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Main Points
Nicholson, Feminism/Postmodernism: Introduction

This author argues that feminist theories have an underlying failure in that they do not recognize the embeddings within a specific historical context.  Feminist scholars responded by saying biases were inevitable and tries to include the multitude of points of view. The postmodern critique of the idea of transcendent reason includes the notion that the very criteria demarcating true and false in science are internal to the traditions of modernity and aren’t legatimizable outside of those traditions. Postmodernists have also pointed out power in modern practices and extended the field to include sexuality and mental health, not just economics. 

Flax, "Postmodernism and Gender Relations in Feminist Theory" (summary of 39-42)

The author thinks there are three kinds of thinking that best represent current feminist thinking (in 1990): psychoanalysis, feminist theory, and postmodern theory. Specifically, postmodernists aim to throw into radical doubt some of the thinking from Enlightment, including a stable self, reason, knowledge derived from reason, universality of reason, etc.

Flax, Thinking Fragments:  Chapter 1 (3-13) & Chapter 2 (14-15, 28-39)

Postmodern philosophers, especially Foucalt, offer a radical rethinking of the meanings and operation of power that is appropriate to transitional states. They seek to distance us from and make us skeptical about the ideas concerning truth, knowledge, power, history, self, and language that are taken for granted within Western culture. Certain themes arise from postmodern philosophy, including the “death” of man (b/c man is social, historical, or linguistic artifact), the “death” of history (it has no intrinsic order or logic or progress), the “death” of metaphysics (Western thought tries to own truth by saying it exists independent of the knower). They say the mid or reason, as well as truth, is only an effect of discourse. Language is not a transcendental medium. And philosophy is necessarily fictive, a nonrepresentational activity.

Weedon, Chapter 5: “Discourse, Power and Resistance” (104-131)

1. Foucault’s theory of discourse

a. Foucault provided poststructuralism with the principles of the plurality and constant deferral of meaning and the discursive structure of subjectivity that are integrated into a theory of language and social power

b. The discursive field constitutes important parts of madness, punishment, or sexuality and implies the particular power and knowledge at work in a society

c. Discourses are more than ways of thinking and producing meaning. They constitute the nature of the body (unconscious, conscious, and emotional life).

d. Discourses exist in the field of force relations, which include social institutions where subjectivities and social relations are exercised.

2. Discourse and subjectivity

a. For discourses to be effective, they require activation through agency of the individuals whom they constitute and govern in particular ways as embodied subjects and constitute the individual’s mind, body, and emotions.

b. Discourses define conscious and unconscious subjectivity

3. Power and the plurality of meaning

a. History is always a version of relations and forces of power from the discursive evidence available. Foucault demonstrates this with his writings of the life of a man who was only able to speak the truth as a monster (after killing his family). He needed to speak through violence d/t his historical context. 

4. The case of sexuality

a. Foucault viewed the discourses of sex and sexual objects as polymorphous techniques of power. The centrality of sexuality as a locus of power has meant that sex has become a focal point in subjective identity.

b. His explanation of sexuality was able to explain power and resistance in ways which locate them socially and historically and broke the notions of essential sexuality.

5. Discourse theory and feminist practice

a. Foucault’s work is viewed with hostility at times d/t anti-humanism stance. It is argued that a subject is socially constructed but also exists as a thinking and feelings subject and social agent. (how to separate??)

6. Feminism and the question of truth

a. Feminist approaches should aim to establish new truths through reversal.

b. Should not try to define woman’s nature once and for all, but leave open to discussion and change

Ch. 7: “Feminism and Postmodernism” (170-80)

1. The term postmodern is complex and contested, originally used for architecture but now used for a range of areas. Poststructural feminism is often called postmodern.

2. Poststructural feminists have sought to deconstruct the patriarchal power relations both institutionally and individually in the production of subjectivity.

3. Postmodern theory has delegitimized grand narratives of liberalism, Marxism, philosophy and science (Lyotard, 1984).

4. Postmodern feminists argue that we must recognize the nature and limitations of identity politics, and propose a theory that identity is discursively produced and contingent and strategic.

5. Concludes with the idea that the strength of poststructuralism offers a set of theoretical tools to understand the power relations of gender, class, and race, helpful in the struggle for change.

Native Tongue:  Chapters 19-25 (225-301)

Nazareth was finished with her surgery, and the nurses were treating her very poorly d/t her Linguist class. Her body perls were screaming for better treatment, and the nurses’ body perls were stating their hatred for her, for instance by saying, “why the hell do we have to put up with this insufferable bitch?” Aaron wanted a divorce from her, which Thomas granted under conditions that he remain celibate for a year and marry one of his descendants. Nazareth chooses to leave early and move into the Barren House for better treatment. Michaela decides to show Nazareth decency and tell her personally of the divorce and help her move. The women at the Barren House show Nazareth the real woman’s language, and Nazareth becomes furious they have waited to start teaching it to infants. The woman tell her the implications and risks for teaching the language, but she wants to begin teaching them soon. They agree, but decide they need to make plans in case they are discovered by the men. They know they will have to abandon some of the older women and risk their own lives, but it is worth it. The man Michaela is helping dies of old age, and she is very relieved she does not have to kill him. 
Nicholson, Feminism/Postmodernism: Introduction; Flax, Thinking Fragments: Chapter 1 (3-13) & Chapter 2 (14-15, 28-39)

1. In one sentence, define postmodernism.  What are some of the things it critiques? Indicate a few of its premises.  

From Wikipedia.org:

Postmodern scholars argue that such a decentralized society inevitably creates responses/perceptions which are described as post-modern, such as the rejection of what is seen as false, imposed unities of meta-narrative and hegemony, breaking of traditional frames of genre, structure and stylistic unity, and the overthrowing of categories which are the result of logocentrism and other forms of artificially imposed order. Instead, they value the collage of elements, the play and juxtaposition of ideas from different contexts, and the deconstruction of symbols into the basic dynamics of power and place from which those symbols gain meaning as signifiers. In this it is related to post-structuralism in philosophy, minimalism in the arts and music, the emergence of pop, and the rise of mass media.
Weedon, Ch. 5, “Discourse, Power and Resistance” (104-131)

 
2.  According to Foucault, how do discourses function socially?  

 
3.  Briefly describe Foucault's account of the relationship between discourses and power.  


4.  What do poststructuralist theories of discourse and power have to offer feminist theory?

Weedon, Ch. 7, “Feminism and Postmodernism” (170-180)

5.  What problems and advantages does postmodernism pose for feminist theory?

Weekly reactions and observations


I watched a disturbing and brutally honest movie called Osama about a young girl who is transformed by her grandmother into a boy to survive the Taliban in Afghanistan. She shaves her head and assists her mom in public, as women did not have any rights and could not walk alone. The three women—young girl, mother, and grandmother, all discuss the simplicity of becoming a “boy,” as they view this change as a mere costume change in order to achieve more rights and a chance to earn wages and food. They discuss the absurdity of the sexism in their country, and the bleak outcomes for women there are shown in the tragic outcomes of the family. This story is not far from Native Tongue in the role women play in society—to bear children and adorn men. This was very disturbing to watch, but I realized how urgent feminist change is needed in many parts of the world. 

