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Treating-Mé Like an Object: Reading
Catharine MacKinnon’s Feminism

William Beatty Warner

Man fucks woman; subject verb object.
Catharine MacKinnon,

‘Feminism, marxism, method, and the state’

Men are strangely positioned in relation to feminism. Most feminist
writing is written by women, addressed to other women; it enters and
constitutes the circle of women’s cornmon concerns. Feminist discourse
is not shaped for men’s reception; they are the silenced problem in this
situation. If they listen, they listen as eavesdroppers. When one has not
been clearly and directly addressed, there are peculiar risks to speaking:
one may be judged an obtuse and intrusive boor, who ventures where he
is not invited, and speaks out of turn. In fact it is not clear that feminist
discourse promises meti a turn. Men may have always already had theirs.
A turn for men to speak on the questions of feminism, without speaking
out of turn, may be what the play space of Feminism and Institutions is all
about. But if men are excluded in advance from speaking in the space of
feminist discourse, this turn may. be false or forced in some fundamental
way, and then the play structure of this collection will not really change
this fundamental fact.

However, there are reasons to believe that feminism’s exclusion of men
is not complete. That men are addressed by feminism, not directly, as
partners in dialogue, but indirectly, may be opined from the fact that
many feminists covertly expect men to ‘get the message’. Only in this
way could feminism redraw the social charter, by restructuring everything
from housework to pleasure. Silenced in advance by a discourse which dis-
cusses social arrangements in which they have a vital interest, men are
positioned to overbear language to which they are not invited to respond.
Viewed from the standpoint of a democratic ideology of the ‘free’ trans-



Treating Me Like an Object 91

mission of ideas, this collective silencing of men (whatever the difference
of their politics) may seem unfair. But given the history of gender
relations, it is strangely apposite. For men have been positioned in relation
to feminist discourse in a fashion which seems to echo the way feminism
has demonstrated women to have been positioned by masculinist dis-
course: they find themselves compelled to overhear in silence a language
not addressed to them, but which is supposed to guide or change their
behavior. The embarrassment which men may feel operates as a repetition
of what men have made women feel many times before.

Offered the opportunity for a critical engagement with feminism, I find
myself immediately distrusting two of the most readily available modes of
response. The objective critical analysis presents itself as that which can
be seen by any observer dispassionate enough to look. Such an analysis
would stand apart from what feminism is trying to do at the many levels of
its operation and work, so as to describe its value, and the limits of its
value. This form of address assumes that I am speaking neither as a male
nor a female, but as a rational being, an epistemological stance beneath
which feminism finds a covert male bias under its overt neutrality. The
drawbacks of an objective criticism of feminism should be all too evident.
Such a way of writing obscures the several ways in which I find myself
already thrown into a personal, social, and political relationship to femin-
ism: the anger of feminist critique of the subordination of women to man
in this culture is not just another ‘idea’ out there for me to consider, but
is a critical discourse aimed at men in general, and all persons, whatever

-their/our differences, who have learned to be men, including me. This
social and critical agon is already operating to shape my approach to
feminism, throwing me into a hermeneutic relation to feminism which is
prior to an abstract relation based on the claims of truth. The very
cultural object with which I would begin dialogue - feminism - has itself
put in question the possibility of anything like the ‘dispassionate’ neu-
trality and objectivity that traditional codes of academic analysis have
idealized.

There is another pathway for engaging feminism which seems just as
problematic as the methods of objective knowledge: the earnest sym-
pathetic dialogue. Here I would begin by defining myself as self-present to
an experience labeled in advance as ‘male’, so, from that ‘male position’
I might respond to what I understand feminism to be saying. Perhaps
adopting an engagingly personal veice, I could -begin by affirming my
broad solidarity with feminism; this would entitle me to describe my
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unease with various particular positions of feminism. A sincere tone
would be requisite. The sympathy with which I would describe my under-
standing of struggles not my own might be paired with an acknowledg-
ment of differences of gender viewpoint which could never be completely
effaced. To legitimize such a mode of address, I could refer, in imitation of
the personal mode familiar within feminism, to the contingencies of his-
tory which might make me less resistant to feminist criticism than many
men. My earliest experience predisposed me to know women as equals. In
growing up, I was closest to my twin sister. She and I were raised by a
mother who was a successful writer, whose mother was in her turn a
famous opera singer.

