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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Signifying Race and  Gender: Discursive Strategies in  Feminist T heory  an d
Politics

by ROSE M. HARRIS

D issertation Director:

Linda Zerilli

This dissertation exam ines the various w ays in  w hich  race and gender a re  b o th  

configured w ithin  a n d  produced by  fem inist theory  and  politics. The overall 

project is d iv ided  in to  two parts. Part I, "Theoretical Intimations," calls for a re

exam ination of "how w e think about" race an d  gender in feminist theory. In 

contrast to existing literature on  race in fem inist theory, I do not posit th a t  race or 

the Black w om en have been excluded, ignored, o r m isrepresented in  fem in ist 

theory, bu t that the category race, and  the sym bol "Black Woman", is figu red  as 

that which cannot be represented or captured w ith in  the discursive d o m ain  of 

feminism. I argue th a t the best w ay to und ers tan d  the role and function in  

fem inist theory is to adop t a poststructuralist v iew  of language. To th is extent, I 

identify and outline five discursive strategies em ployed in  feminist d iscourse  tha t 

effect the erasure of race, even as race is m ade visible. These strategies are: (1) 

Exclusion and  Denial; (2) Analogy and  Com parison; (3) Adjectival M odification; 

(4) (In)Visible Objectification; and  (5) A ccusatory Defensiveness. These five 

strategies suggest th a t gender difference necessitates and  depends u p o n  the  

suppression of racial difference. Part n, "Empirical Examples," uses the  

nom ination of Lani Guinier, as a  poin t of departu re , to  explore the m etaphorical 

function of race in  fem inist discourse through, w h a t I have termed, the  "Black 

W om an (as) Symbol(ic)." In addition, I analyze the theoretical w orks o f
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M onique Wittig and  recen t responses to racial critiques o f fem inist theory, to 

illustrate how  the category race is reduced  to biological an d  physical 

characteristics that signify blackness. This section also  p inpoin ts the use  of these 

strategies in  various fem inist texts, and  dem onstrate h o w  stories of gender 

depend  the category race for its stability. In the final analysis, this study 

reform ulates the relationship betw een race and  gender by  eschewing the notion 

tha t they are separate an d  distinct categories.
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2

CHAPTER ONE 
INTROD UCTIO N:

D ISTO RTED  IMAGES: FROM  (M IS)REPRESENTATION TO
SIG NIFICA TIO N

"[C lultural im ages o f A frican A m erican  w om en, w h ile  
genera lized  to A frican A m erican w om en  in  Am erica, 

fa iled  to rep resen t accurately the m yriad  d ifferences in  
A frican  A m erican  w om en th roughou t the  U nited  States.”

— K. Sue Jewell

'’Practices th a t exclude w om en of color a n d  w orking-class 
w om en  from  the m ainstream  of w om en 's  stud ies have 

im p o rtan t consequences for fem inist theory . U ltim ately  
they  p rev en t a full understand ing  of g e n d e r and  society.

T he failu re  to explore fu lly  the in te rp lay  o f race, class, a n d  
gender...has rendered  fem inist theo ry  incom plete  an d

incorrect

—Maxine Baca Zinn, et. al.

I. Research Problem : Race. G ender, and  R epresen tation

Fem inist theory and  politics has been thoroughly  criticized for failing to 

include issues of race an d  the experiences of African Am erican w om en and 

"other w om en of color."1 Similarly, in Political Science, especially w ith in  the

T  place quotations a round  the phrase "wom en of color" to indicate my 
reservations in using it as a descriptor for Black w om en. My objection to the 
phrase "w om en of color" are num erous. Generally speaking, the lim itations of 
the phrase "w om en of color" positions non-white w om en  as the "other" w ithin 
feminism, and  assum es that white wom en are non-raced. To this extent, 
"whiteness" serves as the standard  and rem ains an  unin terrogated  racial 
category. In  addition, the phrase lum ps all non-white, and  even international or 
'T h ird  W orld" wom en, into one single category w hich obscures racial, ethnic, 
and  national differences. In term s of feminist thought in  the United States, the 
popularity and  invocation of the phrase "women of color" is, in my observation, 
one m ethod used  to avoid  the deep racial divide betw een w hites and  Blacks. For 
a discussion on  how  fem inist practices obliterate racial and  ethnic differences
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3

subfields of W omen and Politics and  Black Politics, there is a glaring absence of 

scholarship on or about Black w om en and  their relationship to the  body politic. 

Critics explain the absence of race and Black w om en from  these disciplines as the 

p roduct of individual racism; the author's unwillingness the take race and racism 

seriously; the pervasive assum ption  that the category "Woman" includes all 

w om en; the belief that sexism  is more pervasive than  or originated before 

racism; the presum ption that race is not a feminist issue and  thus the politics of 

e ra d ica tin g  racism is to be found in "some other m ovem ent"; and  the notion that 

Black wom en have not fully developed a "feminist consciousness" and  as such, 

are only half-heartedly com m ited to feminist politics.2 M oreover, to the extent 

that African American w om en have been included in these discourses, it has 

been on the basis of racist stereotypes. The "Black Woman," critics argue, has 

been distorted, m isrepresented and  inaccurately portrayed  th rough  stereotypical 

images like Mammy, A unt Jemima, Sapphire, Jezebel, and  W elfare Queen.3

am ong w om en who are non-w hite, see Lynet Uttal, "Inclusion W ithout Influence: 
The Continuing Tokenism  of W omen of Color," in Gloria A nzaldua, ed., Making 
Face. Making Soul / Haciendo Caras: Creative and Critical Perspectives by 
Feminists of Color. (San Francisco: A unt Lute Books, 1990), 42-45.

2For examples of these kinds of critiques see bell hooks, A in 't I A Woman. 
(Boston: South End Press, 1981), and Feminist Theory: From M argin to Center. 
(Boston: South End Press, 1984); and  GLoria I. Joseph and  Jill Lewis, Com m on 
Differences: Conflicts in Black and W hite Feminist Perspectives, (Boston: South 
E nd  Press, 1981).

^ e e  for example, D onald Bogel, Toms, Coons, M ulattos. M am mies and 
Bucks: A n Interpretive H istory of Blacks in Am erican Films, (N ew  Expanded 
Edition, New York: C ontinuum  Publishing Co., 1992); "Mammies, M atriarchs, 
and  O ther Controlling Images," in Patricia Hill Collins, Black Fem inist Thought: 
Knowledge, Consciousness, and  the Politics of Em pow erm ent, (Boston: U nw in 
H ym an, 1990); K. Sue Jewell, From M am my to Miss America and Beyond: 
C ultural Images and the Shaping of US Social Policy, (New York: Routledge, 
1993); Diane Roberts, The M yth of A unt Jemima: Representations of Race and 
Region. (New York: Routledge, 1994); Patricia A. T urner, Ceram ic Uncles &
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Intim ating the depiction of Black women in other cu ltural and  social spaces, 

feminist discourse and  politics, cast the Black W om an as the perennial outsider 

who disrupts the "progress" and  efficacy of the m ovem ents w ith  her constant 

indictm ents and  questionable claims to be "uniquely" an d  "triply oppressed." 

Figured as the "w hite-w om an castigator," and  the ever-present critic, Black 

w om en have become, m any argue associated w ith a p lethora  of negative and 

distorted images.

According to this line of reasoning, the inability to separate the negative 

stereotypical images of Black w om anhood from  "real" or actual Black w om en 

prevents feminists from  fully recognizing Black w om en's position in society "as 

w om en.” M oreover, equating  "real" Black w om en w ith  negative stereotypes 

occludes one's view of Black w om en as long-time and  com m ited contributors to 

the wom en's m ovem ent an d  other forms of political activism . This familiar 

typology explains the Black W oman's exclusion from  fem inist theory in terms of 

its adherence to faulty, m ythical, distorted, a n d /o r  inadequate images. The 

argum ent is usually fram ed in  such a way as to suggest that any theoretical 

fram ew ork that represents Black women in  terms of negative stereotypes not 

only helps to perpetuate those stereotypes, bu t becomes an  active agent in 

facilitating them . As such, theories that emerge from  these fram eworks cannot 

be inclusive of Black w om en because they are based u p o n  false, negative or 

inaccurate images. False im agery, in the w ords of K. Sue Jewell, lack "empirical 

correspondence" and are no t able to "represent accurately" African American 

women. To the extent that such  theories are unable to achieve "empirical 

correspondence," they are unable to include Black w om en w ithin their

Celluloid Mammies: Black Images and their Influence on  Culture. (New York: 
Anchor Books, 1994).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



5

fram ework. Therefore, the inclusion of the Black W om an as subject, can only 

occur w hen Black w om en are adequately  and  accurately portrayed.

This d issertation  considers anew  the issue of race and gender in fem inist 

theory. D eparting from  traditional argum ents abou t the nature and  function of 

race in  fem inism , I challenge the idea that race has been "excluded," or ignored. 

In  contrast, I a rgue  that race has figured prom inently  in  fem inist thinking and  

theorizing. N o t only has race, w hich is often an d  erroneously reduced to 

biological a ttributes or to the figure of the Black w om an, assum ed a significant 

and  crucial position in theories that seek to explain  sexual difference, but race as 

blackness is necessary to the coherency of the story4 that fem inism  tells. Race has 

become (is) a foundation, if not the foundation, on  w hich fem inism  grounds its 

story of sexual difference.

My objective in  proposing that race figures prom inently  in feminist 

thinking and scholarship is not to sim ply reverse absence to presence; to "find" 

race w here it is not. Rather, m y approach to this question is inform ed by a v iew  

of language tha t emphasizes its productive nature. In o ther w ords, language 

here is not conceived of as a transparen t m ed ium  th rough  w hich to capture and  

convey linguistically that which is "real". Rather, language is seen as producing 

and  constructing concepts, categories, and their m eanings, even as it pretends, to 

sim ply re-present the "real." Therefore, to "read race" so to speak, in its absence, 

is to acknow ledge that "race” can be constructed in absentia, i.e., w ithout 

explicitly referring to the "word" o r sign  itself. This view  allows one to see 

absence, not sim ply as an oversight on behalf of the author, bu t as both an effect

4For an explanation of the concept of "fem inist stories," see "Feminisms: 
Stories of Gender," in Jane Flax, Thinking Fragm ents: Psychoanalysis. Feminism, 
and Postm odernism  in C ontem porary West. (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1990), 135-183.
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and function of the particular discourse in  w hich  race operates.5 To the extent 

that discourses, like fem inist theory, can p roduce race through  absence, m ost 

notably by constructing a racial category w hich  is assum ed to be unraced, or 

um arked, it can also be noted that tha t the sam e discourse m ay rely upon  and 

deploy w hat T oni M orrison calls, "racially inform ed and determ ined chains."6 

Because "race" is conceptualized as som eth ing  tha t belongs only to "Blacks",7 

"Ianguage...can pow erfully evoke an d  enforce h idden  signs of racial superiority,

5I explore absence as a function of race in greater detail on pages 51-73 in 
m y description of the Exclusion and D enial Discursive Strategy.

6PIaving in the Dark: W hiteness and  the Literary Im agination. 
(Cam bridge: H arvard  University Press, 1992), x.

7Here I am  referring to the legal an d  social application of the "one-drop 
rule" to "Blacks." Because this rule extends only to "Blacks," they are the only 
g roup  perceived "be" a race w ithout ethnic variation, despite the fact that African 
A m ericans do not perceive them selves in this m anner. In the case of African 
A m ericans (and only in  the case of A frican Americans), race and ethnicity is 
conflated so tha t "African Amercian" an  ethnic category, is read sim ply as "Black 
race." In deny ing  this "artificial separation  of race from culture," Paul Robeson, 
Jr. argues that

"[African Americans] are  at one and  the same time both 
Black and African Am erican. Like European-Americans,
Latin-Americans, A sian A m ericans, and Native Am ericans,
[African Americans] are bo th  racial and ethnic. [African 
Americans] use the term  Black to em phasize the comm on, 
racial aspect of our culture, w hile African-American refers to 
the diverse, ethnic aspect. (Paul Robeson, Jr., Paul Robeson,
Jr., Speaks to America, N ew  Brunswick: Rutgers U niversity 
Press, 1993, p. 6).

W hile Robeson's uncritical acceptance of race as being rooted in biology is not 
unproblem atic, he aptly illustrates the popu lar notion that "race" is tan tam ount to 
"Black." See also, F. James Davis, W ho is Black? One N ation’s D efintion, 
(University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1991); an d  M ary 
C. W aters, Ethnic Options: Choosing Identities in America. (1995).
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cultural hegem ony, and  dismissive 'othering.'8 T hus, the ways in which race is 

configured and  the m anner in which it is invoked and  deployed, are practices 

that are in  need of analysis. A lthough I discuss this in greater detail below, w hat 

I am  suggesting is tha t racial "absence" can be read  as one specific k ind of 

configuration w ithin  feminist texts. In other w ords, not only is race constructed 

in absentia , bu t it is constructed as an absence in w hich its function is to appear 

invisible.

