certainly, the politics portrayed to us via the daily
newspapers and television accounts remains overwhelmingly mas-
culine in personnel and style; while in some parts of the world,
women face direct attacks on recently achieved civil rights by parties
and governments resisting the implications of sexual equality.
Politics as pursued in academic departments is also surprisingly
untouched, for,Avhile the literature on gender and politics or femi-
nist political theory has grown from a few seminal articles into a rich
diversity of work, ‘feminism and politics’ is still treated as a discrete
object of study of interest only to those inside it. Sociologists have
always includéd the family among their objects of study. Literary
critics have never been able to avoid women writers. Students of
politics, by contrast, have taken this as referring to a domain of pub-
lic power from which women are largely absent. In one of the early
discussions of feminism and politics, Joni Lovenduski noted that
‘there was never any way that the modern study of politics could fail
to be sexist’ for ‘women usually do not dispose of public power,
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belong to political elites, or hold influential positions in government
institutions’! The very definition of the subject matter has made
politics peculiarly intransigent to feminist transformations.

This relative intransigence has had one—rather unexpected—
result: that the feminists who once sighted politics everywhere are
not particularly enthused by the study of politics, and are far more
readily engaged by work in cultural studies or philosophy or film.
Michele Barrett has written of a ‘turn to culture’ in recent feminism
that has shifted the words/things balance away from the more mate-
rialist preoccupations of the social sciences (their preoccupation, as
she puts it, with ‘things’) and towards the cultural salience of words.
‘Feminism sells best as fiction, and even in the more academic liter-
ature, ‘the rising star lies with the arts, humanities and philosophy’.2
This turn to culture need not be construed as an anti-politics;
indeed, Barrett suggests that the later preoccupations could help us
towards a better account of subjective political motivation and open
up space for a more explicitly ethical politics. But the effects can be
somewhat perplexing for feminists studying on politics courses or
researching in areas normally associated with political science or
political theory. I remember rushing out to buy a new collection
of essays published under the title Feminists Theorize the Political,> a
collection packed with fascinating essays, but organized, as it turned
out, around confirming or contesting the value of poststructuralist
theories. It can be hard to know what to do with this in a world
where ‘the political’ still conjures up images of governments and
elections and parties: should feminists simply refuse to engage with
this dreary universe, or do we have to engage in order to transform?

In the stories we tell ourselves of the development of feminist
thinking, we often construct histories that demonstrate a movement
from naivety to sophistication, a progression from simpler to more
complex beliefs. It is sometimes suggested, for example, that femi-
nists began their explorations with a relatively uncomplicated
notion of ‘filling the gaps, and only later moved on to more con-
ceptually challenging questions. Joan Scott describes feminist histo-
rians in the first years of the contemporary women’s movement as
setting out to establish women’s presence and participation through
history—as making visible what was previously ignored.* Such
work perhaps began as a relatively simple process of historical
recovery, but when ‘the questions of why these facts had been
ignored and how they were now to be understood were raised, his-
tory became more than a search for facts’> Accounts of feminism
and politics often make similar points. Virginia Sapiro writes in

2
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Chapter 3 of an initial period when ‘most work was of the “add
women and stir” or compensatory variety’, while a recent collection
on feminism and politics suggests that ‘(e)arly efforts to explore
women’s participation in the traditional political arenas were basi-
cally descriptive or mapping exercises’® and that it was only as the
limitations of this became apparent that feminists embarked on a
paradigm shift that more fundamentally questioned the categories
of analysis.

These histories do convey something of the growing sophistica-
tion of feminist thought, but there is a troubling neatness to their
pattern, and as applied to feminist thinking about politics they
underestimate one crucial feature. Contemporary feminism devel-
oped out of a period of radical disillusionment with the post-war
political settlement in North America and Europe, and both its lan-
guage and forms of organization were significantly influenced by
the radical sub-cultures from which it emerged. Earlier generations
of feminists had often employed a vocabulary of women’s equality
or women’s emancipation. The activists of the contemporary
women’s movement typically talked of ‘women’s liberation, and
David Bouchier has suggested that this phrase originated in sar-
donic reference to the way women were treated in liberation move-
ments for black or Third World peoples.” Many of those who read
the new feminist literature or marched in the women’s-movement
demonstrations were experiencing their first involvement in poli-
tics, but a significant minority came from a prior engagement with
new-left or civil-rights politics. They came, that is, with a concep-
tion of politics that was already at odds with the dull routines of
political parties, or the backstage manceuvrings through which
public policy is made. In the formative years of the contemporary
women’s movement, the ‘politics’ that feminists were contesting was
already a deviation from conventional norms.

