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The Rhetoric of Women'’s Liberation: An Oxymoron

RS
KARLYN KOHRS CAMPBELL

i‘hatever the phrase “women’s liberation” means, it cannot, as yet, be used to
refer to a cohesive historical political movement. No clearly defined program or set
of policies unifies the small, frequently transitory groups that compose it, nor is there
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much evidence of organizational unity and cooperation.! At this point in time, it has
produced only minor changes in American society,? although it has made the issues
with which it is associated major topics of concern and controversy. As some libera-
tion advocates admit, it is a “state.of mind” rather than a movement. Its major mani-
festation has been rhetorical, and as such, it merits rhetorical analysis.

Because any attempt to define a rhetorical movement or genre is beset by diffi-
culties, and because of the unusual status of women’s liberation 1 have briefly
described, 1 wish to state explicitly two presuppositions informing what follows.
First, I reject historical and socio-psychological definitions of movements as the basis
for rhetorical criticism on the grounds that they do not, in fact, isolate a genre of
rhetoric or a distinctive body of rbetorical acts.® The criteria defining a rhetorical
movement must be rhetorical; in Aristotelian terminology, such criteria might arise
from the relatively distinctive use or interpretation of the canons and modes of
proof. However, rather than employing any codified critical scheme, I propose to
treat two general categories—substance and style. In my judgment, the rhetoric of
women’s liberation (or any other body of discourses) merits sgparate critical treat-
ment if, and only if, the symbolic acts of which it is composed can be shown to be
distinctive on both substantive and stylistic grounds. Second, I presume that the style
and substance of a genre of rhetoric are interdependent. Stylistic choices are deeply
influenced by subject-matter and context,’ and issues are formulated and shaped by
stylistic strategies.® The central argument of this essay is that the rhetoric of women’s
liberation is a distinctive genre because it evinces unique rbetorical qualities that are
a fusion of substantive and stylistic features.

DISTINCTIVE SUBSTANTIVE FEATURES

At first glance, demands for legal, economic, and social equality for women would
seem to be a reiteration, in a slightly modified form, of arguments already familiar
from the protest rhetoric of students and blacks. However, on closer examination,
the fact that equality is being demanded for women alters the rhetorical picture dras-
tically. Feminist advocacy unearths tensions woven deep into the fabric of our
society and provokes an unusually intense and profound “rhetoric of moral
conflict.” The sex role requirements for women contradict the dominant values of
American culture—self-reliance, achievement, and independence.® Unlike most other
groups, the social status of women is defined primarily by birth, and their social
position is at odds with fundamental democratic values.® In fact, insofar as the role of
rthetor entails qualities of self-reliance, self-confidence, and independence, its very
assumption is a violation of the female role. Consequently, feminist rhetoric is
substantively unique by definition, because no matter how traditional its argumenta-
tion; how justificatory its form, how discursive its method, or how scholarly its style,
it attacks the entire psychosocial reality, the most fundamental values, of the cultural
context in which it occurs. As ilustration, consider the apparently modérate,
reformist demands by feminists for legal, economic, and social equality—demands
ostensibly based on the shared value of equality. (As presented here, each of these
demands is a condensed version of arguments from highly traditional discourses by
contemporary liberationists.) :

The demand for legal equality arises out of a conflict in values. Women are not
equal to men in the sight of the law. In 1874, the Supreme Court ruled that “some
citizens could be denied rights which others had,” specifically, that “the ‘equal
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protection’ clause of the Fourteenth Amendment did not give women equal rights
with men,” and reaffirmed this decision in 1961, stating that “the Fourteenth
Amendment prohibits any arbitrary class legislation, except that based on sex.”® The
legal inferiority of women is most apparent in marriage laws. The core of these laws
is that spouses have reciprocal—not equal—rights and duties. The husband must
maintain the wife and children, but the amount of support beyond subsistence is at
his discretion. In return, the wife is legally required to do the domestic chores,
provide marital companionship, and sexual consortium but has no claim for direct
compensation for any of the services rendered. Fundamentally, marriage is a prop-
erty relationship. In the nine community property states, the husband is considered
the head of the “community,” and so long as he is capable of managing it, the wife,
acting alone, cannot contract debts chargeable to it. In Texas and Nevada, the
husband can even dispose of the property without his wife's consent, property that
includes the income of a working wife. The forty-one common law states do not
recognize the economic contribution of a wife who works only in the home. She has
no right to an allowance, wages, or income of. any sort, nor can she claim joint
ownership upon divorce. In addition, every married woman’s surname is legally that
of her husband, and no court will uphold her right to go by another name."

