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One-Dimensional Woman

Work is an effective occasion for the emancipation of women
in the face of male oppression, albeit within the limits set
by the hierarchical organization of work. Thanks to the level
of generalized precariousness, which has been transformed
into a structural element of contemporary capitalism, ‘work
which becomes a woman’, is tantamount to saying that the
fragmentation of the service provided and the complexity of
the dependence/absorption which women have experienced
at various times in the labor market, ends up becoming a
general paradigm irrespective of gender. In this sense, it can
be maintained that the figure of social precariousness today is
woman: in cognitive capitalism precariousness, mobility and
fragmentation become constituent elements of the work of all
persons irrespective of gender.24

All work has become women’s work, even that of men. No
wonder the young professional woman beams down at us from
real estate billboards as the paradigmatic image of achievement.
As Virno puts it ‘correctly understood, post-Fordist “profession-
ality” does not correspond to any precise profession. It consists
rather of certain character traits.’”> At this point in economic
time, those character traits are remarkably feminine, which is
why the pragmatic, enthusiastic professional woman is the
symbol for the world of work as a whole.
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1.1 You're Like an Advert

for Yourself

This fg_r_ninization of labor is also a feminization of the search for
labor. If men and women are at all times supposed to be a kind
of waiking CV, constantly networking, constantly advertising
themselves, then this ‘body’ is the prime locus for any under-
standing of the way in wl'sich the logic of employment overcodes
our very comportment. From the top to the bottom of the
employment pool, whether one is a jobsgg_lfer being retrained for
work or a CEO manipulating contacts, ‘your bodily existence at
work comes to coincide with the CV that neatly summarizes
where you’ve been and how you made profitable use of your
time. Even those at the very bottom of the rung — migrant
laborers hired to perform a particular menial task, say, must
demonstrate their willingness to work, to ‘sell themselves’, all
the more so if a large army of reserve labor is waiting to take
your place.

Clearly, anything you have on your side, whether you've
worked/studied/paid for it or not, is part of your job-seeking
arsenal. Far from being something to keep in reserve, or relevant
only to those on close terms, one’s looks, manner and appearance

.are all. This is not simply a matter of ‘looking smart’ for work,

but rather a matter of being in a position where everything
counts, up to and including one’s most basic subjective and
physical attitudes. Everything is on show, everything counts.
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One-Dimensional Woman

From the boardroom to the strip-club, one must capitalize on
one’s assets at every moment, demonstrating that one is indeed a
good worker, a motivated employee, and that nothing prevents
your full immersion in the glorious world of work.

If we accept the argument that the division between ‘free-
time’ and ‘labor time’ has become extremely blurred in recent
years, there is something potentially revealing about what
individuals choose to do in their ‘spare time’, especially in
moments of ‘extreme’ leisure such as the American tradition of
Spring Break, a kind of beach-based sex ‘n” booze free-for-all,
documented from time to time by t};: ‘Girls Gone Wild’ franchise,
whose basic modus operandi is to visit college towns, filming
girls in stages of drunkenness and clothelessness. When the ‘Girls
Gone Wild’ team hand out hats or t-shirts in exchange for a shot
of breasts, or the performance of a snog with another woman, the
logic is right out in the open: we’ll give you something obviously
crap in exchange for a kind of performance that reveals that there
is nothing subjective, nothing left, hidden behind the appearance,
that you simply are commensurate with your comportment in the
world. You are your breasts.

All of this marks a very serious transformation in the
relationship between women and their bodies. Far from flaunting
their assets in the hope that the refracted attention will filter back
to their person as a whole (in Sartre’s example of mauvaise foi, a
young woman out on a date treats her hand as a dead object
when it,is reached for by her lascivious beau, and speaks instead
of ‘elevated’ matters in order to temporarily and deliciously
suspend what she knows to be true — that the young man desires
her sexually), it is the ‘assets’, the parts, that take on the function
of the whole. The all-pervasive peepshow segmentarity of
contemporary culture demands that women treat their breasts as
wholly separate entities, with little or no connection to themselves,
their personality, or even the rest of their body. All autonomous,
organic agency of a moral, rational or egoic nature is dissolved
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into auto-objectivization.

