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L'incredulite envers des metanarratifs:
les negoces du post-modemisme et des feminismes

Tant que les feminismes utilisent les strategies parodiques post
modernes de la deconstruction, ils ne souffrent pas de la confusion du
post-modernisme des programmes politiques (fait de rejeter et la droite
et la gauche et d'etre acceptes par les deux) en partieacause de leurposi
tion qui offre diverses far;ons de comprendre les coutumes esthetiques et
sociales ala lumiere des relations entre les genres. Alors que les femin
ismes et le post-modernisme ont travailleacomprendre les modes domi
nants de representation, les feminismes se sont concentres sur le sujet
feminin de la representation et ils ont presse le post-modernisme de
reconsiderer ses defis antimetanarratifs pour l'universel humaniste en
termes de genre.

It was conservative politics, it was subversive politics; it was the
return of tradition, it was the fmal revolt of tradition; it was the
unmooring of patriarchy, it was the reassertion ofpatriarchy.

- Anne Friedberg

When Jean-Fran~oisLyotard defined the postmodern condition as a
state of incredulity toward metanarratives, l he set the stage for a
series of ongoing debates about the various narrative systems by
which human society orders and gives meaning, unity, and 'univer
sality' to its experience. Lyotard himself, in debate with the defender
of the 'unfinished project' of modernity, Jiirgen Habermas,2 took on
what he saw as the dominant metanarratives of legitimation and
emancipation, arguing that postmodemity is characterized by no
grand totalizing master narrative but by smaller and multiple narra
tives which do not seek (or obtain) anyuniversalizing stabilization or
legitimation. Fredric Jameson3 has pointed out that both Lyotard
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and Habermas are really, in fact, working from 'master narrative'
positions - one Frenchand (1789) Revolutionary in inspirationand the
other Germanic and Hegelian; one valuing commitment, the other
consensus. Richard Rorty,4 in turn, has offered a trenchant critique of
both positions, ironically noting that what they share is an almost
overblown sense of the role of philosophy today.

Overblown or not, this issue of the role and function of metanarra
tives in our discourses of knowledge is one that demands our atten
tion. Various forms of feminist theory and criticism have come at it
from a particularangle: the metanarrative that has been their primary
concern is obviously patriarchy, especially at its point of imbrication
with the other major master narratives ofourday- capitalism and lib
eral humanism. In their form of critique, feminisms 5 have overlapped
in concern with Marxist and poststructuralist theories and with what
has been called postmodem art - art which is paradoxicallyboth self
reflexive and historically grounded, both parodic and political: the
paintings ofJoanneTod orJoyce Wieland, the fiction ofSusanSwan or
Jovette Marchessault, the photography of Geoff Miles or Evergon.
Suchart is ironic,not nostalgic inits engagementwithhistoryand with
art history. It works to 'de-doxify' the 'doxa' - what Roland Barthes
called public opinion or the 'Voice of Nature' and consensus. 6 But
there is a catch here: because of its use ofironyas a strategic discursive
device, postmodemismboth inscribes andsubverts its target. From its
first manifestations in architecture to the present, postmodem art has
juxtaposed and given equal value to the inward-directed world of art
and the outward-directed world of history and experience. The ten
sion between these apparent opposites finally defines the paradoxi
cally'worldly' 'texts' ofpostmodernism. Inresponse to thequestion of
metanarrative, postmodemism's stand is one of wanting to contest
cultural dominants (patriarchy, capitalism, humanism, etc.) and yet
knowing it cannot extricate itself completely from them: there is no
position outside these metanarratives from which to launcha critique
that is not in itself compromised. And this sparks, just as powerfully,
the no less real, if ultimately inevitably compromised politics of the
postmodem. Indeed it is their compromised stance which makes
those politics recognizable and even familiar to us.

It is over this paradox of postmodemism's complicitous critique of
metanarrative that feminisms and postmodemism part company. Of
course, many commentators have recently pointed to the maleness of
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the modernist tradition, and therefore to the implied maleness of any
postmodernism that is either in reaction to or even a conscious break
from that modernism. Feminisms have been resisting incorporation
into the postmodern camp, and with good reason: their political
agendas would be endangered,orat least obscuredby the double cod
ingofthat complicitous critique; theirhistorical particularitiesand rel
ative positionalities would risk being subsumed. Both enterprises
work toward an awareness of the social nature ofcultural activity, but
feminisms are not content with exposition: art forms cannot change
unless social practices do. Exposition may be the first step, but it can
not be the last. Nevertheless feminist and postmodern artists do share
a view of art as a social sign inevitably and unavoidably enmeshed in
other signs in systems of meaning and value. But I would argue that
feminisms want to go beyond this to work to change those systems, not
just to 'de-doxify' them.

But there is yet anotherdifferencebetween the two enterprises. Bar
bara Creed puts it this way:

Whereas feminism would attempt to explain that crisis [oflegiti
mation that Lyotard has describedl in terms of the workings of
patriarchal ideology and the oppression of women and other
minority groups, postmodernism looks to other possible causes
- particularly the West's reliance on ideologies which posit uni
versal truths - Humanism, History, Religion, Progress, etc.
While feminism would argue that the common ideological posi
tion of all these 'truths' is that they are patriarchal, postmodern
theory ...would be reluctantto isolate a singlemajordetermining
factor?

