
Gender and Relativism in Recent Feminist 
Historical Scholarship1 

FEMINIST SCHOLARSHIP in many disciplines, including literature, philosophy, 
history and the social sciences in general, has challenged many of the old norms 
of objectivity and impartiality. Feminist scholars have argued that the so-called 
impartiality of prior scholarship was often extremely partial and its alleged 
objectivity often far from so — that the truth claims made and values established 
by the powerful have been used as tools to perpetuate their power in innumerable 
ways. Feminists in many fields have sought to show that their accounts have a 
better claim to being comprehensive or universal in scope, and can be used as the 
basis of valid criticism of the former claims to universality, which often excluded 
all but elite white males and their concerns. A great deal of feminist scholarship 
of the last three decades — some self-identified as 'standpoint theory', some not 
— has, indeed, asked of theories or systems of knowledge: 'How does this look 
from the standpoint of women?' The effects of this type of thinking have been 
profound. It has overturned, and is continuing to overturn, conventionally 
accepted paradigms in history, as in other disciplines from philosophy to biology 
and economics. And it has exposed the emptiness of the attempted 'solution' to 
the challenge of feminism that one can simply change the pronouns to 'he or she', 
and then 'add women and stir'. 

Frequently, then, feminist scholars claim to have developed a new, a stronger, 
version of objectivity. But in some cases, the challenge to male domination of 
scholarship has led feminists to claim that they are challenging objectivity, 
rationality and impartiality perse—to claim that all knowledge and value claims 
are contextual, particular, local. This is especially so for those who tend toward 
postmodern approaches and methods, and toward the emphasis on deconstructing 
text as the closest we can get to finding out about the past or to developing a 
political or moral theory. 

But is it necessary or wise to take this path ? Does it not lead unnecessarily to 
excessive ethical, cultural, and epistemological relativism? Does it not impede, 

1 This essay is the text of an address read at the New Zealand Historical Association Conference 
at Auckland, August 1994. I would like to thank Karen Offen for her generous advice and 
bibliographical suggestions, comments and especially for leading me to her Bibliography of 
Women's History, prepared for the International Federation for Research on Women's History: 
Journal of Women's History, 6, I (1994). 

211 



212 SUSAN MOLLER OKIN 

rather than promote, the cause of greater social equality, both for women and for 
other previously excluded or subordinated groups? Does it not leave feminists 
speechless, or even locked into complicity, when faced with examples of the 
oppression or exploitation of women that are in tune with and thoroughly 
endorsed by the cultural context in which they exist? Consider the examples that 
appear so often in textbook and other academic discussions of relativism — 
practices such as suttee, purdah, polygamy and clitoridectomy. Moreover, it has 
become evident that this is by no means only an academic issue. In France, for 
example, where the particular version of relativism known as postmodernism or 
poststructuralism originated, some of its proponents — though not its feminist 
ones — have in recent years served as 'expert' witnesses for the defense in trials 
of African immigrant parents charged under the child abuse laws with genital 
mutilation of their daughters.2 Should not such examples lead us to suspect that 
feminists should be wary of relativism? 

In this paper, with some of these concerns in mind, I shall look at the related 
debate that is currently occurring in the historical profession — specifically the 
feminist arm of the debate — about how one should go about doing history. 
History was one of the disciplines earliest affected by feminist scholarship. But 
when I say earliest, I do not mean very long ago, because when I was a secondary 
school and university student in the 1960s, the history we learned was about men, 
usually elite men, and mostly about the politics and wars they engaged in. 
Women, with the exception of the occasional queen, were not considered to have 
done things that constituted 'History'. As far as the few who were mentioned 
were concerned, they were typically depicted in relation to men. They were 
either idealized (as pure and inspirational), vilified (as weak, manipulative, or 
passion-driven) or, if successful in politics, depicted as anomalous women — 
'really' more like men.3 Even textbooks written in the 1960s typically omitted 
women and their lives, or stereotyped them much as had the history written in the 
past two centuries. 

Recently, I checked the history listings in the Stanford University catalogue 
for 1993-94, to get a rough idea of how much things had changed. Of the 
approximately 100 courses listed, there were still 77 that showed no sign from 
the title or catalogue description of paying attention to women or gender. But on 
the other hand, there were ten whose main topic was women or gender relations, 
and 13 more that mentioned these topics in their course descriptions or in the 

2 Euphemistically but totally inaccurately referring to the practice of clitoridectomy as 'female 
circumcision', such (male) 'experts' have argued that what is considered mutilation in one culture 
may be something totally different in another, and even that the pain felt by the young African-French 
girls is less than would be experienced by girls of another culture. See Bronwyn Winter, 'Women, 
the Law, and Cultural Relativism in France: The Case of Excision \ SIGNS: Journal of Women in 
Culture and Society, 19, 4 (1994), pp.939-74. esp. 955-60. 

3 Jacob Burkhardt, for example, said of the 'good' women of the Renaissance: 'Their function 
was to influence distinguished men and to moderate male impulse and caprice'. His highest praise, 
however, went to women like CaterinaSforza who 'had the mind and courage of men'. Quoted from 
Burkhardt. The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, by Judith P. Zinsser, History and Feminism: 
A Glass Half Full, New York, 1993. pp. 10, 7. 
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readings mentioned in the catalogue. Others, too, mentioned 'ordinary people', 
'everyday life', or 'popular culture'. This indicates quite a significant change 
from the history of 30 years ago. Moreover, it is surprising to some feminists, 
now, that we did not react more strongly or sooner to the ways women were 
discussed (and, especially, not discussed) in the history books that were used to 
educate us. 

