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Thisisnot agood timeto bea historical materialist. Itisnot even agood time
to be ahistorian.!

Explaining this negative conjuncture and detailing its dimensionswould
be alarge project involving a many-sided appreciation of current economic,
political and intellectual trends. Each strand in this rope strangling the
possibilitiesof historical materialism and its project of understanding and
appreciating the past so as to be able to change the present and transform
the future would require exploration and critique.2 Here | will only alludeto
the extent to which one decisive and determining force in this conjuncture
has been Stalinism's fina instance. For surely no specific process has more
single-handedly opened the floodgates of attack on Marxism and itsanalytic
categories and palitical project than the collapse of the degenerate and
deformed workersstatesin which socialism/communism had supposedly been
congtructed. Thisworld historicevent, in the makingsince the mid-19205, but
associated most strongly with rupturessuch as 1956 and 1968, reached a new
culminationin the 1980s. It necessarily conditioned much of the climatein
which the scholarshipdf that decade matured.3

Academics and intellectuals are not ones to stay with a sinking ship for
long, however sound its original structure and guiding principles may have
been. Many historianswho once considered themsdlves historical materialists
have been distancing themsalves from Marxism for a number of years. With
the current crisisof Stalinism, this process hasaccelerated. What is peculiar
about the late 1980sis the extent to which a backing away from historical
materialism has, within the peculiarities of the palitical economy o the
moment, coincided with declarative statements about the end of history
itself.

At itsmost blatantly ideological, thistrend is nicely and neatly articul ated
in the statements of the Right. Thus Francis Fukuyama proclaimed in the
summer of 1989: 'What we may be withessingis not just the end of the Cold
War, or the passing of a particular period of postwar history, but the end
of history as such: that is, the end point of mankind's ideological evolution
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and the universalizationof Western liberal democracy as the final fiorm of
human government.** Such complacent and self-congratulatory politics are
to be expected from some quarters, which have been far from dow in
consolidatingwhatever ideologica gain can be quickly and cheaply amassed
from Stalinism's sordid denouement.

Moreinterestingisthe seeminglyunrelated, but definitelyparallel, develop-
ment in theintellectual arena, wherefor sometime historica materialismand
higtory itsdf have been interrogated and jettisoned by those championing
the discursive, centreless nature of a pervasive power which is bounded not
so much by class relations and struggles, or the structures of higtoricaly
determined political economy, but by discourse, representation, and asocia
congtruction weighted heavily toward theideological. Thisis, smply put, the
poststructuralism premise, the ideological/inteilectual freight accompanying
the postmodernist ‘condition’.

Sande Cohen introduces a recent dissection of historical narration with
wordsthat link Marxiam and history in a chain that it is his purposeto break
in its entirety: 'Historical thought is a manifestation o reactive thinking-
about, which blocks the act of thinking-to. The "perplexity of History"
(Arendt’s term), a Liberal projectionwhich aso includes, unhappily, most
of Western Marxism, arises, | argue, from the ill-conceived act of trying
to make "higtory" relevant to critical thinking. What actually occurs by
means of "historica thought™ is the destruction of a fully semanticized
present.’s L essabrasive, but fundamentally compatible, isthe positiond the
preeminent Derridean feminist, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, who, in alliance
with Michael Ryan, has attempted to congeal Marxism and deconstruction.
Spivak reduces 'the production of historical accounts to 'the discursive
narrativization of events.' 'Since the incursion of "'theory" into the discipline
o history, and the uncomfortable advent of Michel Foucault,’ she declares
in what is an amazingly reductionist and chronologically current collapse of
theory into a singular body o thought, 'it is no longer too avant-garde to
suspect or admit that "events' are never not discursively constituted and
that the language of historiographyis aso language.’¢ The Althusserian and
neo-Althusserianidealism that Edward Thompson pilloried so mercilessyin
the late 1970s precisely because, among other things, it declared the study
o history 'not only scientificaly but also politically valudess,' has returned
in different dress.7

History - aslived and written—isindeed at aspecificcrossroads. Butitisnot
the saf-indulgent unintdligibility of a postmodernist |ate twentieth-century
swirl of excess, waste, and disaccumulation depicted in some ostensibly
theoretical texts. Nor isit at its own end, as proclaimed from the pulpits of
theideologica Right. Rather, capitalismisimpal edon itsown contradictions,
while Stalinism is coming unglued in itsfinal failures to construct anything
resembling socidism out of its bureaucratic mismanagement, suppression
of workers democracy, and corruption and deformation of the planned
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economy. The way out of thisimpasseis not, theoretically or practicaly,
to buy into it and itslogic of disintegration,8 as both the ideologuesdf the
Right and many on the fashionable post-structuralist Left would advocate.
Historical materialism and Marxigt anadysis remain interpretive tools that
ad in providing explanations of why the world — capitalist and socidist -
is unfolding, if not as it should, at least asit is. Whatever small part the
writing of asocia history erected on these conceptual foundationscan play
in resisting the pressuresaf the moment will happenonly if some refusalsand
denials begin to be made. Thisessay attemptsto explore how that might be
done.

It commences with an irony, and one that reinforces an appreciation
of the extent to which Stalinism's costs are being exacted in ways that
are as complex as they are often unanticipated. For if some o historical
materialism's finest recent texts grew directly out of overt repudiation of
Stalinism, their engagement with thisStalinism may well haveunintentionally
opened cracks in doors that would widen to explict assault on historical
materialism in later years. What follows thus begins with the two-sidedness
of the higtoricd materialism of E.P. Thompson and Raymond Williams,
arguably the most influential writers to register an impact on an entire
generationaf socid historians. It then movesinto a discussonof how socia
history is currently being written, with specia referenceto the repudiation
of historical materidism via the appropriation of critical/discourse theory
or post-structuralist thought. Finally, it suggeststhat much feminist writing,
undoubtedly the single mogt influential - if highly differentiated - current
within the contemporary writing of socid history, feeds into this genera
context of post-structuralismto denigrate historical materidism and push
history in specificand problematic directions.

A Paradoxical Legacy: Thompson,Williams, and the Breakf r om

Stalinism

Thompson's histories, which have spawned an industry of historiographic
criticismin the 1980s, wereforged in hisbreak from Sialinism_®* Theoretically,
hisexit from the Communist Party of Great Britain was posed in termsaof his
political and conceptual reading of the deficiencies of the orthodox Marxist
metaphor of a determining economic base and a derivative superstructural
realm. 'In fact," he concluded, 'no such basisand superstructureever existed;
it is a metaphor to help us to underganc! what does exist - men, who
act, experience, think, and act again.' On the political plane, dl of this
took on even more sinister trappings: ‘It turns out that it is a bad and
dangerous model, since Stalin used it not as an image of men changing
in society but as a mechanical model, operating semi-automaticaly and
independently of conscious human agency.” In Thompson's view, it wes
necessary to relearn what Marx and Engels understood well, ‘that man
is human by virtue o his culture, the transmission of experience from
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generation to generation; that his history is the record of his struggle truly
to apprehend his own socia existence,' a contest of liberation from ‘false,
partial, class consciousness,' thereby freeing humanity ‘from victimhood to
blind economic causation, and extending immeasurably the region of choice
and conscious agency.’
Thompson worked thistheoretical resistanceto the metaphorical notion of
a base and its reflective superstructuresinto writings of unrivalled historical
richness, wrestling with determinationin waysthat could step outsidedf the
rigidities of the base/superstructure metaphor. Yet none of this argument
was ever meant to imply that critical processes of historical formation,
such as class, exercised an independence of 'objective determinations' or
could be 'defined smply as cultural formation." The attempt to pigeon-
hole Thompson's writingsin some dot labelled ‘culturalist,” associated with
Richard Johnson and others affiliated with the Birmingham Centre for
Contemporary Cultural Studies was, as Thompson quite rightly insisted, an
‘invention' congtructed 'from some doppy and impressionistic' understand-
ingsd higtorical texts and contexts.10
As Thompson's critical engagement with the inadequacies of the base-
superstructure metaphor unfolded within histories and polemics, Raymond
Williams was staking out different, but complementary, ground in his
theoretical elaborationson 'cultural materialism.' Less prone to reject the
language of orthodox Marxism, Williams neverthel ess parallelled Thompson
in his relentless pursuit of the limitationsof orthodoxy and, in particular,in
his insistence that the base be conceived in such a way as to dlow entry
to the materiality of areas presumably once relegated irrevocably to the
superstructure. In describing histheoretical purpose, Williamsstated:
| wastryingto say something very much againg thegai n of twotraditions, onewhichhastotally
spiritualized cultural production, the other which hasrelegated it to secondary satus My @ m
was to emphasize that cultural practicesare forms of material production,and that until this
isunderstood it is impossble to think about them in ther real social relations= there can
only ever be a second order of correation. But, of course, it istrue that there are forms of
material production which alwaysand everywhere precedeall other forms. . . . Theenormous
theoretical shift introduced by dassical Marxism = in saying these are the primary productive
activities= wasof the most fundamental importance.'

This Thompson-Williams influence has informed so much postive and
exciting work within socia history and Marxist theory that it will seem
ungenerous to suggest that it has dso forced a certain price to be paid.
But that iswhat | will maintain. For as much aswas gained in the necessary
confrontation with the mechanical consequences o an undialectical and
rigidly structuralist implementation of the one-sided notion of base and
superstructure, so too was something logt in the assmilation of agency
and structure, culture and materiality. Through no fault of their own, for
they had charted much-needed and cresative advancesin the development
o higtorical materialism, the theoretical claims of Thompson and Williams
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were al too easily incorporated into an emerging orthodoxy that closed its
nostrils to the foul smell of economism without reflecting on the extent to
which it was also, simultaneoudly, shutting its eyes to materialism and the
process of historical determination. The cultural became the material; the
ideological became the real. What Thompson and Williams argued with a
strong sense of the need to grasp determination, what in Thompson was
dwayssubordinateto atough-mindedinsi stenceon an exacting confrontation
with the higtorical sourcesand what in Williamswas dwaysdevel oped with a
sensed theoretical complexity, otherstook up far more "adiscriminatingly.
In the case o Thompson the relatively understated role of the economic
in his historieswas dways a product o his understanding of the collective
project o a group of (overwhdmingly Marxist) historians, many of whom
addressed the material transformation of British society and the transition
from feudaism to capitalism.12 The Thompson-Williamsrethinking of base
and superstructurethus unintentionally paved the way for the denigration
o the material and the reification of the ideal. ‘Culturalism’ arrived, not
with Thompson and Williams, but through a process of appropriation
that disfigured their actual projects, that listened to only part of their
statement.

Thistrend highlightsthe need, not to return to an unthinking mechanical
Marxism, but to address the two-sidedness of the Thompson and Williams
project, to begin to reconsider the now somewhat neglected importance
of determination. This relationship of being and consciousness was dways
central to the materialist textsof socid history and cultural studiesassociated
with the writingsof these authors, but that dialogue between structure and
agency has recently been silenced in a one-sided act o borrowing and
suppression, in which the economicaly material realm's capacity to erect
boundaries and set limits has receded from analytic view. Nowhere is this
moreapparent than within current trendsin thewriting of social history, most
especidly in termsaof the now fashionableattraction to poststructuralism.

Social Historyin the 1980s: The Eclipsed Materialism

It is not possible to survey adequately the entire field of socid history in
an article such as this. But it is apparent that historical materialism, once
embraced by many practising socid historians who looked to a wide array
of writing associated with the British Marxist historians,!3 is no longer held
to be of great importancein understanding the past.