It seems to me that any audience of such argumentation confronts a moral
dilemma. The listener must either admit that this is not a society based on the value
of equality or make the overt assertion that women are special or inferior beings
who merit discriminatory treatment.'

The argument for economic equality follows a similar pattern. Based on
median income, it is a greater economic disadvantage to be female than to be black
or poorly educated (of course, any combination of these spells economic disaster).
Although half of the states have equal pay laws, dual pay scales are the rule. These
cannot be justified economically because, married or single, the majority of women
who work do so out of economic necessity, and some forty percent of families with
incomes below the poverty level are headed by women. Occupationally, women are
proportionately more disadvantaged today than they were in 1940, and the gap
between male and female income steadily increases.” It might seem that these data
merely indicate a discrepancy between law and practice—at least the value is
embodied in some laws—although separating values and behavior is somewhat
problematic. However, both law and practice have made women economically
unequal. For example, so long as the law, as well as common practice, gives the
husband a right to the domestic services of his wife, a woman must perform
the equivalent of two jobs in order to hold one outside the home. Once again, the
audience of such argumentation confronts a moral dilemma.

- The most overt challenge to cultural values appears in the demand for social or
sexual equality, that we dispense forever with the notion that “men are male
humans whereas women are human females,”” a notion enshrined in the familiar
phrase, ‘I now pronounce you man and wife.” An obvious reason for abolishing
such distinctions is that they lead to cultural values for men as men and women as
wives. Success for men is defined as instrumental, productive labor in the outside
world whereas “wives” are confined to “woman’s place”—child care and domestic
labor in the home." As long as these concepts determine “masculinity” and “ferni-
ninity,” the woman who strives for the kind of success defined as the exclusive
domain of the male is inhibited by norms prescribing her “role” and must pay a
heavy price for her deviance. Those who have done research on achievement moti-
vation in women conclude that: “Even when legal and educational barriers to
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achievement are removed, the motive to avoid success will continue to inhibit
women from doing ‘too well—thereby risking the possibility of being socially
rejected as ‘unfeminine’ or ‘castrating”" and “The girl who maintains qualities of
independence and active striving (achievement-orientation) necessary for intellec-
tual mastery defies the conventions of sex appropriate behavior and must pay a
price, a price in anxiety.”"® As long as education and socialization cause women to
be “unsexed” by success whereas men are “unsexed” by failure, women cannot
compete on equal terms or develop their individual potentials. No values, however,
are more deeply engrained than those defining “masculinity” and “femininity.” The
fundamental conflict in values is evident. :

Once their consequences and implications are understood, these apparently
moderate, reformist demands are rightly seen as revolutionary and radical in the
extreme. They threaten the institutions of marriage and the family and norms
governing child-rearing and male-female roles. To meet them would require major,
even revolutionary, social change.” It should be emphasized, however, that these
arguments are drawn from discourses that could not be termed confrontative, alien-
ating, or radical in any ordinary sense. In form, style, structure, and supporting mate-
rials, they would meet the demands of the strictest Aristotelian critic. Yet they are
substantively unique, inevitably radical, because they attack the fundamental values
underlying this culture. The option to’be moderate and reformist is simply not avail-
able to women’s liberation advocates. :

