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Feminism has been both welcomed and resisted by socialist 
men in the past twenty years. As a critique of exploitation and 
inequality, feminism has been easily recognisable to social­
ism. Women can be added on to its emancipatory project as 
another oppressed class to be liberated. In practice this has 
often meant that feminist politics and socialist politics have 
managed an uneasy co-operation, a co-ordination that breaks 
down when specific issues highlight the consequences in 
priorities and strategies of their seemingly incompatible fun­
damental analyses of contemporary society. Feminism has 
been resisted when these fundamental differences have be­
come central to political strategy. The respective emphases on 
the primacy of patriarchy or the relations of production have 
created a split between feminists and socialists. Socialist 
feminists have found it very difficult to articulate Marxism 
and feminism together within a coherent framework. Men, 
even socialist men, have largely remained silent on the issue 
of their own gender and its political imperatives. 

Socialism was assumed to include the political interests of 
women, as it worked towards a society in which the means of 
production were controlled by the working class who through 
that process of transformation became the whole of society. 
The classless society was the end point of a self-transforma­
tion of the working class, which immanently contained that 
future. Feminism's emergence over the past two decades has 
challenged this assumption. Feminism, by definition, asserts 
that socialism has not represented women's interests ade­
quately. A socialist revolution would not necessarily end the 
oppression of women because it might not alter the connec­
tions between gender and power. 

Feminism has split socialism. Whatever their class or 
politics, men are agents of a system oppressive to women. 
Socialist men are suddenly split from within. They are both 
political activists working for a better society and the very 
instruments of exploitation. Socialism is no longer wholly 
radical. 1 Nor can socialist men simply become feminists, 
because feminism is a politics which defines only women as 
both agents and subjects of its action. No such comparable 
politics exists for men. They are assumed to be the beneficiar­
ies of women's oppression as well as its agents. A men's 
movement which aimed to improve men's lives in any way 
could turn out to be a politics that enabled men to consolidate 
their existing power more fully and therefore even more 
oppressively. If we drop 'men' from the title of this essay, 
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they return to either a divided socialism pretending to an 
imaginary unity, or an uneasy masquerade as feminists. Nei­
ther is tenable. Men can and should support feminism, but 
they cannot be its subjects, representatives or policy makers. 

How can we speak of a socialist politics in which gender 
was recognised to be involved with its every aspect, that 
would make it possible for men to take active roles, and that 
would remain socialist and pro-feminist? That, I want to 
suggest, is one of the most pressing demands on the socialist 
agenda, and one of the hardest to respond to in both theory and 
practice.2 In the remainder of this article I will discuss two 
areas of especial conceptual difficulty: the questions of op­
pression and of sexual difference. The confusion these have 
generated forms a majqr barrier to developing a· socialist 
politics that could properly acknowledge feminism in its 
emancipatory critique. A discussion of these refractory con­
cepts might also lead to better ways of understanding how 
socialism can negotiate new political practices around other 
apparently internal divisions amongst socialists, such as sexu­
ality and race,3 although I shall not try to develop that analysis 
here. 

OPPRESSION 

Since the early '70s feminism has made the term oppression 
central to its analysis of sexual politics. Unlike many other 
key concepts in feminist debate, the concept of oppression 
seems not to have emerged in the work of one theorist, but to 
have developed in the heat of public debate. There is no 
founding text where the concept is extensively analysed and 
demonstrated. As a result the concept of oppression has never 
been well defined in the way that other feminist concepts 
have. Its primary roots lie in the long tradition, going back to 
essays like Mill and Taylor's On the Subjection of Women, 
which links women's lack of rights to slavery. In the '70s the 
parallelism of liberation politics in the feminist and black 
movements made this term especially useful. For feminism 
the term did not need to be analytically exact because it 
operated as a basic evocation of the conditions which require 
a politics, rather than an analytic concept. Its universal use 
gave it the clarity of the obvious. The term 'oppression' is 
assumed not to need a definition because the oppression can 
be so readily demonstrated. Oppression is the historical con­
dition that requires feminism. The term is usually understood 
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as the description of a condition rather than an analytic con­
cept. Analysis is carried out in more specific terms than the 
general one of oppression. Rester Eisenstein, for example, in 
her study of the development of feminist thought, simply 
indexes the term oppression with a cross-reference to 'subor­
dination' , but the page references for' subordination' take the 
reader to references to oppression as well.4 'Subordination' is 
understood as the conceptually more analysable, practical 
consequence of the undeniable existence of oppression. 

The dictionary definition of oppression bears out the link 
to black politics and its roots in anti-slavery and civil rights 
campaigns. The Webster dictionary entry for the 1971 edi­
tion, which can be taken therefore as the standard meaning 
from which American feminism began its extension of the 
term, reads: ' 

la: unjust or cruel exercise of authority or power esp. 
by the imposition of burdens; esp: the unlawful, exces­
sive or corrupt exercise of power other than by extor­
tion by any public officer so as to harm anyone in his 
rights, person, or property while purporting to act under 
color of governmental authority'.5 

Oppression is defined not simply as the exercise of power, but 
its misuse. The term is therefore a natural heir to the argu­
ments about the exclusion of women from the legal rights 
enjoyed by men, arguments which extend back through the 
nineteenth century. In the '70s the term was extended to mean 
not just the misuse of power but the possession of power 
itself. 'Men have power over women' is a common formula­
tion. The traditional use of the term' oppression' was based on 
the acceptance that there were rules which applied to every­
one. The extension of the concept has meant that in some 
cases the rules themselves have been assumed to be at fault, 
and the implication would then be that the oppressors had 
made some of the rules to suit themselves. This extension 
might seem unexceptionable from a marxist standpoint, be­
cause this description could be reformulated in the more 
familiar concepts of recent theories of ideology. That parallel 
is misleading however because the dictionary concept of 
oppression implies a consciousness of the rules that are bro­
ken. Oppression implies a standard which has been violated, 
and an intention to do so. Ideology does not. Consciousness of 
those rules will take the form of ideology amongst those who 
benefit from them, whereas the experience of oppression is 
the recognition that the rules have been broken. The extended 
concept of oppression results in a double bind for those who 
are accused of being oppressors, because they are both as­
sumed to have intentionally violated rights which everyone 
can agree to, and to have constructed the system of those 
rights for their own aggrandisement. It is confusion generated 
by the combination of the two positions that is disabling for 
organising political change from within. 

