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Introduction

Sue Wilkinson and Celia Kitzinger

The *turn to language’ is a defining feature of contemporary social
science; and central to it is ‘the emergence of a discourse framework’
(Parker, 1992: xi). Discourseanalysis has been described as ‘a new
wave of research sWeeping across social psychology’, and oneswhich:
iszcurrently=‘almostzgynonymous-withe“criticalzzand¢in:somescases
“feminist?research’ (Burman and Parker, 1993: 1, 9). Given the long
history of feminist concern with language, from the nineteenth
century on (see Cameron, 1990, for an excellent review; also the
Ylandmark’ texts by, for example, Lakoff, 1975; Thorne and Henley,
1975; Spender, 1980; McConnell-Ginet et al. 1980; Kramarae and
Treichler, 1985; and Cameron, 1985), it is perhaps not surprising that
discourse analysis has become so popular among feminist psycholo-
gists (as witnessed, for example, by the numerous discourse analytic
papers published in the international journal Feminism d& Psycho-
logy, such as Burman, 1992; Gavey, 1992; Gilfoyle et al., 1992;
Chesters, 1994; Crawford et al., 1994). What is surprising is the
curious absence of any text dealing specifically with discourse
analysis from a feminist psychological perspective.
k range widely, from the primarily
g , through conversation analysis and
ethnomethodology (such as Atkmson and Heritage, 1984), to
semiotic, psychoanalytic and peststructuralist/postmoderiist-vari-
ants (such as. Henrigiiesietals; 984) SAcross these forms, however,
non-feminist writing on discourse aualym routinely ignores the
contribution made by feminists, while feminist writing on discourse
analysis often excludes psychology altogether. So, for example,
‘feminism’ is not indexed in such key mainstream discourse analytic
texts as Norman Fairclough’s (1990) Discourse Analysis; Teun van
Dijk’s (1985) Handbook of Discourse Analysis; Deborah Schiffrin's
(1994) Approaches to Discourse; Jonathan Potter and Margaret
Wetherell’s (1987) Discourse and Social Psychology or Derek
Edwards and Jonathan Potter’s (1992) Discursive Psychology. Even
Ian Parker’s (1992) Discourse Dynamics has only two references in
the index to ‘feminism and discourse analysis’ (131, 140): these pages
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briefly mention the work of Walkerdine, Hollway, Squire, Gavey B

and Haraway as contributing to the development of poststructuralist
discourse analysis — and that’s all. Similarly, the omission of work by
psychologists in interdisciplinary feminist work on discourse is
apparent from volumes such as the Discourse & Society Special Issue
on ‘Women Speaking from Silence’ (Houston and Kramarae, 1991)

whichgincludes contributions from researchers based in sociology,
speech™and communications studies, women’s studies, English *
literature, linguistics, and adult education, but not one contributor |

who identifies herself as a psychologist; and the volume in the
Advances in Discourse Processes series on Gender and Discourse
(Todd and Fisher, 1988) which includes only one contribution from a
psychologist (Kathy Davis). The omission of psychological perspec-
tives in feminist discourse analytic writing is clear, too, when
well-known feminist writers on — and popularizers of — discourse
analysis, such as Deborah Tannen (1994); make virtually no refer-
ence to contributions from psychologists. There has been no attempt
to pull together the diverse strands of feminist psychological
discourse analytic research in a single collection; nor to consider in
any sustained way the value of discourse analysis for the project of
feminist psychology.

This book fills that gap, offering an edited collection of discourse
analytic work which is specifically feminist in content — constituting
both a ‘showcase’ for a major strand of contemporary feminist social
psychology in Britain, and a critical evaluation of discourse analysis
in relation to feminism. This book brings together, for the first time, a
collection of original chapters by feminist psychologists exploring the
contributions and contradictions of discourse analysis.

