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ABSTRACT

I begin this paper by reviewing some key shifts in feminist theoretical and political preoccupations, and social theory more generally, to juxtapose these with current debates and concerns for feminists in and around psychology.  Drawing on these resources, but also noting some areas of occlusion, I move on to discuss what I see as urgent tasks for us to address now – as feminists and as feminists with a particular focus and intervention within, and in relation to, psychology.  In particular I identify theoretical and methodological challenges for political analysis and action posed by specific forms of feminisation mobilised within contemporary multinational discourse.  From discussion of illustrative examples, I end by highlighting the vital role for feminist psychological analyses to challenge the reproduction and naturalisation of traditional gendered representations under globalization, including both the forms of subjectivity this promotes and the incipient psychologisation of politics it warrants.  
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I’m delighted to be speaking here at POWS today, in an arena that is specifically constituted to consider the gendered politics and practices that psychology partakes of and contributes to. For we have a dual position and address in this conference and Section, both to and between feminist movements and psychological practices (in which I also include theory).  The review of past currents I offer here is motivated by my present sense of the urgent tasks we are faced with today, at a historical moment when – as I will argue - psychological politics figure in key ways both within processes of cultural and economic imperialism and the acceleration of multinational capital accumulation, and in which representations of gender figure in vital ways.

A catchier title for this paper would be ‘women and war’.  Just to rehearse the trajectory of my arguments, I want to propose that gender, and in particular representations of women, function within contemporary discourses of war and peace to distract from and so obscure actually prevailing processes of power.  What I will call here ‘feminisation’ (to distance these gendered representations from actual, embodied, thinking and practicing women) works to domesticate and render cosy, normal and natural what are prevailing relations of exploitation, occupation and oppression on an unprecedented scale.  Our key task – as feminists with a particular attunement to the intersections and effects of such psychological politics - is to refuse the lure of interpellation to these spurious feminisations, and to reveal the political and methodological strategies that underlie them as the sham, cynical and vile smokescreen that they are. 

In terms of my title, I want to argue that we should contest this appropriation of women’s voices, beyond even asking the now requisite question of ‘which women?’ are being ‘given voice’, and instead problematise both the status and function of such gendered representations.  As I will try to indicate, this inquiry takes our analysis of gender beyond the activities and proclivities of actually sexed and gendered bodies, to their imagined and imaginary tropes that secure politically ill-formed sentences
.

THE STATE WE’RE IN

We are probably all only too aware of how we have just lived through an extraordinary period of war conducted via both deeds and words, in which massive inversions of ordinary language meanings and practices have become commonplace: claims to Democracy
 have warranted neo-colonial invasion, and the ‘war against evil’ threatens any country that fails to comply with US business-military interests.  Fundamentalism – through its mobile association with Islamophobia – has become a property of a secular albeit authoritarian state, rather than of the Christian crusaders.  As the feminist movement RAWA (the Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan) predicted - women’s emancipation is cynically deployed as rhetorical tactic to mobilise support and forgotten as soon as the politico-military target has moved on.  Terror itself has become a mobile term, reflexively reproducing its own effects
 by disconnecting its Western subjects from collective discussion and action; thereby rendering almost impossible analysis of causal relationships (such as, who the terrorists are, who started the war…) and of political evaluation (of what should be done).

This is precisely where our feminist political and methodological analyses should have something to offer us.  But at first sight such resources may seem rather remote.  Without under-estimating the significance of the world-wide resistance movements that have emerged, and the revival of political engagement this indicates amongst constituencies (such as school students) whose apathy and disengagement we have become accustomed to bemoaning, this second Gulf War and Middle East Crisis (including the second Intifada) has caught feminisms at an introspective moment.  The shift from time to space in social theory has brought us a localism and specificity that is strong on subjectivity, with corresponding claims for subjective, passionate and situated engagement.  But it is weak on collectivity – with both good and bad effects: good in prompting some critical reflection on the divided positions and interests of women, and limiting the unwarrantable claims to be acting ‘on behalf of’ some abstract (covertly middle class, Euro/US-centric heterosexual) conception of women; bad in offering few tangible strategies for renegotiating coalitions and alliances between the more and less privileged groups, and so threatening to leave us politically isolated in our own (albeit shifting and multiple) social interest ghetto - which nevertheless  is ‘given’ greater ‘voice’ via methodological tropes of reflexivity and autobiography.  

In the light of these problems, black, post-colonial and lesbian critiques have helped break the monolith of feminism into diverse, plural and interconnecting feminist movements.  Indeed (and this has some bearing for our focus on the ontological status of representations of women later), along with feminism the category ‘woman’ and its associated psychological repertoire (of notions of role, identity…) has been subjected to a series of displacements: from feminism to feminisms; from identity to performance; from woman to gender, with the further twist thereby instituted from gender to sexuality (including institutionally the widespread move from women’s studies to gender/sexuality studies).  All in all such displacements highlight the multiple and intersecting forms of gendered positionings produced by structures of class, sexuality and racialisation.  Perhaps along with this, we have displaced psychology too, and certainly have put into question feminism(s)’ historically complicated relationship(s) with institutional psychology through the ways ‘the personal as political’ has provided grist to psychology’s depoliticising mill (Bondi and Burman, 2001; Burman, 1995; 1998; 2001/2).

Perhaps too in this reflective moment we have been subject to a politics of acquiescence in the form of postmodern irony: the visionary motif of the cyborg (Haraway, 1985) has given way to the (generally) liberal consumer-politics of queer; and the shift of focus from other to self has heralded – along with the legitimation of the emotional as a resource for methodological-political analysis – the return of a therapeutic agenda that always threatens to ever-so-softly pathologise or at least moderate our political critiques.  Clearly I too am implicated in this broad-brush sketch, but my point is that such gestures of complicity are not enough.  Instead we must recognise these as tactics of individualisation that either insinuate or only apologise for a political stopping point; otherwise traditional psychological politics will have won without even a struggle.  On this, the current shift in social theory from discussion of politics to ethics is, in my view, worrying.  For what we need is not (only) to discredit prevailing forms of politics in favour of the individual commitment of an ‘ethical stance’ (Badiou, 2001), but rather a radical re-working of political forms and processes.