This project also takes to task  the notion that Black w om en have been 

m isrepresented, distorted , and inaccurately portrayed  in  feminist theory. The 

suggestion that Black w om en have not been distorted  or m isrepresented should 

not be taken to indicate the opposite— that the appearance of race and the Black 

female in the w ritings of feminists has indeed been accurate. Despite the 

continued debate over the m isrepresentation of the Black woman, I m aintain  that 

the question at hand is not one of accurate portrayal or proper representation. In 

fact, the question is no t about representation at all. Rather than viewing race as 

"natural" and  "biological", as a state of being that is best reflected in the 

em bodim ent of "Black bodies" thereby allowing those bodies to be correctly or 

incorrectly re-presented, I argue that the category of race and the figure of the 

Black W oman need to be read as signs, not as referents; as signifiers not as 

signifieds. The representation-referential m odel sees race and the figure of the 

Black W oman as existing prior to and independent of feminist discourse.

Feminist theory, so to speak, merely incorporates w hat is already in existence.

By contrast, treating race and the Black W om an as a signifiers underscores 

language as the generator of meaning, and not m erely as the m edium  through 

which a pre-existent m eaning is comm unicated.

^ o n i  M orrison, Playing in the Dark, op. cit., x.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



8

This study is designed to show  that there is a need  to rethink the 

representation-referential model as it relates to race in  fem inist theory. The 

objective is to illustrate the ways in which "race" is p roduced  by and constituted 

w ithin  feminist theoryas that which is outside of sexual difference theory and  the 

category gender.

But w hy is it necessary to reconsider the representation-referential 

approach to reading race in feminist theory? W hat k inds of problem s does one 

encounter w ithin the representaion-referent fram ework? W hat does it m ean to 

read race and gender as signs, as signifiers? W hat theoretical possibilities are 

gained when m oving from  (m is)representation to signification?

Arguments tha t posit absence a n d / or m isrepresenation as an explanation 

for the "exclusion" of "w om en of color" are directly rela ted  to the ongoing debate 

over whether or not race has actually become an in tegral p a rt of feminist 

thinking and theorizing, bell hooks, for example, argues that "[al]though black 

w om en/ wom en of color have challenged the fem inist m ovem ent to acknowledge 

the political significance of racial hierarchy, to this day  m ost white w om en 

resolutely refuse to change their thinking about the direction and  agendas for 

feminist politics."9 Similarly, H igginbotham  claims that w hen race (in particular) 

is acknowledged, it is "hardly more than lip service,"10 because the categories 

W om an and gender continue to be invoked and  dep loyed  as if it has no relation 

to race. These types of responses implicitly conceptualize "race" as an "entity" or 

"thing" in reality that, once uncovered and adequately  grasped, will "change

9"Feminism in Black and White," in M arita G olden and  Susan Richards 
Shreve, eds., Skin Deep: Black W omen and W hite W om en W rite About Race. 
(New York: N an A. T alese/D oubleday, 1995), 268.

10Elizabeth Higginbothom . "African A m erican W om en’s History and the 
M etalanguage of Race," Signs 17 (W inter 1992): 251-274.
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[one's] thinking about the  direction and  agendas for feminist politics." This is 

not to deny the d isrup tive  pow er of a racialized understanding  o f gender 

narratives, bu t at the sam e tim e, such  view s cannot articulate how  an d  why the 

attention given to race in  fem inist theory is, as H igginbotham  pu ts  it, "hardly 

more than  lip service." S im ply "noting", "acknowledging," o r "recognizing" race 

as an im portant category that fem inists ought to analyze, p recludes the 

possibility that "acknowledgem ent," in  and  of itself, can function as a norm ative 

constraint in  which race sim ply  becom es (an)other category am ong  sim iliat 

categories of difference. It is as if "th[e] very noting [of certain 

absences]...permits [one] to ignore or render neutral [the] elision of the internal 

differentiation of th[o]se categories."11 In o ther words, "acknowledgem ent" 

serves to legitimate race as a m arg inal category in  the very process of nam ing 

and locating it at the m argins of fem inist discourse. "Acknowledgem ent," while 

explicitly noting the absence of race, im plicitly shores up the boundaries 

dem arcating sexual d ifference from  racial difference and (re)assigns the category 

race to a m arginal position  w ith in  fem inist discourse. As such, one need  only to 

"acknowledge," i.e., list race along w ith  other "variables", to claim  (1) an 

understanding  of how  race bo th  d isrup ts and  constitutes discourse; and  (2) how 

race is an  effect of fem inist discourse.

I am  presum ptuous, of course, in assum ing that "acknowledgers" do in 

fact seek to understand  race in these two ways. Nonetheless, the fact that race is 

not conceptualized in th is m anner is precisely the point. C riticizing race in 

feminist theory in term s of absence or m isrepresentation forecloses the possibility 

of feminism 's ability to p roduce  the effect that it names. A representation-

11Jane Flax, "M inerva's Owl: Fragm ents of a Thinking Life," in  D isputed 
Subjects: Essays on Psychoanalysis. Politics, and  Philosophy. (N ew  York: 
Routledge, 1993), 6.
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referential m odel cannot, for example, explain the production, use, and function 

of an  allegedly d isto rted  image; it can only claim  that such an  image is inaccurate 

and  then  counter such  an  image w ith  a more "accurate," "truer" image.

In w hat follows, I explore the problems associated w ith  viewing race 

w ith in  the representation-referential framework. A lthough there are several 

fem inist w orks that read  gender and  the category "Woman" as signs or as 

discursive enactm ents of perform ativity,12 the category race is rarely 

conceptualized in  this m anner. Instead, race is inscribed as a natural, irreducible, 

and  essential difference. It is the one biological "fact"1̂  w hose evidence is visible 

and  indisputable. H ow ever, in m y analysis, race seems to g round  and legitimate 

the category gender an d  theories of sexual difference. N ot only does it anchor 

and lend su p p o rt to such  theories, bu t as part of the authorizing ground, race is 

necessary because it m akes possible a coherent story about "w om en as a group." 

In those instances w here race is view ed as a "social construct," social 

constructivism  takes on  a reductive and determ inant quality that places it w ithin 

the representation-referential m odel.14 In arguing for the need to move from

12See for exam ple Judith  Butler, Gender Trouble: Fem inism  and the 
Subversion of Identity, (New York: Routledge, 1990); and  Bodies that Matter:
O n the D iscursive Limits of "Sex." (New York: Routledge, 1993); Alice A. Jardine, 
Gvnesis: Configurations of W oman and M odernity, (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1985); and  Denise Riley, "Am I That Name?": Feminism and  the Category 
"Women" in H istory, (Minnesota: University of M inneapolis, 1988).

13See Frantz Fanon, "The Fact of Blackness," in Black Skin, White Masks, 
(N ew  York: Grove Press, Inc., 1967).

14Several fem inists argue that race is "not biological," bu t a "social 
construct" and  claims to m ake use of it in their w ork  as a socially constructed 
category. The popu lar claim  that race is "socially constructed" has, ironically, 
produced a sub-discourse on race in which it nevertheless rem ains 
unin terrogated  as the effect of social, legal, and  discursive norm s. See for 
exam ple, "'Race' U nder Erasure? Poststructuralist A fro-Am erican Literary 
Theory," in D iana Fuss, Essentially Speaking: Feminism. N ature  & Difference. 
(N ew  York: Routledge, 1989), 73-96; and Vron W are's conception of race in
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(m is)representation to a fram ew ork that makes possible the p roduction  of 

m eaning, I outline the theoretical precepts that frame this dissertation. 

Borrowing heavily from  D errida, Foucault, and  feminist appropriations of post

structuralist concepts, I articulate the advantages of em bracing a non- 

representational, discursive approach to reading race in  fem inist discourse.

II. Theoretical Fram ew ork

The L im itations o f M isrepresen tation

The theoretical fram ew ork for this project emerges out of the limitations 

w ith  the general approach to understanding  race and the figure of the Black 

W om an in feminist theory. N otw ithstanding the various theoretical models 

developed by Black fem inists to describe the interaction betw een race, class and 

gender (See Chapter 2), up  to this point, issues of race have been  gu ided  by and 

developed w ithin a representation-referential model. As sta ted  above, the two 

m ost prevalent argum ents are: (1) that the issues of race and the specific concerns 

of Black wom en have been com pletely ignored or excluded from  m ainstream  

contem porary feminsm, thereby m aking race and Black w om en absent figures 

w ithin the discourse; and  (2) w hen race and Black wom en are "included", they 

are m isunderstood, d istorted, or m isrepresented in ways that do not correspond 

to the reality of racial oppression an d  Black w om anhood. Thus, the omission of 

race and "women of color" become, as the second epigraph that opens this 

chapter illustrates, a "failure" on the part of the au tho r/ m ovem ent, which in turn 

"prevents a full understanding  of gender...] and  "render[s] fem inist theory
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incom plete a n d  incorrect.”15 This position  assum es that "there is some form  of 

innocent know ledge to  be had."16 Innocent know ledge, as defined by Flax, is the 

notion that one  can "discover...some sort of tru th  w hich  can tell us how  to act in  

the world in  w ays that benefit o r are  for the  (at least ultim ate) good of all."17 The 

criticism tha t w hite  feminists have "failed to inc lude  race," operates w ithin this 

Enlightenm ent no tion  of innocent know eledge o r tru th . ’T ru th "  is a  universal 

principle th a t is applicable to everyone at all tim es. If "truth" o r knowledge, in  

this case, fem inist theories that articulate and  explain  gender relations, is seen as 

partial or exclusionary, it is no t really tru th . T hus, w ith in  this scheme, white 

fem inist theory  is perceived as being contam inated  w ith  self-interest and  racial 

bias, bell hooks typifies this belief in  claim ing th a t "w hite w om en who dom inate 

fem inist discourse...rarely question w hether o r n o t their perspective on w om en’s 

reality is true to  the lived experiences of w om en as a  collective group. N or are 

they aware to the extent to w hich their perspectives reflect race and  class 

biases...”18 In u n d ated  w ith  biases, fem inist theory  th en  becom es inadequate, and  

inaccurate because it does not and  cannot apply  to  all w om en. To correct these 

biases, one n eed  only to "include" all of the social factors tha t a lready exist in

Beyond the Pale: W hite W omen. Racism and  H istory , (London: Verso Books, 
1992).

15M axine Baca Zinn, et. al., "The Costs o f Exclusionary Practices in 
W omen's Studies," in  Gloria A nzaldua, ed., M aking  Face. M aking Soul/ Haciendo 
Caras : C reative and  Critical Perspectives by Fem inists of Color.op. d t., pp.-29- 
41.

16Jane Flax, "The End of Innocence," in  Ju d ith  Butler and  Joan W. Scott, 
eds., Feminists T heorize the Political. (N ew  York: R outledge, 1992), 447.

17Ibid.

18Fem inist Theory: From M argin to Center. (Boston: South End Press, 
1984), 3.
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society— race, class, gender, etc. Feminist theory w ou ld  then generate "better" 

know ledge about gender relations because it w ould  be grounded in  and 

inform ed by a tru th  tha t speaks to all wom en. Lacking any biases, and  

accounting for all wom en, fem inist theory w ould  becom e complete, accurate, and  

com prehensive.

This line of reasoning follows very closely fem inist critiques of male 

generated know ledge. By the sam e token, it has also duplicated the problem s of 

assum ing access to a reality, tha t a lthough specific to w om en, is nonetheless 

located and  g rounded  in  an  "objective" and  "innocent" epistemology. In pointing 

out w ays in  w hich m ale dom inance has equated reason, rationality, and 

objectivity w ith  the m ale form, feminists have assum ed "that the success of the 

fem inist projects of creating effective analyses of gender and of ending gender- 

based dom ination  depends on our ability to m ake tru th  claims about the 

'objective' status of ou r know ledge and  our rights."19 In other w ords, being both 

a part an d  a critique of the Enlightenm ent narrative, feminists have unw ittingly  

reproduced  the ideas and  the problem s of a true-er, m ore accurate and better 

know edge. This occurs m ost notably in those instances where feminists a ttem pt 

to outline a particu lar fem inist w ay of know ing that is grounded in  "wom en's 

reality."

As sta ted  previously, som e feminists have poin ted  out the problem s of 

constructing an  epistem ology grounded  in an "experience" that ultim ately 

reveals the  "truth" about gender relations. H ow ever, the problem s associated 

w ith this kind of reasoning is less recognized in  those instances where questions 

about race and  the position of Black w om en in fem inist discourse become the 

focal point.

19Jane Flax, "The End of Innocence," op. cit., p. 456-57.
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By treating race as a biological em bodim ent, best exem plified by  those 

w ho w ear its m ark, race becom es a th ing  w hose absence is am eloriated sim ply by 

w riting  the w ord R-A-C-E o r B-L-A-C-K in  the text. This explains the typical 

response that race is absent o n  n o t seeing these signifiers in  a fem inist text.

W hen these signs are absent, race or rad la ized  m eanings a re  said  to be absent.