What makes such a mode of address impossible is its presumption. It
presumes upon a shared social agenda which may no longer exist - or may
never have existed. It assumes that the difference between men and
women is of a fixed nature, and can be defined; that across such a distance,
subjects self-present to each other in speech can engage in a dialogue,
where men and women could, with good will and the right openness to
each other, talk their way to some collective understanding and social
truth. The feminist critique of our culture and society may be so
fundamental and pervasive that it has thrown the agents, ground-rules
and agenda of that social dialogue into question. After feminism, it
appears less clear what women or men are or want, and if they were to
know, how their differences and commonalities might be construed. In-
itiating a dialogue in such a situation would require that one understands
one’s desire in relation to feminism, and can name it without all the ruses
of social masquerade; and that within the vertiginous whirl of the war now
going on between masculinist and ferninist positions, and within the
various feminisms, one could assume the role of that diplomat in gender
relations who could define the conditions for a peace settlement binding
within the new heterosexual commonweal.

To respond to feminism personally and as a male would merely impli-
cate this essay in what I take to be one of the abiding limitations of too
much of current argumentation in and about feminism - speaking from
the standpoint of one’s gender. If it has become too facile to declare - as
Plato, Freud, and Woolf in very different ways have done - that everyone
is bisexual, then of late it has surely become too comforting to suppose
that one’s gender offers a pure and absolute place from which to speak.
Instead, it may just lead to a charade in control of the subject, where the
speaker assumes not only that she/he knows their diacritical difference
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from the opposite sex, but that they comprehend, in the secure, chummy
and unreflective way in which one might belong to a club, team, or party,
what their own sex is, and/or ‘has in common’. Speaking from the stand-
point of gender has become a way not of investigating, but of erasing the
necessity or full complexity of one’s position, whatever the sources of that
position are.

Feminism confronts its reader with the problem which has always chal-
lenged its own discursive formations: how to name, hear, or describe an
other (in this instance, ‘woman’) so that that other does not, through the
work of one’s writing and thought, become a version of the same (‘man’
for example, or what ‘man’ has always known ‘woman’ to be). A dialogic
response to feminism needs to come to terms with what Simone de
Beauvoir emphasizes in the introduction to The Second Sex: the non-
symmetrical, non-complementary aspect of woman’s position as ‘other’,
opposite man. The objective and personal responses to feminism seek to
occlude the challenge of this other in two different ways: first through the
absorption of the other into a comprehending scientific subject; and
second through a settling of this otherness into a knowable difference-
between-the-sexes. There is a third way to annul otherness, all the more
subtle for the way it seems to be doing just the opposite: by staging a
melodramatic encounter of man and woman, where the male speaker pos-
tulates as his interlocutor a romantically enigmatic Other. This myth of
woman-as-sphinx turns out to be familiar and comforting enough; she
quickly becomes a site for oedipal heroism. Thus my problem becomes,
how can one begin an exchange in language with feminism where the
otherness of the other would not be reduced by the form of the exchange,
so that the variety and ambiguity of the differences between men and
women, reader and text, myself and feminism, would not, as part of the
game, have to be declared in advance in a clear and explicit way, but
would be allowed to work themselves out over the course of that response?

That the question of men’s relationship with feminism has become a
timely issue for our intellectual culture is suggested by the publication,
during the final revisions of this essay, of the collection Me# in Feminism. 1
There male and female critics develop varied and subtle theoretical reflec-
tions on the same topic which I am exploring: what is the position of those
men who have read and endorsed a good deal of the feminist critique of
masculinist culture? The collection is compelling for the way each analysis
of this question documents the cultural problem it would explore. If in
psychoanalysis, dream analysis becomes a second secondary revision of
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the dream, then in cultural analysis, the secondary revision of Men in
Feminism offers a strangely new yet strangely familiar transposition of the
social text of feminism. By describing my reservations about this collec-
tion, I can offer a clearer sense of my chosen point of departure for a
critical engagement with feminism. Men in Feminism intentionally pro-
vokes us to think about those men who are or wish to be ‘in’ feminism.
They might be ‘in’ feminism conceptually, through their endorsement of
feminism’s political positions, but they also may be, more problematically;
‘in’ feminism in another way: they desire to enter (violate, enjoy, experi-
ence) feminism in a fashion which is analogous with the way a male
(lover?, seducer?, rapist?) might seek to enter woman. This analogy
forces us to confront the necessity of a sexual element in men’s relation to
feminism. The metaphorics of sexuality may write itself into every phrase
of that relation. But just as feminism critiques the recurrent sexualizing of
women by masculinist culture, the effort to analogize feminism with
women can displace and attenuate the critical force of feminism. Because
femjnism is a discursive formation which develops a comprehensive
critique of culture, it becomes 11m1t1ng and partial to take feminism as a
figure of women, and to reduce men’s engagement with feminism to a
sexual exchange, whether personal or collective, real or fantasmatic.

