Studies in Feminist Philosophy




Family Bonds



Studies in Feminist Philosophy is designed to showcase cutting-edge monographs and
collections that display the full range of feminist approaches to philosophy, that push
feminist thought in important new directions, and that display the outstanding quality of
feminist philosophical thought.

STUDIES IN FEMINIST PHILOSOPHY
Cheshire Calhoun, Series Editor

Advisory Board

Harry Brod, University of Northern Iowa

Claudia Card, University of Wisconsin

Lorraine Code, York University, Toronto

Kimberlé Crenshaw, Columbia Law School/UCLA School of Law
Jane Flax, Howard University

Ann Garry, California State University, Los Angeles

Sally Haslanger, Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Alison Jaggar, University of Colorado, Boulder

Helen Longino, Stanford University

Maria Lugones, SUNY Binghamton

Uma Narayan, Vassar College

James Sterba, University of Notre Dame

Rosemarie Tong, University of North Carolina, Charlotte
Nancy Tuana, Penn State University

Karen Warren, Macalester College

Published in the series:
Abortion and Social Responsibility: Depolarizing the Debate
Laurie Shrage

Gender in the Mirror: Confounding Imagery
Diana Tietjens Meyers

Autonomy, Gender, Politics

Marilyn Friedman

Setting the Moral Compass: Essays by Women Philosophers
Edited by Cheshire Calhoun

Burdened Virtues: Virtue Ethics for Liberatory Struggles

Lisa Tessman

On Female Body Experience: “Throwing Like a Girl” and Other Essays
Iris Marion Young

Visible Identities: Race, Gender, and the Self
Linda Martin Alcoff

Women and Citizenship
Edited by Marilyn Friedman

Women’s Liberation and the Sublime: Feminism, Postmodernism, Environment
Bonnie Mann

Analyzing Oppression
Ann E. Cudd

Ecological Thinking: The Politics of Epistemic Location
Lorraine Code

Self Transformations: Foucault, Ethics, and Normalized Bodies
Cressida J. Heyes

Family Bonds: Genealogies of Race and Gender
Ellen K. Feder



Family Bonds

Genealogies of Race and Gender

Ellen K. Feder

OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS

2007



OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS

Oxford University Press, Inc., publishes works that further
Oxford University’s objective of excellence
in research, scholarship, and education.

Oxford New York

Auckland Cape Town Dar es Salaam Hong Kong Karachi
Kuala Lumpur Madrid Melbourne Mexico City Nairobi
New Delhi Shanghai Taipei Toronto

With offices in

Argentina Austria Brazil Chile Czech Republic France Greece
Guatemala Hungary Italy Japan Poland Portugal Singapore
South Korea Switzerland Thailand Turkey Ukraine Vietnam

Copyright © 2007 by Oxford University Press, Inc.

Published by Oxford University Press, Inc.
198 Madison Avenue, New York, New York 10016

WWW.oup.com
Oxford is a registered trademark of Oxford University Press

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,

stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means,
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise,

without the prior permission of Oxford University Press.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Feder, Ellen K.
Family bonds: genealogies of race and gender / Ellen K. Feder.
p. cm.—(Studies in feminist philosophy)
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-0-19-531474-8; 978-0-19-531475-5 (pbk.)
1. Race—Philosophy. 2. Race awareness. 3. Sex role—Philosophy.
4. Foucault, Michel, 1926-1984—Political and social views. 1. Title.
HT1523.F43 2007
305.8001—dc22 2006052466

987654321

Printed in the United States of America
on acid-free paper


www.oup.com

For Jen, again.
And now for Nic.



This page intentionally left blank



To interpret is a way of reacting to enunciative poverty, and to
compensate for it by a multiplication of meaning; a way of speaking
on the basis of that poverty, and yet despite it. But to analyse a
discursive formation is to seek the law of that poverty, it is to weigh
it up, and to determine its specific form. In one sense, therefore, it is
to weigh the “value” of statements. A value that is not defined by
their truth, that is not gauged by the presence of a secret content;
but which characterizes their place, their capacity for circulation
and exchange, their possibility for transformation, not only in the
economy of discourse, but more generally, in the administration of
scarce resources. In one sense, discourse ceases to be what it is for
the exegetic attitude: an inexhaustible treasure from which one can
always draw new, and always unpredictable riches; a providence
that has always spoken in advance, and which enables one to hear,
when one knows how to listen, retrospective oracles: it appears as
an asset—finite, limited, desirable, useful—that has its own rules of
appearance, but also its own conditions of appropriation and
operation; an asset that consequently, from the moment of its
existence (and not only in its “practical applications”), poses the
question of power; an asset that is, by nature, the object of struggle,
a political struggle.