As a result, the "presence" o f race o r Black w om en is often read  in  term s of 

im ages. Images of Black w om en  or issues that are p rim arily  racial are 

scru tin ized  for their accuracy; fo r how  well they correspond to reality.

This is a fundam ental assum ption  of the representation-referential model, 

nam ely  that there is a  d istinc tion  an d  a correspondence betw een  "words" and 

"thing" or between the "image" p rov ided  th rough  language (or any  o ther 

m edium , like film) and  the "object" itself. This m eans tha t the  w ord  "apple", for 

exam ple, merely stands in  for the  "real" apple. In  this m odel, one comes to know  

an  object through its presence in  language, or m ore accurately, th rough  its re

presentation, w herein  represen ta tion  is understood as "a substitu te, proxy, 

depu ty , or stand-in."20 Objects w hich are re-presented in  language are assum ed 

to be self-identical, Le., they a re  assum ed to pre-exist their nam ing  in  language. 

U nder this model, language is a  transparen t m edium . It p lays no constituitive or 

p roductive role in that w hich  it nam es. Its only role is to sym bolize in  w ords 

(signs), that which already exists in  reality. Because "[ljanguage [is] construed as 

representation, [it] becom es a  p lace of irreducible difference, defined in  term s of 

identity  and presence of the th ings it signifies."21 It is therefore not surprising  

that Black feminists and  o ther critics focus on  the "presence" o r "absence" of the 

sign

20Samuel W eber, R eturn  to  Freud. (Cambridge: C am bridge U niversity 
Press, 1992), 24.

21Ibid.
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R-A-C-E, or the ways in which African Americans have been re-presented in 

feminist theory. W hat race race signifies in this vast theoretical terrain, we are 

told, is a m yriad of fam iliar stereotypes, negative images, distorted realities, and 

gross m isrepresentations.

An exam ple can be found in Angela Davis's discussion and use of the 

m yth of the Black rapist. Davis argues that the image of the Black m an as 

hypersexual a nd  overly desirous of white w om en is a political invention used to 

thw art the social, political and economic progress of African Americans. The 

image of the Black m an as excessively and uncontrollably sexual, not only marks 

Black m en as natural sexual predators, but it also labels the Black w om an as 

sexually im m oral and  promiscuous. The notion that Black wom en are 

"chronically prom iscuous" is the "inseparable com panion" of the Black m an as 

rapist image. "For once the notion is accepted that Black m en harbor irresistible 

and animal-like sexual urges, the entire race is invested w ith  bestiality."22 In 

other words, if the Black man's sexuality is excessive, instinctual and 

uncontrollable, then one should assume that these innate sexual desires are 

nurtured  and fed by equally insatiable w om en w ith in  the African American 

community. Both images, Davis explains, justifies a k ind of racism that allows 

and legitimates fraudulen t rape charges against Black m en (particularly w hen the 

alleged victim  is white), and  dismisses tout court rape claims made by Black 

women. Davis underscores the historical and theoretical connections between 

the racist m anipulation of the rape charge and the lack of legitimacy accorded to 

the rape claims of Black women. She specualates that Black wom en s less than 

enthusiatic support of the anti-rape movement, "...may be due, in part, to that 

movement's indifferent posture tow ard the fram e-up rape charge as an

22Angela Davis, "Rape, Racism and the M yth of the Black Rapist," in 
Women. Race, and  Class. (New York: Vintage Books, 1983), 182.
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incitem ent to racist aggression" as well as to the fact tha t "few feminist theorists 

seriously analyze the special circumstances su rround ing  the Black w om an as 

rape victim."23

As such, Davis reserves the severest criticism for those feminists who, in 

their scholarly work, "portray Black w om en as prom iscuous and  immoral," and  

"...argue tha t m en of color are especially prone to com m it sexual violence against 

women."24 She takes to task fem inist works on  rape that perpetuate negative and 

racist stereotypes of Black m en an d  women. In  discussing Susan Brownmiller's 

Against O ur Will: M en. Women, and  Rape. Jean M acKellar’s Rape: The Bait and  

the Trap. D iana Rusell's Politics of Rape, and Shulam ith Firestone's The Dialectic 

of Sex: The Case for Fem inist Revolution. Davis concludes tha t each of these 

feminists, despite their illum inating analyses on rape an d  the treatm ent of 

wom en, has "capituate[d] to racism," by relying on an d  using  racist stereotypes 

and  images. Davis adm onishes Brownmiller's discussion of "ghetto inhabitants" 

as "those who form  the subculture of violence" and challenges her reading of

Em m ett Till "as a guilty sexist alm ost as guilty as his w hite racist

m urderers."25 Russell, MacKellar and  Firestone, Davis contends, are "so 

completely m esm erized by racist propoganda," that their analyses can be nothing 

less than  "intentional provocations."26 All reinforce the erroneous notion that the

23ibid., 173.

24Ibid., 176,177-78.

^ Ib id ., 179. Em m ett Till was a fourteen year old  Black youth who was 
lynched and m urdered  for w histling at a white w om an in Mississippi. For a full 
discussion of this incident, see H enry H am pton and  Steve Fayer, Voices of 
Freedom: An O ral H istory of the Civil Rights M ovem ent for the 1950's through 
the 1980's. (New York: Bantam  Books, 1990), 1-15.

26Ibid., 179.
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"typical rap is t is a m an of color”, and  all p lay  an  instrum ental role in 

m isrepresenting  the facts about who actually  com m it rapes in  the United States. 

M oreover, Davis argues, by relying on the  Black rap is t/ w hore stereotype, these 

fem inists inacurrately depict the African A m erican com m unity as bound by  

instinctual, animalistic sexual appetites— a condition that w hites (especially 

w hite w om en) are justified in fearing, or, as poignantly  stated by Diana Russell, 

"...it is...realistic for w hite w om en to be less trusting  of black m en."27

Because Davis focuses on images, on  what race signifies, instead of lima 

race signifies, her analysis is inevitably tied  to the representation-referential 

model. Fem inists, Davis asserts, like society in  general, have insisted up o n  using 

im ages o f Black w om en and m en that m isrepresen t and  distort their "real" 

nature. To be fair, at moments, Davis's text does speak  to the w ay in w hich the 

"m yth o f the Black rapist" is an artifice, "a political invention," whose signification 

has political and  social consequences. E m phasizing the artificiality or 

constructedness of images is not enough since all images, in a sense are 

"constructions." Davis's focus on the "distortion" or "inaccuracy" of such im ages 

precludes a reading of those images as being  p roduced  by and  w ithin the texts 

she cites. Insisting on the "inaccuracy" o f stereotypical images implicitly assum es 

um ed ia ted  access to a "true" or "real" im age of Black m en and women. The 

concept "Black Woman" and  its corresponding  m eaning(s) are assum ed to exist 

prior to its invocation in the text. Thus, fem inist theorists are seen as sim ply 

using existing images that are produced an d  g iven m eaning, n o t w ithin fem inist 

theory, b u t elsewhere. W ithin this conceptual schem e, the corrective w ould  be to 

locate the  "real” image of Black w om en an d  m en and  then properly  re-present it 

w ithin the text.

27Q uoted  in ibid., 180.
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Focusing on  the w hat of signification, not only assum es the accuracy or 

tru th  of an  image, bu t inavariably attaches a negative or positive value to such  

images. Positive images are often read as "true", "real”, or m ore accurate because 

they are assum ed to counter "non-true", "inaccurate" or negative images. There 

are several problem s associated w ith the positive/ negative binary that is often 

attached to images of Black w om en and  race in  fem inist theory.

First, the positive / negative im age binary limits the construction and 

presentation of positive images of Blacks to the opposite of negative im agery. 

Because of the w idespread and  popular belief that African Americans are 

morally inferior, intellectually inept, and  sexually perverse, the goal of m any 

fem inist and  cultural critics becomes one of refuting these assum ptions by sim ply 

reversing "negative" images to positive ones. African American's inability to 

"represent them selves to themselves and  others as complex hum an beings, and  

thereby to contest the bom bardm ent of negative, degrading stereotypes pu t 

foward by  w hite suprem acist ideologies," resulted in a "...fight for representation 

and recognition [which] highlighted m oral judgm ents regarding Black 'positive' 

images over and  against W hite suprem acists stereotypes."28 Positive images are 

constructed in opposition to racist stereotypes and  as such take on  the "opposite" 

characteristics of the negative image. Thus, the "lazy, unproductive Negro" 

becomes "a hardw orking, industrious citizen." As Wallace points out, "[n]ot only 

does reversal, or the notion that blacks are m ore likeable, more com passionate, 

sm arter, or even superior,' not substantially alter racist preconceptions, it ties 

Afro-American cultural production to racist ideology in a way that makes the

28C om el West, "The N ew  Cultural Politics of Difference," in Russell 
Ferguson, et. a I., eds., O ut There: M arginalization and Contem porary Cultures. 
(New York: The N ew  M useum  of Contem porary Art, 1990), 27.
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failure to alter it inevitable."29 In other words, posing questions about the image 

of Blacks in  terms of positive versus negative does not alter the ra d s t perception 

that people of African descent are inferior because Black inferiority becomes the 

point of departure. Constructing "positve" images based upon  and  in opposition 

to negative images reinforces the notion of Black inferiority because the goal is to 

prove that Blacks are not inferior. This conceptual m ove privileges "...a White 

norm  so that Black [scholars'] efforts [to construct positive images] rem ain 

inscribed w ithin the very logic that dehum anizes them."30

Second, since the objective is to underm ine the racist notion that Blacks are 

inferior, the construction of a "positive image" often elides cultural difference in 

such a w ay that "positive images" become, through their overdeterm ined 

characteristics, "negative images." Images are considered "positive" w hen they 

possess characteristics of the dom inant culture. "Positive images" are deem ed 

positive precisely because they reflect and represent W hite ideals about 

everything from  speech patterns to the kind of food that is consum ed.33 As a 

result, "positive images" of Blacks, w ith  their White cultural attributes, are 

criticized for their inability to capture accurately "real" Black people. Because 

these "positve (White) images" fail to articulate the cultural and  social 

differences between Blacks and  Whites, "positive" images become both 

inaccurate and "negative." The "inaccuracy" of positive images stems from the 

fact that its image is so W hite as not to be representative of Blackness at all. They

29Michele Wallace, "N egative/Positive Images," in Invisibility Blues:
From Pop to Theory. (New York: Verso Books, 1990), 1.

30C om el West, op. cit., 28.

33A nn DuCille m akes this point in her recent essay on the OJ Simpson
trial. See "The Blacker the Juice: O.J. Simpson and the Squeeze Play of Race," in
Skin Trade (Cambridge: H arvard  University Press, 1996), 136-169.
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fail, in other w ords, to reflect that which is "truly" Black; they fail to capture and  

articulate a different identity . W hen "[BJlacks are show n as characters who 

possess 'positive' a ttribu tes of w hite culture," then w e are faced w ith  the absence 

of "...any concrete o r com plex textualization of cultural difference."32 [n add ition  

to the obilteration of cu ltu ral difference, "positive (W hite) images" of Blacks are 

tranform ed into negative im ages because they m ake evident the problem atic 

assum ption that Blacks are indeed inferior and  that the only appropriate cure is 

assimilation. If "positive images" are constructed to contest "negative," 

degrading images, b u t can become "inaccurate" and  "negative" through a process 

of racial and cultural obliteration, how then  are we to d istinguish  betw een w hat 

is "negative" and w hat is "positive?" At w hat point precisely does a "positive" 

im age become "negative"? W hat set of criteria do w e use  to m ake this 

determ ination, and w ho gets to to judge w hich set of criteria is appropriate? If 

both the negative im age and  its responsive counter-part—the positive image— 

can be criticized for its failure to accurately re-present "Blackness", then our logic 

has come full circle; for w e re tu rn  to the intial problem  of m is-representation.

The obliteration of the particularity and specificity of Black cultural 

difference is the p roduct of an  effort "to show  that Black people really [are] like 

[or better than] White p e o p l e . " 3 3  This propensity to create a sam eness or likeness 

betw een Blacks and the dom inant culture, through a b lurring  or reversal of 

imagery, also tends to obscure significant differences am ong Blacks. Issues of 

gender, age, region, and  class are effectively obscured in any notion of a "positive 

im age of Blacks." T he hom ogenization process is no t necessarily problem atic 

sim ply because it p roduces a "monolithic," or "essentialist" concept. Rather, the

3-Michele W allace, op. c it , 2.

^C ornel West, op. cit., 27.
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problem  exists in the fact that this im pulse tow ard likeness takes place w ith in  a 

fram ew ork in which the  term s of the debate are already set. The absence of 

cultural (or even racial) differentiation, as a critique against the 

"positive/negative" fram ework, m akes little sense unless one recognizes that a 

"monlithic Blackness" is both p resum ed and  inevitable. Why? Prim arily because 

its corollary, the category "White" is assum ed to be the superior, yet neutral, 

standard  against w hich "negative" im ages are dism antled. Any construction of a 

"positive" im age of race uses an unarticulated, and  equally m onolithic (and 

mythic), prototype of "Whiteness." Therefore, it is inevitable that an 

undifferentiated Black identity  will em erge from  the process of countering 

"negative" images w ith  "positive" ones.