The first part of the book, entitled ‘Empirical Work’, consists of
four chapters not primarily concerned with arguing the merits of a
discourse analytic perspective, but which —~ on the whole — simply
assume these as self-evident and get on with the work of ‘doing’
discourse analyses in a feminist context. These four chapters present
discourse analytic work.on key feminist issues of particular interest to
feminist psychologists: adolescent knowledge about menstruation
(Lovering, Chapter 1), sexual harassment (Kitzinger and Thomas,
Chapter 2), gendered representations of childhood (Burman, Chap-

ter 3), and anorexia nervosa (Hepworth and Griffin, Chapter 4).
They include very different kinds of data, analysed at very different
levels: data from group discussions with school children, textually
analysed with the help of the computer program ETHNOGRAPH
(Lovering); data from interviews with adult men and women,
thematically analysed with reference to social context (Kitzinger and
Thomas); and data based on broader socio-cultural representations,
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lysed by deconstructing the discursive imperialism of mainstream
miiz’utionz, including ﬂlmg, advertising, and dcvelo_px.nental psycho-
logy (Burman), and therapy, psychiatry, and medicine (Hepworth

n).
anft?:ufl% IZC argued that it is the topic of these cl:xapters that makes
them feminist — they function primarily as illustrations of what‘can be
done with discourse analysis, in contrast to othe'r theorenf:al or
methodological frameworks?’ ey are un}'tegl by .theu: sl}ared vww.of
language as an interactive activity, medx.atmg linguistic and 'socmg
cultural knowledge, and constituting a site for the construction o
identities and subjectivities — and they also see language as a key site
inist resistance. } " .
fmi*‘frzx?n a discourse xéinzﬁytic perspective, the la'm‘guage w1t}.1m which
experience is framed is seen not simply as dt‘ascnbhxﬂng the social world,
but also as, in some sense, constructing n. 5067 as Hepworth and
Griffin (Chapter 4) and Kitzinger and Thoma,s (Ch.apter 2) showci
respectively, ‘anorexia’ and ‘sexual hflrassment are, in part, create
by the language that is used to describe then}. Such phenomena do
not have their origins inside the individual (1ndqed, t].1e concept of
‘the individual’ is itself a product of Western (Ehscurs.lve.p.ractlces:
Kitzinger, 1992), but, rather, they are constitutive of u"ujhvxdua]s as
social products. Inzdiscourse=analytic:zpsychology, [ijnstead of
studying the mind as if it were outside language, we s.tudy Fhe spoken
and written texts . . . —the conversations, debates, discussions where
images of the mind are reproduced and transformed’ (Burman and
3:2).% - )

PﬁIl'l]-‘( :trl;sl vgvgay, t)lfé“discursive location of the individual frames his/her
‘personal’ experience of self and subj ectmtyg;f‘What itmeans to bean
individual person in the “modern” world involves taking on as our
own the very discursive practices throggh which we a’re constituted
(Davies, 1990: 506, italics in oﬁgiqg}li So, quer.mg s (Chapter' 1)
analysis of ‘the transformation of’the girl-'chlld‘ mEo the bl.etj,dm.g
woman’ rests centrally on thexways:zinuwhich girls ﬁsub]scnwt}ms
shapedbyithe:available;discourse: ’A;WWX [d:miganings¥urround-
ing;nens;ruation. (The theorization of subjectivity is taken further by
Hollway (Chapter 5), in the second part of the l?ook:)

An attention to discourse facilitates a 1'515tor1ca.l account of
psychological (and other similarly hegemonic) knowledges, and
mounts a critique of practice derived from such knowledges by
challenging their truth claims. So, Bx}rman (C!lapter 3) shows hmg
prevailing Western discourses of childhood (in both popular and
psychological texts) are deeply gendgred, wlplei .Hepwort.h' an
Griffin (Chapter 4) examine the discursive continuities and disjunc-
tures between nineteenth-century texts about anorexia and feminist

[
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anal ;
YS€s over one hundred years later, and the inter-relationship of

s " L "
I:;:eglsﬁo;rsel’s In interviews with British health care worke
.+ 't has been argued that the current popularity of discomfé