Alongside the shift from (historical) depth to (multiple and distributed) surfaces, the supposedly postmodern shift from grand narratives to little stories has been accompanied by a rather different kind of retrospection.  Memorial processes, individual and collective, preoccupy the academic scene worldwide, along with specifically, perhaps post-millenial, feminist discussions of ‘generations’.  As well as (especially in relation to a British post-colonial context) mapping colonial complicities, resistances and legacies, where ‘home and away’ amplify the constitutive politics of ‘self and other’
, the other memorial focus concerns the conjunction of both the construction and the dis-ordering of social and individual memory through notions of trauma, mourning and (political-economic as well as psychoanalytic) reparation.  Here social constructionism (in its multiple forms) competes with, and sometimes coexists with, psychoanalysis as the dominant model.  Indeed amid all other deconstructions of official orthodoxies, including feminist authority, the privileged status psychoanalysis retains with feminisms (and feminist psychology is beginning to cotton onto this) should give us pause for thought (c.f. how in Belsey and Moore’s well-known 1989 text the history of feminist theory is treated as equivalent to that of theoretical psychoanalysis).  At the very least it indicates how the return of the body and the emotions as a site for feminist and psychological inquiry is reflected and prefigured within other developments.

VOICES, BODIES, DISCOURSES

Methodologically speaking (for especially if we accept Foucauldian analyses of the profession, we psychologists have been trained to be technically minded, c.f. Ingleby, 1985; Rose, 1985), these shifts or developments in feminist theory and practice have had some key effects.  Firstly, the early aim of feminist research to ‘give voice’ and ‘empower’ women has undergone major transformation into an acute attention to the power relations structured within our knowledge generation and interpretational practices.  Far from authentic and stable ‘voices’ or ‘experience’, we are now concerned with provisional, situationally-determined accounts.  The ‘voices’ of experience produced through our research are now recognised as our own constructions and, rather than assuming their status, we now have to interrogate what we are doing with them, and why.  To take this a little further, and anticipate my argument later, we have perhaps (albeit quite correctly) become so shy of claims to making or taking women’s voices that the space has been left open for other parties to appropriate the rhetorical position opened up by second wave feminism, for other purposes.  Current crises in representation are not only a matter of problematising the authority of our speaking positions as privileged researchers, but of identifying the inadequacies and exclusionary characteristics of prevailing institutional practices that make claims to represent.

If I can be more parochial for a moment, in terms of the career of feminist research in psychology, there has been an interesting turnaround of events.  Discursive research emerged on the back of these debates in social theory, and some of us have been around here long enough to remember that in Psychology in Britain in 1990 discourse was a feminised arena
.  Rather unhelpfully, and perhaps as a move to contain and smear both, feminist research was assumed to be discursive and vice versa.  Since then there seems to be a parting of the ways – in part signalled by the rise of critical and social constructionist psychologies (which themselves owe a vast and generally unacknowledged debt to feminist work, c.f. Burman 1997).  But two other features are at play here: firstly, narrative research has seemed to outflank discourse work (both inside and outside psychology) from the left, providing a new lexicon to discuss the – socially constructed – character of lived experience, but still retaining some ambiguities over models of the precise power relations governing the intersection between individual and social narration.  Narrative has seemed to offer a way back to embodiment, emotions, and the little stories of history that postmodernity will admit. Discourse work, by contrast, elicited criticism from feminists and others (e.g. Nightingale and Cromby, 1998) for its abstraction from subjective experience and its antihumanist querying of notions of agency, and for its apparent relativist inclinations (Gill, 1995).  But secondly, irrespective of the truth or otherwise of those claims (since much debate abounds), and precisely by virtue of its popularity – to which a new generation of feminist psychologists have contributed – discourse work has become largely recuperated as a technology into dominant psychology.

An ancillary part of my project here is that I want to make the case for a feminist tactical re-engagement with discourse work.  This is not because it is particularly worth rescuing from its technicist appropriations; nor that it is inherently superior to any other approach (c.f. Burman, 1991), but rather because we stand to lose a useful set of conceptual tools for the analysis of dominant cultural practices if we allow discourse work in psychology to become focused only on syntactical or conversational relations elaborated within a transcript.  For while such devices are indeed useful (and I have used them myself, c.f. Burman 1992), notwithstanding their vehement denial of this they can only tell their story by subscribing to discursive and narrative understandings of power and authority that lie outside their overly delimited texts.  So my analysis of a text, presented shortly, should incidentally be seen as a performative claim to restore feminist authority within discourse work, drawing on a model of discourse analysis that does not confine itself to turn-taking preference hierarchies, conversational membership rules and the like, but rather works by linking the little texts with their bigger power narratives.  Equally, my subscription to discursive work here sits alongside narrative as a necessary and complementary structural analysis to ward off any incipient tendencies within narrative approaches towards recuperation within individualist understandings.

THE POLITICS OF FEMINISATION

Talk of individualism returns me to the theme of feminisation, and the role of psychology within both notions.  This term ‘feminisation’ appears wilfully awkward; a nominalization, that is, a noun referring to a process of making ‘feminine’, without specifying who or what is so made
.  These ‘process’ words (like racialisation and minoritisation), which have emerged as a useful reflection of the general attention to performativity, give us some leverage back into structural analyses, whilst attending to the lively and unstable interplay of the conditions in which these occur.  Indeed the ‘psychological politics of feminisation’ of my title names a set of conundra: a ‘discursive complex’ of sorts (Parker, 2002). I will mention just four problems/puzzles that occur to me as surrounding ‘feminisation’.

The first concerns the link between individual and collectivity, for feminisation appears to designate a social trend rather than an individual career or intention; hence its subject appears collective.  Yet the notion of feminisation is typically invoked as an effect of some other set of processes (think of the discussions about the feminisation of psychology, for example).  Irrespective of whether anyone would actually want to claim a feminised subject position (rather than have it applied to them as a social descriptor), the very term, through the cultural associations of ‘femininity’, produces a displacement from the social to the personal, as the place of home, care, invisible labour, intimacy and so on. Paradoxically then, even as they identify a social process, discussions of feminisation threaten to resolve a collective subjectivity into an individual one.  This is the first site of psychological politics of feminisation in need of contest.