Feminist scholarship entered different disciplines in different ways. Compar-
ing history, on the one hand, with political theory, the field I am now most 
familiar with, on the other, one can see the very different degrees of 'prepared-
ness' of these two disciplines. In my field, when some of us realized, early in the 
1970s, that political theory was almost entirely written by, for, and about men, 
and that the relatively small portion of it devoted to women said some exceed-
ingly strange things, we were pioneers in two ways — not only by challenging 
the omission of women and what they do, but also by being virtually the first to 
make such a challenge, on behalf of an excluded part of humanity. I say 
'virtually' because some commentators on Aristotle did pause, briefly, to 
comment negatively on his endorsement of slavery as the natural and appropriate 
condition for those who, supposedly lacking rationality, existed to serve the 
needs of the fully rational and free Greeks. And C.B. McPherson, a Canadian 
Marxist, had pointed out that the founding father of liberalism, John Locke, was 
far from being the founding father of democracy, as he was often heralded, but 
was rather more concerned with consolidating and preserving the rights of the 
propertied classes than with increasing the political representation of the 
unrepresented.4 But McPherson was an exception, and most political theory was 
still read and taught, in the early 1970s, with little thought about who was and 
who was not included in referents like 'he' , 'man', 'mankind', and so on. It was 
also read with no concern that a canon of works by (mostly elite) white males 
addressing each other might be, somehow, biased. 

The discipline of history, however, had a rather different past, at least in the 
United States. To be sure, most of the profession held to the notion, inherited 
from the nineteenth-century European tradition from von Ranke to Lord Acton, 
that the historian could 'as it were extinguish [him]self and discover and record 
history 'wie es eigentlich gewesen'.5 They did not consider, either, that the fact 
that almost all historians (and certainly those with any power in the profession) 
were elite white males might prevent them from being wholly objective about 
historical events or, indeed, about what counted as an historical event. However, 
this claim to objectivity had been seriously challenged several times before the 
wave of feminist history that started in the 1970s. As Joan Wallach Scott 
recounts, as early as 1910, Frederick Jackson Turner, in an American Historical 
Association presidential address entitled 'Social Forces in American History', 
had urged historians that, to understand current times, 'we should rework our 

4 C.B. McPherson, The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism, Oxford, 1962. 
5 Quoted by Peter Novick in That Noble Dream: The 'Objectivity Question' and the American 

Historical Profession, Cambridge, 1988, p.28. As Novick notes, though usually translated 'as it 
actually was', the phrase had at the time the rather stronger meaning, 'as it essentially was'. 
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history from the new points of view afforded by the present'.6 In the 1930s, Carl 
Becker and Charles Beard in turn took this type of critique further, arguing that, 
because of the choices any historian had to make about which evidence to 
consider and how to interpret it, 'all histories were suspect and all historians open 
to criticism for their "subjectivity", for the ways in which circumstances of their 
own time influenced their views of the past'.7 But Becker's and Beard's 
messages were not welcome in the profession; most historians, male and female, 
shunned this 'relativist' position (as it came to be called), as opening the door to 
'intellectual chaos', a state of affairs in which any interpretation of events in the 
past was as good as any other.8 The next wave of challenge to historical 
'objectivity', as it was then understood, came in the 1960s, from several 
directions at once, and had considerably more impact on the discipline. New Left 
historians in the United States — inspired by concern about nuclear weapons and 
the cold war — were reinterpreting the history of their country's foreign policy. 
Also, inspired in part by the civil rights movement, they were writing about 
previously neglected groups such as Black Americans, labourers, and immi-
grants. 

As various historians of the scholarship of this period have recounted, there 
was, and still is in some quarters, considerable resistance to this expansion of the 
subject matter of history. For a long time, many saw it as a threat to the integrity 
of the profession even to have historians who were not members of the white 
(very largely male) elite.9 But the resisters had a lot to contend with, and 
eventually could not push back the tide of change. For, in addition to the above, 
from Europe came the influences of Marxists (such as Eric Hobsbawm and 
E.P.Thompson), the French Annalistes, and other demographically oriented 
historians, who were all using new kinds of evidence to write about new topics 
— such as sexuality and family relations — and about previously excluded 
groups. 

By the end of the 1960s, then, one interesting and very important change had 
occurred in the study of history. The new history that was being produced had 
both rendered obsolete the old definition of the subject matter of history and 
exposed the weakness of the old claims of historical objectivity. The discipline 
could no longer dismiss, as it had the arguments of Becker and Beard, new 
persuasive claims coming from so many directions at once that the old history 
was far from objective, and had only seemed so because it was so narrow and 
exclusionary in its definitions of what constituted history, historical evidence, 
and the historian. It came to be widely recognized that the inevitable processes 
of selection and interpretation in which the historian engaged involved judge-
ments that were bound to be affected by his or her social situation, values, and 
politics. By the late 1960s there was far more sympathy with the idea that history 

6 Quoted by Joan Seott, in 'History in Crisis? The Others' Side of the Story', AHR Forum. The 
American Historical Review, 99, 3 (June 1989), pp.680-92. 