‘“The personal is political’ is probably the best-known slogan of
those early years, but the key point about this is that it was directed
primarily at socialist or radical men. It signalled a move away from
the contestations between capital and labour that had preoccupied
generations of Marxist activists, and questioned the radicalism of
those new social movements that were themselves extending the
meaning of politics, but rarely to the point of including who did the
housework or who typed the leaflets or who had the power in bed.
It also, of course, queried that more academic literature on politics
which looked to states or interest groups or rational individuals and
failed to spot women in any of these places. But ‘the personal is

3
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political’ derived most of its force from arguments within radical
politics, for it was in this context that the preoccupations with sex-
ual equality were most consistently sneered at as a trivial diversion.
The feminism of the 1960s or 70s issued a potentially devastating
challenge to both conventional and radical understandings of poli-
tics. There was no naive early moment before anyone paused to ask
what was wrong with the way politics was conceived.

The problem, if any, was that ‘politics’ was subjected to such dev-
astating criticism that it threatened to dissolve as a distinct category
of analysis/The notion of power as ubiquitous is often attributed to
Michel Foucault (and feminists have indeed made much use of
Foucault in analysing the power of discursive practices or challeng-
ing what Rosemary Pringle and Sophie Watson in Chapter 9 term
‘essentialist’ notions of the state), but feminists were already acting
on a more relational understanding of power long before any of
them cited Foucault’s work.j Representations of masculinity and
femininity were seen as forms of control over women just as effec-
tive as the nineteenth-century legislation that had denied them the
vote; and ﬁhe regulation of sexuality—including what many have
described as ‘compulsory heterosexuality’—was seen as a central
mechanism in sustaining sexual inequality./ Politics was power,
power was everywhere, and politics was noTonger much different
from anything else.

/ Against this background, feminist thinking on politics has often
been characterized by a double movement towards both critique
and recuperation. In her influential analysis of Public Man, Private
Woman, Jean Bethke Elshtain traced the different ways that distinc-
tions between public and private have operated in the traditions of
Western political thought: sometimes as a sharp demarcation that
allocated certain kinds of people to the realm of politics and others
to the realm of the household; sometimes as a differentiation within
each individual between the public language of reason and the pri-
vate language of sentiment; always as a thoroughly gendered analy-
sis that sought to protect politics from contamination by the private
sphere. In one particularly evocative sentence, Elshtain suggests that
‘politics is in part an elaborate defence against the tug of the private,
against the lure of the familial, against evocations of female power’®
The implication, it might seem, is that the barriers should be finally
torn down—but Elshtain is equally critical of what she views as a
total collapse of public and private in radical feminist thought.
Against the starker interpretations of ‘the personal is political,
Elshtain wants to recapture both the centrality of the family and the

4
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importance of politics per se. She objects, that is, to the over-
politicization of childrearing that understates the importance of a
permanent relationship between child and caring adult; she also
objects to the depoliticization of ‘politics’ that discourages feminists
from addressing issues of citizenship or political authority. If we are
to reconstruct the public/private divide so that it no longer silences
or marginalizes women, we must first comprehend its recurring
power.

Elshtain’s own reconstruction has proved particularly con-
tentious within feminism—she is associated with what Mary Dietz
describes as a ‘maternal feminism’ that looks to the values and prac-
tices of mothering as the basis for a more ethical polity—but that

"double imperative towards critique and recuperation has remained
a defining characteristic.|Feminists have developed and deepened
their critical assessment of the various ways in which politics is con-
ceived. They have increasingly combined this, however, with a
calling back to politics, stressing the insights feminism can bring to
the theorization of public power. Some of this recuperates the
more self-evidently ‘political” preoccupation with women’s under-
representation in decision-making assemblies; some of it focuses on
the complex dilemmas that arise in developing legislation for sexual
equality; much of it involves a retheorization of citizenship that
takes feminist issues right to the heart of the public domain.