—DMichel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge
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stories in different ways and to ask questions about the meanings of these
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have shared their own stories along the way. Sometimes they told stories of
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doing with Barbie or Ken. More often, they recounted stories of their own
children and the differentsorts of gendered behavior they manifested, speculating
on the effects of gender variance with respect to their own status as parents.

Some years ago, I spoke to an old friend about the founding of Levittown,
the subject of chapter 2. My friend had grown up in a mostly Jewish and Irish
development on Long Island that had been built by William Levitt’s company
in the early 1960s. I told her what I’d learned about the “Homeowner’s
Manual” that all new residents of Levittown received. These manuals had
all sorts of “do’s and don’ts” that would be “strictly enforced.” These included
lawn-mowing guidelines, the requirement of permission to change the color
of the house, and the prohibition of fences and clotheslines.
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must think this is some kind of stoop!” For my friend, reflecting on the story
of Levittown, it became clear that it was the conviction that her parents had
left “the stoop” behind in Brooklyn that provoked these seasonal fits of pique.
She also had the sense that there was some connection between “the
stoop thing” and the threat in her mother’s voice when she told my friend
and her younger sister to be home at such-and-such an hour and “don’t
make me yell out for you.” “Yelling out,” like passing hot days on the
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Foucaultian Method

A New Tale to Tell

Feminist and critical race theorists alike have long acknowledged the
“intersection” of gender and race difference; it is by now a truism that the
ways that we become boys and girls, men and women cannot be disentangled
from the ways in which we become white or black men and women, Asian or
Latino boys and girls. Such theoretical analyses have contributed in important
ways to discussions of how gender is “raced” and how race is “gendered.”
And yet, there has been little comparative analysis of the specific mechanisms
that are at work in the “production” of each, that is, how they are intelligible
as categories, together with the ways these categories come to make sense of
us—as raced and gendered human beings. Recognizing important differences
between the production of gender and race can help feminist and critical race
theorists “think together” these categories without conflating and thus mis-
understanding the specific mechanisms of each.

I propose that in Foucault’s analytics of power we may find critical
tools for understanding and addressing the gap between the reality, which is
always a complex production of difference, and our analyses, which seem
generally to focus on one sort of difference to the exclusion of another.
Even as Foucault’s failure to address the production of gender in a sustained
way has been rightfully and frequently noted, feminist theorists have
found Foucault’s later (or “genealogical”) work useful for understanding
the production of gender and the specific expression of power that
captures its operation.' In fact, as Susan Bordo has noted, Foucault’s famous
interest in the body and its “disciplining” coincided with feminist contentions
that the “ ‘definition and shaping’ of the [gendered] body is ‘the focal point
for struggles over the shape of power’” (Bordo 1993, 17). In Bordo’s
own feminist Foucaultian analysis in “The Body and the Reproduction of
Femininity,” for example, she observes that women’s preoccupation with
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the “pursuit of an ever-changing, homogenizing, elusive ideal of femininity”
effectively renders female bodies “docile bodies,” “bodies whose forces
and energies are habituated to external regulation, subjection, trans-
formation, ‘improvement’ ” (ibid., 166). The successful fashioning of the
docile body thus relies ultimately on the internalization of standards, rules,
and norms that are the focus of Foucault’s analyses. In other words, even as
women’s active cultivation of femininity may be promoted by images in
magazines or other media and reinforced by means of rewards and
punishments via any number of social institutions, the real mark of what
Foucault calls “disciplinary power” is its deployment by individual
subjects who direct this power inward, applying it to their own bodies, their
own selves.”

