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viii THE POLITICS OF REA LITY
emic environment where

in the acad ;
es before an audience apg

As a writer, I began

d hen g0 ;
onc prcparcs an essay and t ) Ig iifs o - ;
1 ide acad mid PEOP e sometme he
reads 1t aloud. QOuts a

. . encounter someone rea(.ling a story
speeches and sometimes dience, but the oral delivery of esg,
or a poem aloud to an au 1enarc, © itten at least as much fOrYS
is not famifliarih'i‘};;s: ESES;L');SPS more so; I hope they will be
the ear as faf TH= =7 emic settings.
read aloud, both Itr}:eazidc;:;:efla;:;igined - vgrote —
p,.;?icﬁf:,;a:}fsomw for Women in Philosqphy, usually the
Midwestern Division. The women f)f that Sc_oc'lety are a won-
derful audience: attentive and exc1tab.le; critical; afes.theu-
cally sensitive, philosophically SophiStlca’tEd_ and pOhtI?a“Y
conscious; supportive, angry, stubborn, loving and logical.
What more could a writer ask? . . .

Publication, love and money, of course.

At a time when it was just what I needed, Catherine
Nicholson and Harriet Desmoines provided the perfect op-
portunity for publication with their well-named magazine,
Sinister Wisdom, where they cheerfully published what was
too feminist (not to mention too lesbian) for philosophy
journals and too philosophical for lesbian feminist journals.
Thf’“gh I did not publish a great deal during their years of
edlt-orship, the existence of that magazine was vital to me,

f.or it meant that whatever I was working on could be pub-
.llshed. I'am indebted to these women for their hearing me
Into speech,

Love. A writer could want the intelligent and knowledge-

able collaboratio
. n, éncouragement an § o
friend and g d criticism of a devoted

Passionate lover. I have had that. A ill make
sure she gets as mych as she has given, *- Andlwillm

am glad. Some p , Ys to drive me out; of which I
the Institution in which I work have
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ho could never overlook these limitatiop;

It to what you know: I not only invite
u use your OWn Creativity

' ut wh
enough about to point to b
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because of the insu

0
a8 but a].SO aSk that y
ticism t of mine, to carry out the traps.

hich will make this work as usefy]

your cri
and insight to make the bes

lations and modifications W
to you as it can be.

Some have thought the
trinsic to feminism itself.
moved from an inexcusabl

limits of which I speak here are ip.
My life says that is not so. I have
y innocent apolitical christian.

styled liberalism toward the ﬂexibfle wisdom of some sort of
polylingual politics of variety. It is a fact of my biography
that that progress began with and almost solely because of my
engagement in the women’s movement, and when courage or
honor would fail, it is the logic of the feminism to which I am
committed which compels my continued evolution. This
feminism is in conception and intention a global politics; that
is one of its greatest attractions and greatest promises. Iand
many others are growing into that politics, that promise.
Growth is growth: sometimes there are things that can be
done to hasten it, and sometimes it just has to be left alone.
It is not always obvious what is best; one does what one can.

M.F.
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INTRODUCTION

This work is a blend of philosophy and art. It is the partial
articulation of a world view, of the shape and structure of the
world as this philosopher knows it; it presents images and
cameos which by reflections and associations suggest a larger
story or picture of ““how things are.” The point of the under-
taking is not to find and present “facts” (new or used), but to
generate ways of conceiving and interpreting which illuminate
the meanings of things already in some way known and to
stimulate the invention of more new ways of thinking.

What I hope to illuminate is certainly not *“already known”
to everyone. Finally, of course, it is what is within my own
ken and what I need and want to make sense of. What I take
to be known will be taken for granted far more widely and
readily among women than among men. Much of it is the data
of women'’s experience, and much of it I learned from the fem-
inist scholars and scientists who have made it their business to
dis-cover, document and present “the facts” about women and
the situations in which women live.

