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FEMINISM 
POWER 

Power as a resource Power as domination Power as empowerment 
Liberal feminism understands power 
as a positive good to be distributed 
among women and men, the goal to 
redistribution should be equality. So 
for example, you can argue that the 
current family structure unjustly 
distributed benefits and burdens of 
family life among men and women.  

Power can also be viewed as a 
relation of domination, a power-
over relationship that can be seen 
as unjust/illegitimate. 
 

This area sees power as mainly not power-
over, but power-to, a capacity to produce 
change. The understanding of power as 
domination is in itself a masculine 
definition of it. Women might want to be 
powerful in ways that are not dominant, but 
rather enhancing the power of others, e.g. 
motherhood.  

 
DIFFERENT FEMINIST APPROACHES 

 
Phenomenological 
(Beavoir) 

“She is defined and differentiated with reference to man and not he with reference to 
her, she is incidental, the inessential, as opposed to the essential. He is the Subject, he is 
absolute- she is the Other”. (Simone de Beauvoir) 
 

Radical Dyadic relationships of dominance/subordination, often understood through the 
analogy of master/slave. One definition of power talks about access. Power is 
unconditional access and powerlessness is being constantly accessible. 
 

Socialist & 
intersectional 

The goal of this approach is to provide a single framework for analyzing power that 
encompasses gender, class and race-based subordination and their complex 
interconnections. If you only focus on one type of oppression, you implicitly use the 
perspectives of the most privileged members of oppressed groups.     
 

Post-structuralist 
(Focault)  

Power is everywhere not because it embraces everything, but because it comes from 
everywhere. Power should not be always seen as repressive, it is primarily productive. 
Opposition being hard or impossible, as the post-structuralism view sees individuals as 
changeable by social norms. This contradicts another view in Foucault’s work that is 
that these structures are inherently unstable, they in themselves are accompanied by or 
even generating resistance. Conformity gains us power to create change. Subjection 
paradoxically becomes a form of power. 
 

Analytic  This area analyzes how oppression is as long lasting as it is, the answer here can be seen 
in the fact that members of oppressed groups themselves are co-opted through their 
own short-run choices to reinforce the long-run oppression of social groups, e.g. women 
are caring to avoid being anti-normal, but thus reinforce the stereotype. 
 

Psychoanalytic, 
Post-structuralist 
(Lacan) 

Boys grow up trying to separate themselves from the family and subordination, whereas 
girls grow up as ‘little women’, because of their mothers as role models. They have a 
harder time separating from that and usually maintain closer relationships even in 
adulthood. 
 

Postmodern/3rd 
wave/ trans  

There is no such identity as ‘woman’, but very different persons, women are individuals. 
Women should reveal their differences from one another so they can better resist the 
patriarchic tendency to center and congeal thought into a rigid truth that always was, is 
and forever will be. Women must embrace conflict, self-contradiction 
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SEX AND GENDER 
*including trans philosophy 

 
Femininity=subordination, Millett: Feminine and masculine gender-norms, are problematic 
in that gendered behaviour conveniently fits with and reinforces women's subordination so that 
women are socialised into subordinate social roles. 
 
Psychoanalysis ,Chodorow: the mother-daughter relationship differs from the mother-son 
relationship because mothers are more likely to identify with their daughters than their sons. 
 
Gender and sexual relationships, MacKinnon: genders are by definition hierarchical and 
this hierarchy is fundamentally tied to sexualised power relations (submission and dominance). 
Change in sexual relationships is fundamental to changing gender perceptions. socialized 
differences in masculine and feminine traits, behaviour, and roles are not responsible for power 
inequalities. Females and males (roughly put) are socialised differently because there are 
underlying power inequalities (pornography creates the image of ‘submissiveness of women’ 
because it is controlled by a patriarchy). As MacKinnon puts it, ‘dominance’ (power relations) is 
prior to ‘difference’ (traits, behaviour and roles).  
 
Performativity, Butler: the definition of the term ‘woman’ as fixed “operates as a policing 
force which generates and legitimizes certain practices, experiences, etc., and curtails and 
delegitimizes others”.  This runs the risk of being affected by privilege and homogenizing the 
experience of what woman is (e.g. to heterosexuality). Butler holds that gender is really 
performative. It is not “a stable identity or locus of agency from which various acts follow; rather, 
gender is … instituted … through a stylized repetition of [habitual] acts”. Gender only comes into 
being through these gendering acts: a female who has sex with men does not express her gender 
as a woman. This activity (amongst others) makes her gendered a woman. 
 