While feminist applications of Foucault’s ideas are now commonplace,
comparable applications of his analyses of power to questions concerning
race have been more limited.? Foucault’s work published before his death in
1984 reflects a virtual silence with respect to the deployment of race as a
category of difference. Unlike gender, which, as Simone de Beauvoir famously
noted, was not the result of some “occurrence”—that is, it has no clear
beginning or “historical facts” that can explain the category or the subjection
with which it is associated (Beauvoir [1949] 1989, xxiv)—the idea of “race”
has origins traceable to the early modern period, from which time attributions
of racial difference have entailed exploitation, enslavement, and even geno-
cide.* It is for this reason that Foucault’s conception of power as pouvoir, a
concept that emphasizes “productiveness” over “repressiveness” and the pos-
sibilities of “resistance” over “determination,” fails to describe the operation
of “power”—in the more conventional, encompassing sense—with respect to
the history of racist oppression.’

Foucault in fact clarifies that the conception of power as pouvoir was not
intended to describe these sorts of power relations. In “The Subject and
Power,” he writes that “slavery is not a power relationship when a man is in
chains, only when he has some possible mobility, even a chance of escape. (In
this case, it is a question of a physical relationship of constraint)” (Foucault
[1982] 1983, 221).° Simple “constraint” is certainly too limiting a concept to
describe the specific expression of power involved in the forms of racist
exclusion prevalent today; “disciplinary power” inadequately captures the
particular kind of power at work in the contemporary promotion of white
supremacy. For example, de facto residential segregation—the racial homo-
geneity that has generally marked neighborhoods in the United States since
the Second World War (see, e.g., Massey and Denton 1993)—can no longer
be attributed to an obvious sort of “constraint” as laws proscribing discrimi-
nation have now been in place for decades. Nor, it appears, can an ascription
of “disciplinary power” genuinely explain the great disparities in wealth and
resources evident when comparing the status of white and nonwhite commu-
nities. The multiplicity of measures denying black women reproductive free-
dom relative to white women (see, e.g., Roberts 1997) are similarly difficult to
characterize in these terms, as is the disproportionate number of black men
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involved in the criminal justice system (see, e.g., Maguire and Pastore 1998).
Although it is compelling to describe the production of gender as a function
of disciplinary power, then, we cannot simply extend that analysis to the
production of race.

What these examples do suggest is that even if, as many have suggested,
race and gender work in complementary ways, they do not work in the same
way, which fact has presented a challenge to theorists who are trying to think
the two categories together. The project of this book is to explore the nature of
this difference and this difficulty. In this introduction I explain my effort to
make use of Foucault’s methods to understand the operation of gender and
race. While, as so many feminist theorists have compellingly shown, the
deployment of gender is best understood as a function of disciplinary power,
I will argue that the deployment of race is primarily a function of what
Foucault calls “biopower,” an expression of power that is bound up with the
state apparatus.

Foucault’s “genealogical” work, particularly Discipline and Punish and
the first volume of The History of Sexuality, has been prominently featured
in feminist theory and frequently cited in work by critical race theorists.
His earlier, “archaeological” works, up to and including The Archaeology
of Knowledge, are more concerned with the examination of the discourses
in and through which we think and act and have received comparatively
less attention.” Nonetheless, Foucault’s archaeological method significantly
informs the genealogical work that follows it. This introduction demonstrates
the important role that archaeological method—together with the genealogy
that comes later—can play in thinking about the production of race
and gender, illuminating the historical contingency of these categories of
difference, which take shape and become meaningful at particular times
and in specific geographic locations. As my present interest is in con-
temporary formations of race and gender in the United States, I take as the
focus of my analysis cases that emerged here in the second half of the
twentieth century.

To think about race and gender together, I ultimately contend, we
must attend especially to a third figure, “the family,” the critical site for the
production of difference. By “the family” I mean both the social formation
and the normative idea that shapes our understanding of what the family is
or is supposed to be. I argue that disciplinary power—and the production of
gender with which it is associated—may be located within the family,
the privileged location of the internalization of social norms. By contrast,
biopower—what Foucault sometimes characterizes as a “regulatory” power
that he explicitly associates with the production of race—issues from outside
and acts upon the family. While I contend that examination of the family
should occupy a central place in examinations of the production of difference,
I also note that the family has significantly receded in contemporary feminist
theoretical analysis. This displacement of the family is an important develop-
ment in the discipline; its examination provides us an opportunity to trace the
deleterious effects of conceptions of gender that have come to dominance, as
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well as the possibilities for reconceiving these understandings, and is where
I begin.

