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we must consider whether we are left 
claiming that the actual gender of 
those engaged in institutional poli
tics is irrelevant to our concerns as 
feminists. 

What is interesting in this de
velopment, is that if we distance 
ourselves from the assertion that 
there is a 'women's perspective' 
which we seek to introduce into poli
tics, we are left simply asserting the 
importance of numerical equity: in 
other words, the anti-essentialist 
theorizing of poststructuralism 
takes us back to a liberal agenda. 
Unless, that is, we retain the ma
terialist standpoint position that dif
ference can be contingent rather 
than essential, but is none the less 
politically important for that. 

In this context, Phillips clearly 
emphasizes that participatory forms 
of democratic politics have long been 
central to feminist practice. 
Throughout second-wave American 
feminism, the movement has been 
informed by democratic organization 
and practice - spontaneous gather
ings and marches, diverse action 
groups, face-to-face assemblies, con-
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What a feast: a specially com
missioned collection of papers, all 
new bar one, and that one revised, 
from feminists working in Britain, 
Australia and the United States re
flecting on similar questions from 
their own disciplinary locations in 
the humanities and social sciences. 
As readers of this journal know, 
unitary conceptions of feminist 
theory or feminist interests have 
been blown apart by the politics of 
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sensus decision-making. The 
women's movement, comments Phil
lips, took participation 'almost as its 
definition of democracy'. Thus there 
is a tradition of participatory democ
racy which exists within feminism, a 
tradition to which we can appeal in 
the current attempts to theorize a 
democracy based upon active citizen
ship. 

Thus our ambition should be to 
reconceive and reconstruct the exist
ing division between public and pri
vate spheres of life, conscious of the 
implications this will have for 
women's political participation, not 
in the expectation that this partici
pation will remain distinct in form 
but in the hope that it will become 
more integral to a newly revitalized 
political arena. 

The writing of Phillips and the 
above-mentioned contributors to the 
Mouffe collection add significantly to 
this debate on democratization and 
are invaluable reading for all who 
wish to ponder how we, as feminists, 
might engage with it. 

Judith Squires 

difference and by all those trends 
that are subsumed under the rather 
ambiguous label of postmodernism. 
Indeed some of the key debates of the 
last two decades that have led to the 
current instability have been in this 
very journal. 

One of the aims of this collection 
is to reflect on the gulf that now 
seems to yawn between the feminist 
theory of the 1970s and the theories 
of the 1990s. Reading the editors' 
introduction is a salutary reminder 
of how the language of feminism- as 
well as the politics - has changed 
over these two decades. Questions of 
meaning, identity, representation, 
difference, are now the subject of 
debate rather than older preoccu
pations about social structures, pro
duction and reproduction, domestic 
labour and so on. Is bridging the gap 
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between these languages, between 
the different political projects of the 
1970s and 1990s possible? Is it even 
a desirable aim? Should we see the 
changed agenda of feminism as an 
advance on earlier debates, or as a 
distraction from our earlier certain
ties about our aims and political 
agenda? Does the focus on difference 
and heterogeneity deflect attention 
from systematic and structured in
equalities? In posing these and other 
questions Destabilizing Theory is a 
valuable contribution to the growing 
literature about the possibility of a 
specifically feminist epistemology. 
Have we anything general left to 
say? 

These are vexed and challenging 
questions and the contributors to 
this exciting collection have a range 
of opinions about not only possible 
answers but also the validity of the 
questions themselves. The breadth 
and depth of scholarship that is em
ployed in getting to grips with them 
is inspiring and exciting - a clear 
indication of the ways in which 
feminist scholarship has come of age 
in the last twenty years. And, indeed, 
the serious academic positions and 
honours of the scholars who have 
contributed to this collection are a 
further indication of feminist en
trenchment in the academy to a de
gree that would have seemed almost 
unthinkable two decades ago. How
ever, only Chandra Talpade Mo
hanty, among the contributors, di
rectly raises the question of the 
implications of her own/other femin
ists' location in particular insti
tutional structures before she turns 
to the political implications of the 
coincidence of interest among femin
ist and anti-racistll'hird World post
colonial studies in questions of dif
ference and political commonalities. 