Thomas i
) document moves from Ppositivist agendas (exposing nega- |

tive atti i

o :t :rt:il;kl:ti’eij :frilgi ;ignorance about menstruation, and developing a

conrey e del on of ‘sexyal harassment, respectively) to dis.

ot toyve o;i;? Howev.e}', the authors’ subsequent analyses

xisting oo urgl " erent Rohn;al ends. While Loveringis critich of

o sng sex ¢ ation practlce_s in schools, which pay little attenti
eanings of menstruation for young women, Kitzinger agg

(u}I%t:ix; zvorgs, how itis discursively defined and managed)

come ofogvert):?lrt of the l?ook, entitled “Theoretica] Advances’

disconme e ¢ apters which offer reflections upon the utility oé

ourse an ysis (both as theory and as method) for feminists, The

Chapter s, Sre:i of tgese chapters (Hollway, Chapter 5; Wetht.arell

aier d! quire, hap;er 8). provide broadly favourable evalu-
1scourse analysis; while the Temaining two (Widdicomb:;1

Q:'! Cl;z(ig;’e; 1?1,0 Gill, Ch'apter 9) express serious reservations.
4 ng the .issues: addregsed by these chapters is the statug

fforde textrazdiseisi
discourge t:n ;?eﬁa%admum% that is, material beyond the
ytc text, whether this is primarily characterized in

| terms of an ‘exterior’ i
xterior’ world of Soclal.practices and their material

effects, or in terms of ‘4 i
K or in an ‘interior’ world of subjectivi
1 . nter s
eﬁgﬁ%ﬁ%ﬂty. :Vhlle Wetherell (Chapter 7) wﬁ%gg’gﬁﬁﬁc?
the peyiiear g\i/:;ls :; zlqarl);ll:nv?e]ges the linguistic over the sociai or
) Bical, arguing that ‘[h]ow social obj i
the objects . . | -
b ::Su:i f)aék 1s pivotal to the nature of those objects. Talk ai{)eui[:ll::n
g, ofsth noft play a reflective or after-the-event role; it is tlfe
€ formation of social ob i ici Y
ks Jects and social practices’
Yy contrast, Hollway (Cl}apter 5) assumes expegeill‘::ecijhgisoi);

ferninist ot
g};r:ntl:; ;hs.cours‘e offers no words (as do Kitzinger and Tho
3] » in:their discussion of ‘unrecognized’ sexual harassm::)s’
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Hollway argues that the dominance of discursive approaches in social
§eience 1ids led to ‘a remarkable avoidance of the extra-discursive’.
Further, jshe contends that ‘a recognition of the fact that all
understanding of the world is mediated through language has been
falsely reduced to a premise that the world can be understood as
discursive’ (91) ‘Hollway’s remedy for this alleged reductionism is to
add a psychodynamic dimension to the theorization of subjectivity.

A very different solution is advocated by Gill (Chapter 9), whose
conception of the extra-discursive is located firmly in the social
world. As part of her indictment of postmodernist discourse analysis
as hopelessly relativistic, Gill identifies feminists’ need for a vocabu-
lary of value, ‘without which we will be left theoretically and
politically paralysed in the face of enduring inequalities, injustice and
oppression’ (165).

Contributors to Part 2 also seek to document the range of different
forms of discourse analysis (see, for example, Squire, Chapter 8;

Gill, Chapter 9), and sometimes to differentiate between them in

terms of their particular advantages or disadvantages for the feminist o
project. So Gill argues, in relation to the rampant relativism of much ";; N
postmodernist discourse analysis, that ‘the way in which relativists ¢ )
theorize the relationships between politics, personal life and aca- 3
demic research is antithetical to feminism. They explicitly proscribe ™
political commitments in their research ...’ (173), Widdicombe ..

