
  [image: ]


   

  One-Dimensional

  Woman


   

  First published by O Books, 2009

  O Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., The Bothy, Deershot Lodge, Park Lane, Ropley,

  Hants, SO24 0BE, UK

  office1@o-books.net

  www.o-books.net

  


  
    
    
    
      	Distribution in:

      

      UK and Europe

      Orca Book Services

      orders@orcabookservices.co.uk

      Tel: 01202 665432 Fax: 01202 666219

      Int. code (44)

      

      USA and Canada

      NBN

      custserv@nbnbooks.com

      Tel: 1 800 462 6420 Fax: 1 800 338 4550

      

      Australia and New Zealand

      Brumby Books

      sales@brumbybooks.com.au

      Tel: 61 3 9761 5535 Fax: 61 3 9761 7095

      

      Far East (offices in Singapore, Thailand,

      Hong Kong, Taiwan)

      Pansing Distribution Pte Ltd

      kemal@pansing.com

      Tel: 65 6319 9939 Fax: 65 6462 5761
      	South Africa

      Alternative Books

      altbook@peterhyde.co.za

      Tel: 021 555 4027 Fax: 021 447 1430

      

      Text copyright Nina Power 2009

      

      Design: Stuart Davies

      

      ISBN: 978 1 84694 241 9

      

      All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.

      

      

      The rights of Nina Power as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

      

      

      A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.
    

  

   

   

  Printed by Digital Book Print

  
    O Books operates a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of its business, from its global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.

  


   

  One-Dimensional

  Woman

   

  Nina Power

   

   

   

  [image: ]

  Winchester, UK

  Washington, USA


  0.0 Introduction

  Where have all the interesting women gone? If the contemporary portrayal of womankind were to be believed, contemporary female achievement would culminate in the ownership of expensive handbags, a vibrator, a job, a flat and a man – probably in that order. Of course, no one has to believe the TV shows, the magazines and the adverts, and many don’t. But how has it come to this? Did the desires of twentieth-century women’s liberation achieve their fulfilment in the shopper’s paradise of ‘naughty’ self-pampering, playboy bunny pendants and bikini waxes? That the height of supposed female emancipation coincides so perfectly with consumerism is a miserable index of a politically desolate time. Much contemporary feminism, however, particularly in its American formulation, doesn’t seem too concerned about this coincidence, and this short book is partly an attack on the apparent abdication of any systematic political thought on the part of today’s positive, up-beat feminists. It suggests alternative ways of thinking about transformations in work, sexuality and culture that, while seemingly far-fetched in the current ideological climate, may provide more serious material for a feminism of the future.

  The book takes its title from Herbert Marcuse’s 1964 book One-Dimensional Man. In it, Marcuse attempted to analyze the nature and extent of contemporary ideology – the ways in which the modern day subject was not the free and happy individual of capitalist society, but labored instead under the illusory freedoms of technological domination. The ‘one-dimensional man’ of Marcuse’s title is fully immersed in the promissory world of liberal democracy and consumerism and yet ‘the spontaneous reproduction of superimposed needs by the individual does not establish autonomy; it only testifies to the efficacy of the controls.’1 I contend that much of the rhetoric of both consumerism and contemporary feminism is a barrier to any genuine thinking of work, sex and politics that would break with the ‘efficacy of the controls’ that Marcuse identified. What looks like emancipation is nothing but a tightening of the shackles.

  One-Dimensional Woman starts from the premise that we cannot understand anything about what contemporary feminism might be if we neglect to pay attention to specific changes in work and the way in which ‘feminism’ as a term has come to be used by those who would traditionally have been regarded as the enemies of feminism (see the section ‘Hawkish and Mawkish’). The main part of the book deals with changes in work and the so-called ‘feminization of labor’ – as well as the constant pressure to be self-promoting and available for work. This is of course something that affects men and women alike, but in subtly different ways.

  This is not a cheerful book, by any means, but at its heart lies the conviction that women and men have the inherent ability to be something more than one-dimensional. It looks for utopian intimations in alternative histories, particularly in relation to pornography and to various forms of collective and social living. It tries to avoid straightforward assertions of blame – of capitalism, of women themselves, of forms of feminism that do little to address the real questions – because it is never as simple as uncovering a ‘better’ mode of existence behind the illusion. Such forms of revelation presuppose that the writer is somehow in a privileged position vis-à-vis the dumb, unenlightened masses. People are not stupid, and they know when they are being treated like idiots. It is also clear, unfortunately, that ideology runs deeper than the hopeful might have previously imagined. It is not merely a question of turning the tables or changing the language. As Paolo Virno puts it:

