
perceptions of the family. And because these media are often more progressive than social,

political, and religious agencies, the meaning of the word ‘‘family’’ has become extraor-

dinarily contentious. For example, whereas in the early decades of television, the portrayal

of conventional families (two-parent, heterosexual, child-rearing, with a ‘‘working’’

father and ‘‘homemaking’’ mother) was the rule, in the last two decades of the C20, the

family became ‘‘a loose, liberal, contractual affair between a miscellaneous number of big

and little adults’’ (Moore, 1992: 56). Changing usage – reconstituted families and

single-parent families – reflects these developments.

Currently, as television and feature films run well ahead of social mores in normalizing

families with alternative modes of intimacy – with MTV’s ‘‘reality show’’ The Osbournes

providing a dramatic challenge to traditional answers to the question ‘‘what is a functional

family’’ (Hedegaard, 2002: 1) – the warrant for the use of ‘‘family’’ to include same-sex

couples is widely contested in a variety of local and national venues. The rights of

same-sex couples to have socially and legally recognized marriages and to adopt children

are involved in ongoing administrative, juridical, and legislative actions. As a result, in the

early years of the C21, the issues surrounding the migration of formerly proscribed modes

of intimacy into recognized family status constitute a major instability that afflicts the

identification of the family (Goldberg-Hiller, 2002).

Michael J. Shapiro

See: GENDER, HOME, PRIVATE, PUBLIC.

Fashion
A C14 meaning of fashion (from L facere) was to ‘‘make,’’ and that included what an

object was made from – a human face could be fashioned from poor temper, or a strong

physique from noble stock. Fashion revealed the essence and origins of the individual: as in

‘‘dressed like a Spaniard’’ or ‘‘draped in Frensche fasshyon.’’ ‘‘Fashion’’ also referred to

a manner, as in a warlike facion or after a fashion.

From its earliest mention ‘‘fashion’’ has had multiple meanings; it refers to appearances

(‘‘fair in faciun for to sei’’), styles of behavior (‘‘for fashyon sake’’), and social status

(‘‘the facyon of the londe’’). In the same way as physical characteristics of race and

physiognomy have been used to explain psychological properties, so fashion has been

invoked to make visible the invisible, specifically the psychological. Appearances can

show how the fashionable feel; ‘‘the man of quality must, for fashion-sake, appear in

love.’’ In the mC18, Lord Chesterfield famously advised his son, ‘‘If you are not in fashion,

you are nobody’’ (cit. McKendrick, Brewer, and Plumb, 1982: 39).

Other functions of dress include giving warmth and protection. In cultures where clothes

are minimal and the body almost fully exposed, there are still strong rules about appear-

ance, decoration, display, and modesty. The body is always a communication system
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that individual and social change were part of the same process. Feminism accordingly

became a very successful politics of the personal, so that every aspect of life – health, dress,

sexuality, friendships, occupation, cultural and leisure pursuits, philosophy – becomes a part

of a political project for change. Alongside this emphasis on the personal there has been also

a more conventional politics of protest, lobbying, public speaking, campaigning, and

organizing. Moderate forms of feminism have been globally supported by the United

Nations, with four huge world conferences: Mexico City in 1975 (leading to the United

Nations Decade for Women [1976–85]), Copenhagen in 1980, Nairobi in 1985, and Beijing

in 1995 (Pettman, 1996).

Yet if feminism has achieved real successes in legislation and cultural practice, it also

faces some serious difficulties. Women of color, in the US and elsewhere, pointed out that

most white feminists did not recognize the benefits they enjoyed from racist institutions

and practices. Whiteness became a problem for analysis, and postcolonial and cross-

cultural critiques have deconstructed the category ‘‘woman’’ into a thousand fragments.

The idea of women as a group with a common social or structural position in relation to

men has given way to the idea that women are profoundly divided from one another. Many

speak now of feminisms, denoting a greater awareness of the different histories of

feminism in Asia, Europe, the Americas, and elsewhere. Furthermore, feminism’s very

success meant that many came to see it as a mainstream rather than alternative move-

ment, exhibiting some of the desires for power that it once so vigorously abhorred. By the

1990s, a right-wing ‘‘backlash’’ against feminism was evident in the West both in media

discourse and in the withdrawal of government support for some feminist programs.

In recent years second-wave feminism in the West has declined somewhat as an active

political movement, though it continues as a real and active political force in many non-

Western countries. New issues have occupied feminist activists, from information technol-

ogy to religious difference. Two of feminism’s greatest strengths – its internationalism and

its non-violence – may yet prove to be its most important contribution to humanity.

Ann Curthoys

See: ALTERNATIVE, LIBERALISM, MOVEMENTS, RADICAL, SOCIALISM.

Fetish
Fetish has resonances in two major theoretical traditions: Freudian psychoanalysis and

Marxism. Both borrowed the term from early colonial and subsequent anthropological

usage. Its origins lie in the name given to the objects or charms used by Africans of the

Guinea and neighboring coast that embodied magical or supernatural properties. It came

to mean any object that was worshiped in its own right by native peoples on account of its

inherent magical qualities. It was a simple step from this to understanding a fetish as
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something that embodied irrational beliefs. Already by the 1860s worship of the consti-

tutional monarchy in Britain was denounced as a fetish.