(Chapter 6} is also critical of poststructuralist/postmodernist dis- =,

course analysis: specifically of the way in which it is typically used by *
feminists. She takes issue with ‘the analytic rush to identify discourses ..
in order to get on to the more serious business of accounting for their %

political significance’ (108), asserting that ‘by elevating their own ¢ 3

political agendas as the pre-established analytic frame [feminist]\“‘%{

researchers may actually undermine the practical and political utility *™3,
of the analyses they undertake’ (111). For Widdicombe, the solution
is to favour the ‘unfashionable’ ethnomethodological variety of |
discourse analysis, to focus on ‘the mundane contexts of interaction &' & %

[where] institutional power is exercised, social inequalities are o=
experienced, and resistance accomplished’ (111).

More generally, there is detailed consideration within these
chapters of the implications of discourse analysis for developing
feminist theory and politics. While there is, of course, no necessary
coincidence between the interests of feminists and discourse analysts
(as Squire points out in Chapter 8:145), the potential for fruitful
engagement is clear. Wetherell says: ‘Together discourse analysis
and feminism produce a radical and liberating scepticism’ (Chapter
7:135); while Gill’s view is that ‘discourse analysis has an enormous
amount to 6ffer feminists. It offers a principled and coherent means
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by which feminists can study talk and texts of all kinds — shedding
light on old questions and provoking new ones. It has the potential
to revitalise feminist studies of language . .." (Chapter 9:167).
Squire presents the benefits of doing discourse analysis for feminist
psychologists as (at least) threefold: as instrumentalist (it provides
‘a respectable institutional front’); as pragmatic (it offers ‘some help
in answering questions about method and theory that block their
work’, together with a ‘qualitative yet systematized method’); and
as political (it offers ‘hope for a radicalization of the discipline’)
(Chapter 8:146-7), However, there is considerable debate as to
whether there is a necessary connection between discourse analysis
(as theory or method) and a critical politics (as Burman and Parker,
1993, and Parker, 1992, sometimes seem to suggest); and whether
discourse analysis is necessarily of value for feminist political
purposes.

There is a growing feminist literature (for example, Lovibond,
1992; Soper, 1990; Jackson, 1992; Wilkinson and Kitzinger, 1995; .
see also Gill, above) arguing that discourse analysis/postmodernism
is antithetical to feminism; indeed, although using discourse analysis
here in pursuit of feminist goals, Burman is elsewhere (1990; 1991;
1992) quite sceptical about its value for feminists. Many contribu-
tors to this volume remain optimistic, however: those who demon-
strate discourse analysis in action in Part 1 and, in Part 2, Wetherell,
who proposes ‘a feminist politics of articulation’ (141), and Squire,
who exhorts feminist psychologists’ consistently to conjoin ‘nar-
ratives of pragmatism’ and ‘narratives of extravagance’ in their
discourse analyses (146).

Gill (Chapter 9) is more equivocal. Although, as noted above,
she sees great potential for the use of discourse analysis by
feminists, she follows Burman (1992) in distinguishing between the
applications of discourse analysis and the theory itself, and goes on
to suggest that it is precisely those features of discourse analysis’s
theoretical commitments making it so productive for feminists, that
also make it deeply problematic. The stress laid by discourse
analysis on simple ‘diversity’ masks power differences; its notion of
multiple, fragmented subject positions can lead to the denial of any
single identity around which to organize; its emphasis on the
s micro-politics of power downplays macro-structural inequalities; (
. and - most importantly - its commitment to relativism disavows the
grounds for feminist politics. Ultimately, as a feminist, Gill rejects -
the postmedernist discourse analytic position on relativism as
offering ‘no principled alternative to realism by means of which we
might make political interventions’ (171, emphasis in original). She
argues, instead for a type of ‘passionately interested inquiry’ (175);
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‘arelativism which is unashamedly political, in which we, as feminists,
canmake social transformation an explicit concern of our work’ (1.82).