Toward an Archaeology of Gender

Feminist Theory: Privileging Gender, Obscuring Race

Thinking critically about the family constituted the focal point of feminist
theoretical analysis at the beginning of the Second Wave. Redress of
what Betty Friedan ten years earlier had called “the problem that has no
name,” that is, the suburban woman’s confinement in the home (Friedan
1963), was taken in the burgeoning activism of the late 1960s and
early 1970s to entail a much broader set of demands pertaining to woman’s
position in the family. These included the legal reforms that brought about
reproductive choice, the recognition of marital rape, and the founding of
battered women’s shelters and day-care centers (Nicholson 1986; Echols
1989). Feminist theory and in particular Shulamith Firestone’s Dialectic of
Sex ([1970] 1979) and Gayle Rubin’s “Traffic in Women” (1975) provided
the most developed critiques of women’s identification with the domestic
sphere and foregrounded the figure of the family as the primary instrument of
women’s subjection. Despite the significant differences between Firestone and
Rubin—differences that would come to characterize, for most of the rest of the
century, principal and competing methodologies of feminist thinking—each
places the institution of the family and women’s position within it at the center
of her analysis.® While feminist theory since that time can trace its focus on
gender as the most salient object of analysis to Rubin’s 1975 treatment, the
work that emblematizes this shift in emphasis from the family to women’s role
is perhaps The Reproduction of Mothering, the book that came to be so closely
identified with feminist theories of gender throughout the 1980s.”

In this 1978 classic Chodorow argues that gender identity is acquired in
the family. To understand, as she writes, how women “are produced” as
women, with the “social and economic location” (Chodorow 1978, 13) that
production entails, we must examine the disparity between the positions
men and women assume in the family. Both girls and boys will enjoy a
primary emotional bond with their mothers, but the development of boys’
and girls’ identities (and the affective capacities with which these are asso-
ciated) must then diverge at the oedipal stage to facilitate girls’ assumption
of the mother’s position—generally restricted to the private sphere of the
family—and boys’ assumption of the father’s, which occupies the public
sphere beyond the family. This divergence in development is responsible,
according to Chodorow, for the assignment of the different positions that
characterize what she calls “the social organization and reproduction of
gender” (ibid., 7).

Even as The Reproduction of Mothering came to occupy a prominent
place in feminist theories of gender, it also came to stand, as Chodorow
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herself notes in the tenth-anniversary edition, as “the paradigmatic case of
problematic feminist theorizing” (Chodorow 1999, vii). Among the most
important and influential of the criticisms was Elizabeth Spelman’s. Spelman
takes Chodorow’s analysis to be characteristic of a whole strain of feminist
theorizing of this time, namely, that it attempts to understand gender “as a
variable of human identity independent of other variables such as race or
class” (Spelman 1988, 81). The problem with this approach, according to
Spelman, is that gender cannot be distilled from other aspects of experience in
this way. Gendered habits and behavioral codes, what is expected of a girl or
woman, boy or man, and what each can hope for are shaped by a number of
other sociocultural factors, saliently those associated with race, ethnicity,
nationality, and economic status. As Spelman puts it, “it does not seem
accurate to describe what my mother nurtured in me, and what I learned, as
being simply a ‘girl.” T was learning to be a white, middle-class, Christian and
‘American’ girl” (ibid., 85). Furthermore, she adds,

I learn that my place in the established hierarchies of the social world is not
determined simply by whether I am male or female but also by whether [ am
white or Black, rich or poor. In the society in which my mother and then
I grew up, the differences between white and Black, middle and working
class, Christian and Jew, were no less differences than the one between girl
and boy. (ibid., 97)*°

Joining a forceful and growing chorus of voices that began with the Combahee
River Collective statement ([1979] 1982),"! Spelman makes a convincing case
that the many variables of our identities cannot be so readily parsed. Her larger
point, that the methods characteristic of white feminist theorizing throughout
the 1980s participated in the domination and exclusion they purported to
challenge, was—and remains—similarly compelling.