William M. Reddy centres his recent discussion of money and liberty in
modem Europe around the need to question the very concept of class,
encasing hisargument in rhetoricthat exposesboth an idealist understanding
of what history entailsand a willingnessto employ a'Thompsonian' misread-
ingof Thompson'sown arguments:'A classin themakingisnot aclass, aclass
that isfully made, in thisworld of becoming, thisvaledf tearsthat is history,
isdead."* More blunt are the wordsof Michael Kazin. ‘It istimefor the US
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left to shed a grand and fond illusion," Kazin pronounceswith confidence,
adding that the working class in American history has 'ssldom been more
than a structural and rhetorical abstraction, employed primarily by socialist
activistsand i ntell ectual swho hoped wage-earnerswould someday sharetheir
socidigt analysisand vison of society.' Kazin 'reads the political language
of labour single-mindedly through the words of a handful of trade union
leaders, dismissing in sSweeping blows the history of the Knights of Labor,
the American Federation of Labor, the Industrial Workers of the World,
the Congress o Industrial Organization, and the League of Revolutionary
Black Workers as one blurred failure that proves decisvely the absence
of class in American history. Within the labour movement, then, Kazin
arguesthat it was understandable that 'an essentially home-grown political
language devel oped,' taken up by discontented worker activistswho thought
of themselves more as virtuous representatives of the American "' people'”
than as members of a class' This is a perverse distortion of a century
of unfolding class relations, resting on a methodological reductionism and
simple-minded conflation of class experienceand the rhetoric of a handful
of trade union tops. But an old story has been given a new twist: out of the
language of a clasdesspeople comes pluralistic America.15

Reddy and Kazin are new additionsto the ongoing left populist parades
marching not so much toward anything of political and intellectual worth
as they are running scared from class. It has become something not to be
associated with, not only on the Right, but al soamong many on theostensible
Left.26

The particularstrain of retreat associated with the current dismissd of class
first surfaced early in the decade, and was most dramatically discernedin the
historical and political writingsof Gareth Stedman Jones and in the essays of
Michael Ignatieff. Both authors broke from class, as have Reddy and Kazin,
in good measure on the basisof an elevation of language, which takeson a
singular importanceas a determining materiality.

For Stedman Jones, the discovery of language and recognition of its
historical capacity to construct being was a decisive historiographic rupture
that necessitated a rethinking of how historians operate and how they
employ (heavily Thompsonian) terms such as experience, Consciousness,
and class:

What both 'experience’ and ‘consciousness’ conceal - at least as their usage hasevolved among
historians- isthe problematiccharacter of languageitself. Both conceptsimply that language
is a smple medium through which 'experience’ finds expression- a romantic conception of
languagein which what isat the beginninginner and particul ar struggles to outward expression
and, having done so, findsitsalf recognized in the answering experienceof others, and hence
sees itsdlf to be part of a shared experience. It isin some such way that ‘experience’ cam be
conceivedcumulatively to resultin classconsciousness. What thisapproach cannot acknowledge
isall the criticismwhich has been levelled at it since the broader significanceof Saussure’s work
was understood - the materiality of languageitself, the impossiblity of Smply referringit back
to some primal anterior reality, 'socid being', the impossibility of abstractingexperiencefrom
the language which structuresits articulation. In areas other than history, such criticismsare
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by now well knemem and do not need elaboration. But higorians= and social historians in
particular — haveeither been unawareor, when aware, extremely ressant totheinpl i cati ons
of thisapproachfor their own practice, and thishasbeen SO mogt of all perhapswhen it touches
such a central topic as ¢l ass.

Stedman Jones went on, from these conceptual beginnings, to rewrite the
history of Chartism, to claim against the weight of past Marxistinterpretation
that the mobilizations of the 1830s and 1840s were not the product of class
antagonismsand strugglesbut, rather, were constructed out of the cross-class
language of eighteenth-century radicalism. The Chartistswere 'made’, notin
the structured relationsof exploitation and accumulation and their human
hostilities, but within alinguistic paradigmgoverned by attachmentto'natural

rights,' and thefearsthat such rightswere being usurped by parasitism,fraud,
and force. Asthe supposed site of both these'rights and their debasement,
the state, and not the process of classformation and degradation, was thus
'the principal enemy upon whose actions radicals had aways found that
their credibility depended.’ He also offered a congruent argument about the
contemporary condition of the Labour Party, suggesting that its revival in
post-Thatcherite Britain could only be sustained by junkingitslong-standing
reliance on a 'homogeneous proletarian estate whose sectiona political
interest is encompassed by trade unions' The answer to the Labour Party's
woesand the reinterpretation of Chartism came together in an embracedf a
particular kind of popular frontism, in which classwas held to be of margina
importancein the building of massmovementsof resistanceor the reversal of
the skidding fortunesd electoralist socialism.1?

The critical response to this reassessment of Chartism has established
beyond doubt two significant flaws. First, the conceptua foundations of
the argument are flimsy at best, irresponsible at worst. Constructed out of
cavalier assertions, Stedman Joness attachment to the new-found analytic
potential of language hasbeen justly attacked. It appearsaslittiemorethan a
demonstrationaf the unsubstantiated enthusiasmsd an advocatewho hasyet
to master the intricaciesof a theoretical system. Second, asa reconstruction
of historical happenings, Stedman Joness Chartism isaridly one-dimensiond:
itslanguageis that of the published vocabulary of the movement's national
leadership to the exclusion of many other class-accented discourses and
symbolic statements.1®

Yet it would be wrong to imply that Stedman Joness piece has been
uninfluential. Many are the footnotes of nodding approva. Within writing
on the American working class, for instance, most socid historians who
champion uncritically the positive contribution of a language of labour
republicanismalmost universaly find themsalvesin agreement with Stedman
Jonesand in opposition to an interpretivestress on classconsciousness. Thus
Leon Fink, the most authoritative voice endorsing the labour republicanism
of the Knights of Labor and the Great Upheaval of the 1880s, quotes
favourably Robert Gray's rejection of 'the straw person modd of a class
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conscious and revolutionary working class, equipped with a rigorous class
ideology and theoretical understanding of the capitalist economy.' Gray's
argument that such cases are rare echoes views put forward by the late
Herbert G. Gutman and hiscollaborator IraBerlin. Similarly, Sean Wilentz,
who champions the labour republicanism of the 1830s, rails against the
attempt to measure American workers againgt some essentialist notion of
class consciousness by which they will supposedly be found wanting and
‘exceptiona’. The consequence is that discussion of class consciousness is
either exorcised or diluted to the point that any and al opposition by workers
constitutesitsrealization. Y et curiously enough, Gray's original oppositionto
an essenti alized classconsciousnesswas posed againgt the very same Stedman
Jonesto whomsocia historiansof Americanlabour such asFink and Wilentz
acknowledge a debt. What isinvolved in thiscontradictory confusion?t®

Ononelevd, itisafunction d theinternal inconsistenciesof ‘Rethinking
Chartism," which is pulled in one direction by Stedman Joness recent
attraction to popular frontist cross-class aliances, most evident in his
essay, 'Why is the Labour Party in a Mess?, a trajectory preceeded by
many others: Gorz’s 'farewell to the working class; Laclau's and Mouffe’s
rejection of proletarian politicsin favour of a'socidism' paced by popular
socia movements; Gavin Kitching's notion of sociadist transformation asthe
outcomedaf capitalist prosperity and the'intellectual sophistication' of mental
workers.2? The Stedman Jonesd thisfast 1980strack isareconstructed,'true!
socialist, disillusioned with classand itslong-standingpolitical failuresat home
and abroad, willing to rest his argument on the determinationsd discourse
and to interpret historical experienceon the ground of reified language. But
therelies betweenthelinesdof 'Rethinking Chartism,' not unlikea Derridean
'trace’, the high structuralism of the Stedman Jones of the 1960sand 1970s.
And this pullsthe rereadingof Chartism in another direction. That Stedman
Jonesknew the poverty of empiricismand how to measurecl assconsciousness
with the refined idedlism of an Althusserian gage block.2! Criticsdf Stedman
Jones are quite right to see an idedlized understanding of class and class
consciousnessat workin his'Rethinking Chartism," an essay that undoubtedly
rests on an assumption about a mode of mature class consciousness against
which Chartism isfound wanting. But oddly enough such criticssidestep the
questionsthat should then follow: why doesStedman Jonesso resol utely avoid
evidenced transitional consciousness? why does he pay so little attention to
the bedrock of class consciousness, the level of development of production
itself?and why, finally, does he concludehisreinterpretationwith an attempt
actually to deny any place to dass consciousnesss rolein the rise and fall of
Chartism?

The answer lies in the changed politics of Stedman Jones and in the
unwillingnessof criticsdrawnintuitively to thispoliticsto question too deeply
a problem that would demand that they themsdlves address the relationship
o class, class consciousness, and the project of socia transformation. In
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short, the answer lies within the realm of historical materialism. Stedman
Jones has moved on its margins, drawing away from an earlier Marxist
scholagticismfixated on an ideslized class wnsciousness toward a reformist
popular frontism in which class wnsciousness is immaterial. If Stedman
Jones fails to shake off entirely hisintellectua past, he nevertheless ends
up sufficiently unambiguousin his espousal of a politics of broad clasdess
opposition to the state — which is what Chartism's success was about, he
argues, and what the Labour Party needs to cultivate now — that he finds
support in many quarters which share this ultimate palitics. Palitics, then,
makes particular bedfellows: it matters not that those socia historianswho
find the very term 'dass wnsciousness unnecessary, if not offensive, end up
snuggling up to an argument about Chartism that placesit, in an idealized
way, at the centre of an anaytic revison. What is lost in this bedding
down o disparate conceptua trends is any attachment to an orthodox
Marxist appreciation of attention to some elementary categoriesd historical
materialism: class, wnsciousness, struggle.

The point is not that these categories, as categories, must be preserved on
faith, but rather, that they provide just thekind of explanatory power needed
to understand the complexitiesof mass working-class mobilizationssuch as
the Chartism of the 1830sand 1840s or the North American Great Upheaval
o the 1880s. These were class movements; they were most emphatically
about class struggle; and their rise and their fall can be interpreted only
by attention to conjunctures of economic structure and class activian."*
Their discourses were not uniformly cut from the same cloth (either in
comparison With one another, or internally), however, and although they
were undoubtedly languages of class and struggle, they were not dways -
understandably so - unadulterated voices of class consciousness. Stedman
Jonesmakestoo much of this, the Americansocia historianswho uncritically
embrace labour republicanism too little. Againgt thisreading of the past, so
obvioudy structured out o the political retreat from class evident in 1980s
intellectual life, there remainsno better antidote than adherencetothe tenets
o historical materialism, whereclass, consciousnessand struggleremain vital
pointsdf entry.23

Michedl Ignatieff also gravitated to language, but he had less distance to
travel in his opposition to Marxism. Ignatieff revealed how attraction to
language could strike a concrete blow against class struggle and ingratiate
its advocates with the structures of ‘progressive’ authority. In the words
o Ellen Wood, Ignatieff became 'the darling of the British literary press,
their favouriterepentant socidis.™ " His'Strangers and Comrades proved a
timely, refined, caring blow against classand its politics:

There arethoseon thelLeft whomaintain that the miners’ srikeisavindicationdf class-based

politics after decades in which the agenda of the Left was defined by cross-class campaigns
like feminismand CND. Yet the strike demonstratesthe reverse: a labour movement which
isincapable of presentinga classclaim asa national claim, which can only pose its demands
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in the language of total victory, which takeson the State and ends up on the wrong sideof the
law, cannot hope to conserve its support and legitimacy among the working class public. The
miners strike is not the vindication of class politics but its death throes. . . .The trouble with
Arthur Scargill’s politicsis not that it doesn't have justiceonitsside, but that it utterly lacksa
conceptionof how competingclasses, regions, races, and religionscan be reconciled with each
other in a national community.