They, the breasts, and not their ‘owner’, are the centre of
attention, and are referred to, with alarming regularity, as
completely autonomous objects, much as one would refer to
suitcases or doughnuts. Constantly fiddled with, adjusted,
exposed, covered-up or discussed, contemporary breasts
resemble nothing so much as bourgeois pets: idiotic, toothless,
yapping dogs with ribbons in their hair and personalized
carrying pouches. These milkless objects of bemused scopophilia
(frequently and explicitly ‘fake’, as is the fashion) are described
over and over as if possessed of their own will and desire,
separate from that of their owners (‘Oh no! It slipped out of my
top! Again!). It is as if plastic surgery and the concomitant
bloodletting did not expunge a malevolent spirit, but insert one.
The thing to say upon first glance is no longer ‘you look nice’ but
‘are those real?” A. A. Gill writing of Abby Titmuss, puts it thus:
‘[she] speaks of her breasts’ inability to remain covered, as if they
were a medical condition she had to live with, with as much
good humor, and stoicism as she could muster. The outbreaks of
exhibitionist sexuality were like eczema attacks: disgusting,
unsightly but not her fault”?¢ The jokey male hypothetical
question to lesbians (‘don’t you spend all day playing with your
breasts?’) has literally come true. They are ‘assets’ in the physical
and economic senses simultaneously and as much use as
possible is to be extracted from them - their role in breastfeeding
is perversely secondary to their primary function as secondary
sexual characteristics.

What the autonomous breasts and the concomitant becoming-
CV of the human means is that the language of objectification
may not be useful any longer, as there is no (or virtually no)
subjective dimension left to be colonized. The language of objec-
tification demands on a minimal subjective difference, what
Badiou quaintly identified in the realm of personal relations as
‘the intangible female right ... to only have to get undressed in
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front of the person of her choosing.’ In the realm of work we
could call this the right not to have to lay bare one’s entire
personality and private life. In effect, this is what the world of
work increasingly demands -~ that one is always contactable (by
email, by phone), that one is always an ‘ambassador’ for the firm
(don’t write anything about your job on your blog), that there is
no longer any separation between the private realm and the
working day (Facebook amalgamates friends and colleagues
alike). The personal is no longer just political, it’s economic
through and through.

Perhaps a further sign of the death of the objective/subjective
opposition comes in the form of a parodic historical inversion. It's
relatively acceptable for women to make general (usually whiny)
claims about men, or to say that a man has a ‘cute arse’, even at
work, because it’s so obviously a toothless parody of the sexism
of decades past. Objectification implies that there is something
left over in the subject that resists such a capture, that we might
protest if we thought someone was trying to deny such interi-
ority, but it’s not clear that contemporary work allows anyone to
have an inner life in the way we might once have understood it.

The blurring of work, social, personal and physical life is
almost total. If feminism is to have a future, it has to recognize
the new ways in which life and existence are colonized by new
forms of domination that go far beyond objectification as it used
to be understood.

{
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2.0 Consumer Feminism

I did this interview where I just mentioned that I read Foucault.
Who doesn’t in university, right! I was in this strip club giving
this guy a lap dance and all he wanted to.do was to discuss
Foucault with me. Well I can stand naked and do my little
dance, or I can discuss Foucault, but not at the same time.