Insum, then, this volume highlights the uses of discourse analysis by
feminist psychologists and illustrates its applif:ations to a range of
feminist topics (Part 1); it also provides a critical evaluation of the
theory/method for the feminist project of intellegtua.l, somal. and
political change (Part 2). It is difficult to identify foundqnonal
premises or techniques which are specific to discourse ana!yms, not
only because of the breadth and conceptual/methodolog@al ‘fuz-
ziness’ of the term, but also because of the common ground it shar.es
with other critical approaches in social science (for example, social
constructionism, the study of rhetoric, ideology, textuality, critical
ethnography—and qualitative methods more generally). Nonetheless,
this volume addresses many of the key issues raised by discourse
analysis for feminists. . )

Many feminist social scientists have argued that there is no single
feminist method, no one approach to data collection or analysis which
is distinctively and inherently ‘feminist’ (Wilkinson, 1986; Peplau and
Conrad, 1989). Thus there is nothing distinctively feminist about the
theory or method of discourse analysis. Although not all of the
contributors to thisbook would call themselves discourse analysts, all
are feminists and/or are engaged in feminist research — and all have
found some aspects of discourse analysis of value in their work, As
editors of this volume, we have brought together leading British
feminist psychologists working in discourse analysis, and have raised
for debate and discussion some of the key issues in the relationship
between feminism and discourse. We consider this book to be an
essential resource for all feminists, psychologists, and discourse
analysts seeking to explore and make sense of the complexities and
contradictions of doing feminist psychological discourse analytic
research.
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Part1
EMPIRICAL WORK

1

The Bleeding Body: Adolescents Talk
about Menstruation

Kathryn Matthews Lovering

The transformation of the girl-child into the bleeding woman is, and
has been, for me a problematic and fascinating subject for rese':u'ch.

E 1989.1 began what was to have been a feminist but otherwise
gconventional psychological study into “The effects of menarche on
aspects of girls’ self-concept’. Over the next three years I made the
dxfﬁcu}t but liberating move to a feminist poststructuralist discourse
analysis of menstrual discursive practices and girls’ subjectivity] It is
this move and its results that I want to discuss in this chapter,

Background — making the move

Whe}'l I began my original research into the effects of menstruation
on girls, I learned from contemporary psychological research (see
R.uble and Brooks-Gunn, 1982; Scott et al., 1989; McGrory, 1990;
Ru'ardan and Koff, 1990) that adolescents have largely négativé
atfm;des to, and a lack of knowledge about, menstruation. However
this literature does not address the questions of why adolescents havé
such negative attitudes, nor of how they remain so ignorant of such a
common event. The social and political aspects of menstruation
never fe'zlt}lre. in these accounts of girls’ experiences of menarche nor
are feminist issues debated. I became increasingly intrigued by’ thig
psychological silence on these aspects of menarche, the source of
adolescents’ negativity, and what menstruation might mean for girls
and boys.

'ljhere .did not seem to be a place for my questions, values and
desires within the conventional psychology of menarche. As Nicolas
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Rose (1985:3) comments, psychology has emerged as an ‘indivi-
duated scientific discourse’ which seeks to produce rational and
objective explanations of a unified subject that are ‘true’. This
scientific psychology bases its claims to truth on formalized methods

- of experimentation and data collection with an emphasis on re-

Hability and validity, and it assumes

that ignoring the constitution of science within political desires, values and"Z?
interests will somehow increase the reliability of accounts of nature and Q
.social life. (Harding, 1991: 148) '

As a feminist, I found this standpoint increasingly incompatible with
my commitment to the improvement of women’s position in science
and society, and with my experience as a menstruating woman and
female researcher. The separation of the means of doing research
from its ends, the removal of the researcher from the research
process, and the assumption that ‘facts’ can be collected about the |
social world can place the researcher in the position of simply |
reflecting and perpetuating the ‘unequal power relations which
already exist in the society’ (May, 1993: 41). I found myselfin just this |
position with a paper I gave early in my research — entitled ‘The |
Experience of Menarche: Misconceptions and Miseries’. Here I
inadvertently pathologized the female body (as a source of miseries),
labelled girls as ‘ignorant’ (they don’t or won’t understand the
biology of menstruation), and placed the fault with either the mother
or the teacher (they should tell girls about ‘it’). It was never my
intention just to reflect existing power relations, or to ‘blame’ women
for their own oppression, or to detach myself from my research

... in such a way that we strip ‘ourselves’ from descriptions, or describe
our involvements in particular kinds of ways — as somehow ‘removed’
rather than full-blown members of the events and processes we describe,
(Stanley and Wise, 1983: 155)

Slowly I realized I needed a different theory and methodology.