In its earlier form oppression meant that an appeal could 
be made to the rules which bound both oppressors and the 
oppressed, however much such an appeal was likely to fail, 
The oppressors could be condemned as intentional violators 
of rules that everyone should observe. Oppressors who were 
convinced by this appeal that they had indeed broken the rules 
could in theory facilitate political change by returning to a 
proper adherence to those rules, because their own will, which 
had been the cause of the breach, is equally sufficient for its 
remedy. The extension of the concept of oppression keeps the 
form of the judgement implied by the earlier definition but 
extends its scope far beyond the constitutive legal rules of a 
society to include many other forms of behaviour. This con­
cept of oppression holds that the rules themselves are the 
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problem, and the power they confer illegitimate, so the only 
option for the oppressor who wishes to reform is to abdicate 
altogether, relinquishing the power conferred by the rules 
which themselves somehow disappear at the same moment. 
The difficulty with this account is that there is now no set of 
rules or standards to appeal to. We cannot say to the oppres­
sors that they have misused their power by breaking a rule 
which we can specify, but simply that their power is an abuse, 
without any qualification. Keeping the old structure of the 
concept means in the case of men and women that if we say 
'men oppress women', instead of 'men oppress women be­
cause they deny them the vote', we thereby make oppression 
definitional of men. The result is that a judgement, which at­
tributes an intention and implies the possibility of change, 
based on an appeal to universally accepted norms which have 
been allegedly violated, is retained in a new context, so that it 
appears that the oppressors intend the oppression they insti-
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tute, and could therefore end it if they wished. They appear to 
be violators of accepted norms, but at the same time no such 
norms are specified. The oppressors appear to be refusing 
change that they are capable of, and to be accepting the 
violation of basic rights, yet at the same time no such rights 
are acknowledged by both sides. 

A recent study of masculinity by Jeff Ream becomes 
enmeshed in the confusions caused by the uncritical accep­
tance of the concept as the basis for social analysis. Accord­
ing to the title of his book, men are 'the gender of oppression' . 
Ris book is unusual because it does try to define oppression, 
although the definition itself is too broad to be of much use 
except to call our attention to the kind of phenomena that need 
explaining. 

'The term "oppression" is a shorthand for social prac­
tices, tendencies and relations that discriminate 
against, ignore, neglect, degrade or harm people, to 
reduce people to less than human. It is thus both a 
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specific term, as in the harming of another person, and 
global, in its implication of reaching out to a fuller 
humanity of greater ability, variability, flexibility, and 
commitment to labouring for all life. It also refers to 
direct actions, say of murder and torture, and less direct 
social relations, such as the oppression of the Third 
World by the neglect and the domination of the first 
two. Oppression thus rests on some form of unfair 
denial of or exclusion from a preferable alternative 
course of action, such as in the gender case, women's 
control over their own fertility or sexuality.6 

Heamthen insists that men 'are the gender which routinely 
engages in the oppression of others, women, children and 
indeed animals'.' This definition of oppression, which is 
linked with the unproven assertion that such practices can be 
explained as the result of men's innate nature, is theoretically 
confused and politically sclerotic. The excessively broad 
scope of the term needs to be restricted if we are not to 
paralyse all hope of men engaging in a radical gender politics, 
by implying, as Heam does, that men are defined by their 
tendency to reduce others to a less than human condition. 
Heam's 'shorthand' even allows him to blur the differences 
between the treatment of animals and people, and to blur the 
distinctions between different social practices and the inter­
pretations that human subjects make of them. Animals are 
mistreated, but they are not oppressed because they are not 
capable of recognising rights and their denial. Hearn has 

replaced the concept of rights with the much more general 
phrase 'a preferable alternative course of action'. This defini­
tion is so broad as to make the concept of oppression apply to 
almost all the activities of daily life and to all those who 
participate in them. Yet Hearn' s attempt at a broad definition 
is a necessary attempt to recognise that oppression cannot be 
defined purely in terms of rights since feminism has redefined 
the political sphere to include sexuality, which is not easily 
subsumed by the language of rights. I will argue that oppres­
sion is useful as an informal descriptive term used in the way 
Heam proposes, but is a major obstacle to the participation of 
men in gender politics if it becomes a key element in political 
analysis. 

From the start of its use in the early '70s there have been 
protests from men about its widespread use to define axi­
omatically the relations between men and women. Such pro­
tests usually took the form either of a denial that men oppress 
women, or of an argument that men, too, are oppressed. That 
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latter argument was often used in the men's movement in the 
'70s and is still current in some branches of that movement. 
Recent books on masculinity by men have rejected both 
arguments and accepted that men do oppress women. R. W. 
Connell, in the Preface to his comprehensive study of gender, 
insists that the men's movement was wrong to say 'that men 
are equally oppressed. This claim is demonstrably false. Some 
of the relevant evidence is set out below ... as an introduction 
to the facts of gender inequality for those not already familiar 
with the issue'.8 For Connell the facts can speak for them­
selves. Men are 'beneficiaries of an oppressive system'.9 
Connell largely avoids the pitfalls that Heam encounters by 
focusing on systemlO rather than oppression. His fundamental 
argument is that 'the patriarchal state can be seen ... not as the 
manifestation of a patriarchal essence, but as the centre of a 
reverberating set of power relations and political processes in 
which patriarchy is both constructed and contested'.n His 
careful attempt to preserve the complex formations of social 
theory and practice marks a new stage in discussions of 
masculinity by men, especially his clarity about the distinc­
tions between structural analyses and theories of praxis, but 
his concern to avoid talking reductively of masculinity (he 
refers to masculinities) and social practice results in a loss of 
clarity about the political imperatives for men who are com­
mitted to change.12 The failure to analyse the fundamental 
assumption of oppression results in an avoidance of the very 
challenge that feminism has issued to men. 

A particularly forceful version of that challenge can be 
found in Rosi Braidotti' s recent essay for the timely collection 
M en in Feminism: 

It must be very uncomfortable to be a male, white, 
middle class intellectual at a time in history when so 
many minorities and oppressed groups are speaking up 
for themselves; a time when the hegemony Qf the white 
knowing subject is crumbling. Lacking the historical 
experience of oppression on the basis of sex, they 
paradoxically lack a minus. Lacking the lack, they 
cannot participate in the great ferment of ideas that is 
shaking up Western culture: it must be very painful 
indeed to have no option other than being the empirical 
referent of the historical oppressor of women, and 
being asked to account for his atrocities.13 

Men lack the experience of oppression that women have. 
Women necessarily lack the phallus that signifies men's 
power. That incubus, the male, white, middle class intellec­
tual lacks the experience of oppression several times over, 
through his gender, class and colour. To argue that since most 
intellectuals sell their labour they are working class, or to say 
that despite their middle-class life style many intellectuals 
come from working class backgrounds is obviously an insuf­
ficient response. Such arguments don't address the full force 
of Braidotti' s argument that oppression cannot be known 
merely theoretically, it has to be experienced. Nor does it 
answer the demand that every individual man account for all 
men's atrocities. The concept of oppression makes the indi­
vidual subject co-extensive with a collective singular subject. 
A man is a man (but not Man, i.e., mankind). 'His atrocities' 
are both an individual man's responsibility and all men's. 
Braidotti's blend of semiology, the concept of oppression and 
the appeal to an individual's experience of marginalized iden­
tity, is characteristic of the use of the concept of oppression. 
The painful lack of options, I will argue, resutls from the con­
fusion of theory, not from history. 

