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correctly goes beyond this theory in 
situating anorexia historically and 
socially. But this raises further 
problems. For, by starting with the 
broad question of sex inequality, 
Orbach at once explains both too 
much and too little: too much, in 
suggesting that our sexually un
equal society makes all women 
anorexic; too little, in failing ade
quately to describe the specific 
biographical factors that drove the 
individuals she describes to become 
anorexic. 

An alternative approach is to 
begin with the specifics of women's 
individual experience. This was the 
method adopted by Freud in having 
women free associate to their symp
toms - a method that led him, albeit 
unwillingly and even then only 
rudimentarily, to recognize the way 
women's symptoms are determined 
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by their social subordination as 
signified by bodily sex difference. 
Women's individual distress is like
wise the starting point of feminism, 
of women's collective struggle to 
redress the social causes of their 
discontents. It is also the starting 
point adopted by Orbach in therapy. 
It is a pity she does not adopt the 
same stance in writing about her 
clinical work. She would then fur
ther help women to go beyond the 
generality with which she ends her 
present book, indicating specifically 
how 'the scope of women's lives and 
avenues of self-expression' might 
effectively and actually be extended 
and transformed without recourse to 
the self-defeating illusion of impro
ving it through anorexic hunger 
strike. 

Janet Sayers 
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Feminism and psychology share 
something in common. Many people 
turn to them as sources of self
understanding, as bodies of work 
which will speak to our reality and 
especially the reality of our subjec
tive existence. That feminism and 
psychology should be so represented 
may be peculiar to our modernity, 
even the specific modernity of a 
particular section of society, but 
their appeal is nonetheless real for 
that. It is therefore strange that the 
two are rarely connected, that 
feminism's concern with personal 
politics has not led to an engage
ment with academic psychology. 
Where personal politics has been 
linked to theoretical discourse, 
splits have been evident between 
sociologically based argument and 
psychoanalytically inclined concep
tualization. Or else 'theory' has been 
relegated to a secondary realm in 
the privileging of women's experi
ence as the real source for under
standing the subjective dimension of 
oppression. 

Of course it may be that every
body already knows that in the 
quest for this understanding 
academic psychology is the last 
place we should look - it is 
inherently arid and will inevitably 
be found wanting. The suppression 
of psychoanalysis by mainstream 
psychology is testament to its deep 
suspicion of categories like 'subjec
tivity' and 'experience', not to men
tion its derision and distaste in the 
face of the concept of the uncon
scious. Yet psychology is not entire
ly insulated from current debates in 
the human sciences, debates that 
have been influenced by feminism. 
Scientism and positivism have been 
heavily criticized and a 'new para
digm', based on humanism and 
according a central place to lived 
experience, is beginning to emerge. 
This new paradigm was central to 
the so-called 'crisis of social psycho
logy' in the 1970s. 

What, you may ask, is the point of 
these esoteric remarks in relation to 
an academic discipline which has 

been denounced more than once as a 
bastion of privilege and patriarchy? 
Well, the point is that there is a 
movement in psychology that seeks 
to repair the aridity and irrelevance 
of that discipline and wants to fulfil 
the promise of addressing the real
ity of personal and social existence. 
Feminist Social Psychology, a collec
tion of papers edited by Sue Wilkin
son, is part of that movement. Most 
of the contributors are highly criti
cal of the traditional theories and 
methods of social psychology, espe
cially but not only in relation to the 
considerable literature on 'sex 
roles'. But rather than dismiss 
mainstream social psychology 
altogether they seek to refashion it 
in a way that is informed by 
feminism and focused on women's 
experience. 

As a social psychologist, I think 
the book is to be welcomed. Main
stream psychology exerts strong 
pressures on its participants to 
adhere to a strict professional 
identity and I cannot think that 
these women have much support in 
the establishment. Yet ultimately 
the collection stands as a feminist 
intervention in social psychology 
rather than a social psychological 
contribution to feminism. In the 
'theory' section of the book, standard 
approaches such as cognitive de
velopmental theory or the analysis 
of inter-group relations are subject 
to critiques that will be familiar to 
most feminist readers. They are 
what might be called basic critiques, 
pointing up sexism and giving a 
hearing to the suppressed voices of 
femininity and feminism. The 
second section of the book, sub
headed 'practice', is largely a sus
tained discourse on research method
ology, arguing for the centrality of 
'qualitative data' in research on 
gender. Both sections of the collec
tion remain curiously untouched by 
recent debates in feminist theory 
(an exception here is Margaret 
Wetherall's engagement with 
feminist literary studies), most 
especially around the question of 



the epistemological and political 
status of the category of 'women's 
experience'. It would seem to be 
essential to address these questions 
in developing a feminist social 
psychology yet most of the authors 
simply evince great relief that a way 
has been found to focus on 'the 
subjective' at all. 