I propose a different reading of the isolation of gender that gainsays Spel-
man’s strong claim that “however...sound such inquiry seems, it obscures
the ways in which race and class identity may be intertwined with gender
identity” (Spelman 1988, 112). Spelman convincingly argues that in failing
explicitly to reckon with racial difference, theorists like Chodorow cannot
appreciate the way that race is functioning within their work: Their
accounts—implicitly concerned with the gender development of white
women—obscure the way that this (white) conception of gender relies on the
exclusion of the racial other. While I grant that methods such as Chodorow’s
have had the effect of concealing what Kimberlé Crenshaw would later term
the “intersectionality” of gender and race (Crenshaw 1991),'? one of my aims
in this book is to investigate whether or to what extent this isolation of gender
from other categories of difference in fact reflects significant distinctions in
the ways these differences are produced. I ask, in other words, whether the
very difficulty, exemplified in Chodorow’s work, of “thinking gender and race
together” is owing to a challenge that inheres in the fact that these categories
function in distinctive ways. Could it be that, even as an individual does not
experience the different facets of her identity as separable in the way that an
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analysis like Chodorow’s suggests, such separation could nevertheless be
necessary to understanding the mechanics of the distinctive productions of
the various facets of identity?

Hortense Spillers’s Critique

This question concerning the distinctive operation of race and gender emerges
from my reading of Foucault, together with feminist and critical race theorists’
engagement with his work. Of special significance here is Hortense Spillers’s
essay “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar Book” (1987),
in which Spillers provides a Foucaultian analysis of the term “gender” that
explores the peculiar history of this term."® I provide a detailed treatment of
Spillers’s work, for what she is doing in “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe” is also
at the heart of my own project, namely, to make use of the tools Foucault
offers to understand the distinctive operations of race and gender and the
place the figure of “the family” occupies in their discursive production.

Spillers historicizes the discursive formation of the meaning of “gender,”
the privileged category of feminist analysis. “Strip[ping] down through layers
of attenuated meanings” of what it means to be a black woman, Spillers
begins with the opening of the Atlantic slave trade and continues through the
publication of the Moynihan Report to the appearance of the “welfare
queen.” This discursive trajectory, Spillers provocatively argues, has excluded
black women from the category of “woman,” an exclusion that has been
historically necessary for the construction of the (racialized) category of
“woman.” Spillers calls the symbolic order with which she is concerned an
“American grammar” (ibid., 68), the rules of which restrict the application of
the category of “woman” to white women. When she talks about these
“rules,” she does not mean formalized, explicit rules but the sort of rules
that go unsaid because they go without saying.

Spillers’s thematization of “grammar” works on several levels. Grammar
prescribes formal rules of expression; it is a code, the violation of which can
result in the production of speech that has no meaning, utterances that
literally “make no sense.” Whether one is schooled in these rules or not,
grammar shapes our language by limiting the possibilities for speaking and
thinking. We do not actively consult the rules of grammar in every sentence
that we write or every phrase that we speak; once learned, these rules are
internalized, “lived,” as a phenomenologist might put it. One cannot “just say
anything,” and yet it is also this very limitation, or set of limitations, that
makes language possible. By talking about an “American grammar,” Spillers
calls attention to how a specific history shapes the rules of thought. She also
illuminates the ways in which gender—which operates implicitly in English,
whereas it is explicitly in evidence in Romance languages, for instance—is
concealed, even as it is shaping the language that gives gender its meaning.

The rules of this “American grammar” locate slaves exchanged as chattel
outside the bounds of “the domestic,” where, Spillers contends, the production
of gender occurs. The refusal to recognize relations among blood kin of the
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enslaved requires an evacuation of the category of gender, which could not
apply to bodies whose sexual difference was meaningful only in the calculation
of a ship’s maximum capacity (ibid., 67, 72). Spillers’s claim that black females
aren’t “women” is a jarring one; after all, the special vulnerability to which a
Harriet Jacobs is subject is obviously owing to the fact of her femaleness.'*
Spillers’s challenging claim is that the category of woman itself is discursively
restricted; that is, it is truly meaningful only when applied to white women;
black women’s exclusion from the category of woman was entailed by, and in
turn hermeneutically entailed, the dehumanization of enslavement.'®

