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The Personal Is Political

In 1970 Carol Hanisch published the essay ‘The Personal Is Political’. Hanisch
(1970/2006) does not take credit for the title, attributing it instead to editors Shulie
Firestone and Anne Koedt, and similar ideas have been around at least since John
Stuart Mill. Yet in the heated political climate of the early 1970s, Hanisch’s essay
has hugely influenced feminist activism, practice, theory, and policy — it has
become the voice of a generation. In the process, the phrase ‘the personal is politi-
cal’ has opened up numerous questions and debates.

At a mundane level, women agonised about whether any expression of femi-
ninity (wearing lipstick, shaving hair) was a betrayal of feminist politics. ...
A misrepresentation of the slogan also legitimised a particularly regressive
form of identity politics in which only those with experience of race or gen-
der discrimination, say, had the authority and authenticity to speak about it
and whose opinions had validity simply because of the social position of the
speaker regardless of their political stance. (Gupta 2015)

More than three decades after publishing her article, Hanisch revisited these ideas
in her 2006 introduction to ‘The Personal Is Political’. She specifies that “political”
was used here in the board sense of the word as having to do with power relation-
ships, not the narrow sense of electorial politics’ (Hanisch 1970/2006) and explains
that the paper was her ‘response in the heat of the battle to the attacks on us by SCEF
and the rest of the radical movement’. She emphasises that it is ‘important to realise
that the paper came out of struggle’, and that ‘it’s also important to realise the theory
the paper contains did not come solely out of [her] individual brain. It came out of a

movement ... and a specific group of women within New York Radical Women’.!

! New York Radical Women (1967-1969) was a second-wave radical feminist group founded by Robin
Morgan, Carol Hanisch, Shulamith Firestone, and Pam Allen. The Southern Conference Educational
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Hanisch’s 2006 reflection speaks to many questions and dilemmas inspired by her
essay: the importance of context, the power of collectivity... Yet the slogan, ‘The
Personal Is Political’, has grown far beyond Hanisch — it has become a collective
piece of wisdom, and a buzzword that has been interpreted in radically different and
often opposing ways. Analysing the dissonance between Hanisch’s ideas and their
usage, Gupta (2015) writes: ‘All successful slogans are subject to misappropriation:
it is a sign of their success. The personal is political — but mind the gap.’

The Voice of the Pandemic Generation

Published in our precarious historical moment when the old normal is no more, and
new normal is not yet, this issue of Postdigital Science and Education contributes to
building the collective voice of our pandemic generation. Obsessing over this voice
would be self-indulgent; ignoring this voice would be a missed opportunity. Articles
published in one journal issue obviously do not represent the voice of everyone who
experienced the pandemic, yet finding our collective voice in this narrow context is
the first step towards a wider understanding of our reality.

Some articles in this issue directly engage with the pandemic (Rapanta et al.
2021; Jandri€ et al. 2021a, b; Hurley and Al-Ali 2021; Hillman et al. 2021). Several
articles engage with epistemology and practice of truth and deceit (MacKenzie et al.
2020; Cheng and Gonzalez-Ramirez 2020), and this line of research has been taken
up further in a recent book in Postdigital Science and Education book series? titled
The Epistemology of Deceit in a Postdigital Era: Dupery by Design (MacKenzie
et al. 2021). Another prominent theme appearing in this issue, post/trans humanism
(Fuller 2021; Malapi-Nelson 2021), has also branched into a dedicated book titled
Postdigital Humans: Transitions, Transformations and Transcendence (Savin-Baden
2021).

This issue includes studies of postdigital theologies (Reader et al. 2020; Reader
and Savin-Baden 2021) as well as articles using and exploring various artistic
approaches (McLaren 2021; Pfohl et al. 2021; Wagener 2020). Finally, there are
important contributions to postdigital labour theory (Green 2021; Ford 2021), post-
digital theories of heterogeneity (Macgilchrist 2021), deschooling (Kostakis and
Pantazis 2021), academic publishing (Besley 2021), and the history of postdigital

Footnote 1 (continued)

Fund (SCEF) (1942-1981) was an organization that sought to promote social justice, civil rights, and
electoral reform in the American South. Carol Hanisch was the head of the SCEF New York office,
where New York Radical Women organized their meetings.

In 1969, Dorothy Zellner of the SCEF wrote a memo about feminist consciousness-raising groups as
being insufficiently political. Carol Hanisch wrote a response memo, ‘Some Thoughts in Response to
Dottie’s Thoughts on a Women’s Liberation Movement’, which was republished in the book Notes from
the Second Year: Women’s Liberation (Firestone and Koedt 1970) under the title ‘The Personal is Politi-
cal’ (Hanisch 1970/2006).

2 See https://www.springer.com/series/16439. Accessed 18 September 2021.
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thought (Cramer and Jandri¢ 2021). So what is it that links all these diverse interests
and approaches?

The Devil Is in the Detail

The questions of our day are uncannily similar to those identified by Hanisch. Lock-
down experiences of teachers and learners, the struggle to find reliable sources of
information, and various individual decisions, from wearing facemasks to vacci-
nation, are typical examples of ‘the personal is political’. Troubling reports about
female academics publishing less and starting fewer research projects than their
male peers during lockdown conditions (Viglione 2020) add politico-economical
insult to pandemic injury. And gender is just the tip of the iceberg of various recon-
figurations at the intersections of numerous social categorisations including cultural
and religious contexts (Hurley and Al-Ali 2021), social conditions and employ-
ment (Jandri¢ et al. 2021a), and postdigital positionality (Hayes 2021; Jandri¢ et al.
2021b). As the popular adage says, we are all in the same storm — but some of us
navigate it on large cruisers and others navigate it on rusty dinghies.

‘The personal is political’ is just as true as 50 years ago, yet the pandemic has
(yet again) reconfigured its implications. Therefore, real work does not start within
Hanisch (1970/2006) phrase, but at its fringes and their nuances. The personal is
political now operates within the context of postdigital intersectionality, where tra-
ditional social categorisations mix up in novel and unpredictable ways with new
reconfigurations of relationships between biology, information, and society (Jandri¢
2021). This is where the voice of Hanisch’s generation overlaps with the voice of
our pandemic generation, sending us important lessons from the past and opening
up room for our unique circumstances. Building on these powerful shoulders, we
can hopefully avoid at least some of our predecessors’ mistakes and build a strong
voice that accurately describes our present and shapes a better world in the future.
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