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1 Philippe-Joseph Salazar, “Nobel Rhetoric; or, Petrach’s Pendulum”, Philosophy & Rhetoric 42, 4 

(2009): 373-400. 
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Rien de discours 
 
Barbara Cassin 
 
 
This  opening  text  by  French  philosopher  of  rhetoric  and  feminist  philologist 

Barbara  Cassin  deals  with  an  opening.  Since  it  is  in  French,  another  African 

idiom,  this  double  opening  needs  some  sort  of  introduction.  Rhetoric  enjoys 

fundamental  texts, Aristotle’s Rhetoric, of course, but also,  for  the questioning 
of gender, the Sophist Gorgias’ Praise of Helen. As rhetoric begins and logology 
enters  the  field of  reflecting upon  the nature of  that which  exceeds nature ― 

human  nature  and  its  civility ―,  two  texts  face  each  other:  here,  Aristotle’s 

Rhetoric,  wherefrom  gender  is  so  expunged  that  a Martian would  think  that 

this fundamental handbook of democracy is for sexless animates: there, Gorgias’ 

Praise of Helen, whereby gendering comes to the fore, in full force. It is the force 

of  this staging to exhibit what male discourse can do with  female presence,  to 

show how one counter­performance of speech (the Praise, against the “common 

knowledge”  that  Helen  was  to  be  vilified,  not  praised)  can  outperform 

Aristotle’s Rhetoric, and to  inaugurate, at  the same time, woman as an object 

for civil speech. Cassin offers here, with Gorgias and Lacan, a careful, detailed, 

probing  unravelling  of  the  sexed  stakes  within  rhetoric,  and  of  the  (lack  of) 

rapport  rhetoric  entertains  with  truth,  reality,  and  knowledge.  Cassin  is  the 

author  of  L’Effet  sophistique  (Paris,  1995)  and  the  general  editor  of 

Vocabulaire européen des philosophies (Paris, 2004; now being translated at 
Princeton University Press, with further versions in Arabic and Russian on their 

way).    Together  with  Alain  Badiou,  in  a  philosophical  exchange  that  stages 

gendering, she has just released Il n’y a pas de rapport sexuel (Paris, 2010) and 
Heidegger.  Le nazisme,  les  femmes,  la philosophie (Paris, 2010).   A full scale 
treatment of the question of Helen and  logos can be found in her Voir Helène 
en toute femme (Paris 2000). 
Ph‐J. S.  
 

 

Homme, femme et mot    
 
“Un  jour  que  Zeus  se  querellait  avec  Héra  en  soutenant  que,  dans  l’acte 
sexuel,  la  femme avait plus de plaisir que l’homme alors qu’Héra maintenait 
le  contraire,  ils  résolurent  de  mander  Tirésias  pour  lui  poser  la  question, 
étant  donné  qu’il  avait  fait  l’expérience  de  l’une  et  l’autre  condition.  A  la 
question qu’on lui posait, Tirésias répondit que, s’il y avait dix parts de plaisir, 
l’homme jouissait d’une seule et la femme de neuf”.1  
 

“Encore...  est  issu  du  latin  populaire  hinc  ad  horam,  ‘d’ici  jusqu’à 

                                                        
1 Phlégon de Thralles (fragment A 1 de Luc Brisson, Le mythe de Tirésias. Essai d’analyse 
structurale, Leyden, Brill, 1976). 
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l’heure’...  .  La  forme  initiale  uncore,  oncore, est  due  à  l’influence  de 
onque, onc ‘jamais’ Qlatin classique unquam)” V 
 

Est‐il  accidentel  qu’Hélène  soit  une  femmeJ  En  quoi  une  femme  est‐elle 
légitimement éponyme de ce type de discursivité Qsophistique, logologique, à 
effet‐mondeRJ  En  quoi  “la  femme”  Qqu’on  barre  le  la,  qu’on  la  dise  laOune, 
etc...R est‐elle évoquée par ce statut du mot plus chose que  la chose, en  tant 
qu’il  est  toute  la  chose,  et que  la  chose est un effet de motJ Comment  tenir 
ensemble  le  rien  d’objet  Ql’eid;lon,  l’Hélène  comme  excédent  d’image 
utopique de BrochR, le rien du désir et de la jouissance QHomère et Aphrodite, 
le désir d’Hélène comme absence dans la présence de �iraudouxR, le rien du 
discours Q�orgias, Euripide, jusqu’à L� d’origine cruciverbisteR. 
  Lacan  les  tient  ensemble  dans  Encore.  Pour  faire  boucle,  n<ud 
coulant plut;t, avec la psychanalyse, sur femme‐discours‐rien. 
 
  
�� t��se ����ni�ue   
 
�n  dirait  qu’EncoreG ne  traite  que  d’Hélène,  comme  objet  du  ratage  c;té 
homme, et comme sujet du ratage c;té femme. 
  S’il  ne  traite  que d’Hélène,  c’est  pour une  raison  très  simpleF  Lacan 
passe, en général et quant à  la  femme, de  l’anatomique au discursif. La pain 
quotidien  n’est  plus  fait  de  “quelques  conséquences  psychiques  de  la 
différence  anatomique  entre  les  sexes”, X  mais  de  quelques  effets  de  la 
différence  des  discours.  �on  plusF  l’anatomie  c’est  le  destin,  maisF  dis‐moi 
comment tu parles. 
  Pour  autant,  la  logique du manque n’est  pas  démise.  Elle  est  plut;t 
généralisée, si bien que le manque ne constitue aucune différence pertinente 
entre homme et femme. 
ais la trope du manque, si. 
  Je  continuerai  à  ne  pas m3cher mes mots,  parce  que  les  b7tises,  il 
vaut mieux, de temps en temps en tout cas, qu’elles se voient.   
  1. La posture lacanienne est sophistique, logologiqueF “Chaque réalité 
se fonde et se définit d’un discours”.Y 
        V.  Parmi les discours performants, la psychanalyseF “C’est en cela  
qu’il  importe  que  nous  nous  apercevions  de  quoi  est  fait  le  discours 
analytique... �n y parle de foutrePverbe, en anglais, to fuckP, et on y dit que 4a 
ne va pas”.Z Le ratage “est la seule forme de réalisation du rapport sexuel”,  
“Il ne s’agit pas d’analyser comment 4a réussit. Il s’agit de répéter jusqu’à plus 

                                                        
2 Le Robert, Dictionnaire Historique de la langue française, (Paris: Le Robert, 1993): 880. 
3 Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire, livre XX, “Encore” (1972-1973), (Paris: Seuil, 1975). Je cite entre 

parenthèses les pages de mon tissu. 
4 Titre de l’article de Freud (1925), trad.fr. in: La Vie sexuelle, (Paris: PUF, 1969): 197. 
5 Lacan, Encore, 33. 
6 Lacan, Encore, 33. 
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soif pourquoi 4a rate”.[  
  W.  �’o=,  par  transitivité,  la  thèseF  “La  réalité  est  abordée  avec  les 
appareils de la jouissance. ... d’appareil, il n’y en a pas d’autre que le 
langage. C’est comme 4a que, chez l’7tre parlant, la jouissance est appareillée.\ 
Ce  n<ud  entre  réalité‐langage‐jouissance,  je  propose  de  l’appeler  th2se 
h3l3nique.   
  X.  Il  y  a  deux  manières  de  dire  que  4a  ne  va  pas,  et  donc  deux 
manières  que  4a  n’aille  pas.  Lacan  les  distingue,  quant  à  lui,  comme  “d’un 
c;té” homme et “de l’autre” femmeF “Il n’y a pas de rapport sexuel parce que 
la jouissance de l’Autre prise comme corps est toujours inadéquatePperverse 
d’un c;té, en tant que l’Autre se réduit à  l’objet aPet de l’autre,  je dirai  folle, 
énigmatique”.] A expliquer. 
 
 
H���ne �etit � 
 

“�ue la femme soit l’objet a de l’homme / l’occasion, 1a ne veut pas dire 

du  tout  qu’elle,  elle  a  du  go5t  /  l’4tre. Mais  enfin  1a  arrive.  1a  arrive 

qu’elle y ressemble naturellement. Il n’y a rien qui ressemble plus / une 

chiure de mouche qu’Anna Freud> 1a doit lui servir>”10   
 

  Y.  C;té  hommPon  n’oubliera  pas  qu’  “on  s’y  range  en  somme  par 
choixPlibre aux femmes de s’y placer si 4a leur fait plaisir. Chacun sait qu’il y a 
des  femmes  phalliques,  et  que  la  fonction  phallique  n’emp7che  pas  les 
hommes d’7tre homosexuels. 
ais c’est aussi bien elle qui leur sert à se situer 
comme hommes, et aborder la femme”.11 
  C;té  homme  donc,  4a  rate  pour  deux  raisons  liéesF  la  fonction 
phallique et l’objet a. 
  Choisissons les phrases les moins substantiellement lacaniennesF 
• quant  au  phalleF  “La  jouissance  phallique  est  l’obstacle  par  quoi 
l’homme n’arrive pas à jouir du corps de la femme, précisément parce que ce  
dont il jouit, c’est la jouissance de l’organe”.1V Il aime “à” elle, mais il ne jouit  
pas “de” elle, mais de luiPl’anatomie devient presque son destin à lui. Elle, de 
son c;té, n’est pas toute, pas toute à lui. En tout cas, le plaisir d’organe est un 
obstacle à la jouissance, parce que ce n’est pas 4aF “4a n’est pas 4aPvoilà  
le cri par o= se distingue la jouissance obtenue de celle attendue”.1W 
• quant à l’objet du désirF “C’est pour autant que l’objet a joue quelque 
partPet d’un départ, d’un seul, du m3lePle  r;le de  ce qui vient à  la place du 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partenaire  manquant,  que  se  constitue  ce  que  nous  avons  l’usage  de  voir 
surgir aussi à la place du réel, à savoir le phantasme”.1X Pour le m3le, il n’y a 
de partenaire que manquant, relancé en cause du désir. 
 
 
����uons 	rut��ement 
 

Hélène  fonctionne pour  l’homme comme un objet a,  cause du désirE  elle est 
eid;lon, nouée au phantasme. 
  �e plus,  il  y a deux manières de  lui  faire  l’amour,  c’est‐à‐dire de ne 
pas le lui faire, et elles valent la différence amant‐mari, P3ris‐
énélas. “Pour 
l’homme, à moins de castration, c’est‐à‐dire de quelque chose qui dit non à la 
fonction phallique,  il n’y a aucune chance qu’il  ait  jouissance du corps de  la 
femme,  autrement  dit,  fasse  l’amour.  C’est  le  résultat  de  l’expérience 
analytique. 4a n’emp7che pas qu’il peut désirer la femme de toutes les fa4ons, 
m7me  quand  cette  condition  n’est  pas  réalisée.  �on  seulement  il  la  désire, 
mais  il  lui  fait  toutes  sortes  de  choses  qui  ressemblent  étonnamment  à 
l’amour”E  ce  que  l’homme  aborde,  “c’est  la  cause  de  son  désir,  que  j’ai 
désignée  de  l’objet  a.  C’est  là  l’acte  d’amour.  �aire  l’amour,  comme  le  nom 
l’indique,  c’est  de  la  poésie.  
ais  il  y  a  un monde  entre  la  poésie  et  l’acte. 
L’acte  d’amour,  c’est  la  perversion  polymorphe  du  m3le,  cela  chez  l’7tre 
parlant”.1Y Première  manièreF  celle  de  P3risF  P3ris  homosexualisé,  tout  en 
chairs rondes et beaux habits,  “fait  l’amour”,  c’est‐à‐dire poétise, poématise, 
avec Peith; en intermédiaire. �euxième manièreF 
énélas dans tous les vases 
fait  quelque  chose  Qprattei,  praxisR  mais  quoi,  qui  ressemble  à  de  l’amour, 
épée basse, fourreau brandi. Silence actif, acte sidéré de pervers polymorphe. 
��
��
�� n'� � de femme �u'e�c�ue ��r �� n�ture des c�oses �ui est �� n�ture 

des mots   
 
  Z. C;té femme.  �a rate de manière “folle, énigmatique”.  
�u’est‐ce à direJ 
  Partons de la provocationF “Il n’ y a de femme qu’exclue par la nature  
des choses qui est la nature des mots, et il faut bien dire que s’il y a quelque 
chose  dont  elles‐m7mes  se  plaignent  assez  pour  l’instant,  c’est  bien  de  4aP
simplement,  elles  ne  savent  pas  ce  qu’elles  disent,  c’est  toute  la  différence 
entre elles et moi”.1Z 
  �u’est ce que Lacan sait qu’elles ne savent pas encoreJ Il sait que la 
femme est “pas‐toute”F “La  femme, 4a ne peut s’écrire qu’à barrer le La. Il n’y 
a pas La femme, article défini pour désigner l’universel. Il n’y a pas La  
femme puisquePj’ai déjà risqué le terme et pourquoi y regarderaisPje à deux 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foisPde son essence, elle n’est pas toute”.1[ 
  Ce  pas‐toute  définit  le  rapport  de  la  femme  au  langageF  “
os 
coll2gues,  les  dames analystes,  sur  la  sexualit3  f3minine,  elles ne nous disent... 

pas  tout>   C’est  tout  à  fait  frappant.  Elles  n’ont  pas  fait  avancer  d’un  pas  la 
question de la sexualité féminine. Il doit y avoir à cela une raison interne, liée 
à la structure de l’appareil de jouissance”Pappareil qui ne l’oublions pas est et 
n’est que le langage.1\ �’après le principe hélénique en effet, sont co‐définis le 
rapport de la femme au corps, au langage, à la jouissanceF “L’7tre sexué de ces 
femmes pas‐toutes ne passe pas par  le  corps, mais par  ce qui  résulte d’une 
exigence logique dans la parole”.1] 
  �n  tient  là  la  manière  dont  4a  rate  c;té  femelle.  “�u  c;té  de  La 
femme,  c’est  d’autre  chose  que  de  l’objet  a qu’il  s’agit  dans  ce  qui  vient  à 
suppléer ce rapport sexuel qui n’est pas”VTF il s’agit “d’une autre satisfaction, la 
satisfaction de la parole”.V1 
  
 
�e tr�it� du non% tre de �� �ouiss�nce f�minine   
 

“�ue le non‐7tre ne soit pas, il ne faut pas oublier que c’est porté par 
la parole au compte de l’7tre dont c’est la faute. C’est vrai que c’est sa 
faute, parce que si  l’7tre n’existait pas, on serait bien plus tranquille 
avec cette question du non‐7tre”.VV   
 

  [. �e m7me qu’il arrive à Platon de donner la parole à Protagoras par 
la bouche de Socrate de la manière la plus protagoréenne qui soit,VW de m7me 
il  arrive  à  Lacan  d’articuler  le  discours  de  la  jouissance  féminine  de  la 
manière la plus fémininement jouissive qui soit. 
ais chez Platon comme  
dans  Lacan,  il  est  difficile  de  décider  en  quoi  le  passage  par  la  bouche  de 
l’Autre déforme. 
  Il est facile, par contre, d’isoler dans Encore ce qui constitue le traité 
du non‐7tre de la jouissance féminine, ou Trait3 de la non­jouissance f3minine. 

Comme  l’7tre  dans  Le  Trait3  du  non­4tre  de  �orgias,  la  jouissance 
féminine est abordée selon une structure logique très précise, que �reud déjà 
nomme  “sophisme”. �n  sait  que  “A  a  emprunté  à B un  chaudron de  cuivreE 
lorsquSil le rend, B se plaint de ce que le chaudron a un grand trou qui le met 
hors  dSusage.  Voici  la  défense  de  AF  ‘Primo.  je  nSai  jamais  emprunté  de 
chaudron à BE secundo, le chaudron avait un trou lorsque je lSai emprunté à BE 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enfin.  jSai  rendu  le  chaudron  intact’”. VX  Cette  structure  de  recul  est 
constitutive  du  Trait3  du  non­4tre  de  �orgias,  o=  le  sophiste  démontre 
successivement  trois  thèsesF  1.  “Rien  n’est”.  V.  “
7me  si  cSest,  cSest 
inconnaissable”. W.  “
7me si  cSest  et  si  cSest  connaissable, on ne peut pas  le 
montrer à autrui.”VY   

Voici le nouveau traitéF 
  [.1. Première thèseF Rien n’est ^ Elle ne jouit pas 
 
    ‐  Cette  thèse  se  décompose  elle‐m7me  selon  la  m7me 
structureF 
  aR “Il n’y a pas d’autre jouissance que la jouissance phallique”.    
  bR Et  s’il  y en avait une autre, mais  il n’y en a pas d’autre,  “s’il y en 
avait une autre que la jouissance phallique, il ne faudrait pas que ce soit celle‐
là”. 
  S’il y en avait une autre, mais il n’y en a pas d’autre que la jouissance 
phalliquePsauf  celle  sur  laquelle  la  femme  ne  souffle  mot,  peut‐7tre  parce 
qu’elle ne la conna8t pas, celle qui la fait pas‐toute. Il est faux qu’il y en ait une 
autre, ce qui n’emp7che pas la suite d’7tre vraie, à savoir qu’il ne faudrait pas 
que ce soit celle‐là.VZ  
  La deuxième thèse est impliquée dans l’enroulement de la premièreF 
“il n’y en a pas d’autre  sauf”, de manière à  ce que  l’exception soit  retoquée, 
refoulée,  en  vertu  de  la  vieille  stratégie  dénégationniste  de  l’implication 
matérielle sto9cienne Qex falso sequitur quodlibetRF il est faux qu’il y en ait une 
autre, mais il est vrai que 4a ne serait pas celle‐là. 
  L’7tre  n’est  pas  chez  �orgias  pour  deux  raisons  complémentairesF 
parce qu’il n’existe pas comme verbe Qil n’ “est” pasR, et parce qu’il n’a aucun 
prédicat possible Qil n’est pas telR. �e m7me, la jouissance féminine n’est pas,  
et  si  elle est,  elle n’est pas  telle ―!à savoir,  féminine.  Il  y a à  cela deux  très 
lourdes raisons complémentaires. 
  En effet, “l’univers, c’est là o=, de dire, tout réussit... ―!réussit à faire 
rater le rapport sexuel de la fa4on m3le”.V[ PourquoiJ Parce que “c’est 4a que  
je dis quand je dis que l’inconscient est structuré comme un langage”.V\ 
  �u  à  cause,  et  cela  revient  au  m7me,  du  rapport  entre  dire  et 
jouissanceF de la jouissance, on peut simplement dire que ce n’est pas 4a. “�n 
la  refoule,  ladite  jouissance,  parce  qu’il  ne  convient  pas  qu’elle  soit  dite,  et 
ceci  pour  la  raison  justement  que  le  dire  n’en  peut  7tre  que  ceciPcomme 
jouissance, elle ne convient pas”.V] Le refoulement signifie que “la jouissance 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ne  convient  pasPnon  decetPau  rapport  sexuel.  A  cause  de  ce  qu’elle  parle, 
ladite jouissance, lui, le rapport sexuel, n’est pas. C’est bien pour 4a qu’elle fait 
mieux  de  se  taire,  avec  le  résultat  que  4a  rend  l’absence m7me  du  rapport 
sexuel encore un peu plus lourde. Et c’est pour 4a qu’en fin de compte elle ne 
se  tait pas et que  le premier effet du refoulement, c’est qu’elle parle d’autre 
chose.  C’est  ce  qui  fait  de  la métaphore  le  ressort”.WT “Elle”F  c’est  vrai  de  la 
jouissance,  mais  c’est  vrai  de  vrai  de  la  jouissance  qu’il  ne  faudrait  pas,  la 
jouissance  féminine.  La  jouissance  fait  rater  le  rapport  parce  qu’elle  parleP
sois belle et tais‐toi, le silence est le kosmos des femmes, leur “monde”, disait 
Hésiode. Alors la femme, pour ne pas faire rater le rapport, elle parle d’autre 
choseF le refoulement produit la métaphoreE ou pire, elle ne parle de rien, elle 
parle pour parler. Comment c’est enroulé au langageF il est indécent  
que sa jouissance parle, et insupportable qu’elle ne parle pas. 
  “Il  n’y  a  de  femme  qu’exclue  par  la  nature  des  choses,  qui  est  la 
nature des mots”. Pas de quoi s’étonner que, c;té femme, 4a rate “de manière 
folle,  énigmatique”F  4a  rate parce que  toute  la  réalité,  tout  l’univers  est  une 
fleur de rhétorique m3le, et 4a rate simultanément parce que la jouissance, en 
tant que par essence elle ne convient pas, est féminine. 
  [.V. �euxième thèseF Si c’est, c’est inconnaissable ^ Si            
elle jouit, elle n’en sait rien. 
  La  structure  de  recul  permet  de  repartir  de  la  négation de  la  thèse 
précédente. 
  
ettons qu’elle  jouisseF  “Si  elle  est  exclue par  la nature des  choses, 
c’est  justement  de  ceci  que,  d’7tre  pas  toute,  elle  a  par  rapport  à  ce  que 
désigne de  jouissance  la  fonction phallique, une  jouissance  supplémentaire” 
Q“vous  remarquerezPajoute  LacanPque  j’ai  dit  suppl3mentaire.  Si  j’avais 
dit   compl3mentaire,  o=  en  serions‐nousI �n  retomberait  dans  le  tout”.W1 �n 
suppose donc qu’ “il y a une jouissance... au­del/ du phallus”Pmais  
l’hypothèse a du mal à passer sans joke “c’est pour le prochain de la collection 
�alilée ―!au del/ du phallus. Ce serait mignon 4a. Et 4a donnerait une autre 
consistance  au 
L�. Une jouissance au‐delà du phallus...”.WV 
  Soit la nouvelle thèseF si elle jouit, alors elle n’en sait rien. 