The editors each contributed a 
chapter - one at the beginning and 
one at the end. Anne Phillips, whose 
paper is the first substantive chap
ter, contributes a polished and now
familiar critique of the universal, 
masculinist assumptions embedded 

in conventional liberal political 
theory. Michele Barrett closes the 
book with a careful reflective piece 
on the cultural, 'deconstructive' turn 
in feminist theorizing. Barrett's final 
chapter is preceded by a paper by 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak in 
which she also addresses questions 
about language and meaning in an 
uncharacteristically accessible essay 
about the politics oflocation between 
cultures which is partly based on a 
conversation with Barrett. This 
chapter stimulated me to return to 
Spivak's earlier work which I find 
difficult to understand. 

The other contributors range 
widely across contemporary debates, 
from key issues in social and political 
theory(the chapters by Walby and by 
Pringle and Watson), through theo
ries of sexual identity and the body 
(Martin and Gatens), to questions 
about meaning and representation 
in painting (Pollock) as well as in 
text. Sadly the editors did not pro
vide a concluding 'pulling together' 
final chapter so the reader is left to 
sort out for herself where the authors 
agree and disagree but it is an ab
sorbing task. It should not surprise 
those familiar with Sylvia Walby's 
growing body of work on patriarchy 
that she is perhaps the most wedded 
to the continued relevance of pre
postmodern (or is post-postmodern 
as she hints in her title) theoretical 
structures, continuing an argument 
she has begun elsewhere about the 
transition between different forms of 
patriarchy. Her antagonism to dis
course theory nicely sets the scene 
for other authors to disagree with 
her and this they do in a fascinating 
melange of different styles and ap
proaches. Coming immediately after 
Walby's measured academic style; 
the opening of the next chapter, in 
which Rosemary Pringle and Sophie 
Watson recount a dream one of them 
had, comes as quite a surprise. In an 
interesting paper, they go on to 
argue that postmodern or poststruc
turalist thought, more commonly 
discussed in the arena of cultural 



politics, may be relevant to the de
velopment of feminist approaches to 
the state. 

But to single out particular 
chapters is invidious. All the contri
butions are interesting. Most of them 
are 'tasters' or summaries of more 
complex bodies of work published 
elsewhere in more detail. Gatens, for 
example, ranges widely in a few brief 
pages over theories of power, differ
ence and the body, whereas Pollock 
manages both to distil and expand 
some of the arguments ofher earlier 
collection, Visions of Difference, in a 
provocative essay that is nicely illus
trated (thanks Polity for not bump
ing the price up by too much). The 
chapters hum with passion and ex
citement. Their authors display an 
enviable grasp of contemporary 
critical theory and yet, in the limited 
space allocated to them, they man
age to deal with complex issues 
about discourse, language and rep
resentation in a clear, succinct and 
relatively accessible way. This col
lection should thus play an import
ant part in introducing these debates 
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to the uninitiated, the sceptical and 
those without much time! Hopefully, 
however, everybody who reads these 
short chapters will be persuaded to 
turn to other sources that explore 
similar issues in more detail. 

If I had a quibble with the over
all emphasis of the collection, how
ever, it would be that the sheer 
intellectual thrills of the book tend to 
outweigh discussion of the political 
implications of contemporary theor
etical destabilization. This is not to 
deny, of course, the political signifi
cance of the deconstruction and re
construction ofknowledge but rather 
to ask for clearer views about the 
ways in which we might build on our 
commonalities as well as try to 
understand our differences: ways in 
which we might move towards what 
Mohanty calls here 'engagement 
rather than discovery'. But perhaps 
this might be the subject of a second 
collection: hopefully as stimulating 
as this first one. 

Linda McDowell 
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