'"What the Let needs,’ concluded Ignatieff, 'is a language of national unity
expressed ascommitment to fellowshipamong strangers. We need alanguage
of trust built upon a practicedf social comradeship.’25
A year later, thelogicof Ignatieffs linguistic turn had led H mso far from
classthat hisNeedsd Strangersdid not need to touchonissueslikethe miners
strike. Instead, in the manner of the'true’ socialistsof the 1840s, it agonized
over the conceptudizationdf liberty, finding a predictable resolution of the
dilemmasd the modem market world in words:
We need words to keep us human. Being human is an accomplishment like playing an
instrument. It takes practice. . . . Our needs are made of words: they come to usin speech,
and can diefor lack of expression. Without a public language to help usfind our own words,
our needswill dry upin silence. It iswordsonly, the common meaningsthey bear, which give
me the right to speak in the name of the strangersat my door. Without a language adequate

to this moment we risk losing ourselves in resignation towards the portion of life which has
been allotted to us.26

AsMarx and Engels concludedin their attack on the German 'true socidism’
o the 1840s: 'After thesesamplesof. . .Holy Scriptureone cannot wonder at
the applauseit has met with amongcertain drowsy and easy-going readers. 27

| gnatieff wasnever much of a historical materialist,but hewas, at onetime,
somethingof ahistorian. Hebegan his journey toward thisscriptural end with
a Foucauldian history of the prison.28 Assuch, he providesa tentative link
and implicit connection to the poststructuralism of French thought. More
than any other body o theory, poststructuralism has influenced the writing
of socid historyinthe1980s Initsemphasison the discursivenessof power it
has challenged historical materidlism directly. Much of the Anglo-American
writing alluded to above draws on the implosion of theory associated with
poststructuralism. Nowhere is the impact of this poststructuralist thought
more pronounced, however, than in writing on the French Revolution, once
associatedstrongly with the materialist conceptionof history. Inthelate1980s
that materialism has been eclipsed.

The French Revolution stands as one o the most significant events of
modem times. Likeother revolutions, it was, in Marx’s conceptionof history,
‘a driving force. One would expect debate and disagreement about this
revolution, but thesurprisingintellectual reality isthat interpretive hegemony
has higtorically consolidated quickly, vanquishing analytic opponents with
sharp, decisive polemical strokes that, like the guillotine, hold forth little
possibility of reconsiderationsand reassessments. Like the Revolution itself,
these consolidatingorthodoxies have passed through phases. What concerns
us here is the movement from Jacobinism to Thermidorian Reaction.
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From World War II to the mid-1960s, a period of important devel opments
in which professional historians adopted new methods and took on a new
stature, there could be no question of the dominance of what many have
caled a Marxigt, and others more precisely, a Jacobin, conception of the
French Revolution.2 The broad, bold linesof interpretivedirectionhad been
drawn by Marx and Engels in the 1840s, although by no meansin ways that
weredevoid of contradictionand ambiguity:

The revolutions of 1648 and 1789 were not English and French revolutions, they were
revolutionsof a European type. They did not represent the victory of a particular class of
society over the old political order, they proclaimed the political order of the new European
society. The bour gecisiewasvictoriousin theserevolutions, but the victory of the bourgeoisie
wasat that timethevictory of anew social order, thevictory of bour geoisowner ship over feudal
ownership,of nationality over provincialism,of competition over the guild, of the division of
land over primogeniture,of therule of thelandowner over thedominationof the owner of the
land, of enlightenment over super gtition, of thefamily over the family name, of industry over
heroicidleness,of bourgeoislaw over medieval privileges."*

Thisinterpretive skeleton was fleshed out by Georges Lefebvre and, later,
by Alben Soboul, two modern historians who did more than any others
to establish the orthodoxy o the leftist analysis of the Revolution. That
orthodoxy insisted on the bourgeois nature of the Revolution and, especialy
with Soboul, laid stress upon the importanceof class strugglein the making
of 1789 and its aftermath, positinga confrontation in which the bourgeoisie,
drawingon the popular classesof town and country, ousted the aristocracy.31

Alfred Cobban crystallized the early discontent with the Lefebvre-Soboul
interpretation in a series of writings. This highly sceptical new revisionism
argued that feudalism had ceased to be an operative socia formation long
before the outbreaks of 1789, that the term bourgeoisie was meaningless,
and that the Revolution was an upheava culminating in continuity rather
than a class rupture with the past. Cobban has been followed by many
others. According to the new orthodoxy, since there was no revolutionary
bourgeoisie, the Marxigt historiesof Lefebvre and Soboul arefatally flawed.
Thisrevisionism has carried the day and among historians of the French
Revolution the old |eft-leaning historiography is regarded as rather old hat,
another casuaty of the demiseaof historica materialismin the 198,32

Againgt thisidealized caricature of a revolutionary bourgeoisie judged
not to have existed, Marxist theory and history has long grappled with
the class paradoxes of revolutionary transformation. As his preface to
Contribution to a Critique of Palitical Economy made clear, Marx drew no
necessary relationship between structural class position and consciousness
of that position, which was dways a far more confused and ambivaent
process than the abjective conditions of production. In the concrete case
of the French Revolution, Marx recognized that much o the riddle of
the class contradictions of transformation lay in Jacobinism, its language
and its attempt to revolutionize society politicaly rather than socidly and
economically.33
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Trotsky would later embrace a Smilar position, but the historiography of
the Revolution, especidly after Soboul began to make an impact, treated
Jacobinism much more heroically, drawing on Lenin’s sympathetic reading
of the Jacobinsand, perhaps, Gramsci's comparablecommentsin his Prison
Notebooks. An analytic difference doesexist, with Marx-Trotsky suspicious
of the socioeconomic presence or 'reality’ of Jacobin class 'interests, and
Lenin, Gramsci, and Soboul more likely to accept classforceas a historical
agent. But on the fundamental political level, this divergencerecedes. Since
proletarian revolution was not on the agenda in the 1790s, Jacobinism
represented, in Trotsky's words, ‘the maximum radicalism which could be
produced by bourgeoissociety.' It istherefore not surprisingthat subsequent
Marxists haveleaned sympathetically toward the likesof Robespierreand St
Just. Marx himsdlf saw these Jacobins as tragic victims of confusions and
abstractionsoverdetermined by the material Limitationsof their times.34

The revisionigt assault on the Jacobininterpretation of the French Revolu-
tion seldom pausesto consider such matters. It knows classinterest expresses
itself unambiguoudly; it knows, consequently, that thefailureof classinterest
to proclaim itsdf articulately and to personalizeits presence in identifiable,
countablehuman beings provesthat classinterest doesnot really exist. Marx’s
basic insght that the French Revolution 'did not represent the victory of a
particular class. . .[but] proclaimed the politica order of the new European
society,' is thus beyond its conceptual grasp. Inasmuch as Soboul and others
often seemed to telescopeanalysisdf the Revolutioninto the confinesof class
struggle, gesturingdl too weakly to the limitationsof the structural features
of productivelife, they bear some responsbility for the new revisionism's
discontents.35 But the tendency to divorce the Revolution from material
forces, including class alignments, is a retrogressive step. Fuelled by the
fetishization of quantitative methodology and the rampant anti-Marxism
of socid science history in the 1970s and 1980s, this analytic action looks
persistentlytothe personnel o the Revolution, but not its political outcomes.
Indeed, it takesa principled stand againgt the very consideration of origins
and outcomes, unconscioudy pulling a leaf from the pages of hedonistic
critical theory.36 A faction of the new revisonist camp has not surprisingly
followedthedrift of the1980s, optingfor aprivilegingd discourse, seeingthe
Revolutionitself asalanguageor text in whichimagery, rhetoric, and poetics
abound, but where classes, material processesdf accumulationand struggle,
and the consciousnessthat developsaround them are surprisingly silent.

The imprint of the anti-Marxism of this trend is captured nicely in
Frangois Furet's Interpreting the French Revolution. Composed of three
essaysaddressingapproachesto the history of the Revolutionand an opening
rambling, declarative statement, entitled, appropriately and defiantly, 'The
French Revolution is Over,' the book is a manifesto for those disstisfied
with the Jacobin interpretation of 1789. Two of the four essays are of
particular concern here, Furet's assault on Soboul and other Marxigts,
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originaly published in Annales as 'The Revolutionary Catechism,” and his
introductorymusings. Thefirst establishesthe anti-Marxismof the Furet wing
of the new revisoniam, the latter itsformal adherenceto discourse.

Furet's 'Revolutionary Catechism' is a remarkably splenetic piece of
scholarship. Commencing as a diatribe againgt a text written in opposition
to Furet and Richet's popularly-aimedhistory of the Revolution, it quickly
proceeds to argue that three pernicious influences haunt the Marxist-
dominated historiography of 1789: the posditing of a kinship between the
French and Russian Revolutions, in which the former serves as mother
to the latter; the substitution of a linear, smpligic Marxism for the
more subtle, contradictory positionsof Marx and Engels on the historical
making of the French Revolution; and the consequent entrenchment of a
'neo-Jacobinist’, ‘Leninist-populist vulgate’ as the sectarian motivation of
a 'conservative spirit o a historiography that substitutesvalue judgements
for concepts, final ends for causality, argument from authoritiesfor open
discussion' and, in the process, ensuresa ritualisticdenunciation of al other
interpretation as counter-revol utionary and antinational. Furet is especidly
damning o a Marxist historiography = attributable to Soboul - that takes
'its bearings from the prevailing ideologicd consciousness of the period it
setsout to explain.'™™

Impassioned referencesto the Gulagand persistent Soviet bashingindicate
how much this essay isskidding out of control. What isinterestingis Furet's
inability to pause and consider the unusual critical inversion he finds himsdlf
within, and itsown contradictory pulse. On the one hand, he chastizesSoboul
for writing history that conveysa sense df the past asit was actualy lived.
'From Soboul's language and ideas," complains Furet, 'the reader amost
feelsasif he were participatingin the meeting held on the famous night of
4 August 1789." What Furet failsto appreciateis the extent to which Marxist
historiansare admonished to create just thiskind of history, attentiveto the
past as it was experienced. Marxigt historians are uniformly and roundly
taken to task for imposing their false and unfittable conceptua agendason
a past that resists stubbornly such so-called ‘presentist’ ideologica premises.
If thischarge of reproducingthe past on itsown termsis not sufficient, Furet
then reachesinto a more familiar anti-Marxist bag of chargesto call Soboul
to order for his theoretical reliance on the metaphysica categories of class
analysis. That thisdual charge of reproducing the past as it was lived and
of imposing on it a theoretical construction of class that floats above the
actualities of the Revolution contains a contradiction does not seem to
bother Furet, who seemsintent on forcing Soboul into whatever polemica
corners best suit the dismissalsdof the moment. His reduction of Soboul's
depiction of the contradictory composition, consciousness, and historicrole
of the sans-culottesto a mechanical cul-de-sacof simplisticclassconflict flies
directly in the face of what Soboul actualy wrote about the struggles of the
1790s.38
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Againgt this caricature of Soboul, Furet posits the determinations of
discourse. Oppressionand discontent playedlittlerolein the unfoldingevents
of 1789-1794. Rather, it waslanguagethat paced all, |eadingthe peoplewhere
structuresof power and authority could not. |ndeed, power for Furet 'had no
objective existence at the social level, it was but a mental representation d
the social sphere that permeated and dominated the field of politics' After
decades of scholarshipon the French Revolution in which one of the major
eventsin the history o the modem world has been routinely scrutinized in
waysat | east somewhat congruent with the premisesdf historical materialism,
the 1980s culminatesin historical writing lost in aswirl of circular idealism:

The'people weredefined by their aspir ations, and asan indigtinct aggr egateof individual 'right’
wills. By that expedient, which precluded r epr esentation, the revolutionary consciousnesswas
able to reconstruct an imaginary social cohesion in the name and on the basis of individual
wills.. . .Theideaof plot wascut from the same cloth asrevolutionary consciousnesshecause
it wasan essential aspect of the basic natureof that consciousness: an imaginary discour se on
power. That discourse came into being, as we have seen, when the field of power, having
become vacant, was taken over by the ideology of pure democracy, that is, by the idea that
the peopleare power, or that power isthe people.3®

Lestit be misurderstood that Furet's interpretiveresurrectionof idealismis
a peculiarly idiosyncratictext, another recent, and highly acclaimed study,
can be drawn upon to suggest the nature of the current trend wthi n study
of the French Revolution. Lynn Hunt's Palitics, Culture, and Class in the
French Revolutionislessirritatingly opaguethan Furet's collectionof essays,
neither is it as overtly polemica. Produced within an American idiom, it
is not so concerned to distance itsalf from Marxism, a consequence, no
doubt, of historica materidism's weaker presence in the United States. It
is more explicit, however, in its debt to post-structuralism. For all of its
straightforwardness and its immersion in archival sources, which mark it
out from the grand posturing of Furet's Interpreting the French Revolution,
it bearsthe same stamps of anti-Marxism and the reificationof language.
Like Furet, Hunt privileges the political, especidly its symbolic and
linguistic components, which she seesasfar more than a mere expression of
‘underlying’ economic and socid interests. 'Revolutionary political culture,'
sheinsists, ‘cannot be deduced from socid structures, socid conflicts, or the
socid identity of revolutionaries.' Politica culturein the revol utionwas made
up of 'symbalic practices, such aslanguage, imagery, and gestures.' Echoing
Furet, whom she quotesasestablishingthat speech substituteditsalf for power
during the Revol ution, and that 'the semioticcircuit [was] the absol utemaster
o politics, Hunt isadamant that language wasitsdf an expressionadf power,
shaping perceptions of interests and reconstituting the social and political
world. She proposesto treat this'foremost instrument' of the Revolution'as
atext in the manner of literary criticism." This method alows her to avoid
any interpretivedide into the abyss of 'cdlass politics: as a literary theorist
she knows that authorial intention is always uncertain, as was that of the
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revolutionary text, and she graspsthat 'the French rhetoricof revolution had
to provideitsown hermeneutics.'

Thisresults, asin Furet, in aconceptualizationaof the Revolutionthat rather
wilfully ignoressocioeconomic divisionsand that reconstitutesthe process of
revolution through adherenceto linguistic metaphors of the revolutionaries
themsdves. To explain the abrupt shifts in the Revolution, Hunt turns
to Northrop Fryes Anatomy o Qitidsm arguing that the course of the
Revolution can be explained by 'the transformation of narrative structures
that informed revol utionary rhetoric.' The'generic plot' of revolution moved
from comedy to romance, and in the process the conflictual but reconcilable
charactersarereconstructedin aset of mythical oppositions, withlarger-than-
life heroes pitted againgt cowardly villains. Hencethe rise of the Radicalsin
1792. Tragedy was around the corner, however, speaking its most dramatic
linesin the person of Robespi erre, and propelledforward by the revolutionary
obsession with the conspiratoria plot. Capital, labour, exploitation, class
struggle and accumulation were not the orchestrating principles here, but
given the discourse o hostility to the aristocracy, Hunt suggests that this
may have been a 'language of classstruggle without class!' If you like your
revolution neat, thisisadrink for you.

Hunt then moves into a fascinating discussion of politicad symbolism
and ritualism during the Revolution. She extends our knowledge of the
importance of this realm but oversteps interpretive acceptability with the
blunt extremism of her denial of the structural and material substance of
power, which is never interrogated, and the force of palitical ideas and
strata, which are dwarfed by the larger-than-life universe of determining
images and representations. The result is a book in which the palitics of
revolution tend to be divorced from ideas, and revolutionaries galvanized
solely by the cockade and the symbol. So, too, is politicsconsidered outside
of any material referents, such aswork, wages, or socia mobility.

Oddly enough, Hunt doesacknowledgethat the revol utionary political class
that operated within the symbolic formation of revolutionary rhetoric and
imagewasindeed'bourgeois.’ But so hegemonicisthe new revisonismandits
hostility to any notion of 'bourgeois revolutionthat Hunt backtracks, arguing
that the term bourgeoisis too general to discriminate between revolutionary
militantsand their moderateopponents. It isasif any sensedf classfractions
withinamoment of revolutionary turmoil must beexorcised if classisto have
any meaning.

In the end, Hunt demonstratesthe presence o class in the revolution
but retreats to the higher ground of language, the argument wrapped in
circularity: 'the left won el ectionswherethe Jacobinsd the townsand villages
were ableto devel oprel ationshipsand organizationsfavorableto the defence
of liberty, equality, and fraternity, and the right won el ectionswhereroydists
and/or partisansdf arepublicdof order were ableto galvanizetheir clientsinto
movements againgt the innovating Republic.' Convinced that any search for
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structural originsor outcomesissuspect, Hunt reifies political representation,
treatingthe principlesand personnel of revolution as abstracted, unmediated
essences anchored only in their own cultural moment and imagination. The
linguigticturn provesa dead end.40

What has been killed along the way is any appreciation of the complex
interactionof economicstructure and historical agency, of imposed necessity
and cultivated desire. In the case of the French Revolution what has been
logt is an appreciation of politics as the outcome of such conjunctures
and dialogues, jugt as much recent writing on the history of workers
submergesclass, classconsciousness, and classstrugglein the determinations
o discourse. Ultimately thisanalytic trend, congruent with —if not bred o -
cavalier or consciousi dentificationwith thetenetsdf poststructuralistthought,
has gone a considerabl e distance toward eclipsing historical materiadlismasa
presencewithin the writing of socia history.

Feminism(s) and the Eclipse of Materialism
What a difference a decade makes. There can be no mistaking that an
admittedly highly differentiated feminismis now a presence of considerable
importancewithin intellectual lifein general and academic circlesin particu-
lar. If the shifting naturesof variousfeminismsare extremely difficult to chart
with precision, it is neverthel ess apparent that over the course of the 1980s
a striking generaized trend has occurred. The extent to which feminism,
broadly defined, has established itself and its concerns and vocabularies
is perhaps not unrelated to the virtual collapse of the attempt to connect
Marxism and feminism and the emergence o a community of feminists
increasingly antagonisticto, and flippantly dismissive of, Marxist scholarship
and politics. If there remain some few feministswho indst that analysis of
the experience of gender be related to other experiences of oppression
(race/ethnicity/region), however gingerly, or suggest that class, as the site
o exploitation, mediatesgender and itscommonalitiesin waysthat produce
divergent histories, they grew lessin numbersby the year, their voices more
subdued, if not drowned out in the clamour of hostileaccusationquestioning
their commitment to feminism. Thisdevel opment has had a profound impact
within the writing of socia history and it has extended and deepened the
attack on historical materialism. It is aso not unrelated to the reception of
post-structuralismwithin an admittedly variegated set of feminisms.
Nothingis moreingtructivein thisregard than acomparisond the origina
1980 publicationof Michéle Barrett's Women'sOppressionToday and the new
introduction to the 1988 edition. Barrett proves something of a barometer
o changes in feminism over the course o this decade, being so astute as
actudly to changethe subtitleof her volume so asto line herself up with the
maingtream of feminist thought. What she once authored under the banner
'Problems in Marxist Feminist Analysis,' she now choosesto promote as a
text in "'The Marxist/Feminist Encounter.'
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Barrett begins and closes her new introduction with gestures towards
poststructuralism, commencing with praisefor Spivak and othersand ending
with astartling conception of how much the world hassupposedly changed in
lessthan a decade;

Herelies, perhaps, the greatest challenget o theassumptionswithin which Women’s Oppression
Today waswritten: thediscour seof post-moder nismispremisedonan explicitand argueddenial
of the kind of grand political projectsthat both ‘sodaliam' and 'feminism’ by definitionare.
But post-modernismis not something that you can be for or againg: the reiteration of old
knowledges will not makeit vanish. For it isacultural climateaswell asan intellectual position,
a political reality as well as an academic fashion. The argumentsof post-moder nism already
represent, | think, akey position around which feminist theor etical work in thefutureislikely
torevolve. Undoubtedly, thisiswherethe book would begin, werel writingit today.

Thispositioningwith respect to 'postmodernism'’ issurely asblunt astatement
of closureasany ever offered by the most mechanical of Marxisms.4!

Sandwiched between this opening gesture of goodwill toward post- struc-
turdist feminism and this closing of the analytic book on al o those who
might have the temerity to question the post-modern condition, are a series
of retreatsfrom the materialist argumentsof her earlier, 1980, text. Barrett
now repudiatesher critiquedf the indiscriminateand ahistorical, descriptive
use of the term 'patriarchy' among feminists, stating, 'l have cometo regret
the aggressivetoned my criticismsof thisconcept — and my own very limited
definition of its appropriate use - in the first chapter of the original text.'
One part o Barrett's earlier discontent with the use of patriarchy was its
shading into a kind of biological essentialism, associated with the writings
of Kate Millett and Shulamith Firestone. But with the increasinginfluence
of the radica feminism of Mary Daly, Andrea Dworkin, Dale Spender,
and Adrienne Rich, the biologica essentidism of the early 1970s has come
back into vogue in the late 1980s Barrett thus dides into acceptance of
the recent feminist view of biologicd difference as 'an unadorned fact of
exigence. She is also, not surprisingly, less captivated by the vaidity of
class analysis, toying with a Foucauldian reading of power and its analytic
possibilities.

The meaning of this, in terms of an author who used to situate herself
sympathetically in relation to some variant of Marxism, is unambiguous.
A hyphenated socidist-feminism has been split apart and the project of
reconciling Marxism and feminism shelved. Poststructuralism, the ascent
of radical feminism, and the writingsof French feministshave, for Barrett,
displaced the task of negotiating 'socidist-feminism with the issues of men
and class' Any alliance with Marxism is now 'very problematic.' Barrett's
insistencethat feminismislocated within'a liberal, humanist tradition' impale
her on some awkward contradictions, for she appears to want to have the
best of both the anti-humanist and humanist world views, but her ultimate
reassessment o her earlier writing leaves no doubt about where she locates
hersdlf and her feminismin the late 1980s
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Finaly, | want to add a word about the general philosophical climateof today in comparison
with the one that informed the book's premises. Just as it would be impossible to write such
a book without integrating a consideration of raasm and ethnicity, so it would, | think, be
impossible to write in such a confidently materialist vein. At the very least one would have
to defend the assumptionsmade about epistemology, the concept of ideology, the purchase
of Marxist materialism, and the definition of the subject. Thus there would have to be a
considerationof whether, for example, Foucault's suspension of epistemology and substitution
of 'discourse’ and 'regimes of truth’ for atheory of ideology wasto be accepted or not. There
would havetobe aconsiderationof the arguments, put forward by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal
Mouffe, that the substantiveargumentsof aMarxist analysisof capitalism must be superseded.
There would have to be an engagement with the arguments that the theory of the subject
embodied in the text was, whilst not the universal male identificationof bourgeoisideology,
neverthel essstill a conception unacceptably tainted by a humanist perspective.42
Within the writing of social history the process exemplified by Barrett is
unmistakable. Feminist historiesare now more strongly hostile to Marxism
and historical materialism than at any point in the post-1960 devel opment
o attention to gender. The extent to which poststructuralism has captivated
the 'theoretical' side of feminist socia historiesis undoubtedly a significant
factor in this newly-consolidating hodtility to historical materialism and its
insistenceon material determinationand theimportance df class. To read the
new French feminists— Kristeva, Irigaray, and Cixous - isto appreciate how
distanced thesewritersare from Marxism.43 Even withinan Anglo-American
feminist milieu, where poststructuralism is not part of the bedrock of
engagement, the dominant analytic paradigm hasshifted decidedly, theterms
o feminist analysisnow tilted unmistakably toward a one-sided emphasison
theideological that runsitscoursein afixationon the making of identitiesand
the socia constructedness o absolutely everything.44 Not surprisingly, class
and its materia referentsfigure only peripheraly, if at all, in this project.
When two recent theorists write that, 'The very achievements of Western
humanism have been built on the backs of women and people o color,'
the lack of inclusion of the working classis more than accidental omission:
it isa statement of political programme.45 Indeed, if there isa prime mover
that can be located within feminist historiesof the 1980s, both in terms of
historiography and history itself, it is sexuality, a socially-constructedcentre
o power bounded by a rather timeless masculinist, patriarchal authority.