The root of the confusion here lies in the use of the term 
'subject' both in a Kantian sense as the reference point for 
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theories of knowledge and morality, and as an empirical 
figure entangled in contingency or history. In the Kantian 
sense the transcendental subject is an abstract structuring 
principle of experience, but even in Kant's work there are 
signs of the difficulty of maintaining this idealizing fiction 
when discussing issues similar to oppression. In Groundwork 
of the Metaphysic of Morals Kant presents his 'categorical 
imperative', or universal moral principle that one should 'act 

only on that maxim through which you can at the same time 
will that it should become a universal law', 14 in a way that 
could give grounds for reading his concept of the subject in 
historical terms. 

A rational being belongs to the kingdom of ends as a 
member, when, although he makes its universal laws, 
he is also himself subject to these laws. He belongs to 
it as its head, when as the maker of laws he is himself 
subject to the will of no other .IS 

People should treat one another as ends in themselves and not 
merely as means to an end, and a society where that actually 
occurred would be a kingdom of ends. The paradoxical posi­
tion of being both sovereign and subject at once arises be­
cause the subject is both the paradigm for the unconditioned 
self able to choose to follow the moral law, and in practice 
bound to follow actual social rules in specific cases. Kant's 
image of the sovereign who is also subject has the effect of 
identifying the sovereign with the entire populace. Historical 
contingency is implicit in the idea of a rational being who is 
subject to the laws, because that subjection must occur at 
specific moments when the person finds him or herself sub­
ject. In Kantian terms oppression occurs when this perfect 
translation from member to head breaks down, when subject 
and sovereign are not interchangeable. In other words oppres­
sion is a disorder of the very founding concept of the subject 
on which the whole Kantian project depends. The existence of 
oppression seems to 'disrupt the notion of the white sovereign 
subject' ,16 to use the words of the preface to Unwrapping 
Masculinity. At the most basic level the concept of oppression 
emerges from the Kantian framework as the sign of its inter­
nal contradictions which can only be thought of as the demise 
of a sovereign subject. 
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Braidotti 's argument that men lack the lack depends on the 
validity of her use of the concept of the subject. She uses the 
concept to name both a transcendent structuring principle of 
experience and the empirical collective groups that live 
through the vicissitudes of history. In other words she con­
flates a transcendent subject and a historical subject, or a man 
and men. This conceptual confusion, which has antecedents 
in Kant, is centrally evident in much semiology P 

Braidotti's essay implicitly endorses what has become 
known as the theory of multiple oppressions. IS In the past ten 
years the women's movement has been faced by a parallel 
dilemma to that of socialist men who wish to support femi­
nism, a dilemma that has developed around the idea of mul­
tiple oppression. Black women have confronted white femi­
nists with their complicity in racism. As a result white women 
have had to acknowledge that despite their feminism they 
might still be acting oppressively toward black women and 
benefitting from the general racism of our society. Women 
could not automatically assume sisterhood on the basis of 
gender. The theory of multiple oppressions assumes that an 
individual can be oppressed in an additive way. Someone with 
several oppressions could claim a kind of political priority 
and existential authority over someone with only one oppres­
sion. The tendency to do this, and also to assume the right to 
speak for an oppressed group purely on the basis of member­
ship, has been criticised by some feminists, but its influence 
in political debate remains strong. To claim oppression gives 
one an identity and an understanding of one's own history. 
The difficulty arises when some members of a political group­
ing to which one belongs are claimed to be oppressors by 
another group with which one is identified. Multiple oppres­
sions mean multiple scissions. 

The concept of oppression thus involves several assump­
tions. It implies a wider social context. Oppression thus may 
be mediated through individuals but oppression implies that 
the individual is acting as a member of the oppressor group. 
Therefore the individual may act in an unpleasant or even 
cruel way and still not be acting oppressively, if their behav­
iour is not determined by their membership of the oppressor 
group. The difficulty with the concept of oppression is that it 
makes it hard to distinguish the origins and character of 
different types of relations between so-called oppressor and 
oppressed groups. All behaviour of whatever kind that takes 
place between members of the two groups cannot simply be 
assumed to be determined by that general group relation. If 
there are more than two groups in relation the situation is even 
more complex. 

Oppression confers an identity. For members of a group 
that is oppressed, to recognise that they are oppressed is 
crucial, because that is the moment when they perceive that 
their experience is not the result of their own specific nature 
or the nature of the world, but the result of an alterable state of 
things (however difficult change might be in practical terms). 
It is the recognition of injustice, of the fact that their oppres­
sion is the result of a systematic treatment of the group with 
which they are identified by others but with which they may 
not even identify from their own conscious point of view. 
This treatment has physical, emotional, intellectual, economic 
and political consequences for the individual. Identification 
of the oppression is the first move toward organised resis­
tance because it is the moment of recognising the possibility 
of change. As an organised group the oppressed can begin to 
act politically and at the same time identify the group(s) 
causing their oppression. 

Oppression operates only in terms of collectivities. An 
individual is oppressed as part of a group. You could not be 
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oppressed if you were the only member of your group. The 
idea of an individual oppressor has little meaning, because the 
individual's action, however horrifying, is only oppression 
within the framework of the relation of collectivities. It is 
meaningless to talk of an individual's intention to act oppres­
sively because oppression is a systematic determination (and 
interpretation) of individual behaviours. The concept is fun­
damentally interpretive of the relations between collectivities 

and is not a valid description of specific instances or inten­
tions. Oppression is a term that refers to a general structure, 
and in that way is very close to the concept of power that has 
gained wide currency in theories of sexual politics. 