One of the great powers of feminism is that it goes so far in
making the experiences and lives of women intelligible. Try-
ing to make sense of one’s own feelings, motivations, desires,
ambitions, actions and reactions without taking into account
the forces which maintain the subordination of women to men

xi

s
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lling witho
is like trying to explain why aﬁlzrtb‘li:;?iisisiothefry” 1S z:ll)tom
taking friction into account. r
{0 a great extent, is just identifying those Eﬁrcrerfeii;ig of &
of them or kinds of them) and displaying Tceaste) and to ind:
their applications to women as a group . T Bers "
vidual women. The measure of the success g k e
just how much sense it makes of what did not make sense
befgieloping theory of this sort is something like reading the
varying patterns of the weather off a weathered landscape.
The observations one makes on the ground are not used as
data, in any strict sense of the word, so much as they give one
clues. One proceeds more by something like an aesthetic
sense of pattern or theme than by classical scientific method,
V Depending on what one has already figured out, a single de-
tail of an anecdote from one woman’s experience may be ex-
actly as fertile a clue as a carefully gotten and fully docu-
mented statistical result of a study of a thousand women, and
literaFure or a television sit-com may reflect the shape and
velocity of the “prevailing winds”’ as intelligibly as real life.
The results of this theorizing are also something like charts
ek e s o
in the landscape is affected in juitsiﬁg A BT
wind. One tree leans more than anothzl.nf): 475 thesame
: € may be more

flexible, one mavy b
2 Y be more shelte
be older, one may have been red bY other trees, one may

: buffeted b :

flood. : i y both wind and

w(;?ncn’ssl?rilgif};;tgz X ling cultural wind that would cool
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INTRODUCTION  xiii

force of that proseription is always ; . c114:
individual in ul-wry ;;ilitlzltifrtt.llw VA equally VERREREH

N”“" "'|' g, in :ll! our particularities, actually unfolds as a
perfect print-out of the stereotypes of women that are pro-
moted by the virious segments ol the culture. None of us is
a perfect rellection even of the cultural forces we welcome or
embrace, not to speak of those we deliberately resist. None
ol us obeys all the rules, even if we want to. But the stereo-
types, the rules, the common expectations of us surround us
all in o steady barrage of verbal and visual images in popular,
elite, religious and underground vehicles of culture. Virtually
every individual is immersed most of the time in a cultural
medium which provides sexist and misogynist images of what
we are and what we think we are doing. Our conceiving can-
not be independent of culture, though it can be critical, re-
sistant or rebellious. To the extent that an individual mother,
for instance, does not mother in exact accord with advertising
images of mothers, comic or religious images of mothers, ra-
cist images of mothers of her race, she is not independent of
the power of those images but in tension with it. Her practice
is aflccted by that tension,

Any theorist would be a fool to think she could tell anoth-
er woman exactly how the particularitics of that other wom.-
an’s life reflect, or to what extent they do not reflect, the
patterns the theorist has discerned. Even so, if it is true that
women constitute something like a caste that cuts across divi-
sions such as race and economic class, then although the for-
ces which subordinate women would be modified, deflected
and camouflaged in various ways by the other factors at play
in our situations, we still ought to be able to describe those
forces in ways which help make sense of the experiences of
women who live in all sorts of different situations. I think
this is possible, and I have aimed to do it. But finally, such
illumination cannot be delivered complete and clear by one
individual onto another’s history and situation, not even if

If one person’s theorizing is sound

the two are very similar.
still has

and correct enough to be useful to another, the other
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wledge to transpose and intel’pret

to make use of her own kno i :
f her own life and circumstance,
]

it, to adapt it to the details o
to make it her own.

A NOTE ON THE TEXT

The conventions for the uses of quotations marks and italics
in this text will be familiar enough to professional philoso-
1 phers, but others who are accustomed to Iiexts prepared ac-
V cording to the Modern Language Association Style Sheet or
other such standard authorities, and some readers who are
unused to reading philosophical texts, may want some ex-
planations.

I use italics for the titles of published books and periodi-
cals, and enclose titles of articles, essays and short stories in
quotation marks, as is called for in standard style guides.
Foreign words appear in italics. Italics are otherwise used
solely to indicate emphasis; when the essays are read aloud,
italicized words and phrases should be stressed.

Quite frequently in these essays I have occasion to be talk-
ing about particular words, how they are used and what they
mean. To do this, I have to have a device for referring to a
word. It would be convenient for me if every word had a
proper name, so I could refer to them by name: Tom, Mar-
tha, etc. But then I should have to introduce the reader to
each word I expected to talk about, so s/he would know
which name belonged to which word. That would not be
convenient. The device I use is that of forming the name of

a word by writing the letters of that word between two apos’
trophes. Thus:

The word ‘spi ’ :
pPinster’ has negativ i most
speakers of English. gative connotations to

The word ‘d

dictionaries_ykc does not appear in most standard
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OPPRESSION

It is a fundamental claim of feminism that women are op-
pressed. The word ‘oppression’ is a strong word. It repels
and attracts. It is dangerous and dangerously fashionable
and endangered. It is much misused, and sometimes not
innocently.

