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Conclusion

When a scientific analysis of a form of domination is made pub-
licly available, this necessarily has social effects, but they may
run in two opposing directions: it may either symbolically rein-
force domination, when its findings seem to confirm or inter-
sect with the dominant discourse (whose negative verdicts

often take the appearance of a pure constative recording), or

help to neutralize it, rather like the revelation of a state secret,

by favouring the mobilization of the victims. It is therefore
exposed to all kinds of misunderstandings, easier to foresee than
to dispel in advance.

Faced with such difficult conditions of reception, the analyst
might be tempted simply to invoke his or her good faith if he
or she did not know that, in such sensitive matters, good faith
is not enough; nor, for that matter, is the activist’s conviction
which inspires many writings on the condition of women (and
which generates interest in objects previously ignored or
neglected). For one cannot overestimate the risks that arise for

any scientific project that allows its object to be jmposed on it

by external considerations, however noble and generous they

“'may be. ‘Good'causes’ are no substitute for epistemological jus-

tifications and do not allow one to dispense with the reflexive
analysis which sometimes leads to the discovery that the pro-
priety of ‘good intentions’ does not necessarily exclude an inter-
est in the profits associated with fighting a ‘good fight’ {(which
does not all imply that, as | have sometimes been claimed to
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imilarly, to bring to light the effects that masculine dominati
On exerts

support appearance, and the enterprise

this many times — always
of unveiling is likely to incur both the indignant condemnations
of conservatism and the pharisaical denunciations of revolu-

tionarism. Thus, Catharine MacKinnon, who has good reason to
be particularly lucid about the probable effects of lucidity,
regrets that when she endeavours to describe the true nature of
relations between the sexes, she is immediately accused of

being ‘condescending to women’ when she is simply showing

‘how women are condescended to'3 Such an accusation is

even more likely in the case of a2 man, who clearly has no
answer to those who invoke the absolute authority of their
‘experience’ of femininity to condemn without appeal any
attempt to conceptualize the object of which they so easily
claim a monopoly.*
This having been said, the prejudice often encountered by
men’s writing on sexual difference is not always without foun-
dation. This is not only because the analyst, who is caught up
in. what he thinks he is comprehending, may, unwittingly fol-
lowing justificatory intentions, present the presuppositions that
he has himself brought in as revelations as to the presupposi-
tions of the agents. It is also, and more importantly, because,
dealing with an institution that has been inscribed for millen-
nia in the objectivity of social structures and in the subjectiv-
ity of cognitive structures, and therefore having at his disposal
in order to conceptualize the opposition between male and
fernale only a mind structured according to that opposition, he
is liable to use as instruments of knowledge schemes of per-
ception and thought which he ought to treat as objects of
knowledge. And so even the most alert of analysts (Kant, Sartre,
Freud, even Lacan...) is liable to draw unwittingly on an

3 C.A.MacKinnon, Feminism Unmodified: Discourses on Life and Law (Cam-

bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1987).

4 To claim the monopoly of any object (if only by simple use of the ‘we’
that is common in some feminist writings), on the grounds of the cognitive
privilege that is presumed to be granted by the mere fact of being both subject
and object, and more precisely of having first-person experience of the sin-
gular form of the human condition that is to be scientifically analysed, is to
bring into the scientific field the political defence of particularisms which jus-
tifies a priori suspicion, and to call into question the universalism which, espe-
cially through the right of access of ali to all objects, is one of the foundations

of the Republic of science.
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unthought unconscious for the instruments of thought that he
uses in order to think the unconscious.

And so, if; after much hesitation and with much trepidation, -

I have ventured on to an extremely difficult terrain, currently
occupied almost exclusively by women, it is because I felt that
the relationship of sympathetic externality in which I found
myself might enable me to produce, with the aid of the
immense body of work encouraged by the feminist movement,
and also of the findings of my own research on the social causes
and effects of symbolic domination, an analysis capable of
giving a different orientation both to research on the condition
of women, or, to speak more relationally, on relations between
the sexes, and to the action aimed at changing those relations.
For it seems to me that, while the domestic unit is one of
the sites where masculine domination manifests itself
most indisputably and most visibly (and not only through
recourse to physical violence), the principle of the perpetua-
tion of the material and symbolic power relations exerted there
is largely situated outside that unit, in agencies such as the
church, the educational system or the state, and in their strictly
political actions, whether overt or hidden, official or unofficial
(to be persuaded of this, one only has to observe the reactions
and resistance to the current proposal for a ‘contrat d’'union
civile'®),

Thus, while the feminist movement has made a major con-
tribution to a considerable enlargement of the area of what is
political or can be politicized, by making it possible to discuss
or challenge politically objects and preoccupations excluded or
ignored by the political tradition because they seem to belong
to the private domain, it should not let itself be jed to exclude,
on the grounds that they belong to the most traditional logic
of politics, struggles over agencies which, through their nega-
tive and (because they are attuned to the structures of the male
and also female unconscious) largely invisible action, make a
significant contribution to the perpetuation of the social rela-
tions of domination between the sexes. But equally it should
not let itself be confined within forms of struggles that are

5 A ‘contract of civil union’ giving homosexual couples 2 status analogous
to that of a married heterosexual couple (trans.).
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conventionally labelled feminist, such as the dentxanc_l for par{iy
between men and women within political organizations. Whi 1e
they have the merit of showing that the theoretical tfmve;‘ia -
ism flaunted by constitutional law is not alwa.ys as universal as
it seems — especially in as much as it. recognizes only abs.tr;ft
individuals, devoid of social qualities — these str_uggles are lia 1e
to reinforce the effects of another form of fictitious universal-
ism, by favouring firstly women drawn from the sam(;le regmni
of social space as the men who currently occupy the dominan
ons.
poél)?ﬂy political action that really takes account of a}ll t‘he ,
effects of domination that are exerted thl:oug‘h the objective
complicity between the structures embod}ed in ]?oth womeﬂ
and men and the structures of the major institutions ‘thrm;g
which not only the masculine order but the whole social or; edr
is enacted and reproduced (starting with t‘h.e state, structure
around the opposition between its male ‘right hand ‘and its
female ‘left hand', and the educational system, respO{ls‘ible fo;
the effective reproduction of all the principles of vision an
division, and itself organized around analog.ous oppf)s1t101;f)
will be able, no doubt in the long term and w1th the a1d' of the
contradictions inherent in the various mechamsr.ns or institu-
tions concerned, to contribute to the progressive withering

away of masculine domination.