Oppression is similar to but not identical with power. 
Adults have power over children but that does not mean that 
children are directly oppressed by adults (although there is a 
case for arguing that some oppression does result from this). 
Power is a 'virtual' force. Power is not an action or a history, 
but a potential for either. The concept of power answers 
questions about the conditions necessary for events to occur. 
Power is a catch-all concept for an originating dynamic of 
historical change. Its widespread use today is the result of the 
disappearance of agency in post-structuralist theories of the 
subject, a disappearance which has left a conceptual vacuum. 
Where social groups were formerly theorised as singular 
subjects, the semiological critique of the philosophy of the 
subject leaves them without any potential for interaction. 
Power substitutes for this potential. The difficulty is that this 
model of society cannot account for instances of action in 
history, without taking the concept of power out of its legiti­
mate field and misusing it as a means of explaining historical 
events. Power, however, cannot act. 

The tendency to misuse the concept of power occurs for 
the same reason that oppression, another virtual concept, is 
taken as identifiable through individual experience. We tend 
to think of groups as singular subjects; man and men are seen 
as conforming to the same analytic and theoretic constraints. 
What we need to recognise is that groups are not united, 
singular subjects. Oppression and power are perfectly valid 
concepts within a restricted sphere of analysis. They explain 
the potential of groups to act in certain ways in relation to one 
another. They give answers to questions about experience by 
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specifying not causes, but limiting conditions. 
The consequence of the complex character of the concept 

of oppression is that, although it can be argued from women's 
point of view that men oppress women, it does not necessarily 
follow that a specific individual man oppresses women, nor 
that all relations between individuals from the two groups are 
oppressive. Men must recognise this while also recognising 
the anger and outrage that women feel, and which necessarily 
find individual as well as group targets. I don't mean that an 
individual man can disown complicity. Men do benefit from 
the oppression of women. As black women have pointed out 
to white feminists, the members of an oppressor group benefit 
from the oppression whether they are conscious of the bene­
fits or not. They also lose out in certain obvious ways too. But 
this complicity is only part of the picture. An individual man 
is in some ways an embodiment of the group identity of men, 
as well as outside it in others. These changing relations to the 
group are not the result of different moments, as if now I am 
acting like men in general and now I am not, but different 
simultaneous elements of a particular moment or situation. 
Some of what I am doing happens because I am acting as a 
man and some of it has other determinations. This point can 
be seen even more clearly if we compare two apparently 
similar formulations: 'Men oppress women' and' All men 
oppress women'. They seem very similar but are actually 
quite different. The first describes a structured relation be­
tween individuals considered through their group identity. 
The second implies that each and every man is an oppressor of 
women and thereby further implies that this oppression origi­
nates in the intentionality of individual men, to whom a male 
identity as oppressor is intrinsic. That formulation is politi .. 
cally disabling for men. 

Thus the idea of the experience of oppression leads to 
conceptual confusion. It is not oppression that is experienced. 
Rather, certain experiences are made possible by oppression. 
There cannot be a direct experience of oppression because 
oppression only describes the conditions of possible group 
relations. Oppression does not 'occur' in the historical sense, 
and the experiences it makes possible cannot be interpreted as 
the meaning of oppression. The meaning of these experiences 
depends on the history of the relations between members of 
the group and others. That is why the appeal to group identity 
as giving political significance to an existential account of 
experiences of oppression is itself an illegitimate seizure of 
authority, however authentic and damaging the experiences to 
be recounted. We can go on using the terms of oppression and 
power in the ordinary way, but we cannot also assume that 
they offer coherent analytic explanations of sexual politics 
unless we recognise their restriction to virtuality. 

Oppression is a concept of limited analytic value and a 
hindrance to the development of effective political alliances. 
It harks back to a consensual theory of law and therefore 
suggests both the abrogation of shared norms and the denial 
that the disputed norms have any validity at all. Those termed 
oppressors are therefore depicted as both intentional violators 
of these norms and the creators of false norms. Oppression is 
a structure that defines some of the possible relations between 
groups and is conceptually a virtual condition, one that de­
lineates the bounds of possibility. Once there is talk of the ex­
perience of oppression what is actually being considered is 
the experience of events made possible by oppression. Analy­
sis on the basis of shared political criteria would be needed to 
transform this into knowledge of oppression. Since the con­
cept of oppression defines r~lations between groups and has a 
virtual status, oppressions cannot be added or formed into 
hierarchies. 
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The relations between men and women are and have been 
oppressive. The deprivations, cruelties, exploitations and mis­
representations that social and psychological structures en­
able men to perpetrate on women are pervasive and some­
times appalling. For socialist men to begin to respond politi­
cally to this, a theoretical and practical rethinking of the 
politics of oppression is needed. But the problem with the 
concept of oppression is that what appears to be obvious (the 
suffering, domination and deprivation) becomes the basis for 
a concept that is used as if the determining structure were 
itself the actuality. What is needed is a politics that begins 
with a study of the constitution of groups through their inter­
actions with one another. Oppression is too undifferentiating 
a concept. Above all it divides those who need to negotiate 
their differences and relations. No one is 'innocent'. Every­
one is placed in structural relations where they are at times 
members of an oppressor group. A socialist political practice 
has to begin there. 

My argument can be summed up in this way. Women 
discover that they are oppressed. A feminist politics develops. 
What must men's response then be? To tackle their own role 
as oppressors? That is where the problems begin. A politics 
cannot start there for the reasons I have outlined, because the 
concept of oppression effectively entails the erasure of the 
oppressing group, at least insofar as its constitution as a group 
determines the oppression. If men are defined by their role as 
agents of oppression then all they can do is will their own 
demise, at least as men in any sense we understand it. Yet that 
is not possible if masculinity means anything more than a 
limited set of behaviours. If however the concept of oppres­
sion is understood as describing a precondition of the rela­
tions between men and women but not the intentions, aims or 
experiences of either sex, then it becomes possible for men to 
begin to differentiate the processes of oppression and other 
social processes of emancipatory potential. Discovering what 
is not oppression is one way oppression can be challenged. 

The emergence of identity politics based on the concept of 
multiple oppression points to the need for a socialism that is 
constantly negotiating the constitutive differences that will 
fissure every socialist grouping. The project of socialism can 
only be based on alliances. General principles will always 
need to be reinflected at every level and at every point of that 
alliance. Otherwise the socialist project will become self­
oppressive. As it has been practised, identity politics has too 
often been the left's unconscious internalisation of the mul­
tiple ways an oppressive social system identifies its subjects. 