The statement that women are oppressed is frequently met
with the claim that men are oppressed too. We hear that op-
pressing is oppressive to those who oppress as well as to those
they oppress. Some men cite as evidence of their oppression
their much-advertised inability to cry. It is tough, we are
told, to be masculine. When the stresses and frustrations of
being a man are cited as evidence that oppressors are op-
pressed by their oppressing, the word ‘oppression’ is being
stretched to meaninglessness; it is treated as though its scope
includes any and all human experience of limitation or suffer-
ing, no matter the cause, degree or consequence. Once such
usage has been put over on us, then if ever we deny that any
person or group is oppressed, we seem to imply that we think
they never suffer and have no feelings. We are accused of in-
sensitivity; even of bigotry. For women, such accusation is
particularly intimidating, since sensitivity is one of the few
virtues that has been assigned to us. If we are found insensi-
tive, we may fear we have no redeeming traits at all and per-
haps are not real women. Thus are we silenced before we be-
gin: the name of our situation drained of meaning and our

guilt mechanisms tripped.
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OPPRESSION 5

inhibited or harmed by it except in the most accidental way.
It is only when you step back, stop looking at the wires one
by one, microscopically, and take a macroscopic view of the
whole cage, that you can see why the bird does not go any-
where; and then you will see it in a moment. It will require
no great subtlety of mental powers. It is perfectly obvious
that the bird is surrounded by a network of systematically re-
lated barriers, no one of which would be the least hindrance
to its flight, but which, by their relations to each other, are
as confining as the solid walls of a dungeon.

It is now possible to grasp one of the reasons why oppres-
sion can be hard to see and recognize: one can study the ele-
ments of an oppressive structure with great care and some
good will without seeing the structure as a whole, and hence
without seeing or being able to understand that one is looking
at a cage and that there are people there who are caged, whose
motion and mobility are restricted, whose lives are shaped
and reduced.

The arresting of vision at a microscopic level yields such
common confusion as that about the male door-opening ritual.
This ritual, which is remarkably widespread across classes and
races, puzzles many people, some of whom do and some of
whom do not find it offensive. Look at the scene of the two
people approaching a door. The male steps slightly ahead and
opens the door. The male holds the door open while the fe-
male glides through. Then the male goes through. The door
closes after them. “Now how,” one innocently asks, ‘“‘can
those crazy womenslibbers say that is oppressive? The guy
removed a barrier to the lady’s smooth and unruffled pro-
gress.” But each repetition of this ritual has a place in a pat-
tern, in fact in several patterns. One has to shift the level of
one’s perception in order to see the whole picture.

The door-opening pretends to be a helpful service, but the
helpfulness is false. This can be seen by noting that it will be
floﬂc whether or not it makes any practical sense. Infirm men
;?}ilii?;n burdened with packages wi-ll open doors for abln::-

women who are free of physical burdens. Men will
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R weaory of ['mnhh' (that li aystematically f"flurHL
A group or TRV : CeOENIAC 4 PETEON 48 ¢
hul'if.*.l'! immaobilized, '“““"“”“”H”Hi ll "y 4
. ll‘h o has to see that individual as helonging to g Hoy,
pressed, one has to:
» a certain sort, N R o T
! ‘l‘l:ert‘ are many things which ean encourige oi I-H}HIHI' e
: : embership in the sort ol group or gy,
In particular, it seems reasonible g,
of vestrietion and definjgi,,,

eeption of someone's m
egory in qursfi‘nn hm‘c.?. b e
suppose that il o wLi t-'[n] confinement or segregation

of the group is that of physica O ot W
the confinement and St*]'::ll‘:lliu.ll would encourage recognition
of the group as a group. This in turn would encourage ”":‘
macroscopic focus which enables one Lo recognize Oppression
and encourages the individuals’ identification and ﬂulrr]unty
with other individuals of the group or category. But physicdl
confinement and segregation of the group as a group is not
common to all oppressive structures, and when an oppressed
group is geographically and demographically dispersed the
perception of it as a group is inhibited. There may be little
or nothing in the situations of the individuals encouraging the
macroscopic focus which would reveal the unity of the struc-
ture bearing down on all members of that group.*

