. Theoretical Perspectives :
: an :
Sexual Difference

L L]
* EDITED BY DEBORAH L RHODE |

YALE UNIVERSITY PRESS

MEW HAVEMN AND LORNDOM

/970



Feminism and
Sexual Difference
in Historical
Perspective

KAREN OFFEN

The challenge of postmodern thought has engaged the attention of schol-
ars in many helds, not least in femimst theory. As debate has proceeded,
however, the voices ol historians have been missing or heard only dis-
creetly in the background. 1t is high time that historians of women and of
femimsm enter this debate. Practitioners of the historical crafi, especially
those who work on comparative history, have much 1o contribute 1o this
endeavor,

At the core of the feminist project lies the claim of sehdarity or common
cause among women as a group across lines of religion, class. race, and
other historically sigmficant divisions. This claim has generally rested on a
common set of female values and aspirations, rooted more often than not
in motherhood and nurturance and also in an effort 1o reclaim for women
the right to define what "women™ are and should be ? It bears emphasis
that this was from the beginning a call [or solidarity, not a descniption of
reality. In earlier centuries perhaps even more than oday many lactors
divided both women and men. Like the assertion in our own Declaration of
Independence that all men are created equal, the claim for female soli-
darity was a brave and utopian assertion, The French journalist "Jeanne-
Victoire™ put it this way in 1842, in an all-women's newspaper, La Femme
fibre [The free woman]: "Liberty, equality—that is to say, a Iree and equal
chance to develop our faculties: this is the victory we must win, and we can
succeed only if we umite in a single group. Let us no longer form mwo
camps—that of the women of the people and that of privileged women.
Let our common interest unite us. To this end, let all jealousy among us
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disappear.”™ From the early nineteenth century 1w our own time, female
sulidarity has been an aspiration posited in recogmuon of the OPPression
of women as a group by men as a group; such solidarity wis never and is
not wday 4 given. What is at stake in the debate between postmodermisis
and leminists is whether this aspiranon 1o female solidarity should con-
tnue o provide a foundation for political action.

Contermporary American feminist theory and pracuce oflers evidence ol
agrowing breach between elite (or intellectual) and popular culture, inthis
mstance represented by speculative academics who are more comfortable
with complesities and movement activists and members of the general
public who are not, ‘The hierarchical preference given to theory may
threaten communication—and eflective conperation—with grass-roots or-
panzers, This collection retlects that schism, A sharp disjuncture exasts
Between the recogmeably Temimist voice of Gloria Watkins (Bell Hooks),
whia seems o speak i the tradinion of conerete action and the valiaion of
WINNED (i woanen in extant communites, and the postmodern theorer
wal propssals ol John Dupre and Jane Collier and Sylvia Yanagisako, who
i eflect are proposing w reduce the soaoculural effea of physiological
ditferences between the sexes 1o one set of facors no more or no less
important than many others and to posit, in a lashion now called post-
modermist, a sociopsychological fragmentation of wdentities. But are these
wmdviduals ulimately comnutted w the same project?

Just as historians are attempting to bndge the gap wo the public through
women'’s history, 1o arouse imerest in the histoncal project of women's
emancipation in order w achieve advances in our own tme, theorists with
postnedern tendencies seem determmed w broaden thar gap. 1s the
cmancipation of women as a group relatve w men as a growp no longer a
central concern m our ume? What should be the social signilicance nl
diflerences in what some call “biology” when they mean reproductive
physiwlogy? Should reproductive physiology make a sociocultural differ-
ence? Are the vilues associated with childbearing and nurture mposed
oy Trony outside, as some would argue, or do they anse Trome wiomen’s
experience throughout history ol thewr own bodily existencer Have repro-
duction and the requirements of maternity ceased to provide unifying
ground? 1y the availability of reliable birth control measures and the de-
chimng need in induserial societies for constant reproduction responsible
for a changing perspective on women's potential for solidarity? Or does
sheer bodily similarity and the social construction of its meaning continue
to overnde efforts at deconsolidation? Has the histarical conthict For wom-
en between the Family and [reedom been resolved? Can one have it "bath
ways,” as Alson Jaggar and Regenia Gagnier hope? From the historical
viewpoint, and despite clever arguments 1o the contrary, there is reason (o
doubt it
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Feminism is a political progect, and political projects contmue o ental
chowes from which there may be no retreat. Are you with us or against us?
Are you ally, enemy, lellow traveler, hilth column? lmellectuals and theo-
rists have historically resisted making hard political choices in the minne of
higher, seemingly more complete, more complex wisdom, In the process,
they lave often condemned themselves o political impotence. Thanis why,
i revolutionary times, intellectuals and theorists—those whose thinking is
i advince of the common horde's—have always been among the hiest o be
brought betore the fring squad. What 1 am asking here s Tor us o con-
siler, from a historical perspective, whether the radical new postnodern
politics (postmodern feminism, as some call it) suggested by many of the
theorists in s volume and elsewhere is really visionary or simply evasive,
Can this politics be gquabibed as "postmodern Temimsm®™ or is i vather
"postleminist postmodermism™? How uselul wothe emancipation aod ad-
vancement of women is the postmadern critigque, pacticabarly s decon-
struction of the category "wonen"? Will it help us weeradicine the sulsor-
dination ol women as a group by e as o group Or is ica theeat o the
feminist projects What meaning should femnists atnbute o the category
winnen?