7 Zinsser, p. 17. 
8 ibid. See also Novick, pp. 104-7, 252-64. 
9 See for example Scott. History in Crisis?', esp. pp.68.3-6; Novick. pp.339-40. 365-7. 
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would, and should, be rewritten by each generation. There was also a lot more 
receptivity to the view that an historian's subjectivity and 'imaginative under-
standing of the minds of the people with whom he is dealing'10 could actually 
enhance, rather than hamper, his or her understanding of the past. Replacing the 
fears of intellectual chaos and descent into total relativism that had greeted the 
earlier critics of historical objectivity came a more widespread recognition that 
there could be less accurate and more accurate, less biased and more biased 
historical accounts, but there could be no absolute, final or complete account. 

All of this laid the groundwork for what had not yet happened, but was about 
to at an explosive rate in the 1970s —the scholarly writing of women's history. 
The new historians of the 1960s, even those who were fairly far to the left, had 
continued the practice of marginalizing women. When women did appear, they 
were still often portrayed in stereotypic ways or depicted in relation to men, for 
example as family members, rather than on their own terms. As historian Ann 
Lane has commented, E.P.Thompson, who 'pulled the working class from a 
world of silence left women out ' ." Another tendency, noted by Judith Zinsser, 
was failure to mention gender in contexts where it was highly salient. One of the 
Annalistes, Ferdinand Braudel, even wrote of witchcraft as a 'genderless 
phenomenon . . . . [making] no mention of the sex of the vast majority of the 
persecuted'.12 

All this was soon to be challenged by a cohort of academically trained feminist 
historians. Some had become feminists because of the contrast between the 
egalitarian rhetoric of the civil rights and anti-war movements and the exploita-
tive or dismissive treatment they experienced as participants in these move-
ments. Some had their consciousnesses raised by books like Simone de Beauvoir's 
The Second Sex, translated into English in 1953,or Betty Friedan's The Feminine 
Mystique, published in 1963, and soon followed by an outpouring of feminist 
writings. Some of the earliest pioneers, like Gerda Lerner, came easily to 
feminist history: greatly influenced by Mary Beard's Woman as Force in 
History, she published in 1969 an article pointing out that women were doubly 
disadvantaged: both by having their past ignored or distorted by historians and 
by being both underrepresented and discriminated against as members of the 
profession.11 Some women who were already established historians came less 

10 E.H. Carr, What is History?, New York, 1963, p.26; quoted by Zinsser, p.21. 
11 Originally Ann Lane's, the comment is quoted by Zinsser, p.23, from Mari Jo Buhle, 'Gender 

and Labor History', in J. Carrol Moody and Alice Kessler-Harris, eds. Perspectives on American 
Labor History: The Problems of Synthesis De Kalb, 1989, p.67. See also Joan Wallach Scott. 
'Women in The Making of the English Working Class', in Scott. Gender and the Politics of History, 
New York. 1988. pp.68-90. 

12 Zinsser, p.23. 
13 Beard. Woman as Force in History: A Study in Traditions and Realities, New York, 1946; 

Lerner, 'New Approaches to the Study of Women in American History' .Journal ofAmerican Social 
History, 3, 1 (Fall, 1969). pp.53-62. The percentage of women in the profession had actually 
declined, from 20% in 1949 to 12% in 1965. The vast majority of those left taught at women's 
colleges, and only three women were promoted to full professorships at Berkeley, Michigan, and 
Yale between 1959 and 1969. Zinsser, pp.28-34, 62-4. 
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readily at first to recognize the importance of and the opportunities opened up by 
studying women's history. For example Joan Kelly, who was to become one of 
the most influential of feminist historians was, according to her own account, 
initially reluctant. But she rapidly became tremendously excited by what she 
called the 'doubled vision', as she came to see that 'open[ing] up the other half 
of history' could change even the ways it was periodized.14 She soon realized that 
the Renaissance, her own specialty, had been no more a renaissance for women 
than, as Lerner had argued, the Progressive Era had been wholly progressive for 
women. 

As a result of the new feminist movement within the historical profession, 
much historical research on women's lives was accomplished in the United 
States during the 1970s. Feminist historians rediscovered works by predeces-
sors, like Alice Clark, Ivy Pinchbeck, and Mary Ritter Beard which, to their 
amazement, had never been assigned to them to read.15 Why was this so? A clue 
can be found in J.H. Hexter's 1946 review of Beard's book in the New York 
Times, in which he declared that it was not really history since it was not about 
those who make things happen. Real history Hexter pronounced, was 'a stag 
affair'.16 The new feminist historians, despite the prejudices of most of those who 
had educated them, discovered and collected a vast amount of previously 
neglected sources of evidence for women's history, including diaries, letters, 
other documents, and household artefacts. Two libraries — the Schlesinger 
Library at Radcliffe College and the Sophia Smith Collection at Smith College 
—.were exclusively devoted to source materials for women's history, some of 
which had originally been collected by Mary Beard in the 1930s and 1940s. 
Using these newly collected or better housed and catalogued sources, scholars 
of women's history wrote great numbers of books and articles on the history of 
the previously neglected sex. 

The aim of the feminist historians — like that of feminist scholars in many 
disciplines — was not simply to add the history of women to the extant history 
of men. Rather, they aimed to challenge mainstream historians to think anew 
about their discipline, revising its categories and its emphases so as to make it 
inclusive and ready to integrate women's history with men's. First, however, the 

14 Joan Kelly, 'The Social Relations of the Sexes: Methodological Implications of Women's 
History', in Women, History and Theory: The Essays of Joan Kelly, Chicago, 1984, p. 15. 

15 Alice Clark. Working Life of Women in the Seventeenth Century, London, 1919; reprinted New 
York, 1968; Ivy Pinchbeck, Women Workers and the Industrial Revolution: 1750-1850, London. 
1930; reprinted New York, 1969. 