Secondly, alongside this at the very time that feminisation names a set of economic and cultural processes (as in the feminisation or labour, or the feminisation of poverty), the subject of such processes has (in true postmodern spirit) become detached from actually female gendered bodies to refer to wider constituencies so structurally positioned.  Now men, as well as women, who are employed on low pay, insecure contracts, and flexible (disposable) hours, are said to be feminised.  The crisis of labour relations in a post-industrial period has been put forward as heralding a feminisation of the workforce.  As we shall see, new technology can even produce a feminisation of war.

A third concern is that the notion of feminisation, in the very effort to draw attention to certain processes of exclusion and oppression, reinscribes normalised engenderings of those processes.  What about new, as well as longstanding subaltern, responses that transform dominant gendered practice?  We must ask, therefore, which feminisations are so termed, and what these indicate.  As feminist psychologists, we surely have vast experience at detecting how contingent, but presumed, forms of gender relations become normalised and naturalised through theories whose epistemological status is as flimsy as the tests they are based on
.

Both developing this last point, but by way of contrast, there is also a fourth reading of feminisation that highlights the gendered character of the process but queries the attendant devalued status it supposedly accrues.  Hence the feminisation of education supposedly names girls’ current educational advantage or success within the British schooling scene.  We may know both that girls’ current supposed educational success is at a greater emotional and personal cost than this debate would admit (see e.g. Walkerdine et al, 2002), and (here using the methodological device of displacing gender) that ‘race’ and class privilege are what account for some white middle class girls’ success (Dillabough, 2001), but this impinges little on the shift from feminisation as a category of victimisation to one of beneficiary, if not victor.

So drawing on some of these strands, and now applying them more directly to my theme of women and war, it seems that part of what is up for question, via the notion of feminisation, is claims to victim-status, as the representation of a structure of subjectivity that warrants indulgence/exoneration.  While the position of victim is by definition individualised, its political inadequacies have been roundly criticised by feminists on various counts (c.f. Haaken, 1998; Reavey and Warner, 2002), and many of you here have been contributors to this important critique.  Yet the cultural association between passivity and femininity is at play here, while the incipient individualisation that this ushers in bolsters the widespread discourses of ‘risk’ so that they no longer lie within social relations and resource allocations but attach to specific bodies (and specific categories of bodies) that are then invested as the site of danger
.  

This is what Susannah Radstone (2002) and Amal Treacher (2002) have identified as part of the post September 11th culture of victimisation that has swept through the US and, via the discourse of ‘terror’, across the ‘allied’ world.  Indeed as Sara Ahmad (2002) highlights in her explicitly anti-psychological analysis of contemporary emotional economies, the coping strategy to ward off traumatic individualisation/victimisation prompted by the Bush government was not only an identification with the nation-state (as the link back into the social), but also consumption.  Democratic process thereby equals business as usual; the market goes on.  This is where ‘freemarket feminism’ (in the sense of the discretionary and tactical deployment of discourses of women’s emancipation within national and transnational neo-colonial projects of development, Alexander and Mohanty, 1997) meets the feminisations wrought by the dubious agencies mobilised by consumer participation.  The psychological politics of feminisation therefore names a contested and politically charged terrain for feminist antiracist analysis.

FEMINISATION, MINORITISATION AND THE STATE

Before I move on to my specific text, I want to note two points arising from my recent work that frame my thinking.  The first arises from a feminist antiracist project on domestic violence and minoritisation. Here the only implicit connection to psychology is perhaps significant, since – albeit being officially framed (for funding purposes) within a discourse of ‘increasing women’s participation in the labour market’ - we displaced the typical focus from mental health issues to public health and service responsibilities, and from victim characteristics to the ways service and state practices collude with perpetrator tactics. We analysed ‘domestic’ violence as crucially intertwined with state violence; the violence of immigration legislation, of withholding of welfare rights to women without citizenship, as well as the everyday cultural violence of racial harassment that drives women back into abusive relationships; alongside the symbolic violence effected by the presumption of difference on the part of white service providers, who exclude women from services on the basis of discourses of cultural specificity (see Batsleer et al, 2002; Burman and Chantler, in press; Burman et al, submitted).  Hence , insofar as they exist, ‘cultural barriers’ lie in the contested relation between dominant and minoritised communities, rather than within the minority community and, crucially, the heightened focus on ‘race’ over gender within (both culturally specific and mainstream) service provision functioned to marginalize minoritised women’s positions and access to services further
.  Such work echoes the ‘feminist conjuncturalism’ of antiracist feminist arguments with postmodernist analyses (c.f. Frankenberg and Mani, 2001), and the differential and oppositional consciousness of antiracist and postcolonial feminist praxis (Sandoval, 2001).  These highlight the analytic purchase provided by focusing on the complex intersections of ‘race’, class and gender, especially as meted out through discourses of gender, nation and citizenship.  I bring such preoccupations forward into my analysis here, along with a second focus.

Secondly, as some here will know, I have a longstanding involvement in analysing representations of children and childhood - in which gender figures in important ways (Burman, 1995b,c; 2002b).  Drawing on Carolyn Steedman’s (1995) historical analysis, I have become particularly concerned with the ways the figure of the little girl has come to not merely to represent, but (more strongly and literally) rather to personify a particular structure of western subjectivity.  This subjectivity not only reiterates prevailing and paternalistic oppositions between the First World and its others (to subscribe to yet another inadequate set of designations), but also current reformulations of this trope acquire new political functions.  Along with other debates and structures around feminisation that I have already indicated, and including the crisis of hegemonic western masculinity, I have been preoccupied with the ways the traditionally culturally masculine subject of liberal humanism has seemed recently to cross-dress or ‘go girlie’ as a way of going underground or ‘passing’.  A key effect of this transformation is that the structure of indulgence and sentimentalisation mobilised around little girls and (sometimes) young women can become deployed to domesticate - in the sense of deradicalising, or of abstracting from public domain of economic exchange, or even of removing from the sphere of rational political analysis – so that actions on her part fail to elicit the charges of colonisation, imperialism and outrage that those conducted by a man would provoke (Burman, 2002 b).  Informed by the currents I have reviewed, it is this attunement to the complex political subjectivities evoked by gendered and racialised representations that I seek bring to my current text, informed also by discussions of the overdeterminations between feminisation, national identity, home and work (Yuval Davis, 1997).