Spillers’s analysis suggests that the figure of the family functions as the
privileged axis of this exclusion. If gendering takes place within the bounds of
the domestic, it is the slaves’ exclusion from that domain that defines their
alterity. In the same way that black females are not granted the status of
“women,” social structures emerging from black kinship relations—those
that come to be known as “the black family”—also fall outside the definition
of family. “We might,” Spillers says, “choose to call this connectedness
[among black kin]| ‘family’...but that is a rather different case from the
moves of a dominant symbolic order, pledged to maintain the supremacy of
the race. It is that order that forces ‘family’ to modify itself [e.g. “the black
family”] when it does not mean family of the ‘master’ or dominant enclave”
(ibid., 75; emphasis in the original).

The discursive necessity to modify “family” when speaking of black
families is owing to the historical meanings embedded in these terms. Spillers
is thus engaged in precisely the kind of inquiry that concerns Foucault in The
Archaeology of Knowledge: She is investigating, in other words, how a
particular kind of implicit knowledge (the savoir) that permeates a historical
period shapes the explicit knowledge (connaissance) that is institutionalized
in the disciplines (Foucault [1969] 1972, 182-83). It is to this sedimented
savoir that Spillers points when she identifies a continuity between the eco-
nomies of exclusion shaping nineteenth-century laws determining slave “lin-
eage” and the characterization of the black family found in Senator Daniel
Patrick Moynihan’s 1965 report, The Negro Family: The Case for National
Action. The body of law that on the one hand designated the offspring of
enslaved females as slaves and on the other guaranteed paternal authority
in white families is present, Spillers argues, in Moynihan’s discussion of
the “fatherless” children of black women, whose “matriarchal” family struc-
ture is distinguished from that which engenders “legitimate” children. “Slave
families” and “Negro families” alike are thereby positioned beyond the
boundaries of “family,” a concept legally drawn in terms of the proper
vestiture of patriarchal authority and signified by the father’s name.

This conception of “family,” which is operating in the background of the
Moynihan Report, this savoir from which the account issues, also conditions
feminist thinking (connaissance) about “woman.” With obvious reference to
Chodorow’s work and the body of analysis for which it has been so influen-
tial, Spillers writes, “One treads dangerous ground in suggesting an equation
between female gender and mothering” (Spillers 1987, 78) since such an
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equation at once erases and enforces the interdiction of the “reproduction of
mothering” for enslaved females. But where Elizabeth Spelman points out
what is problematic about the (unmarked) category of gender and the way in
which its exclusive focus obscures other kinds of differences, Spillers is more
concerned with uncovering the historical conditions that shape theories about
gender. She is interested, in other words, not in establishing the fact of
exclusion but in tracing its development. In so doing, she comes to what
might appear to be surprising conclusions concerning the production of
gender and its implication with the production of race.

Even while Spillers highlights the danger in the equation of female gender-
ing and mothering, there is nevertheless no suggestion that analyses of gender
such as Chodorow’s are mistakenly situated in the domestic; indeed, Spillers’s
analysis seems rather to substantiate Chodorow’s positioning of the acquisi-
tion of gender identity—that is, a gender identity that is already understood as
a white identity—in the family, as well as to underscore the imbrication of
gender with the discursive production of subjectivity, likewise understood as
white. If, as Spillers writes, “ ‘gendering’ takes place within the confines of the
domestic” (ibid., 72), where the mothers and sons and daughters that occupy
Chodorow’s account are produced, gender can be ascribed neither to the
abjected black bodies circulating in the slave economy nor to the contempo-
rary “welfare queens” to whom a legacy of slavery is attached. Instead, black
bodies have historically taken meaning not through a familial system of
kinship but through an economic system of property—an economy that
circulates beyond the borders of the domestic, marking its limit.