'Reluctant to' because it cannot - not without falling into the trap of
which it implicitlyaccuses other ideologies: that of totalization. Creed
is right in saying that postmodemism offers no privileged, unprob
lematic positionfrom which to speak. Therefore, shenotes, '[tlhe para
dox in whichwe feminists find ourselves is that while we regard patri
archal discourses as fictions, we nevertheless proceed as if our posi
tion, based on a belief in the oppression of women, were somewhat
closer to the truth.'s But postmodernism's rejection of a privileged
position is as much an ideological stand as this feminist taking of a
position. Byideologyhere, I mean that all-informing complexofsocial
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practices and systems of representation. The political confusion sur
rounding postmodemism - rejected and recuperated by both the left
and the right - is not accidental, but a direct result of its double encod
ing as complicity and critique. While feminisms may use postmodem
parodic strategies of deconstruction, they never suffer from this con
fusion of political agenda, partly because they have a position and a
'truth' that offer ways of understandingaesthetic and social practices
in the light of the production of - and challenge to - gender relations.
This is their metanarrative. This is also their strength and, in some
people's eyes, their necessary limitation.

While feminisms and postmodemism have both worked to help us
understand the dominant modes of representationat work inoursoci
ety, feminisms have focussed on the specifically female subject of rep
resentation and have begun to suggest ways of challenging and
changing those dominants in both mass culture and high art. They
have taught us that to accept unquestioningly any fixed representa
tions - in fiction, film, advertising or whatever - is to condone social
systems of power which validate and authorize some images of
women (orblacks, Asians, gays, etc.) and not others. Cultural produc
tion is carried onwithina social contextandan ideology-a livedvalue
system - and it is to this that feminist work has made us payattention.
Feminisms have, in this way, had a very profound effect on postmo
demism. It is not accidental that the postmodem coincides with the
feminist re-evaluation of non-canonical forms of narrative discourse,
that a very postmodem autobiography, Roland Barthes by Roland
Barthes, and a very postmodem family biography,MichaelOndaalje's
Running in the Family, have a lot in common with Christa Wolf's Pat
terns of Childhood or Daphne Marlatt's Ana Historic. They all not only
challenge what we consider to be literature (or, rather, Literature) but
also what was once assumed to be the seemless, unified narrative of
representations of subjectivity in life-writing. Victor Burgin has
claimed that he wants his photography and his art theory to show the
meaning ofsexual differenceas a process ofproduction,as 'something
mutable, something historical, and therefore something we can do
something about.,9 Postmodemism cannot do that something, how
ever; it can un-do but, without a metanarrative to direct its political
agenda, that is all it can do.

Feminisms, on the other hand, can do more. For instance, in grant
ing new and emphatic value to the notion of 'experience,' they have
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given a different angle on a very postmodern question: what consti
tutes a valid historical narrative? Andwho decides? This has led to the
re-evaluation of personal or life narratives - journals, letters, confes
sions, biographies, autobiographies, self-portraits. In Catherine
Stimpson's terms: 'Experiencegeneratedmore thanart; itwas a source
of political engagement as well.' ID If the personal is the political, then
the traditional separationbetween private and public history must be
rethought. This feminist rethinking has coincided with a general rene
gotiation of the separation of highart from the culture ofeverydaylife
- popular and mass culture - and the combined result has been a
reconsiderationofboth the context ofhistorical narrativeand the poli
tics of representation and self-representation.

There is, in fact, a two-way involvement of the postmodernwith the
feminist: on theonehand,feminisms have successfullyurged postmo
dernism to reconsider - in terms of gender - its anti-metanarrative
challenges to that humanist 'universal' called 'Man' and have sup
ported and reinforced its'de-doxifying' of the separationbetween the
private and the public, the personal and the political; on the other
hand, postmodern parodicand ironic representational strategies have
offered feminist artists an effective way of working within and yet
challenging dominant patriarchal metanarrative discourses. That
said, there is still noway inwhich the feminist and the postmodern-as
cultural enterprises - can be conflated. The differences are clear, and
none so clear as the political one. CoosWeedon opens her recent book
on feminist practice11 with the words: 'Feminism is a politics.' Post
modernism is not; it is certainly political, but it is politically
ambivalent, doubly encoded as both complicity and critique, under
mining any fixed metanarrative position. Because of their necessary
notion of 'truth,' as Barbara Creed argues, feminisms are not incredu
lous toward their own metanarrative, even if they do contest the patri
archal one. Feminisms will continue to resist incorporation into post
modernism, largely because of their revolutionary force as political
movements working for real social change. They go beyond making
ideology explicit and deconstructing it in order to argue a need to
change that ideology, to effecta real transformationofart that canonly
come with a transformation of patriarchal social practices. Postmo
demism has not theorizedagency; ithas nostrategies ofreal resistance
that would correspond to the feminist ones. It cannot. This is the price
to pay for that incredulity toward metanarrative.
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