“Il  y  a une  jouissance à  elle,  à  cet elle  qui n’existe pas et ne  signifie 
rien. Il y a une jouissance à elle dont peut‐7tre elle‐m7me ne sait rien, 
sinon qu’elle l’éprouveP4a, elle le sait. Elle le sait, bien s>r, quand 4a 
arrive. 4a ne leur arrive pas à toutes”.WW   
 

  Thèse alanguie, quasi‐fraternelleF dont “peut‐7tre” elle m7me ne sait 
rien,  “sinon  qu’elle  l’éprouve”.  C’est  déjà  pas mal  pour  un  savoir,  de  savoir 
qu’on  éprouve  quelque  chose,  surtout  en matière  de  corps,  c’est  un  savoir 
plut;t bien su que d’éprouver. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
"#!$%&%'(".&)*,%/")*+!
", !$%&%'(!.&)*,%/"-.+!
"/ !$%&%'(!.&)*,%/"-0+!
"" !$%&%'(!.&)*,%/"-0+!
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 Le  tranchant est ailleurs. �on seulement elle est pas‐toute, ce qu’on 
vient  d’accommoder  en  jouissance  supplémentaire,  mais  elle  n’est  “pas 
toutes”,  au  pluriel.  “4a  ne  leur  arrive  pas  à  toutes”.  Sauvage  partition 
apparemment “réelle” entre les chanceuses et les autresJ 
  “Je ne voudrais pas en venir à traiter de la prétendue frigidité, mais il 
faut faire la part de la mode concernant les rapports entre les hommes et les 
femmes. C’est très important. Bien entendu, tout 4a, dans le discours, hélas, de 
�reud  comme  dans  l’amour  courtois,  est  recouvert  par  de  menues 
considérations  qui  ont  exercé  leurs  ravages.  
enues  considérations  sur  la 
jouissance  clitoridienne  et  sur  la  jouissance  qu’on  appelle  comme  on  peut, 
l’autre  justement, celle que je suis en train de vous faire aborder par la voie 
logique,  parce  que  jusqu’à  nouvel  ordre,  iln’y  en  a  pas  d’autre”.WX �éniez, 
laissez  frapper  la mode. 
ais  les  femmes  se  remettent moins  bien  de  cette 
étrange  partition  qui,  elle,  n’est  pas  encore  analysée  comme  logique,  ou, 
plut;t,  dont  l’énoncé,  par  Jacques  Lacan,  n’est  pas  encore  analysé  dans 
Encore. 
  [.W.  Troisième  thèseF  Si  c’est  et  si  c’est  connaissable,  c’est 
incommunicable ^ Si elle jouit et si elle le sait, elle ne peut pas le dire. 
�� Ce qui laisse quelque chance à ce que j’avance, à savoir que, de cette 
jouissance, la femme ne sait rien, c’est que depuis le temps qu’on les supplie, 
qu’on  les  supplie  à  genouxPje  parlais  la  dernière  fois  des  psychanalystes 
femmes ― d’essayer de nous le dire, eh bien, motusI �n n’a jamais pu rien en 
tirer. Alors on l’appelle comme on peut, cette jouissance, vaginale, on parle du 
p;le postérieur du museau de  l’utérus et autres conneries,  c’est  le  cas de  le 
dire. Si simplement elle l’éprouvait et n’en savait rien, 4a permettrait de jeter 
beaucoup de doutes du c;té de la fameuse frigidité.WY 
  Admettons,  pour pacifier,  que  ce  qui  ne  leur  arrive pas  à  toutes,  ce 
soit de  le savoir. La troisième thèse est que, si elles  le savent, et m7me elles 
sont  payées  pour  le  savoir,  les  analystes,  elles  ne  savent  pas  le  dire,  le 
communiquer à autrui. 
  Puisqu’à  la  fin  des  fins  les  femmes  ne  “disent”  pas,  alors  on 
comprend,  en  bonne  logologie,  que  l’univers  soit  une  fleur  de  rhétorique 
m3le. “La réalité est abordée avec les appareils de la jouissanc... d’appareil, il 
n’y en a pas d’autre que le langage. C’est comme 4a que, chez l’7tre parlant, la 
jouissance est appareillée”F si la femme ne dit pas, mais métaphorise, bavarde 
et  se  tait, on comprend qu’en ce qui  la  concerne,  la  thèse hélénique,  si  j’ose 
dire, se morde la queue.   
  
 
 

 

 

                                                        
34 Lacan, Encore, 69. 
35 Lacan, Encore, 69ff. 
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�'�omme  r�te  et  �ouit  en  ��i�oso��e,  ��  femme  r�te  et  �ouit  en 

so��iste   
 
“Ce jour ne suffirait pas / dire tout ce que je pourrais r3v3ler sur ce lit 
si je voulais le faire”.WZ  
 

  \.  �n  risquera  tout  net  le  commentaire  suivantF  du  c;té  m3le,  le 
ratage  et  la  jouissance  sont  liés  à  l’objet,  du  c;té  femelle,  le  ratage  et  la 
jouissance  sont  liés  à  la  parole.  C;té  hommeF  “La  pensée  est  jouissance.  Ce 
qu’apporte  le  discours  analytique,  c’est  ceci,  qui  était  déjà  amorcé  dans  la 
philosophie de l’7tre ― il y a jouissance de l’7tre”.W[ C;té femme, on vient de 
le direF “une autre satisfactionF  la satisfaction de la parole”. L’homme rate et 
jouit en philosophe, la femme rate et jouit en sophiste. 
  Plus  lacaniquement, Hélène est  l’objet a,  cause du  ratage c;té m3le, 
Socrate est le sujet supposé savoir, cause du ratage c;té femelle. Evidemment, 
l’homme est le ma8tre, c’est “la b7tise du discours m’7tre”.   
  ]. Cela dit, l’homme est moins b7te quand il est lacanien, puisqu’il sait 
que l’7tre auquel il s’adresse est un semblant d’7treF “La jouissance ne  
s’interpelle, ne s’évoque, ne se traque, ne s’élabore qu’à partir d’un semblant. 
L’amour  lui‐m7me...  s’adresse  au  semblant.  Et  s’il  est  vrai  que  l’Autre  ne 
s’atteint qu’à s’accoler au a, cause du désir, c’est aussi bien au semblant d’7tre 
qu’il  s’adresse.  Cet  7tre‐là n’est  pas  rien.  Il  est  supposé  à  cet  objet  qu’est  le 
a ”.W\ Il s’y conna8t en Hélène, en a, c’est �orgias, c’est Euripide, c’est �ietzsche 
Q“Il n’y a qu’une manière de pouvoir écrire la femme sans avoir à barrer le laP
c’est  au  niveau  o=  la  femme,  c’est  la  vérité.  Et  c’est  pour  4a  qu’on  ne  peut 
qu’en mi‐dire”R.W] L’homme  est moins  b7te,  le  philosophe  est moins ma8tre, 
quand il est trempé d’analyse ou de sophistique. 
  Voir Hélène  en  toute  femmeF  “répéter  jusqu’à plus  soif  pourquoi  4a 
rate”,XT le faire “parce que parler d’amour est en soi une jouissance”,X1 savoir  
que “la jouissance, c’est ce qui ne sert à rien... Rien ne force personne à jouirP
sauf le surmoi. Le surmoi, c’est l’impératif de la jouissanceP
ouis> ”XV 
 
 
�ui �ient ��ec moi �ouir&   
��

“Le  moi  peut  4tre  aussi  fleur  de  rh3torique,  qui  pousse  du  pot  de 

principe de plaisir, que Freud appelle Lustprinzip, et que  je d3finis de 

                                                        
36 Benoît de Sainte-Maure, Le Roman de Troie, v. 14940-14942. 
37 Lacan, Encore, 66. 
38 Lacan, Encore, 85. 
39 Lacan, Encore, 94. 
40 Lacan, Encore, 55. 
41 Lacan, Encore, 78. 
42 Lacan, Encore, 50. 
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ce qui se satisfait du blablabla”.4G   
 

Barbaros, “barbare, 3tranger”. 
EtymologieF  “Il s’agit d’une formation fond3e sur une onomatop3e. �n 

rapproche bien skr. Barbara ―, “qui bredouille”, au pluriel d3signation 

des peuples 3trangers”.44   
 
Le Second �aust. H3l2ne et ses suivantes ont gagn3 la haute forteresse, non pas 
les  murs  d’Ilion,  mais  le  ch0teau­fort  du  seigneur  allemand.  Faust  la  s3duit 

parce  que  sa  langue  la  s3duit.�oici  leur  premier  chant  altern3,  coup  d’envoi 

moderne  du  rapport  entre  d3sir  et  langage,  et,  beaucoup  plus  pr3cis3ment, 

entre diff3rence des langues et jouissance. L’amour, c’est en effet le signe qu’on 

change de discours. 
  �n s’arr4tera / la question d’H3l2ne. 
  

  H3l2ne:  Je vois, j’entends beaucoup de choses merveilleuses. 
    Je suis étonnée, je voudrais poser beaucoup de questions. 
    
ais d’abord, je désirerais apprendre pourquoi le discours 
    �e cet homme sonnait si étrange, étrange et amical. 
    Un son semblait s’accorder à l’autre, 
    Et dès qu’un mot s’installe à l’oreille, 
    Un autre arrive, pour caresser le premier. 
 

 Faust:  Si la manière de parler de nos peuples te pla8t déjà, 
    � comme s>rement leur chant te ravira, 
    Il contente au plus profond l’oreille et le sens. 
    
ais il est bien plus s>r de nous y exercer tout de suiteE 
    La discours alterné l’appelle, le fait na8tre. 
            

            H3l2ne:  �is‐moi donc comment je puis, moi aussi, parler si bienJ 
   Faust:   C’est très facile, il faut que cela parte du c<ur. 
    Et quand la poitrine déborde de désir, 
    �n cherche autour de soi et l’on demande ― 
   

           H3l2ne:        ―!qui vient avec moi jouirJXY 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
"#!$%&%'(!Encore, )#.!
"" !*+,--,! ./%'0-%+',(!Dictionnaire étymologique de la langue grecque(! '1234! 564!7*%-+89!:;+'&<8+,&<(!
=>>?@9!A)B4!
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Benevolent  philanthropy,  co­optation  and 

identification 
 
Berit von der Lippe 
 

 

“Take up the White Man’s burden/Send forth the best ye breed”. This  is  the 

exordium,  the  opening,  of  Richard  Kipling’s  well  known  poem,  “The  White 

Man’s Burden”, written  in 1899.  It was a  response  to  the Spanish‐American 

war and the heavy burden of Great Britain  to save the world’s others. Since 

the  end  of  the  “cold  war”  this  burden  has  mainly  been  the  USA's  burden, 

manifested  in  an  extreme  manner  after  September  11th  2001.  Today  some 

few women  too  “have  taken up  this burden”. As part of a neoliberal project 

for  global  gender  equality  and  gender  security  under  Pax  Americana?  One 

may wonder. 

The rhetoric of benevolent philanthropy discussed in this essay will 

consider  how  feminist  ideas  and  strategies  have  created  favorable 

environments  for  the  introduction  and  development  of  new  concepts  of 

gender equality in general and when it comes to issues on war and peace in 

particular. This will be illustrated by an approach to the UN Resolution 1325 

on  women,  peace  and  security,  born  in  October  2000,  and  after  decades  of 

pregnance among millions of women. The text was described as “a watershed 

political  framework  that  makes  women  ―  and  a  gender  perspective  ― 

relevant  to  negotiating  peace  agreements,  planning  refugee  camps  and 

peacekeeping operations and reconstructing war‐torn societies. It makes the 

pursuit  of  gender  equality  relevant  to  every  single  Council  action,  ranging 

from mine clearance to elections to security sector reform”.1 

The  resolution  was  first  and  foremost  meant  as  a  challenge  to  the 

“womenandchildren”  as‐helpless‐victims‐construct  in  war/peace  narratives. 

Women  should  now,  pace  this  resolution,  be  seen  as  active  agents  in  the 

peace  building  (public)  arena.  The  women‐as‐agents‐rhetoric  in  the  text, 

would or could it become more than “mere rhetoric?” One year after the birth 

of  the  resolution,  “the  war  on  terror” ―  Operation  Enduring  Freedom ― 

began,  so did  the Western  “liberation of Afghan women”. The burqa,  rather 

than  the  women  as  agents,  became  an  integral  part  of  the  rhetoric.  The 

spectacles of the veiling served to reinforce and bolster the “saving/liberating 

Afghan  women”  trope.2  And  the  resolution  as  a  “watershed  political 

framework” thus seemed to be absorbed the day after its birth. 

The rhetorical approach in this article is limited to only a part of the 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Norwegian war rhetoric, dressed in benevolent philanthropy, at a time when 

the  burqa  as  spectacle  had  disappeared  and  Operation  Enduring  Freedom 

had lasted five years. While the rhetoric in the USA had to balance between a 

neo‐conservative  and  a  liberal  femini0ed  rhetoric,3    Norwegian  female 

representatives  of  the  power  elite  were  dancing  on  a  different  rhetorical 

tightrope. They had to reach a public characteri0ed by equity feminism, i.e. a 

feminism  focused  on  incorporating  women  into  existing  male‐dominated 

(market)  liberalist  ideology.D    At  the  same  time,  they  had  to  avoid 

identification  appeals with president  and  “the  commander  in  chief”,  George 

W. Bush, in particular, and the US rhetoric in general. 

The  focus  is  on  the  rhetoric  of  the  former  Norwegian  Minister  of 

defence,  Anne‐Grete  Str1m‐Erichsen,  and  how  she,  after  five  years  of  the 

Western  saving  the  world’s  “others”,  first  and  foremost  Afghan  women  as 

“the  others”,  used  Resolution  1325  as  a  vehicle  for  gender  equality 

commitment  in  Afghanistan.  Changes  in  the  physical  world  often  demand 

rhetorical  changes,  and various  rhetorical  strategies  are needed. The aim  is 

thus not only to  indicate how a gendered rhetoric of benevolence  is applied 

arbitrarily,  but  also  how  gendered  war    rhetoric  is  easily  replaced  by 

traditional  “gender  neutral”  rhetoric.  I  will  attempt  to  show,  or  more 

modestly, indicate, how difficult it is to avoid the hegemonic war rhetoric and 

how easy it is to mix the hegemonic war narrative with gender awareness.  

The  essay  contains  four  parts.  The  phenomenon  of  co‐optation  is 

introduced  in  the  first part,  as  a  common discursive and  rhetorical practice 

that  easily  absorbs  the  meanings  of  the  original  concepts  to  fit  into  the 

prevailing  political  priorities.  To  contextuali0e  this  phenomenon,  Pierre 

Bourdieu’s understanding of ��	a will be included, supplemented by Kenneth 

Burke’s understanding of rhetoric and identification. In the second part I will 

outline  some  aspects  of  Norwegian  and  Nordic  liberal  feminism(s),  thereby 

indicating  the  specific  context  of  Norwegian  war  rhetoric  and  gendered 

liberation.  Finally,  I  will  question  what  is  at  stake  at  the  global  level  when 

gender awareness is made visible, co‐opted and/or silenced.  

 

 

�hetoric, co­optation and identification 
   

According  to  Bourdieu,5  the  ��	�c  room  is  a  room  whose  doors  are  never 

opened.  It  indicates  “thoughts which  are  thought  through”.  For  the political 

elites  concerned  with  foreign  policy  rhetoric  and  public  deliberation  their 

                                                        
3 See T. Dubwriny, “First ladies and Feminism: Laura Bush as Advocate for Women’s and 
Children’s Rights”, Women’s Studies in Communication 84, 28, 1 (2005): 89-100; Laura Flanders, 
The W effect. Bush’s war on women (New York: The Feminist Press and the City University of  
New York, 2004). 
4 Berit von der Lippe and Tarja Väyrynen, “Co-opting Feminist Voices for the War on Terror: 
Laura Bush Meets Nordic Feminism”, European Journal of  Women’s Study  (forthcoming 2011). 
5 Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of  a Theory of  Practices (London: Cambridge, 1979). 
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strategy is to avoid a discussion of potential political themes3 this they seek to 

achieve by elevating a part of the symbolic system to the correct opinion, and 

by  preventing  people  with  blasphemous  views  from  having  access  to  tools 

which  might  be  used  to  contest  existing  definitions  of  “reality”.  Bourdieu’s 

point  is  that  in  any  society,  there  are  topics  never  questioned  because 

someone  wants  to  present  “something”  in  many  cases  the  most  important 

aspects of societal structures and the control of these ― as something given 

and  natural.  A  similar  ��	�c  room  might  also  be  present ―  in  its  absence 

(because  often  not  perceived)  ―  in  organisations,  corporations  and  

institutions. 

Co‐optation is a fertile means to contain and maintain large areas of 

silences. It is a practice that both absorbs and neutralises the meanings of the 

original concepts to fit into the prevailing political priorities or the taken‐for‐

granted.  Because  concepts,  such  as  gender  equality,  allow  for  multiple 

conflicting  interpretations,  spaces  are  created  for  empty  declarations. 

Gendered  concepts  can  easily  be  co‐opted  and  mixed  with  hegemonic 

discourses, hegemonic war rhetoric included, whereby they are used in ways 

not  corresponding  to  the  original  goals  of  those  who  formulated  them.F    In 

the  co‐optation  process,  the  concepts  (for  example  “gender  equality”  or 

“liberation of women”) are not necessarily  rejected. Today most people pay 

lip  service  to  gender  equality  as  a  fundamental  principle  of  democracy  and 

social  justice.  Co‐optation  becomes  therefore  all  too  likely  and  gender  can 

easily be shrunk to the use and juxtaposition of “he” and “she” in official acts. 

Further, gender concepts are not just neutrali0ed or absorbed, they might in 

fact also work against mobili0ation for real changes. It is difficult to mobili0e 

for something already “being there”.G  

According  to  Kenneth  Burke,  we  are  inclined  to  communicate  and 

cooperate  with  groups  who  share  or  pretend  to  share  the  same  interests, 

thereby  achieving  a  degree  of  what  he  calls  “consubstantiality”,  an  area  of 

“overlap”,  real  or  perceived,  between  individuals,  groups,  organi0ations  or 

nations.8  When it comes to aspects of persuasion as are found in what Burke 

calls “the magic” of class relationships, ethnicity, religions, it might be evident 

that  the  classical  notion  of  clear  persuasive  intent  is  not  an  accurate  fit  for 

describing  the  ways  in  which  the  members  of  a  group  promote  social 

cohesion by acting rhetorically upon themselves and one another. Competing 

interests are often more important than differences over beliefs or attitudes. 

Conflict  is  not  the  same  as  controversy  or  communicative  breakdowns.    I 

                                                        
6 Maria Stratigaki, “Gender Mainstreaming vs. Positive Action - An Ongoing Conflict in EU 
Gender Equality Policy”, European Journal of Women’s Studies, 12, 2 (2005): 165-186.  
7 Stratigaki, European Journal of Women’s Studies, 165-186. 
8 Kenneth Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives (Berkeley: Berkeley, University of California Press): 22-
55. 
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therefore  suggest  that  “magic”  may  be  replaced  by  power  and  elements  of 

coercive persuasion.9 Closely linked to power is the question of gender.  

Striving to form ourselves in accordance with communicative norms 

that  at  least  to  some  extent  match  the  cooperative  ways  in  the  society, 

institutions  or  corporations,  we  are,  in  some  way  or  other,  acting  upon 

ourselves persuasively. There is an apparent link between gender issues and 

the importance of issues during negotiation processes. Projecting one’s vision 

with sufficient authority may for women require some unlearning of former 

practices and a display of behaviours regarded as masculine.10 At another and 

more  fundamental  level,  values  and  goals  concerning  security  issues  and 

strategies  are  seldom  gender  neutral3  muscles  and  strength,  force  and 

aggressivity,  control  and  conquest  are  seldom  associated  with  female 

characteristics. Within organisations such as the UN, only when negotiations 

are bogged down and become boring, do spaces open for gender or “female 

participation” topics.11 To raise gender related issues when negotiations are 

tense, is seldom a rhetoric appealing to persuasive identification.  

There  is  “an  outer  voice”  acting  upon  our  (often)  multiple  “inside 

voices”, and the interests of the individual and the nation, group, corporation 

or organisation may often tend to overlap. We thereby may come to see our 

own  reflection(s)  in  the  social  mirror  of  the  collective.12  One  aspect  of 

identification, as part of identification strategies, is the well known and often 

subtle  workings  of  antithesis4  When  allies  who  would  “normally”  dispute 

among themselves, join forces against a common enemy ― and the enemy is 

seldom  gender  neutral.  Such  application  of  rhetoric  serves  to  deflect 

criticism,  including issues of gender and power. When this  inducement goes 

unnoticed, the power of identification is fulfilled.  

Aristotle and his  followers were not  interested  in offering advice  to 

slaves  and  women  on  how  they  could  agitate  against  their  masters.  Their 

rhetoric was mainly a rhetoric for “insiders” who shared values and interests, 

a rhetoric considerably less applicable to those seeking to penetrate “hostile 

circles”, circles some women today identify as theirs ― “mirroring their own 

reflections?” 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
9 H.W. Simons “Persuasion in social conflict”, Speech monographs/Speech Association of America, 39 
(1972): 227-247. 
10 Su Olsson, “Gendered heroes: male and female self-representations of  executive identity”, 
Women in Management Review, 17,  3-4 (2002): 142-150. 
11 Torild Skard, “Gender in the malestream – acceptance of  women and gender equality in 
different United Nations organizations”, Forum for Development Studies, 36, 1 (2009): 155-192. 
12 Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives, 22-55; and see also George Cheney, “The Rhetoric of 
Identification and the Study of Organizational Communication”, Quarterly Journal of Speech, 96 
(1983): 143-158. 
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Norwegian  (and  Nordic)  feminism  is  largely  characteri0ed  by  equity 

feminism.  Women  are  seen  to  be  inherently  similar  to  men,  and  gender 

equality  has  been  the  driving  force  for  the  feminist  movement.  Male 

dominance  and  power  have  been  critici0ed  and  one  of  the  goals  has  been 

women's  equal  participation  in  the  domestic  political  sphere.  The  state 

ideology  is  that  of  a  welfare  state  with  strong  labour  unions  and  labour 

parties.  Official  feminism  coincides  to  a  large  extent  with  that  ideology.13 

Safety  nets  and  free  health  care  are  part  of  this  ideology  and  are  taken  for 

granted.  

	owever,  the  tradition  is  not  without  its  fissures.  The  dominant 

Norwegian gender equality policy is also called a “balance equality” because 

of  its  focus on a 50/50 or  sometimes D0/F0 balanced  relationship between 

women  and  men  in  power  positions.  Gender  justice  is  mainly  considered 

synonymous with  this  type of gender balance.  It  is  the balance which  is  the 

main  concern,  and  the  question  of  equality  with  whom  or  with  what 

(interests) is seldom raised.1D   

The notion of women's “responsible rationality” was also developed 

and  used  in  Nordic  feminism.  Responsible  rationality  was  pitted  against 

men's  instrumental  rationality.  It  was  argued  that  neither  instrumental  nor 

value  rationality  capture  the  specific  women's  approach  to  situations  of 

conflicts of interest. Women have a tendency to identify with those in need of 

care,  and  thereby,  develop  responsible  rationality.  Women's  everyday 

experiences  drive  them  towards  care  that  is  a  rationally  developed 

standpoint  rather  than  an  emotional  reaction.15  In  short,  there  is  a  trace  of 

difference  feminism  in  Norwegian  feminism,  although  the  official  feminist 

ideology  is  strongly  geared  towards  gender  equality.  Nordic/Norwegian 

responsible  rationality  can,  though,  often  take  the  form  of  “patroni0ing 

rationality” when it seeks to save “brown women from brown men”.  