G iven that the project to construct "positive" images of Blacks is inevitably 

tied to racist assum ptions about African peoples, and because this fram ew ork 

tends to obliterate differences in the nam e of imitation and assim ilation, the 

notion of a "positive im age" cannot account for the ways in  w hich Blacks, 

th roughout the D iaspora, have extracted, appropriated  and  reinterpreted those 

characteristics that identify  white im ages of Blacks as racist. Like the erasure of 

culture differences, this th ird  problem  threatens to collapse the dividing lin e . 

betw een positive and negative for at least tw o reasons.

One, as stated previously, "positive images" can transform  them selves into 

"negative" images because the starting point assum es both the superiority and 

neutrality of the dom inant culture. The characteristics of the dom inant culture 

become that which m akes positive im ages "positive. The implication, of course is 

that non-dom inant cu lture characteristics are inherently problem atic and  are in 

need of correction. The result is a rejection of "positive images" as negative. 

Second, the positive/ negative binary posits a conception of the "positive" and  the 

"negative" that are absolute, separate an d  in opposition to each other. This
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dualism  fails in that its is unable to account for those "racist” images that have 

been borrow ed or appropria ted  from  the dom inant d iscourse and  used for means 

altogether different from  their intended purposes. In o ther w ords, the positive 

versus negative im age paradigm  cannot provide the theoretical tools to explain 

the ways in w hich racist images (i.e., negative images) have been usurped and 

turned on  their head  in  a m anner that both critiques the dom inant culture and 

serves as a basis for African Am erican cultural discourse . For example, the 

ra d s t/ negative im age of African American w om en as unauthorized  heads-of- 

households, w ho are by nature "bossy," is appropriated  and  reinterpreted as a 

sign of survival, independence, and strength. W ithin African American 

discourse, w hich can be considered "an im portant variation on  post-colonial 

discourse,"34 fem ale-headed households are not necessarily read  as signs of 

m oral degeneracy and  breeding grounds for juvenile delinquency. Rather, their 

roles as "heads of house-holds" are reconstructed to signify strength  and 

endurance in the face of the effects of radsm . Once despised, the characteristics 

of fem ale-headed households become laudable attributes that have enabled the 

survival of the Black family as an  autonom ous unit.35 This renders questionable 

the notion that negative images are always and every w here "negative." By the 

same token, the reinterpretation and resignification of "negative" images 

dem onstrates that a pure, untainted, positive image is inconceivable. Given that

^M ichele  Wallace, op. d t., 2. On post-colonality and  m inority discourse 
see, A bdul R. JanM oham ed and David Lloyd, eds., The N ature and Context of 
M inority D iscourse. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990); and Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak, In O ther W orlds: Essays in C utlural Politics. (New York: 
Routledge, 1988).

^ F o r  exam ple, this is the thesis in the works of A ndrew  Billingsley, Black 
Families In W hite America. (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1968); Robert 
B. Hill The S trength of Black Families. (New York: Em erson H all Publishers, Inc., 
1972); and  Carol Stack, All our Kin.
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"so-called 'negative images' will probably be necessary to any kind of 

reform ulation or restructuring of prevailing conceptions of race' and  

'ethnicity',’'36 one can no longer assum e that the distinction between positive and  

negative is absolute and self-identical. The m ark  of the negative image is not 

only an  inherent and constituitive part of a "positive image," but it is the basis for 

the critical (re)signification of African American culture and  discourse.37 The 

capacity to turn a racist/ negative image against itself, to reconstruct its m eaning 

and re-deploy it as part of a critical discourse against a dom inant ideology, is 

incomprehensible w ithin the negative / positive fram ew ork.

A final problem  w ith the negative/positive fram ew ork is that it assumes 

the availablity of and an access to an already, pre-existent, and "accurate" image. 

This pre-existent image need only to be uncovered and  im ported, exactly as one 

"finds" it, into a text or discourse. The failure to present the "real" im age in a text 

as it exists in "reality" constitutes a m is-representation and  a gross distortion.

Lola Young, in discussing the representation of Black w om en in film, explains 

the problem  in this way:

[t]he position w hich considers Black w om en to be 'm isrepresented' 
in m ainstream  cinema is problematic because such a stance implies 
that the answ er to the constant parade of negative stereotypical 
images of Black w om en is to produce a 'tru thful' or realistic 
representation of Black women. In dem anding  an end to 'negative' 
images of Black w om en, the notion of a 'Real Black W oman' is 
invoked The im plication here is that...we m ay claim unm ediated 
access to an essential Black female subject: of course, that woman 
exists in the realm s of mythology only.38

^M ichele Wallace, op. cit., 4.

37Henry Louis Gates Tr.. The Signifying Monkey: The Theory of African- 
A m erican Literary Criticism. (N ew  York: Oxford U niversity Press, 1988).

38"The Rough Side of the Mountain: Black W om an and Representation in 
Film," in Delia Jarrett-M acauley, ed., Reconstructing W omanhood.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



24

The im plication that an "accurate" or "real" image exists in reality, ties the 

negative/ positive fram ew ork  to a theory of language in  w hich  w ords are m erely 

sym bolic representations of a corresponding object in "reality." An image is 

positive or negative, accurate or distorted, based upon how  closely it resem bles 

or m atches the assum ed referent that lies behind  it. H ow ever, this form ula only 

w orks if language is v iew ed  as a transparent m edium  th rough  which re

presentation occurs. O nce language is d islodged from this fram ework, in  w hich 

the signifier (word) a n d  the signified (m eaning) have a  perm anent one-to-one 

correlation, then  the shortcom ings of focusing on  w hat is signified, as opposed  to 

how  a signifier operates, is apparent.

The representational-referential m odel of language, w hen  used to explain 

"race" in  fem inist theory focues on the "truth" of an  image or on  the presence of 

the signifier "race" itself, because it assum es that a stable relationship exists 

betw een the signifier a n d  the signified. The coupling of the signifier and  the 

signified is presum ed to produce a unified w hole and preserve a particular and  

perm anent identity o r m eaning. Thus, the w ord  or concept (i.e., signifier) "Black 

wom an" for exam ple, is believed to autom atically yield a specific m eaning (i.e.,

signified) of "Black w om an" that corresponds to the h idden  referent the "real”

Black W oman. W hat is denied is the possibility that m eaning is not fixed, and  

that there is "no guaran tee  of [the sign's] tru th  o r reality by virtue of the 

[presum ed] referent tha t lies behind the represented.39 U nder the representation- 

referential model, one is unable to discern how  the m eaning of race or the Black 

w om an comes into existence, so to speak. We know  that "meanings" exist, bu t

Reconstructing Fem inism : W ritings on Black W om en (N ew  York: Routledge, 
1996), 178.

39Elizabeth Cowie, "Representations," in  Parveen A dam s and Elizabeth 
Cowie, eds., The W om an Question. (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1990), 113.
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not how  they are constructed o r how  they operate. We know  that certain kinds 

of "images" offer a  critique of the theoretical assum ptions and  norm ative 

practices in fem inist theorizing, bu t not the level or dep th  of the critique.

Focusing on the m eaning of images, and  labelling them  "negative" or "positive" 

m ay provide a lim ited  and m yopic view of a particular in terpretation  of an  image 

at one historical m om ent, but it cannot explain, analyze, o r even refute the 

construction of th a t image. A  specific theoretical d ism antling of the very 

construction of an  im age cannot take place, because the "real" m eaning of an  

image is assum ed to exist prior to its re-presentation in  language. Thus, the 

"meaning" of im ages ("what they say") cannot be challenged; they can only be 

condem ned for their lack of accuracy.

How ever, if w e view  language as a system  that constructs or produces 

m eaning th rough  the very process of representation, rather than  as a transparent 

m edium  through w hich "real" objects are sim ply translated, then  the notion of 

distorted  images or of gross m isrepresentations becomes less tenable. Since the 

use of language produces m eaning, then the focus m ust shift from  w hat is 

signified to how a  concept is signified. As a result, "images" are exam ined, not 

for accurate protrayal, but for the nature of how  their m eaning is constituted, the 

m eaning and function of their particular construction(s), and  the role they play in 

both the text and  the discourse from  which they emerge. M oreover, "images" are 

read as signs, as signifiers whose m eaning is not already know n before its 

invocation and  circulation in a text. Viewed in this m anner,

"[rjepresentation is not a system  of signs referring to reality...[in which] there [is] 

recourse to an original essence against whcih the achievem ent of shortcom ings of
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im ages produced....can be m easu red /'40 but a system  in which "meaning arises in 

the very construction of representation."41

This issue of represenation and  language, as it relates to the category 

"woman", has been raised w ithin  the works of several contemporary feminist 

thinkers. The works of Judith  Butler, Joan Scott, Denise Riley, Monique Wittig, 

L inda Zerilli, Mary Poovey, and  Jane F lax , in varying degrees, eschew the notion 

of a pre-existent m eaning of w om an before its articulation in  language and 

discourse.42 In these works, the stability of the category "woman" is 

problem atized by focusing on the w ays in  w hich "woman" is constituted in  and 

by discourse. The focus on the productive nature of m eaning is precisely the 

kind of theoretical move that is needed w hen exam ining "race" as a category in 

fem inist theory. Moreover, in  extending and inverting the logic of the circulation 

of signifiers as productive of m eaning, I contend that m eaning is also produced 

th rough  the absence of signifiers, in as m uch as the absence or "void" becomes in  

itself a  sign. This is not to suggest that "absence" is self-referential, o r that the 

identification of a "void" implies that it is som ething to be filled. To the extent 

that m eaning is produced th rough  absences, gaps, and  voids, it is equally true 

that any reading of an absence, as an absence , is a productive moment as well. 

A bsent signifiers, like the often cited absence of "race" or "Black wom en” in

40Ibid.

41Ibid.

"^Judith Butler, G ender Trouble and Bodies that Matter, op. cit.; Jane Flax, 
T hinking Fragments, op. cit.; M ary Poovey, "Feminism and  Deconstruction," 
Fem inist Studies 14 (Spring 1988): 51-65; Denise Riley, "Am I That Name?", op. 
cit.; Joan W. Scott, "Gender. A  Useful Category of Historical Analysis," in G ender 
and the Politics of History. (N ew  York: 1988); M onique Witting, The Straight 
M ind and  O ther Essays. (Boston: Beacon Press, 1992); Linda M.G. Zerilli, 
Signifying W oman: Culture and  Chaos in Rousseau. Burke, and Mill. (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1994).
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feminist texts, are subject to readings, critiques, and  analyses that are themselves 

determ inants of the m eaning o f "absence."

In addition to a particular view  on language, adherence to the 

representational-referential m odel carries w ith  it certain o ther assum ptions 

relevant to race, gender, and  fem inist theory that makes the m ove tow ard  

signification bo th  necessary an d  appropriate. There are at least four problem atic 

assum ptions about race in  relation  to gender in feminist th inking  tha t are tied 

directly to the referential m odel of representation. These assupm tions are listed 

and explained below.

Related A ssum ptions of the  R epresention-R eferential M odel

(1) A ssum ption One: Race is Separate

Race, as a category of analysis, is considered to be seperate an d  distinct 

from gender having its ow n history, form ation, constitution a n d  application. 

A lthough completely separate, according to this assum ptive principle, the 

internal composition of race and  gender is assum ed to be sym m etrical because 

both are based on hierarchal concepts incorporating difference, superiority, and 

dom ination. Because of their inherent sym m etry, race and gender are presum ed 

to operate in parallel ways, an d  can therefore be effectively com pared  and  

analogized. However, neither category fundam entally affects the constitution or 

the content of the other.

(2) Assum ption Two: Race is Secondary to Gender

N ot only is race considered to be a separate and distinct category, it is also 

considered to be secondary to or less im portant than  gender. Patriarchy and
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sexual difference is theorized as the m ost fundam ental, m ost pervasive, and 

longest enduring  form  o f dom ination. Differentiation an d  dom ination based on 

race is theorized as a latent function of capitalism or sexism . Even those 

fem inists w ho em ploy Lacanian based theories to explore the construction of 

"gendered" subjectivities privilege gender in explaining the  constitution of 

subjectivity. A lthough "subjectivities" are fragmented, sp lit or incomplete, race 

affects the subjects only "after" it is form ed. A nna Jonasdottir's com m ents are 

indicative of the secondary role race place in theorizing sexual difference and 

gender. In agreem ent w ith  the analysis of Ann Ferguson, she states:

A nn Ferguson seem s to be right w hen she w rites that no one has 
presented an  analysis that makes clear how  race fits in  as a basic 
social division betw een people rather than  as an  effect of capitalism  
a n d /o r  patriarchy.’ Still, in 1994,1 am  not aw are of any such 
analysis.43

(3) A ssum ption Three: Race is the Equivalent of "Black"

The concept "race" is reduced to the biological, m eaning  that the focus of 

any discussion on race in  fem inist theory tends to concentrate on biological and  

physiological racial "markers"—skin color, hair texture, o r  those w ho embody 

these features. These physical m arkers of race, although not alw ays visible, refer 

to its reality in  "nature." Even w hen  race is claimed to be conceptualized as a 

"social construct," a reductive m ove insures that race is confined to and defined 

as som e putative aspect of ’Blackness". Moreover, race is conceptualized as a 

biological characteristic o r an a ttribute that only Blacks o r "non-whites" possess.