In fact, according to the three broad crieria | have skerched oul else-
where lor recognizing feminists, postmodern thinking about women fails
all the 1ests.3 The fragmentaton of identities it propuses, specihically the
tissolution of the category women, threatens the histoncal leminst proj-
ect; s effect is neatly encapsulated m the Enghsh limerick about the
centipede and the toad:

The Cenupede was happy guine,

Until the Toad in fun

Said, "Prav which leg goes alier which?”
Ancd worked her mind wosuch a pich,
She Ly dlistractedd i the dieh
Consnlerug o foopum,®

Without the category women, the tenumst project founders. The category
wormnen is essental i relation w the equally essential categoey men, This
dualism persists in our sexed bodies and tn our cultural constructions of
their meaning,

Dualism is much criticized by postmodern theorists, Yer, a striking lei-
ture in the history of human thought is the persistence of dualism—ol the
male/female dichotomy, sameness/diflerence, subject/abject, ymdyang,
right/leti, up/down, abstract/concrete, and so forth. Even those who seck
1 transcend dualism often fall back on dualistic wenns, as when john
Dupré juxtaposes “essentiglism™ and “anticssentalism.” As others have



pomted out, such dualism is deeply enmeshed in Western languages, and
i domea e ot e 0 10 popular i

¥ has come down to us from Roman law:
natre/culture was a staple of cighteenth-ce ntury Enlightenment thoughs ;
th.: privileging of reason over teeling (and the identification of these lrﬂn;
with male and female) dates from seventeenth-century post-Reformation
etlorts o reconstruct the European mental universe.

Study ol history, in parucular the history of women and of femini
much to oller conlemparary [hmrﬂicia;};. In many interdis:i.;:lli:;::?::"::If
lecuions, mcluding this one, history has {as I have said) mest often bf.;'l_'ﬂ
hnrfurrd in the breach, for historical daw and interpretation have the
untidy effect of muddying the crystalline waters of theory, One gets linle
sense when reading contemporary postunodern theory on difference of the
place of such theory in the historical “long view”—that is, not over the lus|
twenty o thirty years, but over centuries of human development.® To
I.Iiukt' only one point, neither the history of women nor the history of
feminism, nor yet thought about sexual difference, began in 185460 with
the contributions of Darwin and Marx. To suggest that they did 1udirruualy
oversimphihbes the pas, '

