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Feedback Loops of Feminist Theory and Practice abstracts 

 

Feedback Loops of Feminist Thought and Practice (I): “Engaging Feminist  

Legacies in the Present: Reclamation and Retroactivity” 

Chair: Victoria Browne  

Thursday 15:45-17:15 WIN 0-03 

 

Desiring Emma: Emma Goldman, Feminist History and the Fantastic Present 

Clare Hemmings 

 

This is a new project in which I begin considering the importance of the anarchist thinker and 
activist Emma Goldman (1869-1940) for contemporary feminist theory and politics. Initially I 
was concerned with how Goldman’s views on power and change help us reconsider our own 
history and present, but I have recently shifted gear to think through aspects of her thought 
that are less easily reclaimed. Exploring my own and others’ desire for Goldman to resolve 
current difficulties within and beyond feminism, I highlight the problems this desire presents 
for both our understanding of the past, and our ability adequately to engage the present. 
Focusing instead on the importance of fantasy in our accounting for the relationship between 
past and present, I grapple with three beasts - anti-woman feeling, sexual essentialism, and 
displacement of race politics - as an ongoing part of feminist thinking 

 

Freedom as Independence: Wollstonecraft and the Grand Blessing of Life 

Alan Coffee 

 

Mary Wollstonecraft’s significance as a pioneering feminist thinker is widely acknowledged. It 
is sometimes said that her contribution was primarily to apply existing arguments about the 
‘rights of men’ to include women as well. Ground-breaking as this may have been in her own 
time, its relevance to us has long been challenged by those who question the benefit to 
women today of working with what are seen as outmoded, male paradigms of reasoning. 
Wollstonecraft went far beyond simply applying existing principles to a new context, 
however. She diagnosed the causes and nature of women’s subjection in a fresh and 
insightful manner, creatively using the existing paradigms of thought, adding to and 
expanding them as she developed her own distinctive philosophical position. In so doing, 
she demonstrated that she was an innovative and accomplished political theorist in her own 
right, deserving of study on her own terms no less than her contemporaries such as 
Rousseau and Kant. Furthermore, I argue that her analysis of the cultural and conceptual 
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factors that continue to dominate women contributes to our contemporary understanding of 
gender and politics. 

Independence is a central and recurring theme in Wollstonecraft’s work. Independence 
should not be understood as an individualistic ideal that is in tension with the value of 
community but as an essential ingredient in successful and flourishing social relationships. I 
examine three aspects of this rich and complex concept that Wollstonecraft draws on as she 
develops her own notion of independence as a powerful feminist tool. First, independence is 
an egalitarian ideal that requires that all individuals, regardless of sex, are protected to a 
comparable extent in all areas of social, political and economic life, no matter whether this is 
in the public or private sphere. Secondly, so long as this egalitarian condition is not 
compromised, independence allows for individuals to perform differentiated social roles, 
including along gendered lines. Finally, the on-going and collective input of both women and 
men is required to ensure that the conditions necessary for social independence are 
maintained. In Wollstonecraft’s hands, then, independence is a powerful ideal that allows her 
to argue that women must be able to act on their own terms as social and political equals, 
doing so as women whose perspectives and interests may differ from men’s. 

 

The ‘Third Space’: Black and Postcolonial Feminism in ‘New Times’ 

Heidi Safia Mirza 

 

What can black and postcolonial feminist struggles of the past tell us about the nature of 
race and gender identity in new globalising times?  Black feminist thought is grounded in an 
understanding of the nature of power and the way ‘the black/othered woman’s’ difference’ is 
systematically organised through social relations. Postcolonial feminist approaches enable 
us to situate the silent ‘spectral’ power of colonial times as it appears and disappears in the 
production and reproduction of marginalised, racialised and gendered others in new 
contemporary times. This paper brings the two perspectives together to explore the lives of 
Cornelia Sorabji and the Indian women Suffragettes. Through a historically informed 
intersectional analysis of hybridity, diaspora and black and ethnicised female marginality, the 
paper concludes that race, class, gender, religion, culture, sexuality and other social divisions 
can be theorised as ‘embodied’ lived realities in the present.   