In this essay, I diverge from the implied ground rules of Me» in Femin-
ism. In order to debate the problem of men in feminism, a number of the
essays in that volume assume or define a politically correct feminism for
men. In the volume’s exchanges, the issue of a prescriptive ‘political
correctness’ becomes a matter for explicit debate.? It is this implied con-
sensus, however tenuous and plural, which allows the critical gaze to pass
over, through, and beyond the many issues raised by feminism. This
sense of terrain already traveled allows that reflexive gesture by which
men and women can join to debate men’s proper (or improper) relation to
feminism. Though the resulting articulation of positions is fascinating, it
risks traveling too fast. By contrast, I would like to retrace several steps on
this implied itinerary, so as to understand and even contest what I take to
be some of the fundamental conceptual problems of feminism, as they
express themselves in that specific form of feminism which Catharine
MacKinnon develops. Thus, to re-engage the metaphorics of Men in
Feminism, my own critical engagement with feminism is neither launched
from w1th1n feminism, nor from some hostile or antagonistic position out-
side feminism, but from the region of feminism’s border with other dis-
cursive formations. This boundary position does not involve me in claims
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to any special objectivity about feminism. Instead it suggests my sense
that the critical issues raised by feminism are not yet resolved. By staying
behind to read some of feminism’s initial positions, I hope to be able to
come to terms with the political rhetoric and cultural work of feminism.
It is the gambit of this essay that a critical exchange with feminism may
best be attempted through a detailed reading of particular feminist texts. I
have chosen selected writings of Catharine MacKinnon because her work
brings the political task of feminism into the foreground of feminist intel-
lectual work. But while MacKinnon’s essays have been influential, and
they attempt to summarize and reconcile many of the central concepts of
feminism, her final positions are neither typical nor ‘mainstream’. Her
positions, and the assumptions about social relations out of which they
emerge, are at odds with liberal humanist feminism, and with French
feminism, which she explicitly criticizes. A brief description of
MacKinnon’s work will suggest why it offers a valuable test case of an
effort to do theoretical criticism which is also politically engaged. In the
early 1980s Catharine MacKinnon published a two-part essay in Sigzs
entitled ‘Feminism, marxism, method, and the state’, which sought to
bring together a broad range of feminist critical work of the 1960s and
1970s into a internally consistent synthesis. To do this MacKinnon
carries out a strong reading of Marxism3 so that the resources of its
critique of social and political domination can be put to work for feminism.
She does not offer a theory about feminism, but about feminist theory -
theory which aims to advance feminist goals. Thus Part I of her essay,
subtitled ‘An agenda for theory’, is explicitly paired with the more prac-
tical sequel, subtitled ‘“Toward feminist jurisprudence’; and both these
essays need ‘to be read against the practice her theory is intended to
explain, justify and advance. In her book, Sexual Harassment of Working
Women, MacKinnon sought to define the legal context for interpreting
sexual harassment as a form of sex discrimination. In 1985 she worked
with city officials of Indianapolis to draft an ordinance against pornogra-
phy, many of the terms of which were later endorsed in 1986 by the
Attorney General’s Commission on Pornography.
.~ Though MacKinnon’s final views - on everything from rape and por-
; nography to civil liberties and the state - are not typical, the systematic
) radncahty of MacKinnon’s writing offers special advantages for my
readmg MacKinnon often takes to their logical limit ideas which other
*femlmsts invoke in a more guarded and tentative way. Thus, when it
Jomes to the use of a fundamental idea of feminism - like the idea that
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masculinist culture makes woman the manipulated object of male subject-
ivity - MacKinnon’s work allows us to read the metaphysical presupposi-
tions, full tendency, and practical effects of this idea. But what is the value
of my resorting to close reading of political texts? For MacKinnon’s work
has the tone of a manifesto, carrying the urgent intention that its ideas be
understood ‘as they are written’. The bold directness and chiseled con-
cision of MacKinnon’s style are indices of her clear purpose, polemical
decision, and fixed determination. To take account of the pragmatic
political tendency of MacKinnon’s work it is essential not simply to
bracket, but to make a detailed accounting of the theme, content, and
intent of her feminism. But we must do more. Because this is a ‘reading’,
in the sense used in literary studies, it will take seriously, and seek to
interpret, the language-bound rhetorical turns of MacKinnon’s text,
everything from the way she frames her argument, to the tone and color-
ing of her language, and the details of her text. I assume that these are
crucial aspects of what allows this text to do its political and conceptual
work. To use modes of reading developed in the areas of literary analysis
and psychoanalysis to analyze the latent logic of MacKinnon’s essay,
from within the language of its'own argument, will be indispensable if we
are to release some of the unconscious tendencies of MacKinnon’s feminist
writing. My reading will seek to overcome the separation between logic
and rhetoric, content and form, concept and style through which the con-
ventional discourses of social analysis occult their authority. Only then
can we hope to come to terms with the divergence between what feminism
says, states, sees, and what it expresses dialogically and performs dis-
cursively. This divergence within feminism’s language, while often
obscured or denied, is a constitutive part of what allows feminism to
change the value of women in culture.4