A historival perspective on such matters first entails cross-cultural com-
parisons. ‘These would draw their data not primarily from the simpler, far
less populous societies documented in the anthropological profession’s
Human Area Resources files, but from complex, populous, highly or-
gamized socicues, Such compansons would reveal both the dlslilulliu_'ly
Anglo-American tenor of the discussions of difference that characterizc so
much contemporary theory in the United States and the mcipient imperi-
alism of such models. What is revealed is an atomistic focus on the libera.
tion of the human individual—a sort of Hobbesian or Leibmitzian monad
devond of distinguishing characteristics. While pointing 10 the complexity
of huwman idenuty and inferring us fragmentation, such a perspective
reveals itsell as exisung apart from any notion of community, state, or
national sociopolitical goals. This approach w autonomy and the "recon-
struction of indwidualism®™ could hardly occur in mast other Western
countries, much less in the rest of the world, where even today soc wpcliti-
cal goals (such as struggles over te rritory, the creation of new r;ulinn-slales.
and the restructuring of old ones) continue 10 override the struggle for
individual identity by women and by men. Our emphasis is not the “tradi-
tonal” one some have suggested, bur very exceptional, What some take 1o
be our “cultural assumptions” are the result of once radical assertions that
were deployed as weapons in a unique, successful artack an hicrarchical
religious and political authority in a society where men have systematically
subordinated women since at least the thirteenth century b
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The history of feminist theory and pracuce can illuminate these clainms.
Briefly put, in the sevenicenth and eighteenth centuries (in the wake of the
Protestant Reformauon and Catholic Counterreformation), European so-
ciopolitical critics elaborated their criticism of theological explanations of
the natural and social world by articulaiing what became known as the
scientific approach. They invoked physiological, materialistic explanations
of social phenomena 1o displace the claims of religious authority, The
social construction of the human and animal body became a metaphor for
the body politic as well. The materiality of the human body and sexual
differences were called upon o explain and in particular w rejustify basic
social arrangements.” Here, not with Darwin, we must look {or, locate, and
contextually examine the so-called biological arguments for sexual differ-
ence, as well as early anthropological studies, which emerged and continue
t function in many instances as exercises in cultural criucism, The rise of
biodeterministic thinking about the sexes is situated here, and it must be
contested here. Darwin's use of such argumenis merely confivms an earlier
development,

What we can call a tradition of feminist contestation of male domination
also launches itself in this early modern period, even before a word existed
to epitomize it. The roots of this critique are distinctively Western Euro-
pean but by no means wholly English, as 1s often claimed * The importance
of the French contribution—informed by the radical skepticism of the
philosopher René Descartes, with its mind/body dualism— requires under-
scoring. What i1s of particular interest is that throughout the mineteenth
century and well into the twentieth, French femimises, like the surrounding
French high culiure in which these ideas were eluborated, not only ac-
cepted but insisted on physiological dualism between the sexes and on
female expenence as mothers as grounds for the project of emancipating
women, even demanding a redistribution of political and social power on
their behalf. In France notions of complementarity of the sexes and “equal-
iy indifference” were fully elaborated. These inHuenced feminist thinking
throughout the rest of Europe and in European colomes and dependen-
vies,

As Carl Degler correatly suggests, notions of biological or physiological
difference were widely used in the United States to argue for women's
emancipation: what bears underscoring is that our experience was by no
means unigue, In twentieth-century Europe, such arguments led (o exien-
sive protective labor legislation for women, to state-funded maternity
leaves with job security for employed women, and o nationally funded
family allowance programs. These programs, though by no means always
constructed to women's specifications, did benefit many women in the
short run.'? Such programs were explicitly rejected in the United States.
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What requires explanation is American resistance 10 such projects on wom-
en's behallamd the many European initiatives that under lay the develop-
ment of the twenteth-century wellare state,!!

Historically speaking, two intertwined strands can be wdemified in Euro-
pean Gand also i Amernican) leminist thinking. " "Uhe first of these, which |
have called relutronal feminam, emphasizes the Gimily, the couiple, or the
tother/chuld dyad as the basic social unit of the nation, Physiological
diflerences between the sexes thus become the linchpins for a visionary
construeion of equitable social differences. The requirements of commu-
iy, not the needs of the individual, dictaed the sociopolitical program,
and what some call womanfines and vthers femupinity was asserted as an
enduning and worthy sooul characeristic, The emphasis was placed on
lemale-defined values, The second strand, individualist feminism, priv-
teges the indwidual, vireally withowt reterence 10 the community or
group. Physilogical dilferences and hence sociopolitical differences are
muted, and equahty of mdviduals and ther daim to cerain “rights” or
entitlernents, based on an eighteenth-century model devised for male
heads ol howseholds (o single men), s uncapronnsigly asseried.
Within individualisi feminism womanly guabies o atributes are neces-
sartly divwnplayed,

Unul very recent times, relational feminism has remained the hisionr
witlly dominant sirand in the Western world. Individualist feminism, iden-
tihed by Europeans tespecially since the ke mmeteenth centu r¥) as dis-
tncuvely Anglo-American, has been a tinority phenomenso, Priow the
mdminetecnth cenry it was restricted 10 notions of moral and intelleciual
development for women; only recently have material conditions of im-
mense prospenty in North Ameewacand Grean Britain allowed it Bounish
and dominate public discourse. Even Mary Wollstoneceall, who is ofien
thoughe ol as championing an archindividualist con ept ol women's righis,
nsisted that “the beng who discharges the duties of its stanon is indepen-
dent; and speaking of women ac large, their st duty is 1o themselves s
ratonal creatures, and the next in peint ob importonsce, as citieens, 15 it
which includes so many, of a mother.” To read this statement in 1he context
ol her work is o discover that her notion of a rational creature did no
override the sex-role related duties expected by sociery. 14