 

Feedback Loops of Feminist Thought and Practice (II): “Breaking Feminist  

Waves: Revisiting and Reframing Histories of Feminism” 

Chair: Debi Withers 

Friday 9:30-11:30 WIN 0-04 
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The Temporality of Waves of Feminism in Eastern and Central Europe 

Agnieszka Kwiatkowska 

 

Though it was widely believed by the feminist activists and scholars until the 1980s that the 
failure of communist regime would allow the postcommunist feminist movement and theory 
of the latter catch up with its Western precursor, it turned out that different initial conditions 
and internal movement logic made the relevance of Western theoretical and practical 
approaches questionable. The distorted and limited version of the women's emancipation 
ideology adopted by the Communist Party has in fact helped some of them (especially 
uneducated, poor and rural dwellers), but simultaneously neglected all other demands, 
deemed to be contrary to the interest of a socialist state (e.g., issues of sex roles or women's 
participation in the decision making process) or belonging to the ‘private sphere’ (e.g., 
women's sexuality, including issues like sexual oppression or rape within marriage). 

Moreover, the regime change showed the temporality of waves of the feminist movement, 
while also questioning the “natural” tie between the theory and practices within the particular 
stages that had occurred in the Western movement. The mass feminist movement in post-
communist Poland did not start as a way to achieve subsequent stages in the progressive, 
linear model offered by the Western thought; rather, it stemmed from the failure to retain 
previous “completed” stages. This created the need for reassessing previous theoretical 
works in a different institutional context and constituted the ground for internal splits and 
discussion, which will be the theme of the presentation. 

 

A Retroactive Reading of Gloria Anzaldúa’s Legacy in Feminist Bridging 

Cynthia M. Paccacerqua 

 

This essay is akin to an exercise in theoretical retroactivity:  reading Gloria Anzaldúa’s last 
essay on “Now let us shift…the path of conocimiento...inner work, public acts” onto her 
earlier and now canonical Borderlands/La Frontera creates a new axis for the interpretation 
of both.  When we superimpose the last essay to the book, an underlying structural 
parallelism appears:  the seven stages on the path to conocimiento identified by Anzaldúa in 
the essay are distinctly recognizable in Borderlands.  The latter can now be seen as a 
singular instantiation of the conditions for the possibility – the path –to reach conocimiento.   
It is singular in that it is the path taken by Anzaldúa herself; as the instantiation of the seven 
stages of consciousness, however, it is the generation of a path that is now a real possibility 
for more than herself. Anzaldúa left us not only a testimonio of her experiences and 
transformation, but also the critical schema for how to construct bridges in the form of public 
acts. 

To speak of an exercise of theoretical retroactivity is to appeal to the psychoanalytical 
concept of nachträglichkeit and apply it to a theoretical account of both Borderlands/La 
Frontera and the essay “now let us shift…”  It is particularly useful in this context because it 
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encapsulates the complex and transformative temporal dynamics found in the relationship 
between them.  Nachträglichkeit expresses two temporal directions while affirming a 
difference in the moment of its occurrence.  It is, at heart, an exercise of potential 
resignification that opens up the possibility of creation.   

 

Feminism’s “Past” Futurity: Revisiting 1970s Feminist Science Fiction 

Sam McBean 

 