 

Ideologically, the links between Norwegian foreign policy and NATO 

and  the  USA  have  been  strong.  JSolidarityK,  JinternationalismK  and 

JmultilateralismK have been the ideographs around which the foreign policy 

rhetoric  has  been  established  in  the  post‐Cold  War  era and  in  whose  name 

actions are performed. The foreign policy master narrative cherishes the idea 

that  Norway,  together  with  the  other  the  Nordic  countries,  have  a  long 

standing tradition of participation in UN‐led peacekeeping activities, conflict 

prevention through political dialogue, mediation and high  levels of overseas 

                                                        
13 Marit Teigen and Hege Skjeie, Menn i mellom. Mannsdominans og likestillingspolitikk (Oslo: 
Gyldendal Akademisk Forlag, 2003). 
14 Cathrine Holst, “Balansefeminismens begrensninger”, Tidsskrift for kjønnsforskning, 
(http://kilden.forskningsradet.no/c35640/artikkel/vis.html?tid=46684)(2007). 
15 von der Lippe, European Journal of  Women´s Study (2011). 
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development aid.1F 

What characteri0es Norwegian foreign policy rhetoric is the story of 

remote geographical position which, according to  the hegemonic narratives, 

has  historically  permitted  the  state  to  remain  aloof  from  international 

engagement.  The  decision  to  enter  into  military  alliances  was  taken  after 

World  War  II,  i.e.,  with  Norway's  NATO  membership  in  19D9.  Solidarity, 

internationalism  and  peace‐keeping  operations  have  been  the  ideographs 

around which the Norwegian foreign policy rhetoric has been established and 

in  whose  name  actions  are  performed.  According  to  this  policy  rhetoric, 

Norway  never  takes  part  in  war  or  warfare3  it  happens,  though,  that  the 

country  takes  part  in  military  operations.  The  narrative  cherishes  the  idea 

that Norway has  a  long‐standing  tradition of  participation  in UN‐led peace‐

keeping  activities,  conflict  prevention  through  political  dialogue,  mediation 

and overseas development aid on a large scale.  

 

 

Benevolent  philanthrophy  �  co­optation  and  �ender  �lind 

identification               
 

The step from responsible rationality and benevolent altruism to patroni0ing 

rationality is a short one and easy to take. The rhetoric used by the Minister 

of  defence  from  2005  to  2009,  Anne‐Grete  Str1m‐Erichsen,  may  illustrate 

this. 	er  speech  in Brussels 200F  to  the European Union  (EU) members on 

security  issues  serves  as  an  illustration  of  promoting  self‐evident  truths 

within an apparently harmonious security discourse. She had to balance soft 

and  hard  rhetoric  carefully.  In  front  of  this  audience  her  rhetoric  may  be 

called  loyalty  rhetoric,  rhetoric  similar  to  the  rhetoric  of  a  brave  and 

trustworthy pupil addressing a group of highly respected teachers.  

Underscoring  the  need  to  improve  NATO‐EU  relations,  NATO‐EU 

cooperation  and  the  value  of  the  strategic  partnership,  she  approaches 

security  challenges  and  the  complexities  of  peace‐keeping  and  peace‐

building,  paying  specific  attention  to  the  war  in  Afghanistan4  “First,  the 

international  community  must  coordinate  civilian  efforts  in  a  better  way. 

Today the civilian aspects of our engagements, in Afghanistan and elsewhere, 

are often fragmented and uncoordinated. This means that the overall results 

are  less  effective”.  Catastrophes  for  Afghan  civilians  are  presented  as 

insufficient coordination of  “civilian efforts3”  they are simply a coordination 

problem and the problem is so far “gender‐neutral”.  

Str1m‐Erichsen,  after  panegyrically  embracing  all  Western‐

dominated  institutions,  somewhat  surprisingly  turns  to  the  UN  Resolution 

1325,  she  concludes  by  first  praising  the  EU  decision  to  promote  “gender 

equality  and  gender  mainstreaming  in  crisis  management,  in  line  with  UN 

                                                        
16 Christine Ingebritsen, “Norm Enterpreneurs. Scandinavia’s Role in World Politics”, 
Cooperation and Conflict, 37, 1 (2002): 11-23. 
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Resolution  1325”.  She  then  assumes  the  role  of  the  teacher  and  tells  the 

audience4 “This is important progress. Norway puts great emphasis on the UN 

resolution and has adopted a national action plan to promote gender issues”. 

A  complete harmony  is  at  last  established  as  she urges  the EU members  to 

conform  with  Norway  and  the  UN  Security  Council  Resolution  1325, 

emphasising  that  operations  should  be  gender‐sensitive  at  all  levels.  	er 

ethos  now  seems  taken  for  granted,  representing  a  country  known  for  its 

gender equality policy. 

This rhetorical use of this resolution may be seen as a subtle form of 

feminist  co‐optation,  constructed  along  the  following  reasoning4  Norway 

participates  in Afghan peace operations. The UN Resolution 1325,  stressing 

the  importance  of  women  as  participants  in  peace‐building,  the  Norwegian 

authorities thus tend to avoid any question relating to warfare and killings as 

part  of  all wars. Norway  is  therefore  always participating  in peace‐building 

and establishing gender equality  in general, as well as  for Afghan women in 

particular. The Norwegian Minister is promoting both gender equality issues 

and the Norwegian interpretation of participation in warfare. This rhetoric is 

also a subtle way of silencing the voices of Afghan women. The gender main‐

streaming  is  so  main‐streamed  that  the  UN  Resolution  easily  fits  into  most 

war stories, no matter what is referred to.  

  The  danger  of  co‐optation  is  greater  in  large  organisations  and 

particular  if  there  is  a  high  level  of  normative  legitimacy  for  the  general 

principle  underlying  the  original  policy  goal.  “Today”,  Stratigaki  notes, 

“European  politicians  of  all  parties  pay  lip  service  to  gender  equality  as  a 

fundamental principle of democracy and social justice”.1G In the long run co‐

optation  can  even  produce  a  counter‐effect  and  a  negative  impact.  Co‐

optation works against mobili0ation and pressure by  interested parties and 

individuals  by  using  the  original  as  well  as  the  transformed  concept  as  an 

alibi.  Or,  as  Stratigaki  writes4  “It  is  difficult  to  mobili0e  against  a  claim  that 

appears  to  be  one’s  own  even  if  it  no  longer  is  used  to  mean  what  one 

intended”.18  

  The  co‐optation  outlined  above,  is  also  indicative  of  her  rhetoric  in 

public  deliberation  and  seemed  for  some  time  to  be  rather  successful.  The 

necessity to keep dancing on the feminist rhetorical tight rope, has, however, 

been  a  real  challenge,  at  several  levels.  One  such  challenge  has  been  the 

identification aspect,  and  simultaneously  a non‐identification with  the Bush 

regime.  In  an  article  titled  “Why do we  send  soldiers  abroad”,19  she writes4 

“We who every day are working with foreign issues, we know why we are in 

Afghanistan. For us it is thus easy to forget that it might not necessarily be so 

for others”. 	er ethos is now somewhat threatened and she has to stand up as 

one‐who‐knows‐better‐than‐others, which is seldom the way to success.  

 She  continually  reminds  us,  as  she  does  in  this  article,  that  “6  we 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take  part,  not  in  war,  but  in  military  engagement”,  because  “we  want  to 

contribute  to peace and conflict  resolution”. This  is,  she continues,  “a moral 

duty and a natural part of our tradition of peace building and stabilisation in 

the world”. Norway’s aim is to “prevent weapons of mass destruction to come 

into  the  hands  of  terrorists”.20  The  humanitarian  rhetoric,  rhetoric  of 

democracy and freedom, is the red‐cross‐thread here, running together with 

traditional  gender  neutral  or  gender  blind  rhetoric.  Marginali0ation  of  the 

feminist rhetoric is probably a must since hearts and minds after years with 

warfare  are  difficult  to  reach  by  an  explicit  interpellation  to  “hearths  and 

minds” by a rhetoric of “saving and liberating Afghan women”. 

In rhetoric antonyms often become synonyms4 the transformation of 

peace into war ― peace means war and war means peace ― is common and 

nearly  classical  in  all  war  rhetorics.  Norwegian  peace  rhetoric  is  upheld 

despite a non‐traditional Norwegian foreign policy ― NATO’s and Norway's 

out‐of‐area‐warfare. “Together with 25 other members of NATO Norway has 

promised to take part in security and peace building in Afghanistan. Thereby 

we  will  also  strengthen  our  common  freedom,  culture  and  civilisation”,21 

Str1m‐Erichsen  also  tells  us  in  this  article.  	er  eulogy  is  thus  not  only 

foregrounding  an  identification  between  Norway  and  NATO,  but  also 

identification with an almost homogeneous and benevolent Western culture 

and  civilisation  as  such.  �oing  this  rhetorical  manoeuvre,  she  is  able  to 

include the USA, without,  though, explicitly  including the superpower in her 

panegyric  of  “our  engagement”.  The  invisibility  of  Afghan  women  is 

compensated  by  an  increased  focus  on  NATO3  a  NATO,  apparently 

independent  of  the  USA,  and  closely  linked  to  the  abstractions  of  freedom, 

security and peace building3 thus an implicit reference to the UN Resolution 

1325.  

For  rhetoric  to  be  successful,  the  audiences  must  experience  that 

their autonomy  is upheld and simultaneously experience  identification with 

the rhetorical  interpellation. There are indeed multiple rhetorical tightropes 

to  balance.  Identification  is  about  being  equal  and  different,  unified  and 

separated.  Identification with  the USA was difficult  to establish with George 

W.  Bush  in  power.  Identification  with  NATO,  ISAF  and  UN  is  on  the  other 

hand strong.  

 

 

�dentification and the rhetoric of �ilence 

 

There are many silences, particularly in war rhetoric, and I concur with  who 

writes4  “�ust  as we use words  to  obfuscate meaning or  to buy  time, we use 

silence, sometimes productively, sometimes not ―  just as we use speech”.22 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
"#!$%&'()*&+,-./01!012341()56!2"##345!
"6!$%&'()*&+,-./01!012341()56!2"##345!!
"" !7-/&89!:9/001!;$+9/0,/<!=!>-/%?&+,!=&%!@?&!>/.+.%+0A!B+.,+C9+0/2.4D1!789!""1!"!2"##"4<!"E6)
F"5!



~ Benevolent philanthropy, co-optation and identification ~ 

 

 
~ 31 ~  

The  question  is  not  only  whether  speech  or  silence  is  the  most  productive, 

effective  or  appropriate.  Rather,  the  question  is  about  a  rhetoricity  of 

purposeful  silence  when  it  is  self‐selected  or  when  it  is  imposed.  When 

silence is imposed on us, it may be professional suicide, and for some, it may 

be a question of life and death. Some Afghan women broke the silence years 

before the terror attacks of 2001, knowing they put their lives in danger. But 

nobody  listened.  For  a  short  period  after  September  11,  a  rhetoric  of 

protecting  and  liberating  Afghan  Muslim  women  (and  children)  was  a 

suitable  rhetoric  for  the  hegemonic  discourse.23  Co‐optation  thus  occurs  at 

different levels.  

The authority of the dominant group and its silences are, as outlined 

above,  not  always  imposed  by  force  on  individuals,  but  offered  to  them  in 

subtle  ways.  The  authority  in  this  case  was  forcibly  imposed.  It  was  not 

offered  to  Afghan  women  (or  men)  in  any  subtle  ways.  The  twist  is  that 

hegemonic discourses, according to Gramsci,2D are offered as something you 

already agree with, as a reflection of your own desires, needs and wants, and 

in  which  you  can  effortlessly  recogni0e  yourself.  	egemony  thus  seems  to 

offer what you already want anyway. Gramsci is, in his way, adding aspects of 

power to the Burkean “magic”, and in a subtle manner he also indicates how 

the phenomenon of co‐optation may occur.  

The common benevolent philanthropy indicates that it is often easier 

to  identify  with  oppressed  women  than  with  strong  and  potent  women ― 

women  who  also  might  be  in  need  of  support3  support  based,  however,  on 

solidarity as equals. A mirroring of oneself as benevolent philanthrophist and 

liberator  seems  to  be  an  identification  appeal  which  men  and  women  alike 

easily embrace. Potent Afghan women speaking themselves about needs and 

aspirations based on  their own experiences might have raised problems  for 

the benevolent rhetoric of feminist co‐optation.  

In  2010  president  Barak  	ussein  Obama  has  declared  the  end  of 

“war  on  terror”.  Gender  neutral  “overseas  contingency  operations”  have 

begun  and  the  terrorists  have  become  “violent  extremists”.  Today  the 

identification with USA is easier. The ethos of president Obama, commander 

in chief and receiver of the Norwegian Nobel peace price in �ecember 2009, 

is  in  Norway  extremely  strong.  And  he  is  “brown”.  The  actual  Norwegian 

female Minister of �efence, Grete Faremo, has an easier rhetorical work to do 

than Str1m‐Erichsen, the former Minister. The gendered rhetorical tightrope 

balancing  has  disappeared.  Norway,  ISAF,  NATO  and  the  USA  are  now 

cooperating towards a “gender neutral” stabilisation and democratisation in 

Afghanistan.  A  nearly  “pure”  communication,  based  on  an  identification 

apparently  exempt  of  the  Burkean  segregation,  the  “human  need”  to 

overcome division from each other, characteri0es her rhetoric. Faremo’s body 

seems to have become unified with the body of the new president. 

                                                        
23 C. A. Stabile & D. Kumar, “Unveiling imperialism: media, gender and the war on 
Afghanistan”, Media, Culture and Society (London: Sage Publications, 2005): 755-782. 
24 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks (London: Lawrence, 1978). 



~ B. von der Lippe ~ 

 

 
~ 32 ~ 

As  burqa‐clad  Afghan  women  are  made  invisible  in  the  war 

discourse, their voices not listened to, and any reference to the UN Resolution 

1325 is avoided, the “gender neutral stabili0ation” rhetoric seems in Norway 

not  to  be  challenged.  The  burqa‐clad  women  have,  however,  reappeared  in 

other  public  discourses,  partly  as  a  threat  to  Western  liberalism  (sic)  and 

partly  as  fascinating  spectacles  or  sexual  objects  in  maga0ines.  Co‐optation 

does indeed occur at different levels. And the burqa as metaphor for the war 

rhetoric may be more repressive than the literal burqa. 

The  rhetoric  of  benevolent  philanthrophy  is  contained  ―  and 

remains ― within a frame of protection scenario. Gayatry C. Spivak’s “saving 

brown  women  from  brown  men”,25  with  both  Western  genders  as 

protagonists,  is  these  days  transformed  into  a  gender  blind  rhetoric  of 

“stabili0ation and democrati0ation”. When Richard Kipling in his poem more 

than hundred years ago also wrote “Go bind your sons to exile/To serve your 

captives' need”, Western men and women  today advise both  their  sons and 

daughters to serve “our captives need” ― in the name of gender equality and 

sometimes in the name of liberating women as “other”. Afghan women, who, 

once  upon  a  time  (2001  seems  so  long  ago),  and  whose  need  “we”  should 

serve  by  liberating  them  from  “brown  men”,  might  today  perceive  more  of 

the Burkean “consubstantiality” (necessary for any identification) with these 

“brown” men, than they do towards their Western protectors, be they males 

or females.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
25 Gayatry C. Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in L. Grossberg & Cary Nelson, Marxism and 
the Interpretation of Culture (Houndmills: Macmillan, 1988). 
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There is an interesting point, where at the crossroads of being a researcher of 

rhetoric and an observer of gender relations in Africa, I find that my biology 

of  being  a  woman  filters  the  experiences  of  how  I  understand  literature, 

arguments and social interactions. I view this as a result of accepting how my 

biology  and  socialisation  (in  and  outside  the  academic  environment)  have 

influenced  to  a  large  extent my  relations with men, women and  texts. With 

this  in  mind,  the  question  I  seek  to  answer  is  how  do  women  create  and 

maintain  identities  for  themselves  in  Africa,  particularly  in  the  academic 

public sphere?  

I choose this space because historically, and still to some extent, the 

academic public sphere is a place in which they have been in the minority and 

have  had  limited  access.  In  order  to  tackle  this  question,  I  present  two 

arguments.  The  first  is  that  the  understanding  of  the  “feminine/feminist” 

perspective, (which has been mostly disseminated by women in academia) is 

based on the idea that there is an opposite and invasive understanding of the 

world  that  is  masculine.  Secondly,  the  study  of  Rhetoric  has  often  been 

accused as being a male preserve that has historically failed to accommodate 

the  role  of  women  in  creating  a  ‘rhetorical’  path,  especially  in  Africa. 

Therefore,  by  analyzing  arguments  concerning  African  feminism,  I  hope  to 

create the opportunity for the two disciplines of Rhetoric and Gender Studies 

to interact on the African intellectual plain.  

  I  would  ask  the  reader  to  evoke  for  themselves  a  ‘double 

consciousness’ as propagated by W.E B Du Bois,1 “this sense of always looking 

at one's self through the eyes of others, two identities warring in one body”. 

On one hand there is an identity that has been historically oppressed, and the 

other that understands privilege and has been successful �  in so doing, you 

are  imagining  the  current  position  of  the  middle  class  African  Woman.  The 

rest of this paper will aim to shed light on the following questions: who is this 

African  woman  and  what  does  she  want  to  achieve?  What  do  her  past,  her 

present and future look like? Finally, what does she think of others? African 

feminism, like any other discourse that asserts itself, gives pleasure for both 

its  advocates  and  scholars  in  highlighting  the  struggles  of  the  subject.  It  is 

these  challenges  that  I  wish  to  discuss,  and  leave  you  not  only  with  a 

perspective  to  the  questions  I  put  forward,  but  also  leave  you  with  more 

questions  regarding  the  future  of  African  feminism  in  an  increasingly 

integrated world. 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African  feminism  is a  feminist epistemology and a  form of  rhetoric  that has 

provided arguments, which validate the experience of women of Africa and of 

African  origin  against  a  mainstream  feminist  discourse.  It  is  a  justice  that 

aims to create a discernible difference between women who were colonised 

and those who were deemed the colonisers, and a social movement that aims 

to  raise  a  global  consciousness  which  sympathises  with  African  women’s 

histories, present realities and future expectations. 

  African  feminism concerns  itself not only with  the  rights of women 

from Africa but is also inclusive of those living in the Diaspora as many of the 

contributors  to  the  literature  have  often  lived  “abroad”.  Therefore,  let  our 

inquiring minds not be limited by a geographical location as the name would 

imply. 	owever, the debates, practices and implementation are most credibly 

pursued on the African continent.  

  Ama Ata Aidoo,D an authoress of African literature states,  

 

$� s�ould �o on �o insis� ���� e�e�� ��n �nd e�e�� �o��n s�ould be � 


e�inis� & es�eci�ll� i
 ��e� belie�e ���� �
�ic�ns s�ould ���e c����e o
 

�
�ic�n  l�nd�  �
�ic�n  �e�l���  �
�ic�n  li�es  �nd  ��e  bu�den  o
  �
�ic�n 

de�elo��en�!  ��  is  no�  �ossible  �o  �d�oc��e  inde�endence  o
  �
�ic�n 

de�elo��en� �i��ou� �lso belie�in� ���� �
�ic�n �o�en �us� ���e ��e 

bes�  ����  ��e en�i�on�en� c�n o

e�! �o�  so�e o
 us  ��is  is  ��e c�uci�l 

ele�en� o
 
e�inis�%! 

 

  There is an understandable misinterpretation which regards African 

feminism as a part of Third Wave feminism, however, it is within the realm of 

the  Third  Wave  feminist  interpretation  that  the  tensions  between  race  and 

culture  begin  to  appear.  The  tension  has  even  led  to  the  rejection  of  the 

concept  of  Third  Wave  feminism  being  applied  as  a  principle  for  African 

women. It is because this wave is interpreted as an ideology that is hinged on 

Western Feminism, or to be more explicit, “historically recent Europe@anA and 

America@nA  social  movements  founded  to  struggle  for  female  equality  and 

subsequently carried forward in an imperial march across the globe”.E  

Within Africa, in both social and most academic environments, there 

seems  to  be  an  agreement  about  what  feminism  is,  and  that  its  source 

originates  from  European  and  American  (hereafter  referred  to  as  Western) 

definitions.  This  is  because  traditionally  and  geographically  the  West  has 

provided  the  disposition  and  the  strategies  associated  with  this  movement. 

                                                        
2 A.A. Aidoo, “African Women Today” in ./01('2&&)$ 3(*/4/0*0$ 5$ 6&7('8$ 3'&*$ 9:'/;+$ 1&$ 12($
</+0=&'+>$O. Nnaemeka, ed. (Trenton, New Jersey: Africa Wide Press, 1998). 
3 O. Oyewumi, 9:'/;+4$?&*+4$+4)$3(*/4/0*8$"(:@(;1/4A$&4$12($6&@/1/;0$&:$./01('2&&), (Trenton New 
Jersey: Africa World Press Inc, 2003). 
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atasha Gordon in her paper highlights this point and supports it with other 

feminist  literature  done  by  �handra  �ohanty.F  She  argues  that  “Western 

Feminism  has  ultimately  created  an  ahistorical,  stagnant  ‘Third  World 

Woman’  that  is  constituted  as  a  coherent  group,  (thus)  sexual  difference 

becomes conterminous with female subordination, and power automatically 

defined in binary terms: people who have it (read: men) and people who do 

not  (read:  women)”.G  �et,  African  feminism  cannot  be  defined  by  one  or 

several movements that are as discernable as in Western feminism where the 

distinction  between  the  first,  second  and  third  wave  movements  are  clear. 

For African women, feminism is very dependent on a temporal scale shaped 

by political eras. These eras are pre colonial, colonial and post colonial Africa. 