Paradoxically, given what I said 
above, I also think that there is 
more in current social psychology 
that could be made relevant to 
understanding the subjective 
aspects of sexual subordination. 
Some interesting work is taking 
place around the concept of 'social 
identity' and in developing a social 
psychological analysis of 'social rep
resentations'. Susan Condor situ
ates herself in relation to these 
ideas but I believe her analysis 
could have been pushed further. 
Since this strand in social psycholo
gy deals with both the social and the 
psychological, it might have some
thing to say about modes of psychi
cal response to social subordination 
based on gender. 

There are two papers in Feminist 
Social Psychology which eschew 
mainstream academic problems 
altogether. One is by Janet Sayers 
and it constitutes a summary of part 
of her book, Sexual Contradictions. 
Her analysis emphasizes psycho
analytical understandings and I 
imagine the ideas discussed will be 
more familiar to readers of Feminist 
Review. However, the book does 
begin with accounts of the main 
psychological theories on gender 
development. Sayers finds these 
theories inadequate in that they are 
either too deterministic (biological 
theories) or unable to capture the 
complexity and intractability of 
sexual identity (social learning 
theories). The alternative for her is 
to tum to psychoanalysis. In terms 
of the traditional psychology discus
sed above, it is worth pointing out 
that this is just as much a sin (at 
least in Britain) as is the attempt 
to incorporate the insights of femi
nism. 
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The central two sections of Sexual 
Contradictions deal with psychoan
alytic conceptualizations of femi
ninity. Post-Freudian views are 
tackled first and Sayers gives useful 
accounts of the ideas of 'essential
ists' (Homey, lrigary), Kleinians 
and object relations theorists. At the 
same time, she is concerned to show 
how these ideas have been used by 
feminists - for instance, Dorothy 
Dinnerstein's use of Kleinian con
cepts to explain psychically rooted 
hatred and fear of women. She also 
discusses Lacan. 

Sayers' conclusion in relation to 
all these approaches is that they can 
make valuable contributions to 
understanding the construction of 
femininity (and masculinity) and 
that this understanding includes an 
explanation of 'why women ac
quiesce in their own oppression'. In 
fact, she argues, they give such 
convincing accounts of this ac
quiescence that they totally fail to 
analyse why anyone should ever 
doubt, question or resist their sex
ual identity. Writers like Dinner
stein and Chodorow cannot account 
for their own desire to alter rela
tions between the sexes, nor can 
they tell us why there exists a 
strong feminist movement. 

Post-Freudians, for Sayers, are 
too quick to ignore the contradic
tions involved in the experience of 
being a girl and a woman. We seek 
to fulfil the dictates of femininity 
and at the same time we fight to 
overcome its constraints. This is 
familiar territory and so is Sayers' 
solution- a return to Freud. It is 
Freud, she argues, who really 
understood these contradictions, 
and the central concept through 
which to grasp them is that of 
bisexuality. 

Sayers grudgingly accepts (she 
always uses scare quotes) Freud's 
equation of masculinity with activ
ity and femininity with passivity. 
She also reminds us that Freud, 
through the idea that each of us is 
inherently bisexual, always insisted 
that femininity is not the preroga-
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tive of women just as masculinity is 
not exclusively an attribute of men. 
The chief 'sexual contradiction' then 
is a conflict between the masculine 
and feminine dimensions of the 
psyche. It is our active, 'masculine' 
side that leads us to resist the 
subordinate position into which we 
are forced both socially and psycho
logically. 

I doubt that this solution will 
commend itself to many. At worst it 
reproduces a social stereotype 
(feminists are masculine women) 
while at best it reduces the complex
ity, not to say uncertainty, of even 
Freud's theory of femininity. In
deed, Sayers respects and builds on 
this complexity in highlighting con
cepts developed from Freud by the 
post-Freudians she has already dis
cussed. She gives thoughtful 
accounts of psychical processes such 
as introjection and projection 
through which we might begin to 
understand subjective states such as 
depression- states which have been 
shown to be common, and painful, 
for women. 