Conventional psychology does notjaddress the production of know- 24/ .
ledge, the issue of power, or questions of meaning})it does not .y 5?)?“

account for the patriarchal nature of menstrual attitudes or for the
scientific production of knowledge/ignorance about menstruation.
Even women psychologists researching menarche have focused on
the quantification of menstrual attitudes and knowledge rather than
questioning their nature or source. Their research is based on the
‘taken-for-granted, commeon-sense facts’ (Henriques et al., 1984:2)
of the female body and of menstruation which is always everywhere
‘tabooed’ and the symbol of ‘womanhood’ (see Laws, 1990, for a
critique of these essentialist ideas).

?
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Neither is the more explicitly feminist qualitative methodology in-

?vsi'lci:g%l:‘g’y ;3 lv]vhich ajms to ‘give a voice’ to women — necessarily a
yalid on th(eo r?z‘;mzll]]; , 5109301 141); in part because such an approach
1 ial aspects of women’s subjecti i
ence, and in part because it does no i oroduction
) ) t consider the producti
meaning of silence. Too often, this re B the issue of
: . s h neglects the i
social and power relations in the fi nation. vt
[ and | ‘ormation of women’ i
and ‘voice’ as well as ne i ions o it bomg em.
glecting questions of who is bei
powered, and in whose interests this e; is boing enacted.
s g mpowerment is being enacted.
1 lysis that would enable me to get behi
assumptions of the present psychology of B et rould
AN gy o menarche so that I could
] d :ptions and practices, their meanings for b
z:;jn gz{rls\;i itll?dtl%gsl: tZub]et;':tivity.. The psychological appr%)ag cng
| uestions is associated with what is
gf;tjvt;u;tu;ahs.t psychology and discourse analysis as inﬂu:anc‘;aélgd
rk of Michel Foucault, and ‘already has a history in psycho)i

logy’ (Parker, 1992:1). It was to this approach that I decided to

move. :
diéﬁj:io&gqately ]_for those of us new to this area, there are major
ffic in such a move. The first is that th " ‘di
within' the social sciences is, a i o e, (19847
: , as Cousins and Hussain :
g:;rggddogt more thar.n a decade ago, ‘becoming embagzgs;lg)
el gﬁZin:ﬁs l11110rebhke]y to induce confusion than any clarity. 1{
! ave been set to produce’. Discourse has b A
s . een put
. ;;ﬁg;lg \;;e;i from extending the theory of ideology to iufol;mirtlg
i poilo phical debate about knowledge and reality. In psycholingui
: % 1ttuims focus;d on structural linguistics with an ‘emp*ﬁz”iéi%‘igi
I C198:! Jaﬁx(x)lsalysxs and its relative neglect of content’ (Henriques et
nfuenced by FOSRAIE ok 4 enial eoncern i coRtEat fnd
! as a central concern with (it A
therefore is a ‘step awa, o
there s y from language’ (Parker, 1992: xi i
| :isstl}ltss pgraglc{)xlcgtl l:nove to discourse but awaysﬂ-c;mdanlgulz‘ginzﬂav{;%
2 reak with many of the major assumpti :
tions of
g:yzﬂfil(;)gy (Kvgle, 1992), that make this analysis lp?roblc:maticr:n ac:i‘va;ll
- Whus, gseru], Qangerous and liberating’ (Parker, 1992: xi)
s thztt'fb;?sit:;sthmotve to ddiscourse mean for my aualysis? It
jm | e term ‘discourse’ I am establishi iti
distance from conce; e e o
e pts of language and internal it
ignore how our subjectivity is consti Flental e
L stituted by history, cult
 power relations.f Rather than assumi B P
inductive conténf’ analysis, that 1 i
i , anguage reflects some indivi
ldI::;i];le f}t;tes, I.alassunllg instead that /discourses ‘do nlont ls‘;lxs;?;
¢ ocial world, but categorise it,jthe; bri
be 1l k ;they bring phenom
into sight> (Parker, 1992:4-—2:% As my addi,tional reseaﬁ:h into i::