These eras are dissimilar across African countries because the histories of the 

liberation  struggles  are  different  for  each  country.  The  result  of  this  is  that 

the  definitions  and  experiences  of  feminism  are  different  from  region  to 

region within Africa.                                          

Regional  distinctions  add  further  problems  when  defining  African 

feminism,  particularly  regarding  at  which  level  the  discourse’s  subject  and 

terminology  are  to  be  set.  If  national  borders  are  used  as  a  parameter,  it 

would  be  possible  to  distinguish  between,  
igerian  and  South  African 

Feminism  for  example.  These  countries’  histories  are  different  and  so  are 

their cultures and traditions. “But 
igerian and South African feminisms too 

are  mere  constructs  which  hardly  do  justice  to  feminisms’  heterogeneity”.H 

This is because there is ethnic plurality in South Africa which is supported by 

the  recognition  of  11  official  languages  that  include  English  and  Afrikaans 

(�olonial  languages). There  could be a �ulu6Feminism, but what would  that 

consist of and how would it interact with Afrikaner Feminism or even Sotho 

Feminism?  In  an  effort  to  not  be  overwhelmed  by  issues  of  heterogeneity, 

African  feminism  returns  to  iconic  categories  that  put  a  spotlight  on  the 

differences  between  African  and  Western  Feminisms  initially.  They  are  the 

following: 1.) �ulture/Tradition, D.) Socio6economic and socio6political issues, 

E.)  The  role  of  men,  F.)  Race,  and  G.)  Sex  and/or  sexuality.                               

  These categories are  fundamental because  they are  the cement  that 

hold  the  discourse  of  African  feminism.  They’re  also  dynamic  because  to 

varying degrees,  they  represent  the concerns  that have shaped many of  the 

movements  within  Western  Feminisms.  	owever,  African  Feminism  would 

have  us  believe  that  these  very  same  categories  make  the  experience  of 

feminism  in  Africa  unquestionably  different  from  that  experienced  in  the 

West.  These  categories  are  explained  as  oppressions.  Gwendolyn  �ikell, 

supplies us with a description of African feminism as “dealing with multiple 

                                                        
4 C. Mohanty, “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses”, Feminist 
Review, 30 (1988): 61-88.  

5 N. Gordon, ““Tonguing the Body”: Placing Female Circumcision within African Feminist 

Discourse”, Issue: A Journal of Opinion, 25, 2 (1997): 24. 

6 S. Ardnt, The Dynamism of  African Feminism: Defining and Classifying African Feminist Literatures 
(Trenton New Jersey: Africa World Press Inc., 2002): 35. 
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oppressions”  as  indicated  by  the  aforementioned  categories.  She  also 

comments  that African  feminism  is dealing with  “women  first and  foremost 

as human, rather than sexual beings”. I This is a key point because a woman’s 

sexuality  and  reproductive  role  in  society  has  been  a  point  of  conflict  in 

determining women’s access and mobility in the public sphere.  

 

 

�����������������������������������������
�����������������
�������
����
 

It  is  clear  that  understanding  African  feminism  is  a  delicate  process  of 

negotiating  several  discourses  that  can  result  in  a  double  edged  sword.  In 

some  ways  African  feminism,  purposefully  seeks  to  be  detached  from  the 

notions  of  colonialism,  race,  class  etc,  as  a  way  of  explaining  the  current 

position of women in Africa. �et, the very reason for its advocacy is because 

African  women  have  tried  to  re6define  and  re6express  the  importance  of 

these  issues.  The  rationale  for  wanting  to  be  detached  from  the  colonial  is 

illustrated  when  arguments  that  claim  historically  (by  this  I  mean  pre6

colonial times) that African women have been in positions of power, and have 

had  equal  access  to  resources  like  men,  and  furthermore  that  authentic 

African culture and tradition did not oppress women.  

  For example, the existence of events and actions done by Black South 

African  women  prior  to  colonisation  can  be  interpreted  as  feminist  action. 

Black  women  did  have  positions  of  leadership  and  influence.  �any  women 

leaders existed throughout Africa even though historical evidence for some is 

fragmented.  In  South  Africa,  “�ulu  royal  women  demonstrated  such 

leadership before, during and after �ing Shaka’s reign and this took a variety 

of  forms...  Sometimes  military,  but  more  often  economic  and  religious5 

including  rain  making,  administering  ritual  medicine  and  custodianship  of 

sacred objects”.J  

  It  is  historical  narratives  like  these  that  support  the  imagery of  the 

strong, black,  selfless African woman. �et  the  shortcoming  is  that often,  the 

few women who have been documented have been left in the vaults of myth 

and exception. The repercussions have often resulted in a fruitless debate in 

the public sphere and an appeal to return to  ‘authentic traditional practices’ 

that have been forgotten or watered down, due to “modernity”,  for  lack of a 

better term.  

  �olonisation  also  helped  create  the  image  of  the  selfless  liberation 

war heroine. The  liberation struggle  in South Africa clearly exemplifies how 

black women who were actively fighting against apartheid could be labelled 

                                                        

7
 G. Mikell, “African Feminism: Toward a New Politics of  Representation”, Feminist Studies, 21, 

2 (1995): 405-424. 

8
 J. Weir, “Chiefly Women and Women’s Leadership in Pre-Colonial Southern Africa”, in 

Women in South African History: Basus’iimbokodo, bawel’imilambo/they remove boulders and cross rivers, 
N. Gasa, ed. (Cape Town: Human Sciences Research Council, 2007): 8-12. 
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feminist  by  the  very  act  of  bearing  arms.  In  addition,  there  is  selflessness 

which  women  in  society  are  still  expected  to  perform.  At  this  point  let  me 

emphasise  that  it  is  the ���i�ude o
 sel
lessness that often  is a deliberate self6

construction  advocated  by  some  African  women  that  is  often  juxtaposed 

against Western feminists who are viewed to be selfish  in their desires, and 

daily practices when trying to obtain equality with men.  

  Another  argument  boils  down  the  issue  to  a  matter  of  linguistics. 

Some argue that  feminism in Africa has always existed.  It  is only because  in 

African  languages  there was no word  to describe  this position  linguistically 

that  unfortunately  African  women  have  blindly  ascribed  to  an  expression 

brought  from  the  West.  Accordingly,  some  writers  and  theoreticians  who 

study gender relations in Africa have argued that traditional African societies 

have  always  thought  and  lived  in  a  feminist  way  long  before  the  colonial 

invasion. �olawole stated:  

 

 $�l��ou�� ��n� �
�ic�n l�n�u��es ���e no s�non�� 
o� 
e�inis� �s i� 

i�s de
ined b�  ��e �es��  ��e conce�� o
 ��ou� �c�ion b� �o�en� b�sed 

on co��on �el
��e in soci�l� cul�u��l� econo�ic� �eli�ious �nd �oli�ic�l 

����e�s is indi�enous �nd 
��ili�� �o � ���o�i�� o
 ��ese �o�en%!+  

 

This statement gives pause for thought. It cannot be fairly argued that every 

traditional  ‘group  action’  of  African  women  was  feminist  in  nature.  If  we 

agree to that then it implies that a feminist organisation is simply a gathering 

of  bantering  women  who  may  or  may  not  seek  to  challenge  gender 

inequalities that repress and discriminate against them.  

  Another  pinched  nerve  within  the  discourse  is  that  lo  and  behold, 

African  feminists do not really want  to be called  feminists. To be  frank, you 

are not going to hear the term “African Feminism” in everyday conversation 

without  someone  having  to  offer  an  explanation  for  the  terminology2  even 

though  there  is  an  understanding  that  feminism  in  Africa  is  not  quite  the 

same  as  in  America  or  Europe.  In  this  vein  
ora  �hase,  a  
amibian  Black 

woman  activist  argued  that  the  minute  you  hear  about  feminism  one 

immediately  puts  in  the  connotation  of  European  and  
orth  American 

women’s  struggles.  These  are  women  from  societies  which  have  long  been 

independent  =  people  who  support  the  governments  that  support  her 

experience of oppression. She maintains  that she could never  feel  solidarity 

with that! 

  I would like to highlight a duality of thought within African feminist 

discourse,  as  highlighted  by  Flora  
wapa,  an  African  authoress.  Women  in 

Africa are in two minds as to whether they should refer to themselves, or let 

themselves be referred to, as feminists.  

 

                                                        
9 M. Kolawole, “The Dynamism of  African Feminism: Defining and Classifying African 
Feminist Literatures”, in The Dynamism of  African Feminism: Defining and Classifying African 
Feminist Literatures, S Arndt, ed. (Trenton New Jersey: Africa World Press Inc. 2002): 31. 
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$� don’� ��in� ���� � �� � ��dic�l 
e�inis�! � don’� e�en �cce�� ���� � �� 

� 
e�inis�!  � �cce�� ���� �’� �n o�din��� �o��n ��o is ��i�in� �bou� 

���� s�e �no�s%!)) 

 

  Buchi  Echemta  another  African  authoress  declared  in  a  speech  at 

George Town �niversity that, 

 

 “� ���e ne�e� c�lled ��sel
 � 
e�inis�! �o� i
 �ou c�oose �o c�ll �e � 


e�inis�� ���� is �ou� business  bu� � don'� subsc�ibe �o ��e 
e�inis� ide� 

���� �ll �en ��e b�u��l �nd �e��essi�e �nd �e �us� �e�ec� ��e�! �o�e 

o
 ��ese �en ��e �� b�o��e�s �nd 
���e�s �nd sons! �� � �o �e�ec� ��e� 

�oo"()* 

 

The above quotes not only exemplify the crisis in determining the experience 

of  feminism  in  Africa,  but  also  highlight  a  form  of  negotiation  that  African 

women  are  particularly  privy  to  = this  is  negotiating  a  dual  existence  of 

Western  knowledge  and  values  together  with  African  authenticity  and 

cultural value, a world where feminism is un6African because it is not part of 

African culture.  

  The  debate  that  pushes  forward  the  un6Africaness  of  feminism 

implies,  a  somewhat  unflattering  assertion,  a  jibe  towards  the  description 

and  value  of  “the  ‘real’  African  woman5  @whoA  is  content  with  her 

subordinate position as wife, mother and beast of burden.  She  is passive  in 

the face of abuse, tolerant of all forms of infidelity2 her only real ambition is to 

retain respectability by laboring for the maintenance of a stable marriage and 

family  and  seeing  to  the  satisfaction  of  her  husband's  desires”.1E  I  would 

suggest  that  the  main  reason  why  this  tension  is  present  is  because  of  two 

areas of disagreement brought up by African feminists in order to disregard 

Western feminist thought. In area one = there are the challenges concerning 

how to interact with men in both the public and private sphere. In area two 

= there  are  the  challenges  African  women  face  regarding  how  to  preserve 

the  cultural  authenticity  of  their  public  and  private  spaces  within  national 

borders  and  as  part  of  a  continuously  influential  and  invasive  global 

community.  �onsequently,  the  lines  have  been  drawn  as  to  who  gets  to  be 

identified as an African woman and who gets  to be  the example  for African 

feminism.  This  leads  to  a  process  of  silencing  that  takes  place  within  the 

discourse, which is in part fuelled by class and racial differences.  

  There  is  no  doubt  that  African  feminism  is  largely  made  up  of  the 

responses of middle6class educated black women who are taking action upon 

                                                        
11 O. Ogunyemi, “Womanism: The Dynamics of the Contemporary Black Female Novel in 
English”, Signs, 11, 1 (1985): 64-80. 
12 G.Mikell, “African Feminism: Toward a New Politics of  Representation”, Feminist Studies, 21 
(1995). 
13 Amina Mama, “‘Women’ Studies and Studies of  Women in Africa during the 1990s”(1995), 
http://www.gwsafrica.org/knowledge/index.html, accessed September 2009. 
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the  claims  set  up  by  middle6class  white  women.  �et  those  who  are 

uneducated,  poor  and  in  the majority  serve  the  function of  highlighting  the 

differences  between  African  and  Western  feminism.  This  suggests  that 

African Feminist methodology and theory is also as questionable as Western 

Feminism’s interpretation of African experiences. �ohanty explains it as thus, 

“similar  arguments  pertaining  to  questions  of  methods  of  analysis  can  be 

made  in  terms of middle6class,  urban African  and Asian  scholars producing 

scholarship  on  or  about  their  rural  or  working6class  sisters  which  assumes 

their  own  middle6class  culture  as  the  norm,  and  codifies  peasant  and 

working6class histories and cultures as ‘Other’”.1F  

 

 

���������������
�������������
�����
�����
���� ��
 

There  is  an  ideal  that  centers  on  the  necessity  of  constructing  and 

maintaining  a  movement  for  African  women,  which  is  reflective  and 

supportive of the diversity within this population. It is important to recognize 

the  tremendous  heterogeneity  that  operates  within  the  boundaries  of  the 

term  ‘African woman’,  however,  up  till  this point,  this  still  does not  include 

white  women  who  define  themselves  as  being  of  African  decent.  This  also 

raises questions about who has the platform to speak about African feminism, 

and why  they have been granted  that  access?  If,  as  the  research has  shown 

women  involved  in  creating  the base  for  this discourse are, primarily  those 

who contribute to African literature and academia, can they be interpreted as 

being better champions for the identity than women who have low levels of 

literacy,  and  limited  access  to  academia?  Also,  how  can  African  men 

(including  white  African  men)  contribute  to  the  discourse  without  being 

identified as an abnormality who has decided to go against his ‘natural’ male 

state  by  supporting  women’s  rights  and  causes  and  weakening  the 

advantages of patriarchy? 

  Both  Western  and  African  feminist  literature  in  varying  degrees 

silence men and protect a certain way of thinking about men in Africa. I’d be 

negligent if I did not challenge the notion of  ‘patriarchy’, and to be fair, men 

have  long  been  whipped  into  silence  by  the  word  and  its  implications. 

�atriarchy  and  how  it  is  practiced  presents  many  problems  for  the  African 

woman. �any theorists have used the term “patriarchy” in African contexts to 

refer  to  the  organisation  of  social  life  and  institutional  structures  in  which 

men have ultimate  control  over most  aspects  of women’s  lives  and  actions. 

For instance, men have access to and benefit from women’s labor more than 

the reverse. 	istorically, the sexual division of labor was organised in such a 

way  that  women  were  (and  still  are)  the  primary  caregivers,  and  were 

responsible  for  the  bulk  of  food  cultivation  and/or  processing.  Women 

therefore  played  central,  but  socially  subordinate  roles  in  African  society, 

                                                        
14 Mohanty, Feminist Review, 61-88.  
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resulting  in  their  being  denied  access  to  institutions  that  were  gendered  a 

male preserve, such as academia. As  for  theorists critical of patriarchy,  they 

put  on  the  table  an  issue  of  agency,  where  women  =  both  now  and  in  the 

past  =  play  pivotal  roles  that  facilitate  patriarchal  economic  and  political 

dominance.  The  questions  are:  do  African  men  want  to  contribute  to  the 

understanding of African feminism, or are they in their feminist closet? �ould 

it  be  that  the  men  that  African  feminists  so  wish  to  protect  from  Western 

feminists, have also been silenced by their own women?  

 

 

���
�����
���������
��������������������������
��
It  can  be  argued  that  the��chief  challenge  for  African  feminists  is  to  sustain 

their  authenticity  as  Africans  against  white  Western  Feminism.  If  they 

identify  themselves  as  feminists  they  run  the  risk  of  being  automatically 

linked to white feminist ideology, justifiably so or not. Along with this, those 

studying  them  from  the  outside,  like  rhetoricians  can  view  the  African 

Feminist  as  trying  to  imitate  white  feminists.  The  fact  that  race  is  the 

cornerstone  of  many  arguments  about  what  distinguishes  African  from 

Western  Feminism  leads  to  resistance  from  the  ‘accused’.  White  women  in 

Africa  have  contributed  to  the  debate  in  their  own  way,  and  although  their 

arguments  have  been  acknowledged,  they  have  been  received  and 

interpreted  in  a  singular  fashion  = they  are  simply  regarded  as  a 

reinforcement  of  mainstream  white  Western  Feminism.  A  lack  of  response 

from both black women and men through literature and research is apparent 

and this lack of acknowledgement can be interpreted as a silencing of another 

voice. This suggests that white women are trying to create new positions as 

feminists  in  Africa  and  secondly,  more  at  the  heart  of  the  matter,  they  are 

trying to move from the intellectual margins of African academy to a point of 

validation.  Amanda  Gouws  says,  “criticizing  the  person  instead  of  the 

argument stifles debate and does not enhance the feminist praxis of enabling 

other  women  to  speak  in  their  own  voices2  neither  can  it  raise  the 

consciousness  of  women  who  are  guilty  of  racist,  patronising,  imperialist 

practices”.1G 

  It  would  seem  from  this  position  that  black  African  feminists  are 

accused of focusing their debate on individuals rather than ideology. She also 

says that African feminists give the impression that “White women should not 

speak  for  black  women2  neither  should  men  speak  for  women”.  �et,  if  the 

research meets the requirements of academic rigor, “white women should be 

able  to  speak  about  the  experiences  of  black  women,  or  black  women  can 

speak about  the experiences of white women and men can speak about  the 

experiences  of  women.  But  this  should  not  occur  at  the  expense  of  self6

presentation”.1H Researchers  in  fields  studying  societies,  gender  studies and 

                                                        
15 A. Gouws, “The Angry Divide”, Agenda Feminist Media Women and Difference, 19 (1993): 67-70. 
16 Gouws, Agenda, 68.  



~ African feminism: the African woman’s struggle for identity ~ 

 

 
~ 41 ~ 

feminism  are  faced  with  the  critical  question  of  what  entitles  one  to  be  an 

expert, or to study a subject if you have no legitimate claim to that reality?  

  I  would  like  to  conclude  my  analysis  of  African  feminism  by 

suggesting  that although  this discourse has  legitimate support and claims  it 

cannot  speak  for  all  who  identify  themselves  as  African  women  or  men. 

Western feminism used certain rhetoric to persuade western women in order 

to support the feminist movement. 	owever, if African feminism argues that 

it  is  inherently  a  separate  epistemology  from  Western  feminism,  they  still 

have a long way to go before they convince middle class African women of all 

races.  

  Issues and attitudes are always changing, and if African Feminism is 

to continue  to  rise as a discourse by holding on  to old  ideas of  identity and 

accessibility, I fear that it may stagnate and remain in literature and the halls 

of  academia  rather  than  in  new  popular,  dynamic  African  culture  where  it 

should  be  nurtured.  What  African  feminists  must  realize  is  that  their 

movement cannot be formed in a vacuum, they will need to acknowledge the 

“other”, which  consists  of women  from other  races,  and men. The  reality  is 

that the African feminist movement is not privy to the rhetorical techniques 

used by Western feminism. When Western Feminism began it did not have to 

recognise  the  pervasive  effects  of  globalisation  or  the  “other”  as  much  as 

African feminism must do. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Rhetoric and feminism:  

the possibilities of women and beyond  
 

Cheryl Glenn  
 

   

Our past is seeded in our present and is trying to become our future.  

  ― Adrienne Rich1  

   

I’ve spent a good deal of my career emphasising the contributions of women 

to  the  rhetorical  tradition,  but  —  like  the  feminist  project  itself  —  my 

research  agenda  has  moved  beyond  its  primary  work  of  recovering  female 

rhetorical  figures.  Through  the  years,  I’ve  worked  on  the  intentional 

inequalities  of  rhetorical  education,  the  rhetorical  power  of  “others”  and 

rhetorical displays that are delivered in “other” ways (silence and listening, to 

be sure), and the epistemic power of  identity. These scholarly projects have 

sparked my curiosity as to the ways feminist rhetorical practices now extend 

into  and  challenge  research  methods,  rhetorical  theories,  and  pedagogies. 

This research trajectory is the subject of this essay.  

 

1. Where are the women?  

 

The  words  are  purposes.  /  The  words  are maps.  /  I  came  to  see  the 

damage that was done / and the treasures that prevail. 

  ― Adrienne Rich2  

   

Rhetoric always inscribes the relation of  language and power at a particular 

moment, indicating who may speak (or who may or must remain silent), who 

may  listen  (or  who  is  listened  to),  and  what  can  be  said  (or  must  remain 

unspoken).  Every  one  of  us  knows  how  rhetoric  works:  we  gauge  the 

situation, our audience, our social rank. Only if we think someone will  listen 

to  us  (i.e.,  if  we  have  an  audience)  will  we  move  our  language  —  or  our 

silence —  forward  as  appropriately  as we  can  toward  our  intended  goal.  If 

we’re  not  successful, we  rethink  how we  should  have  proceeded  given  our 

purpose, our audience, and our rank.  

  Yet  despite  our  inherent  rhetorical  know‐how  and  our  formal 

rhetorical  training  (neither  of  which  is  genetically  limited  to  the  Y 

chromosome),  rhetorical  history  has,  for  the most  part,  represented  public, 

political,  aristocratic  males.  Traditional  histories  of  rhetoric  are  Kenneth 

Burke’s  “terministic  screens”,3  reflecting  our  institutional  focus  on  the 

discursively  powerful,  while  deflecting  the  rhetorical  contributions  of 

                                                        
1 Adrienne Rich, Arts of  the Possible: Essays and Conversations (New York: Norton, 2001): 149. 
2 Adrienne Rich, The Fact of  a Doorframe: Poems Selected and New 1950-1984 (New York: Norton, 
1984): 163.   
3 Kenneth Burke, Attitudes Toward History, 3rd ed. (Berkeley: University of  California, 1984); 
Language as Symbolic Action, (Berkeley: University of  California Press, 1966).  
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everyone else. These rhetorical histories have been written from a position of 

alleged  ideological  neutrality  and  gender‐neutral  epistemology,  illusions 

available only to those who already espouse dominant ideology.  

  Only in the last twenty years or so has much mention been given to 

all  the  “others”  who  have  practiced  persuasive  discourse  all  along.  The 

biggest  group  of  “others”  has  been  women,  of  course,  who  have  been 

gendered  invisible and silent. (I decouple gender from genitalia and relate  it 

instead  to  the  “primary way  of  signifying  relations  of  power”).L  In  terms of 

�nne  �hillips’s  “politics  of  presence”M  and  �ancy  �raser’s  “politics  of 

recognition”,N then, women have been mostly absent from or unrecogni4ed in 

rhetorical histories and theories. �nd yet despite the upsurge of scholarship 

to  the  contrary,  women’s  status  as  rhetors  and  rhetoricians  still  remains 

provisional.  

