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In Conflicts in Feminism, Hirsch and 
Fox Keller have cast a wide net to 
catch the many dimensions of con
temporary feminist theory with 
topics ranging from race, law, sexu
ality and writing, to science and 
conceptive technologies. Their brief 
to contributors was to map out 
feminist debates in each field most of 
which focus on the equality/differ
ence battle (whether women need 
the same or different treatment from 
men). I was eager to review this 
book. At last, I thought, a book ad
dressing the most critically urgent 
issues in contemporary feminism 
which will have feminist answers to 
the even more critically urgent 
issues of race and gender inequali
ties and sexual violence. The an
thology bears witness to the deeply 
felt need offeminists today to under
stand how we see and hear each 
other's differences historically, 
sociologically and in writing. It con
tains Sara Ruddick's fascinating 
development of her 'maternal think
ing' theory (the idea that positive 
social and ethical practices emerge 
from mothering roles) to a novel 
'labour theory' of gender-inclusive 
mothering. 

The volume is itself a very good 
example of process as practice with 
its vivid femmes de lettres or dia
logues between feminist friends such 
as Jane Gallop and Nancy Miller. 
Feminist theory has revolutionized 
the belles lettres form, as for example 
with Audre Lorde's 'Letter to Mary 
Daly'. In a cross-race dialogue be
tween bell hooks and Mary Childers, 
hooks resonately points out that the 
important question is not whether or 
not the white people who invented 
psychoanalysis can be blamed for 
avoiding the category of race but 
rather that white people did not 
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'invent' psychoanalysis in the first 
place. Processes now characterized 
as psychoanalytic are to be found 
throughout world cultures. 

In some ways these dialogues 
resemble what in American teaching 
are called 'discharge exercises' and 
inevitably risk the solipsisms ofthat 
form. For example, Childers' touch
stone - working-class women's 'di
rect speaking' - and Ann Snitow's 
desperate search for politically van
guard groups betray a fallacious be
lief in 'true' experience. The equality/ 
difference theme, how the ideology of 
gender differences obscures the var
iety of women's experiences, is 
treated with great care in many 
essays. For example, Martha Min ow, 
with deft candour, delineates femin
ist disagreements about pornogra
phy and maternity-leave policies and 
Joan Scott argues convincingly, in 
her analysis of the Sears case, that 
differences are the very meaning of 
equality. As with any edited collec
tion some essays will lack the scale of 
the enterprise. King-Kok Cheung's 
analysis of The Woman Warrior 
(Kingston, 1977) could have ap
peared in any text at any time. This 
is not to decry Cheung's work but 
perhaps to hint at how nonwhite 
concerns are not finally central to the 
volume. 

Which is why the subtle essay by 
Teresa de Lauretis arguing that 
what is essential (sic) to feminism is 
not its properties, but the relation of 
its properties, is important. De 
Lauretis argues that we should look 
at the relations and forms as much as 
at the content of feminist political 
practices and conceptual elaborat
ions. This is a significant flyer adver
tising what could be a feminist mara
thon. I would love to shadow de 
Lauretis situating Asian and Black 
feminisms against British govern
ment policies as Amina Mama and 
others have begun to do (Mama, 
1984). 

Only two essays fully answer de 
Lauretis's call. Valerie Smith makes 
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an insightful exploration of the in
terrelated discourses of rape. By in
cluding media and fiction along with 
first-hand accounts she emphati
cally illustrates one of the key fea
tures offeminist theory which is the 
value of interdisciplinary work. The 
second essay is Marnia Lazreg's ex
tensive critique of the political 
frameworks of Western sociology/ 
anthropology and feminist writing 
about Algerian women. This is a 
feminist version of Edward Said's 
Orientalism with the same path
breaking intent. So that it is very odd 
that only these essays are singled out 
by the editors in conclusion as those 
unable to 'break through the silence'. 
One clue to this lies elsewhere in the 
pronouns where women of colour are 
often 'them' (or usually 'they/it') ver
sus 'our', presumably white, femin
ists. American feminism is still too 
concerned with changing the signa
ture (academic allegiance) rather 
than changing the subject (to pun on 
a phrase in Miller's essay)- the 'yes 
that's me' response to new represen-
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Feminist political theory has only 
recently come into its own, for while 
feminists have been developing their 
powerful critiques of 'malestream' 
political thought for many years 
now, the audience has hitherto been 
restricted to those grappling with 

tations of women. Yes I can be a 
postmodernist, poststructuralist, 
post anything because I am in post 
(tenured). What changing the femin
ist subject would involve, it seems to 
me, is defining the 'relation' between 
feminist theory and ethnicities. 
What can feminist theory say which 
can undermine racist/nationalist 
models? What is the interrelated
ness of language, social details and 
womanhood in terms of the exploi
tation of different ethnic women? 
But the questions Conflicts in 
Feminism addresses and those that 
the volume provokes are important 
and together give us a large and 
dynamic feminist agenda. 

MaggieHumm 
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academic conventions. In the 
broader context of the contemporary 
women's movement, the issues that 
dominated discussion related pri
marily to the causes of women's op
pression: was it capitalism or patri
archy? was it economics or ideology? 
was it structures or prejudices or 
roles? These were key preoccu
pations in the first decades of con
temporary feminism, and they gave 
special prominence to the insights of 
women working in the areas of econ
omics, sociology, anthropology or 
history. Those working in the field of 
political theory were cast in a more 
limited and supporting role. 

Through most of the 1960s and 
1970s, political theory remained 
pretty impervious to any of femin
ism's concerns. Theory courses never 
included women writers; rarely 
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