TURNING TO THE TEXT: NAGGING NORA

1. Situating the Analysis:  

In line with feminist calls to account for the process of production of an analysis and its historico-cultural location, including accounting for the position of the analyst, I start by telling you about my first encounter with this text.  On a trip to London made in late January 2003
, as I gazed dully into abstraction (as one does) when travelling on the underground, the following image and text coalesced before my eyes and gradually registered on my consciousness, which I then scribbled it down furiously, as follows
:

WHO PROVIDES FEMALE COMPANY FOR FIGHTER PILOTS?

‘TARGET IN RANGE’, ‘INCOMING MISSILE’, ‘PULL UP, PULL UP’.  NAG. NAG. NAG. NAG. NAG.  SPEAKERS HOUSED IN THE FIGHTER PILOT’S HELMET GIVE ADVICE AND INFORMATION IN A CALMING, AUTHORITATIVE FEMALE VOICE. THE PILOTS’ NICKNAME FOR IT IS ‘NAGGING NORA’.  JUST ONE OF THE INNOVATIVE IDEAS FROM BAE SYSTEMS THAT HELP TO MAKE THE WORLD A SAFER PLACE.

The text (all in capitals) occupied only a small part of a page, the bulk of which was shrouded in darkness, with the only figurative matter being the large but dim silhouette of a woman’s face bearing a headset.  The sole bright colour in the image was the red lipstick she wore, which was echoed in the colour of the typeface at the bottom: ‘BAE SYSTEMS’, underneath which was the by-line ‘INNOVATING FOR A SAFER WORLD’.

1.A. First Impressions

My first response was one of outrage and offence, mixed with fascination.  Here at a moment when the US media were far along the ‘countdown’ to war in Iraq, this representation of military technology was ‘help[ing] to make the world a safer place’.  It seemed consistent with the pro-war propaganda that this was a just war, and that making war makes us safer.  But just how was this representation of femininity functioning?  In terms of substitutions, this ad was one of a series that I saw on other journeys made on that trip using similar colours and form, which mainly juxtaposed images of nature (a bird with a satellite system, a whale with a submarine)
 with those of (military) technology; and all with the same by-line ‘Just one of the innovative ideas from BAE systems that help to make the world a safer place’.  But why were London underground users being addressed as though they were the purchasers of a piece of military hardware whose unit cost is scarcely something we punters could fork out for – even if we wanted to?
 

Just before I move into some more detailed analysis, let me remind you of one key point that (significantly) threatens to slip away as we take up this story.  ‘Nagging Nora’ is not a woman.  Nor is she ‘natural’ in any shape or form.  ‘She’ is a ‘voice-command system’
.  This woman (as versions of Lacan would put it) does not exist.  Like the seductive voice announcing train cancellations at Paddington Station, and the voice of the computer in all four Star Trek series, ‘she’ is a piece of technology    So what does this tell us about the future of feminisation, and our stake in this?

2. A little research later

My subsequent analysis first discusses the semiotics of the text, i.e. the meanings mobilised by its textual forms, structure and relations, including the resonances between image and words; and then I present some supplementary analysis, situating it within further relevant commentary and including some (culturally privileged) reader receptions, alongside available accounts of authorial intentionality.  

2.1: Semiotics of the text

I should begin by characterising this text as having visual as well as lexical aspects,; while the written text predominates, there is variation in typeface and layout that marks the development of the structure of the ‘message’.  (Pace conversation analysis), there is indeed some semblance of turn-taking, with a rhythm of ‘call and response’ marking the resolution of the question posed at the top (‘Who provides female company for fighter pilots?’).  The text is structured didactically; posing a question that it provides the answer to and then underscores with a moral (‘Just one of the innovative ideas from…’).  A set of narrative conventions reminiscent of a documentary (with authoritative voiceover) makes a direct address to ‘us’/the Reader/Viewer, but this then shifts to an action movie scene whereby we are positioned as observers. However (through the absence of attribution of the direct speech) an identificatory shift from third party (observer) status to the utterer of the ‘direct speech’ is mobilised.  While who the speaker is has yet to be determined at this point, by default this resolves upon the ‘fighter pilot’.

We might note that the absence of quotation marks around ‘NAG. NAG. NAG. NAG. NAG’ which immediately follow invite a facticity around this attribution.  (One person’s ‘nag’ is another’s advice or suggestion ….) The fact that ‘she’ is ‘nickname[d]’ invokes the convention of a collective response of a subordinated group to an unpopular or contested authority.  Indeed ‘NAGGING NORA’ is counterposed to the unnamed ‘fighter pilots’. But the character of the gendered relations has now changed mode.  For contrary to the attraction/comfort/(hetero)sexual attention of ‘female company’, ‘nagging’ designates unsolicited and unwelcome communication arising from and/or generating reluctance to comply or engage on the part of the recipient; stereotypically it is the tactic used by girlfriends, wives and mothers to get their menfolk to do something.  At stake is the status of the moral imperative; for, on the part of the ‘nagger’, their ‘nagging’ arises from a sense of commitment or urgency.  Indeed the legitimacy of the ‘nag’ is confirmed by the ‘authoritative’ (as opposed to ‘subjective’) non-‘speech’ narrative that follows:  ‘SPEAKERS HOUSED IN THE FIGHTER PILOT’S HELMET GIVE ADVICE AND INFORMATION IN A CALMING, AUTHORITATIVE FEMALE VOICE’.  So what is ‘nagging’ to the pilot is rendered as ‘really’ ‘giv[ing] advice and information’
.  A discourse of female affirmativeness is at play here, or even female superiority.  ‘Nagging Nora’ tells the fighter pilots what they need to know but don’t necessarily want to hear.  Her ‘voice’ is ‘calming’ and ‘authoritative’; she has the moral highground and the technical accuracy to bear bad news and convey it without engendering panic.  Far from only being the traditionally passive and supportive partner, ‘she’ is the new woman who is both caring and powerful.  Thus discourses of female ethical and moral sensitivity, female intuition, and women’s emancipation become recuperated into military tactical technology.  