— Annabel Chong, 1999

Contemporary feminism has attempted to provide answers to a
wide range of questions — work, sex, porn, family. And if we take
the answers at face value, the future looks bright! Books like
Manifesta: Young Women, Feminism and the Future and Full-Frontal
Feminism aim to capture the youth feminist market with
seemingly endless amounts of ‘sass’ and breathless confidence-
building. It’s a strange but relatively successful form of self-help,
which takes its cue from books like Gloria Steinem's 1992
Revolution from Within: A Book of Self-Esteem. In these books, the
political and historical dimensions of feminism are subsumed
under the imperative to feel better about oneself, to become a
more robust individual. As a response to the ‘I'm not a feminist,
but...” pose it's very successful. Almost everything turns out to be
‘feminist’ - shopping, pole-dancing, even eating chocolate. This
section attempts to demonstrate the remarkable similarity
between ‘liberating’ feminism and ‘liberating’ capitalism, and the
way in which the desire for emancipation starts to look like
something wholly interchangeable with the desire simply to buy
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2.2 Consumer Cultgre: Girls on Film

What does contemporary visual culture say about women? Here
a thought experiment comes in handy: The so-called ‘Bechdel
Test!, first described in Alison Bechdel’s comic strip Dykes to
Watch Out For, consists of the following rules, to be applied to
films, but could easily be extended to literature:

1. Does it have at least two women in it,
2. Who [at some point] talk to each other,
3. About something besides a man.

Writer Charles Stross adds that

if you extend #3 only slightly, to read ‘About something
besides men or marriage or babies’, you can strike out about
50% of the small proportion of mass-entertainment movies
that do otherwise seem to pass the test.3?
| L 1
Once you know about the test, it’s impossible not to apply it,
however casually. Stross is right — huge quantities of cultural
output (possibly even more than he suggests) fail. Several
questions emerge from the test:

1. What is so frightening about women talking to each other
without the mediation of their supposed interest in
men/marriage/babies?
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2. Does cinema/literature have a duty to representation
such that it is duty bound to include such scenes, as
opposed to pursuing its own set of agendas? Why should
literature/cinema be ‘realistic’ when it could be whatever it
wants to be?

3. Does reality itself pass the test? How much of the time? Can
we ‘blame’ films/TV for that?

Vera Chytilovd’s Daisies is one of the few films that basically
passes the test throughout, and it’s clear that it disturbs as much
as it charms. This 1966 Czech film features two young women
who dedicate their lives to spoiling everything in iﬁcreasingly
surreal ways, with seemingly little rhyme or reason. Who are
these irresponsible young women who find it more amusing to
play with each other, and occasionally with men, but only so they
can return to each other and be yet more ‘spoiled’ (as in ruined,
rather than pampered, of course)? The formal inventiveness of
the film would undermine its claims to ‘realism’, but this is all the
better. For all the male ‘coming of age’ stories in the world, it
makes sense that their rare female equivalent would have to be as
bizarre as possible. Contemporary mainstream cinema seems, on
the whole, retrograde compared to its earlier incarnations, as if a
possible space for such things has been closed off for good. But
let’s not get too nostalgic.

There is something strange about the absence of women
talking from cinema. Aren’t women supposed to always be
talking? Of course, they’re not meant to be talking about
anything important, which is presumably why the camera only
turns to them when men are mentioned. Kant in his Anthropology
(1798) is quite bothered by women’s ‘loquacity’, mentioning it
several times, particularly when it goes ‘wrong”:

Amentia (Unsinnigkeit) is the inability to bring one’s represen-
tations into even the coherence necessary for the possibility of
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experience. In lunatic asylums it is women who, owing to
their talkativeness, are most subject to this disease: that is,
their lively power of imagination inserts so much into what
they are relating that no one grasps what they actually
wanted to say.40

Too much talking prevents even the possibility of experience —
no space/time for you, girly, you just sit there in the corner and
babble crazily to yourself! It’s not that women think just about
men, it’s that they think about everything, madly, all the time.
How could cinema possible deal with thaf?