16 Quoted from Zinsser, p.34. Hexter was one of the people most unsuited to give Beard's book 
a fair reading. He was a consistent critic of the work of her husband, Charles Beard, and his own field 
was the political history of early modern Europe. He subsequently wrote a well-received article 'The 
Historian and His Day' (1954) in which he claimed to refute the case that historians' views of past 
epochs are affected by their own experience of the present day, largely by making the rather 
extraordinary argument that he spent his own present days (ten or so hours of them, at least) so 
immersed in the early modern period that he had little knowledge of or interest in what was going 
on in the present. Thus, he claimed, his views of the present were much more likely to be influenced 
by his knowledge of the past than vice versa. See Novick, pp.375-6. 
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past had to be seen, virtually for the first time, through women's eyes. Carroll 
Smith-Rosenberg, having just researched the correspondence between two 
women, wrote in a 1975 article that she had suddenly realized that, by using 
'traditional male historical sources', she had previously seen 'women, not as 
they had experienced themselves, but as men depicted them'.17 Gerda Lerner, 
adding an historian's perspective to de Beauvoir's analysis of relations between 
the sexes, asked how history would look if women defined values and men were 
the 'other'? This was not unlike what was going on in other academic fields, 
where feminists were first emphasizing the standpoint of the subordinated sex as 
a new and more objective view of societies and their values. 

Lerner and Kelly both insisted that gender—which denotes the ways in which 
masculinity and femininity have been constructed, including the social relations 
between the sexes — was as significant in historical analysis as race and class. 
Soon, the focus of many feminist historians came to be on gender at least as much 
as on women. What they hoped this would lead to was a radical reconsideration 
of history as a whole.18 However, as in many other fields of scholarship, this has 
proved extremely difficult to achieve. Though feminist scholars have been 
enormously productive in promoting their 'doubled vision' and in analysing and 
exploring the significance of gender, the response from the rest of the historical 
profession was less than the feminist scholars hoped for. While most textbooks 
and many courses pay at least lip service to women's history, the discoveries of 
feminist historians have not yet been well integrated into the mainstream of 
history, any more than they have been in political theory and some other fields. 
This regrettable state of affairs reminds me of what Virginia Woolf wrote, with 
ironic humility, in A Room of One's Own. Upon concluding from her search of 
library catalogues that there was virtually no history written about women, she 
said: 'It would be ambitious beyond my daring, I thought, looking about the 
shelves for books that were not there, to suggest to the students of those famous 
colleges [Newnham and Girton] that they should rewrite history, though I own 
that it often seems a little queer as it is, unreal, lop-sided; but why should they 
not add a supplement to history? calling it, of course, by some inconspicuous 
name so that women might figure there without impropriety?'19 Feminist history, 
rather than having the impact on the discipline as a whole that feminists have 
hoped for, has unfortunately all too often been treated as 'a supplement to 
history'. The response to this continued marginalization from at least some 
academic feminist historians (as well as some feminist political theorists, and a 
great many literary critics) has been to strive to become ever more theoretical. 
In particular, many have turned to the type of theorizing that is variously known 

17 Quoted by Zinsser, p.52. 
18 Zinsser, pp.40-1. 
19 Woolf, Room of One's Own, New York, 1929, p.47. 
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as postmodernism, post-structuralism, or deconstruction.2" 
There has been a great deal written about postmodernism, so I am just going 

to state some of its principal claims, before focusing specifically on some of the 
work of one prominent feminist historian — Joan Wallach Scott — who has used 
its methods to great effect and become a strong and prominent defender of 
postmodernism as the best approach for historians. I would like to preface my 
critical remarks about some of Scott's recent postmodern work by saying that she 
has done some magnificent work over several decades. She has written brilliant, 
original historical essays, using new sources to uncover significant hidden 
aspects of women's lives, especially in France. She has written powerfully on the 
subject of gender in history, presenting it as both 'a constitutive element of social 
relationships based on perceived differences between the sexes' and as 'a 
primary way of signifying relationships of power' .2I It should also be noted that 
much of what Scott has published about women either predates her postmodern 
period, or is largely separable from what sometimes appears to be a postmodern 
veneer. 

According to those who espouse postmodern theory and methodology, human 
beings cannot know 'reality', or arrive at epistemic or normative truth, since we 
ourselves, as well as the language in which our knowledge claims and value 
judgments are expressed, are entirely social and cultural constructions. The 
meaning of language is never stable, because different in each context; as Terry 
Eagleton puts it, according to this theory of signification: '[tjhere is something 
in writing itself which finally evades all systems and logics' ,22 Since we can know 
others and even ourselves only through the flawed medium of language, there is 
no unified human 'subject' or 'self'; what we call the self is not unitary but fluid, 
fragmented, ever-changing — and constructed as such by the dominant dis-
courses of our respective cultures. Western discourses — especially those 
issuing from the Enlightenment — are plagued by dichotomies, dualisms, or 
'binary oppositions', which need to be deconstructed, in order to show that each 
side contains or implies its opposite, and that dualism must be replaced by 