43O uoted  in W hy W omen Are O ppressed. (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 1994), 39.
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In as m uch  as race is defined as the equivalent of "Black", issues of "whiteness" or 

of ethnicity are configured as invisible, irrelevant, and  unproblem atic categories.

(4) A ssum ption  Four: Race is a Pre-Determined C ategory

This assum ption  is closely related to the no tion  that race is the equivalent 

of "Black". Fem inist analysis assumes "race" as an  unproblem atic category that 

pre-exists its invocation in feminist texts. Race is assum ed to be a pre

determ ined category whose content is already alw ays defined in and by  nature. 

Thus, fem inist theory  need only to extract and im port w hat is already in 

existence. The goal is to "add" race to a discursive dom ain  that claims a 

separation from  it. In im porting race, the ultim ate object is not only to "include" 

that w hich was no t previously there, bu t to accurately re-present it.

(5) A ssum ption  Five: Only Feminist Theory H as Access to Gender 

Relations

Fem inist theorizing constructs itself as the only  discourse that has access 

to and  can define, explain, and analyze gender relations. As Flax argues,

[a] fundam ental goal of feminist theory  is (and ought to be) to 
analyze gender relations: how  g ender relations are constituted and 
experiences and how we think or equally  im portant, do no t think 
abou t them. The study of gender relation includes...[a study of] the 
situation  of w om en and the analysis of m ale domination.44

^ Ja n e  Flax, "Postm odernism  and G ender Relations in Feminist Theory," in 
Micheline R. M alson, et. al., eds., Feminist Theory in  Practice and Process. 
(Chicago: U niversity of Chicago Press, 1989), 56.
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Feminism takes as its object of study  "Woman," and  sees itself as 

producing  research that is not "...only about but for women."45 G iven this, the 

"truth" of which fem inism  speaks is based upon the experiences of "real" women. 

"W omen as a group" is assum ed to pre-exist the scholarship that is produced in 

its name.

(6) A ssum ption Six: Fem inist Theorizing is Inherently "A nti-radst"

The emergence of the First and  Second Wave of Feminism from  two race- 

based m ovem ents—the Abolitionist M ovem ent and the Civil Rights M ovement— 

underscores the notion that fem inism  is m ost open to exploring o ther forms of 

dom ination. Feminist analogies to "slavery" and to the condition o f the "nigger" 

implies that feminist thinking inherently  understands race and ratism . In most 

feminist accounts of the history of the wom en's m ovem ent, the "founding 

mothers" were spurred  in  to action because of their em pathy for the slaves on the 

one hand, and  disenfranchised Blacks on the other. Catherine Stim pson lends 

legitimacy to this assum ption by stating:

W omen's protest has followed black protest...A ntislavery 
m ovem ents preceded the first coherent wom an's rights movement, 
black male suffrage, w om an's suffrage, the dv il rights movement, 
the new  feminism. For the most part, w hite w om en have organized, 
not after w orking with blacks, but after w orking on behalf of them. 
Feminism has received m uch of its im petus from the translation of 
lofty, m iddle-class a ltru ism  into the m ore realistic, em otionally 
rugged salvation of the self, [original em phasis].46

45M arylin J. Boxer, "For and  A bout Women: The Theory and  Practice of 
W om en’s Studies in the United States," 7 Signs (Spring 1982), 662.

^C atherine  Stimpson, "T hy N eighbor’s Wife, T hy  Neighbor's Servants': 
W om en's Liberation and Black Civil Rights." In Vivian G om ick and  Barabara K. 
M oran, eds., W oman in Sexist Society: Studies in Pow er and Powerlessness. 
(N ew  York: Basic Books, Inc., 1971), 624.
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A drienne Rich, like Stim pson, constructs a history tha t is inherently "anti- 

radst." It is im portant for w h ite  feminists to remember," she writes:

that despite lack of constitutional citizenship, educational 
deprivation, econom ic bonfage to men, laws and  customs 
forbidding w om en  to speak in public or to disobey fathers, 
husbands, and  brothers, our white foresisters have...repeatedly 
been 'disloyal to civilization,' and have sm elled death  in  the w ord 
'segregation,' o ften  defying patriarchy for the first tim e, not on their 
ow n behalf b u t fo r the sake of black m en, w om en and  children. We 
have a strong an ti-rac ist female trad ition , despite all the efforts of 
the white patriarchy to polarize its creature-objects...[emphasis 
added]47

47"Disloyal to Civilization: Feminism, Racism, Gynephobia," in On Lies. 
Secrets, and Silence, (New York: W.W. Norton & Com pany, 1979), 284-85. This 
feminist historiographical account of the wom en's m ovem ent has been critiqued 
by many Black feminists and  Black wom en historians. See for example, bell 
hooks, "Racism and Feminism: The Issue of Accountability," in A in 't I a Woman. 
(Boston: South End Press, 1981), 119-158.

hooks counters the assum ption  that feminism is inherently  anti-racist by 
arguing that "[ejvery wom en's m ovem ent in America from  its earliest origin to 
the present day  has been built o n  a racist foundation" (p. 124). In hooks's view,

H istoriographers and  especially recent fem inist w riting have 
created a version of American history in w hich w hite women's 
rights advocates a re  presented as cham pions of oppressed black 
people. This fierce rom anticism  has inform ed m ost studies of the 
abolitionist m ovem ent. In contem porary tim es there is a general 
tendency to equate  abolitionism w ith a repudiation  of racism. In 
actuality, m ost w hite  abolitionists, male and  female, though 
vehem ent in th e ir anti-slavery protest, w ere totally opposed to 
granting social equality  to black people....It is a  com m only accepted 
belief that w hite fem ale reformist em pathy w ith  the oppressed 
black slave, coup led  w ith  her recognition that she w as powerless to 
end  slavery, led to  the developm ent of a fem inist consciousness and 
feminist revolt. C ontem porary historiographers and in particular 
w hite female scholars accept the theory that the w hite w om en’s 
rights feelings of solidarity  with black slaves w ere an  indication 
that they were anti-racist and were supportive of social equality of 
blacks...There is little historical evidence to docum ent Rich’s
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Moreover, the establishm ent and  institutionalization o f the  feminist 

m ovem ent into the academ y as W omen's Studies w as justified w ith  analogies to 

Black Studies.'18 C onsequently , fem inist theory, in all its various forms, is 

assum ed to be, if not a na tu ra l ally to the issue of race, then  a neu tra l discursive 

g round  on which to th ink  th ro u g h  issues of race, class and  g ender and  their 

relationship.

These assum ptions, a long  w ith  the belief that language is a transparent 

m edium  through w hich  "real" objects are simply re-presented, underscore the 

need to move from  th inking  of race in feminist theory as a m yriad  of mis- 

reprsented images. The m is-representation view and its rela ted  assum ptions 

encourages one to look for the "presence" of race by identify ing a racail sign; it 

insists upon the project of "inserting" race into theories that claim  access to 

"gender relations" unaffected and  "undeterm ined by "race relations"; it calls for a 

m odifying of the category "W oman" in  w hich a series of adjectives presum ably 

corrects its exclusionary an d  stable theoretical structure; and  it conceptualizes 

race as som ething only applicable to "wom en of color."

These assum ptions lim it our understanding of the role fem inist theory 

plays in producing race as a category as it invokes and  deploys it. Most

assertion that w hite  w om en as a collective g roup  o r w hite wom en's 
rights activists are a part of an anti-radst trad ition  (p. 124-125).

See also Angela Davis, W omen. Race and Class. (New York; Vintage 
Books Edition, 1983); E leanor Smith, "Historical Relationships Bewteen Black and 
W hite Women," in D arlene C lark  Hine, ed. Black W om en in A m erican History: 
From  Colonial Times T hrough  the N ineteenth Century. (Brooklyn: Carlson 
Publishing Inc., 1990), V olum e 10, 581-589; Rosalyn Terborg Penn, 
"Discrimination A gainst the Afro-Am erican W oman in the W om en's Movement, 
1830-1920," in Sharon H arley an d  Rosalyn Terborg Penn, eds., T he Afro- 
Am erican Woman: Struggles and  Im ages. 17-27.

^Boxer, ibid.
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im portantly, this se t of assum ptions, and the accom panying representational- 

referential m odel, cannot account for the recent a tten tion  feminism has given to 

questions of "difference" on the one hand, and  the increasingly marginal.- even 

invisible position that race occupies on the other. T here has been, an  explosion of 

texts on or by Black w om en, an d  an  increase in  the num ber of scholars w ho "take 

up the Black wom an" as their object of inquiry. T his m ost recent intellectual 

interest in "the Black W om an” is so sudden, so intense, and  seems to attract so 

m any w ell-know n fem inist a nd  literary schoalrs th a t DuCille names this 

preoccupation w ith  Black w om en the "Occult of T rue Black W omanhood."49 

Furtherm ore, issues of difference and diversity are now  accompanied by a 

(verbal) recognition of the inter-relationship betw een race, class, an d  gender. 

Given these intellectual transform ations and developm ents within fem inist 

thinking, the idea that "...American feminism [is] prim arily  a narrative about the 

heoric deeds of w hite women,"50 in which "...much [of] feminist scholarship [is] 

written as if Black w om en d[o] not exist..."54 seem s to have lost its pow er of 

critique. In fact, the claim  that feminist theory continues to theorize from  a 

"white, m iddle-class, female" perspective appears to be little more than  rhetoric 

from a by-gone era. Yet the popu lar claim that fem inist theory is racially 

exclusive and  insensitive to the specific experiences of "wom en of color,"

49A nn duCille, "The Occult of True Black W om anhood: Critical Demeanor 
and Black Feminist Studies," Signs 19 (Spring 1994): 591-627.

50Beverly Guy-Sheftall, ed., W ords of Fire: A n Anthology of African 
American Fem inist T hought. (N ew  York: The N ew  Press, 1995), xiii.

54A drienne Rich, "Disloyal to Civilization: Fem inism , Racism, 
Gynephobia," in O n Lies. Secrets, and Silence. (N ew  York: W.W. N orton  & 
Company, 1979), 281. Rich rightly attributes her understand ing  of this issue to 
Barbara Sm ith and  o ther Black feminists who po in ted  out the shortcom ings of 
early feminist scholarship.
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continues to constitute m uch of the criticism lodged against it. D espite the 

attention feminist thinking gives to difference, alterity an d  de-essentializing the 

category "Woman", race it is argued, still escapes theoretical discussion.

W hat accounts for the continued assertion that fem inism  is exclusionary of 

race and racial issues? Is "exclusion" the m ost productive w ay to th ink  about 

race and  its relationship to fem inist thinking? H ow  has race been mobilized? 

H ow  has it been depoyed  and w hat is the significance of its use(s) in fem inist 

theory?

Feminist Theory as Discourse and a System  Signification

The purpose of this dissertation is to understand  how  race has been 

figured and deployed in  feminist theory by view ing it th rough  a fram ew ork that 

allows for the productive nature of language. Genereilly speaking, I m aintain 

that any analysis of race in feminist thinking m ust avoid the tendencey to view  

race in  term s of w hether of not the w ord  "race" or ''Black wom en" appear in  the 

text. Similarly, the "presence" of either cannot be evaluated in term s of accuracy 

and inaccuracy or positiveness and negativeness. N either can "race" be view ed 

as a category that has been excluded from  fem inist thinking; for this w ould im ply 

that one can sim ply insert of "include" race into the existing theoretical 

constructs. In addition, to m erely cite exclusion as both the cause and  the 

problem , does not provide the theoretical tools to examine how  exclusion occurs, 

or the role that exclusion plays in stabilizing basic fem inist concepts.

In this dissertation, reread race as a category that is produced and  defined 

as it is invoked and articulated in fem inist texts. Its invocation m ay be explicit 

where the signifier itself is prom inent, o r its invocation m aybe implicit, where 

race functions and  is constituted in m etaphorical, or m etonym ic terms. That race 

can be produced and  used in m etaphorical or m etonym ic term s suggests that it
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can no longer be v iew ed as a thing that exists outside of feminist dscourse; as 

that w hich sim ply  needs to be "inserted." Rather it suggests that race is always 

already a part o f fem inist discourse. H ow ever, it is im portant to recognize that 

race is not sim ply a "part" of feminist thinking, in the sense that "part" is 

conceptualized as a separate com ponent that can be inserted and rem oved at 

will, bu t that race is a constitu itive  p a rt  of feminist thinking. In o ther words, 

race is not only p roduced  by and  th rough  the ways in w hich it is deployed, bu t it 

in turns plays a p roductive  role in  constructing, legitimating and stabilizing 

feminist theory as the discourse w hich speaks of and forms its object—W oman.