SEXUAL DIFFERENCE 

Sexual difference theory, like the concept of oppression, is 
widely used in public political debate, and is equally the result 
of collective discussions rather than the work of a specific 
theorist. There has however been much more written analysis 
of the ideas that underpin the theory, al though recent accounts 
of masculinity have tended to take them for granted. One 
reason for this is indicated unconsciously by Paul Smith, the 
co-editor of Men in Feminism: 'Feminist theory broadly 
speaking sees ("through" phallocentric theory) that male­
centred social and psychical structures place biological men 
as enforcing agents for those structures. '19 He then asks 
whether mel ('male theorists') can understand and 'be of any 
political use to feminist theory' and decides that they can. 
'The intellectual task of understanding feminist theory is not 
a problem since feminist theory is situated within the array of 
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post-structuralist discourses with which many of us are now 
perhaps over-familiar.' Although many feminists have que­
ried the validity of this link between feminist theory and post­
structuralism, such connections have been historically impor­
tant, especially in the academic world. Paul Smith, however, 
simply assumes that the two are identical, and that therefore a 
man with access to semiological theory has automatic access 
to feminist theory. The masculine imperialism of that assump­
tion was immediately challenged by other contributors to the 
collection, but I want to argue that sexual difference theory 
itself poses some insurmountable barriers to the engagement 
of men working for social change. 

Antony Easthope's book, What a Man's Gotta Do, is an 
exception to the lack of specific accounts of masculinity in 
terms of sexual difference. Written from within a clear com­
mitment to the form of theory that Paul Smith mentions, the 
book concludes that our society produces 'masculine myth' 
that is central to its functioning. 

The myth posits masculinity as natural, normal and 
universal ... In terms of the myth masculinity wants to 
present itself as an essence - fixed, self-consistent, 
pure. In fact it has no essence and no core. Gender is 
marked in three areas or levels of human experience -
that of the body and the biological; that of social roles; 
and that at which gender is defined internally in the 
unconscious. The myth aims to bring together all three 
levels in a perfect unity, the completely masculine 
individual. 20 

In practice this means that analysis must look at the way 
sexual identity develops in three different ways: through 
Freud's theory of desire, through the way popular culture 
enforces representations of masculinity, and by examining 
the most basic structures of all, those of 'patriarchy and the 
phallic system' . 

At every point this system turns on what is seen as the 
male symbol. Sexual difference is represented by hav­
ing or not having the phallus .... But the phallus, how­
ever deeply wrought by the traditions of patriarchal 
culture, is nevertheless merely a symbol.21 

Easthope then refers this point to Juliet Mitchell's introduc-
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tion to Lacan's essays on feminine sexuality for confirma- sion of a male standpoint. By contrast, the difficulties of the 
tion.22 I will argue that there are serious difficulties with this masculine bias in psychoanalysis have been generally recog­
conjunction of semiology, discourse theory and Lacanian nised. 
psychoanalysis, that has come to be known as sexual differ- Psychoanalysis is an institution deeply complicit with 
ence theory, when it is extended from feminism into a politics men's authority and power. Any appropriation of psychoa­
of masculinity, difficulties that lie in the fundamental as- nalysis to theorise masculinity would have to begin by chal­
sumptions of those fields rather than the exposition that East- lenging the evidential, the structural, the institutional and the 
hope offers. ideological formations of this institution. None of the recent 

Feminism has explored many different strands of psycho a- attempts to extend psychoanalysis into the critical analysis of 
nalysis and psychotherapy, but it is the development of this masculinity have done that. Feminism offers a misleading 
one specific appropriation of psychoanalysis as a theory of ease in its use of psychoanalysis, because, as I have sug­
sexual difference that has most influenced the Left.23 Emerg- gested, feminism is able to work oppositionally through the 
ing out of a conjuncture between British feminism, French already constituted marginality of women to the discipline. 
semiology and Screen film theory, it has enjoyed a renewed Feminism provides an immanent critique not dissimilar to 
authority in recent work on masculinity. According to sexual Marx's critique of the classical economists.24 The language of 
difference theory, gender is constructed within discourses and psychoanalysis has also provided a place for feminists to 
their work of representation, on the basis of the sexual differ- develop an articulation of silenced experience, because of its 
ence that is only achieved through the oedipal process and the richness in terminologies for the desire that women had been 
entry into language. The different sources for the theoretical historically denied public expression of. This language pro­
concepts need to be separated out for the implications to vides the opportunity for emancipatory dialogue, not an au­
become clear. Foucault's theory of discourse is used as the thoritative theory of the psyche. To develop such a theory 
basis of the idea that knowledge and therefore gender are would require both theoretical work on, and an immanent 
effects of discourses. The Kantian concept of representation critique of, the whole range of modern psychologies and their 
that semiology has reproduced is used to indicate that what social foundations. 
are produced are not real objects in themselves but cognitive We can begin to see how there might be a problem in using 
models of them. Freud's conception of the polysexuality of this form of feminist thought for analyses of masculinity if we 
the infant whose desire is only slowly fixed to an approved turn to Jacqueline Rose's companion introduction to Femi­
object choice underlies the assumption that sexual difference nine Sexuality. She begins with the assumption that there is no 
emerges after the oedipal transition. Lacan's rereading of that 'pre-discursive reality' ,25 a formulation that alludes to both 
transmutation of desire as the process whereby the subject language and discourse. The conflation of the two creates a 
enters language (and by extension the symbolic, the whole contradiction inimical to the analysis of masculinity. She 
array of culture understood as a series of sign systems), is writes: 
used to produce an equation between the semiological con- In so far as it is the order of language which constructs 
cept of language as a system of differences, and sexuality. 
There is also an allusion to Derrida's anti-foundational found- sexuality around the male term, or the privileging of 

that term which shows sexuality to be constructed 
ing concept of 'differance' . within language, so this raises the issue of women's re-

The analytic lationship to that 
fuoctioo~g ~ th~~----------------------------~l~pqe ~d 

complex constella- that sexuality si-
tion of philosophical, multaneously. 26 

scientific, linguistic 
and empirical con- The English word 
cepts is not my main 'language' is used 
concern here, but here to refer to lan-
rather its political gue as a universal 
implications and ca- set of rules and 
pacities. The constel- structures (an 'or-
lation involves two der') which logi-
different kinds of cally precedes any 
appeal to the author- specific social prac-
ity of its founding tice. Therefore 
concepts which have sexuality is con-
a crucial effect on ex- structed at the level 
tensions of the appa- of a structure that 
ratus to the politics transcends discur-
of masculinity. One sive practice. The 
is the appeal to the word 'language' is 
authority of psychoa- used three times in a 
nalysis as both a science and a coherent philosophical anthro- sentence, twice without any article at all, implying universal­
pology. The other is an appeal to the authority of the work of ity, and the third time with the deictic 'that' ('the issue of 
Foucault, Lacan and Derrida, and more generally to semiol- women's relationship to that language and that sexuality'). 
ogy. The two forms of authority are very different, produce This third appearance produces a distance between women 
different analytic consequences, and offer different problems and language. It could also be read as implying that 'the order 
to the theorist of masculinity. Semiology has been widely of language which constructs sexuality around the male term' 
assumed to offer fruitful methods for the study of masculinity is not the only language, but this interpretation would amount 
because its status is not obviously compromised as the expres- to the acknowledgement that language is a practice, not a 

14 Radical Philosophy 53, Autumn 1989 



categorial structure which is the necessary condition of all 
experience, independent of practice and history. 