If the very designation of what is outside the family is essential to the
discursive production of gender, as Spillers contends, gender can be taken to
occur within the domestic only by virtue of the limit constituted by the
division between the different economies active on either side. We could
say, then, that according to the rules of the “American grammar,” the bound-
aries of the domestic are marked by the slave economy that is “beyond” it.
The discursive configuration of the domestic sphere as self-contained or
conceptually isolated (or isolable) from what is outside the space it demar-
cates maintains the putative separability of these economies. Yet, despite the
division the grammar mandates, the signifying power of “the domestic” does
not circulate solely within the bounds that have been constructed as proper to
it but, as Spillers observes, also “spreads its tentacles for male and female
subject over a wider ground of human and social purposes” (ibid.). The
production of African Americans that occurs outside the domestic, then,
while clearly not analogous to the production of familial subjects within it,
can also not be conceived as wholly separable from it. The existence of this
border between the two spheres accounts for the way in which both the slave
economy and its relationship to the domestic sphere have been overlooked in
examinations that appear specific to each. It is not simply a matter of “impro-
priety” that prevents discussions or treatments of the exchange of property
from implicating “mothering”; economic matters appear to be irrelevant to
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our understandings of the maternal role, as “mothering” and “property” are
terms cast as exclusive of one another.

Reading Spillers’s discussion alongside Foucault’s archaeology is thus
extremely useful for understanding the dependence of the construction of
gender on racial exclusion and, with it, the relationship between discursive
and nondiscursive practices. Even if we take Spillers to overstate the case
when she asserts that black bodies were “ungendered” in the middle passage,
the claim brings into relief the untheorized set of associations present in
Chodorow’s treatment of gender and in the discourse that pathologizes
black families still. Spillers poses the following question concerning feminist
theory’s repetition of the very “traditional symbolics of gender” that produce
“women” within the domestic and the enslaved other outside:

Because African-American women experienced uncertainty regarding their
infants’ lives in the historic situation, gendering, in its coeval reference to
African-American women, insinuates an implicit and unresolved puzzle
both within current feminist discourse and within those discursive commu-
nities that investigate the entire problematics of culture. Are we mistaken to
suspect that history—at least in this instance—repeats itself yet again?
(ibid., 78; emphasis in the original)

The puzzle, as I understand it, comprises an assemblage of contradictory
propositions (e.g., that enslaved females are mothers but that within a slave
economy their motherhood goes unrecognized and is unrecognizable). By
emphasizing the conjunction of “current feminist discourse” with those
other “discursive communities that investigate the entire problematics of
culture,” Spillers points to the ways in which the symbolic practices of
feminist theories of gender such as Chodorow’s participate in the dominant
formation of twentieth-century discourse concerning “the family,” such as
that articulated in the Moynihan Report’s attribution of poverty among
African Americans to the “matriarchal structure” of the “Negro Family.”!®

Understood in one way, Spillers could be read simply to be making a claim
similar to Spelman’s concerning the problem of white feminist theorists’ rein-
scription of the relation between “the ‘white’ family, by implication, and the
‘Negro Family’ by outright assertion, in a constant opposition of binary mean-
ings” (Spillers 1987, 66). In this structure, whiteness is cast as “the positive and
the neutral,” the discursive “man,” as Beauvoir describes it, whose status as “the
universal” depends on the construction of woman (or the racial other) as the
particular (Beauvoir [1949] 1989, xxi). Spillers’s work is so important,
however, precisely because she does not stop at identifying the problematic
endpoint; that is, she does not simply argue that race is excluded from
thinking about gender. Instead, she traces the history of the production of
the meaning of gender and the ways in which this history allows a restricted
analysis such as Chodorow’s to present itself as universal. Spillers provides a
kind of primer in the grammar that dictates rules and possible meanings, as well
as the restrictions of the meanings. What she offers, in other words, is an
archaeology of the term “gender.”
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The Elements of Archaeology

The emergence of a “regularity” such as the historical continuity of the
meaning of gender to which Spillers points signals the operation of what
Foucault calls in The Archaeology of Knowledge a “discursive formation”
(Foucault [1969] 1972, 38). The discursive formation does not refer to the
discourse itself—that is, it does not concern the content of statements refer-
ring, for example, to “women” in the antebellum South or in late twentieth-
century feminist theories—nor the “language,” as Foucault writes, “used
by discourse” (ibid., 46). Rather, the discursive formation refers to what
Foucault calls the “rules” that constitute the conditions of the appearance of
these terms—the rules, in other words, that govern what counts as a “woman.”