Sex and society, Fausto-Sterling. A number of medical phenomena involving bones (like 
osteoporosis) have social causes directly related to expectations about gender, women's diet and 
their exercise opportunities (Fausto-Sterling 2005). These examples suggest that physiological 
features thought to be sex-specific traits not affected by social and cultural factors are, after all, to 
some extent products of social conditioning. 
 
Integrity vs Integration, Raymond. Androgyny can be seen as a kind of blend between 
masculine and feminine transsexual surgery also brings about such blends. By contrast, integrity 
involves a prior wholeness from which no part can be taken away. 
 
Cyborg/Mestiza identity, Anzaldua. The cyborg is a collection of disparate, incongruent 
parts: Each individual contains multiple elements of oppressor and oppressed. It is precisely the 
capacity to be conscious of this plurality of the self, in Anzaldúa's view, that allows for resistance, 
since there is an awareness which outstrips the multiple forms of oppression by viewing them 
together, as well as in conflict. Such a consciousness also allows for the possibility of“ linguistic 
terrorism”—the creative blending of disparate languages and cultures in ways that work against 
the monolithic character of each. 
 
Gender as relational, Heyes . Gender is not merely an aesthetic style or expression of an 
isolated self. It is relational and often embedded in problematic systems of oppression. This 
means that forms of masculinity involve interacting with women, for example, in particular ways. 
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SEX INDUSTRIES 
PORNOGRAPHY 
 
Against 
 
Dehumanization. By depicting female subjects as dehumanized objects, pornography promotes 
the idea that women can be treated without moral regard (i.e., raped and subjugated). Because 
sexual desire is irrational and leads us to focus on the sexual body parts of others, it is often 
objectifying, dehumanizing, and degrading, especially to women due to power inequality. 
 
Objectification. To treat someone as merely a body for another's use, without recognizing that 
she too is a subject with desires, is to treat someone as a slave, as a subhuman creature or object, 
and therefore violates her dignity as a human being. For Brod then, pornography enhances men's 
political power over women, while diminishing the quality of men's intersubjective relationships 
with women, and thereby contributes to the loss of positive human interaction and self-
realization. 
 
Heterosexual acts are inherently oppressive. Heterosexual acts are inherently violent to 
women in that they involve men treating women as interchangeable objects whose integrity and 
boundaries are not respected. Standard heterosexual acts, for Dworkin, involve men invading and 
occupying women's bodies (Dworkin 1987). 
 
Lack of consent. According to MacKinnon, in patriarchal societies, women are often not free to 
refuse sex with men, and therefore their participation in sex with men may not be fully 
consensual. 
 
Training women into sexual submission. Moreover, pornography is a tool that can be used 
to terrorize women viewers, or to obtain their cooperation with their abusers. MacKinnon writes 
that pornography is used by men “to train women to sexual submission”. 
 
Silencing speech arguments.  
 

(1) MacKinnon writes, “Women who charge men with sexual abuse are not believed. The 
pornographic view of them is: they want it; they all want it”. So if they say they do not 
want it, they must be engaging in playful teasing or deception. In this way, pornography 
silences women, because it stigmatizes and reinforces prejudices against women as 
unreliable when reporting their sexual desires and activities. 

(2) For example, pornographic works may convey the idea that the women which men find 
sexy are eager to satisfy their sexual appetites, so that when these women say “no,” their 
utterance constitutes not an act of refusal but an act of teasing. 

(3) Susan Brison argues that pornography is a form of group libel that may undermine the 
autonomy of the target group. By spreading falsehoods about women, pornography 
narrows the range of social options and opportunities that women see as available to 
them. 

 

For 
 
Men’s agency. The idea that men simply imitate what they see in pornography, or are 
conditioned to behave in certain ways through exposure to pornography, implies that men are not 
able to creatively and critically interpret pornographic materials. 
 
Bad narrative for feminism. By treating sexual violence as a product of exposure to 
pornography, feminists promote a view that relieves sexual predators of responsibility for their 
actions, and blames their actions instead on expressive materials or the pathological conditions 
they allegedly cause. 
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Normalizing sex. Garry writes, “Much of the research on the effects of pornography indicates 
that any effect it has — positive or negative —is short lived” (Garry 1979, 132). Garry also 
questions whether treating a woman as a sex object is always bad, and suggests that pornography 
succeeds in harming women, in part, because viewers assume that sex is generally harmful to 
women, but then pornography is not the problem and sexual liberation is the goal. 
 