Toaddressthisliteratureinal of itscomplexity, attentiveto theaccomplish-
mentsand richnessdf variousimportant studies, is beyond the capabilitiesof
anarticlesuch asthis. At therisk of dightingtheimportantcontributionsmade
by variousfeminist historiesin thisrealm,4let mesingleout a particul ar writer
who exposesthe analytical and political tendenciesdf feminist writingin the
1980s, especially asthisrelatesto historica materidism.

The choice of Jeffrey Weeks may seem an odd one. But it is not. Weeks
representsthe ‘progressive’ side of a debate among feminismsover sexuality
and itsdiscontents, standing, alongside of many women activistsand authors,
for the potential of sexual desire as opposed to a one-sided assertion of its
dangers."" Attentive to the diversity of sexuality because of his status as a
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gay activist, Weeks steps outside of the tendency to collapse the history of
gender into the narrativeof women's experience. Weeksisal so theoretically
attracted to post-structuralism, especialy those Foucauldian strainsthat are
currently quiteimportant to feminist anadyses. And asa maewho hasopted
conscioudy for feminism, Weeks epitomizes a certain course increasingly
common within both academiaand the | eft.

Of those writerswho have thustackled the difficult area of gender in ways
that draw most explicitly on poststructuralism, Weeks stands out as among
the most self-conscioudy theoretical and the most relentlessin hisinsistence
that the sexua isthe site of much of significance. Weeks draws on Foucault
toarguethat discoursesd sexudity are central in any understandingof power
in Western society. 'Sexudity is as much about words, images, ritual and
fantasy as it is about the body," notes Weeks in the first sentence of his
Sexudlity and its Discontents, and he goes on to claim that 'politics operate
through metaphors." Another text, Sexuality, opens with a chapter on 'The
Languagesd Sex.' Hisexploration of the history of sexuality followsFoucault
in itsindstence that sexualitiesare constructed and invented, a changing set
of articulations that have nothing to do with nature and everything to do
with power, its consolidation, and the waysin which it makes meaningsand
regulationspivota in its project. Weekstakesas hisstarting point Foucault's
blunt statement that sexis'the truth of our being' and thenturnsit onitshead,
propelling usinto what he callsa'whirlwind of deconstruction.' What isthis
truth, he asks? On what basisis something natural or unnatural ?Who lavs
what is sexually aceeptable 748

Weeks has received little in the way of critical commentary. Precisdy
because he has pioneered the development of a new area of historical and
sociological inquiry, an accomplishment enhanced by his sensible refusals
o some of the outlandish positionsespoused by radical (separatist/lesbian)
feminists on matters such as heterosexuality as the enemy or a palitics of
antipornography that unites'Moral Majority' and segmentsof the women's
movement, Weeksis rightly championed among many |eftists. His commit-
ment to and engagement with the movement for gay rights, which extends
in his writing into an unwillingnessto sidestep difficult questions such as
intergenerational sex (paedophilia) and the meaning of ‘consent,’ insuresthat
Weeksiswarmly receivedin certain circles. Therearesigns, however, that his
advocacy o aradical sexua pluraism sidestepsmattersof importance, some
in the gay milieu arguingthat it submergesthe specificitiesof homosexuality
in a reformist sea of any and dl sexualities. There is also no doubt that
Weeks's focus on contemporary gay identity, a 'homosexua' community,
and the political movements associated with these devel opments, collapses
into the very essentidism he has long been at painsto challenge, an irony
that does not escape the attention of \Weekshimself.49

These emerging areas of interpretive contestation are not unrelated to
Weekss fixation on sexuaity as discourse. Among gay rights activigs,
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Weekss embrace of radical pluralism (also Barrett's ultimate advocacy) and
his Foucauldian indstence on the constructedness — and hence higtoricaly
transitory/mobile meaning - o the 'homosexud' appearsasaliberal evasion
of both the particularitiesof oppression and the positive features of sexual-
cultural life that both stigmatize homosexuality and alow for some small
gpaces of celebration and creativity, carved out of the dominant culture
with much pain and effort. When Weeks, following basic post-structuralist
premises, argues that because 'homosexudity' is a fragmented, volatile,
constantly moving discourse and thus the category does not 'exist,’ some
gay writers react with hodtility: their scepticism s rooted in a knowledge of
how homophobic power is|ived and used against them as something more
than discourse/representation.

Weeks himsdf is caught on the horns of this dilemma, for in spite of
his theoretical dependency on this kind of Foucauldian scaffolding he is
sufficiently embedded in the politicsof gay activiam to privilege gay identity.
He does this by greatly understating the class-ridden character of this
‘community.” When it was apparent at the beginnings o the AIDS crisis
that a homble disease was in fact ravaging gays and that its spread was
somehow rel ated to the commercialized commodification of sex concentrated
in specific North American urban centres, it was the powerful, literaly
monopolistic, bathhouse and bar ownerswho blocked attempts on the part
o gay activigs to stop the drift to epidemic. Too much money was being
made off of the back of gay sexudity for this capitalisticcomponent of 'the
community' to act againt itsclass, asopposed to cultural/sexual, interests. In
effect, the'gay community,' long enclosed within the boundariesof capitalist
America, succumbed to itsown vison of itsdf as'one," asthe'Other,' and a
tragic internalized popular frontism ran itscourse in the spread of a disease
that ended up exacerbating homophobia, killing off whole reams of gay
cultureand sexuality, and decimating ‘communities’ of sexual identity in San
Francisco, Toronto, New Y ork, and elsewhere. To usethiskind of language
isnot to lapseinto the sensationalized moral panic of the media, but to state
a specific kind of reality and to reach for a particular sort of analysis. This
is not to blame the main North American victims of AIDS in the 1980s,
gay males, but to point to the necessity of political responses to threats
that are smultaneoudy material (health and death) and socia (heightened
homophobia and repression). It is also to reassert the basic connectedness
o the economicand the cultural, and to point to the futility of a politicsthat
ignoresthislink.50

Weekss writing thus oscillates uneasily between its theoretical fixation
and fixedness on sexudlity as discourse, and dl of the ramifications that
this pogtioning entails, and its politica acknowledgement that 'sex does
not unproblematically speak its own truth," and that those subjected to the
categoriesand definitionsdf discoursesdf sexuality 'have taken and used the
definitionsfor their own purposes."*! Where thisambivalence manifestsitself
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most pointedly isin Weekss failureactually to probe this history of human
agency and his willingnessto lapse analyticaly all too easily into the more
accessible'texts of sexology, psychoanalysis, and other writings concerned
with sex. Like Foucault, Weeks hashissurrogates, which becomethe history
of sexuality.

Within this substitutionism, recognition of the importancedf classsome-
times appears, but partially and often with vita qualifications.52 Weeks is
quick to pillory ‘class reductionism,' but he is dow to address the material
embeddedness of sexuality, save for the extent to which it relates to the
proliferation of commodified sexuality in the post-World War I epoch. Class
does not even enter into Weekss list of 'the really fundamental issuesaround
sexudity today: the socid nature of identity, the criteriafor sexua choice,
themeaning of pleasure and consent, and the rel ationsbetween sexuality and
power." Attentiveto the unconsciousto the extent that it isthe siteof desire
and repression, Weeks cannot bring himsdf to see thisrealm asconstructed,
in part, out of the material world of actual, economically determined socia
relations. The hidden injuriesof classare somehow dl too peripheral in the
making of sexualitiesand their many meanings53

To sy dl o thisis not to suggest that the sexual can be reduced to
the economic. It is to claim that the two cannot be divorced and their
relationship tossed off with aslapin theface of crude determinism. Yet this
is what Weekss Foucauldian framework alows him to do. Power can never
belocated, and residesadwaysin the determinationsof discourse, which spins
itsdf in anever-endingand analytically and politicallyimpenetrabl eLacanian
circularity: 'Society does not influence an autonomousindividual; on the
contrary theindividual is constituted in the world of language and symbols,
which come to dwell in, and constitute, the individual." With this kind of
theoretical focus, it is not surprising that Weeks can gravitate palitically to
what he cals a radical sexua pluraism; nor is it inconsistent for him to
embrace what can only be regarded as a naive voluntarism. 'We have the
chanceto regain control of our bodies,' he endsa recent book, 'to recognise
their potentialities to the full, to take ourselves beyond the boundaries of
sexudity aswe know it. All weneedisthe political commitment,imagination
and vison. Thefuture now, asever, isin our hands.”>4 Y et if sex doesindeed
not speak itsown truth, the potentiaitiesand control Weeksand othersseek
will never be attained by afocuson it, and itsdiscourses, done. Bodiesare
never just the property o their occupants: they must labour and live through
exploitation, alienation, and oppression. Sex is never just a processin the
hands of those who are livingiit, doingit: sex isaways unfolding within sets
of determinations. Weeks avoids such relationships — among sex/not sex,
discourse/not discourse - that are central to the possibilities of a human
condition that reaches beyond many boundaries, those of sexuality among
them. Historical materialismwould tell you this much; Weeks. among many
others, isnot listeningto its message.
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What does this particul aristicfocus have to do with feminist socia history
writ large? In aword everything, for Weeks, like Barrett, isnothing lessthan
adgn d the times. What he emphasi zeshas become the emphasisof feminist
socid history. What helosessight of is, within thiswriting, not worth seeing.
We can appreciatethegenerdity of the problematiceclipse of materialismby
considering, first, an analytictendency, and, second, by closingthisdiscussion
with alook at two recent post-structurally-inclinedfeminist ‘histories.

Let us begin with a current anaytic trend, spawned and perpetuated
by feminist sengtivities. This trend is but a subset of the penchant to
grant ideology increasing weightiness and determinative capacities and to
understate the severe limitations imposed by mundane, material reality.
It involves the virtually unquestioned'social™or subjective construction of
virtually everything, from gender itsdf to documentary reality. Feminist
scholarship in general and feminist historical writing in particular, for al
the differentiations of varied 'feminisms,' has occupied a central place in
this influential process. 'Second wave feminism was in part mobilized
around the premise that the personal is political, and many feminists have
pointed out how this perspectivein fact anticipated many o the positions
about the discursivenessof power associated with a Foucauldian reading of
ingtitutions, knowledges, and historical discourses. Under feminist scrutiny
the explanatory authority of orthodox historical materialism, withitsconcerns
located in economicand class structures, often appeared inadequate, as did
the strategic emphasis placed on a vanguard party that was increasingly
dismissed as a male form. The pervasive power of masculinist perspectives
and congtructions took on new and enhanced meaning, simultaneously
destabilizing and decentring the conception of power and adding new
interpretiveweight to the ubiquitousrealm of the ideological.>s

Itispossibleto opposethisoften one-sidedstresson theideol ogical without
faling prey to Barrett's rather sectarian caricature of Marxism's historical
handling o the ideological realm. For Barrett the deficienciesdf historical
materialismareeasily identified. 'In practice,' shedeclares, 'there isnoway in
which orthodox Marxistswill accept any seriousconsideration of idealogy.
Consideration d the recent focuson thesocia construction o skill, especidly
asit pertainsto gender relations, dlowsentry into precisely thisquestion that
Barrett answers so decisively, and, so smple mindedly.