In response to the stream’s invitation to stage productive encounters between past and 
present feminisms, this paper turns to feminist science fiction from the 1970s and reads 
these novels alongside the “turn” in contemporary feminist and queer theory to temporality. If 
much of contemporary feminist theory has been calling for methodologies for reading the 
feminist past which go beyond linear, progressive models of time, this paper aims to re-visit 
and re-frame the feminist science fiction genre outside of this sequential “hegemonic” 
narrative. As a feminist literary movement 1970s feminist science fiction is frequently read as 
being enabled by and in direct dialogue with the demands of the Women’s Liberation 
Movement – the imaginary space for testing out the political dreams of the feminist 
seventies. However, the dominance of this framing has limited the possible readings of this 
genre and in effect, has left it for “dead” – as an artefact of a past utopian feminist moment. 
Shifting the focus away from reading the imagined feminist futures in these novels alongside 
the demands of second wave feminism, this paper, drawing in particular on Marge Piercey’s 
Woman on the Edge of Time (1976), instead explores how the genre represents troubled, 
contingent, and queer relationships between pasts, presents, and futures. This reading thus 
aims to bring these “dated” feminist utopian texts into present re-theorizations of feminist 
time, suggesting that these novels might speak to contemporary feminist desires for more 
complex relationships in and to time. 
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Feedback Loops of Feminist Thought and Practice (III): “Building a Critical  

Feminist Historiography: Models from Philosophy and Art History” 

Chair: Victoria Browne 

Friday 14:00-15:30 WIN 0-05 

 

Reception as Critical Deployment: On a Possible Relation Between Philosophy and  

Feminist Theory 

Stella Sandford 

 

The relationship between feminist theory and philosophy has been more difficult than the 
relation between feminist theory and any other discipline in the arts, humanities and social 
sciences. This may be explained by the fact that the two central characteristics of feminist 
theory – its explicit connection to a political agenda for social change and its 
transdisciplinarity – have, historically, been inimical to the self-definition of the discipline of 
philosophy in the twentieth century, especially in the analytical tradition. Reflections on the 
relation between feminist theory and philosophy have therefore tended to criticise the latter 
for its narrowness and tendency to exclusion in the name of the critical potential of the 
former. Presuming that the uncritical adoption of philosophical discourses as ‘resources’ for 
feminist theory is a discredited practice, does philosophy therefore have anything to offer 
feminist theory today? 

This paper will argue that philosophy’s possible contribution to a critique of the ‘hegemonic 
model’ of the history of feminist theory lies partly in the model of the relation of contemporary 
European philosophies to the history of philosophy, or in the model of the relation that 
contemporary European philosophies tend to adopt to canonical texts in the history of the 
discipline, where the past is never considered to be ‘over’ or superceded. In this respect the 
short history of feminist philosophy is notably and interestingly at odds with the major 
narrative tendencies of feminist theory identified in Claire Hemmings’s Why Stories Matter 
(2011). To the extent that the study of the history of philosophy is a process of repeated 
reception and critical interpretation and transformation, this paper will suggest that the 
relation between contemporary European philosophies and texts in the history of philosophy 
provides a possible model for the relation of feminist theory to its canonical texts, while also 
identifying an increasing ‘disciplinarity’ as partly responsible for the problems associated with 
the hegemonic model of feminist theory. The examples of recent philosophical 
interpretations and critical transformations of aspects of Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1949) 
and Firestone’s The Dialectic of Sex (1970) in the light of contemporary philosophical and 
political problems will be used to illustrate and justify the paper’s claims. 
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Love Through the Ages: Wendy Brown, Emma Goldman, and Feminist Futures 

Hilton Bertalan 

 

“If dissent is, potentially, a form of love, and if all love entails idealization,” Wendy Brown 
asks, “what might be the idealization entailed in relentless practices of dissent or critique?” In 
this paper I argue that a response can be found in the work of the anarcho-feminist Emma 
Goldman (1869-1940). In Brown and other contemporary feminist theorists (Judith Butler 
and Chela Sandoval for example), we find questions seemingly exclusive to our time: what 
can be made of a theoretical-political turn that involves the loosening of a commitment to a final 
revolutionary moment as well as representative liberal democracy? What becomes of political futures 
that take shape around the perpetual, horizontal, contingent, and decentered ethical encounters, 
what Sandoval calls a ‘hermeneutics of love’? Are the contemporary ethico-political formations and 
occupations that have recently captured the imagination of a wide range of theorists – cast as 
constitutive of a palpably euphoric shift in social and political possibility – entirely new? I argue that 
each of these questions requires a dimension of remembrance, one that draws from the impetuses 
and political practices of Goldman’s life and work. To this end, I explore how the traces of certain 
textual and political histories resonate with, and can work to inform, contemporary conditions, in 
particular, the political and conceptual dilemmas posed by Brown. While I am not attempting to 
graft the past onto contemporary conditions, nor suggesting a direct line between the two, I 
am interested in locating resonances between Goldman and Brown so as to discover 
inheritable moments to which we can look back as we move forward.  