present history of the psycholo
post-meuarcheal’
object of study be
construction of psychological
question whether men

easily. We have to giveup
Not only must we

can consider how knowledge
it just stands for some ‘real’

into menarche and girls, Ij
and male body are complet

much researc
the case: there have
body. Early sixteenth-

differences were recognized

for the similarities between
between the ‘two

were being produced to

feminist poststructur
female body as a ‘medium o
practical, direct 1o
material, biologi

e

which psychologists
and impressed with the s

ds Chris Weedon (1987:2)
social meanings given to

fundamental to a feminist
questions of how an

to the effects o

strual attitudes tests and questionnaires simply

report individuals® beliefs or whether they activel

This move to 2 poststructuralist discourse anal )
ngrained habits of thought and practice.

think of discourse as bringing ‘phenomena into
sight’, but we must not distinguish be
Kno,wledgezmusb:alwaySEbefcdﬁféiVé” s}

and discipline bodies. For example,
st took it for granted that the female body

pletely different, and will always
just ‘common sense’ as well as scientific ‘fact’,
h into the menstrual cycle: But this has not always been

the fenale and male body as essentially the same,
Victorian era, 2 prizewinning

biological sex differences because in practic
deny women equal access t0 education, T

ke ‘discoveries’, the body is ‘trained, shaped,"f

selfhood, desire, masculinity, femininity’ (Bordo, 198!

These questions about knowledge are espect

accept that the production of psychologic
£ politics. There is always the danger of psychology {
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gy of menarche revealed, the ‘pre-and

girl of psychological research did not exist as an
fore 1937: she was a historical and cultural

practice. In the same way, we could

y produce them.
ysis does not come

tween theory and practice.

fagpractice: In this way we Ygiitoue
comes into being rather than assuming
thing; and how knowledge(s) regulate
when I first began my research

ely different, have always been com-
be completely different. This seems
and it underwrites

been and are different ways of seeing the human
century British anatomy and medicine viewed

although some
{Laqueur, 1990). Even in the scientific
feninist scientist and physician argued
the female and male body, stating that

sexes, is a difference not of kind, but of degree’
(Jacobi, 1878: 101). Importantly, she was arguing against such

e these scientific ‘truths’ S

professions, and politics.
A Jlist discourse analysis allows us to See the g

cus of social control’ (Bordo, 1989:13), awfﬂ, asa
qaLbody. Far from being the pre-given object about !3

£ culture’ and, as Foucault has argued, ‘a &

tamp of prevailing historical forms of
9:14). And 1f"7
argues, ‘patriarchal power rests on the
biological sexual difference’, then it “F
psychology of menarche that we tackle

d where knowledge is produced, and by whom j{ -

ally important ifwe
al knowledge is always opent
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re-producing rather than challenging, resisting, or transforming
/ existing relations of power. We can become enmeshed by the

practices of institutional psychology so that we are drawn into

collusion with the forces that sustain our subordination as women.

‘We see this happen in the history of menstrual research with women

researchers (see Helene Deutsch, 1944; Phyllis Greenacre, 1950; and

Therese Benedek, 1952), re-producing the arguments of anti-

feminist male biologists that women’s emotions and social behaviour
¢ are controlled by their ‘sexual cycle’, arguments that have been used
repeatedly to restrict women’s participation in public life. These
women psychologists re-produced the very arguments which were
used to subordinate their own, and other women’s, interests and
ambitions.