Where class and gender habitualy now meet, for instance, is along the
ideological axis of <Kill as the constructed site of difference and male
dominance, in which skill is depicted as little more than the capacity of
powerful male workers to define their jobs as the preserve of men against
women. In the words of two often-cited feminist theorists: 'Skill definitions
are saturated with sexua bias. The work of women is often deemed inferior
smply becauseit is women who do it.”s?

The point is not to approach the relation o skill, gender, and class
with one's resolutely historical materialist eyes closed to the ideologica
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forces at work, as Barrett concludes al orthodox Marxists will. It would
be foolhardy to rebut the role of ideology in the making of the undeniable
reality of labour market segmentation in which gender figures forcefully,
nor would it be productive to deny the ways in which skill is defined and
defended in the context of gender relations. Asfar as this recent feminist
sengbility to skill's construction hastaken usin new and critically important
directions, however, it has also skewed the treatment of skill, pressuringits
conceptualizationideol ogically to thedetriment of amorenuanced materialist
reading cognizant of the two-sidednessd skill’s making within the processes
o production/reproduction and itsconsegquences- oftenambiguous-for class
and gender relations. It has also tended toward an ahistorical assessment,
the much-studied cauldron of sexua antagonism pitting skilled male labour
againg an 'intruding' lot of unskilled women in the tailoring/seamstress
trade o the pre-1850 years. Yet to generalize from this experience across
time, as is often done, understates the highly differentiated histories of
context-bound skills, drawing too sdlectively on relations in a particular
trade that wes closdy associated with the domestic arena - thus perhaps
forced into a defensivenessaround questions of intraclass, gender-defined
relations of subordination— and acutely aware of the perilousincursionsof
petty technologies and debasing reorganizationsof work.58

This higtorically contextualized two-sidedness of skill was grasped much
more forcefully by Marx than is currently readily acknowledged by those
advocating understanding skill as socia construction. Marx anticipated the
argument of some contemporary feminists when he noted in Volume | of
Capitd:

The digtinction between skilled and unskilled |abour restsin part on pureillusion, or, to say

the least, on distinctions that have long since ceased to be real, and that survive only by

virtue of a traditional convention; in part on the helpless condition of some groups of the

working class, a condition that preventsthem from exacting equally with the rest the value of
their labour-power.5?

Y et Marx was also capabledf understanding that kill isonly in part illusory,
that its reality isconstructed, not only ideologically, but alsoin the material
reelm o historically changing production, representing, again, in part, a
substantiveside of the never-ceasing processof accumulation with important
ramificationsfor workers as a class counterposed to the bourgeoisie:
The accumulation of the skill and knowledge (scientific power) of the workersthemselvesis
the chief form of accumulation, and infinitely moreimportant than the accumulation= which
goes hand in hand with it and merely representsit - of the existing objective conditionsof this

accumulated activity. These obj ective conditionsare only nominally accumulatedand must be
congtantly produced and consumed anew.

And in thisongoing production, consumption, and renewal of skill lay much
of the history of classstruggleand class/gender fragmentation. To dide past
this history of skill on a skidding discourse-like theory of a timeless socid
congtruction of absolutely everything is to ensure that you find yourself
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at a particular end.® We glimpse that end in the recent writings of two
post-structuralistfeminist historians: Denise Riley and Joan Wallach Scott.

Riley exploresfeminism and the category of ‘woman," shattering historical
time, ranging across centuriesto echo Lacanian notions of ‘women's fictive
statusand a Demdean grasp of the 'undecidability’ of ‘woman.' She replaces
Sojourner Truth's 1851 refrain 'Ain't | a woman? with the rather more
cumbersome 'Ain't | a fluctuating identity? In Riley's view, there is no
historicaly continuous ‘woman' or ‘women'; rather ‘woman' is 'discursively
constructed, and adways relatively to other categories which themselves
change.' 'Higtory' itsdlf is not an unproblematic category - this stands
as nothing less than a foundation of most poststructuralist thought - and
Riley's positioning vis-a-vis history is appropriately ambivalent, marked by
the ubiquitous quotation marks: 'It isthe mideading familiarity of " history"
which can bresk open the daily naturalism of what surroundsus. 6t

My complaint hereis not with Riley's basic questioning of the meaning of
‘woman,' or her interrogation o historical practice. Rather, my discontent
is with her reification of the category as history itself, a conceptual point
of departure that dlows her to smplify and distort a history she wants to
clam needsto be made more complex. The resultisa history with afeminist
political message, but a history that is unfortunately one-dimensional and
unconvincing.

Riley's Am I That Nameisdedicated to Joan Scott. Thisshould comeasno
surprise, for no feminist historian hasargued the casefor post-structuralism
more strenuoudly than Scott, who has attained an unrivalled stature within
certain circles. Scott, like Barrett, is an indication of which ways the winds
o interpretation are blowing within academicfeminist circles. When it was
fashionable to espouse "Thompsonianism' in the 1970s, Scott was one of its
most unquestioningadvocates, framing her own work withinit and pillorying
those who did not, accordingto her, deliver its promise. In her early writing,
feminism's impact is smply non-existent, and as late as 1980 Scott could
co-author, with the British Marxigt historian E.J. Hobsbawm, an essay on
political shoemakers that studioudy avoided gender. Indeed, in a recent
interview in the Radical History Review, we get a clue as to what in part
lies behind the making of Joan Scott. Discussing her background in the left
teachers community of New York City, where her father was victimized
during the McCarthyite repression, Scott concludes: 'The formative lesson
of those years for me was less an abiding Marxism than it was an abiding
political mentality.' It wasin the 1980s and under the influence of feminist
literary theorists, that Scott began to distance herself overtly from anything
smacking of Marxism, including so-called Thompsonianism.62

Scott's essaysof the 1980s have recently been gathered together in Gender
and the Padlitics of Hktory. They contain much o interest and value, but
in their promotion of a post-structural feminism that conscioudy dismisses
Marxism and historical materialism some undeniable problemsintrude. First,
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inspitedf Scott's newly-articul atedantagonismto Marxism and the extent to
which her essaysare marketed as arich and invigoratingsource chalenging
historica materialism, it is apparent that Scott's engagement with Marxism
is cavdier and caricatured: like much of North American mainstream
historiography, what Scott does not know about Marxism, or what she
mistakenly assumes concerning it, is far more telling than any supposed
critique that emerges from her work.63 Scott is more concerned with what
she considersto be the controversiesand problemsflowing out of attempts
to merge Marxism and feminism than she is with a sustained discussion of
Marxist-feminismitself. Shenotesthat 'the English havehad greater difficulty
in challenging the constraintsof strictly deterministicexplanations,’ citing an
extengiveliterature that developed in response to Barrett's 1980 edition of
Women's Oppression Today, but she neglects substantive contact with the
Barrett text itsdf. Indeed, Scott isincapable of discussing Marxism without
pillorying crude determinism. She seemsto misread Juliet Mitchdl's recent
reflectionson feminism and the need to address the materia ream as an
overt attempt to dichotomize psychoanalytic and materialistic andyses of
gender when Mitchdl undoubtedly meansto posit no such opposition. The
point of Mitch=ll’s essay is smply that the material must be addressed
more rigoroudy than it often is in feminist circles, a recognition of just
how much it determines. It is not a rejection of psychoanaysis, which
Mitchell aways conceived as a way into the materiality of the unconscious.
As an indication of just how skewed is Scott's understanding of what is
at stake in the relationship of Marxism and the writing of socid history,
consider this recent statement. 'Socid history is more deterministic,’ she
argues, 'when it posits economic or material causes for human actions;
some Marxists, for example, see class consciousness immanent in relations
of production. Although their historiesmay focuson the heroism of workers,
the determinantsof worker action are placed elsewhere.' Thisrather strained
depiction of Marxigt socia histories, which typicaly carries no concrete
citation d any actual writing, is then followed by a corrective. Scott poses
the nove argument that human agency is in fact action taken in specific
contexts but not without constraint, asif this insight was not precisaly what
Marx’s Eighteenth Brumaire, Thompson's histories, and Williams theorizing
were dl about.54

Second, if Scott's theoretical engagement with Marxism is partial and
inadequate, her own project of theorizing feminismthrough adoption of post-
structuralismis no better. Her gravitationtoward theimplosionof theory, in
both its acceleration over the last few yearsand in its rather quick grasp of
what isat stakein the - for her - mainly French fragmentsdf critical theory,
is instructivein exposing the promise and problem of reinterpretinggender
through the lens of poststructuralism.65 Even highly sympathetic feminist
colleagues have pointed out that Scott's brisk partisanship 'mysterioudy
exempts [poststructuralism] from critical dissection, employing it instead as
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a toolbox from which theories can be picked up and applied to historical
problems.’ When Scott reduces deconstruction to a project summed up by
its understanding of 'the production of meaning. . .as a political process,
she is surely smplifying what deconstructionists have been about for the
last three decades and, if she is right, how far does this take us beyond
Marx’s insistence that, "'The ideas o the ruling class are in every epoch
the ruling ideas. . .the ideas of dominamce? ™ |n her recent work Scott
is at pains to deal with meaning, reality, authorial intention, and textual
discourse, but in doing so she usudly lapsesinto the very binary oppositions
questioned by the poststructuralism she champions, an analytic positioning
that alows her to embrace a universalisticfeminist accomplishment. It also
conditionsa history that, asClaudiaKoonz suggests, bypassesthe complexity
of women's experience in its articulation of the representation of women.
Theoretically, this problem is addressed frontally in the writings of Jane
Flax and Deborah Cameron, both of whom stand for a feminism attentive
to discourse but consciousof the material boundarieswithin which language
and signification develop. Empiricaly it virtualy leapsoff the pagesaof Scott's
current historical writingand hi storiographi creeval uations, leading ustoward
the third problematicfeature of her poststructuralist crusade. 67

For in the stress on representation, Scott is led to some rather dubious
conclusions, especially from the vantage point of historical materialism.
Consider, for instance, her comments on discourse, Chartism, and the
working-class family. 'The verson of class that Chartists espoused,’ she
writeswith confidence, 'affirmed a working-class family structure resembling
middle-classideals and susceptible to middle-class pressures: a family or-
ganization that no later radical theoriesdf economics managed entirely to
digplace. From this perspective the working-class family was created within
working-class political discourse, by the particular gendered conception of
class evident in (though not invented by) the Chartist program." This
argument is so thoroughly idealist and ahistorical in its premisesof causdity
that it leavesone gaspingfor intellectual breath. So, too, doesScott's critique
o Thompson's Making of the English Working Class. In ‘Women in The
Making of the English Working Class,’ theonly previoudy unpublishedessay
to appear in Gender and the Palitics of History, Scott subjects Thompson's
book to a deconstructionist feminist challengein which the legitimate proj ect
o questioningthe text's gendered discussionaf classformationis submerged
in strained misreadingsdf specific passages, explicit distortion of Thompson's
meanings, and a questionable dichotomizationof women's expressivity and
men's rationality.5®

Out of this theoretical and empirical set of difficulties emerges the find,
problematicareaof Scott's recent 'linguigtic turn." What arethe politicsof this
poststructuralist feminist history? One comes awvay from Scott's assessment
of women in The Making of the English Working Class quite shaken about
the politicd meanings o a deconstructive feminism. Real women, the
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repositoriesof sexual difference, areexpressive,domestic, spiritual, religious,
undisciplined, and irrational, coded as feminine. Radical women, secular,
combative, and rational, are depicted as the intellectual/political equivalents
of menin publicdrag, coded, for dl of their superficial disguise, asmasculine.
The awkward complexities of actual women, often situated within sets of
paradoxes and battling against the numerous ‘constructions of their lives,
remain al too little appreciatedin Scott's rereading of Thompson's text and
in her gesturestoward politics.