20 In history, see in particular Joan W. Scott, who writes: T found it imperative to pursue 
theoretical questions in order to do feminist history. This resulted, I think, from my sense of 
frustration at the relatively limited impact women's history was having on historical studies 
generally and my consequent need to understand why that was the case'. Gender and the Politics of 
History, p.3. In political theory, see for example Linda Zerilli, who refers to feminist scholars' 
rightful frustration at the dismissal of their critiques of gendered imagery, in subsequent commentary 
on the classic texts, then states: '1 wish, at the very least, to show how that dismissal must entail a 
loss of political meaning inasmuch as I show woman to be the ground of such meaning'. Signifying 
Woman: Culture and Chaos in Rousseau, Burke and Mill, Ithaca, 1994, pp. 159-60. n.21. The 
apparent intention is that postmodern theorizing will make feminist scholarship central in these 
disciplines. However Linda Nicholson states quite clearly that she thinks the appeal to postmodernism 
in political theory has been to help remedy feminist theorists' failure to address differences such as 
race and class. Introduction to Nicholson, ed., Feminism/Postmodernism, New York. 1990. pp. 1-4. 
This need was much less present in history where, as I have suggested above, the inclusion of 
minority races and the working class had preceded the emphasis on women's history. 

21 Scott, Gender and the Politics of History, p.42. 
22 Eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction. Minneapolis, 1983, p. 134. 
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multiplicity. Thus the primary work of postmodernists involves the deconstruction 
of text or discourse. 

On one level, the appeal of postmodernism to some feminists is not surprising: 
much of feminist theory has the same (at least proximate) end as postmodern 
theory — uncovering deeper meanings behind Western thought, and exposing 
the biases of what has been claimed, in many disciplines, as impartial, objective, 
sometimes even absolute truth. Jane Flax, one of the feminist political theorists 
friendliest to postmodernism, has called feminist theory 'a type of postmodern 
philosophy'.23 And Scott, engaging Jacques Derrida's definition of deconstruction 
as 'analyzing in context the way any binary opposition operates, reversing and 
displacing its hierarchical construction, rather than accepting it as real or self-
evident or in the nature of things', adds: 'In a sense, of course, feminists have 
been doing this for years'.24 

This tendency to identify feminist theory as postmodern theory is understand-
able but, in my view, largely misleading. First, there are in most fields, including 
history, a great many more feminist scholars who are not engaged with 
postmodernism, or who engage with it only to conclude that it is less than helpful, 
than there are who are fully engaged.25 (It is a very different story in literary 
criticism.) Second, there is little explicit feminism to be found in the works of 
the most influential postmodernists, such as Derrida, Foucault, and Lyotard. 
Their greater tendency is to talk of 'woman' metaphorically, as a symbol for 
indeterminacy, multiplicity, fluidity, or the 'untruth of truth' — all good things 
from a postmodern perspective, but associations that may be more harmful than 
helpful from the perspective of many feminists.26 For all but the cognoscenti, 
such symbolic references tend not only to reinforce old stereotypes but to take 
the focus off real women and their needs. 

Third, many of the elements of postmodernism that its feminist devotees want 
to convince us are most useful for feminist theorizing are not news to feminists.27 

Take the issue of dichotomous thinking: certainly, feminists have critiqued the 
dichotomization of public and private and of nature and culture. We have also 

23 Flax, 'Postmodernism and Gender Relations in Feminist Theory', in Nicholson, Feminism/ 
Postmodernism, pp.39-62, p.40. 

24 Scott, Gender and the Politics of History, p.41. 
25 Susan J. Hekman, in a book that attempts to reconcile feminists with postmodernism, says: 

'most feminists regard postmodernism with attitudes that range from scepticism to hostility'. Gender 
and Knowledge: Elements of a Postmodern Feminism, Oxford, 1990. p. 152. 

26 Hekman, p. 167. quoting Derrida. 
27 Hekman acknowledges, for example, that Jean Bethke Elshtain and others established the 

connection between women's alleged lack of rationality and exclusion from the political sphere. 
Gender and Knowledge, pp.34-5. So, implicitly at least, did a number of seventeenth and eighteenth 
century feminists, such as Mary Wollstonecraft. Again, Foucault's insight that 'power is every-
where' and must be opposed everywhere (Hekman, p. 187) has been articulated by countless 
feminists, from John Stuart Mill and Virginia Woolf to KateMillett and Catharine MacKinnon. Carol 
Gilligan is characterized by Hekman as 'making a Derridian move in that she is deconstructing the 
rationalist mode of morality' (p.59). With these and other examples of feminist insights that owed 
nothing to postmodern theorists, but that Hekman associates with postmodernism, the reader comes 
to wonder what postmodernism can add to feminism. 
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(quite independently of Derrida and others) challenged the association, preva-
lent in much of Western (and not only Western) thought, of male and female with 
many other dichotomies, such as rational/irrational and active/passive. But this 
does not bring with it a desire to deny or to 'deconstruct' all dichotomies or 
dualisms, or to regard moves from 'the binary to the multiple' as necessarily 
always positive, as postmodern theorists do. Many of us still find some dualisms 
quite useful — even indispensable. We do not think that life/death, sickness/ 
health, justice/injustice are misleading constructions of Western thought, and we 
find even some of the dichotomies that have most damagingly been associated 
with gender to be, in themselves, not unreasonable distinctions.28 Perhaps most 
importantly, most feminists want to avoid the relativism, nihilism, and political 
paralysis that postmodernism all too readily leads to. For most feminists, the 
main point of theory is to enable us to understand gender relations so that we can 
change them. Despite disclaimers from some of them, academic feminists who 
ally closely with postmodernism all too easily lose this capacity. Let us look at 
some of the reasons for this. 

