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Body and soul
Lynne Segal

Female Sexualisation
ed. FRIGGA HAUG Verso £24.95 & £8.95

Christ, here we go again,
Frigga says,

Nora's frightful politics
hara-kiri style

WHAT A BOOK to have to review! The
indomitable German marxist and feminist Frigga
Haug edits the memories and theorising of women
from the two socialist feminist groups she has
initiated in Hamburg and Berlin. They are all part
of the autonomous women'’s editorial group of
West Germany’'s oldest surviving journal of
marxist theory, Das Argument, and, as Nora
Rithzel explains in the preface, have set
themselves the dual task of reconstructing
scientific work along feminist lines, and
remodelling marxist thought to include women.
Daunting tasks.

The immediate aim of Female Sexualisationisto
analyse women's socialisation, and it offers a rich
variety of evidence to support its hypothesis that
‘in girls, the process of individual socialisation is
synonymous with the sexualisation of the body
and its parts’. The grander aim of the book is ‘to
counter unhappiness with the struggle to be happy
. . .tochange the world lovingly’, and it expresses
the great amibitions of the women from Das
Argument, ambitions which sound rather
astonishing amidst the pessimistic politics of the
present. But, though such confidence may conjure
up the complacency of North American growth
psychology, we find here its very antithesis: an
unexpected and difficult amalgam of immediately
opposing theoretical traditions: classic marxism
and contemporary Foucauldianism, feminist
consciousness-raising and post-Lacanian
discourse analysis.

The inspiration for the reflections we find here
is outlined in Frigga Haug’s opening chapter on
‘memory work’. It provides the key which enables
these authors to move to and fro between personal
experience, collective group work and theoretical
analysis. :
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As a research method it arises out of the work
Frigga Haug and others have begun elsewhere
towards developing a critical psychology: a
psychology — rather like that of Rom Harré in this
country — which sees people as active and
interested participants in psychological research,
rather than as passive objects of study. Through
co-operative group work the object of study is at
one and the same time the subject of the research,
allowing for her growth and change. Built into this
research methodology are sets of procedures and
rules for gathering information, analysing data
and assessing its validity.

Information is collected through participants
writing down their own stories, in this case the
stories of events in which they have learned to
behave in ‘feminine’ ways, putting in all the detail
they remember, even the most apparently
inconsequential. In this way private experience is
translated into public experience, where it is
analysed alongside the study of language,
proverbs, -literature and all
conventional wisdom about women, breaking
down the barriers between literature and ordinary
language use. Memory work is more than
consciousness-raising because of ‘the arduous
task of theoretical analysis’ which follows the
initial reconstruction of memories: a task which
uses various complex strategems to bring to light
the gaps, omissions, tensions, contradictions,
value judgments and clichéd thinking which, from
our individual desires for harmony, produce the
false coherence, the self-delusions of constructed
memory.

What we gain from this analysis — participants
and readers alike, it is hoped — isan account of the
processes involved in the performance of
conventional femininity: the personal way -in
which women come to participate actively in our
own socialisation, our own subordination. This
involves not the acquisition of any fixed elements
of femininity, but rather the more or less
competent performance of ‘feminine’ skills.
Recalling their personal histories of the
relationship between hair, stomach, legs, posture,
clothing and the protests, resistances or
acceptance of gender identity, these authors

suggest that ‘It is around our bodies that we.

[women] construct our identities.’

The pleasure gained from the competent
performance of ‘feminine’ skills, and the
emotional investment we have in them, explain
why it is so very hard to change ourselves, why we
oppose change, even when, as women, we have
acquired only the ‘slavegirlishness’ of femininity:
‘It is not only relations between the sexes, but
equally our own relations to our bodies which
contradict [any] simple solutions . . . Writing the
stories of our bodies has seemed to us a first
faltering attempt to arrange a new social
perception of the multiple connections we inhabit,
with a view to developing a different
organisation.’

The strength of this book lies in its rejection of
the essentialism and naturalism present in so much
feminist writing on the body, where ‘femininity’
and women’s sexuality is seen as in some way
natural, but distorted by the power of men. Here
women’s bodies do not contain any particular type
of sexuality, repressed or otherwise. Instead,
drawing upon Foucault, the book sees women’s
bodies as the site of multiple definitions, through

aspects of

various discourses, all of them connected with ‘the
sexual’. But this book also criticises and extend:
Foucauldian discourse analysis by addressing
which Foucault extraordinarily does not, tht
power structures of gender. And it re-introduces
what Foucault has marginalised, the role of th
state and questions of class. And finally, thu
book, unlike discourse analysis, outlines
liberatory practice.

The method of memory work and the ricl
theoretical work on which it draws do seem to m
to provide us with new resources for re-thinkin
the construction of femininity, and how to chang
it. However, the very ambitiousness of the bool
contributes to its weaknesses, The movemen
from personal experience to diverse and difficul
theoretical analysis, which is at times rathe
sketchy, makes for difficult reading. And I have.
larger problem. I remain less than convinced of it
central hypothesis: 1 suspect that femal
socialisation is even more complex an
contradictory than these authors suggest. I ar
sure that it includes, but I doubt that it reduces tc
the sexualisation of the female body. But read ii
and draw your own conclusions. [