But alongside this, another set of effects is produced through the discourse of ‘nagging’.  For the heroic melodramatic genre of fighter-plane combat scenarios (‘TARGET IN RANGE’, ‘INCOMING MISSILE’, ‘PULL UP, PULL UP’) with all its WWII aura of tragedy and grandiosity is abruptly displaced by its juxtaposition and implied designation as ‘NAG. NAG. NAG. NAG. NAG’.  The dangers and anxieties of combat have become as routine and mundane as the tiresome chores that one can be nagged to do.  In contrast with the 1970s genre of disaster movies, in these postmodern times such scenarios prompt ridicule rather than panic or awe, with the masculinist heroic sacrificial narrative given a sceptical (‘come off it’-type) prod in the belly
.  From trivialising the status of the speaker, the inclusion of the ‘advice and information’ within the designation of ‘nagging’ undermines the credibility of its urgency and importance.  

Indeed we might say that what is at play here is a domestication of war such that the key relationship becomes the tongue-in-cheek gendered power games of (‘our’) ‘home’ side, rather than serious antagonistic engagement
.  The effects of the pilot’s actions are thus displaced for a focus instead on the nagging/gendered relationships within which they are produced.  This marks an important move, for the central relationship portrayed is no longer between warring antagonists (those who constitute the targets) – and we should note we don’t hear orders to drop the missiles (since the missiles are ‘incoming’), thus maintaining the moral highground of ‘defensive operations’. Rather the war being waged has become commuted into that ‘longest war’ of men vs. women (a site of conflict that is thereby also trivialised), such that the outside enemy has all but turned into a foil for more intimate gendered struggle.

 So the feminised imagery works in manifold ways, both connecting personal and political but thereby subverting the focus on the political.  The words ‘company’, ‘calm’, ‘safer’ (used twice in relation to BAE), along with implied notions of care and nature, all stand in contrastive relations with the more familiar language of war and combat: isolation, brutality, chaos, terror, (and perhaps ‘man’-made) danger.  Their assertion in this context offsets
 the mobilisation of their opposites.

The pilot has ‘company’, which makes ‘him’ (or so I interpellate the gendered position of the pilot
) ‘safer’
.  The female company not only reassures but also prevents recklessness and danger.  (Ironic shades here of the gendered associations of environmental protection – ‘BAE ...for a safer world.’.)  Alongside all the obvious sexualised imagery
, one key effect of the heterosexualisation of this pilot/command system relationship is that war is (literally) familiarised, normalised and rendered into work.  Mobilised here are the traditional gendered relations of men and women at work, and women in the workplace, as well as women at home supporting their menfolk in work
.  However, through such engendering, the pilot occupies the infantilised position of the henpecked man that sits well with contemporary discourses of vulnerable (rather than hegemonic) masculinity, and such ‘power-sharing’ brings women into (what we might call) the war/work game as more active and equal partners.  Rather than being oppositional, the traditional position of women as protectors and peacemakers (Enloe, 1988) now combines with that of protagonist in war.  Alongside, or perhaps contrary to, associations to the docility and youth of the shadowy profile with the headset NORA is not a secretary receiving information and orders; ‘she’ gives them.  Does this suggest that women have ‘come of age’ as equal (but separate) role players in war?  At the very least, this allows no easy divisions between victims and perpetrators.  Missions and missiles are no longer only culturally masculine.  In a Matrix-like reversal, the girlish figure in the headset reminiscent of a telesales assistant is offering more than recreational or banking (or sexual) services.  The feminisation of therapeutic culture bolstered by such ‘communication technology’, with its ‘It’s good to talk’
 ethics, displaces its military purpose.

So war has become work, and business is as usual via the substitution of the central relationship from deadly external enemy to tongue-in-cheek ‘affectionate’
 /’light-hearted’
 to disparaged colleague.  (Can we see a new buddy movie genre emerging here between man and feminised machine?
)  This analysis extends both in material and conceptual directions. Haraway’s (1985) figure of the cyborg explicitly (if also ironically, to counter feminist technophobia) addressed the adaptive androgyny ushered in by contemporary warfare.  Further, as Alexander and Mohanty (1997) note: ‘new kinds of racial and sexual reconfigurations occur in this era of demilitarisation and Cold War politics, when white masculinity can no longer configure itself around particular definitions of soldiering’ (p.xxvi).  Thus the racialisation of class inequalities has not only brought more black people into the police and armed forces but, as the debates in the US on ‘gays’ in the military momentarily disclosed (before being silenced), heteromasculinity in the army could be articulated as in question.

Such readings around the need to secure ambiguities of gender and sexuality mobilised by new military technologies are supported by our text’s imagery, where the intimacy of the scene (dark, secret = night?) also personalises the relationships.  The soft focus and alluring shape of the youthful, but definitely feminine, face bearing the headset offers the only link (for us/the pilot) across the otherwise dark empty space (that demarcates the plane/frame).  To develop the spatial metaphor some more, the non-place (Auge, 1995) of transit and mission in the cockpit becomes filled via a space of critical relationship and connection, while the ‘outside’ relationship (of combatants) fades into insignificance
.