There is another concern which 
is linked to Sayers' argument that 
the primary 'sexual contradiction' 
comes down to a conflict between 
activity and passivity. This is her 
attempt to develop an account of 
feminine identity which gives due 
weight to the specificity of psychical 
processes whilst also stressing the 
strong influence of social processes. 
We live our early lives as human 
potentialities, with active and pas
sive desires, good and bad objects. It 
is society that forces us to renounce 
our active desires, it is patriarchy 
that delivers a narcissistic hurt by 
declaring us lacking in relation to 
the male sex. But consciously and 
unconsciously we work over and 
elaborate these social demands so 
that they become part of the texture 
of our mental lives and have such a 
force that a change in social de
mands will not easily resolve the 
psychical conflict. 

In a sense this has been said 
before and often. Sayers does not 

develop a detailed theory but she 
broaches the question in a distinc
tive way by deploying concepts from 
a range of psychoanalytic schools. It 
is difficult, after reading her book, 
to rest content with one contempo
rary answer to the question 'what 
does woman want?' - the answer 
being that she 'simply wants'. Femi
ninity structured like and infinite, 
unanswerable question. I don't 
think so. Femininity has content; 
malleable perhaps, but content 
nonetheless. 

That said, Sayers' conceptualiza
tion of the relation between the 
psychical and the social will not do. 
To say that psychoanalysis can 
grasp the individual, and feminism 
the collective moment of oppression 
leaves all the important questions 
unanswered. I cannot go into this in 
more detail in the space of a short 
review. It is enough to say that the 
complex question of the relation 
between social and psychical ele
ments of femininity requires a 
careful reconceptualization of 'the 
social' as much as it demands a deep 
analysis of subjective existence. 
There is just a possibility that the 
developments in social psychology 
mentioned above will have some
thingto contribute here. In Feminist 
Social Psychology there is one 
contribution that offers a frame
work to address this issue, though 
from a completely different stand
point from the one I have just 
suggested. Valerie Walkerdine de
velops a kind of Foucauldian femin
ism, analysing the contradictory 
positions which various discourses 
set up for girls and women. She 
believes that this should be sup
plemented by psychoanalysis for a 
fuller understanding of how social 
practices link with conscious and 
unconscious life. However, this is 
offered as a tantalizing possibility 
rather than an explicit argument. 

And, finally, back to experience. 
Is it from our experience, our 
sharing of that experience and our 
careful self-reflection that a true 
knowledge of the subjective moment 



of oppression will grow? Feminist 
Social Psychology answers that 
question with a resounding 'yes'. 
Psychoanalytically inclined femin
ism, such as is represented in Sexual 
Contradictions, is much more 
equivocal. We cannot ignore our 
experience but neither can we view 
it as unambiguously transparent to 
reflection. The concept of the uncon
scious precludes such a notion of 
transparency. We need theoretical 
concepts as much as critical and 
shared self-reflection. However in
adequate, psychoanalysis provides 
the base for such concepts. The 
authors of Feminist Social Psycho
logy will not agree. 
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This book is a valuable collection 
of original articles that brings 
together some contemporary de-
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Clearly, there are many points on 
which these two books are opposed, 
where different ideas are singled out 
as central or the same ideas are 
dealt with in conflicting ways. 
Psychology and psychoanalysis still 
find it hard to communicate, even in 
their feminist guises. On the other 
hand, the books share in common a 
commitment to understanding the 
subjective elements of oppression in 
ways that do not reduce our mental 
and emotional lives totally to social 
determinants. I find this an exciting 
development and hope that the 
intervention of feminism in psycho
logy will grow. 
DianaAdlam 

velopments in feminist scholarship 
in the field of women's health on 
both sides of the Atlantic. Doing so 
has brought with it some difficul
ties, but much that also moves both 
our analyses and political struggle 
forward. 

In their introduction, Ellen Lewin 
and Virginia Olesen outline what 
they see as traditional orientations 
to women's health issues which they 
hope their volume moves away 
from; these include the almost 
exclusive focus on aspects of 
women's reproductive life, and the 
operation of sexist stereotyping and 
its consequences in diagnoses, treat
ment and care. In this I think they 
have been successful. Thus, while it 
is important not to regard such 
issues as now obsolete they are 
moved into areas of more contem
porary relevance; for example, in 
Patricia Kaufert and Sonia McKin
lay's article on the development and 
use of estrogen replacement ther
apy; in Shelley Romalis's analysis of 
the struggle over the provision of 
alternative birthing practices in 
Canada; and in Rosalind Petsches
ky's timely contribution which dis
cusses both state and medical con
trol factors in the US that determine 
the access to abortion in the 1980s, 


	Sexual Contradictions: Psychology, Psychoanalysis and Feminism
	Feminist Social Psychology: Developing Theory and Practice
	Women, Health and Healing: Towards a New Perspective