-

The dialectical emergence of the feminist subject

MacKinnon’s first Signs essay describes and enacts an event of central
importance to feminism: the emergence of a feminist subject who can
assume a newly empowered place on the stage of history. This event is
presented indirectly through another story or scenario: an encounter
between feminism and Marxism, whereby feminism becomes the revealed
truth of the Marxist critique of /domination, and through the feminist
‘method’ of ‘consciousness raisifg’, the instrument of a revolutionary
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encounter with state power. MacKinnon first describes how feminist
theory is weakened when it is not fortified by the encounter with Marxism
she advocates. Too often feminism has been assumed to be nothing more
than “a loose collection of factors, complaints, and issues which, taken
together, describe rather than explain the misfortunes of the female sex’.5
By contrast MacKinnon states the ambitious goal for feminist theory her
article is to set the agenda for reaching: “The challenge is to demonstrate
that feminism systematically converges upon a central explanation of sex
inequality through an approach distinctive to its subject yet applicable to
the whole of social life, including class’ (p. 14). By this argument, femin-
ism is not to be a self-contained alternative to Marxism, simply~another
theory one chooses because, for example, one is a womnan. Feminism, by
MacKinnon’s account, must encompass and complete, go through and
beyond what Marxism does by explaining what Marxism can’t explain
(sex discrimination) as well as explaining what it does try to explain. Thus
it is a global project, with explanatory power over the whole social field.
Feminism, MacKinnon implies, is not just the next step in social theory;
it is the next step in history, What are the conceptual and narrative means
by which MacKinnon makes this surpassing of Marxism by feminism
seem possible or likely?
MacKinnon takes the speculative dialectic first formalized by Hegel,
and adopted for revolutionary social theory and practice by Marx, and
makes it the instrument, engine, and plotting device of ber own narrative
of feminism’s victory over Marxism. MacKinnon’s use of a dialectic
allows her to do several things: to take the critique of class domination
developed by Marx and extend it to a feminist critique of the subordination
of woman; and to describe, summarize, and critique the great variety of
feminist work, with its divergent premises, so they become contributing
moments in a newly unified and conceptually coherent feminism; finally,
the dialectical form of her essay makes the progress from social transfor-
mation led by Marxism to that mounted by a radical feminism, seem Iogically,
 thetorically, and historically inevitable. How is the dialectic able to serve
:MacKinnon in all these ways? While the word-‘challenge’ in the phrase
#‘the challenge is to‘demonstrate’ may suggest the effort, whether individ-
‘ual or collective, necessary to launching a feminist theory, the conceptual
rand rhetorical appeal of the dialectic comes from the autonomy of motion