Interpretation dependant. Strossen argues that pornographic works do not have singular 
meanings, nor do they command only sexist understandings. She writes, “Procensorship feminists 
may well view a woman's apparent welcoming of sex with a man as degrading, but this is because 
of their negative attitudes toward women's ability to make sexual choices. Other viewers are likely 
to see such a scene as positive and healthy”. 
 
Bringing sex to public discourse. Strossen suggests, pornographic works can even invite 
viewers to rebel against conventional notions of female vulnerability and respectability, or to 
explore the origins of disturbing sexual fantasies. At the very least, such materials make aspects of 
human sexuality available for public debate and critique contributing to the idea of opposing 
private-public dichotomy.  
  
No different than consumers/employees/other socially acceptable things. The agency 
of sexual actors does not have a greater potential to immorally objectify others than the agency of 
employers, consumers, and numerous agents who exploit the capacities of people to achieve their 
own ends. Shrage argues that the use of others involved in pornography is not immorally 
objectifying, as long as consumers and producers respect the ends of the actors and models 
employed. 
 
PROSTITUTION 
Selling yourself 
Carole Pateman argues that the work 
of a female prostitute is different 
from other jobs, as it expresses the 
inferior social and political status of 
women. Moreover, because people's 
bodies and sexual capacities are an 
integral part of their identity as men 
and women, the woman who works 
as a prostitute sells her womanhood 
and therefore herself. 
Elizabeth Anderson develops this 
idea and argues that the good of sex 
is “realized only when each partner 
reciprocates the other's gift in kind, 
offering her own sexuality in the 
same spirit in which she received the 
other's— as a genuine offering of the 
self. The commodification of sexual 
‘services’ destroys the kind of 
reciprocity required to realize human 
sexuality as a shared good,” and may 
corrupt non-market sexual 
relationships by promoting the 
valuation of women in terms of their 
market worth. 

Changing social norms 
Nussbaum points out that, 
two centuries ago, the use 
of one's artistic talents for 
pay, such as singing or 
acting, was regarded as a 
form of prostitution. 
Nussbaum acknowledges 
that sex workers are 
currently stigmatized for 
their profession, but 
questions whether the 
stigma that attaches to their 
work is justified. By tracing 
this stigma both to 
aristocratic prejudice 
toward waged laborers and 
to moralistic attitudes and 
anxieties regarding female 
sexual expression, 
Nussbaum challenges the 
rational basis of the stigma.  
 

Sexual autonomy 
Prostitutes waive their 
right to sexual autonomy 
because their jobs place 
them under contractual 
obligations to have sex, and 
thus diminish their control 
over when and with whom 
they have sex. Anderson 
acknowledges that all jobs, 
to some degree, diminish 
various forms of autonomy. 
He contends that sexual 
autonomy should be valued 
differently from other 
forms. Anderson here 
echoes Pateman's 
contention that our sexual 
capacities and practices are 
an integral part of who we 
are as men and women. 
For this reason, a person's 
sexual autonomy should be 
non-alienable, because to 
alienate it is to destroy a 
person's wholeness or 
integrity. 
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IDENTITY POLITICS 
 

What is it? 
Modern identity is characterized by its inner voice and capacity for authenticity. The demand is 

not for inclusion within ‘universal humankind’, nor is it about respect in spite of difference. 

Rather, what is demanded is respect for oneself as different. Often this is done through an appeal 

to culture before oppression (such as with native Americans). 

Shared experience of oppression is central to identity politics. Identity politics shares the view 

that individuals perceptions of their own interests can be systematically distorted and can be 

reshaped by group-based transformation. 

 

AGAINST 

I. Concern is often based on the transparency and uniformity of experiences of 

oppression. Critics argue that identity politics close off possibility of critique of these 

perspectives by those who don’t share these experiences. 

II. Illegitimate generalization of identity. A single axis of identity is prioritized in representing 

the self and certain pressure is often put on individuals to identify thus. However, some have 

argued for strategic-essentialism, for making a movement more powerful it makes sense to act as 

if an identity was uniform to achieve political goals. 

III. Just as dominant groups in society insist on marginalization of the different, the same 

can happen within movements that use identity politics (e.g. gay men and women in 

conventionally musculinist African-American identity politics). 

IV. Post-structuralism recognizes that there is no real identity that is seperable from its conditions 

of possibility, therefore any identity formation must engage with the paradox of acting from the 

very subject-positions it must also oppose. 

 

 
 