In many ways, the theoretical debates then replicate the tension
between ‘reformism’ and ‘utopianism’ that has been played out on
more practical terrain. Should women be trying to get into politics?
Or setting their sights on much higher goals? Many have warned
against uncritical assimilation of traditional social-science method-
ology: the dangers, for example, in presenting women as just
another interest group, or the impoverishment of understanding
that comes with the preference for quantitative over qualitative
analysis in contemporary political science.® Others, meanwhile,
have warned against wholesale repudiation of traditional research
methods, arguing that feminism has a distinctive approach to poli-
tics but not a unique methodology, and that feminists should avoid
attacks on ‘male’ rationality or science per se. 19/Feminism is neces-
sarily subversive, but there is no unified position on the kind of sub-
version required./
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So what, if anything, characterizes feminist critiques of politics?
Most of the arguments share three common starting-points: that
existing definitions are saturated with gender; that this saturation
has worked in such a way as to legitimate women’s lack of political
power; and that much of the process depends on a particular way of
conceiving of the public—private divide. We might think that
women are less visible in politics simply because they do less politics
than men. The complacent version of this (described by Susan
Bourque and Jean Grossholtz in Chapter 1 as ‘the assumption of
male dominance’) raises no awkward questions about women’s
lesser visibility, and simply takes it for granted that men will do pol-
itics while women tend the children and home. The more critical
version views this state of affairs as a consequence of the sexual divi-
sion of labour in employment and carework, and focuses its ener-
gies on combating the structures of sexual inequality that make it so
hard for women to enter the political domain./The literature on
feminism and politics often includes this last point—the idea, that
is, that society is structured in such a way as to keep women politi-
cally marginal—but it always looks to the additional power of the
categories in making women less politically visible. Notions of
political rationality, for example, often derive from a ‘masculine’
paradigm that disdains what it perceives as the more gossipy pre-
occupations of women. This can have very direct political effects, in
making it harder for women to win recognition as serious candi-
dates for political office, or harder for groups campaigning around
what are seen as women’s issues to win recognition as serious actors
on the political stage. It also has more indirect consequences in
turning the public domain into what Elshtain in Chapter 17
describes as ‘amoral statecraft'—emptying out of politics what are
regarded as more feminine (read ‘soppy’) concerns.

Distinctions between public and private play a central role in this
critique. Most feminists now query the tendency to dissolve all dis-
tinction between public and private—‘women, just as much as men,
need privacy for the development of intimate relations with others,
for the space to shed their roles temporarily, and for the time by
themselves that contributes to the development of the mind and of
creativity’ (Okin, Chapter 5)—but all argue that the boundaries
should become more permeable, and that changing the way we view

6



INTRODUCTION

them gives us new insight into the processes of political exclusion.
The point here is not that the literature on politics has ignored the
public-private divide. In many formulations of liberalism, this
demarcation appears as the first line of defence against tyranny,
reminding expansionist governments of the dangers of establishing
state control over the ‘private’ workings of the economy, and secur-
ing to individual citizens their rights to decide for themselves what
religion, if any, to practise, or what books, if any, to read. In social-
ist arguments, by contrast, the demarcation is often seen as rein-
forcing tyranny, encouraging us to believe that political equality is
secured despite all the gross inequalities in social and economic life,
discouraging the notion that democracy is as relevant in the work-
place as in the regulation of political life. Political theorists have
talked often enough about the public—private divide, but one of the
key points made by feminists (most notably in an article by Carole
Pateman)'! is that their arguments proceed as if the distinction
refers only to that between state and economy, or state and civil soci-
ety. They fail to register that ‘public—private’ refers to not one but
two distinctions; they gloss over that further distinction that differ-
entiates both state and civil society from the deeper privacy of the
domestic sphere.

This suppression has had serious consequences for political
thought. When political theorists cast the veil of deep privacy over
relations in the domestic sphere, this makes it much easier for them
to perform the sleight of hand that turns the innocent-sounding
‘individual’ into a synonym for ‘male head of household’ It also
enables them to presume that arguments about equality or justice
do not apply to the relationship between wife and husband or
between parent and child. Feminist scholarship has established the
complex and often quirky consequences of this in the writings of
classical political theorists, and re-examination of the history of
political thought has proved one of the most exciting developments
of the 1980s.!2 That the ‘great thinkers’ suffered from various
degrees of misogyny or sexual evasion is not, perhaps, so suprising.
More unexpectedly, feminists have been able to demonstrate a con-
tinuing slippage between ‘the individual’ and ‘the male head of
household’ even in contemporary writers like John Rawls.!?

The implications for normative political theory are profound. At
their most obvious, they require us to extend into the domestic
sphere questions previously considered relevant only to the public
arrangements between citizens: to ask why those who regard free-
dom as the capacity to give or withdraw consent still hear rape

7