If language 'structures sexuailty around the male term', 
then we are dealing with terms, both male and female, which 
are given, a priori, since they are co-eval with this unified 
ahistorical structure, language. The terms are then empty, 
universal linguistic structures with no logical connection to 
behaviour, context, practice, nor any actual human beings. 
This form of idealism is especially obstructive of any attempt 
to consider the construction of masculinity, because it leads to 
the conclusion that masculinity is coextensive with language 
itself, and therefore fixed and unchanging. When Jacqueline 
Rose says elsewhere in the essay that 'the feminine is consti­
tuted as a division in language, a division which produces the 
feminine as its negative term', the word 'feminine' logically 
has no meaning apart from its use as the label of the division. 
It can't be used to refer to social practice because, if it were, 
parole would be mistaken for langue. Similar problems arise 
if we try to analyse the phrase 'women's relation to that 
language', for this phrase assumes that women are histori­
cally locatable individuals who can be known to be women 
independently of language. Yet women are allegedly an effect 
of language. The two positions are in contradiction. If we 
further analyse where it is that masculinity is 'constructed' 
('sexuality 00' constructed within language'), it is by means of 
psychoanalytic theory that both the privileging and the con­
struction take place. Sexuality is represented as a phenome­
non comprehensible a priori, and is therefore not a historical, 
contingent process. The metaphor of construction implies a 
process that takes time, and such duration is by definition 
excluded at the level of sexual difference theory and the 
langue on which it is modelled. It is quite different to say that 
masculinity is socially constructed, because that construction 
is precisely a historical and developmental process, continu­
ally occurring and itself being remade. 

The assumption that language is a system leads to a model 
of sexual difference that confuses a priori concepts and his­
torical practice. Masculinity is theorised as the inevitable 
primacy of the symbolic. The valuable emphasis on the social 
construction of sexual difference gets partially obscured by 
the use of 'masculine' and 'feminine' as structural terms at 
the level of langue. Sexual difference theory sets out to avoid 
essentialism but tends to reproduce that fallacy in another 
form. 

Psychoanalysis can be seen as an immanent critique of the 
analysand's speech. The terms of an actual analysis derive 
from the analysand, and the analysis proceeds by revealing 
the contradictions within consciousness arising from the un­
conscious. It also has a normative dimension. The shared 
rationality of the communicative relation between analyst and 
analysand forms the basis for the analysis of the analysand's 
life, the fantasies and frustrations that it evidences. These 
conflicts are then interpreted by the theory in such a way that 
the painful contradictions can be healed. A feminist appro­
priation of psychoanalysis can question the processes of this 
resolution by reinterpreting the divisions as a result of social 
processes of gender based domination and therefore relocate 
the therapy as politics. The latent emancipatory project of 
psychoanalysis, its aim to understand self-division in order to 
heal it (a healing that at its most extreme may be simply a 
tragic reconciliation with inevitable division, as it is in some 
of Lacan's work), is made explicit, but then transferred from 
the domain of categorial reason to social history. Beyond the 
restoration of reflexivity, feminist psychoanalysis offers a 
transformation of such restorations which is revolutionary in 
scope. A project that would link psychoanalysis to an analysis 
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of masculinity aimed at transformation would have to bring to 
psychoanalysis a politics that could similarly reshape its la­
tent imperative into a social, political process. Psychoanalysis 
cannot effect this transformation itself. Nor can feminism as 
such, because its appropriation of psychoanalysis identifies 
masculinity as the very process of conservation. Masculinity 
is the name given to the refusal of politics that is the positivist 
and therapeutic horizon of psychoanalytic institutions. 

Political critiques of masculinity that have appeared in the 
past decade have often been based on the apparently radical 
possibilities of feminist appropriations of psychoanalysis. 
Yet the concept of difference has provided a formidable 
barrier to the development of a radical men's politics. I want 
to argue that such appropriations encounter theoretical ob­
stacles that make the understanding of masculinity as a his­
torical and social phenomenon more difficult, rather than 
offering the in sights that feminism has achieyed. Feminism is 
able to use psychoanalysis from points of both internal and 
external opposition, so that its very use becomes a powerful 
political strategy and analytic method. The asymmetries of 
power and knowledge make it impossible to simply extend or 
reverse that critical strategy to consider men and masculinity, 
without reinstating the very authoritarianism that feminism 
has challenged. 

Theories of sexual difference have tended to elide the 
problems of the authority of Freudian psychoanalysis by the 
use of semiology, which does not present the same difficul­
ties. Semiology, however, has the effect of transforming a 
theory whose claims to validity are ultimately dependent on 
the results of empirical enquiry, into a theory which is idealist 
and universalist. Sexual difference theory simply replaces 
theories of material determinism (or essentialism as it is often 
called) which it explicitly challenges, with a position reminis­
cent of Neo-Kantianism. The apparent success in exposing 
essentialist errors is paid for by the inability of the theory to 
conceptualise determination in any form. Odd circularities 
result from this. Consider the phrase 'sexual difference' it­
self. The meaning of the sexual is precisely what difference is 
supposed to explain. Its inclusion in this phrase suggests that 
sexual difference has to smuggle in a socially determined 
understanding of the sexual in order to give meaning to the 
process of differentiation in the first place. Otherwise we 
would not know what the word 'sexual' meant in this context. 

Sexual difference theory is an unpromising basis for a 
politics of masculinity because of the effect of its semiologi­
cal appropriation of psychoanalysis. History and society van­
ish from the analysis. This idealism is concealed by the 
apparent success of the theory in challenging widespread 
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fallacies about gender, those that derive gender either from 
biology or from an idea of universal sexual division, compa­
rable to right and left handedness. Sexual difference theory 
explains both the biological fallacy and the universalist fal­
lacy (whose structure does not need further elucidation be­
cause of its more familiar form) in semiological terms, as 
examples of a metaphysics of the referent. Both fallacies are 
alleged to be what Parveen Adams, writing in rnl/, called the 
result of assuming that there is 'a prior and given state of 
social being', prior, that is, to the work of representation. 
Only what is represented for us is real in this account. 'The 
work of representation produces differences that cannot be 
known in advance. '28 Michele Barrett seized on this assertion 
in Women's Oppression Today where she pointed out that 
such a position would make a historical materialism impos­
sible.29 Knowledge of class and the social relations of produc­
tion would be inconceivable. 