The first and most obvious problem, as even some of its defenders acknowl-
edge, is the inaccessibility of most postmodern theorizing, even to well-educated 
people.29 I witnessed, a few years ago, a conversation between two young 
Harvard professors who had just attended a predominantly postmodern confer-
ence ostensibly open to all social scientists. One of them objected to the fact that, 
despite her PhD and Harvard appointment in social science, she had found most 
of the speakers unintelligible. The reply of the other, who claimed to have had 
no trouble following was, in effect: 'Don't blame the speakers; it's your problem. 
I spent three years studying Heidegger; so should you.' Such tolerance for 
obscurantism is of little help in feminism, which has an urgent political agenda, 
and needs to be able to communicate with a broad range of people. If one needs 
not only a PhD but three years' study of Heidegger in order to understand it, its 
influence is hardly likely to grow beyond a narrow circle of academics. 

Perhaps related to this is a second problem—the tendency of some postmodern 
theorists to insist that theirs is the only way to theorize, even to equate 'theory' 
with deconstruction. Scott, for example, criticizes the kind of feminist history 
she refers to as 'her-story' despite acknowledging its rich accomplishments, for 
not theorizing about 'how gender operates historically'."' While it is not 
unreasonable to criticize some history for being atheoretical, Scott proceeds as 
if the only valid theory is postmodern theory. She writes, for example, of 'the 
form of debates about theory between those who assert the transparency of facts 
and those who insist that all reality is construed or constructed, between those 

28 For a trenchant critique of the wholesale rejection of dualisms, see Martha Nussbaum, 'Human 
Functioning and Social Justice: In Defense of Aristotelian Essentialism', Political Theory. 20, 2 
(1992), pp.202-46. esp. 203-5, 234-7. 

29 Hekman, for example, says that Derrida is 'highly abstract and frequently impenetrable', but 
this does not deter her from concluding that the 'new discourse' opened up by his inscription of 
difference 'can and should be central to feminists' attempts to reconceptualize sexual difference'. 
Gender and Knowledge, pp.163, 175. 

30 Scott. Gender and the Politics of History, p.22. 
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who defend and those who question the idea that "man" is the rational master of 
his own destiny'. (This rather Bowdlerizes the opposition, to my mind.) She then 
continues: 'In the space opened by this debate and on the side of the critique of 
science developed by the humanities, and of empiricism and humanism by post-
structuralists, feminists have begun to find not only a theoretical voice of their 
own but scholarly and political allies as well. It is within this space that we must 
articulate gender as an analytic category.'3' The implications are clear: the only 
theoretical voice that is 'feminists' own' is the post-structuralist voice; and 'we 
must' articulate gender in this way. Is all other feminist theory, of which there 
is a great deal, simply wrongheaded and useless? 

A third problem with postmodern scholarship is that, by taking what is 
sometimes called 'the linguistic turn', by turning to the deconstruction of 'text' 
and 'discourse', such scholarship enables text and language to take on a life of 
their own. This orients scholars toward those who produced text in its various 
forms so that, for example, deconstructing what elites (usually male) wrote about 
female factory workers or abused wives, takes the place of trying in a greater 
variety of ways to recover and explain the lives of the female factory workers and 
wives themselves. This problem is evident in a recent exchange between Scott 
and Marxist feminist historian, Linda Gordon, over Gordon's book, Heroes of 
Their Own Lives, which is about the politics of family violence in Boston from 
1860 to 1920. In it, she uses documentation written by the case workers who were 
called in to intervene, not only as evidence of how families and their relations 
were understood, but also as evidence that abuse actually happened within them. 
Gordon acknowledges that '[s]ingle motherhood and child neglect were mutu-
ally and simultaneously constructed as social problems'32 by those who docu-
mented them. But this is not enough for Scott, who objects that Gordon uses 
'construction' as if it were synonymous with 'definition'. Gordon, therefore, 
sees the client women as having active agency, in contrast with Scott, who sees 
their so-called 'agency' as 'a discursive e f f e c t . . . the effect of social workers' 
constructions of families, gender, and family violence'. Gordon's problem, in 
short, is that she concludes from the evidence that there were 'real family 
oppressions' ,33 In other words, Gordon's problem is that, believing some reality 
lies behind the evidence, she is not a postmodernist! 

Gordon's response to this is remarkably civil, though firm. She says, amongst 
other things, that she thinks her account of the interrelation of the assaults and 
the competing understandings of them is better than one gets by 'erasing the 
distinction between physical experience and its interpretation' ,34 In other words, 
she is indeed not a postmodernist, but she, unlike Scott, does not consider that 
this makes her unable to write good history. Moreover, Scott's critique of 
Gordon is difficult to reconcile with her own objection, made elsewhere, to 

31 ibid., pp.41-2, emphasis added. 
32 Gordon, Heroes of Their Own Lives: The Politics and History of Family Violence, New York, 

1988, p.84; quoted by Scott in Review of Heroes of Their Own Lives, SIGNS: Journal of Women in 
Culture and Society, 15, 4 (1990), pp.848-52. 

33 Scott, Review of Gordon, p.851. 
34 Gordon. Response to Scott, SIGNS 15, 4 (1990), pp.852-3. 
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feminist historical scholarship that treats the private sphere as if it were a creation 
of the public. Though valuing such scholarship in some ways, she says of it: 'it 
seems to undercut the feminist project by neglecting female agency and by 
implicitly diminishing the historical importance of personal and social life — 
family, sexuality, sociability—the very areas in which women have been visible 
participants'. " Such undercutting of the feminist project is exactly what Gordon 
seeks to avoid, by distinguishing women as agents from the discourse that others 
construct about them. 