Films that appear to be ‘all about women’, such as Sex and the
City are paeans to a curious combination of ultra-mediation and
a post-religious obsession with ‘the one’. You go to ‘the City’ in
search of ‘labels and love’; the one mediating the other - the
nicest thing your boyfriend can do for you is have a giant
wardrobe installed for all your ‘labels’. Drinks with “the girls’ are
dominated by discussions about whether he is ‘the one’ or not.
What does this obsession with ‘the one’ mean? The bourgeoisie
may have drowned the most heavenly ecstasies of religious
fervor, of chivalrous enthusiasm, of philistine sentimentalism, in
the icy water of egotistical calculation, as Marx and Engels
observed, but certain religious motifs are harder to shake than
others. The ‘one’ as the transcendent culmination of an entire
romantic destiny demonstrates a curious mélange of the senti-
mental (‘we were always meant to betogether!’) and the cynical
(if there’s a ‘one’ then the ‘non-ones’ don’t count; the sex with
them is of no importance, there is no need to behave even moder-
ately pleasantly towards them). Marriage, for example, for many
is still something other than a mere contract. But this strange mix
of sentimentality and pragmatism — ideology, if ever there were
a definition — reproduces itself seemingly spontaneously, in
culture and conversation.

There is no emancipation here, if all effort is ultimately

41



One-Dimensional Woman
retotalized onto the project of ‘the one’; if all discussions with
‘friends’ are merely mediating stepping-stones in the eschato-
logical fulfillment of romantic purpose. Contemporary cinema is
profoundly conservative in this regard; and the fact that it both
reflects and dictates modes of current behavior is depressingly
effective, and effectively depressing.

Perhaps the only thing worse than wondering about what
women are talking about is seeing them actually do it, at least as
far as Sex And The City goes. If cinema tends to show women
talking to each other only about men (or marriage, or babies)
perhaps the most important aspect of this is brevity. An entire
film given over to such things would be obscene according to the
logic of mainstream cinema, which can barely tolerate a few
minutes of such footage, even in its ‘unambiguously flattering’
mode. I think this is indicated by the common observation that
men feel alienated and frustrated by an hour or so of Sex and the
City. A winsome few moments of love-lorn anguish shared
between two friends is ok, lengthy discussions of fellatio are not.

Mainstream cinema mediates the relationship between men
through the odd woman, who rarely gets to mediate anything at
all through anyone or anything else. But in the ‘real world’ do
women mediate their relationships through discussion of men?
One could ask a similar question about make-up and fashion.
Prettifying for the boys or warning signs for the other ladies?
Obvnously the idea that straight women are constantly
‘competing’ for men is an awful one, but they are most definitely
supposed to, according to the crazy logic of scarcity that
consumerism depends upon. He’s the one! That handbag is the
one! Hands off my bag/man!

Between the world of work and the consumerism of contem-
porary culture, and the feminism that justifies it, lies an industry
that best synthesizes the two, and it is to this that we now turn.
Of all the industries most symbolic of the death of interiority and
the centrality of sex, pornography is the one that stands out most,
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or at least got there first. The ‘pornification’ of contemporary life
has often been noted, but too often the discussion takes place in
moral terms. It is much more interesting and relevant to think of
pomégl"aphy as a particular kind of work, indeed, as a paradig-

matic mo'fle of work.
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Contemporary culture has eliminated both the concept of the

public and the figure of the intellectual. Former public spaces —
both physical and cultural - are now either derelict or colonized

by advertising. A cretinous anti-intellectualism presides,
cheerled by expensively educated hacks in the pay of
multinational corporations who reassure their bored readers

that there is no need to rouse themselves from their interpassive
stupor. The informal censorship internalized and propagated by

the cultural workers of late capitalism generates a banal

conformity that the propaganda chiefs of Stalinism could only
ever have dreamt of imposing. Zero Books knows that another
kind of discourse - intellectual without being academic, popular

without being populist — is not only possible: it is already

flourishing, in the regions beyond the striplit malls of so-called

mass media and the neurotically bureaucratic halls of the
academy. Zero is committed to the idea of publishing as a
making public of the intellectual. It is convinced that in
the unthinking, blandly consensual culture in which we live,
critical and engaged theoretical reflection is more important
than ever before.
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