If race is a lw ays already a constitutive part of feminist thinking, then it is 

never outside of its theoretical dom ain; never "excluded" from  it. A t the same 

time, "race” and  w h a t it comes to signify, can never precede or pre-exist the 

signifying system  that gives it m eaning and  understanding. This recognition 

does not, how ever, prevent fem inist theory from  "speaking of," if you  will, and 

defining race as th a t w hich exists outside its purview.

To accept these propositions m eans that one m ust view  fem inist theory as 

a discourse. By discourse, I do not m ean "communication of thought by speech" 

as in conversation, dialogue, or talk.52 In this project, I will be using the term  

discourse as it is developed in the w ork  of Michele Foucault and  appropriated  by 

feminists like Joan Scott and  Terese deLauretis.

In rejecting traditional units of analyses—text, oeuvre, genre— Foucault 

defines discourse as "large groups of statem ents" in which their unity, coherence, 

and logical correlation are based upon  and  governed by internal rules and

52See Jennifer Coates, W omen Talk: Conversation Between W omen 
Friends. (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1996).
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structures.53 A  discourse consists of a specific structure of statem ents, beliefs, 

and  even practices, w hich constitutes itself as a relatively autonom ous realm  of 

"truth." In a sense, a "discourse...[can be] seen as som ething like [a] frame; and  

w hat [it] enclose[s] [is a 'large group o f] statements."54 A discourse is a 

discursive form ation in that it is a "rule-governed language terrain."55 Foucault 

defines a discursive form ation in this m anner:

W henever one can describe, between a num ber of statem ents, such 
a system  of d ispersion; w henever, betw een objects, types of 
statem ent, concepts, or them atic choices, one can define a regularity 
(an order, correlations, positionins and functionings, 
transform ations), w e will say, for the sake of convience, that we are 
dealing w ith  a discursive formation.56

Hence, Foucault is not interested in the specific statem ents or beliefs 

themselves, or w hether or not such statem ents are indeed "true." Instead, he is 

"interested in  the conditions w hich m ake it possible for the struc tu re  [of 

statements, beliefs, and  practices] to arise."57 He is interested in  the "unity of 

discourse"; in  the conditions that create or construct unity  and  perm it discourses 

to exist as a discourse. In o ther w ords, Foucault focuses on the rules of 

formation, the "conditions of existence...[as well as the conditions of] coexistence,

53Michel Foucault, The Archeology of Knowledge and  T he Discourse on 
Language. Translated from  the French by A.M. Sheridan Smith, (N ew  York: 
Pantheon Books, 1972), p. 37.

^ Ib id ., 110.

55Jerem y H aw thorn, A Concise Glossary of C ontem porary  Literary 
Theory. Second Edition, (London: Edw ard Arnold, 1994), 49.

56Michel Foucault, A rcheology of Knowledge, op. tit., 38.

57M anfred Frank, "On Foucault's Concept of Discourse," in  Tim othy J. 
Arm strong, ed. Michele Foucault Philosopher. (New York: Routledge, 1992), 107.
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m aintenance, m odification, and  disappearance in  a g iven  discursive division."58 

The key in  identifying rules of form ation, o r the conditions of existence is to ask: 

w hat rules perm it certain statem ents to be m ade and not others; w hat rules o rder 

the statem ents that are m ade; and  w hat rules perm it one to identify some 

statem ents as "true" and  others as "false"?59 The discursive rules and practices 

w ithin a discursive dom ain, govern the w ay  in  w hich the object of the discourse 

is "...talked about, w hen, w here, [how], an d  by whom ."60 A ny historical and  

specific set of discursive rules, practices, o r  conventions m ake possible the 

existence of a discursive form ation, or a  discourse by functioning as boundaries 

w hich sim ultaneously perm it and  prohib it w hat is spoken  of w ithin a discourse.

A n  im portant aspect of the concept discourse is the notion tha t it produces 

or constitutes its objects. In the w ords of Foucault, "[i]t w ould  be quite w rong to 

see discourse as a place w here previously established objects are laid one after 

ano ther like w ords on a page."61 Similarly, in analyzing how  discourses are 

form ed, ”[i]t w ould [also] be inadequate to say that one was dealing...w ith the 

consequences of discovery..."62 A discourse does not contain concepts, ideas, 

beliefs, and  practices that were created elsew here and  then placed w ith in  its 

dom ain  only to be discovered at som e future time. T he conditions that are

58Michel Foucault, Archeology of Knowledge, op. c it.,. 38.

59M ark Philp, "Foucault" in Q uentin  Skinner, ed., The Return of G rand 
Theory, (Cambridge: Cam bridge University Press, 1990).

60Jerem y H aw thorn, A Concise Glossary of C ontem porary Literary 
Theory, op. cit., 49.

61Michel Foucault, Archeology of Knowledge, op. cit., 43.

62Ibid.
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necessary for the appearance of an object of discourse are also necessary "if one is 

to 'say anyth ing ' about" that object.63

W hich means that one cannot speak  of anything at anytim e. 
[W ithout the conditions o r rules that bring an object of discourse 
into existence,] it is not easy to say som ething new; it is no t enough 
for us to open our eyes, to pay  attention, or to be aware, for new  
objects suddenly to light up  and  emerge out of the ground....[T]he 
object does no t aw ait in  lim bo in  the  order that w ill free it a n d  
enable  it to becom e em bod ied  in  a visible and  prolix  objectiv ity ; 
i t  does not pre-exist itse lf, h e ld  back  by som e obstacle a t the  first 
edges o f light. I t exists u n d e r th e  positive condition  o f a  com plex 
group  of relations"[em phasis added].64

Thus, discursive form ations are not differentiated by their object, instead 

they refer to a comm on object by "produc[ing] the object of which they speak."65 

A discourse is not characterized by a privileged object or concept that is assum ed 

to refer to its "real" counterpart outside of its dom ain. Instead, a discourse is 

characterized by the way in which it forms the very object of which it claims to 

have access. T he object or subject of any discourse can never preceed its 

invocation and  articulation in the text. D iscourses constitute and define their 

objects, subjects, and  concepts through the very process of speaking of them . In 

short, a discourse is a discursive form ation that is defined and governed by rules 

that bring it into existence and m aintain its claim(s) to a particular kind of 

knowledge. A  discourse is constituted by all th a t it says in its "large groups of 

statements," w hich nam es, defines, describes, and  explains its object. In

63Ibid., 44.

^ Ib id ., 44-45.

^ H u b e r t  L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, Michel Foucault: Beyond 
Structuralism  and Herm eneutics. Second Edition, (Chicago: The U niversity of 
Chicago Press, 1983), 61.
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expanding this notion, I argue that a d iscourse is as much constituted by w hat is 

says in its "large group  of statements", as by w h a t it does not say or fails to say. 

This includes those statem ents that choose say  that "nothing w ill be said" of a 

particular concept o r issue. I recognize the dism issive act of saying "I will not 

speak of this particular subject, a lthough it is important...." as a part of the 

productive process that delineates and  gives m eaning to the object of w hich the 

discourse speaks.

In  Foucauldian analysis, "[t]he conditions necessary for the appearance of 

an object of discourse...are m any and im posing."66 According to Foucault, 

discourses are established through prim ary, secondary, and  discursive relations. 

Prim ary relations are those relations "...established between institutions, 

economic and  social processes, behavioral patterns, systems of norms, 

techniques, system s of norm s, [and] m odes of characterization."67 Prim ary 

relations are external and  exist "independently of all discourse or all object of 

discourse."68 Secondary relations are those "relations that are form ulated in the 

discourse itself."69 They are internal to the discourse and function to connect 

concepts or w ords w ith  one another or establish  deductive o r rhetorical structure 

betw een propositions o r sentences.70 D iscursive relations are neither external 

nor in ternal to discourse.

They are in a sense, at the lim it of discourse: they  offer it objects of 
which it can speak, or rather (for this image of offering presupposes

66Michel Foucault, Archeology of Know ledge, op. cit., 44.

67Ibid., 45.

68Ibid., 45

69Ibid.

70Ibid., 46.
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that objects are form ed independently  of discourse), th ey  
determ ine the  g ro u p  o f relations th a t d iscourse m u st e s tab lish  in  
o rder to sp eak  o f th is  o r that object, in  o rder to deal w ith  them , 
nam e them , analyse them , classify them , explain them , etc. 
[em phasis added].71

Following Foucault's insights, I argue that fem inist th ink ing  an d  

theorizing m ust first be understood  as a discourse characterized by a set of rules 

governing the contents of its dom ain. "But the rules of a d iscourse are no t rules 

w hich individuals consciously follow; a discourse is not a m ethod  o r  a canon of 

inquiry. R ather these rules prov ide the necessary preconditions for the  form ation 

of statem ents" and therefore operate  'behind the backs' of the speakers of a 

discourse.72 If discursive relations are, as Foucault argues, "at the lim it of 

discourse," then the im portance of such relations lies in  their double  ability to 

enable or allow  certain statem ents to be m ade on  a specific topic, an d  to 

sim ultaneously constrict, lim it, o r constrain w hat is said.

Just as discourse 'rules in' certain w ays of talking abou t a topic, 
defining an acceptable and  intelligible w ay to talk, w rite  or conduct 
oneself, so also by  definition, it 'rules out,' lim its an d  restricts other 
ways of talking, of conducting ourselves in  rela tion  to the  topic or 
constructing know ledge about it.73

A n exam ination of these boundary-m arking, border-setting  relations 

allows us to look at the w ays in  w hich a discourse is constructed th rough  

perm issive and  restrictive discursive m om ents. By focusing o n  the rules and  

practices that produce and regulate  the "truth" of a  discourse, one is able to see

71 Ibid.

^ M a rk  Philp, "Foucault," op. cit., 69.

73Stuart Hall, "The W ork of Representation," in  S tuart H all, ed., 
Representation: C ultural Representatioins and Signifying Practices, (T housand 
Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 1997), 44.
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discourse not sim ply as "a large group  of statem ents" about a  particu lar object, 

b u t as "large g roup  of statem ents" that brings into existence an d  defines its object 

th rough  the very process of "speaking" of it. By focusing on the rules of 

form ation, on the conditions that m ake possible and bring into existence a 

discursive field of know ledge, one is able to identify and analyze discursive 

norm s, practices and  regulatory schem es an d  their function in  a particu lar 

discourse. Conceived of in  this m anner, the task  in  analyzing language in  its role 

as representation "...is to dispense w ith  'things.' To 'depresentify' them....To 

substitu te  for the  enigm atic treasure of 'things' anterior [or external] to discourse, 

the regular form ation of objects tha t em erge only in discourse."74 The goal 

w ould  be to define the object of discourse "...w ithout reference to the ground , the 

foundation o f th ings , bu t by relating them  to the body of rules that enable them  to 

form  as objects of a discourse and  thus constitute the conditions of their historical 

[theoretical, an d  discursive] appearance.75

The significance of the Foucauldian concept of discourse then is th a t it 

helps one to conceive of language as a system  of construction; as a signifying 

practice that bo th  produces m eaning and  is a product of its ow n activities and  

form ulations. As such, discourse cannot be view ed as a purely linguistic concept 

that is concerned only w ith the language o r w ords used by the discourse. The 

discursive relations that form  the boundaries of a discourse and enable it to 

speak  of its object "characterize not the language (lange) used by the discourse, 

not the circum stances in w hich it is deployed, bu t discourse itself as a practice.”76 

Thus, the concept discourse is about language and practice. It is about the

74Michel Foucault, Archeology of Knowledge, op. cit., 47.

75Ibid., 48.

76Ibid., 46.
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production of know ledge and  m eaning through linguistic practices. Discourses 

define and produce know ledge by giving m eaning to its object of analysis. To 

view discourse in  this m anner, m eans that we can no longer treat

discourses as g roups o f signs (signifying elem ents referring to 
contents or representations) b u t as practices th a t system atically 
form  the objects o f w hich  they  speak . O f course, discourses are 
com posed of signs; b u t w hat th ey  do is m ore th a n  use these signs 
to  designate th ings. It is the more that renders them  irreducible to 
the language (langue) and  to speech.

If discourse is a  practice, then the language it employs is no t sim ply a 

transparent m edium  through w hich the "real" of reality is sim ply conveyed or re

presented. Unlike the traditional o r referential approach to language, which 

assum es a pre-existent object w ith  a self-identical m eaning, the concept of 

discourse em phasizies language as signification, i.e., as the process of producing 

and articulating meaning. Thus, the significance in m oving from  the referential 

approach to an  approach that emphisizes the productive nature of language, lies 

in  the theoretical ability to explain how  m eaning is constituted and  how such 

m eaning m ight be signified th rough  various configurations. If race, for example, 

is assum ed to be the equivalent of "a Black person", whose "blackness" is given in 

and by nature, then  its "presence" in feminist thinking will be judged  by w hether 

or not the w ord  "race" appears in  feminist texts. If the m eaning of race, especially 

as it relates to gender, is considered to be pre-determ ined, then feminist theory 

will not see itself as producing particular m eanings of race. In addition, feminist 

theory will be unable to see the ways in which the category race helps to make 

possible the object of feminist discourse— W oman. Viewing fem inist theory as a 

discourse will help to avoid the pitfalls associated w ith notions of accurate or 

positive representations of race o r Black w om en in feminist thinking.
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Joan Scott and  Teresa deLauretis have both outlined the im portance of 

view ing fem inist theory as form ing its ow n  unique discursive dom ain. 