 

Women & Film (1972-75): The Pre-Mulvey Moment in Feminist Film Criticism 

Clarissa Jacobs 

 

 My paper relates to the development of feminist film theory during the 1970s and the way in 
which it has been taught and historicised within the academy. For many students, 
particularly undergraduates, feminist film theory begins and ends with the work of Laura 
Mulvey. While it is undeniable that Mulvey’s work provides a definite milestone within film 
studies, my research examines the earlier writing that took place in the United States, 
specifically in the pages of the short-lived magazine Women & Film (1972-1975). My 
investigation posits this work, often dismissed as lacking theoretical rigour or for being too 
‘sociological’, as the essential first steps in creating the fertile soil for the growth of the 
Women’s Film Movement, and what would become, by the latter half of the 1970s, feminist 
film theory and criticism. Primarily informed by feminist activism and ‘Movement’ 
ideologies, Women & Film provided a forum for women to articulate their frustration with a 
macho industry; to identify and critique the sexism in both mainstream and alternative 
cinema; and to celebrate and support the pioneers of the burgeoning Women’s Film 
Movement. This research is partly inspired by the work of art historian Amelia Jones. During 
the 1990s, Jones attempted to rescue women’s body art of the 1960s and 70s from 
academic neglect by arguing that despite accusations of essentialism, these artists and their 
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works in fact enacted informed and complex responses to the ambivalent and divergent 
debates taking place within feminism at the time. 
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Thursday, 6th June 
 

Time/Room WIN 0-02  WIN 0-03 WIN 0-04 WIN 0-05 ABG024 ABF003 ABF001 

9:30-
9:45    OPENING  WELCOME WINDSOR  AUDITORIUM     

9:45-
11:15 

PsyAn.  

& CT (I) 
Bodies (I) Higher Ed (I) Spinoza (I) Identity (I) 

Latin 
America (I)   

11:15-
11:45       Break       

11:45-
1:15 

Represent- 

ation (I) 
Nancy (I) Futures 

Decon. (I) 
Critique (I) L. Bros (I) New 

Amateur  

13:15-
14:15       Lunch       

14:15-
15:15 

Pragmatism (I) Historical 
Subj. (I) 

Soul at Work 
(I)  

New Mats (I) 
Represent- 

ation (II) 

PsyAn. & 
CT (II)   

15:15-
15:45       Break       

15:45-
17:15 

Identity (II) Feminism (I) Justice New Mats 
(II) 

Critique (II) Higher Ed 
(II) 

Bodies (II) 

 
Friday, 7th June 

 
Time/Room WIN 0-02  WIN 0-03 WIN 0-04 WIN 0-05 ABG024 ABF003 ABF001 

9:30-
11:00 

New Mats (III) Nancy (II) Feminism 
(II) 

Bodies (III) Spinoza (II) Higher Ed 
(III)   

11:00-
11:30       Break       

11:30-
13:00 

Represent- 

ation (III) 

Historical 

Subj. (II) 
Spinoza (III) 

Futures 

Decon. (II) 

Pragmatism 
(II) 

Soul at Work 
(II) 

Latin 
America (II) 

13:00- 

14:00 
      Lunch       

14:00-
15:30 

Represent- 

ation (IV) 
Identity (III) Nancy (III) Feminism 

(III) 
PsyAn. & 
CT (III) 

Critique (III) Spinoza 
(IV)  

15:30-
16:00       Break       

16:00-
17:30 

L. Bros (II) Soul at 
Work (III) 

Higher Ed 
(IV) 

Futures 

Decon. (III) 
 Bodies (IV) New Mats 

(IV)  

 