So, crucially, prevailing gender and (hetero)sexed relationships become finally secured only through the reiteration of a nationalist/paternalist narrative
.  For the only splashes of colour (appropriately enough) connect the lips of the woman with the BAE logo. Lipstick, especially bright red lipstick, of course signifies sexuality, a conscious (lascivious?) racialised feminine sexuality that confirms white women’s freedom and emancipation
. Here the intimate place of ‘home’ stands in relation to an ‘away’, an ‘other’ way of life against which war is (thereby justly) waged.  The discourse of women’s emancipation as a longstanding key imperialist theme is mobilised here:  ‘Our’ women are free; ‘theirs’ are oppressed. The trope of the veil articulates both the fascination of orientalism and the ugly righteous indignation and incomprehension of Islamophobia.  Women in war are like women at peace: in their place.  Troubling this imaginary binary, the unveiled faces and cropped hair of the Kurdish women soldiers fighting to reclaim Northern Iraq on our broadsheet front pages (including the pro-war Telegraph) perhaps come to mind.  African, Asian and Latin American women have always played an active combat role, as Third World feminists have noted (Lazreg, 2001).  But while women’s participation in national liberation struggles has collapsed the traditional/modern (and indeed public/private) opposition, this has nevertheless reinstated the focus on national identity.  By contrast, here in the West the imaginary of war itself has become so distanced from a scene of agentic engagement (c.f. Baudrillard’s, 1995, comments that the Gulf war did not happen…) that it becomes possible to render invasion, occupation and devastation into a commercial, consumer-related activity as familiar (in both senses) as a telesales transaction.

2.2: Contextualising the Text

A little background research offers some further relevant information for the evaluation of the status of this ‘product’, in its niche as well as its official reception.

A. Metonymy or Membership Evaluation (as Market Research)

A rather horrifyingly mercantile feature article on the website of the magazine National Defense, dated November 2002 specifically discussing the troubled state of the Eurofighter programme furnishes further insights, that can be summarised as follows:

1. Nagging Nora is a feature of the Eurofighter program, composed of a consortium of British, German, Italian and Spanish partners, of which the British partner is BAE systems, and whose largest customer is RAF.

2. This program has been subject to difficulties on the grounds of high costs which has been threatening its financial viability, and precipitating ‘downsizing’ orders, with even the MOD withholding part of its payments on the grounds of these problems.

3. Sales depend on ‘economic incentives, or offsets, to the buying countries’.  As Erwin Obermeier, senior vice president was reported as saying to National Defence: ‘“It is all part of negotiation”, he said. “What does the country where we sell the Eurofighter really want?’ Apart from the old number about military technology creating jobs, what might be new to those of us less attuned to military policy these days is that the ‘offsets’ extend far beyond explicitly military forms to supporting national economic and intellectual institutions.  For the article continues: ‘Western countries usually seek to strike a balance between broadening their technological base and giving small to medium-sized businesses and universities a chance to expand their skills, he explained.  Offset associated with defence sales does not always involve aerospace technology, Obermeier noted. “It could be automative, even forestry.”

Moreover two other key features emerge from this article:

4. Nagging Nora has nationality (and by implication therefore class) as well as gender: ‘“She’s got a very strong English accent that is very good”’ and, 

5. Nagging Nora has a(n unnamed) male counterpart who plays a more mundane role: ‘”There is also a male voice for easy things like non-flight safety critical aspects, but Nagging Nora kicks in when there is something really important”’. (‘Eurofighter Battling for Foreign Sales’, Feature article, November 2002, http//www.nationaldefensemagazine.org/article.cfm?Id=953)

In brief: defence sales are not military but rather boosts economic growth to benefit all civil society.  International consortia overlap, but are not coterminous, with national military; and operate within the discourse of the market.  Finally, Nagging Nora is the voice command system reserved for ‘really important’ functions.

B. Authorial Intention, Reader Reception and Some Production History

Moreover in terms of questions of authorial intention, reader reception and details of material production history
, it is relevant to note that the Advertising Standards Authority received 7 complaints about ‘Nagging Nora’, which they adjudicated upon in January 2003, as follows.  

The complainants objected that the advertisement was offensive, because it implied that the only role of women in the field was to nag and that all fighter pilots were men.  

This complaint is scarcely of the form that mine would be, if I could but formulate it; but its treatment is instructive in revealing how feminist arguments are deflected.  For it is cast within an equal rights framework that protests women’s abilities to be and do like men ‘in the field’, in which the standard for competence and professionalism is set by that of men and by the terms of such fieldwork.  Contesting the form and function of that ‘field’ is much more difficult to do within prevailing discourses of the law (as a key bastion of liberal individualism) – hence it is easy to understand why the complaint was posed like this.  Indeed the adjudication reflected this
, as well as the usual ways discourses of gender neutrality typically reinscribe dominant gender relations but in less contestable ways – and not to mention the old chestnut about humourless feminists: 

The advertisers said that the advertisement was based on a sophisticated voice-recognition product that interacted with pilots to provide advice and information when in flight.  They explained that a woman’s voice was selected for the product because, in tests across a cross-section of pilots, a woman’s voice proved the most effective in gaining the pilots’ attention. The advertisers … maintained that they had taken care to make no reference to the pilot’s gender.  The advertisers pointed out that the advertisement did not state that all fighter pilots were men.  They maintained that the headline could apply equally to make and female pilots.  The advertisers said they believed the advertisement was not sexist.  They explained that red lipstick was used because it was the advertisers’ corporate colour… The Authority considered that the advertisement represented merely a light-hearted reference to users’ perception of the advertised product. The Authority concluded that the advertisement was unlikely to cause serious or widespread offence’. http://www.asa.org.uk/adjudications/show_adjudication.asp?adjudication_id=35167&dat…, my emphasis)

Notwithstanding this judgement, of course, we know that the absence of explicit gender specification does not mean that this was not read as implied.  For female fighter pilots can, presumably, provide their own ‘female’ company, such that it would be redundant to specify further ‘company’ according to gender.  Indeed the text works in precisely the opposite way: the gendered specification of ‘Nagging Nora’ as ‘female company’ works rather to secure the masculine positioning of the pilots who are constituted, through subscription to this appellation, as heteronormatively lecherous and out for ‘pick up’ material.  

Yet to stop here would crucially foreclose the analysis; to fall prey to precisely the conflation between representation and reality that is in contest.  For the issue is not whether women ‘nag’ or not, nor (within a discourse of gender neutrality or gender equality) whether women ‘nag’ other women as well as men; but rather that a voice-command system – in fact even lesser than this designation implies, a voice-recognition product
 - that is, not a woman - has been invested with the quality of ‘nagging’.  We should not be fooled into such literally gendered identifications when surely our task is not only to refuse them but, further, to highlight their constructed and fictive character.  This ‘taking’ of women’s ‘voice’ is a fabrication that should be exposed as such, rather than merely contesting the form of its femininity.