A great many people, female and male and of every race
and class, simply do not believe that woman js a category of
oppressed people, and I think that this is in part because they
have been foaleq by the dispersal and assimilation of women
women to have knowPl)eZ emfg o el wakeviy dlff-] m'l]t "
to recognize the shy Ec o, cach other and hence difficult

Pe ol our common cage. The dispersal
e
* Coen':cd assimilation is jp fact o
Oppressing group j

: nits effor
Eroup. This tactic js use {ri

the American Indiang,

ge of the policies available to an
¢ and/or annihilate another
dby the U.s, government, for instance, on
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and assimilation of wormen througheut eee
races also divides us against each r;thg-: -y .
nomically and thus attaches interes; tr.Fr’r
for some, jealousy of their benefis l
of the others’ advantages,

To get past this, it helps to notice thae i Fact weormes o

o teieie Taw
all races a:nd classes are together in z ghette of sorts. Thee i
alwomcn 3 place, a S;C!m‘, which is inhizbited by wormen f:; :;:;
classes and races, and it is not def; bl had.
aries but by function. The fund:tfi:l: ?::;r?:ﬁg::i: E’Ew::'.r:-
men’s interests as men define thern, whicj:. .i'z:.c,fudr:;;;?:id
] - 2 o o

ing and rearing of children. The detzils of the service 206 25e
working conditions vary by race and class, for men of fjif:”e;:'a
ent races and classes have different interests, perceive theis
interests differently, and express their needs znd dermznds in
different rhetorics, dialects and languages. But there are 2l10
some constants.

Whether in lower, middle or upper-class home or work sit-
uations, women’s service work always includes personal ser-

Gric clanams god
etically zad oo
& iriakils
CInAtAtY te qens

s and for (i, Criar s e

vice (the work of maids, butlers, cooks, personal secretasies)

sexual service (including provision for his genital sexuz! nesds
and bearing his children, but also including “being nice,”
“being attractive for him,” etc.), and ego service (encourzze-
ment, support, praise, attention). Women’s service work AL
is characterized everywhere by the fatal combination of re-
sponsibility and powerlessness: we are held responsible 2nd

we hold ourselves responsible for good outcomes for men and
children in almost every respect though we have in almost no

case power adequate to that project. The detzils of the sub-

jective experience of this servitude ar
adition as well as the

economic class and race and ethnic tr )
personalities of the men in question. So also are the detal

of the forces which coerce our toleranc

n may not do all these kinds of work,

ble for hiring and supe
se cases, women 3 1espo

* At higher class levels wome
but are generally still responsi

e nsibility.
do it. These services are still, in the
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live and work. |
All this is not to say that wo

: i r ow
. to satisfy ou v
manage somctlm?and . come respects women’s independep;
that in some casc

i lap with men’s. But at every race/class leve]
e nes- men do not SETve women as

lass li
and even across race/c sphere” may be understood ag

¥
“Women s
omen SCrve mern. :
:':1 “eervice sector,” taking the latter expression much more
e Sc ]

widely and decply than < usual in discussions of the economy,

It seems to be the human condition that in one degree or
another we all suffer frustration and limitation, all encounter
unwelcome barriers, and all are damaged and hurt in various
ways. Since we are a social species, almost all of our behavior
and activities are structured by more than individual inclina-
tion and the conditions of the planet and its atmosphere. No
human is free of social structures, nor (perhaps) would happi-
ness consist in such freedom. Structure consists of bound-
aries, limits and barriers; in a structured whole, some motions
and changes are possible, and others are not. If one is looking
for an excuse to dilute the word ‘oppression’, one can use the
fact of social structure as an excuse and say that everyone is

oppressed. But if one would rather get clear about what op-
pression is ﬁ‘.nd' is not, one needs to sort out the sufferings,
harms a'nd limitations and figure out which are elements of
oppression and which are not,
limitation is part of g =g particular suffering, harm or
look at it in context inn:;?lze > being Dppress?d, onehas e
in an oppressi r to tell whether it is an element
cnclus‘pp Ve structure: one has to see if it js part of an
: INg structure of forces and bare e 4 bk
immobilization ang reduct; arriers which tends to t
uction of a group or category of peo-

men do not have, assert and
n interests, nor to deny
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OPPRESSION 1] |

one looks at examples, it beco
thing which frustrates or limit
not every harm or damage is
pression.