In the research on menarche, it has been anti-feminist (and
male-dominated) discursive practices that have constructed the onset
of menstruation as a ‘critical’ period marking the menstruating girl
both as vulnerable to trauma and as fundamentally different
(biologically different) from the adolescent boy“.VT‘hTs construction of
menarche as a ‘significant’ developmental event — with no male
equivalent — signalling ‘womanhood’ and ‘femininity’ remains un-
examined by many women research psychologistﬁ_(Menarche is
treated as a pre-given object of biology: not as the historical creation

of a particular kind of twentieth-century science. So that even as
women in psychology are seeking to redress the gender imbalance in
_psychological practice with more research by women on topics of

.. [interest to women, they re-produce patriarchal conceptions of the
- y re-p P P

ji' female body by ignoring the historical and cultural construction of
their subject. With a psychology ignorant of history and devoid of
power relations, we risk mistaking man-made objects for nature-
given realities, thereby inadvertently supporting the status quo.
(IE contrast, when a poststructuralist discourse analysis is applied to

.+ ¢ the psychology of menarche, knowledges of the female body and

menstruation are treated as historical and cultural productions
involving the participation of wider social practices. The psychology
of menarche and adolescents’ experiences are seen as produced by
particular discursive practices located in history and sociew not by
the ‘truth’ of an independent, materially given object which psy-
chologists ‘discover’. It is these patriarchal, cultural and scientific
discourses and practices of the female body and sexuality which
constitute girls’ understanding and experience of their body, femi-
ninity, and menstruation.
This, then, was the framework which I brought to my analysis of
)adolescents talking about menstruation. Although it is through an
analysis of their conversations that I make sense of the girls’ and boys’

1 RE piceuing vwwy =2

knowledge and experience, these conversations mu§t be interpreted.
Knowledge and meaning are not directly reflected in words because
as Wendy Hollway (1989: 42) says:
.. . a theory of meaning incorporating.per
scious processes and social differences is re
them.

sonal history, culture, uncon- i

quired to make good sense of J

As a consequence of my move to a ‘new’ ana}ysis the almstpfnrrg
research changed from investigating the ‘effects of Fnex;str:m 1% n |
questions about the discourses and practices z}zgiibhe 0y o % .
adolescent girls and boys in relation to mgnstrqahon, i Ti 'mean egs
menstruation has for them, and the ways in which these discourses,

practices, and meanings constitute girls’ subjectivity. i

Methodology

ing discussions and having problems . i
fﬁlavllc'll i series of discussions with young adolescents on ‘Growing upt;
the purpose being to encourage ther§1 to ta}k about dlﬁergnt asp::;:u s
of being a girl or boy ‘growing up’ g including put?erty an me;l -
ation. The discussions were in seml-stqucturec’l, single sex gro gces’
order to encourage a ‘diversity of participants accounting prac s
(Potter and Wetherell, 1987: 164). T thought informal group‘sj .vtv.o d
produce a wider range of material than .the more  tradition
one-to-one formal interview witha sa.t of specific questions. "

Although problems and ‘mistakes’ in researchare often v»{ntten Zre
of accounts, I want to point out that these group dlsc.:x{ssxox{’snvlv :
done before I had adopted my present theoretical position. exll ]
planned them 1 thought of them either. as focus groups or as leplb (1)e
study, but as soon as they started 1 realized they wogﬂd be inval ui ble
as a study in themselves, Even thm.xgh T was un@ecxded on rlx'lyfe <
approach, I knew I was not attempting to test' attitudes or bel ie ts1 s n11
trying to obtain representaﬁve or normative data or statistically

significant ‘resuits’.

ici _ recruiting girls and boys ) )
f?é::&?é’gsme pamcipigts from a state school in 2 large town bll'll :ihe
South West of Britain. The school had boys and gl{'ls frgm a.llva il lTl?s
and socio-economic classes but few from ethnic minorities. th.e
participants were all eleven to twelve years old. As the puplxls m‘d 1;
school were placed in one of three academic ability bands‘,:1 ; e?"t:d
to have a girls’ and boys’ discussion group from each band. I vist '
three classes to tell the pupils about my {esearch, and to rgques
volunteers for the following week. The pupils who volunteered were