Specifically, Scott argues tha t poststructuralists concepts like discourse, 

difference, and  deconstruction, are "useful for feminists" because they provide "a 

new  w ay of analyzing constructions of m eaning and  relationships of pow er that 

[call] unitary, universal categories into question..."77 To analyze such 

constructions, Scott m aintains that language m ust be seen  as "a m eaning- 

constituing system," w hich is differentiated from  a discourse, sh ich  is defined as 

"a historically, socially, and  institutionally specific structure of statem ents, term s, 

categories, and  beliefs."78 In applying these particular post-structutalist 

concepts, de Lautetis defines "[t]he notion of a fem inist discourse, [as] a 

configuration of rhetorical and  interpretive straegies, a  horizon of possible 

m eanings that may be agreed upon as constitutiing and  defining fem inism  at a 

given historical juncture."79 While de Lauretis adm its that there is "no boundary  

[that] separates or insulates feminism from other social practices o r makes it 

im pervious to the institutions of civil society,"8® she does argue that

[tlhere are, how ever, d iscursive boundaries: n o t on ly  specific 
term s, concepts, an d  rhetorical strategies th a t d is tin g u ish  fem in ist 
w riting  an d  speech  from the  o thers, b u t also certa in  shared  
assum ptions, in terpretive p a th s , inferences d rw n  from  events an d  
behaviors, and  unsta ted  p rem ises—unstated because they no 
longer need to be stated, having become, one m ight say, 'part of the

^ Jo a n  W. Scott, "Deconstructing Equality-Versus-Difference: Or, the Uses 
of Poststructuralist Theory for Feminism," in M arianne H irsch and  Evelyn Fox 
Keller, eds., Conflicts in Fem inism . (New York: Routledge, 1990), 134 & 135.

78rbid., 135.

79Teresa de Lauretis, "Feminist S tudies/C ritical Studies: Issues, Terms, 
and Contexts," in Feminist S tudies/C ritical Studies. (1986),.

80lbid., 4.
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discourse.' These d iscursive boundaries....[are not] sim ply 
constraints bu t also configurations, [that] delineate a set of possible 
meanings..."[em phasis added ]81

Once fem inist theory is conceptualized as a discourse, the questions that 

em erge as they relate to race are: are there any "shared assum ptions," 

"interpretive paths" and "unstated prem ises," tha t produce and construct the 

category race in fem inist discourse? H ow  has fem inist theorizing conceptualized 

race, an d  w hat kind of knowledge has fem insim  produced about "racial" matters? 

H ow , and in w hat configurations, has the category race been deployed in 

fem inist thinking? W hat is its role(s) an d  function(s) in general and  in  specific 

fem inist texts?

Such questions can only be asked and exam ined w hen fem inist theory is 

seen as a discourse containing discursive practices that nam e and  produce its 

subject— W oman. As previously sta ted , the idea that the category w om en is 

"historically, discursively constructed...in  w hich female persons can be very 

differently positioned so that the apparen t continuity  of subject of w om en 

[cannot] to be relied upon,"82 is an  em erging, if no t an  already acceptable claim. 

But w hat is m issed in these analyses of the "discursive constructions" are the 

w ays in  race is constituted and in tu rn  constitutes or forms the very category 

"woman." In m any instances, race (w hatever its configuration), is deployed  in 

the service of legitim ating "woman" a n d  as such, brings it and  the notion  of 

"wom en as a group" into existence as a unified and  coherent concept.

To the extent that feminist theory  is a discourse, it m ust also be recognized 

as a narrative in  that it is both  a process and the product of telling a story about

81 Ibid.

82Denise Riley, "Am I that Nam e?", op. cit., 1-2.
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"wom en’s oppression.” Because "expectations about plotting, the central 

characters, and  acceptable m orality..." change, it is m ore appropriate  to say that 

"feminists have constructed new  genres [or] stories, [in the plural], about gender 

from  w om en's point(s) of v i e w . " 8 3  That "[f]eminst theorists have constructed a 

variety of interesting stories abou t how  gender systems are produced, 

reproduced, and  m aintained an d  about how  and w hy these system s become ones 

of dom ination," is significant in  that such "stories," w hether they are  confined to 

certain texts, events, or conceptualized as broad categories of theory, become a 

site for theoretical exam ination. How ever, in analyzing the "stories" about 

"Woman" and her configuration in  various linguistic, theoretical, social or 

political practices, I am  less in terested in w hat these stories say, and  more 

interested in how  they say w hat they  say. For example: H ow  does the varying 

story of "women's oppression" get told? W hat makes the story possible? W hat 

m akes it possible to say certain things and not others? H ow  is it possible for 

feminist discourse to lay claim  to its self-defined subject of "gender"? What 

makes the story of "women’s oppression," or the notion of "wom en as a group" 

coherent and stable?

According to Flax, "[c]ertain themes, agreem ents, and  disagreem ents recur 

throughout these stories."84 For exam ple, each story identifies one set of social or 

cultural practices thought to be crucial to and definitive of gender relations.

Some "stories" focus on the sex / gender system, the sexual division of labour, and  

m otherhood as an  institution, w hile others focus on childbearing practices, the

^ Jan e  Flax, "Feminisms: Stories of Gender," in T hinking Fragments, op. 
cit., 138.

^ Ib id ., p. 143.
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processes of representation, signification or language.85 There are m any issues 

a t stake w ithin  these stories, including

the meanings and nature o f sexuality and its relation to gendered 
anatom y; the meanings and  values of ’differemce,’ [especially]...the 
relative im portance and  significance o f differences am ong 
w om en  as w ell as be tw een  w om en  an d  men;...the sources of 
pow er w ithin societies, including the relative significance of 
relations of production, the sexual division of labor, childrearing 
arrangem ents, kinship and  fam ily organizations, the control of 
sexuality and wom en's capacity to bear children, and processes of 
signification and  language [em phasis added].86

If the m eaning, "importance and significance of differences am ong 

wom en" is one of the issues at stake in the various "stories of gender," then 

fem inist discourse not only tells a story about w om en’s oppression, but it also 

tells a particular story about racial and  o ther "differences" in  relation to gender. 

T hat feminist theory has som ething to "say" about racial difference w ithin the 

context of gender, necessarily means th a t fem inist theory has a certain way of 

"speaking" about racial difference, and in  tu rn  producing racial subjects within 

fem inist discourse. A lthough "feminist stories of gender" were not constructed to 

identify, explain, and analyze how  racial system s or subjects are produced and 

m aintained, they have nonetheless m ade use of the category race, and  in so doing 

have produced radalized-gendered subjects and  given race a particular kind of 

m eaning in relation to gender.

By looking at feminist theory as a discursive practice that names, produces 

and  constitutes its categories, concepts and  ideas through the process of telling a 

story, or a variety of stories about gender relations, one is able to identify the

85 Ibid.

^ fb id ., p. 143.
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role(s) race has p layed in  constructing "feminist stories of gender," as well as the 

specific story (or stories) fem inist theory has to tell about race an d  its radalized  

subjects. The notion  that feminist theory is a discourse that tells a particular 

story or narrative abou t gender relations, allows us to th ink  ab o u t "the story of 

race" on two d ifferent levels. The first level allows one to v iew  race in term s of 

its place or position  w ith in  specific texts and fem inist theory  in  general. A t this 

level, one is no t only able to identify w hen and w here "race" becom es an issue in 

"stories o f w om en’s oppression," but also to identify its function(s) in such 

stories. In  its m ost sim plistic form, this first level sets ou t m erely  to establish that 

feminist theory does indeed "speak” about race; tha t it is a p a rt of the story. It 

seeks to identify w hen  and  w here "race" enters into the narra tive  and to specify 

w hat race signifies w ith in  such a narrative.

The second conceptual level m ade possible from  read ing  fem inist theory 

as a discursive practice has m ore to do w ith how  fem inist discourse "speaks" of 

race than  w ith w h a t it says about race. This distinction is im portan t because it 

can, for exam ple, account for the gap betw een a claim that ascribes an 

im portance to race an d  an  analysis that at the sam e tim e denies o r negates that 

importance. The focus here is on how  race is configured and  how  its 

configurations w ork  to m ake possible both its appearance in  the  story and the 

coherence of the story. If the task of the first level is to acknow ledge and identify 

the ways in w hich "race" is a part of the "stories of gender," th en  the task of this 

second level is to identify and tell the story about the "part" th a t race plays in 

feminist thinking. In o ther w ords, the ultimate goal is to recognize tha t the 

process of articulating and  defining the category race, as it is invoked in various 

texts, is in itself a story. The story of how  race is p roduced as a site of 

signification is a  sto ry  that is both em bedded w ith in  an d  runs paralell to 

"feminist stories of gender."
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These two conceptual levels underscore the notion that feminist discourse 

tells a story about race and  gender, and that in  these "stories" are the p roduct of 

its own w ritten character. To understand fem inism  in term s of the discursive 

processes that produce the category race suggests that race an d  its relationship to 

gender take on  m eaning as they are invoked and  becom e objects w ithin  

discourse. In the case of images of Black w om en in  feminist theory or the 

definition of the  category "race/', neither is self-referential; they do not have 

m eaning in  and  of them selves. Rather, their m eaning is the p roduct of how  

feminist theory chooses to speak about race; how  it deploys and  puts in to  service 

the category race a n d  how  it "races" its subject. W hatever m eaning fem inist 

theorizing gives to "race," should be thought of, not as images that are d isto rted  

or m isrepresented, b u t as signifiers whose m eanings and functions are the 

product of discursive practices and norms. If we m ove from this assum ption, 

then, following the reasoning of Foucault, we should  be able to identify:

1. statem ents about "race," "Black wom en", "wom en of color," racial
difference, etc. which give us a certain kind of know ledge about 
these th ings w ith in  the context of fem inist theory;

2. the rules (or discursive strategies) w hich prescribe and  limit w hat can
be "said" about these topics and  govern  w hen and  how "racial 
difference" is talked about;

3. 'subjects' w ho in som e way personify the w ay in  w hich fem inism
"speaks" of race and its rac-ed subjects—the quintessential and  
inexplicable racialized "Other" of fem inist discourse (e.g., the 'T rue  
Black W oman,"87 Lani Guinier,88 the runaw ay slave,89 etc.). The

87A nn duCilie, "The Occult of True Black W omanhood," op. cit.

88See C hapter 4.

89See C hapter for an  examination o f the use of race, through the notion  of 
"runaway slaves," w ith in  the w ork of M onique Wittig.
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attribute of these subjects are g iven in  the w ay knowledge about 
them  is constructed within and by the discourse.

4. how  feminism's knowledge about "race," "Black women", "wom en of 
color,” racial difference, etc., acquires authority, and a sense of 
em bodying the "truth” about the in terp lay  betw een race, class, and 
g e n d e r; how  fem inist discourse constructs itself as a neutral 
discursive space and  therefore as a  natural ally to theories designed 
to bring clarity to the relationship betw een race and gender.90

T he point here, as stated  previously, is to view  fem inist theory as a 

discursive field that creates and set its own boundaries and  give m eaning to the 

objects w hich fall under its purview . However, discourse is not the only relevant 

post-structuralist concept that will prove to be useful in understanding  the 

signifying process of race and  gender in fem inist theory. D errida’s concept of 

differance is useful in understanding  the ways in  w hich the category "race" 

becomes (or rem ains) h idden and repressed at the  expense of privileging 

"gender." Following Sausure's structuralist linguistics, Derrida's concept of 

differance "refers to the notion that meaning is m ade through  implicit or explicit 

contrast, that a positive definition rests on the negation or repression of 

som ething represented as antithetical to it."91- Since, in D errida's view, there is no 

one-to-one correlation betw een a signifier and a signified, all signs are signifiers 

and m u st get their m eaning through its difference from  other signifiers. The 

absence of a fixed meaning, of an  ultim ate transcendental signified, suggests that 

there is no ground or area of certainty that gurantees the m eaning of any 

signifier. In o ther words, m eaning is not im m ediately present in a sign; it is not 

self-present or self-constituted. As an alternative to the logocentric view , Derrida

90Stuart Hall, "The W ork of Representation," op. cit., 45.

91Joan  W. Scott, "Deconstructing Equality-Versus-Differe nee: O r, the Uses 
of Postructuralist Theory for Feminism," op. d t.
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posits the notion of differance, w hich m eans both to differ (in space) and  to defer 

(to p u t off in time, to postpone presence).