§ a person is oppressive, and
due to or contributes to op-

leg in a skiing accident at Aspen and wait in pain in a blizzard
for hours before he is rescued, we

may assume that in that
period he suffers, But the suffering comes to an end; his leg
is repaired by the best SUIEEOn money can buy and he is soon
recuperating in a lavish suite, sip

ping Chivas Regal. Nothing
in this picture Suggests a structure of barriers and forces. He

if the accident was caused by s
and hence someone can be
that person still has not be

Consider also the restri
vehicle on a certain side o
this restriction is almost

omeone’s malicious negligence,
blamed for it and morally faulted,
€n an agent of oppression.

ction of having to drive one’s

f the road. There is no doubt that

unbearably frustrating at times,
when one’s lane is not moving and the other lane is clear.

There are surely times, even, when abiding by this regulation
would have harmful consequences. But the restriction is ob-
viously wholesome for most of us most of the time. The re-

Straint is imposed for our benefit, and does benefit us; its op-

eration tends to €ncourage our continued motion, not to im-

mobilize us. The limits imposed by traffic regulations are
limits most of us would cheerfully impose on ourselves given
that we knew others would follow them too. They are part
of a structure which shapes our behavior, not to our reduc-
tion and immobilization, but rather to the protection af anr
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feelings of superiority. But this does not make the whjt, B,
son in this situation a member ?f an oppressed race or per.
son oppressed because of .hl?l‘/hls race. One must look 4¢ the
barrier. It limits the activities and the access c.::f .those on b,
sides of it (though to different Flegrees). +But 1t 15 a product o
the intention, planning and action of whites for the benefit of
whites, to secure and maintain privileges .that are available ¢,
whites generally, as members of the dom.mant and Privilegeq
group. Though the existence of the barrier has some bag con.
sequences for whites, the barrier does not exist in Systematic
relationship with other barriers and forces forming a structuyre
oppressive to whites; quite the contrary. It is part of 2 struc-
ture which oppresses the ghetto dwellers and thereby (and by
white intention) protects and furthers white interests as dom-
inant white culture understands them. This barrier is not op-
pressive to whites, even though it is a barrier to whites.
Barriers have different meanings to those on opposite sides
of them, even though they are barriers to both. The physical
walls of a prison no more dissolve to let an outsider in than to
let an insider out, but for the insider they are confining and

der they may mean protection from
ats posed by insiders—freedom from
social and economic barriers and
forces separating two groups may be felt, even painfully, by
members of both groups and yet may mean confinement to
one and liberty and enlargement of opportunity to the other.

The service sector of the Wives/mommas/assistants/girls is
almost exclusively a Woman-only sector; its boundaries not
only enclose womep but to a very great extent keep men out:
.Some Men sometimes €ncounter this barrier and experience
It as a restriction o their movements, their activities, their

harm or anxiety. A set of
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control or their chojces of “lifestyle,” “Fhinking they sright
Jike the simple nurturant Jife (which they 1iaYy E;rm;{};m 10 be
quite free ol stress, alienation and bhard work), and Secling de-
prived since itseems closed to them, they thereugon 20 ’
nounce the discovery that they are uppressed, 1o, by “sex
roles.” But that barrier is crected and maintzined by men,
for the benefit of men, It consists of cultural and ecomeomic
forces and pressures ina culture and cconomy contsolled by
men in which, at every economic level and in all racisl 2nd
ethnic subcultures, economy, tradition —-and even ideolozies
of liberation—work to keep at Jeast local culture and economy
in male control . *

The boundary that sets apart women’s sphere is maintzined
and promoted by men generally for the benefit of men zen-
erally, and men generally do benefit from its existence, even
the man who bumps into it and complains of the inconveni-
ence. That barrier is protecting his classification and status
as a male, as superior, as having 4 right to sexval access 1o 2
female or females. It protects a kind of citizenship which 1s
superior to that of females of his class and race, his access 10
a wider range of better paying and higher status work, and
his right to prefer unemployment to the degradation of doing
lower status or “women’s”” work.

If a person’s life or activity is affected by some force or
barrier that person encounters, one may not conclude that
the person is oppressed simply because the person encounters
that barrier or force; nor simply because the encounter is
unpleasant, frustrating or painful to that person at that time;
nor simply because the existence of the barrier or force, or
the processes which maintain or apply it, serve to deprive that

* Of course this is complicated by race and class. Machismo and

“Black manhood” politics seem to help keep Latin or Black men in
cﬂn_lml of more cash than Latin or Black women control; but these
politics seem to me also to ultimately help keep the larger economy

In white male control,
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