DISTINCTIVE STYLISTIC FEATURES

As a rhetoric of intense moral conflict, it would be surprising indeed if distinctive
stylistic features did not appear as strategic adaptations to a difficult rhetorical situa-
tion.*® I propose to treat “stylistic features” rather broadly, electing to view women’s
liberation as a persuasive campaign. In addition to the linguistic features usually
considered, the stylistic features of a persuasive campaign include, in my view, char-
acteristic modes of rhetorical interaction, typical ways of structuring the relationships
among participants in a rhetorical transaction, and emphasis on particular forms of
argument, proof, and evidence. The rhetoric of women’s liberation is distinctive
stylistically in rejecting certain traditional concepts of the rhetorical process—as
persuasion of the many by an expert or leader, as adjustment or adaptation to
audience norms, and as directed toward inducing acceptance of a specific program
or a commitment to group action. This rather “anti-thetorical” style is chosen on
substantive grounds because rhetorical transactions with these features encourage
submissiveness and passivity in the audience®—qualities at odds with.a fundamental
goal - of feminist advocacy—self-determination. The paradigm that highlights the
distinctive stylistic features of women’s liberation is “consciousness raising,” a mode
of interaction or a type of rhetorical transaction uniquely adapted to the rhetorical
problem of feminist advocacy.

The rhetorical problem may be summarized as follows: women are divided
from one another by almost all the usual sources of identification—age, education,
income, ethnic origin, even geography. In addition, counter-persuasive forces are
pervasive and potent—nearly all spend their lives in close proximity to and under
the control of males—fathers, husbands, employers, etc. Women also have very
negative self-concepts, so negative, in fact, that it is difficult to view them as an audi-
ence, i.e., persons who see themselves as potential agents of change. When asked to
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select adjectives to describe themselves, they select such terms as “uncertain,
anxious, nervous, hasty, careless, fearful, dull, childish, helpless, sorry, timid, clumsy,
stupid, silly, and domestic . . . understanding, tender, sympathetic, pure, generous,
affectionate, loving, moral, kind, grateful, and patient.”? If a persuasive campaign
directed to this audience is to be effective, it must transcend alienation to create
“sisterhood,” modify self-concepts to create a sense of autonomy, and speak to
women in terms of private, concrete, individual experience, because women have
litde, if any, publicly shared experience. The substantive problem of the absence of
shared values remains: when women become part of an audience for liberation rhet-
oric, they violate the norms governing sex appropriate behavior.

In jts paradigmatic form, “consciousness raising” involves meetings of small,
leaderless groups in which each person is encouraged to express her personal feel-
ings and experiences. There is no leader, rhetor, or expert. All participate and lead;
all are considered expert. The goal is to make the personal political: to create aware-
ness (through shared experiences) that what were thought to be personal deficien-
cies and individual problems are common and shared, a result of their position as
women. The participants seek to understand and interpret their lives as women, but
there is no “message,” no “party line.” Individuals are encouraged to dissent, to find
their own truths. If action is suggested, no group commitment is made; each must
decide whether, and if so which, action is suitable for her? The stylistic features
heightened in this kind of transaction are characteristic of the rhetoric as a whole:
affirmation of the affective, of the validity of personal experience, of the necessity for
self-exposure and self-criticism, of the value of dialogue, and of the goal of autono-
mous, individual decision making. These stylistic features are very similar to those
Maurice Natanson has described as characteristic of [“Jgenuine argumentation”:

What is at issue, really, in the risking of the self in genuine argument is the
immediacy of the selfs world of feeling, attitude, and the total subtle range
of its affective and conative sensibility. . . . I open myself to the viable
possibility that the consequence of an argument may be to make me see
something of the structure of my immediate world . . . the personal and
immediate domain of individual experience. . . .

- . - feeling is a way of meaning as much as thinking is a way of
formulating. Privacy is a means of establishing a world, and what genuine
argument to persuade does is to publicize that privacy. The metaphor leads
us to suggest that risking the self in argument is inviting a stranger to the
interior familiarity of our home . . . *

Even a cursory reading of the numerous anthologies.of women’s liberation rhetoric
will serve to confirm that the stylistic features I have indicated are characteristic.
Particularly salient examples include Elizabeth Janeway’s Man’s World, Woman’s
Place, “The Demise of the Dancing Dog,” “The Politics of Housework,”® 4 Room of
One’s Own,” and “Cutting Loose.”® The conclusion of the last essay cited will serve
as a model:

The true dramatic conclusion of this narrative should be the dissolution of my
marriage; there is a part of me which believes that you cannot fight-a sexist
system while acknowledging your need for the love of 2 man. . . . But in the
end my husband and I did not divorce. . . . Instead I raged against him for
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