Now there is a further sleight of hand at work here, for (apart from ‘the [Advertising Standards] Authority’) the parties named in this adjudication are ‘the advertisers’ and ‘the publishers’ – both descriptors referring to the marketing agency devising the advertising campaign (the London-based Marten Gibbon Associates).  The actual company and product at issue somehow escapes evaluation, i.e. BAE plc, so that the complaint has to assume a formulation that presupposes the very wedge between signifier (Nagging Nora and the Eurofighter) and signified (advertisement for this) that performative (including discursive) approaches have thrown into question
.  As a further twist to this instability of origin points and responsibility, when I contacted Marten Gibbon Associates to request copies of the advertisements to accompany this talk, they were ever so friendly but said they would have to seek permission from BAE
.  So although it was the ‘advertisers’ who were constituted as the subject of the complaint, the ‘producers’ (as the commissioners of the ads?) nevertheless were cited as the gatekeepers to their display – an interesting move that defers responsibility for  permission-giving elsewhere.

The term ‘users’ performs a vital slippage in the adjudication discussion, from its everyday meaning (of consumer or service user); for the ‘users’ here are fighter pilots or (since this is a programme still in development) ‘test fighter pilots’.  They are employees of the company, or participants situated inside the business (i.e. inside the war machine) rather than discerning, choosing, ‘independent’ purchasers.  Hence the disingenuousness of the phrase ‘in tests among a cross-section of pilots’ (ASA adjudication, op.cit.) – which sounds so scientific and rational, partaking of the telly cliché of ‘In our tests 8 out of 10 people couldn’t distinguish stork from butter’, etc.. The discourse of ‘user as consumer’ used within the frame of marketing is as misleading or ambiguous here as to actual agencies involved as within the national health service (to take another particularly significant example): are we the market for the product, the users of the product, or the owners of it?  

Similarly, except at the early stages of ‘product development’, it is unlikely that pilots would have any role in moulding or ‘choosing’ the technology they use.  Indeed although the name ‘Nagging Nora’ is said to originate (‘affectionately’) from the ‘male and female fighter pilots’, this convergence of (if not transposition of) subject positioning is what binds us commuters (as targeted audience), whose labour oils very small cogs within the machinery of the nation state, to its broader project.  Thus, we might say that such campaigns work by virtue of a discourse of participatory democracy that is predicated on personal involvement in the particular characteristics of the (defence) technology we pay for (and that we would be paying for anyway).  

Indeed in this last war, perhaps more than any other before, fiction has more truth than home-‘spun’ fact 
.  . Indeed at the end of February 2003 the Guardian noted that British taxpayers paid for helping arm Iraq before the last Gulf War to the tune of over £1billion, because Thatcher provided government guarantees to the arms companies
, while just as I was adding the final touches to this paper reporting of the launching of the Eurofighter programme (which fails to mention ‘Nagging Nora’ at all!) are already heralding it as obsolete in both design and rationale, unreliable, and as having cost more than 5 Channel Tunnels (‘The Russians aren’t coming’, G2 Leader, 22/7/03).

So, as we all are paying for these arms, should we rather to be pleased that Marten Gibbon Associates and BAE plc are taking the trouble to tell us about it?  In this cosy flexi-work world of western hetero-professionalisation, the new mode of public ownership really is consumption (alongside the ways ‘transparency’, ‘consultation’ and ‘social inclusion’ substitute for accountability), and making war becomes market regeneration.

BEYOND CONSUMING/APPROPRIATING WOMEN’S VOICES?

Perhaps it seems I’ve come a long way from feminist theory and psychological practice.  But my focus on the psychological politics of feminisation, politically and methodologically has provided the thread of continuity and connection.  Through this focus on an admittedly rather extreme form (‘Nagging Nora’), I hope I have illustrated how there is clearly a problem with ascribing feminisation as an identification.  

Yet developing this, the rather circular argument that women are succeeding within (thereby) feminised professions, and that their individual success corresponds to, or arises from, some more collective status devaluation, does not prevent those men and women who are in structurally inferior positions to those few privileged women from seeing them as ‘femocrats’.  Unless we subscribe to the bizarrely deterministic (and patently inadequate) notion that any women in powerful positions either have got there as a result of, or else that their presence incites, feminisation then our task is not simply to define and then refuse, but also to explore, how such gendered representations necessarily engage other analyses (of patriarchy, capitalism, heteronormativity, racialisation etc).  This is of course alongside the fact that some women do occupy positions of power in ways that bolster, rather than challenge, prevailing power relations.  Here again, the focus on gender may be less relevant than class interests (for example).  But equally, we cannot sidestep the problem of how women do, and should, wield power (c.f. Burman, 2001; 2002).  

Power, as Foucault and Butler (1997) and others indicate, is both a precondition for and constraint of subjectivity
.  A feminist politics refuses the homogenising and abstracting impulses of notions of feminisation as a particular variant of psychologisation, and via this repudiation so creates not only specific critical analyses of the role of psychology within the contemporary politics of spurious feminisations, but also destabilises the privilege of professionalised positions to produce an anti-psychological feminist critique that can be deployed by all.
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� Butler (1997) both discusses and develops an analysis of the notion of ‘trope’, highlighting its status as marking a paradoxical point of turning that both repeats but also institutes the conditions for change, that precisely reflects her argument for the relations between power, subjectivity and agency (see especially her Introduction, and footnote 1 pp201-2).





� My capitalisation of Democracy follows the analysis provided by Alexander and Mohanty (1997).





� Kovel (1983)’s analysis connecting the intrapsychic with the political remains relevant to the current state of terror.


� See for example, Chauduri and Strobel (1992); Ware (1993); McClintock (1995).





� As I have noted elsewhere (Burman, 1998), at the 1990 Discourse and Gender workshop held at UCL, London, the equation between feminist and discursive research was an explicit topic of discussion.





� Interestingly, notwithstanding its wide circulation I have been unable to find entries for ‘feminisation’ within current feminist dictionaries, encyclopaedia or anthologies – except in terms of discussions of the feminisation of poverty (see e.g. Code, 2000).