it implies. Like a game, intense rivalry or a chemical reaction, once
intagonists or agents or ideas are drawn into the ordered oppositional
lcounter of the dialectic, some sort of forward movement and meta-
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morphosis to a higher form appears inevitable. It is like a perpetual motion
machine, whose movement is periodic, but spirally advancing and forever
new. Moments of transformation and overturning approach when there is
a specular reciprocity between the terms which encounter one another,
then, suddenly, a determinate negation of the differences between terms
in preparation for a movement to a higher level. These changes of state
are presumed to be efficient: everything that existed at the earlier stage is
broken down (undergoes destruction), but then is raised up (to new forms
and uses). The wonderful magic of the dialectic consists in its apparent
autonomy: there is no manipulation of this sequence of change from out-
side the dialectic, and yet change is neither.random, nor without direction:
it unfolds in a logical direction through the unhindered encounter of the
terms/antagonists of the dialectical narrative.0

MacKinnon begins the dialectical encounter of feminism and Marxism
with an extended analogy, and develops it through a (mock) dialogue or
debate. The first sentence of ‘Feminism, marxism, method, and the state:
an agenda for theory’ defines the initial structuring analogy of the essay:
‘Sexuality is to feminism what work is to marxism: that which is most
one’s own, yet most taken away’ (p. 1). In the paragraphs which follow,
MacKinnon aligns each basic term of the Marxist critique of capitalism
with a term of feminism: sexuality is analogous with work, because both
are made of mind and matter, both are expropriated for the use of others,
and both are socially constructed and constructing. In a similar way desire
is analogized with value, heterosexuality with class, gender and family
with capital, reproduction with production. For both feminism and
Marxism, control is declared to be the central political issue. This set of
analogies serves to set Marxism and feminism opposite one another, so
that, ‘confronted on equal terms, these theories pose fundamental ques-
tions for each other’ (p. 3). -~

MacKinnon next stages a dialogue, which will explore differences as
well as similarities. In reading this fictional ‘dialogue’ one soon notices
that the reference of the terms ‘feminism’ and ‘marxism’ is overdeter-
mined. They are not just rival systems for choreographing social liber-
ation; they also figure two gender positions - ‘marxism’ for men, and
‘feminism’ for women. MacKinnon rehearses the struggle between these
two. Acting as fair-minded referee, she describes how Marxism and
feminism have usually tried to reduce, accuse, subsume the other. The
Marxist critique of feminism is rehearsed: analysis of society in terms of
sex ignores class, divides the proletariat, is too often carried on in the
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name of liberal and individualistic values, on behalf of privileged middle-
class women. Feminism criticizes. Marxism as a system which is male-
defined, obscures woman’s distinctive social experience and unity, and
seeks a change in class relations that would leave women’s inequality to
men unchanged. Thus, MacKinnon finds that each accuses the other of
reform, ‘where (again in each one’s terms) a fundamental overthrow is
required’ (p. 4).

MacKinnon assumes that women are not defined by any intrinsic factor
like biology, but are a social construction produced by and for male
power. This leads to the particularly extreme negation of woman which
other feminists have noted in MacKinnon:

A woman is a being who identifies and is identified as one whose
sexuality exists for someone else, who is socially male. ... If . ..
female sexuality cannot be lived or spoken or felt or even somatically
sensed apart from its enforced definition, so that it is its own lack,
then there is no such thing as a woman as such, there are only
walking embodiments of men’s projected needs. (pp. 19-20)

Dorina Haraway remarks on the irony which besets this definition:
‘MacKinnon’s radical theory is totalizing in the extreme . . . producing
what Western patriarchy itself never succeeded in doing - feminists’ con-
sciousness of the non-existence of women, except as products of men’s
desire.”” MacKinnon’s characterization of woman as a blank screen,
given her only visible definition by male power, is not just historically
descriptive' by the formal rules of the dialectic, a determinate negation of
‘woman’ will be essential for her emergence as a newly empowered
subject, the woman (of the future) her essay heralds.