  �y work has  long been rooted  in the belief  that surely some others 

(women,  the  silenced,  the  ignored  and  discounted)  can  legitimately  be 

regarded  as  creative participants  in �estern  intellectual  life  and,  therefore, 

as  suitable objects of  scholarly  inquiry.  �o  in a move  that  can be defined as 

“strategic  positivism”  (echoing  �pivak),O  I  began  the  research  necessary  for 

writing a history of rhetoric inclusive of women, a regendered rhetoric, if you 

will.  �lthough  I  was  pointing  to  a  different  set  of  subjects  (women,  rather 

than  men)  for  historical  inquiry  and  admitting  the  interestedness  of  my 

historiographic  project,  I  couldn’t  completely  abandon  the  “fact”  of  a  male‐

only  rhetorical  tradition  until  I  had  responsibly  accumulated  enough 

evidence — through historically deep and wide research — to support a new 

“fact”: women had,  indeed, participated  in  the  rhetorical  tradition. Knowing 

that  historical  “facts”  are  socially  constructed,  historically  contingent,  and 

theory  bound  doesn’t make  them  any  less  useful —  this  knowledge  simply 

helps us understand history and history writing as human activities.  

  The reception of my early work was met mostly with excitement — 

but  there  was  also  a  measure  of  disbelief.  To  wit,  when  I  first  argued  that 

�spasia  had  taught  �ericles  how  to  deliver  persuasive  speeches  in  fifth‐

century BCE �thens,  I was reminded that  I hadn’t  found any of her primary 

texts, so she couldn’t be a rhetorician. (That we’ve never had any of �ocrates’ 

primary texts seemed to be beside the point). �hen I wrote about 	ortensia’s 

successful argument before the Roman triumvirs in LJ BCE, which resulted in 

the reduction of taxes women were to submit, I was told that 	ortensia could 

not  be  a  rhetor  because  she’d  spoken  publicly,  politically,  and  persuasively 

only one time. (�o such charge has ever been leveled at �merican oratorical 

hero  �atrick  	enry,  of  “Give  me  liberty  or  give  me  death”  fame).  �hen  I 

                                                        
4 Thomas Laqueur, Making Sex (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990): 12. 
5 Anne Phillips, The Politics of  Presence (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996).  
6 Nancy Fraser, “From Redistribution to Recognition? Dilemmas of  Justice in a ‘Post-Socialist’ 

Age”, New Left Review 212 (1995): 68-93.  
7 Gayatri Chakrovorty Spivak, “Subaltern Studies: Deconstructing Historiography”, in In Other 
Worlds: Essays in Cultural Politics (New York: Routledge, 1987): 197-221.  
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described  the  rhetorical  power  of  �argery  Kempe’s  fourteenth‐century 

autobiography  (the  earliest  extant  autobiography written  in  English),  I was 

told  that  she  composed  it  when  she  was  suffering  from  postpartum 

depression, was cra4y, and, therefore, could not be a rhetorician. (Being cra4y 

and being a rhetorician were mutually exclusive categories for Kempe but not 

for  �iet4che).  �nd  when  I  described  the  powerful  public  manipulation  of 

England’s  �ueen  Eli4abeth  I,  I  was  reminded  that  her  rhetorical  display 

couldn’t count because she was queen.  

  That last admonition should have been my biggest hint of what I was 

up  against:  those  unwilling  to  re‐think  the  rhetorical  tradition  had  decided 

long  ago  that  it was  a male‐only  tradition  of mastery  and  dominance.  Only 

when I rethought the grammar of rhetoric (the definition for each of its basic 

terms) was I able to answer my mostly well‐meaning critics and write women 

into  the  history  of  rhetoric.  If  self‐conscious,  persuasive  language  use  (i.e., 

rhetoric) could circulate in the private sphere as well as in the public sphere, 

then women could be rhetors. If collaboration, invitation, and dialogue could 

be  considered  persuasive  techniques,  then  women  could  be  rhetoricians.  If 

so, then many female voices — from �appho and �spasia to �argery Kempe 

and �ueen Eli4abeth I — could responsibly be written  into the tradition, on 

the same grounds that men had been. �omen could be moved from positions 

of  silence  and  invisibility  to  the  positions  of  rhetorical  voice  and  presence 

they now inhabit.  

  �lthough  it’s  still  difficult  to  write  women  (or  anyone,  for  that 

matter) into rhetorical history, doing so is no longer considered to be out of 

the  question.  �ince my  initial  feminist  historiographic  project, women  have 

entered rhetorical territory in impressive numbers. Their rhetorical practices 

are  regularly  recuperated  by  scholars  rereading  primary  and  secondary 

sources, reconsidering their cultural contexts, and listening to the long‐silent 

voices of these rhetorically savvy women.  

 

 

 . �ilence and silencin
  
 

The silences) the empty spaces  .  .  . tell us as much as the content) once 

we learn to watch for what is left out) for the unspo�en. 

  ― Adrienne Rich9  

   

�t every turn of Rhetoric Retold,Q I faced the central problem of the collective 

feminist historiographic project: silence and silencing. Of course, much of the 

past  remains  irrevocably  silenced:  gestures,  conversations,  and  original 

manuscripts  can never  be  recaptured.  �ilence  and  silencing  still  greet  us  in 

every library, every archive, every text. Yet as I knitted together material that 

                                                        
8
 Adrienne Rich, Blood, Bread, and Poetry: Selected Prose 1979-1985 (New York: Norton, 1986): 3. 

9 Cheryl Glenn, Rhetoric Retold: Regendering the Tradition from Antiquity Through The Renaissance 

(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1997). 
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brought  a  number  of  historical  women  into  rhetorical  history,  I  came  to 

appreciate the rhetorical value of silence, for Rhetoric Retold12 provided me a 

venue for piercing the gendered silences that speak through women and men. 

I  first  became  aware  of  the  paradoxical  rhetorical  properties  of  silence  (its 

powers and limitations) when I studied the rhetorical display of �nne �skew, 

an aristocratic English woman who,  in IMLN CE, was arrested on grounds of 

radical  �rotestantism,  publicly  interrogated,  brutally  tortured,  judged  by  a 

jury,  and  burned  at  the  stake.  Through  it  all,  �skew  demonstrates  how 

compelling the delivery of silence can be. �he refused to speak about anything 

but her �rotestant faith, refused to share the names of any other members of 

her  sect,  and  revealed  no  concealed  information  besides  her  extraordinary 

mastery  of  �cripture:  “God  has  given  me  the  gift  of  knowledge,  but  not  of 

utterance.  �nd  �olomon  says,  that  a  woman  of  few  words  is  a  gift  of  God, 

�roverbs IQ”. 

  �skew’s  delivery  harkens  to  silence  as  an  under-understood 

rhetorical  strategy,  particularly  because  her  silence  was  not  persuasive  in 

terms of the traditional  interactional goal of rhetoric, that of prevailing over 

her  auditors.  The  delivery  of  silence  doesn’t  always  achieve  that  goal,  and 

even when it does, it isn’t always recogni4ed as doing so. 
ittle wonder, then, 

silence has been gendered a  lamentable essence of  femininity: of weakness, 

passivity,  stupidity,  obedience.  On  the  other  hand,  “speaking  out”  has  long 

been  gendered  the  signal  of  masculinity:  of  strength,  liberation,  authority, 

especially given the �estern tendency to overvalue the spoken word (except, 

of course, in the case of the idealised male — the powerful tightlipped hero as 

portrayed  by  Clint  Eastwood,  �organ  �reeman,  and  �avier  Bardem).  Yet 

despite these cultural codes (perhaps because I was reading them as codes), I 

began  to  imagine  silence  as  a  rhetoric,  as  a  constellation  of  symbolic 

strategies that — like spoken language — serves many functions. �nd I began 

work on �nspo�en+ A Rhetoric of 
ilence.15 

  �nspo�en relies on traditional library and archival research as well as 

two naturalistic studies, one of which I conducted with academics. �lthough 

the accounts of  these  academics only partially  represent  the  findings of  the 

overall  project,  their  moving  narratives  of  gendered  silence  and  silencing 

illustrate the power of silence and the powerlessness of being silenced.  

  �cademics  often  consciously exert  silence‐as‐control,  as  power.  One 

of my  interviews  included a  senior  female professor, who was  serving on a 

department  committee with  an  opinionated new assistant  professor, whom 

the senior professor describes as having “no sense of the shared enterprise”. 

�hen  I  asked  the  senior  professor  why  she  didn’t  try  to  enlighten  the 

assistant  professor,  she  explained  that  the  assertions  of  the  assistant 

professor are “repeatedly met with silence because anyone who talks to her 

knows that there’s no point in trying to exchange views if... you are opposed. 

                                                        
10 Glenn, Rhetoric Retold. 
13 Cheryl Glenn, Unspoken: A Rhetoric of  Silence (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 
2004). 
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Often  her  wrong‐headed  views  are  met  with  silence...  because  they  are  so 

appallingly  ignorant.  �or  instance,  at  one meeting,  she  said,  “�hy  shouldn’t 

we just hire our own �h�s who don’t get jobs””. 

  �aturally,  there’s another side  to  the story. �hen  I  interviewed  the 

younger professor, she told me about that same committee (not knowing that 

anyone else had spoken to me about it), confiding that her suggestions were 

usually met with silence. �he found the silence pu44ling, insulting — and even 

threatening, given that she was untenured. In response to that silence, she felt 

silenced.  

               This  brief  example  demonstrates  how  silence  can  be  used 

strategically, without  the  kind  of  spoken,  one‐to‐one  confrontation  that  can 

be witnessed by others or regretted later. Thus, when willfully employed, the 

delivery  of  silence  can  be  powerful,  can  help  maintain  control,  especially 

when the profound human need to communicate with words is not met. �nd 

for the assistant professor, the silent response to her language disciplined her 

into  silence,  indicating  that  silence  would  be  the  safest  position  for  her  to 

inhabit, for whatever she said might be used against her.  

  Throughout  my  many  interviews  with  them,  every  academic 

remembered  the  use  of  silence  long  after  the  disciplining  silence  itself was 

suspended.  

  The recovery of women and the recuperation of silence are just two 

ways  that  the  feminist  historiographic  rhetorical  project  has  resisted  and 

transformed the field of rhetoric. In the next section, I consider an expanded 

realm of feminist rhetorical studies.  

 

 

!. �eminist rhetorical possibilities  
 

�e stream / into the unfinished / the unbegun / the possible.  

  ― Adrienne Rich17  

 

�hen  I  wrote Rhetoric Retold)18  feminist  rhetorical  historiography  was  just 

taking root,  in a past  that now seems  like a bygone era, a  time when all  the 

rhetors were men, rhetoric was a masculinised field, and our only project was 

the recovery and recuperation of women’s contributions to rhetorical history 

and  practice.  Given  the  explosion  of  recuperative  feminist  work  since, 

studying the rhetorical accomplishments of women is no longer exceptional: 

rather, it’s the norm, whether the woman under analysis is �spasia, �iotima, 

�ulian of �orwich, Kathy �cker, Gloria �n4ald6a,  Ida B. �ells, �ictoria Earle 

�atthews, �nna �ulia Cooper, �itkala 5a, �arah �innemucca, whether she’s on 

the platform, at her desk, on stage, or  in  the parlor. �ithout  the  foundation 

that  feminist  recovery  work  provided,  I’m  not  convinced  that  we  feminist 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15
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1974-1977!9:&;!<2$=>!:2$/2'+!?@ABC>!DE!
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historiographers  could  have  begun  dreaming  of  a  new  field,  our  field  of 

dreams,  where  rhetorical  appreciation  takes  into  consideration  the  place, 

ethnicity, culture, class, ability, movements, and orientation of human beings 

throughout time.  

  In  this  section,  I’ll  identify  five  prominent  features  on  our  field  of 

dreams, a  field  in which  feminist  rhetoricians are moving steadily beyond a 

sole  focus on women’s rhetorical contributions. These  I mention are not  the 

only  features,  nor  are  the  feminist  rhetorical  researchers  I  cite  the  only 

researchers, but, together, they are generating feminist rhetorical scholarship 

that moves us “beyond women”.   

  �erhaps  foremost  is  the  feminist  historiographic  move  to  consider 

identities  as  epistemic  resources,  our  own  as  well  as  others’.  Twenty‐five 

years ago, we began with our identities as women, recogni4ing the power and 

politics of our own individual location: how “a place on the map is also a place 

in history” within which we are “created and FareG trying to create”.IO Given 

the  limitations  of  the  white  feminists  who  universalised  their  personal 

experience  and  fixated  on  the  overriding  primacy  of  gender  oppression, 

painful  controversies  among  all  activist  women  resulted  in  a  vigorous 

interrogation  of  identity  politics.  This  interrogation  led  to  a  recognition  of 

multiple  interloc�ing  oppressions  as  well  as  to  concerted  efforts  to  bring 

greater representation and inclusivity to rhetorical studies. �fter all, identity 

is  created  in  the  presence  of  complex  others,  largely  through  speech  and 

action,  but  also  through  skin,  which  “mediates  the  most  important 

transactions of our lives”, particularly “our relationships with others”.IP  

  This  turn  toward  identity  politics  writ  large  has  led  feminist 

historiographers  to  join  the  research  efforts  already  underway  that  help  to 

bring  greater  representation  and  inclusivity  to  rhetorical  studies.  �eminist 

scholarship  on  �frican  �merican,  Chinese,  �ative  �merican,  and  �exican‐

�merican rhetorics as well as on global rhetorical issues signifies just a few of 

the  many  ongoing  recovery  projects  that  are  anchored  in  feminism  and 

identity  studies.  Thus,  through  the  double  lens  of  feminism  and  rhetoric, 

scholars  recogni4e  identities of all  kinds as epistemic  resources  that  can be 

tapped for their knowledge‐generating potential.  

               �econdly,  in  addition  to  extending  feminist  rhetorical  interests  into 

identity  studies,  our  field  of  dreams  is  also  redefining  rhetorical  display, 

moving  into  other  realms  and  dimensions  of  delivery,  from  the  spatial  and 

architectural  to  the  emotional,  spiritual,  and  chronological.  (�mong 

noteworthy scholarship is Giuliana Bruno’s Atlas of �motion,IQ which offers a 

fantastic  voyage  into  these  realms).  In  addition, while  coediting 
ilence and 

�istening as Rhetorical Arts,JH Krista Ratcliffe and  I were astonished  to  learn 

                                                        
17 Rich, Blood, Bread, and Poetry, 212.  
18 Nina Jablonski, Skin: A Natural History (Berkeley: University of  California Press, 2006).  
19 Giuliana Bruno, Atlas of  Emotion: Journeys in Art, Architecture, and Film (New York: Verso, 
2002).  
20 Cheryl Glenn and Krista Ratcliff, Silence and Listening as Rhetorical Arts (Carbondale: Southern 
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all  the  new  ways  feminist  rhetoricians  are  articulating  methods  for 

theorising,  historicising,  analysing,  and  teaching  silence  and  listening  as 

rhetorical delivery.  

              Third, in addition to widening our understanding of who and what can 

be  defined  as  rhetorical,  feminist  rhetoricians  are  intervening  in  research 

methods, methodologies, and epistemologies. Thus, our research has moved 

beyond  text‐based studies  to  tap  the  rich potential of person‐based studies, 

fostering  opportunities  for  even  deeper  transformations  and  broader 

invitations  into  the  field.  �ow  feminist  rhetoricians  are  routinely  paying 

especial  attention  to  issues  of  Burkean  “trained  incapacities”  as  well  as  to 

those positions of alleged objectivity  that have conditioned and constrained 

our  research.  In  terms of  traditional  library and archival  research,  two new 

books  are  certain  to  invigorate  our  practices:  �or�ing  in  the  Archives+ 


ractical  Research �ethods  for  Rhetoric  and  �omposition  by  �lexis  Ramsey, 

�endy �harer, Barbara 
’Eplattenier, and 
isa �astrangeloJI and Rhetorica in 

�otion+ �eminist Rhetorical �ethods and �ethodologies by Eileen  �chell  and 

K. �. Rawson.JJ In brief, both collections call for recovery and gender critique 

at  the  same  time  that  they  expand  the  definition  of  library  and  archival 

research to  include whatever materials  illuminate  the project (from student 

essays and diaries to newspapers and photographs).  

          �s we sharpen our focus on more traditional research methods, we’re 

 also interrogating the epistemological and ethical implications of naturalistic 

studies,  ethnography,  and  interviews.  �eter  �ortensen  and  Gesa  Kirsch’s 

�thics  and  Representation  in  �ualitative  
tudies  of  �iteracy,  and  Beverly 

�oss’s  A  �ommunity  Te't  Arises:J3  Brenda  Brueggemann’s  �end  �e  �our 

�ar*26  and  �ichelle  Ballif,  �iane  �avis,  and  Roxanne  �ountford’s �omen/s 

�ays of �a�ing It in Rhetoric and �omposition27 all exemplify the evolution of 

feminist  rhetorical  research  methods.  	eidi  �cKee  and  �im  �orter’s 

“Rhetorica  Online:  �eminist  Research  �ractices  in  Cyberspace”JN  illustrates 

yet another key tenet of feminist rhetorical research, that of considering the 

agency of the participants whose writing is being studied and whose actions 

                                                                                                                               
Illinois University Press, 2011).  
21 Alexis Ramsey, Wendy Sharer, Barbara L’Eplattenier, and Lisa S. Mastrangelo, eds., Working 
in the Archives: Practical Research Methods for Rhetoric and Composition (Carbondale: Southern Illinois 

University Press, 2010).  
22 Eileen Schell and K. J. Rawson, eds., Rhetorica in Motion: Feminist Rhetorical Methods & 
Methodologies (Pittsburgh: University of  Pittsburgh Press, 2010).  
23 Peter Mortensen and Gesa Kirsch, eds., Ethics and Representation in Qualitative Studies of  Literacy 
(Urbana, Illinois: National Council of  Teachers, 1993); Beverly J. Moss, A Community Text 

Arises (Hampton, New Jersey: Hampton Press, 2002).  
24 Brenda Brueggemann, Lend Me Your Ear, (Washington, DC: Gallaudet University Press, 
1999).  
25 Michelle Ballif, Diane Davis and Roxanne Mountford, Women’s Ways of  Making It (New York: 
Routledge, 2008).  
26 Heidi A. McKee and James E. Porter, “Rhetorica Online: Feminist Research Practices in 
Cyberspace”, in Rhetorica in motion: feminist rhetorical methods & methodologies (Pittsburg: University 
of Pittsburg Press, 2010): 168. 
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are being observed. In all of this scholarship, we researchers acknowledge the 

locations  of  ourselves  in  research  and  writing:  we  recogni4e  our  own  self‐

interest,  reali4e  how  that  interest  might  affect  others,  and  resolve  to 

participate  in  a  reciprocal  cross‐boundary  exchange,  in  which  we  talk with 

and  listen  to  others.  �till,  as  Gayle  
etherbyJO  admonishes,  we  must 

remember that the production of knowledge is a dialectic  loaded in favor of 

the researcher herself, no matter how hard we try to do just the opposite. 

  The  transformative  feminist  engagement  with  rhetorical  theory 

accounts  for  the  fourth  feature  on  our  field  of  dreams.  The  scholarship  of 

�onja  �oss,  Karen  �oss,  Cindy  Griffin,JP  �ally  �iller  Gearheart,JQ  and 

�tarhawk,3H  for  instance,  has helped move  the  interactional  goal  of  rhetoric 

from  only  persuasion  (whether  conquest,  conversion,  or  advice)  to  one  of 

shared  understanding,  attended  by  invitation,  productive  reception,  and 

collaboration.  Other  feminist  rhetoricians  are  also  making  contributions  to 

the  paradigm  shift,  including  Ellen  Gorsevski,  who  offers  practices  for 

“peaceful  persuasion”  and  “nonviolent  rhetoric”,3I  echoing  Gearhart’s  belief 

that “any intent to persuade is an act of violence”.3J �hat all of these feminist 

rhetorical scholars hold in common is the belief that many people (especially 

women) have trouble engaging in traditional rhetoric because of its inherent 

patriarchal bias  (based on strategy, agonism, competition, and power‐over), 

which  embodies  the  “experiences  and  concerns  of  the  white  male  as 

standard”.33  

In  response,  �onja  �oss  and  Cindy  Griffin  offer  their  theory  of 

“invitational  rhetoric”, which  they define as  “an  invitation  to understanding 

as a means  to create a  relationship rooted  in equality,  immanent value, and 

self‐determination”.3L They demonstrate  invitational rhetoric by  juxtaposing 

the rhetorical theory of feminist writer and activist �tarhawk with that of one 

of  the  most  influential  rhetoricians  of  our  time,  Kenneth  Burke.  �sing 

Gearhart’s  method  of  “re‐sourcement”,  which  communicates  rhetors’ 

differences  without  damaging  the  connection  between  them,  �oss  and 

Griffin3M  place  �tarhawk’s  and  Burke’s  rhetorics  alongside  each  other,  not 

                                                        
27 Gayle Letherby, Feminist Research in Theory and Practice, (Buckingham: Open University Press, 
2003).  
28 Sonja Foss and Cindy L. Griffin, “Beyond Persuasion: A Proposal for Invitational Rhetoric”, 
Communication Monographs 62 (1995): 1-18; “A Feminist Perspective on Rhetorical Theory: 
Toward a Clarification of  Boundaries”, Western Journal of  Communication 56 (1992): 330-49; “The 
Womanization of  Rhetoric”, Women’s Studies International Quarterly 2 (1979): 195-201.  
29 Sally Miller Gearhart, “Sally Miller Gearhart”, Readings in Feminist Rhetorical Theory, ed. Karen 

A. Foss, Sonja K. Foss, and Cindy L. Griffin (Long Grove, Ilinois: Waveland Press, 2004): 239-
70.  
30 Starhawk, Truth or Dare (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1987).  
31 Ellen Gorsevski, Peaceful Persuasion (Albany: State University of  New York Press, 2004).  
32 Gearhart, Readings in Feminist Rhetorical Theory, 239-70.  
33 Foss, Western Journal of  Communication, 330-49.  
34 Foss, Communication Monographs, 5.  
35 Foss, Communication Monographs, 1-18.  
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exactly  as Burke does with his  “perspective by  incongruity”,3N but  rather as 

reflection  and  negotiation.  Thus  the  authors  offer  �tarhawk’s  rhetoric  of 

“inherent  worth”,  “power‐with”,  and  “empowered  action”3O  in  dialectical 

tension with Burke’s  theories  of  hierarchy  and power‐over,  ideas  that  have 

long dominated  the discipline of  rhetoric. �ith  their  theories of  invitational 

rhetoric,  re‐sourcement,  enfoldment,  and  power‐with,  these  scholars  have 

worked to align feminist goals with rhetorical goals, goals that require us to 

consider  rhetoric  from  a  completely  different  point  of  view.  �nd  as  �aula 

�oya  reminds  us,  “�nless  we  have  access  to  alternative  perspectives=  we 

risk being arrested in the process of our intellectual and moral growth”.3P  

  �inally,  a  return  to  rhetoric’s  roots  constitutes  the  fifth  feminist 

feature on our field of dreams. �fter all, rhetoric has always been a teaching‐

mentoring tradition,  the pedagogical pursuit of good (i.e., artful and ethical) 

speaking,  writing,  and  being,  which  took  root  in  �ocrates’  teaching  and 

mentoring of �haedrus. Traditionally, the teacherBmentor role has indicated 

a master‐apprentice model,  one  too  often  reflecting  upon  the  glories  of  the 

teacherBmentor  and  the  teleological  promise  of  the  studentBmentee.  The 

feminist intervention into teaching and mentoring points to a different model 

—  that  of  a  mutually  supportive  and  generative  relationship  put  into  the 

service  of  sustaining  friendships,  professional  diversity,  scholarly 

responsibility,  ethical  action,  and  the  shaping  of  the  ne't  generation  of 

teachers  and  mentors.  �s  �drienne  Rich  reminds  us,  it’s  folks  like  us  — 

intellectuals, writers, teachers and mentors — who must make and write our 

future  through  the  “sheer  power  of  a  collective  imagining  of  change  and  a 

sense of collective hope”.3Q  

 

". �oward a transformed� incl�sionary rhetoric  
 

�hat/s realistic fantasy. — call it hope.  