  
    It would certainly be more comforting to assume that the illusions current today are the product of media propaganda and that they can therefore be refuted by means of a patient pedagogical project of clarification. Unfortunately this is not the case. There is a material basis for ideology, an objective foundation that reinforces and reproduces deception.2

  

  This ‘objective foundation’ is real, and disheartening, but doesn’t completely exhaust the field of the possible – there are battles still to be fought, and won. Many of the tactics of feminism thus far – rewriting cultural histories, reclaiming the body, occupying ‘male’ positions – have had significant effects, but have not been able to touch the basis of the problem at hand. The current ‘material basis’ of ideology has managed to (temporarily) make classical forms of organization (trade unions, protest groups) seem unnecessary, outmoded and impossible, all at the same time (at least in the more affluent parts of the world). This short book is an attempt to try to identify some of these material obstacles to equality, even – especially – when we’re supposed to think that everything is just fine.


  0.1 Equality?

  Capitalism has had a complex effect on our understanding of ‘equality’. On the one hand, there is seemingly nothing discriminatory about the compulsion to accumulate – it doesn’t matter who does the work, as long as profit is generated and value extracted. What, then, would be the point of discriminating against women qua women? Or blacks qua blacks? Or homosexuals qua homosexuals? On the other hand, as more or less everybody knows, women still earn less than men for the same work, and are heavily over-represented in part-time and badly-paid jobs, and it is clear that ethnic minorities and homosexuals are massively under-represented in certain forms of employment.

  Perhaps, though, we should be less concerned about representation than about serious structural and ideological factors. After all, the argument about getting women, ethnic minorities and homosexuals into ‘top positions’ is an argument that is currently being won by the right. Barack Obama’s recent election is perhaps a progressive hint of things to come, but it remains to be seen just how redistributive his ‘change’ will be. Condoleezza Rice, Ayaan Hirsi Ali and Pim Fortuyn are (or were) all atypical candidates for their respective positions, but it doesn’t stop them being, respectively, a war-mongerer, a neo-conservative thinker and an anti-immigration politician who favored a ‘cold war’ with Islam. All those who (the first election around, anyway) made Margaret Thatcher the first female British Prime Minister ‘for feminist reasons’ were to be punished for their progressive aspirations with a slew of reforms of a rather different ‘progressively’ neo-liberal kind. It is not enough to have women in top positions of power, it depends upon what kind of women they are and what they’re going to do when they get there. As Lindsey German puts it:

  
    It is the time of the token woman … Paradoxically the triumph of the rhetoric of feminism has taken place exactly at a time when the actual conditions of women’s lives have worsened, and this rhetoric has been used to justify policies which will harm women.3

  

  It has long been clear that we need to extend the concept of tokenism to take account of the fact that often these ‘exceptional’ women and minorities are not just included in positions of power but come to represent the worst aspects of it. Zillah Eisenstein uses the term ‘decoy’ to describe the way in which ‘imperialist democracy’ covers over its structural sins with a thin veneer of representational respectability: ‘The manipulation of race and gender as decoys for democracy reveals the corruptibility of identity politics.’4 Getting women and ethnic minorities into positions of power is not necessarily going to improve the lives of women and ethnic minorities in general, and certainly hasn’t so far. Condoleezza Rice may well have been the United States Secretary of State, but it was black women (and black men and children) who suffered most during Hurricane Katrina.5

  This creates problems for feminism, or at least for an unproblematic usage of the term. The next section shows just how complicated complicated the word can get, via an examination of the phenomenon that was Sarah Palin’s 2008 vice-presidential campaign in which ‘feminism’ came to mean a great many things indeed.


  0.2. Sarah Palin, or How Not

  to be a Feminist

  During the build-up to the 2008 American election, Jacques-Alain Miller, arch-Lacanian and part-time moralist, published a piece entitled ‘Sarah Palin: Operation “Castration”’.6 In it, he argued that vice-presidential candidate Palin represents a certain kind of ‘post-feminist’ woman, one who knows that ‘the phallus is a semblance’ (more on this anon). Jessica Valenti in The Guardian takes the perhaps more intuitive line that Palin is an ‘anti-feminist’ through and through, because, among other things, she would limit women’s right to choose and abolish sex education.7 Palin herself has long been involved in blurring the boundaries of the term, especially by virtue of her membership of the advocacy organization ‘Feminists for Life,’ who take an apparently feminist commitment to ‘non-aggression’ to mean that any violence directed towards a fetus (even if the pregnancy is the result of rape) is incompatible with the supposedly natural non-belligerence of the female sex.
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