As late twenticth-cenury femimist scholars, we take 3 great deal for
granted. It is important 1o remind ourselves that the fuestions we ask
today and the goals we now set for women could not be asked or set, had
ot many of the earlier goals of feminism been achieved. For one, educa-
tonal goals—women’s admission 1o literacy, 1o formal education From the
primary level to the unversity, have largely been realized i the Wesiern
world {though by no means in other parts of the world), The religions and
secular marriage laws that long oppressed married women as a legal dass,
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reheving them of authority over their own persons and property withou
distinction of social class, race, or ethnicity have been radically reformed in
most Western countries, Secular divoree laws have been enacted, mos
recently in laly and Spain, over the bitter opposition of the Catholic
church. Women now vote in many ol the world's countries and enjoy civil,
political, and even ceonomic rights that only a hundred years ago were bu
dreams and aspirations, Such laws ave not always as progressive as some
teminists would like, but the insututonalizing of rights in law marks a gam
step forward, Enforcement is another matter.

More excruciating problems, notably questions concerning prolessional
and economic opportunities for women that Iree them from dependence
on men and from poverty, guestions of sexual violence amd prosututon,
ane reproductive control, remain on the agenda. Polineal and educatonal
emancipation lor women is still an issue i many parts of the non-Westem
world. It would be foolish 1o claim that feminists even in the Western world
have achieved all goals for women’s emanapation. The problems tha
reran are dithieult, deeply rooted, and without question woman-spechic,

[ response w those who suggest that “postmodern feminism™ 15
projedt lor individual human emancipation that would neutralize ar ren-
der irrelevant the question of gender predicated on sexual difference, o
that questions of race, class, ecthmicity Gand pechaps also creed) should Tave
equal weight, let me invoke the counterchallenge posed by the Swedish
feminist activist Ellen Key. In igog, during an era of European national-
s, rampant materiadism, o major socabst challenge to capitalism, anld
state concern with the politics ol motherhood, Key prophenclly wrote
“We are here Face to Face with the profoundest movement of the tme,
worman's desire of freedom as o human being and as o personality, and
this we are conlranted with the greatest tragie conblicn the world's sty
hus hitherto witnessed. . The steaggle thinn wonsn is now carrying on s
lar mwre far-reaching than any other; and if no diversion ocears, o0 will
Bnally surpass in Fanaticism any war of religion or vace.” ™ 1 submin tha

Kev's praphecy revms its relevance inour time, and that we are not yel
the point where the feminist project can cede terrain 1o a postleminst
postmodernism or decree s own dissolution. "To think otherwise is badly
1o mistead the past—thie history of feminist struggle —and w compromise
prospects for a feminist futare in which the subordination of women will
have become a thing of the past.

The challenge w femmist theory today is not to downplay, nunimize,
or counterhalance the importance of sexual dilterence relative o other
and also significant and unhealthy cultural manifestations of difference
{whether vace, class, religion, or other), but to rethink the strategies tor
female solidarity, now that reproduction and motherhood no longer otler
all women a commuon framework, and 1o envision ways of restoring and
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mantaining lor the long term a balance of power in society between the
sexes. This can be accomplished only by conlronting and challenging the
conditions that perpetuate and threaten constantly to reinvent male domi-
nance and female subjection. My prediction s that physiological sexual
difference will always dictate a differenual cultural construcuon of gender
until such time as the reproduction of the species within a given culture
ceases 1o be an issue. We are not there yet. Even if my prediction is wrong,
however, the useful question for our seciety s not "whaoil” gender didn’t
maiter, but "how o” construct gender in such a way that the opportunites
and choices available 1o individual women and men are maximized while
the goals of the society’s future, including reproduction and parenting, are
satisfaciorily mer. Study of the historical record reveals thar diflerence,
especially sexual difference, has often led to hierarchy, dominance, and
grave inequalities, but i does not show that such differences muse neces-
sarily have that result. Rethinking and reclaiming sexual difference—and
the category women—in a way that avoids the construction of domina-
tuondsubordinaton hierarchies remains a viable theoretical and political
proqect for our time
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