Woman can begin to exist in a new way through a process or method
called ‘consciousness raising’, a pathway of inquiry grounded in what
MacKinnon calls the ‘feminist concept of the personal as political’. Con-
sciousness ra1s1ng has a special role to play in this dialectical progression:
as ‘a concept’, in a more technical sense of the Hegelian Begriff, it func-
tions as a hook to carry a term (in this case woman) in a movement which
ccombines destruction, saving, and raising up (called ‘sublation’, or

(aufheben) on to a higher level of the dialectic. In this way woman goes
\from being the shattered and negated victim of male power to being
isomeone who lays claim to a newly formed and raised consciousness.
'MacKinnon’s account turns feminist ‘consciousness raising’ into a pun



100 William Beatty Warner

on the Hegelian dialectic. The superiority to Marxism MacKinnon claims
for this method on behalf of feminism is based upon its ability to allow
' women to confront the way domination operates both inside and outside
the victim. The personal interiorizing tendency of this ‘method’ allows
feminism to take the way man has objectified woman, and interiorize that
‘woman’ as part of a dialectical movement beyond masculinist cultural
formations. Both inside and outside ‘male paradigms’, woman’s subjec-
tivity has grown more comprehensive than man’s.

The emergence of the female subject of feminism is made possible by
her overcoming of the status she has been given by masculinist culture -
that of an object. This apparently happens dialectically, but if we look
more closely at MacKinnon’s analysis we shall find something else. Let’s
locate the precise steps by which MacKinnon argues for the possibility of
woman’s moving beyond subjection as object to male subjectivity, to
becoming a Subject in her own right. According to MacKinnon, the male
‘objectification’ of woman is not just an attitudinal or ideological matter,
but that which shapes sexuality into ‘a material reality of women’s lives’
(p- 25). Borrowing from the Marxist analysis of the commodity fetish,
MacKinnon describes the way woman is constructed and valued as a
fetish object by the social relations tailored to male interest: ‘Like the
value of a commodity, women’s sexual desirability is fetishized: it is made
to appear a quality of the object itself, spontaneous and inherent, indepen-
dent of the social relation which creates it, uncontrolled by the force that
requires it’ (p. 26). This leads, according to MacKinnon, to certain
degraded kinds of sexual practice: ‘it helps if the object cooperates: hence,
the vaginal orgasm; hence faked orgasms altogether. Women’s sexual-
ness, like male prowess, is no less real for being mythic. It is embodied’
(pp. 26-7). According to MacKinnon these objectifications of woman’s
sexuality are the ‘primary process of the subjection of women’ (p- 27). A
couple of paragraphs later, MacKinnon will stage the decisive overcoming
of woman’s subjection. But before this can happen, and as part of this
article’s sustained analogical relationship with Marxism (and the relation-
ship with man figured indirectly though Marxism), a crucial argument is
launched: MacKinnon distinguishes feminism from Marxism on the issue
of objectification and alienation. This apparently abstruse theoretical
debate is the place where MacKinnon plots woman’s victory over the
object:

Objectification in marxist materialism is thought to be the founda-
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tion of human freedom, the work process whereby a subject becomes
embodied in products and relationships. Alienation is the socially
contingent distortion of that process, a reification of products and
relations which prevents them from being, and being seen as,
dependent on human agency. But from the point of view of the ob-
ject, objectification 75 alienation. For women, there is no distinction
between objectification and alienation because women have not
authored objectifications, we have been them. Women have been the
nature, the matter, the acted upon, to be subdued by the acting sub-
ject seeking to embody himself in the social world. (pp. 27-8)

From within the narrative of the master/slave episode in Hegel, part of
the slave’s hidden power comes from his greater proximity to the object
world through work; within Marx’s translation of that story, the worker’s
power comes from the union of the revolutionary consciousness of his
own alienation with the power which accrues to the workers because of
their greater proximity to the material conditions of life. In this passage of
MacKinnon’s text, the crucial juncture in her argument comes when,
after she has distinguished the Marxist concepts of ‘objectification’ and
‘alienation’, she then asserts the woman’s point of view as not that of the
slave/worker, that is the subject who is inferior to another subject (the
master/the capitalist/man), but as ‘the point of view of the object’. Woman
is the object. Not only does this intensify woman’s subjection to man, as
placed below even the worker, who at least can work upon the objects of
the world. It takes woman completely out of the world of subjects. This is
important, for this also takes woman out of the pathway of mediations, by
which she could, like the slave in Hegel’s speculative dialectic, or the
worker in Marx’s materialist dialectic, ascend through the social world of
subjects. Instead within MacKinnon’s account, subject and object become
two terms in a trope of antithesis, here coded to become a pure moral
opposition. This moral condemnation of the object, and the position of the
object, prepares not for a complex and imperfect dialectical progression,
but rather for the reversal by which the woman ascends to a position of