Given the overwhelming role played by text and its interpretation in postmodern 
historical scholarship, a fourth problem arises, regarding the selection of texts. 
Some of Scott's work, again, exemplifies this problem."1 Writing about female 
wageworkers in France in the nineteenth century, she explains the construction 
of gender and its relationship with class entirely by studying what a couple of 
political economists wrote on the subject. This raises an immediate concern 
about how she selected these texts. As Laura Lee Downs has asked, why feature 
two rather obscure political economists, rather than another who was better 
known and more influential?" Scott's claim that 'construction' as she uses the 
term connotes 'materiality' not just definition, surely requires her to demonstrate 
the influence on policy or policymakers of the texts she chooses. However, at 
least in this instance, she does not do this. To be sure, her 'deconstruction' of 
these texts exposes some of the hidden ideology behind the texts, but it still takes 
an idealist position, by assuming, rather than arguing from evidence, that texts 
'construct' reality. The emphasis on text and language, as Jane Flax has noted, 
neglects the point that 'ways of life constitute language and texts as much as 
language constitutes ways of life'.18 In doing so, it obscures actual relations of 
domination, as though speech and symbols were all there is to power. 

Because postmodernists regard materialism/idealism as a false dichotomy,1" 
they do not consider themselves idealists, but it is hard to see just how they are 
not. Despite the (putative) postmodern concern with difference and multiplici-
ties of meaning, its practitioners tend to disengage from questions about real 
power and who holds it, to lose touch with actual women's lives in all their 
varieties, and to eschew the need to gather empirical evidence about them. A 

35 Scott, Gender and the Politics of History, p.24. 
36 See the exchange between Scott and Gordon in SIGNS (n.31 above), which also includes a 

review by Gordon of Scott's Gender and the Politics of History, and a response by Scott. Compare 
also Scott, '"L'ouvriere! Mot impie, sordide . . .": Women Workers in the Discourse of French 
Political Economy, 1840-1860'. in Scott, Gender and the Politics of History, pp. 139-63, with 
Kathleen Canning, 'Feminist History after the Linguistic Turn: Historicizing Discourse and 
Experience'. SIGNS, 18,2(1994), pp.368-404. See also the discussion of the Scott/Gordon exchange 
in Seyla Benhabib, Situating the Self: Gender, Community, and Postmodernism in Contemporary 
Ethics, New York. 1992. pp.221-3. 

37 Downs, 'If "Woman" is Just an Empty Category, Then Why Am I Afraid to Walk Alone at 
Night? Identity Politics Meets the Postmodern Subject', Comparative Studies in Society and 
History. 35, 2, (1993), pp.414-37. 

38 Flax, 'Postmodernism and Gender Relations in Feminist Theory', in Nicholson Feminism/ 
Postmodernism, p.47. 

39 See, for example, Scott, Gender and the Politics of History, p.9. 
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consistent concern with evidence far more often characterizes the work of 
feminists less attracted to postmodernism. For example, taking issue with Scott's 
reliance on deconstructing the texts of selected political economists in writing 
ahout women workers, Kathleen Canning has recently written a powerful 
analysis of the post World War I crisis for female wage earners in Germany. 
Canning gathers most of her evidence from the union activities of the female 
workers themselves, and from essays written by 150 of them on 'My working 
day, my weekend'. Because of the type of evidence she uses, she understands the 
women largely from their own points of view, and presents them as very active 
in the debate about women's work and family life. 

Fifth, as is often noted, postmodernism has great difficulty avoiding political 
paralysis. With the 'self or the 'subject' rendered fluid, changeable, uncentered, 
what can be the basis of feminist claims for equality and emancipation? This has 
led some critics to say that, even if perhaps now is the time for postmodernism 
for (some) men, it is not yet the time for women; since we are just finding 
ourselves, it is not time to relinquish them. As Judith Butler asks, in a generally 
sympathetic account, 'What constitutes the "who", the subject, for whom 
feminism seeks emancipation? If there is no subject, who is left to emancipate? 
. . . . [A] theory which insists upon the inevitable fragmentation of the subject 
appears to reproduce and valorize the very oppression that must be overcome.'40 

Finally, there is the related problem of extreme relativism. With reason 
dethroned, with truth out of human reach, and universality a delusion, what hope 
is there for arriving at any but highly relativist conclusions? Yet, surely, 
feminists want to claim, with good reason, that feminist theory and scholarship 
— including women and their experience — is better than the androcentric 
theory it replaces. This is far from claiming to have discovered 'the truth', once 
and for all, but it is a claim that involves the kind of judgement that extreme 
relativism makes incoherent. It is really no answer at all to dismiss (as the 
political theorist, Susan Hekman, does), such objections to relativism by 
pointing out that postmodernism considers 'the opposition between absolute and 
relative . . . obsolete'.41 Some postmodernists, such as Scott, rejoice in the 
relativism of their position: Precisely because it addresses questions of episte-
mology, relativizes the status of all knowledge, links knowledge and power, and 
theorizes these in terms of the operations of difference, I think post-structuralism 
. . . can offer feminism a powerful analytic perspective)'.42 

Some postmodernists retreat from their relativism when questioned about 

40 Butler. 'Gender Trouble: Feminist Theory, and Psychoanalytic Discourse', in Nicholson, 
Feminism/Postmodernism, pp.324-39,326. See also Karen Often. 'Feminism and Sexual Difference 
in Historical Perspective', in Deborah Rhode, ed.. Theoretical Perspectives on Sexual Difference, 
New Haven. 1990, pp. 13-20. 