 ― Adrienne Rich62  

 

The stubborn facts to which all rhetoricians seem to hold fast is that rhetoric 

should do something,  that rhetorical  inquiry should make a difference  in the 

world. �nd although agency is a contested term, always contingent, it can be 

adopted strategically (in yet another echo of �pivak),LI as well as rigorously, 

to rewrite rhetorical history and theory, to represent and include more users 

and uses of rhetoric, to represent ethically and accurately the dominant and 

                                                        
36 Burke, Attitudes 308ff. 
37 Starhawk, Truth or Dare.  
38 Paula Moya, Learning from Experience (Berkeley: University of  California Press, 2002): 131. 
39 Rich, Arts of  the Possible, 167.   
40 Adrienne Rich, “Letters Censored, Shredded, Returned to Sender, or Judged Unfit to Send” 

in Telephone Ringing in the Labyrinth: Poems 2004-2006 (New York: Norton, 2007): 65-70 (66).  
41 Gayatri Chakrovorty Spivak, “Subaltern Studies: Deconstructing Historiography”, in In Other 
Worlds: Essays in Cultural Politics (New York: Routledge, 1987): 197-221.  
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marginalised alike, to prepare the ne't generation of rhetorically empowered 

scholars,  teachers,  and  citi4ens  —  but  most  of  all,  to  envision  a  dynamic, 

generative, rhetorical future that we all want to share. In other words, we can 

use our agency to build our field of dreams.      



 

Unveiling a  feminine subjectivity  in a men’s world 

or shaping our own? An aporetic experience 
 
Nicole Dewandre 

 
 

1. Climbing the stairs of a woman's self consciousness 

 

1.1    From  the  gender­blind  educated  young  woman  to  claiming 

equality 

“The weight, the pace, the stride of a man’s mind are too unlike her own for her 

to lift anything substantial from him successfully”: as an educated girl from an 

uneducated man,  it  took me 40 years  to catch the power of  this sentence of 

Virginia Woolf in A Room of One’s Own.1 Until then, I strived to build myself as 

a “naïve educated woman”, confident that the claim for equality was the alpha 

and the omega of a woman’s existence. As many other women, I was a good 

performer in the school and academic environments. I got university degrees 

in  applied  physics  engineering,  in  operations  research  and  in  economics.  I 

started  my  professional  career  in  a  successful  way,  as  what  I  can  now 

describe  as  an  archetype  of  a  woman  in  the  denial  mode.  I  was  a  true 

“parvenue” as remarkably analysed by Hanna Fenichel Pitkin in “Conformism, 

Housekeeping,  and  the  Attack  of  the  Blob:  The  Origins  of  Hannah  Arendt’s 

concept of the Social”.2 In this superb text, Hanna Fenichel Pitkin builds on the 

analysis  of  Hannah  Arendt  of  the  pariah/parvenu  divide  as  applied  to  the 

Jews' situation in the XIXth century in her biography of Rahel Varnhagen and 

subverts it to show how it applies to the man/woman divide.  

Hanna Fenichel Pitkin identifies three components to the price paid by a 

pariah to become and succeed as a parvenu : 

1. “However well  he may  fool  society,  the parvenu must  live with  the 

one observer whom he cannot fully fool: himself”.  

2. “One  must  deny  a  part  of  oneself,  establish  a  permanent  division 

within oneself, declare war on oneself, become a ‘battlefield’”.  

3. “The loss of reality. No more can he afford a stable sense of his own 

self, can the parvenu independently assess what is real”.  

This  describes  perfectly  what  occurred  to  me  and  the  reasons  why  I 

recognized myself as a parvenue in a men’s world: lack of internal coherence 

and  loss  of  reality,  in  total  opposition with  the  produced  appearance  of  an 

assertive professional woman, wife and mother. 

                                                        
1 Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own (Penguin Group, 1945). Later referred to as ROO. 
2 Hanna Fenichel Pitkin, “Conformism, Housekeeping, and the Attack of the Blob: The 

Origins of Hannah Arendt’s concept of the Social”, Feminist interpretations of Hannah Arendt, 
Bonnir Honig, ed. (USA: The Pennsylviana State University Press, 1995).  
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 Reading  Virginia Woolf,  and  her wonderful  analogy  of  the  looking=

glasses,K I realised that despite my academic background and the full exercise 

of the formal liberties that were available to me, as a woman in the �uropean 

Union in this late 20th century, this looking=glasses’ analogy was still making a 

lot  of  sense.  Things  were  tricky  because  different  streams  were 

interconnected:  at  the  beginning  of  my  career,  I  could  not  isolate  the  age 

variable from the gender’s one9 seeking recognition, I could not isolate it from 

the game of seduction. �ut reading this essay of Virginia Woolf made it crystal 

clear  that  I  was  not  a  free  woman,  but  rather  an  educated  looking=glass, 

having  put  her  education  and  intelligence  in  performing  at  her  best,  <as  a 

looking=glass>  And  each  little  trial  to  get  away  from  this  was  severely 

punished  through  humiliation  or  indifference,  both  from  men  and  women 

around me. Hence, on  the basis of  the past  feminist struggles articulated on 

the claim for equality, I had access to civil and political rights, education and 

employment,  but,  despite  all  this ac�uis,  and  even  as  a  consequence  of  it,  I 

only managed to outperform...as a looking=glass> 

 

1.'  �eclaiming feminine specificity 
It  could  have  stayed  like  this  for  years.  �eing  a  performing  looking=glass  is 

quite  efficient  and  opens  some  doors,  as  gatekeepers  are  keen  to  be 

appreciated and granted for opening doors. “
1A1�9 is the filter through which 

we’re  pressed  to  see  ourselves ―  if we  don’t, we won’t  get  published,  sold  or 

e%hibited ― � blame none of us for not challenging it e%cept not challenging it 

may drive us mad”.  And  indeed,  there  is  no  other  reason  to move  from  this 

apparently coherent systemic posture of alienation, “...except not challenging 

it may drive us mad9  except  that  it  is at  the price of any stable or  integrated 

sense of oneself: one cannot afford to know, yet, one cannot afford to forget”, as 

put by Hanna Fenichel Pitkin.  

  From there, my worldview collapsed.  

  It took me a while to be receptive to �uce Irigaray’s work, because of 

my  early  suspicion  to  essentialism.  As  a  “young”  feminist,  I  understood  the 

trap  of  essentialism  and  the  reasons  for  not  embarking  on  this  route.  I 

measured the need to be cautious with the risks associated to the handling of 

the  supposed  differences  based  on  sex,  and  I  recognised  that  in  the  past, 

when these differences were put forward, it has never been at the advantage 

of women. �ut, on the other hand, expanding equality considerations beyond 

their  remit,  i.e.  turning  thoughts  and  rhetoric  of  differences  into  a  taboo,  is 

equally a mental trap for women and leaves totally open this playing field to 

our  brothers.  Isn’t  it  ironic  to  let  men  confiscate  our  own  right  to  define 

ourselves, by internalising the interdiction to give us a name and a status and 

by preventing us to think about what it is to be a woman, or even to recognise 

                                                        
3 “Women have served all these centuries as looking-glasses possessing the magic and delicious power of reflecting 
the figure of man at twice its natural size” : Woolf, ROO, 37. 
4 From Honor Moore. M-A-Dness is Male Approval Desire. Cited by Mary Daly in 
Gyn/Ecology: 68. 
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and even define femininity in our own terms? The claim for equality, although 

efficient  as  a  political  strategy,  acts  as  a  trap  for  building  a  feminine 

sub"ectivity. Words are indeed slippery and thinking is inherently dangerous, 

as pointed by Hannah Arendt. This is why we need to think collectively, share 

doubts in inclusive and confident environments and explore inner visions to 

test  if  they  make  sense  for  others.  This  is  exactly  what  I  am  doing  here: 

searching for an environment where fragile ideas can be tested in confidence.

  If reading Virginia Woolf made me discover that I was not mad when 

feeling  the  split  of  my  �elf,  reading  �uce  Irigaray’s  �tre �eu%  provided me 

with the keys to understand why I had the feeling of being a stranger to this 

world:  I  internalised  the  posture  of  the  other,  as  seen  from  the  men’s 

perspective.  In �tre �eu%,  �uce  Irigaray  sets  out  very  clearly  the  polarity  of 

how  men  and  women  tend  to  engage  in  relationships:  women  privilege 

relationship between sub"ects, where the other remains a “Tu”, a mystery in 

the sense that there is room for his own alterity to himself in the relationship9 

for  men,  the  other  is  approached  as  an  ob"ect,  as  something  to  master,  to 

dominate, to possess, to crack. In the men’s perspective, heavily irrigated by 

the quest  for control, understanding  the other or knowing  it  is  somehow to 

reduce  it  to a machine  that could be reproduced,  to see  it  from the point of 

view of  its creator. Understanding means being able  to duplicate or predict. 

This must be why the discovery of general  laws seems to be so exciting to a 

man’s mind, and also why necessity is loaded with this ontological supremacy 

over contingency, as unveiled by Hannah Arendt  in  the Thinking part of her 

	ife of the 
ind.  

To  date,  as  a  thinking  woman,  and  thanks  to  all  these  women’s 

thinkers before and around me, after having been blind to the gender issue, I 

have been able to go as far as touching with my mind the fact that the world is 

the  signature,  or  the  secretion,  of  the men’s  approach  to  otherness,  as  put 

forward by �uce Irigaray in �tre �eu%. This approach to otherness underlies 

scientific knowledge as a quest for stealing the secrets of nature, nations as a 

deceptive  quest  for  identity,  and  moral  principles  to  mitigate  and 

counterbalance  this  compulsive  way  to  instrumentalise  the  other.  In  this 

world’s view, women play an  important role of  looking=glass and caretaker: 

but this role is assigned to them. �o to speak, this recognition of the world as 

a  man’s  world  in  which  women  are  assigned  a  place  is  a  key  that  allows 

coming to terms with the puzzle of feeling a stranger to this world.  

The power of Hannah Arendt political thought is obviously due to the 

fact  that  she  analysed  the  political  game  from  an  outsider  perspective.  �he 

applies  Woolf’s  advice  “to  give  5our6  brothers  neither  the  white  feather  of 

cowardice  nor  the  red  feather  of  courage,  but  no  feather  at  all.  to  shut  the 

bright  eyes  that  rain  influence,  or  let  those  eyes  look  elsewhere  when war  is 

discussed”... Woolf and Arendt both produce a  thought  that allows acquiring 

selfconsciousness about the role we are asked to play in this men’s world, and 

its consequent strangeness for us. 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1.(  Falling short of performativity 
However, this falls short of shaping the world at our image. When visiting the 

exhibition  “�lles”M  in  �eaubourg,  Paris,  I  felt  to  what  extent  the  women’s 

artistic expression provided me with a skin. For the first time, I experienced 

the  pleasure  of  a  public  space ―  this  exhibition ―  where  I  was  directly 

addressed, and not indirectly, i.e. as if I was a 
an,N or a woman=as=seen=by=a=

man. I draw from this that we, women, need other women’s thoughts, deeds 

and  expressions  in  order  to  experience  an  inscription  in  a  world  which 

resembles us, i.e. in which we do not feel alien, which can be seen as the fruit 

of our genius.  

  From there, we wonder: “Is there a common ground where men and 

women’s  perspectives  can  meet?”  I  fully  acknowledge  the  �tre  �eu%’s 

developments of how women engage in relationships and how they deal with 

otherness, but I can’t escape from experiencing this aspiration as something 

unreal.  Can  I ―  could  we ―  by  the  force  of  redescription,  make  our  own 

vision of the world a reality? Or are we bound, by realism, to cope with this 

men=centred  vision?  Is  there  a  choice,  and  if  yes, what  is  the most  efficient 

strategy?  

  To come back to the vision of relationship, I wonder: can I engage in 

a relation on the feminine’s mode, i.e. based on intersub"ectivity bearing with 

the fact that the other sub"ect takes me as an ob"ect? Can I be indifferent to the 

status that he gives me and stay firmly anchored in my own sub"ectivity, on 

my vision of me as a sub"ect and the other as another sub"ect, when this other 

is denying the sub"ect’s status to me? Can we imagine that there is a device, a 

sort of mental transponder that allows overcoming this essential difference in 

the way we  engage  in  relationships? Or  is  all  our  energy  dedicated  to  both 

complying and resisting to occupying our assigned place? Now that I realised 

to what extent our common world is a men’s world, I wish I could get out of it 

and opt for a women’s world, in the same way that one can choose to get out 

of a room to enter another one, but there is only one world ...unless the power 

of redescription is such that it can create other worlds. Can it? 

 

 

'. �he pressing need for a world's redescription by women's minds 
 

This  calls  to  shifting  from  a  deconstructive  attitude  to  a  mode  of 

redescription.  Isn’t  there  a  window  of  opportunity  for  doing  so,  in  these 

moments where I feel that the public space is in danger of collapse?  

                                                        
5http://www.centrepompidou.fr/Pompidou/Manifs.nsf/AllExpositions/44638F832F0AFAB
FC12575290030CF0D?OpenDocument&sessionM=2.2.1&L=1 
6 This refers to the French way of writing Homme with a capital H to include both men and 
women. 
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'.1  Confidence in the ��  invisible ��  hand or blindness?  
The �hoah and the recourse by the U� to the nuclear bomb in Japan are two 

events which dramatically unveiled the fact that technology was axiologically 

neutral  and  could  be  badly  used,  to  say  the  least  Ethe  little  girl  inside  me 

considers  this  as  so obvious  that  she wonders why  so many great men  feel 

the need to repeat  this again and againF. �ater  in  the 20th century, concerns 

regarding  the  availability  of  resources  became  more  and  more  pregnant, 

firstly  regarding  oil with  the  first  oil  crisis  in  the  O0’s. Waking  up  from  the 

illusion of the endless pursuit of progress, we realised that the earth itself is 

the  limit,  ...well before  the sky> The  idea  that economic growth  in  itself was 

not  only  unsustainable  but  also  meaningless  as  an  exclusive  political 

ob"ective gained more and more acceptance.  �et’s  remember  the  resonance 

given  to  the  famous  sentence  of  Andr3  
alraux:  “	e  81)me  si)cle  sera 

religieu%  ou  ne  sera  pas”,  which  expresses  the  fact  that  economic  goals  in 

themselves  do  not  suffice  to  shape  the  public  space.  In  the  meantime,  the 

U��R  collapsed  and  the  capitalist  system  lost  its  challenger,  and  with  this 

collapse,  a profound side effect:  the  systematic  and  radical  suspicion of  any 

policy approach based on planning and regulation. Capitalism, based on  the 

invisible hand's principle, defeated communism, based on planification.  In a 

Darwinian perspective,  this supposedly demonstrated  the superiority of  the 

invisible hand over planification. This have reinstated  liberty ― understood 

in its childish meaning as laisse'1faire or “no limit, no constraint” ― as a false 

divinity  in  our  societies,  a  degenerated  understanding  of  progress.  This 

reactivated a dynamic of denial of phronesis as one of  the basic virtues.  In a 

subtle  way,  under  the  cover  of  the  economic  science,  we  shifted  from  the 

confidence  in 
ill's  invisible hand  to  a blind  faith  in  the market  forces. �ut 

blindness and invisibility are to be distinguished <and action, in its Arendtian 

meaning, cannot be confined to economic goals. 

 

'.'  Climate change as the signature of the need for phronesis  

It is in this polarised context, characterised both by the end of confidence in 

progress  and  by  the  collapse  of  communism,  with  the  corollary  of  the 

suspicion  against  any  form  of  planification,  that  the  climate  change  issue 

gained momentum. The  threat of climate change seems  to be  the only point 

d’appui  from which our development mode can be questioned.  It  is  the only 

perspective from which the blind faith in the market forces can be challenged. 

Climate  change  comes ( point nomm*  to  introduce  the  notion  of  limits  and 

measures  in  the  political  discourse.  The  problem  is  that  the  rhetoric  of 

climate  change  is  structured  around  what  can  be  called  “catastrophism”. 

Catastrophism  aims  at  mobilising  through  fear,  thereby  being  totally 

incompatible with nurturing a public space and inducing wisdom, phronesis 

and  love  of  the  world.  I  feel  deeply  uncomfortable  with  the  catastrophist 

attitude and can only con"ecture  that  it may be useful,  if  it ever  is,  to men's 

minds.  I  could  not  express  it  better  than  Virginia Woolf  in A Room of One’s 

Own: 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“It was absurd to blame any class or any sex, as a whole. < They too, 

the  patriarchs,  the  professors,  had  endless  difficulties,  terrible 

drawbacks to contend with. < True, they had money and power, but 

only at the cost of harbouring in their breasts an eagle, a vulture, for 

ever  tearing  the  liver out  and plucking  the  lungs ―  the  instinct  for 

possession,  the  rage  for  acquisition  which  drives  them  to  desire 

other  people’s  fields  and  goods  perpetually9  to  make  frontiers  and 

flags9 battleships and poison gas9 to offer up their own lives and their 

children’s  lives.  <  These  are  unpleasant  instincts  to  harbour,  I 

reflected.  ... And, as I realized these drawbacks, by degrees, fear and 

bitterness modified themselves into pity and toleration9..”. 

 

Hence, yes, catastrophism is only understandable to me if I consider 

that it is not aimed at me, but tailored by men for their own minds and hearts. 

Catastrophism  is  not  part  of  the  solution  but  instead  an  additional  hurdle 

preventing the sense of the future to emerge. It needs to be circumvented and 

counterbalanced with  positive  visions.  It  is  my  intuition  and my  hope  that 

women  thoughts  and  voices  could  be main  contributors  in  providing  these 

positive visions and shaping the path between catastrophism and denial. 

 

 

(. �is�s associated with performative feminism and women's liberty 

of thought 

 

Virginia Woolf goes on: 

 

“...and  then  in  a  year  or  two,  pity  and  toleration  went,  and  the 

greatest  release  of  all  came, which  is  freedom  to  think  of  things  in 

themselves”.  

 

This is exactly where I’d like to stand, but when I try to engage on this path, I 

feel something she did not mention, and which is: “danger”> As  if  these own 

feminine  thoughts were dangerous  in  that,  apart  from being meaningful  for 

us  women,  they  would  be  totally  inefficient  to  contain  “the  unpleasant 

instincts  they  5the men6  harbour”,  and  even  counterproductive  in  that  they 

would  unleash  these  instincts,  in  a  way  that  could  impact  us  women  in  a 

dramatic way.  

  It  is  interesting  to  note  how Hannah Arendt  is  going  close  to  these 

danger zones, for example, in her way to approach the banality of evil. When 

the  whole  tradition  of moral  philosophy  tries  to  identify  the  nature  or  the 

roots of the evil and the bad, with ―  I suppose ―  the hope of eradicating it 

once and for all, she takes a radically different posture: for her, it is hopeless 

to try to eradicate the evil  forever. It can only be contained, and it  is  indeed 

contained  in most  circumstances.  The best way  she  found  to  qualify  evil,  is 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not  the  presence  of  some  characteristics,  apart  from  its  banality,  but  the 

absence  of  thought.  This way  to  think  provoked  scandal.  �imilarly,  Virginia 

Woolf provoked scandal when she wrote inIQKP in Three �uineas,  this book 

she wrote to answer a man’s question posed to her: “How, in your opinion are 

we to prevent war24:  

 

“The words  are  the  same  as  yours9  the  claim  is  the  same  as  yours. 

The daughters of educated men who were called, to their resentment, 

‘feminists’  were  in  fact  the  advance  guard  of  your  own movement. 

They were fighting the same enemy that you are fighting and for the 

same reasons. They were fighting the tyranny of the patriarchal state 

as you are fighting the tyranny of the Facist state”.O  

 

In  these  two  instances,  both  Arendt  and  Woolf  touched  a  very 

sensitive zone. I con"ecture that this could be because thinking that way took 

away yardsticks that fulfil a critical function for helping men dealing with “the 

unpleasant instincts they harbour”, as if it could be interpreted as encouraging 

the evil. We know that this was not at all the intention of Hannah Arendt. Her 

condemnation  of  the  �hoah has  been unequivocal,  but  she  has  put  it  in  the 

register of the "udgment, and not in the register of knowledge. No knowledge 

will ever guarantee mankind against evil: this seems to me both corroborated 

by facts and a basic wisdom, and it cuts short this desperate quest that seems 

to be pursued by so many men to render the good necessary, and make the 

bad  impossible.  �aying  that  may  be  seen  by  men  as  a  provocation.  “�ou 

consider  this  quest  stupid?  �et  me  show  you  the  consequences  of  not 

pursuing it>” Hence, we may consider that for men it is needed to pursue this 

quest  to deal with  the unpleasant instincts they harbour, while  for women  it 

makes no sense.  

