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INTRODUCTION: Possibilities and Constraints in the Shaping of
Subjectivities

Anne Meneley

This issue of Social Analysis investigales the structuring of subjectivities in specific
material worlds. The theoretical influences in these papers are varied, yel a few
theorists exert a pervasive influence. Raymond Williams’ (1977) notion of “struc-
tures of feeling” allows us to think through how class dispositions are generated in
various domains — forms of leisure and cultural production as well as economic rel-
ations. Carolyn Steedman’s Landseape for a Good Woman (1986) provides another
touchstone for several of the papers. Although none of the authors cross the same
empirical ground as Steedman in her memoir and class history of 1950s Britain, we
have found her theoretical insights to illuminate the very different landscapes we
investigate here. One, Steedman focuscs on the fact that class subjectivities are
always gendered. Two, she attends to the role of material objects — clothes, con-
sumer goods, and food — in constituting subjectivities. Desires are often aroused
without being attainable, giving bitlerness a prominence in the structures of feeling in
the working class world that Steedman describes, Although the worlds engaged in
this collection are quite different, we all focus on how subjectivities are shaped in
relation to material worlds — the world that one lives in or is excluded from — with
particular histories. Steedman’s insight that the study of psychology — a dominant
site for theories of subjectivity — is truly lacking unless class is taken into account, is
one we have taken to heart. Her style of history is also uscful as a model because of
its focus on the idiosyncratic responses of individuals to the specificities of their own
life histories within wider class positions. Steedman is also careful not to abstract a
notion of class from its historical period. Therefore, we can draw on the theoretical
implications of her work rather than the particular period she describes, to guide us in
developing a critical sensitivity to how people, emotions, and goods are variously
intertwined.

Another theme uniting the papers is an awareness of the constraints people face in
various social worlds. In relationships of power, people find themselves in particular
types of binds, which restrict what they can do and how they can imagine themselves,
or have their desires gratified. Diverse forms of restriction — imposed by military
regimes, patriarchal families, anthropological training, colonial domination ot cruel
economies — provide the backdrop to these papers.

DuBois cites Steedman’s poignant concern with lives “for whom the central
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intcrprt?ti.ve devices don’t quite work.” In DuBois’ paper we see that memories of
Arg»entl.nzla.n military dictatorships have particular implications for the gendered
sub;ec}uvmes of working class people of the neighbourhood called José Ingenieros
Du]?(ns conveys how a feminine disposition is articulated in the dramatic tales of hex"
‘valiant ladies’, who recall their role in responding bravely, and often authoritatively,
Lo a repressive dictatorship. Borrowing Williams’ phrase, DuBois suggests that thesé
women become a “resource of hope” in their struggle to achieve the goods and
physical spaces that allow a decent life in a landscape coloured by cynicism.

Yopng’s paper focuses on people in the eastern economic periphery of Canada
who, given the regional high unemployment that leaves them marginal and dependent
on [h‘e state, have never been disciplined to work. Their energy, creativity, and
intelligence is sometimes devoted to the production of ritual play scenarios ins’pired
by the popular culture delivered to them in their youth by television,. Their
can.sumption of popular culture did not render these individuals playful pestmodern
subjects, but it did instill in them desires for things of the world, and desires fo
oceupy other subject positions. Yet desire does not decree possibility and they are too
often prevented from finding ways out of poverty.

Both Young and McLean engage situations in which the radical distinction
beiween the ‘real’ and the “unreal’ on which modern subjectivities are founded is
threatened. McLean’s paper discusses how the Irish famine victims were “rendered
slrunfgers in the landscapes of their birth,” as they wandered over the countryside
s.tarvmg and dispossessed. In the observers” harrowing descriptions of famine vic-
lu.ns, McLean reads a disturbing distuption of the ‘real’ and the *unreal”: the victims
with their distorted bodjes and haunting cyes threaten the ‘natural’ distinction
between the living and the dead. He suggests that the starving do not remain a
‘specl'flcle’; rather they reach into the subjectivities of the observer, haunting them
upsetling notions of logical progression as starving children resemble wizened Old’
men, Young's piece evokes a ‘haunting’ metaphor too: her subjects possess her as
she contemplates her relationships and responsibilities to them, yet she discovers that
they feel it is she who is haunting them.

While Young stresses the connection between narrative and structures of feelings
a.C.ted D.ul in situations of play, Meneley focuses on élite Muslim women’s structurin,
of subjectivities within particular regimes of consumption. Like DuBois, she pay%
close attention to how subjectivities are gendered within particular class;:s Good;
transferred from men to women are at the same time a right, a sign of ‘lovf;’ and a
token of virtue. Taking inspiration from Steedman, she notes how people orient
themselves in terms of specific notions of ‘goodness’ and that goods are themselves
very much involved in ‘structures of feeling’, Material neglect signifies an erosion of
valued identity which is bitterly felt, yet cannot be talked about, because an &lite
Awonlmn‘s ‘goodness’ precludes her from complaining. Neglect may then be embod-
ied in illness which élite women interpret as a weakening of their bodies that is
caused by being undercut by kin. Here, as in Young's ethnographic case. goods orys-
tallize social relationships. ’

Like Meneley, Gibb explores subjectivities inculcated in a Muslim society
characterized by strict gender segregation. Through a consideration of her own
subjectivity as an anthropologist and as a ‘sexually cognizant knower’, borrowing
Kulick's term, Gibb explores a series of examples in which she contrasts her own
assumptions about what constituted ‘sexual behaviour’ to those of her informants.
Drawing on her ethnographic material from northeast Africa, she suggests how in
some cases, meaningful relaticnships are defined more by exchanges of goods and
emotional orientations than sexual acts. Gibb discusses how the straight-jacketing of
our own subjectivities can prevent us from understanding the subjectivities of others.
Young's paper also contemplates the subjectivity of the anthropologist by showing
how the women she worked with problematize her identity and refract it back to her
in a way she hadn't quile expected but can recognize, albeit with some discomfort.

The papers in this volume, by considering the problematics of the constitution cf
subjectivities of observer and observed as they encounter each other in relationships
which are often complicated by material and conceptual inequities, significantly
contribute to continuing discussions of the politics and epistemologies of the
anthropological encounter. The papers together provide a case for the impossibility of
divorcing the structuring of subjectivities from the material contours in which they
are shaped.