Sexual difference is contrasted by Parveen Adams with 
sexual division, which is her label for the biological and 
universalist fallacies. Sexual division depends on an abso­
lutely prior reality which determines it, just as the metaphysi­
cal idea of the signifier depends on the prior and given reality 
of a referent outside discourse. 'Prior' is a term which here 
merges temporal precedence and theoretical precedence, and 
therefore makes a claim to temporal precedence or history 
appear to be a claim to logical priority. 'Given' conflates 
material determination and logical necessity. 

A child is only slowly able to grow into or through the 
process of positioning that sexual difference effectuates. To 
say that sexual division was 'prior' in this context would 
mean that the child was born already wholly constituted as a 
masculine or feminine individual, whose traits simply had to 
emerge like the plant out of a seed. Contrary to this, sexual 
difference theory argues that the desire of the child con­
fronted by the differentiation of the mother and father posi­
tions will, during the process of development, result in the 
child taking up a position in the system of sexual difference 
not determined by internal factors. If 'prior' did only imply 
such an assumption about the emergence at birth of a fully 
gendered individual, then this critique would be very effec­
tive but 'prior' can be interpreted in more ordinary, historical 
terms. There is a sexual division prior to the emergence of the 
child, if we mean that gender already has a history. The child 
is not born into a world without sexual division and could not 
take up a position outside it. The role of history has been 
elided in this attempt to assert the indeterminacy of the child's 
sexual character. Sexual division is prior to the child even in 
the very person of the parents, but not in the form of a fixed, 
absolute pair of identities. This division always has a history 
and is as varied as our class and multi-racial society can be. 
The denial of priority is a denial of history. 'Prior' elides the 
distinction between temporal precedence and logical prece­
dence in order to argue that the former always entails the 
latter. That is not the case. 

The term 'prior' is an abstraction from history. 'Given' on 
the other hand is an abstraction from material causation. It 
implies that any appeal to a material determination (for ex­
ample to physiology or chromosomes) also makes a logical 
claim. If epistemological realism were the only form that 
reference to an outside world could take, this might be valid. 
An objective reality whose externality can be considered per­
manent and universal is not the only theoretical implication of 
'given', if we step outside a narrowly realist framework. 
Material differences may be real, and therefore 'given', but 
need not therefore logically be determinants of sexual identity 
in social relations. The significance assigned to what is given 
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is dependent on the history of both material differences and 
human meanings. Neither need be a sole determinant of sexu­
ality. 

The biological fallacy is a fallacy of causation. It assumes 
that a particular character trait which is allegedly widespread 
in one sex is caused by an anatomical or biological character­
istic. The term 'biology' refers to a field of science, with its 
own theories, methods, objects of study and institutions. For 
the causal link to be established, an entity in one conceptual 
field, biology, would have to be directly connected to an 
entity in a completely different conceptual field. Such a con­
nection would have to be established conceptually, and that 
connection would necessitate a negotiation between the two 
fields in their entirety. The biological fallacy consists of 
assuming that the body handled by the doctor is the same body 
that raises a family or holds down a job. 

Sexual difference theory avoids this reduction ism , but 
only by relying on some of the more extreme claims of 
semiology and psychoanalysis, and fails to be coherent, even 
if we accept those claims. It ignores the role of history in the 
formation of gender. Focusing on the synchronic sign system 
and the ab initio development of the child it loses sight of the 
way we all begin with existing, historically determined, sex-

ual differences as we think, speak, mature and ourselves 
reproduce what we have learnt. 

Another variant of sexual difference theory uses the con­
cept of 'discourse' to analyse social structures of representa­
tion, especially in recent accounts of masculinity. It is com­
mon to hear people talk of sexist discourse and discourses of 
masculinity.30 Such usage is misleading. Discourse theory 
was developed as a means of analysing the history of specific 
knowledges, especially legal and medical ones. In ordinary 
use the word discourse means speech. Discourse theory uses 
the term both metonymically and metaphorically, but not 
literally. Metonymically it indicates the variety of verbal 
forms a historical institution can instate. Metaphorically it 
suggests the conditions of actual practice as opposed to struc­
tural paradigms (which structuralists had set in opposition to 
'parole' or discourse, as the proper foci of cultural enquiry). 
The well-defined uses by Foucault and others give little sup­
port for unjustified reference to discourses of masculinity. 

This is because FoucauIt's theory of discourses is a prag­
matics: 'This field is made up of the totality of all effective 
statements (whether spoken or written) in their dispersion as 
events and in the occurrence that is proper to them.'31 Analy­
sis of intention or 'langue' is irrelevant. Nor does discourse 
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analysis examine the logical coherences in these events. The 
nearest thing to an analysable logic that Foucault offers is the 
idea of a recognisable relation between a 'system of disper­
sion' and a 'number of statements' . 

Whenever between objects, types of statement, con­
cepts, or thematic choices, one can define a regularity 
(an order, correlations, positions and functionings, 
transformations), we will say, for the sake of conven­
ience, that we are dealing with a discursive forma­
tion.32 

This summary is made in the specific context of an attempt to 
formulate general principles for the study of economics, 
medicine, and grammar. Therefore a legitimate extension of 
Foucault's discourse theory to gender politics would have to 
observe several conditions: 

(1) It could not make statements about intention, whether 
individual or collective. You cannot talk about the intentions 
behind a sexist discourse, for example. 

(2) It would have to identify both statements and a system 
of dispersion. The existence of statements doesn't prove the 
existence of a system. 

(3) It would have to engage with pragmatics. Analysis 
would have to study in detail the structures of social relations 
in order to assign significance to the statements. The state­
ments cannot be treated as self-evidently meaningful in the 
absence of such analysis of contexts. 

Much of the attractiveness of what has appeared as an aes­
theticising linguistification of politics in recent cultural the­
ory diminishes if these conditions are observed. The need for 
a political and historical account of masculinities cannot be 
sidestepped by projecting those relations from the analysis of 
statements (or representation in general) into a determinate 
structure of social relations. 