� Cameron and Gibson-Graham (2003) have recently offered some useful reflections on the rhetorics of feminisation within discourses of the economy.





� Butler (1997) levels a similar charge to the arguments I develop here against identity politics, making explicit its links to state structures: ‘what we call identity politics is produced by a state which can only allocate recognition and rights to subjects totalised by the particularity that constitutes their plaintiff status.’ (p100)


� See Chantler et al (2001)





� Telephone conversation with the advertisers, MGA, indicated that this was the second time this ad series had been run, the first time was in September/October 2002, and the second spanned December and January 2003.  The campaign was commissioned in spring 2002 (pers. comm.., 8.5.03).  





� I reproduce this text (and the oral presentation of the paper, the image) with the permission of BAE systems, secured via Doug Ayers of Marten Gibbon Associates (the advertising agency responsible for this specific campaign).  I am very grateful to Doug Ayers for his help in this.


� Clearly in this brief description I am not doing justice to the range of associations these other texts mobilised including, for example, how the ‘white feather’ functions polysemically as both (British) symbol of cowardice and (in the US) as part of the insignia of the Civil War.





� Each one costs between $45-50 million, see National Defense, later.





� This is unlike (at least in appeal) the woman owner of the large pair of breasts of the Easijet advertisement in circulation around Britain during June and July 2003, accompanied by the slogan ‘Weapons of Mass Distraction’. 


� Apparently there is a US version known as ‘Bitching Betty’.





� Queen, of course, anticipated my arguments here in Flash Gordon, by portraying the heroic melodramatic project as constituted and confirmed by heteronormativity, as in ‘Flash Flash I love you But we only have fourteen hours to save the Earth’ - and equally interestingly it is interpellated by the ‘woman’s’ voice.





� Note the references to ‘light-hearted’ in the ASA adjudication discussed later.





� More on the discourse of offsetting later.





� More on this question later too.





� There are shades of the discourse of ‘safe sex’ perhaps in play here – accompanying the crude sexual interpretation of the target/missile talk as erection/ejaculation.  For along with the obvious equation between ‘female company’ and escort/prostitution in the context of war comes a long history of trying to protect the ‘home side’ soldiers from venereal diseases (and now of course HIV), that positions the ‘foreign’ women as carriers of disease rather than the soldiers.





� Interestingly, discussion of the paper at POWS which focused on and considerably extended my appreciation of this, also thereby unwittingly reiterated the main focus of my argument here – concerning the imagery of feminisation (with associated gendered and presumed heterosexed relations) functions as a distractor from other key material-political relations at play.





� Pringle’s (1989) Weberian analysis applies here.  





� This is not to underestimate the actual role of British Telecom within military defence strategy – see e.g. the BT video at ‘The Secret Bunker’, the now open-to-the-public underground communications and administrative centre kept in preparation throughout the ‘cold war’ for nuclear war at Hack Green, Cheshire.





� From the Advertisers response to the complaints made to the ASA discussed later: ‘The advertisers said that the product was known affectionately as ‘Nagging Nora’ by male and female fighter pilots’.





� Adjudicators’ description: ‘light-hearted reference to users’ perceptions of the advertisers’ product’ (see below).





� Or have we already had it in the films Screamers, Star Wars, Star Trek, Hitchhikers Guide and Blade Runner (Director’s Cut)?





� Affiliations to the subjectivity of tube-users that serve the purported effectivity of the ad could be developed here.





� Developing Butler’s (1997) arguments further (and collapsing the individual-social somewhat!), we might even see war covertly being portrayed as an outlet for the aggression produced through the melancholic foreclosure of homosexual desire: ‘…the irresolution of melancholia is precisely the routing against the ego of aggression toward the other which is prohibited from being expressed directly.’ (p161)





� Indeed a more subterranean association I have been able to retrieve is to a Kotex booklet introducing menstruation and ‘feminine hygiene’ (use of sanitary towels) which – if my memory serves me right – includes a women’s shadowy face with red lipstick against a dark background.  All of which in this context adds a new twist to the 1970s feminist adage ‘war is menstrual envy’….





� This is not to essentialise or romanticise call centre culture and relations.  Indeed the very fact that current ‘outsourcing’ of so much telesales is accompanied by intensive cultural training to enable the even lower paid workers outside Euro-US countries to pepper their conversations with references to the latter’s weather and TV programmes (and thereby supposedly become culturally-proficient) precisely reiterates my argument about the fabrication of the space of ‘home’.


� A key methodological precept that cultural analysts, such as Barker (1993), have pointed out.


� Which is probably why BAE and Marten Gibbon were keen for me to read this, and indeed specifically faxed me over a copy (which I had already seen anyway).


� C.f. The Advertisers’ description reported in the ASA adjudication.





� Interestingly, local coverage of this story (first published on 9/01/03) in Lancashire where BAE is developing this system) maintained no such distinction: ‘Nagging doubts dispelled.  AEROSPACE bosses have been accused of sexual discrimination over an advert depicting their fighter pilots being nagged by a woman… Bosses at BAE are delighted that Nora has been cleared… The company explained…BAE is adamant that the advert was not sexist and explained that the red lipstick had been chosen because it reflected the company’s corporate colours’… (http:/www.thisislancashire.co.uk/Lancashire/archive/2003/01/09/LETBUS10ZM.html)





� See my note 11 above.


� I drafted this even before the revelations (9/05/03) that Donald Rumsfeld is executive director of the company that sold the nuclear capacity to North Korea in 2000.





� Racal, Thorn-EMI and Marconi secretly supplied President Saddam Hussein’s army with artillery control, anti-mortor radar and secure radio systems, much of which it is believed still to possess.  The firms are now subsidiaries of defence giants BAE and Thales. (‘UK taxpayers forced to pay millions for Iraq arms’, David Leigh and Rob Evans, Guardian 28/02/03)





� Indeed Butler (1997) frames some of her analysis around Foucault’s analysis of the links between individualisation and the state: ‘Maybe the target is not to discover what we are, but to refuse what we are.  We have to imagine and build up what we could be to get rid of this kind of political “double-bind” which is the simultaneous individualization and totalization of modern power structures.’ (quoted on p. 101)
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