These rules correspond to what Foucault identifies as the four interrelated
“elements” that constitute a given discursive formation: “objects,” “modes of
statement” (or “enunciative modalities”), “concepts,” and “thematic choices”
(or “strategies”).!” The relations that obtain among the elements or rules can
be described neither as self-contained (“internal to discourse”) nor as imposed
from without (“exterior to discourse”) (ibid., 46, 73). They are, rather,
complexly “established between institutions, economic and social processes,
behavioral patterns, systems of norms, techniques, types of classification,
[and] modes of characterization.” Foucault draws a set of distinctions with
which to identify the different levels of analysis at work within an archaeo-
logical study. These are “real or primary relations, a system of reflexive or
secondary relations, and a system of relations that might properly be called
[tertiary or] discursive” (ibid., 45; italics in the original).

“The system of primary relations” refers to those relations that can be
examined “independently of all discourse.” Primary relations are discernible
within and among social groups, institutions, and techniques (i.e., among
different “materialities”). Examples would include the relations involved in
the commercial exchange of humans and the effects of the laws concerning
this trade with respect to enslaved females and their offspring. Secondary
relations entail an examination of the relationship between a body of knowl-
edge or discipline (connaissance) and the materialities it studies. These would
include the “disciplines” of psychology and feminist theory that Chodorow
applies to her understanding of gender. Discursive, or tertiary, relations
describe the historical conditions for the possibility of the primary and
secondary relations. These might concern the “gestures by which, in a given
society, [the category of ‘woman’] is circumscribed, [juridically, socially,
economically] invested, isolated, divided up into closed, privileged regions...
arranged in the most favorable way” (Foucault [1963] 1975, 16). In his discussion
of discursive relations in The Birth of the Clinic, where he introduces this concept
of “spatialization,” Foucault cautions that

tertiary is not intended to imply a derivative, less essential structure than the
preceding ones; it brings into play a system of options that reveals the way
in which a group, in order to protect itself, practices exclusions, establishes
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forms of assistance, and reacts to poverty and the fear of death. But to a
greater extent than the other forms of spatialization, it is the locus of
various dialectics: heterogeneous figures. .. political struggles, demands
and utopias, economic constraints, social confrontations. (Foucault
[1963] 1975, 16)"®

While certain of these tertiary elements might properly be called “non-discursive,”
as Foucault indicates (Foucault [1969] 1972, 68), they do not fall outside the
realm of a discursive formation; rather, it is in the interaction between
discursive and non-discursive practices that meaningful statements are
produced (Foucault [1963] 1975, 16), and this interaction is what a tertiary,
or archaeological, analysis seeks to investigate. To analyze discursive
relations, in other words, we must grasp discourse as everywhere “inter-
twined,” as Mary Rawlinson has put it, “with the technologies and the
practices of the disciplines and professions in which it is spoken” (Rawlinson
1987, 375). Discursive relations involving a whole set of disciplinary
demands and expectations, shot through with political limitations and possi-
bilities, shape a text like The Reproduction of Mothering and account for the
way in which an analysis such as Chodorow’s can on the one hand wield
feminist potential to elucidate the construction of gender and at the same time
inexorably repeat the racist exclusions that limit the scope of that analysis.

A discursive formation, as Foucault conceives it, is not defined by the unity
of the statements that compose it or by the “truth” of a single object, such
as “mother,” to which all sorts of discourses refer, but by the unity of the rules
that produce “woman” in different ways at different historical moments.
Foucault takes the example of madness, a central concern in his earliest work,
as a case in point. Throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, he
finds, the objects that emerge in “medical statements. .. psycho-pathological
discourses. . . legal sentences or police action” are not identical; the statements
concerning mental illness can in no way be said to refer “to a single object,
formed once and for all. .. preserving it indefinitely as its horizon of inexhaust-
ible ideality.” In the same way that, as he writes, “we are not dealing with the
same madmen,” the mother (i.e., the “matriarch”) who appears in the Moynihan
Report differs from the woman in The Reproduction of Mothering. That “moth-
er” can be conceived in vastly different or even incompatible ways is, in fact, the
kind of matter that an analysis of discursive formations can helpfully address.
The problem, as Foucault puts it, of “individualizing a group o