41 Hekman, Gender and Knowledge, p. 153. 
42 Scott. Gender and the Politics of History, p.4. 
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political issues, but such retreat is inconsistent with their theory as a whole.43 To 
the extent that they retain their relativist stance, the critical force of feminist 
postmodernists is undoubtedly blunted. Hekman, for example, advances the 
following conception of a feminist politics that is consistent with Foucault's 
advocacy of a local, contextual and historical approach to political resistance. 

It would seek to understand, analyze, and oppose the patterns of male dominance and 
female oppression that characterize a particular society in a specific historical context. 
This opposition . . . need not appeal to universal values of human dignity, autonomy or 
freedom. In many instances of oppression these western humanist values are irrelevant. 
And even in cases where these values are relevant, they are appropriate not because of 
their universality but because they are a product of that particular society's value 
structure. . . . [T]he specific instance of oppression will generate a specific resistance to 
that oppression. . . . [N]o other grounding is required.44 

It is not at all clear to me (at least) how the critic is supposed to discern whether 
oppression and dominance exist in such cases. (If there is no visible 'specific 
resistance', are we to conclude that there is therefore no oppression?) The 
relations between men and women that the Foucaultian may sense as oppressive 
may be thoroughly in tune with the value structure of the society, in which case 
s/he has no ground to stand on. For a theorist, who more than any other 
contemporary has stressed the relation between power and knowledge, to rely 
thus on a society's dominant values, if seemingly shared, is curious indeed. The 
extreme cultural relativism that postmodernism tends toward seems to leave 
oppressed people in other cultures helpless. Despite the ultrasophistication of the 
concepts it employs, it also tends to naivete, in that sometimes 'cultures' are seen 
as idealized and fossilized when in fact forces such as capitalism are disrupting 
them continually. 

Social critics, including feminists and theorists for other social movements, 
have surely shown that there are degrees of relativity and objectivity. If a theory 
is built on the assumption of the exclusion or subordination of women, or if its 
coherence assumes the enslavement of some, say, on grounds of race, or the 
repression of some, on grounds of caste or class, then surely it is less adequate, 

43 See, for example, Susan Hekman's sympathetic discussions of Hans-Georg Gadamer and 
Michel Foucault. Gadamer argued that the Enlightenment's biggest error was the rejection of 
prejudice and tradition, for 'all understanding is contextual, rooted in prejudice, and historically 
grounded'. But then, in what seems like an about face, he appeals to the use of 'critical reason', in 
order to distinguish between what he calls legitimate and illegitimate prejudices. Hekman, Gender 
and Knowledge, pp.14-15, citing Gadamer, Truth and Method, New York. 1975, p.246. Foucault, 
too, though his politics is more explicit in interviews than in his writings, has written that we should 
aim to separate 'the power of truth from the forms of hegemony, social, economic and cultural within 
which it operates at the present time'. Power/Knowledge, New York. 1980, p.133, quoted by 
Hekman, Gender and Knowledge, p. 180. But as Hekman says, defending Foucault as the most 
politically promising of the postmodernists: 'Foucault does not discuss how his program of local 
resistance might be applied to a feminist politics or. for that matter, any political program at all'. 
Gender and Knowledge, p. 184. 

44 ibid., p. 185. 
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on grounds of objectivity, than a theory that does not prescribe and endorse such 
distinctions. Why? Because the latter is acceptable from more points of view; 
because it is more inclusive; because it refuses to treat as salient qualities that, 
as Rawls so clearly puts it, are 'morally irrelevant' ;45 above all, because it reflects 
the belief that is fundamental for most of us even as we begin to reflect on ethical 
issues: that persons are owed respect by virtue of the fact that they are persons. 

I shall end by pointing to a curious paradox of postmodern feminist historical 
scholarship. Again, I turn to Joan Scott's work, since the paradox is inherent in 
the approach she has taken to the study of history since the mid 1980s. On the one 
hand, like most contemporary feminist historians, Scott is very much opposed to 
the view that history proper not only is the history of elite men, but can only be 
told by them. In 'History in Crisis: The Others' Side of the Story', she documents 
the related racism, anti-Semitism, nativism, classism, and sexism which has 
appeared in high places in the historical profession, at least in the United States. 
She relates how 'the others' side of the story' is now being told — in black 
history, immigrant history, labor history and women's history. Not only should 
it be told, but we should not be surprised that the various stories will often 
conflict. This retelling has not 'politicized' the profession, Scott rightly insists; 
rather it has exposed the (hegemonic) politics that was already there: 'It is finally 
the plurality of stories and of the subjects of those stories, as well as the lack of 
any single central narrative that conservatives find intolerable because it under-
mines the legitimation of their quest for dominance'.46 In this particular essay, 
she remains uncommitted about whether the subjects need to write their own 
histories. The paradox, as I see it, is that in her own recent work and her criticism 
of that of others' these subjects are denied any active subjecthood, any agency 
of their own. As we have seen, they are treated as entirely 'constructed' by those 
who author the discourses about them. The attempted marriage of postmodernism 
and feminism in history, as in most other fields (perhaps excepting literature), 
seems singularly ill-conceived. Postmodernism, rather than being essential to 
feminist scholarship, seems in many ways to subvert the entire enterprise. 
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45 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, Cambridge, Ma., 1971. 
46 Scott, 'History in Crisis?: The Others' Side of the Story', p.691. 