Within Scott's new collection of essays, where palitics are constantly
aluded to, no spaceis actually more vacant and vacuoudy underdevel oped
than the political. Scott appears a particular case of a general problem
located by the literary critic Barbara Foley: 'there is an urgent necessity
for literary critics to examine more closely the concept of the "politica"
as it appliesto our investigations. We are quite willing these days to admit
that dl discursive activity is in some sense political, but we are ordinarily
imprecise, even naive, when actual politica questions arise.' What Foley is
suggestingis that discourse theory, whatever its anaytic potential, will not
resolveahost o political matters, which are linked to larger and more potent
structuresdf oppression, exploitation, and organization. But this context of
discourse and not-discourseis actually obscured by Scott's view of politicsas
'the process by which playsof power and knowledge constituteidentity and
experience,' arather circular conceptiongiven her insistenceon knowledge's
al-encompassingand determining capecities. 70

Barrett and Scott, Riley and Weeks. Thelist could beextended indefinitely.
These are representative texts because, even granting feminism's many
and diverse faces, they capture a specific drift that has accelerated and
grown more influential over the course of the 1980s That drift is against
the long-standing currents of historica materialism and these authors, in
their emphases, realignments, and theoretical focus have both constructed
feminiam in opposition to Marxism and reflect mainstream feminism's
increasingly hogtile attitude toward historicad materialism. It is of course
not the case that these trendsand writersare unopposed, and there are those
withinthe highly differentiated body of thought associated with feminismthat
cultivate positions more compatiblewith materialism. But theseare minority
voiceswithin feminism's variegated project. For much of feminism, Marxism
isaburden that it no longer wantseven to try to carry. It welcomestheeclipse
o materiadism asaliberation at the same timeas it foundersin the analytic
and political darknessaof current fashion.

To Be A Historian, To Be A Historical Materialist. . .

These are not good timesto be a historian, not good times to be a historical
materialist. Politically, there can be no denying the hegemony of the Right
and itsideas, both in the capitalist West and the East of actually existing, but
disintegrating, Stalinist sociaism. Intellectually, there has not been atimein
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the post-WorldWar I epochwhen anirrationalist hostility to and denigration
o higtory has 0 tenacioudy gripped the very neck of bourgeois thought.

Poststructuralism, in Ellen Wood's words, constructs a politics 'detached

from the anchor of history. . .where rhetoric and discourseare the agencies
o social change.' These political and intellectual trends have overwhelmed
the populigt left and infiltrated whole realms of ostensibly Marxist writing,
converging in 'a cynicd defeatism, where every radical programme of

changeis doomed to failure.' Their conjuncture is not accidental. As Perry
Anderson noted more than a decade ago, 'Marxist theory. . .acquires its
proper contoursonly in direct relation to a mass revolutionary movement.
When the latter is effectively absent or defeated, the former is inevitably
deformed or edipsed™ " The 1980s has been a decade in which much has
been eclipsed, and in the devel oping darknessmuch necessarily lost Sight of .

Receding from view, essential processes, especialy those of determinative
causalitiesand the relationship of the past, present, and future, have been
not just forgotten, but delegitimized. The result isa timein which, to quote
the Communist Manifesto, 'Ail that is solid mdtsinto air, all that is holy is
profaned,’ but it isnot atimein which men and women, most emphaticallynot
those men and women writing socid history, have seemed compelled to ‘face
with sober senses[the] real conditions o life.* The political defeatsdf the
international workersmovement are preeminent in this plungeinto chaosand
obscurantism, especialy asit isregisteredin Marxist theory, but the conscious
adoption of ideasand anaysisantagonisticto historical materialismcannot be
discounted as unimportant. To be a historian, to bea historica materialist,is
necessarilyto register certain refusal sin thefacedf thosemany and influential
forcesthat have gathered in the darkness of the 1980s, clamouringfor new
lights of interpretiveinsight and political practicethat illuminate, in the end,
nothingso much astheir own accommodationsto the pressuresof themoment.
To stake out thiselementary ground of oppositionis, of course, to court curt
dismissals and nasty excommunications. But it is time for historians, for
historica materialists, to begin fighting back. The1990swill be many things.

Let them not, at least, befurther yearsdf eclipsein whichweourselvesremain
open-mouthed, wide-eyed, and silent.

NOTES
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1880-1900 (Toronto: New Hogtown Press 1987).

Thisiscentral to Palmer, Descent into Discourse. But note aswell Peter Novick,
That Noble Dream: The 'Objectivity Question' and the American Higtorical
Profession (New Y ork: Cambridge University Press1988), pp. 522-572.

Wood, Retreat from Class, pp. 180-181.

Michadl Ignatieff, 'Strangers and Comrades,” New Statesman, 14 December 1984,
For other views see Raphael Samuel's reply in New Statesman, 11 January 1985;
Huw Benyon, ed., Digging Deeper: Issuesin the Miners Strike (London: Verso

Miched Ignatieff, The Needs of Srangers. An Essay on Privacy, Solidarity, and the
Paliticsof Being Human (New Y ork: Viking 1984), pp. 141- 142

Marx and Engels, The German Ideology (New Y ork: International 1969), p. 193,

Michad Ignatieff, A Just Measure of Pain: The Penitentiary in the Industrial
Revolution(New Y ork: Pantheon 1978).

See, among many other studies: William Doyle, Origins of the French Revolution
(Oxford: Oxford University Press 1980), pp. 7-40; G. Ellis, ""The Marxist
Interpretation™ of the French Revolution," English Historical Review, 90 (1978),
pp. 353-376; Frangois Furet, Interpreting the French Revolution (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press 1981); George C. Comninel, Rethinking the French
Revolution: Marxismand the Revisionist Challenge (London: Verso 1987). Note
the recent discussion in Michael Léwy, "'The Poetry of the Past™: Marx and
the French Revolution,” New Left Review, 177 (September—October 1989),
pp. 111-124, a source that came to ny attention too late to influence the
following discussion.

Marx and Engels, Collected Works, 'Bourgeoisie and Counter-Revolution,’ cited
in Gerard Bekerman, Marxand Engels: A Conceptual concordance(Oxford: Basl
Blackwell 1983), p. 153 Theimportanced thispassageisnoted in Michael Lowy,
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The Politics of Combined and Uneven Development: The Theory of Permanent
Revolution (London: Verso 1981), p. 3.

Lefebvre's most influential book is undoubedly The Coming of the French
Revolution (Princeton, N. J.. Princeton University Press 1947), athough it
could be argued that his most impressive writing focused on the peasantry and
rural panic on the eve of 1789. See Lefebvre, The Great Fear of 1789: Rural

Panic in Revolutionary France (London: New Left Books 1973). Note as well
Lefebvre, The Directary (New York: Vintage, 1967); Lefebvre, Napoleon: From
Eighteen Brumaire to Tilsit, 1799-1807 (New Y ork: Columbia University Press
1969). Soboul is justifiably known as the historian of the Parisian sans-dulottes
on the basisof The Parisan Sans Culottesand the French Revolution, 1703-1794
(Oxford: Clarendon Press 1964), but see as wdl his two-volume history, The
French Revolution, 17894799 (London: New Left Books 1974). For portaits of

Lefebvre and Soboul from their closest non-Marxist collaborator, Richard Cobb,

see'Georges Lefebvre,' in Cobb, A Second Identity: Essayson Franceand French
Higory (London: Oxford University Press 1969), pp. 84-100; ‘Albert-Marius
Soboul: A Tribute,' in Cobb, People and Places (New Y ork: Oxford University
Press1986), pp. 46-92

The most precise statements are found in Alfred Cobban, Aspectsof the French
Revolution (London: Paladin 1971), especially the essay entitled, 'The Myth of

the French Revolution.' Even as astute a Marxist commentator as Comninet,

Rethinking the French Revolution is unduly deferential to this Cobban-inspired
revisionism.

Karl Marx, 'Preface to the Critique of Political Economy," in Marx and Engels,
SHected Works (Moscow: Progress 1968), p. 183; Karl Marx, The Holy Family
(London: Lawrence and Wishart 1956), pp. 160-167; and Deutsche Brusseler
Zeitung, 11 November 1847, quoted in Shlomo Avineri, The Social and Political

Thought of Karl Marx (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1968), p. 191.

On Jacobinism see, aswell, Ferenc Feher, The Frozen Revolution: An Essay on
Jacobinism(New Y ork: Cambridge University Press 1987).

Trotsky's discussion of ‘Jacobinism and Social Democracy’ formsthe final chapter
of Our Political Tasks (1904), written asa Menshevik polemic against Lenin. See
Baruch Knei-Paz, The %seciaf and Political Thought of Leon Trotsky (Oxford:

Clarendon Press 1978), pp. 199-206; Tony Cliff, Trotsky: |. Towards October,

1879-1917 (London: Bookmarks 1989), pp. 60-63; Antonio Gramsci, Sdections
fromthe Prison Notebooks (New Y ork: International 1971), pp. 77-79; Walter L.

Adamson, Hegenony and Revolution: Antonio Gramsci’s Political and Cultural
Theory (Berkeley: Universityof CaliforniaPress1980), pp. 184-188;, Marx, Holy
Family, pp. 164-165.

For asensitivecritique of Soboul see Michagl Sonenscher, 'The Sans-Culottesin
the Y ear II: Rethinking the Languageof Labour in Revolutionary France,' Sodal

History,9 (October 1984), pp. 301-328.

Notetheforceful discussionin Elizabeth Fox-Genovese and EugeneD. Genovese,

'On the Socia History of the French Revolution," in Fruits of Merchant Capital:
Savery and Bourgeois Property in the Riseand Expansion of Capitalism(Oxford:

Oxford University Press1983), pp. 213-248.

Furet, Interpreting the French Revolution, esp. 85-89, 91.

Furet, Interpreting the French Revolution, pp. 90-91, contrasted with Soboul, The
SansCulottes: The Popular Movement and Revolutionary Government, 1793-1794
(Garden City, N. Y.: Doubleday 1972), pp. 251-264.

Furet, Interpreting the French Revolution, pp. 63, 27, 54.

Lynn Hunt, Politics, Culture, and Class in the French Revolution (London:

Methuen 1986), pp. 12-13, 23-26, 35-51, 177, 147.
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Michele Barrett, Women's Oppression Today: The Marxist/Feminist Encounter
(London: Verso 1988), pp. v—-vi (Spivak) and xxxiv (quote).

Barrett, Women's Oppression Today (1988), pp. xxii, xviii—xix, xxii-xxiii, xxiv,
XXxui.

Different discussion of this trio and introduction to the Literature on French
feminism can befound in Rosemarie Tong, Feminist Thought: A Comprehensive
Introduction (Boulder and San Francisco: Westview Press1989), pp. 217- 233,
See, for instance, Dorothy E. Smith, The Everyday World as Problematic:
A Feminist Sociology (Toronto: University of Toronto Press 1987); Rowena
Chapman and Jonathan Rutherford, Masculinity: Unwrapping Masculinity (Lon-
don: Lawrence and Wishart 1983); Celia Kitzinger, The Social Construction of
Lesbianism (London: Sage 1989).