To speak legitimately of a discourse of masculinity it 
would be necessary to show that a particular set of usages was 
located structurally within a clearly defined institution with 
its own methods, objects and practices. Otherwise the refer­
ence to discourses of masculinity is simply a reference to 
repeated patterns of linguistic usage, which may be signifi­
cant, but cannot be theorised in the way some legal and 
medical discourses can. Masculinity is produced within some 
discourses in the stricter theoretical sense, but most examples 
of 'masculine' utterance are not structured discourses. They 
are not organised around specific knowledges. The presenta­
tion of men in popular cultural forms or the recurrent use of 
specific languages to describe men are highly significant and 
must be analysed, but we cannot simply call them discourses 
and assume we have established a link with histories of power 
and knowledge. 

In an interesting series of papers distributed at the South­
ampton University Sexual Difference conference in 1985, the 
Representations of Masculinity Study Group from Centre for 
Contemporary Cultural Studies argued very strongly for a 
Foucauldian version of the theory of sexual difference. They 
suggested that there are masculinities rather than a single 
masculinity, but then focused methodologically on the theory 
that these masculinities are 'produced in and by different 
discourses of representation'.33 'Male discourse' is a 'strat­
egy' available to women as well as men, one that a woman can 
'speak with its codes but as a biological female ... run rings 
round its assumptions and prejudices'.34 This appealing no­
tion of subversion reveals the same confusion as we saw in 
Jacqueline Rose's essay. Discourse is said to produce gender, 
and then through an appeal to experience a position outside it 
is embraced in order to allow the possibility of resistance. 
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That resistance masks the way masculinity is assumed to be a 
fixed product of discourse. 

My remarks about sexual difference theory, representa­
tion and discourse are not in fact intended as criticisms of 
their use in feminist politics, but of their unanalysed exten­
sion to the discussion of masculinity by men. Feminism can 
use these concepts strategically as long as they are appropri­
ated in an oppositional mode. Once set up as general accounts 
of human society or extended to the predicaments of mascu­
linity their inherent limits are transgressed. A circularity in 
the terms and theories available to us becomes evident once 
we start exploring masculinity. 

CONCLUSION 

Neither men nor masculinity can claim an emancipatory poli­
tics on the basis of gender alone. Men do not form a group 
constituted by a specific mode of production in the way 
classes do. The concepts of oppression and power describe 
the conditions of historical action in terms of potential and 
constraint, but do not make possible a theoretical basis for a 
socialist men's politics because the theory of oppression is 
not a theory of agency. Indeed a global theory of oppression 
has made it difficult for men to think of themselves as pos­
sible agents of a radical politics of gender. The recognition 
that as historical agents they need not be individual oppres­
sors, nor be wholly defined as oppressors of women, can help 
make such politics thinkable. Recognising that sexual politics 
need not depend on a theory of masculinity as an effect of 
sexual difference makes it possible to recognise that gender 
relations are neither the result of discourses which wholly 
determine men's experience, nor merely the result of a proc­
ess of emergence into language in the universalised oedipal 
moment. A new set of political strategies which will 
strengthen existing socialist practice can then emerge from 
the rethinking of the social relations that our 'Societies deter­
mine. 

This is not the place to detail the aims and practices of a 
socialism that takes masculinity seriously. Such work needs 
to be done by large numbers of men and women on the Left 
who listen to and negotiate with one another. From the fore­
going analysis it should be apparent that certain issues are of 
central importance. A commitment to better social and per­
sonal relations within the Left and especially between men, 
perhaps in the form of consciousness raising3s that early con­
temporary feminism was centred upon, or perhaps in some 
other form, would not only strengthen the Left and lessen the 
strains between men and women that so undermine us, but 
would also generate new ideas about social organisation and 
change that could form part of the larger political project. If, 
as many feminists say, men on the Left often set themselves 
into militaristic conflict with one another, and have little idea 
how to offer certain kinds of support which it is almost always 
left to women to provide, then there is much to be done. 

That last paragraph seems both scrupulous and disappoint­
ing to me. If I were reading this essay I would be looking for 
more information, speculation, and proposals about men and 
socialism. In particular I would like to see more affirmation of 
the contribution that men have made and can make to human 
emancipation. A reorganisation of child care in the whole 
context of work would have, it seems to me, a revolutionary 
effect on our society. There is surely a great need for men to 
become self-reflective about their gender. How and why has 
their gender formed their experience, their identity, their very 
bodily place in the world? My experience of men's workshops 
suggests that the results of such reflection can be surprising to 
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men. The exhaustion that most men who work accept as the 
confirmation of their duty to work, the violence from other 
men that men come to expect from their earliest toy weapons 
to the actuality of gang or national warfare, the homophobia 
that most men experience as isolation and a driving need for 
female reassurance, the self-doubt and guilt about gender 
inequality, are pervasive. Becoming accustomed to unthreat­
ening closeness and the possibility of emotional support from 
men as well as women, learning that a man's worth need not 
depend solely on productive labour and its undoubted re­
wards, and connecting hurtful experiences which arose from 
oppression with the role men play in gender oppression, can 
immeasurably strengthen men. Yet here I am using the term 
oppression myself in an essay that explains how obstructive it 
can be for a socialist politics. I think I could defend its use 
here as an informal usage of the kind that I hope I have 
indicated is valuable, as long as it is not taken as a basis for 
analysis and theory. That development of the understanding 
which analysis and theory can offer is the challenge we all 
face, and one that cannot simply be produced by individual 
intellectual endeavour. It requires a basis in widespread po­
litical practice. My proposals about men's strategies are a 
contribution to a debate that has only very tentatively begun. 
The discussion of the obstructions that some recent cultural 
theory creates for the practice of a socialist men's politics has 
focused on theory, not in order to produce the final form of 
some new theory, but to explore the relations between theory 
and practice. It is not so much new theory that we need as 
further exploration of that political engagement of theory. 

There is no uniformity about men. The heterogeneity must 
be recognised, across age, class, race, religion and world 
view. These differences must form part of a dialectical proc­
ess, in which socialist practice, feminism (and other emanci­
patory projects), and the reflexive engagement of men, are 
brought together, for our new politics to emerge stronger and 
freer. 

We cannot go back to a pre-semiological or pre-feminist 
socialism. What male intellectuals on the Left can do is 
recognise that they have to do new theoretical work that 
begins with our new situation, but recognises the importance 
of the familiar goals of socialism, as well as the new under­
standings of feminism. Without feminism the Left would lose 
much of its energy. Without men who are willing to reflect 
upon their masculinity, socialism is likely to direct that en­
ergy towards self-defeating ends. 
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