It is striking that both psychoanalysis and Marxism found this concept useful at roughly

the same time, though the concept of the fetish clearly operates somewhat differently in

each tradition. For psychoanalysis, the key relationship is with the Oedipus complex, the

central mechanism in the acquisition of gendered identity. For Marxism, the link is with the

congealing of labor power and commodification. But what is apparent is that fetishization

is a key to the understanding of the main objects of concern in both theories: the dynamic

unconscious and the dynamics of capitalist accumulation. In both cases the fetish masks

the underlying, and painful, reality.

Freud first uses the concept in the ‘‘Three essays’’ (1953c [1905]), building on the

perceptions contained in the writings of the pioneers of sexology. There was plentiful

evidence in their work that many individuals obtained sexual excitation from ostensibly

non-sexual objects, whether inanimate or other parts of the body: feet, hands, fur, shoes,

etc. This was the fetish, which stood in for the genital organ in Freud’s theory. In a later

essay, ‘‘Fetishism’’ (1961 [1927]), Freud underlined that this was an exclusively mascu-

line perversion, with the fetish standing in for the absent (‘‘castrated’’) female organs. The

fetish is a compromise between the boy’s horrified recognition of castration, and his

disavowal of it. It allows him the fantasy of a female phallus, whilst accepting its absence.

The fetish, and the process of fetishization, are thus absolutely key to some of the most

contested of Freud’s theories – the Oedipus complex, female castration, male castration

anxiety – and hence to Freud’s whole understanding of the ways in which the undifferen-

tiated blobs of humanity that are infants acquire the rules of gender, sexuality, heterosexu-

ality, and homosexuality.

Of course, the idea of the sexual fetish does not have to carry this theoretical baggage,

and its common usage barely refers to it. Conventionally, the term usually refers to any

object which has a sexual significance, that is, simply to the substitution and masking

rather than the underlying structures that shape the substitution. You do not have to accept

Freudian explanations to find the term useful. Thus people readily talk of a leather or

rubber fetish, implying that these materials have a quality which excites erotic attraction.

Freud, as we have seen, saw this as a male phenomenon. Various feminist critics, however,

have pointed out the existence of fetishism in female-authored texts, and of female

fetishists in the bedroom and on the couches of analysts as well (N. Schor, 1992: 113–

16). Some feminists have gone further, and theorized the centrality of fetishism to lesbian

sexuality. By disavowing their own castration, women can turn their whole body into the

phallus – making the lesbian a successful female fetishist (De Lauretis, 1994). It has also

been argued that fetishization, by sexualizing the object, is analogous to the common male

mode of objectification of women. For this reason, the concept has been widely used in

feminist film theory and analysis of pornography (Grosz, 1992: 116–17).
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The process of displacing the person, and masking the underlying reality in the object of

worship, provides the link with the Marxist use of the concept. Marx argued that fetishism

was pervasive in capitalist society. It denoted the process whereby material objects, which

had certain characteristics imputed to them by the fact of complex social relations,

appeared as products of nature. The elementary form of this was the fetishism of the

commodity, as the bearer of value. Under capitalism, although all commodities are

products of labor power in a society organized around complex divisions of labor,

the value of a commodity appears to be intrinsic to the thing itself. Classically, gold,

as the measure of exchange in the C19, seems to have an intrinsic value, and is worshiped,

fetishized. But the labor power that went into it is obscured, so that instead of seeing the

object as the product of social labor, the worker seems subordinated to the product itself.

The exploitative relationship is hidden (Geras, 1983).

By extension, everything can be commodified, including sexuality. Indeed, it is often

argued that in the conditions of late capitalism sexuality has been drawn as never before

into market relations. The lure of the erotic is deployed to sell everything from motor cars

to exotic holidays, while sexuality is locked into fetishized images of what is desirable,

especially through a globalized fashion industry. We still, it seems, want to worship the

thing, the object. And as in the original C19 usage, reason has little to do with it.

Jeffrey Weeks

See: COMMODITY, DESIRE, FASHION, GAY AND LESBIAN, PORNOGRAPHY, QUEER,

SEXUALITY, UNCONSCIOUS.

Freedom
In its ordinary usage freedom means absence of restraints or restrictions. Individuals are

free when no one stops them from pursuing their goals or doing what they wish to do. ‘‘In

this, then, consists Freedom, (viz.) in our being able to act, or not to act, according as we

shall choose, or will’’ (Locke, 1690). Slavery, in which an individual is the property of

another and does the latter’s bidding, represents the opposite of freedom. Prisoners, those

held hostages, or those who are chained or subjected to restraints imposed by others are

not free.

Individuals may not be able to do what they wish to do because of deep-seated complexes

and phobias or because of their indecisiveness, lack of self-discipline, and impulsiveness.

These individuals are free in the sense that no one is stopping them doing what they wish to

do, but they are unable to take advantage of their freedom. They are said to be objectively

free but not subjectively free; they have legal and political freedom but not moral or

psychological freedom.

Individuals may not be able to engage in their self-chosen activities because of the lack

of resources. They may wish to go to China, but lack the money to pay for the flight.
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