Irene Diamond and Lee Quinby, ed., Feminism and Foucault: Reflections on
Resigance (Boston: Northeastern University Press1988), p. xv.

Among some impressive recent works see AM Snitow et al., ed., Powers of
Desire: The Politics of Sexuality (New York: Monthly Review 1983); Christine
Stansell, City of Women: Sex and Class in New York, 1789-1860 (New Y ork:
Knopf 1986); Kathy Peiss and Christina Simmons, ed., Passion and Power:
Sexuality in History (Philadelphia: Temple University Press 1989).

Thissex debate has an extensiveliterature. For an introduction to itscontent see
Varda Burstyn, ed., Women Against Censor ship(Vancouver: Douglas& Mclntyre
1985); and Catharine A. MacKinnon, 'Desire and Power: A FeministPerspective,'
as well as the discussion of thisessay in Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg,
ed., Marxismand the Interpretation of Culture (Urbana and Chicago: University
of Chicago Press1988), pp. 105-121.

Jeffrey Weeks, Sexuality and its Discontents: Meanings, Myths, and Modem
Sexualities (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1985), pp. 3 6, 17, Weeks,
Sexuality (London: Tavistock 1986), p. 13

For an indication of a critique of Weeks's radical pluralisn see Bryan Bruce,
‘Modem Diseases: Gay Self-Representation in the Ageof AIDS,' cineACTION,
15 (Winter 1988-89), esp. pp. 30, 37, drawing upon L eo Bersani 'Is the Rectum
a Grave,' in October #43 (Cambridge: MIT Press 1987), esp. pp. 205, 219. My
thanks to Steven Maynard, who does not agree with all of my arguments, for
bringing this source to my attention. On essentialism see especialy Weeks,
Sexualityand its Discontents., pp. 185-195.

Randy Shilts, And the Band Played On: Politics, People, and the AIDS Epidemic
(New York: St. Martin's Press 1987). | am aware that this text is not an
unproblematic source, weighted down asit iswith akind of journalisticmoralism
and sensationalism. Nevertheless, it showsclearly the class-ridden character of the
gay community and relates these classdivisionsto the beginningsof the spread of
AIDS. For accountsof AIDS more amenable to gay activists see Cindy Patton,
Sex and Germs: The Paliticsof AIDS (Montreal: Black Rose Books ;' Simon
Watney, Policing Desire: Pornography, AlDS and the Media (London: Methuen

Weeks, Sexualityand its Discontents, pp. 56, i 70.

Note Weeks, Sexuality, pp. 37-38.

Note Weeks, Sexuality and its Discontents, pp. 56, 170. Another reading appears
in Reimut Reiche, Sexualityand Class Struggle (London: New Left Books 1970).
Weeks, Sexuality and its Discontents, pp. 170- 171, 260; Weeks, Sexuality, p. 37.
Both Weeks's endorsement of radical sexual plurdism and his unduly voluntarist
and overly subjective assessment of what is politically possible relate to positions
espoused by Foucault. First, Foucault's political trajectory was toward classica
liberalism. See'Polemics, Politics,and Problemizations: An I nterviewwith Michel
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Foucault, in Paul Rabinow, ed., The Foucault Reader (New Y ork: Hill and Wang
1984). Second, note Foucault's statement that ‘It is possible that the rough
outline of a future society is supplied by the recent experiences with drugs,
sex, communes, other forms of consciousness and other forms of individuality.
If scientific socialism emerged from the Utopias of the nineteenth century, it
is possible that a real socidization will emerge, in the twentieth century, from
experiences." Michel Foucault, Language, Counter-Memory, Practice: Sdected
Essays and Interviews, ed., by Donald F. Bouchard (Ithaca, N. Y. Cornell
University Press 1977), p. 231, quoted in J. G. Merquoir, Foucault (Berkeley:
University of CaliforniaPress1985), pp. 154-155.

. Perhaps one of the most influential early statements was Sheila Rowbotham,

Lynne Segal, and Hilary Wainwright, Beyond the Fragments: Feminism and the
Making of Socialism(London: Merlin 1979).

Barrett, Women's Oppression Today (1988), p. xviii.

Anne Phillips and Barbara Taylor, 'Sex and Skill: Notes Towards a Feminist
Economics,' Feminist Review, 6 (1980), pp. 79-83. For a more nuanced, but
decidedly feminist, approach to the same issue, see Sylvia Walby, Patriarchy
at Work: Patriarchal and Capitalist Relations in Employment (Minneapolis:
Universityof MinnesotaPress1986).

See the important studies: Barbara Taylor, ""The Men Are as Bad as Their
Masters. . .”; Socidism, Feminism, and Sexua Antagonism in the London
Tailoring Trades in the 1830s,” in Judith Newton, Mary Ryan, and Judith
Walkowitz, ed., Sex and Class in Women'sHistory (London: Routledge & Kegan
Paul 1983), pp. 187-220; Joan Wallach Scott, 'Men and Women in the Parisian
Garment Trades: Discussionsdf Family and Work in the 1830sand LB#lls," in Pat
Thane, Geoffrey Crossick, and Roderick Floud, ed., The Power of thePast: Essays
for Eric Hobsbawm (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1983), pp. 67-9%4.
Christine Stansell, City of Women, pp. 130-154 offers some commentary that is
both fascinating and problematicfor my argument.

Quoted in Gerard Bekerman, Marx and Engels: A Conceptual Concordance
(Oxford: Basil Reference 1983), pp. 87-88.

Karl Marx, Theories of Surplus Value (translated by Emile Burns, 3 volumes)
(Moscow: Progress 1963-1971), 3, pp. 266-267, quoted in David Montgomery,
The Fdl of the House of Labor: The Workplace, the State, and American Labor
Activism, 1865-1925 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1987), p. 45, a
text that successfully addresses the two-sidednessof skill. Note the discussionsin
Mike Holbrook-Jones, Supremacy and Subordination of Labour: The Hierarchy
of Workin the Early Labour Movement (L ondon: Heinemann 1982); CraigHeron,
Working in Sted: The Early Yearsin Canada, 1883-1935 (Toronto: McClelland
and Stewart 1988); and Jane Gaskell, 'Conceptions ot Skill and Work: Some
Historical and Political Issues,' in Roberta Hamilton and Michtlie Barrett, The
Politicsof Diversity: Marxism, Feminism, and Nationalisn(L ondon: Verso 1986),
pp. 361-330.

It istypical of historiesof thissort to substitute termsof supposed complexity for
terms of supposed simplicity. Thus Riley's woman/fluctuating identity duality is
paralleled by William Reddy's insistence that in the place of class we need to
appreciate alanguage and terminology whose meaning'draws the mind up short.
.. .begins to fade. . . .no one can use . .without repeatedly rethinking what
it refers to." Thus for class Reddy substitutes 'monetary exchange symmetry.'
See Reddy, Money and Liberty in Modern Europe, pp. 202-203; Denise Riley,
'Am | That Name: Feminism and the Category of "Women' in History (London:
Macmillan, 1988), pp. 1-5.

See Joan Wallach Scott, The Glassworkers of Carmaux: French Craftsmen and
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Political Action in a Nineteenth-Century City (Cambridge, Masiachusctis: Harvard
UniversityPress, 1974), esp. p. ix. For a particularly dogmatic polemic see Scott's
review of Peter N. Stearns, Livesd Labor (1975) in American Historical Review,
81 (June 1976), p. 565, where Scott refersto 'E. P. Thompson’s compelling and
sensitive exploration of working-class experience.’ Note, aswell, 'Interview with
Joan Scott,' Radical History Review. 45 (Fall 1989). pp. 40-59; EricHobsbawmand
Joan W. Scott, 'Political Shoemakers,' (original Past & Present),in Hobsbawm,
Workers: Worlds of Labour (New Y ork: Pantheon, 1984), pp. 103-130.

Joan Wallach Scott, Gender and the Palirics of History (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1988). A full-scaecritique of this collection of essays appears
in my Descent into Discourse, pp. 78-86, and 172-186. Readers interested in
more detail are directed there. Other assessmentsinclude Lisa Duggan, 'Viva
la difference: Joan Scott's Historical Imperatives,' Voice Literary Supplement
(January-February 1989), p. 37; Claudia Koontz, 'Post Scripts, The Women's
Review of Books, 6 (January 1989), pp. 19-20. Lynn Hunt provides the dust-
jacket promotional blurb adorning Scott's Gender and the Poliricsof History. Her
concluding sentence reads: 'Our reading of Marx and our understanding of class
differentiationwill never again be the same.'

This paragraph draws on Gender and the Padlitics of History, pp. 36-37, 207;
'Interview with Scott,’ p. 51. Regarding Juliet Mitchell, Scott did not have
access to Mitchell's'Reflections on Twenty Y earsof Feminism,' in Juliet Mitchell
and Am Oakley, ed., What is Feminism? (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986),
pp. 34-49, tut took Mitchell's position from a set of seminars at Princeton.
Note Angela McRobbie, 'An Interview with Juliet Mitchell,' New Left Review,
170 (July-August 1988), pp. 80-92.

Scott appears to be a particular case of ageneral phenomenonidentified by Peter
Dews, Logics of Disintegration, p. xv: 'For the reception of Denida's work,
perhaps more than that of any other recent French thinker has been marked
by an astonishingly casual and unquestioning acceptance of certain extremely
condensed - not to say sloganistic — characterizationsof the history of Western
thought, asif this history could be dismissed through its reduction to a set of
perfunctory dualisms.'

Lisa Duggan, 'Scott's Historical Imperatives,' p. 37; Interview with Scott,' p. 50;
Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, TheGerman | deology (New Y ork: International,
1947), p. 39.

Note Scott, Gender and the Politicsof History, p. 176; Koonz, 'Post Scripts,' p. 19.
See aso0 Jane Flax, 'Postmodernism and Gender Relationsin Feminist Theory,'
Signs Journal of Women in Cultureand Society, 12 (1987), pp. 621-643; Deborah
Cameron, Feminismand Linguistic Theory (London: Macmillan, 1985).

Swtt, Gender and the Politicsof History, p. 65. Thiswording represents a dight
change from the origina article 'On Language, Gender, and Working Class
History," International Labor and Working Class History, 31 (Spring 1987), p. 11,
where Swtt says more bluntly that the working class family was established by
the Chartist programme and its conception of classand that no radical economic
theorieswerelater able to entirely displacethisconstruction. | take these changes
to beimprovements, but of a cosmetic sort.

Note, as well, Angela Weir and Elizabeth Wilson, 'The British Women's
Movement,' New Left Review, 148 (November—December 1984), pp. 82-85.
Barbara Foley, 'The Palitics of Deconstruction,’ in Robert Con and Ronald
Schleifer, ed., Rhetoric and Form: Deconstruction at Yale (Norman Oklahoma:
University of Oklahoma Press, 1985), p. 115; Scott, Gender and the Palirics of
History, pp. 5, 2. Circular conceptionsdf power and causality permeate Scott's
new approach. See, as well, 'Interview with Joan Scott,' pp. 47-48, where Scott
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arguesthat gender isameaningsystem that constr uctsdifference and that political
economy condructs rather thanreflects, sexual difference.
71 mr Anderson, Comsiderarions on Western Marxism (London: New Left Books,
. P. 109,

72. Kal Marx and Frederick Engels,"Manifestoof theCommunist Raty," in Selected
Works (M oscow: Progress, 1968), p. 38.
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