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Key Concepts: Conceptual Literacy
Key Concepts in Feminist Theory and Research

So, let me continue this lecture by reading to you a few random aspects from our text, which
is “Key concepts in Feminist theory and research” by Christina Hughes. This is what the text
looks like.
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And, today we are going to look briefly at Chapter one — Concepts: meaning games and

contests from which I reduced a couple of key points for our presentation.
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So, pay attention to Page four where Hughes explains that she offers the term conceptual
literacy as an act of sensitization. That opens us to the variety of ways that we can understand
the evidence of multiple meanings. Fuzzy, blurred and multiple meanings are not signs of
personal failure of the naive. Their recognition is a prelude to unveiling the broader political

significance of conceptual contestation.

As such, this text explores the contested and varied meanings of equality, difference, choice
care, time and experience within their usage in feminist theory and research. This, is
important because I think a lot of us do not quite like working with uncertainty and what
Hughes is offering to us, is that the moment we begin to take cognizance of such multiplicity,
we begin to open out the text in ways that allow for political intervention. If meaning is fixed,

if meaning cannot be contested, then we cannot bring change about change in world.

And therefore she’s encouraging us to at looked at multiplicity as naive in precision but as a
political possibility. Now, this is politics with a small p, not politics with giant capital P, it is
a way of saying that power, rationality, difference, equality; these are things through which

we can bring about change in the world.
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Conceptual Concerns

Also, pay attention to how Hughes says theory is often viewed as detached from empirical
research. One either does theory or one does research. There is another form of detachment

that operates across the binary. That theory is abstract and empirical research is concrete.

Because of my concerns about these kind of false separations you will find interleaved within
the discussion of the varied conceptualization of equality, difference, choice, care, time and
experience, a number of illustrative case studies. Now, I ask that you go through these case
studies on your own and in detail because they will really help advance your understanding of

a lot of the concepts that we are discussing in this class.
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Games and Conresrs

Let us now read from Chapter one, which is Concepts: Meanings, games and contests. Let us
turn to page thirteen. Hughes begins by saying “I begin with poststructuralist understandings
of language and meaning. These draw on Derridean notions of the deferral of meaning
through differance.” There are several points that I have found important here, the first is the

recognition that is given to the role of language in shaping our understanding of reality.

Remember this Saussurean understanding of language is that which allows you to see one
world rather than the other. If you do not have access to one kind of language, the world
provided by that language is not available to you, you are forever excluded from it. The
second is the attention that has been given to the instability of meaning. This has given a

focus for example, to the lack of guarantee over the transference of meaning.



And this lack of guarantee is an interesting thing because it is both dangerous and provide
possibilities. Third point is the attention that is given to, as we mentioned the power relations

of language such as in difference. This is a summary of this chapter.
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Pay attention to the paragraph on page fifteen starting with “although meanings cannot be
fixed, we live our lives as though they are”. And this is important because as much as in the
social sciences we do claim that every thing is constructed, one has to draw a fine distinction

between constructed and unreal.

Just because something is constructed does not mean that is not real or that it does not matter
and what Hughes is gesturing at and here she says the appearance of fixity is maintained
through the suppression of it is opposite. In everyday discourse, the fact that what it means to

be masculine relies on what it means to be feminine is hidden from view.

We are not conscious for example, that every time we use the word woman we are using the
reference point of man to derive our meanings. This construction operates in a variety of
intersectional ways most of which are neither conscious nor intended. They are more like an
effect of what we might call speaking as usual, and the speaking as usual or this question of

the usual itself is something that we are deconstructing
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On page seventeen, we speak about the binaries that we illustrated in our presentation: culture
nature, reason nature, male female, etcetera. Here Hughes makes an important point that
dualism should be seen as a network of strongly linked and continuous webs of meaning. For
example, the concepts of humanity, rationality, and masculinity form strongly linked and
contiguous parts of this web, a set of closely related concepts which provide for each other
models of appropriate relations to their respective dualised contrasts of nature, the physical or

material, and the feminine.

In other words each part of this dyad corresponds to the similarly powerful or powerless part
of the other dyad. Let me give you an example. Often, you see that in public discourse or
public speech the general referral is always a ‘he’ or ‘his’. If he should show up in public and
do this than this will happen to him or if there’s is a certain kind of commonsensical
understanding. Men are by nature animals. Women are never included, she is never included.
So, in language when we make a push for that kind of visibility we are trying to visibilize the

other part of the dyad or the powerless part of the dyad.

Plumwood explain this through five features that she argues are characteristic of dualism.
Plumwood is who Hughes is depending upon to makes this argument, and what I just spoke
about in relation to visibilization and invisibilization, Plumwood calls this backgrounding or
denial. These include making the “depended upon” inessential and denying the importance of

the other’s contribution, or even their presence in public life.
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The next concept to pay attention towards is deconstruction. Deconstruction sees social life as
a series of texts that can be read in a variety of ways. Life itself is a text and this is important
because some of you may come up with this very often, where you say something or observe
something about social life, and somebody says, do not think too much. It is because you are
thinking to much than this is a problem, when this causes actually a certain kind of de-

legitimation to this kind of overthinking supported by deconstruction.

Deconstruction sees social life itself has a variety of texts that must be interpreted, that must
be read, that must be thought about. While there is this variety, as we have seen texts contain
hierarchical concepts organized as binaries. Deconstruction does not seek to overturn the

binary through a reversal of dominance. This would simply maintain hierarchization and this



is terribly important to understand because it not that feminism ofrr the feminist movement

seeks to achieve its target by putting women where men are at.

In fact, post-structural feminism or deconstructive feminism,—I might be getting a little
ahead of myself using those terms where 1 am just saying specificity—post structural
feminism seeks to understand power and urges that we address these forms of power instead
of saying that now it’s women’s turn to be powerful. The problem is power the problem is not

men.
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And lastly Hughes comes to this question of contests over meaning and argues that contests
over meaning are not technical issues. Rather they arise because conceptualization has an
inferential justificatory role. To claim that a particular meaning of a concept is the only valid
one is to license the future use of that particular meaning. This means that contests over
meaning are accounts of how terms should be used which, if successful impact upon practices

and theorization.

Which means that multiplicity is reorganized to say that only one meaning has primacy over
other meanings. Thereby influencing the kind of world that that concept will then go on to
build and at the end of the chapter it is important to consider therefore how to re-approach the
question of what is woman? If woman its self is a non-fixed category bearing multiple
meanings, what kind of meaning has primacy at any point of time depend on the power

relations of those using the term.



Keeping this in mind, we move forward behaving as if it means something that does not
necessarily need to exclude other things. Keeping in this mind, let us return to the question of
what is woman and if what is women cannot be quite an all-encompassing category of
women than it must be necessarily include everything that means woman that can be

deployed differently depending on who’s speaking when.

At the same time, the question cannot answered by excluding everything else that is not a
woman. So we deploy it knowingly with caveats as an organizing principle rather than one
that has fixed meaning. For the next lecture, we will than take these concepts and understand
them in relation to the question of equality which is of paramount importance to the feminist

movement. So, until next lecture.