 

). �mor mundi  Frailty of human affairs and robustness of the earth 

 

The more  I  think  about  these  things,  the more  I  realise  how high  the  price 

paid  for  coping  with  masculinity,  at  the  expense  of  my  own  sub"ectivity. 


aybe,  I  am  too  close  to  the  looking=glass  experience, maybe  I  am  still  too 

wounded by my trials to think as a woman. I need time and protected space 

among women ― and those men who can think with us and not against us= to 

cultivate ideas and visions and have them grown and robust enough to get a 

chance to be heard and seen out there.  

  
y fragile intuition is that seeking certainties and guarantees beyond 

what  is  certain  and  what  can  be  guaranteed  leads  more  surely  to  the 

precipitation of what is to be avoided than to the expected security. It is not 

without  irony  that Arendt  qualified  human  affairs  as  inherently  fragile.  �he 

                                                        
7 Virginia Woolf, Three Guineas (USA: A Harbinger Book, 1938). 
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described  politics  in  the  very  terms  applying  to  women’s  thoughts  and 

visions of the world. Her vision of politics  is about coping with the frailty of 

human affairs, being able to face the void, endorsing full responsibility for the 

civilisation that we have inherited and that we transmit to our children, and 

abstaining  “to  strike  from  their hands  their  chance of undertaking  something 

new, something unforeseen by us”.P The co=existence of frailty and confidence 

in her vision of the world resonates with the matriarchal figure of the earth, 

as opposed to the patriarchal figure of �od. And it is from this very nexus of 

frailty  and  confidence  that  one  can  nurture  the  positive  visions  that  are  so 

badly needed to regenerate the sense of the future.  

 

 
 

                                                        
8 Hannah Arendt, Between past and future, the crisis in education (USA: Viking Press, 1961). 



 

Gender  and  the  South  African  beauty  industry, 

through the eyes of a young, black marketer. 
   

Themba Ratsibe 
 

 

1. 

 
I would like to start off by posing the following question… “What is gender?” 

According  to  the  Food  and  Agriculture  Organisation  of  the  United Nations1 

gender  are  the  relations  between men  and women  both  from  a  perceptual 

and  a  material  understanding.  They  go  on  to  highlight  that  gender  is  not 

determined  biologically,  instead  it  is  determined  by  the  characteristics  that 

both  women  and  men  have,  and  these  are  constructed  socially.  The 

misconception  in  the  past,  it  would  seem,  is  that  we  have  often 

misunderstood gender dynamics to be the upliftment of women over men or 

as  a  type  of  feminism  some  might  say.  In  my  opinion,  based  on  my 

understanding on the above definition of gender, gender  is  the empire  from 

which  other  subsidiaries  such  as  masculinity,  femininity  and  sexuality  are 

derived. 

       There  were  two  fundamental  chapters  in  my  upbringing  that  have 

epitomised gender  for me. The  first one being  the  fact  that  I went  to an all‐

boys’ school. The second one being the rights of passage to becoming a man 

that  I went  through, by going  to an  initiation school,  as my ethnic profile  is 

Xhosa and this is a big part of the Xhosa culture. The interesting thing about 

both these experiences is they both had and still have a big emphasis on what 

it means to be a man,  this mainly  focused on how one should and shouldn’t 

act as a man and a lot of this always had strong hints of ethos. This included 

being  encouraged  to  take  pride  in  being  a man  and  doing  certain  things  to 

always  appear  of  good nature,  gentlemanly  and manly  (masculine).  In  both 

these experiences these included things such as respect, upholding the name 

of  the school or clan, being a bread winner and being the head of  the house 

and a leader. On top of this, the Xhosa culture included things such as being 

able  to  use  the  learnings  you  learned  through  story  telling  in  the  initiation 

school,  back  in  society.  In  my  experience  if  someone  did  not  comply  with 

what was deemed to be manly, their ethos was considered compromised and 

sometimes they were viewed as being the complete opposite of what a man 

is,  that  of  being  womanly  or  feminine.  These  characteristics  epitomise  the 

stereotypical understanding of what it means to be a man or a woman. Men 

are understood to be aggressive and competitive (masculine) and women are 

understood to be passive, cooperative and expressive (feminine) as explained 

by Stets and Burke.2 

                                                        
1  http://www.fao.org/docrep/007/y5608e/y5608e01.htm 
2  Jan. E. Stets & Peter J. Burke, “Femininity/Masculinity”, in Encyclopedia of  Sociology 2nd ed., 
eds. Edgar F. Borgatta and Rhonda JV Montgomery (New York: Macmillan, 2000): 997-1005.   
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The  above  chapter  highlights  my  upbringing  and  my  exposure  to  gender 

dynamics through the years, this crafted the way I understood or was meant 

to  understand  what  it  means  to  be  a  man  or  to  be  masculine  and  what  it 

means  to  be  feminine.  �urrently  I  am  a  young  black  male  working  as  a 

marketer in the beauty industry in South Africa. This is obviously regarded as 

feminine as beauty has female connotations such as expression, emotion and 

nurturing. The question I’m often asked because of my profession is “Why are 

you  in  your  current  profession?  That  profession  is  best  suited  for women”. 

The general impression is that my �ob is reserved for women or men who are 

either  feminine  in  nature  or who  are  homosexual  by  sexual  orientation  (in 

the case of men). Since I am in this profession the question I pose to myself, 

which is sometimes an inner conflict is, “�oes my profession make me less of 

a  man?”  This  question  I  will  answer  at  the  end  of  this  paper  after  I  have 

unpacked  the  challenges  I  have  faced  so  far  in  this  industry,  as  these 

challenges bring a lot of perspective to this question. 

  What  I have discovered about  the South African beauty  industry  so 

far  as  a  young  black  man  is  that  the  difficulties  in  this  industry  transcend 

gender  and  sexual  orientation.  In  fact  the  difficulties  in  this  industry more 

often  than not  stem  from  the  fact  that one  is  �udged at  face value based on 

sex, gender, race or background.  In terms of sex, as mentioned before in this 

paper,  beauty  is  understood  to  be  something  that  is  best  understood  and 

embodied  by women.  This  is  the  reason why  the  industry  is  dominated  by 

women. In fact unlike what I had experienced in the past in terms of gender 

where men were the aggressors and held the power in society, in the beauty 

industry women  hold  the  power.  They  are  perceived  to  understand  beauty 

because they grew up with an interest in beauty thereby keeping themselves 

beautiful, unlike men who are stereotypically believed to have grown up with 

an  interest  in cars and sport. 	owever there are two rhetorical arguments I 

have always posed on the matter and they both take the form of ����� in the 

inductive  form  through  the  logical  nature  of  the  arguments.  My  first 

argument  is  that  as  men  and  women  we  have  different  talents.  Men  are 

naturally  better  than  women  in  some  things  and  vice  versa.  So  although 

women may have a good understanding of beauty, one may find that men are 

better at putting things into perspective. For example in my experience in this 

industry I have often found my colleagues who are women and are feminine 

have the best ideas in terms of innovation of beauty and what it means to be 

beautiful,  but  the  idea  does  not  always  take  into  account  the  long  terms 

affects  of  its  implementation. �uestions  such  as  “	ow  is  it  going  to work?”, 

“Who will  implement  it?”,  “When?”,  “	ow?”  and  “Why?”  are  often  asked  by 

men.  So  at  the  end  of  the  day  the  innovations  for  beauty  may  often  be 

initiated by women, but  sometimes men play  the critical  role of putting  the 

ideas into perspective in order to make them work. This is what �ckes? refers 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to  as  team  dynamics  (the  ability  to  take  the  contributions  from  different 

members of a  team in order to make that  team more productive). Secondly, 

since  women  are  perceived  to  epitomise  beauty  and  looking  beautiful,  the 

question that needs to be asked is “Who do they want to look beautiful for?” 

More often than not,  the answer to this question will be “Men4” Since this  is 

the case, I would say that the opinion of men in terms of what they regard to 

be beautiful where women are  concerned,  should be  regarded as  critical  to 

those working in this industry.   Based  on  these  two  arguments  alone,  I 

believe that men should be given recognition in terms of the value that they 

add  to  the  beauty  industry.  �urrently  men  are  believed  to  add  value  only 

where  a  beauty  product  is  being  created  for  men  specifically.  The  double 

standard here however is that women’s opinions of male products are always 

held in high regard, as there is a higher percentage of women who buy beauty 

products for their spouses as opposed to men buying these products for their 

spouses.   

  Similar  observations  can  be  made  with  regards  to  gender  in  this 

industry.  Those  who  are  feminine,  whether  they  are  male  or  female  are 

regarded to be more in  line with the women’s way of understanding beauty 

and their opinions within this  industry will be held almost  in the same light 

as  those of women. 	owever,  those who are more masculine resemble men 

and  their  understanding  of  beauty  and  therefore  their  opinions,  although 

they may be valid, are often only found to be convincing after these opinions 

or  ideas  have  been  �ustified  and  proven  to  be  worthwhile.  These  types  of 

battles are common in this industry and many believe that these are the only 

type  of  battles  one would  face  being  a  young  black male marketing  beauty 

products. 	owever, as mentioned before in this paper, there are other battles 

that one  faces almost on a daily bases,  the biggest one  in my opinion being 

race. 

  Siegel and Swanson@ define race as a group where persons inside the 

group  and  outside  the  group  decided  to  single  out  physical  characteristics 

(based on fact or perception) to form an identity for that particular group, in 

most cases people are grouped according to the colour of  their skins, as the 

colour  of  their  skins  is  their  identity  that  could  separate  them  from  other 

groups. Unlike  in most  cases,  for  the purposes of  this paper, my mention of 

race  is  not  negative.  My  reasoning  for  this  is  that  in  my  experience  racial 

tensions in the South African beauty  industry are not imposed with malicious 

intent or pre�udice, but rather  imposed as a result of not understanding the 

other  race  (according  to  Siegel  and  Swanson,  not  understanding  the  other 

group). Through working in this  industry what has become very clear is the 

segregation  within  beauty  in  South  Africa,  in  terms  of  product  offer.  In  a 

nutshell,  there  are  products  that  target  white  consumers  and  there  are 

products that  target black consumers. At  the end of  the day the  logic  is  that 

white marketers should target white consumers and black marketers should 

                                                        
4  Jacob S. Siegel and David A. Sawnson, The methods and material of  Demography (USA: Academic 
Press, 2004): 6. 
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target  black  consumers,  because  presumably  each  of  them  can  relate  very 

well with  that consumer (based on race). Surprisingly  the opinions of black 

marketers  on  how  to  target  black  consumers  are  challenged  from  time  to 

time,  in  the  same  way  that  the  opinions  of  men  in  similar  situations  are 

challenged as mentioned earlier in this paper. What is most interesting about 

this is that these challenges often come from white marketers who wouldn’t 

necessarily  have  the  insight  into  the  lives  of  black  consumers  that  black 

marketers would have. 	ere  I would  like  to make an argument  through  the 

use of ��	���. As a black individual who has fortunately been greatly exposed 

to African and Western culture (through my upbringing), I can say that black 

people and white people are for the most part very different. Black people in 

South  Africa  are  emotional  beings  and  this  could  stem  from  the  harsh 

conditions that were forced upon them during the apartheid era. As a result 

of this, I believe the best way to communicate with black people is by striking 

an emotional chord. For example, use words that have meaning to them and 

for them alone because this gives them a sense of ownership and entitlement. 

It’s not good enough to take the Western approach of using a black model to 

communicate  to black people but with  the  communication  in �nglish, when 

this  happens  black  consumers  as  the  audience  feel  that  they  have  been 

compromised. These are the types of insights that black marketers will have 

almost instinctively. 

  White people (Western culture) on the other hand are very logical in 

their  approach0  everything  is  calculated  and  done  by  the  book. More  often 

than not if it’s not done by the book or it doesn’t look a certain way, it will be 

challenged.  This  is  very  interesting0  especially  since  a  lot  of  Westernised 

corporates  employees  (not  �ust  in  the beauty  industry) pride  themselves  in 

“thinking out  of  the box”,  “taking  the  initiative”  and being  “spontaneous”.  If 

you ask me, I believe that a lot of these corporate employees use this as a type 

of “window dressing” to uphold their ethos by appearing to be open minded 

and non‐discriminatory, which is not always true. In the beauty industry this 

misleads black marketers into thinking that they have carte blanche in their 

approaches to beauty, which is not always true either. 

  I  believe  there  are  three  reasons  why  the  approaches  of  black 

marketers  to  beauty  are  often  challenged.  The  first  reason  is  that  black 

marketer’s approaches to beauty often look different to the Western ideology 

of  beauty.  This  intertwines with my  second  reason,  that  being  the  fact  that 

beauty as we know it today is a Western ideal and white people or marketers 

believe  that  they  know  it  best.  The  third  reason  in  my  opinion  also  stems 

from an educational point of view. It;s only in recent times that we see young, 

black, educated individuals, in the past only white people had the education, 

so what we often find in the beauty industry today is that the ideas of black 

marketers  are  sometimes  challenged  and  researched  thoroughly  because 

there is an element of doubt with regard to the underlying thought process of 

these ideas. 

  From the above you can see the racial struggles for a black marketer 

within the beauty industry in South Africa, but what is  interesting to note is 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that  these racial struggles are not necessarily comprised of malicious  intent 

or pre�udice but rather from a lack of understanding of the “other” and from 

being unable to relate to the “other”.  

In my opinion we often under‐estimate the power of one being able 

to  relate  to one another  in any  industry.  In  the  case of  the beauty  industry, 

where as stated before, most of the marketers and their superiors happen to 

be white females and males, I have noticed that one’s ability to relate to these 

people  is crucial. For example, being black and male  there are certain  traits 

that  are  instilled  within  you  from  a  young  age  and  some  of  these  as 

mentioned previously you learn as you grow older (in my case, my rights of 

passage  into  manhood).  These  include  things  such  as  respect  your  elders, 

shaking  an  elder;s  or  your  superior’s  hand  with  one  hand  supporting  the 

other hand as a sign of respect, not calling your elders or superiors by their 

first  name,  being  polite,  being  humble  and  speaking  only  when  you  have 

something valuable  to  say.  In  the corporate world or  in my case  the beauty 

industry,  I  have  had  to  learn  to  leave  these  outside  of  my  working 

environment every day. This is  a constant battle, as I have to always remind 

myself  during  the  course  of  the  day  that  I’m  operating  in  a  different  space 

where  the  definition  of  things  such  as  respect  and  other  behaviours  are 

totally different. As a result of such battles and inner conflicts, I have noticed 

that black individuals in this industry take a lot longer to progress than white 

individuals. This once  again  is basically due  to  the  lack of understanding of 

the  “other”  (of  the  black  individual  about  the  white  individual).  Below  we 

explore this in more detail. 

  I  believe  that  the  beauty  industry  in  terms  of  its  environment  and 

ideals,  is best suited for white individuals. My reasoning for this  is that they 

are able to relate and identify with this environment. For example, the beauty 

industry is surrounded by key words such as beauty, glamour, class, style and 

the ability for one to be visible. Since white people are more likely to be able 

to relate to this type of environment, they fit in, “look the part” and progress 

in  the  industry  (because  it  is  perceived  that  they  are knowledgeable where 

beauty  is  concerned).  On  the  other  hand  you  find  that  some  of  the  black 

marketers,  depending  on  their  upbringing  are  the  total  opposite.  They 

struggle  to  fit  in, don’t  “look the part”,  therefore they are deemed to be  less 

knowledgeable  where  beauty  is  concerned  and  as  a  result  it  takes  them 

slightly  longer to progress  in the  industry.  I’ve had a situation where one of 

my colleagues changed her perception of me after she found out what school I 

went  to  (a  recognised white  boys’  school).  All  of  a  sudden  she  had  a more 

positive opinion of me,  I believe that  this was due to  the  fact  that she could 

now relate to me in some way, as I now “looked the part” and she perceived 

me to be more knowledgeable in my profession, even though I was the same 

person and I had the same knowledge that I always had. She gave me a source 

of power that I didn’t earn through the scope of my work. This happens a lot 

in  this  industry and  it  is a pity  that,  in  these cases most of  the time  it  is  the 

black marketers who get the short‐end of the stick. 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So  far  in  this  paper  I  have  highlighted  the  difficulties  I  have  faced  in  the 

beauty industry. By now you should be able to deduce that by fitting a certain 

profile  or  “looking  the  part”  (possibly  based  on  sex,  gender  or  race),  you 

increase your chances of  success  in  this  industry. This  reminds me of other 

industries or institutions in South Africa. One that comes to mind is the South 

African  army  and  the  lack  of  recognised  women  in  this  institution.  At  this 

point I would like to reflect on my work on war and peacekeeping arguments 

made by the army. In this paper it was clear that the South African army has 

been  struggling  in  terms  of  their  recruitment.  Between  2<<C  and  2<<D  the 

army was struggling because a lot of their soldiers were old and they needed 

?<<<  new  recruits,  however,  there  seemed  to  be  a  reluctance  to  recruit 

women for the army. The �hief of the South African army made arguments in 

support of the army’s recruitment procedures, by stating that the army would 

recruit the best people possible, this included people who did not �ust see the 

army as an employment opportunity. Those reading this statement made by 

the �hief  got  the  sense  that  he was  taking  a  responsible  and  logical  stance. 

	owever I would argue that his argument  is strategically delivered  in order 

to protect the ethos of the South African army and his own ethos as the �hief 

of the army. I’m sure we can all deduce why there is a lack of women in the 

army. This is because the army is understood to be an institution that serves 

as  the  protectors  of  the  nation,  to  be  part  of  this  institution means  staring 

danger  in  the  face  at  times  and  this  is  perceived  to  be  best  suited  for men 

because they are masculine in nature, this is similar to the way that beauty is 

perceived  to  be  best  suited  for  women  because  they  are  emotional  and 

nurturers by nature. 

  Similar observations  to  those made of  the army can be made of  the 

institutions  of  Science  in  South Africa. According  to www.news2@.com,A  the 

government  has  been  trying  to  encourage  young women  in  South Africa  to 

study  Science  as  far  back  as  2<<A,  where  the Minister  of  �ducation  Naledi 

�andor  made  the  argument  that  @1  percent  of  permanent  academic  staff 

members  in Universities  and Technicons were made  up  of  females.  �andor 

emphasised that this  figure marked “glass ceiling”  inequalities because even 

though women made up to A< percent of the staff at lecturer level and below, 

only 1B percent of professors were females. 

  The  above  argument  from  the  Minister  is  a  strong  one  as  it  is 

substantially  backed  up  by  statistics  and  figures.  My  problem  with  her 

argument  is  that nothing much has changed five years down the  line, which 

leads me to believe that she (like other Ministers) use the platform that they 

have  in  the media  to make  public  statements  about  critical  issues,  thereby 

appearing to take a matter seriously and in doing so protecting their ethos as 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well as that of their departments. For me, it is clear that the reason why there 

is very little change is because Science has always been an industry that has 

been  dominated  by  white  males,  because  in Western  ideals  men  were  the 

“brains” and the bread winners while women looked after the home. In other 

words, similar to my experiences in the beauty industry, women do not fit the 

profile  of  this  industry  and  therefore  their  chances  of  being  successful  are 

less than those who do fit this profile.     

�onclusion                                                                                                                                                      

This  paper  has  taken  you  through  the  difficulties  I  have  faced  as  a  black 

marketer in the South African beauty industry which is clearly dominated by 

white females. In this paper I have highlighted my background which has had 

an  emphasis  on  what  it  means  to  be  a  man  and  the  power  that  a  man  is 

supposed to have while I was growing up, this clearly had a rippling effect on 

the  challenges  and my  understanding  of  my  new working  environment,  as 

most of the beliefs in my new working environment contradicted those I have 

grown up with. The question I had posed to myself earlier in this paper was 

“Am I less of a man because I work as a young, black, marketer in the beauty 

industry  in  South  Africa?”  My  answer  is  that  even  though  I  have  had  to 

conform  to  the  new  order  of  things  because  I  work  in  an  industry  that 

requires  one  to  be  feminine  instead  of masculine  at  times  and  an  industry 

where women are more powerful than men in most cases, this doesn’t make 

me any less of a man. As I have mentioned in this paper, this is because I am 

still able to uphold my manhood in this industry in the ways that matter the 

most. These include being able to rise above all the difficulties of this beauty 

industry, to take all the opportunities it has given me and to be able to earn a 

living from it and to provide for my family. �rowing up both at school and in 

the Xhosa culture one’s ability to overcome times of difficulty and the ability 

to  provide  for  one;s  loved  ones  was  always  and  will  probably  always  be 

viewed  as  masculine  and  manly.  This  is  what  I  proudly  tell  those  who 

question my manhood  because  of my  profession.  	aving  said  that,  I would 

advise  women  in  similar  situations,  such  as  women  in  Science  and  the 

military  to  take  the  same  approach,  because  I  believe  their  ability  to 

persevere  in male dominated  industries such as  these  is a  true reflection of 

the strong women that they are. 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20 M. J. Medhurst, Beyond the Rhetorical Presidency (College Station: Texas A&M 
University Press, 1996): 20. 
21 I. A. Richards, The Philosophy of Rhetoric (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1936): 
10. 
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22 Eckert and MacConnell-Ginet, Language and Gender, 220-224. 
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23 H. Chimhundu, ed., Duramazwi Guru ReChiShona (Harare: College Press, 2001): 415. 
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crisis, ed. D. Harold-Barry (Harare: Weaver Press, 2004): 86-105. 
26 Zimbabwe Women Writers, Totanga Patsva, 17. 
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28 Leech, Linguistic Guide to English Poetry , 12. 
29 Gundani, Zimbabwe: The past is the future, 87. 
30 Moto, Nordic Journal of  African Studies, 16. 
31 Maize porridge cooked until stiff and wieldy [Editor’s note]. 
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Rhetoric and gender mainstreaming in South 

African Justice  
 

Bridget 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“As  long  as  women  are  bound  by  poverty  and  as  long  as  they  are 

looked  down  upon,  human  rights  will  lack  substance.  As  long  as 

outmoded  ways  of  thinking  prevent  women  from  making  a 

meaningful contribution to society, progress will be slow. As long as 

the nation refuses to acknowledge the equal role of more than half of 

itself, it is doomed to failure”.1                                        

 

The South African ‘miracle’ and the new democratic State was applauded by 

the International Community and came into being burdened with a variety of 

inequalities and imbalances which it had to overcome in order to achieve the 

entrenchment and consolidation of democracy. Women realized they had to 

promptly  find  their  voice  and  carve out  an  identity  at  the dawn of  the new 

democratic political  order.  Since most African nations have  thanked women 

for  their  participation  in  liberation2 and  promptly  sent  them  back  to  the 

kitchen,  South  African  women  have  had  to  work  hard  to  actualise  the 

promises made by the male leaders of the democracy movement. Indeed, they 

have  continued  to  redefine3 leadership,  feminism  and  power  on  their  own 

terms  and  in  their  own  cultural  contexts.  First,  they  are  fighting  alongside 

their  male  counterparts4 to  gain  freedom  and  democracy  for  their  nation. 