_pure subjectivity (as Woman). This abolition of the object is most crucial,
‘because without some un-sublated notion of the object and the material,
‘MacKinnon has inadvertently given her argument over to a radical ideal-
ism. Below we shall try to gauge some of the effects of this idealism.
.. In the course of MacKinnon’s account the meaning of the terms
;—*:subject’ and ‘object’ have undergone significant change. They no longer
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seem to have the positional and relational status which allows subjects and
objects in a sentence to reverse places, or one human subject to take
another as its object, who is in #s turn then capable, as a second human
subject, of taking the first as its object. This is the sort of morally neutral
usage which Freud draws upon when he describes the infant’s relation to
the mother’s body as ‘object-relations theory’. Instead, MacKinnon’s
analysis draws upon the semantic resources of the word ‘object’ as found
in the phrase ‘treating me like an object’. This, as we have seen, is what
MacKinnon says masculinist culture has done to women since its begin-
nings. But MacKinnon radicalizes this accusation by moving from the
term denoting a simile or comparison - male subjects have treated women
subjects ‘like’, in the same unfeeling and inhuman way, one might treat
an object - to a condition of being: within the system of male power
woman 75 an object. .

The counter-movement MacKinnon’s essay describes - woman’s oscil-
lation from the abject position of object to being a subject - is justified by
the assertion of what might be called a philosophic or interpretive volun-
tarism. Through MacKinnon’s account, the opposition subject/object is
no longer a fundamental distinction of philosophy or grammar, but instead
becomes a notion which is dispensable by fiat. She writes: ‘Having been
objectified as sexual beings while stigmatized as ruled by subjective
passions, women reject the distinction between knowing subject and
known object - the division between subject and objective postures - as
the means to comprehend social life. . . . woman’s interest lies in over-
throwing the distinction itself’ (p. 22). Notice that in these sentences the
opposition passes from being the agent and object of knowledge to being
two ‘postures’ a single subject might assume, to finally being a distinction
which can be ‘overthrown’. One sees what is problematic about this
gesture, if one asks: what is it that in this sentence calls, from the authority
of their experience as sufferérs, for the ‘overthrowing’ of the distinction
between subject and object? It can’t be anything but a subject. There is no
way for the subject or cogito (a person defined as subject by her practice of
self-consciousness) to stand outside her being as subject, simply because
she wishes to do so. It seems to be this two-sidedness claimed for
consciousness raising - ‘it is at once common sense expression and critical
articulation of concepts’ (p. 22) which allows MacKinnon to think femin-
ism has gone beyond what she labels disapprovingly as the ‘subject/object
split”. But this does not mean that MacKinnon’s own ways of thinking
and writing have gone beyond such an opposition. Thus right up to the
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last sentence of her essay, Marxism and man still lie outside the compass
of woman’s subjectivity, and are made the objects of her analysis. The
positional and oppositional status of subject and object has reasserted itself
beneath the voluntaristic interdiction against their use.

If one were to state the plot of MacKinnon’s ‘agenda for theory’ in one
sentence it would have the pure oppositional rhythm of a revenge fiction:
woman goes from being the object of male power to being a subject in her
own right. By becoming heir to the subjectivity once reserved for the male
subject, the raising of woman’s consciousness would be the story of
woman’s ascension from victim to victor, from object to subjecthood.
Directed by a rational analysis of power, and enabled by the morally
justified abolition of objects, MacKinnon’s projection of woman toward
the condition of pure subject is readable in two ways. First, MacKinnon
concludes Part One of her essay with this clifhactic image of reversal:

Compared with marxism, the place of thought and things in method
and reality are reversed in a seizure of power that penetrates subject
with object and theory with practice. In a dual miotion, feminism
turns marxism inside out and on its head. . . . feminism revolution-
izes politics. (p. 30)

Revolution happens through reversal. Feminism can take charge from her
inferior brother, Marxism, and turn him ‘inside out and on [his] head’
because of the claim that she has overcome the split between subject and
object, theory and practice. This superiority as method allows femi