Second,  they  are  struggling  against  their  male  counterparts  to  gain 

acceptance  and  equality  and  to  challenge  the  restrictive  conditions  of 

patriarchy.  The presence, identity, and the loud voice that women created for 

themselves,  allowed  them  to  win  recognition  within  the  process  of  the 

transition to democracy. This power  led to  the development of a multiparty 

coalition5 focused  on  securing  a  place  for  gender  equality  in  the  national 

constitution  and  ensured  the  pursuit  of  affirmative‐action  measures  in  the 

recruitment  of women  for  national  office.  This  paper  examines  the  issue  of 

gender mainstreaming in a three‐fold manner, firstly; the professionals in the 

justice  profession,  legal  practitioners  such  as  attorneys  and women  on  the 

bench,  are  gender  quota’s  being met  and  do  these  women  have  successful 

satisfying careers. Secondly, the paper looks at women and their engagement 

with  the  justice  system.  Thirdly  the  paper  will  examine  the  role  of  the 

regulatory, advisory, and monitory and watch dog bodies which preside over 

                                                        
1 Speech by Nelson Mandela on SA Women’s Day, Pretoria, 9 August 1996: 
http://www.anc.org.za/ancdocs/history/mandela/1996/sp0809.html 
2 H.E. Britton, Women in the South African Parliament: From Resistance to Governance (USA: 
University of  Illinois Press, 2005): 27. 
3 Britton, Women in the South African Parliament, 27.  
4 Britton, Women in the South African Parliament, 27. 
5 Britton, Women in the South African Parliament, 32. 
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the  �ustice  system.  These  three  angles  will  be  explored  by  unpacking  the 

concept of  voice,  active  voice,  passive  voice,  the  voice of women within  the 

justice  system,  and  the  voice  of women  engaging  the  system.    The  issue  of 

how women’s advocacy groups use the persuasive tools of political nostalgia 

and  collective  memory  to  champion  their  cause  will  also  be  explored.  The 

paper  will  examine  the  issue  of  �hetorical  �erformances  and  the  Burkean 

concept of ordinary and pure persuasion. Finally the paper will briefly touch 

on  the  architecture  of  the  Constitutional  Court  building  known  as 

Constitutional hill and the issue of visual rhetoric. 

    

    

�oice!  �o�itica�  nosta�gia!  co��ecti�e  memor�!  ordinar�     �ure 

�ersuasion" 

�rofessiona� �omen �ithin the �ustice s�stem 
 

The recognition of anti‐gender discrimination legislation in any new political 

dispensation  should  be  firstly  evident  in  the  influence women  have  on  the 

election legislation. 	owever, Britton states that the first piece of  legislation 

that  women  showcased  their  influence  in  South  Africa  was  on  the 

Constitution. F South Africa’s  Constitution  has  one  of  the  broadest  and most 

inclusive  anti‐discrimination  clauses  in  the  world.  Their  voice  echoes  loud 

throughout  the  Constitution.  The  justice  system,  in  a  democracy  can  be 

viewed  as  a  body  that  provides  a  voice  to  members  of  society  deemed 

voiceless, thus it becomes imperative to explore if those operating within the 

system have a voice. 

According  to  the �ational  Survey of  the Attorney’s �rofession Final 

�eportG conducted in 2@@H, women constitute forty percent of the Attorney’s 

in  private  practice.  	owever,  only  thirty‐two  point  two  percent  >32.2J?  of 

the equity partners and thirty‐six point nine percent >3F.IJ? of the salaried 

partners  are  women.  �n  the  other  hand  more  than  half  of  the  Senior 

Associates  and  Associates  are  women.  Similarly,  more  than  ninety  percent 

>I@J? of attorneys’ practices are owned by either men only or women only. 

Two  thirds,  sixty‐seven  percent  >FGJ?  are  owned  by  men  only  and  only 

twenty four percent >24J? by women. In the nine percent >IJ? of firms with 

male and female ownership, men hold on average sixty percent >F@J? of the 

shares.  The  report  was  also  able  to  identify  that  female  lawyers  do  not 

practice in the more lucrative fields of law. The report was unable to explore 

why this is so. The report was able to bring to light that there are a significant 

number of women in the private sector in the justice system; however, there 

                                                        
6 Britton, Women in the South African Parliament, 40. 
7 Frederico Freschi, “Post apartheid Publics and the Politics of  Ornament: Nationalism, 
Identity, and the Rhetoric of  Community in the Decorative Program of  the New 
Constitutional Court”, National Survey of  the Attorney’s Profession Final Report (South Africa: Law 
Society of  South Africa, 17 September 2008): vii. 
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is  an  attrition  of  these  women  from  the  profession.  The  women  who  are 

practicing  in  the  public  sector,  being  state  prosecutors,  attorneys  from  the 


egal  Aid  Board,  and  the  �udiciary,  still  continue  to  be  under‐represented. 

Within  the �agistracyH the  situation  is  even direr at  the  senior echelon and 

particularly at the regional and superior court levels. These professionals are 

prevented  from having successful and  fulfilling careers by budget shortages 

which affect the effectiveness and efficiency of the legal process. 

The  �ational  Survey  on  Attorney’s  brings  to  light  that  Women 

working within the �ustice system do not have a voice. The attrition of women 

in  the  profession  is  as  a  result  of  the  lack  of  gender mainstreaming  and  of 

avenues allowing their voices to be heard. Those who successfully enter the 

profession  face  additional  obstacles  with  regard  to  finding  sufficiently 

challenging  and  rewarding work,  not  only  to  sustain  their  practices,  but  to 

help  them  grow  financially  and  professionally.I Bodies  such  as  the  
aw 

Society of South Africa,  the various provincial 
aw Societies  located  in each 

province,  the  South African  
aw �eform Commission  and  the  Chapter �ine 

Institutions such as the Commission on �ender �quality, whose mandate is to 

transform, empower, regulate, and ensure development within the profession 

often  operate  in  isolation  from  each  other.  A  synergy  needs  to  be  created, 

facilitated,  monitored  and  evaluated  between  the  above  mentioned 

institutions  in  order  to  ensure  that  gender  mainstreaming  indeed  takes 

places. 

The  voice  of  South  African  women  in  the  justice  system  can  be 

categorised  into  two  forms,  the active voice and  the passive voice. Through 

both forms, women’s advocacy positions are constantly clear and persuasive. 

Advocacy  groups  make  use  of  political  nostalgia  and  collective  memory  to 

evoke  emotions� by  referring  to  the  Women  of  1I5F,  who  challenged  the 

previous regime by demonstrating against pass laws by organizing a peaceful 

march  to  the  seat  of  administration  at  the  �nion  Buildings  in  �retoria. 

Collective memory is by definition partial and material in its communication 

and  demarcation  of  the  past.  Collective  memory  is  pieced  together  like  a 

mosaic  with  some  memories  having  greater  or  lesser  resonance  than 

others.1@ Those memories moreover  have material  consequence  as  they  are 

expressed by narratives and embodied in particular individuals or objectives. 

This use of political nostalgia  is persuasive, as the memory of the women of 

1I5F is a shared and collective memory, which evokes a sense of patriotism. 

                                                        
8 Mr. Andries Nel, South African Deputy Minister of  Justice and Constitutional Development, 
address during the debate on budget vote 23: Justice and Constitutional Development, 
National Council of  Provinces, Cape Town, 25 May 2010: www.info.gov.za/speeches/2010/ 
10052812051002.htm 
9 Mrs. P. Mlambo–Ngcuka,  Deputy President of  South Africa, speech delivered at a Gala 
Dinner for the Launch of  a Training Programme for Aspirant Women Judges, Johannesburg, 
16 August 2007: www.info.gov.za/speeches/2007/07081717151002.htm 
10 Shawn J. and Trevor Parry-Giles, “Collective Memory, Political Nostalgia, and the Rhetorical 
Presidency: Bill Clinton’s Commemoration of  the March on Washington”, 82+(&%(9:"";'2(,+9"'4 "
1<%%*$"86, 4(2000): 418. 
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11 

Advocacy groups also ensure that their public deliberation and texts 

used  utilized  the  ethos  carried  by  the  slogan  “�at�inta�� ��a	a�i�� �at�int��

i��o
odo�  loosely translated as “�o��st�i
e�a��o�an��o��st�i
e�a��o�
”.     The 

use of  this phrase was carefully  thought out, owing  to  the symbolism of  the 

i��o
odo, a grinding stone used to grind and crush mealies. The slogan  is a 

powerful collective memory, as it symbolised a turning point for women and 

how they viewed their role in the liberation struggle. The active voice, echoed 

loudly  with  the  elections  in  1II4,  the  Interim  Constitution  in  1II5,  the 

Beijing �eclaration  in 1II5,  the Constitution  in 1III and  the �ender �olicy 

Statement  in  1III.  The  advocacy  positions were  clear  and  persuasive.  The 

active voice of women in the public sector in the justice system is loud within 

the  lower  courts whereby  there  is  a  significant  number  of women  as  State 

�rosecutors, 
egal Aid Attorney’s, and �agistrates. The passive voice is found 

mainly  in  the  private  sector  of  the  justice  system  where  women  form  a 

significant group but their voices do not echo loudly enough. 

The  regulatory  bodies,  the  
aw  Society  South  Africa,  the  various 

provincial  
aw  Societies  located  in  each  province,  the  South  African  
aw 

�eform  Commission  and  the  Chapter  �ine  Institutions  such  as  the 

Commission  on  �ender  �quality,  the  South  African  Women  in  
aw 

Association,  for  professionals  within  the  justice  system  can  be  viewed  as 

rhetorical  interventions.  The  paper  will  explore  the  concept  of  rhetorical 

interventions by applying the Burke notion of ordinary and pure persuasion. 

Burke’s  definition  of  persuasion  and  rhetoric  was  broad,  he  believed  that 

whenever  there  is  persuasion,  there  is  rhetoric,  and  wherever  there  is 

�eaning, there is persuasion. 

If Burke’s definition of  rhetoric  and persuasion  is  applied,  it  can be 

stated  that  the  gender  mainstreaming  agenda  in  the  South  African  �ustice 

system utilizes the ordinary and pure persuasion categories of persuasion as 

rhetorical  tools  through  the  regulatory  bodies  found  in  the  profession.  The 


aw  Society  for  example,  is  the mother  body  of  all  provincial  law  societies 

with  which  all  attorneys,  whether  in  the  private  or  public  sector  are 

registered. It seeks to empower Attorneys through training and professional 

development and to ensure that the profession is ethical and competent. �et 

this entity falls short of protecting women from pursuing succeful satisfying 

carreers, by ensuring that there is not a continued attrition of women in the 

profession,  and  that women’s  salary  packages  are  equal  and  on  a  par with 

their male counterparts’. The South African Women in 
aw Association seeks 

to  achieve  empowerment  and  gender  equality  for  women  in  the  legal 

profession and  to ensure  that and  that  the work  they conduct  is  rewarding, 

yet  within  the  �udiciary  women  still  continue  to  be  in  the  minority.  The 

Commission  on  �ender  �quality  aims  to  expose  gender  discrimination  in 

                                                        
11 Parry-Giles, QJS, 418.  
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society,  yet  it has  received great  criticism  for  its  lack of  clear objectives, on 

setting achievable timeframes and for its lack of visibility on advocacy issues 

affecting women. This paper argues that the presence of the above mentioned 

bodies serves as rhetorical interventions which are both ordinary persuasion 

and  pure  persuasion  in  their  presence  in  the  justice  system.  According  to 

Burke,12 ordinary  and  pure  persuasions  are  not  categories  by  which  to 

distinguish  or  evaluate  specific  rhetorical  acts,  they  are  coexisting 

dimensions of a rhetorical act  that are simultaneously available  to  its users. 

According to Burke, both forms of persuasion are different and coexist in any 

rhetoric  act.  The  above  mentioned  regulatory  bodies  are  acts;  created  to 

provide  a  sense  of  security  and  they  are  persuasive  in  their  presence  as 

entities.  Their  presence  is  ordinary  persuasion,  owing  to  the  fact  that  it 

denotes  the  goal‐oriented,  symbolic  pursuit  of  extra‐textual  achievements, 

advantages  or  correctives.13 These  entities  as  legislative  frameworks  for 

gender  equality  are  pure  persuasion,  this  based  on  the  fact  that  pure 

persuasion is present as a motivational ingredient in any rhetoric, no matter 

how  intensely  advantage‐seeking  such  rhetoric  may  be. 14  The  above 

mentioned  regulatory  bodies  provide  a  false  sense  of  security with  no  real 

tangible achievements. 

 

 

	omen and their engagement �ith the �ustice s�stem 
 

Women are constantly engaging with the justice system, and thus the justice 

system has to be conducive to women as a category of people who engage the 

system  often  as  a  vulnerable  group.  This  vulnerability  is  evident  when 

women engage  the  system  through  courts under  these  categories;  firstly  as 

applicants  of maintenance  seeking  to  fulfill  their  nurturing  role  by  seeking 

maintenance  for  their  children and  themselves and as applicants  in divorce 

proceedings.  Secondly,  through  legislation,  namely  through  the  �omestic 

�iolations  Act  11F  of  1IIH,  which  they  utilise  to  attain  protection  from 

abusive partners, and also through the Sexual �ffences Bill as complainants in 

regional  and  high  courts,  which  also  allows  them  to  seek  protection  from 

abuse  or  as  victims  or  perpetrators  of  crime.  Women  are  hindered  from 

engaging  with  the  justice  system  effectively  and  efficiently  owing  to  the 

following factors; firstly the courts6 a significantly high percentage of women 

utilise the services of  the family courts and lower courts. These courts need 

to be user friendly, efficient, well resourced, well staffed with translators and 

geographically accessible to all communities. �ften these courts have massive 

backlogs, are slow, dockets get lost causing more delays, and the budget they 

receive is not sufficient for the courts to be adequately resourced. >These are 

the courts that handle maintenance and divorce matters which largely affect 

                                                        
12 Kathryn M. and Clark D. Olsen, “Beyond Strategy: A Reader-Centered Analysis of  Irony’s 
Dual Persuasive Uses”, Quarterly Journal of  Speech 90, 1 (2004): 22-52, [27]. 
13 Olsen, QJS, 27. 
14 Olsen, QJS, 27. 
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women?.  In  the  rural  areas  local  courts  only  handle  criminal  matters  and 

family courts which handle maintenance and divorce matters are  located  in 

nearby cities and women have to travel long distances to access them. �ften 

when women engage with  the  justice  system and  the �epartment of  �ustice 

and Constitutional �evelopment >��� 3 C�? they are powerless, are seeking a 

voice  and  are  vulnerable.  This  is  especially  so  for  services  such  as 

maintenance,  domestic  violence,  sexual  offences  and  divorce.  �ften  during 

cases  involving  these  matters  women  are  voiceless  and  the  state  is  their 

voice. 

The  legal  process  which  takes  place  becomes  a  series  of 

performances  of  acts  of  ordinary  and pure  persuasion.    The  courts  and  the 

justice  system becomes  the principle dancer  in  a performance whereby  the 

women engaging in the system are the audience. The courts and the system 

seek  to provide a persuasive performance,  seeking  to provide  the audience, 

the  women  with  the  finale  of  achieving  a  voice  through  the  attainment  of 

justice.  According  to  Burke,  persuasion  includes  all  mean‐making  via 

symbols, whether communicated to others or practiced for oneself. 15 

The �epartment of  �ustice and Constitutional �evelopment needs  to ensure 

that it brings about institutional changes for entrenching gender equality and 

it  needs  to  streamline  the  �ustice  system  in  order  to  ensure  that  services 

affecting women are easily accessible, these would be6 maintenance, domestic 

violence, sexual offences and divorce matters. 1F 

 

 

�he �onstitutiona� �ourt �ui�ding # a �isua� rhetoric 

 

The Constitutional Court  is  the highest  court  in all  constitutional matters,  it 

has the power to adjudicate disputes between organs of state concerning the 

constitutional  status, powers or  functions of any of  those organs of  state or 

that  may  decide  on  the  constitutionality  of  any  amendment  to  the 

Constitution or any parliamentary or provincial bill. 1G Thus  its building and 

its location symbolise South Africa’s new identity, and is a beacon of hope for 

the people.  It  is of paramount  importance  to explore  the  ideas and  thinking 

behind  the  architecture  of  the  building.  
ocally  and  internationally, 

Constitutional hill, as it has come to be known, has been hailed as a symbol of 

the human‐rights culture that informs South Africa’s democratic Constitution 

=  effectively  a  remarkable  feat  of  architectural  daring  and  hope.  The 

architecture  of  the  building  itself  had  to  embody  the  country’s  history  and 

                                                        
15 Olsen, QJS, 26. 
16 P. Parenzee P, Investigating the Implications of  ten years of  Democracy for Women: The Role of  the 

Department of  Justice and Constitutional, (South Africa: Institute for Democracy in Africa 
(IDASA), 2004): 8: www.idasa.org.za/gbOutputFiles.asp?WriteContent=Y&RID=542, Pdf  
accessed 05.08.2010. 
17  D. Burger, South African Year Book, (South Africa: National Democratic Convention 
(NADECO), 2006/7): 388: www.nadeco.org/.../Executive%20Summary%20of%20The%20 
Justice%20System.doc, Pdf. accessed 05.08.2010. 
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future.1H 

Academics  have  argued  that  one  is  able  to  learn  much  about  a 

political regime by observing closely what it builds.1I With this  link in mind,   

>we?  can  gain  insight  into  a  political  regime’s  ideological  agenda  by 

scrutinizing how it de�o�ates what  it builds. Thus  the decorative  features as 

well, had to reflect the  ideology of the new regime. The significant aspect of 

its  symbolic  function  is  conveyed  entirely  through  its  decorative  program, 

which  in  turn  is  driven  by  the  need  to  establish  a  visual  rhetoric  of  a 

“community”, united in its diversity. 2@ 

Although the decorative aspect of the building was highly significant, 

it was  important  that  the  building was  not  imposing  or  intimidating  to  the 

ordinary  South  African  on  the  street.  In  the  words  of  Constitutional  �udge 

Albie Sachs6 “it was important from the outset that the court should be gentle 

rather than imposing; inviting rather than forbidding; entrancing rather than 

monumental; human rather  than austere;  a building of  the highest  ideal  for 

the  humblest  of  persons”.21 Finally  the  Constitutional  Court  had  to  be  a 

structure  that  symbolises  the  notion  of  redemptive  over  repressive  justice 

>that is, the privileging of the rights of the individual over those of the state?, 

and be at the heart of South Africa’s democratic constitution.22 

 

�onc�usion 
 

This paper began by looking at the issue of voice, collective memory, political 

nostalgia, and ordinary and pure persuasion by exploring the justice system, 

and  gender mainstreaming.  This was  achieved  by  firstly  exploring whether 

women  legal  professionals  >attorneys  and  others  on  the  bench?  have 

successful and satisfying careers and whether or not gender quota’s are being 

met.  Secondly,  the  paper  looked  at  women  and  their  engagement  with  the 

justice  system.  Thirdly  the  paper  will  examined  the  role  of  the  regulator, 

advisory,  monitory  and  watch  dog  bodies  which  preside  over  the  justice 

system. These regulatory bodies were examined in order to deduce if they are 

indeed  performing  their  role.  The  paper  proceeded  to  look  at  how women 

engage the �ustice system and the services which affect them. The paper also 

explored the issue of rhetorical performances by looking at the court system 

and how women engage the courts. The paper came to a close by focusing on 

visual  rhetoric  by  looking  at  the  architecture  of  the  Constitutional  Court 

building  and  the  thinking  behind  this  beacon  of  hope  of  the  South  African 

people. 

                                                        
18 Freschi, National Survey of  the Attorney’s Profession Final Report. 
19 Freschi, National Survey of  the Attorney’s Profession Final Report. 
20 Freschi, National Survey of  the Attorney’s Profession Final Report. 
21 Freschi, National Survey of  the Attorney’s Profession Final Report. 
22 Freschi, National Survey of  the Attorney’s Profession Final Report. 
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���(�&�&�(�'���%���'� �.��� ���>�����!���-�(�+�"�����%����� ���'���2���+���*�.�"�+���,���-�!�����.�'�"�(�'���(�����-�!���,�������%���&���'�-�,���"�'��
�������"�,���.�+�,�"�/���������-�>����
 Vernacular rhetoric constitutes agency at ground level in that it forms the 

capacity of those who are not in power to critique power and to do so in a 

language that can be heard. Vernacular rhetoric highlights the collective character 

of agency by shifting attention from the privileged voice of the orator to the 

collective voice of the citizenry. Rhetoric insists on addressing another, whom 

Bitzer says has the capacity to mediate change, or in other words to act. The 

address is fitting to the exigence insofar as it addresses those who are capable of 

mediating change in a way that calls on them to intercede. Certainly this is the case 

in the moment-by-moment interactions that constitute the ongoing dialogue in 

which issues are framed, agency is defined and exercised, and contests to alter the 

human world are performed. Sometimes, as in the vernaculars of indigenous 

peoples, situational considerations magnify what has been naturalised through a 

rhetoric that clarifies the violence done to them. The controversies spurred by the 

plans of building hydroelectric power stations in Norwegian Sámi areas during the 

1970’s, illustrate our point.  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16 Mikkelsen, Masi Norge, 99-100. Our translation from the Norwegian. 
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17 Edgeir Benum, Overflod og fremtidsfrykt. Aschehougs Norges historie (Oslo: Aschehoug, 1988): 40. 
The events in the 10-year controversy are described in Mikkelsen (1971, 1980); Georg Parman, 
Kampen om Alta (Oslo: Dreyer, 1980); Kari Heitmann, Alta-saken og Altaværingene: Social identitet 
og politisk konflikt (Oslo: University of Oslo, 1984) and in Øystein Dalland, Altakrønike 
(Karasjok: Davvi Girjo o.s., 1994). 
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