First, differance refers to the (active and passive) m ovem ent that 
consists in deferring by m eans of delay, delegation, reprieve, 
referral, detour, postponem ent, reserving...Second, the m ovem ent 
of differance, as that w hich produces different things, tha t which 
differentiates, is the com m on ro o t of all oppositional concepts that 
m ark our language, such  as, to  take only a few examples, 
sensible/intelligent, in tu tition/signification , natu re /cu ltu re , 
[speech/ writing, g en d er/ race], etc....Third, differance is also the 
production...of these differences...[which] is the condition for any 
signification and any structu re .92

Thus, the Derridean concept of differance sees m eaning as perm anently  

deferred, always subject to and produced  b y  its difference from other m eanings. 

The m eaning produced through the con trast of a positive and a negative, 

th rough  its difference from other m eanings, is referred to as a binary opposition. 

In a binary opposition, there is alw ays two term s, and one term is alw ays the 

positive or privileged term. The positive te rm  is always privileged over the 

negative o r secondary term  through a  process of exclusion or repression. Thus, 

w ithin  the hierarchy of a binary opposition, th e  superiority of the privileged 

term , indeed its very identity and m eaning, is m ade possible through the 

negation of the repressed term. H ow ever, the  hierarchy of a binary opposition is 

constructed in a way that it appears as if the privileged term  is self-constituted 

and self-referential. In addition, the d u a lism  of a binary opposition creates w hat 

appears to be two separate, stable and  hom ogenous categories. This 

hom ogeneity gives any binary opposition the  appearance of unity and  stability 

because the privileged term denies its dependecy  upon the repressed o r excluded 

term, and  even denies the process of repression  and exclusion itself. Thus,

92Q uoted in Jeremy H aw thorn, op. dt„ p. 46.
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binary oppositions can never be taken at face value. They m ust be 

deconstructed, i.e., show n that the m eaning of the term s w ithin the opposition 

are not sim ply in terdependent, bu t that each is alw ays already inscribed w ithin 

the other.

Recently, som e fem inist theorists have explored  the w ays in which the 

category gender rests on  the binary opposition of m ale and  female. W oman is, it 

is argued, the "Other" of m an; the second sex. W ithin  the binary opposition of 

m ale/ female, the first term s takes on positive defin ition  by constructing the 

second term  as antithetical to it. Thus, M an is not-W om an. Therefore, there is no 

generic or non-gendered category like hum anity, m ankind, or citizen, because 

W om an is the ground  up o n  w hich men define them selves as men. While this 

position, in  various form s, runs ram pant th roughou t m uch of feminist thinking, 

the same logic has no t been extended to the category race.

To the extent th a t W oman is made possible o r defined in  contrast to man, 

the category gender itself, w hich includes m ale / m an  and  fem ale/ woman, is 

m ade possible and defined  by and  in contrast to the category race. Applying the 

D erridean notion of differance to the category race, as it relates to gender and the 

construction of its subject W oman, is significant because it allows us to think 

about race as always already a part of gender and  fem inist discourse. W here as 

feminist theorizing has explored the binary opposition  of male /  female and 

m an/ wom an, differance, w hen applied to the category race w ithin the context of 

feminist theory, brings to light a gender/ race binary. As is true of all 

oppositions, the term  on  the right (gender) is seen as the superior or privileged 

term. Feminist discourse, through it statem ents and  im plicit and  explicit rules 

governing its dom ain, constructs gender as the object of its dom ain and 

therefore, as the priv ileged term  of its discourse. Again, like all terms in a binary 

opposition, the positive definition of the privileged term  "rests on the negation or
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repression of som ething represented [and defined] as antithetical to it."93 In 

feminist discourse, that w hich is repressed and  defined  as antithetical to gender 

is the category race and  the notion of a subject constitu ted by and  through racial 

differentiation. Race is the negated and repressed term  while gender is the 

affirmed, positive, o r privileged term. Fem inist stories of gender, w hich contain 

concepts like "w om en as a group," "sisterhood," "the bonds of womanhood," 

"women's work," and  "private sphere," to nam e a few, privilege the category 

gender to w hat H egel calls the sublation of the  negated  term —in  this case the 

category race. The superiority  of the category gender, and  the concepts that 

explain its nature, are m ade possible and given m eaning th rough  the supression 

and negation of race. Fem inist discourse, of course, denies this process of 

repression and negation because it looks m erely at the fact that it "speaks" of 

race, "difference" and  diversity, and not how  it speaks of, and  therefore 

constructs racial difference. One of the consequences of this denial is the 

appearance of tw o separate, hom ogeneous, and  unrelated  categories. Gender 

and race appear as separate and  unrelated categories prim arily because feminist 

discourse has defined race as existing outside of the boundaries of its domain. 

Not only is race defined, articulated, and given m eaning in feminist discourse, 

bu t it is effaced, obsfucated and hidden at the sam e time. Despite the fact that 

feminist discursive practices define race as existing outside of its theoretical 

boundaries, it is never outside of its dom ain, and  therfore cannot be "excluded" 

from it. Race is, as the repressed and anti-thetical term  of the gender/ race 

binary, the category w hich gives meaning to, m akes possible, and  brings into 

existence, concepts of "wom en's commonality" em bedded  w ithin feminist stories 

of gender. In other w ords, the meaning of gender and  its a ttendant forms of

93Scott, op. cit., p.
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w om en’s com m on bond, as produced and  articu lated  in  feminist discourse, 

cannot exist w ithout sim ultaneously defining race as excessive and unrelated to 

feminist stories of gender. The conclusion to be  d raw n  from  this is that race is 

both  necessary to and  constitutive of feminist stories of gender. Race is necessary 

because, as the antithetical, excessive "Other" of gender, it is needed to lend 

stability and coherence to the category gender, and  to justify the claim that 

feminist discourse speaks to and for wom en—not on or about race. Race is 

constituitive of fem inist stories of gender because it is alw ays already inscribed 

w ithin gender, and  because it makes possible the notion  of w om en's common 

bond. Feminist theory produces its ow n defintions of race by employing it in its 

discursive dom ain. More often than not, the category race, or the Black wom an, 

is constructed and defined as that which cannot be accessed. Nonetheless, since 

race is always already inscribed w ithin gender its m eaning can never be 

understood w ithout tracing the em bedded m eanings of race. If, as Derrida 

argues, the m eaning of a sign is a m atter of w h a t the sign is not, then the 

m eaning of gender is, discursively speaking, not-race. Hence, the "not-race” 

com ponent of gender is in some sense always bo th  present and  absent from the 

category gender. The m eaning of gender, even as it is expressed in feminist 

stories of gender, is, as the Derridean notion of differance suggests, perm anently 

defferred because it is always subject to and p roduced  by the negated difference 

of its binary opposite—race.

If the idea that gender depends upon and  gets its identity from its 

repressed binary opposite—the category race— is taken seriously, then a 

deconstructive project designed to dism antle its false unity and  autonom y will 

threaten to collapse the entire system holding the g en d er/ race opposition in 

place. If an exam ination of race in the constitution of feminist stories of gender, 

threatens to underm ine the very foundation up o n  w hich feminist discourse is
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built, then it is only logical to assume, given the nature of discourses, th a t it will 

attem pt to shore up its boundaries by reinscribing the primacy of gender. 

According to its ow n self-defined claims, w henever fem inist theory speaks of 

race it is speaking of an object outside of its discursive dom ain. As a result, 

gender is re-affirmed as the prim ary category and  the category race is negated 

and  repressed in ways th a t appear to affirm its position w ithin the discourse.

O ne group of feminists explained this process of re-affirmation by noting that

...inequalities other than  sex an d  g ender [like race] are 
recognized, bu t they  are not explicated. A fter a perfuncto ry  
acknow ledgem ent o f differences, those tak ing  th is p o sitio n  m ake 
no fu rth e r attem pt to incorporate the insights generated by critical 
scholarship on  race and class into a fram ew ork that w ould  deal 
w ith w om en generally [emphasis added].94

Citing "inequalities other than  sex and gender" w ithout explication may 

serve as an indicator of "a perfunctory acknowledgem ent," but I am  not 

altogether convinced th a t the inability give the category race the sam e kind and 

level of analysis as gender falls entirely on the backs of "those taking [such 

a] position" who, after acknowledgem ent, "make no further attem pt to 

incorporate [racial] insights." Assertions and acknowledgem ents about the 

importance and significance of race to feminist thinking are plentiful, b u t the lack 

of explication has m ore to do with the inherent repressive features of the 

gender/ race binary and  the nature of discursive system s than w ith indiv idual 

scholars who fail to "incorporate" race. This is not to suggest that fem inist 

scholars should not have a "willingness to explore histories, novels, biographies, 

and  other readings that w ill help us grasp the realities of class, race, an d  other 

dim ensions of inequality."95 It does suggest, how ever, that "grasping the

94Maxine Baca Z inn, et. al., op. cit., 34.

95Ibid., 39.
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realit[y]" o f race first requires understand ing  how  feminist discourse both 

constructs and  relies upon race to insure its legitim acy and coherency. As a 

discourse, fem inist theory may "speak" of race, m ay assert its significance, and 

m ay even a ttem pt to analyze racial difference in relation to gender, b u t it can do 

nothing m ore than  postulate the notion of racial heterogeneity and  

interdependence. As soon as it speaks about race, indeed the m ore it speaks 

about race, it hom egenizes its particularities linking it back to the discursive 

system  that holds the gender narrative in place. Because of this, fem inist theory 

is unable to apprehend  anything in  its discursive dom ain  w hich threatens to 

underm ine the  coherency or stability of "feminist stories of gender," precisely 

because it is this coherency and stability that is at stake. The discursive rules and 

practices that govern feminist theory will autom atically, for lack of a better word, 

insure its s ta tu s in telling "stories" about gender—and  not-race.

W ith all that, I should rush  to reiterate that fem inist discourse does tell a 

story about race and racial difference. It is a story  about repression; a story in 

w hich the category race is negated in  order to affirm  gender. It is a story in 

w hich race lends legitimacy and stability to the  larger narrative in  w hich it is 

em bedded. The story about race tells us that this category gives m eaning to and 

makes possible coherent definitions of w om en's comm onality. A t the sam e time 

however, it is a story about the production of race; about race as a site of 

signification. As such, it is not sim ply (or only) about how  race is "used," as if 

one merely picks it up  and  places it w ithin the discursive boundaries of feminist 

theory. Rather, this part of the story is about how  feminist theory participates in 

giving m eaning to race even as race gives m eaning  and  stability to the category 

gender. This is not to suggest that feminist discourse creates or invents race, or 

that its m eanings is unrelated to other social an d  discursive practices. It does 

however, im ply  that feminist theorizing codes the category race in its ow n
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unique ways, and  th a t these coded meanings are indispensable from  the 

narrative which gives it m eaning. In other w ords, race is figured  in ways that are 

not only im portant, b u t necessary to "feminist stories of gender." For example, 

w ithin feminist d iscourse, race signifies that w hich is excessive, strange or 

m ysterious. It is the category which cannot be explained, even  as it is invoked to 

explain or lend legitim acy to gender. At the sam e tim e, race is also a signifier of 

absence; a site of silence. In signifying silence, race functions either as the 

missing, non-existent category, usually represented in  the form  of the non-raced 

(white) subject, or as the  im portant-but-unrelated-category in  a larger story that 

does not, presum ably, involve the petty difference of race. E ither way, in 

w hatever ways race is coded and whenever it is spoken  of, it seem s inevitable 

that the end result is a  (re)privileging of the category gender. This process of 

affirm ation and negation, of (re)privileging gender, even w hen  (or especially 

when) race is invoked, is m ade clear by exam ining five discursive strategies that 

em erge from  and are dep loyed  in  feminist discourse. W hile I define and explain 

in  great detail my use  of discursive strategies in  the follow ing chapter, suffice it 

to say here that d iscursive strategies have a regulatory  function. Discursive 

strategies set the boundaries around a discourse thereby effectively regulating 

w hat a discourse can a n d  cannot say w ithin its confines. As it relates to race, the 

discursive strategies in  fem inist theory function to insure  th a t stories of gender 

rem ain prim arily abou t gender, even as it relies upon  race to tell its story.

III. A pproach and M eth o d

The m ethod for this dissertation is directly tied to the  theoretical 

fram ew ork outlined above, and  as such, it is prim arily a theoretical project. In a 

very real sense, this d issertation  is about m ethod; about how  w e should think
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about and approach race in  feminist theorizing. It argues, at its m ost basic level, 

for a theoretical fram ew ork that w ould allow one to think about: (1) the 

production of "race" and  radalized  subjects; (2) the role or function of "race" in 

stories of gender relations; (3) the constituitive aspects of race to gender; (4) how 

to read  the role and function of race in  fem inist discourse as a story  about race; 

an d  (5) how feminist discourse produces its ow n discursive strategies to insure 

the coherency and stability of its narrative.

The relationship betw een the theoretical fram ew ork above an d  the 

m ethod described and  used  in this d issertation is significant. By poin ting  out the 

lim itations of viewing language as a transparent m edium  through w hich  "real 

objects" are re-presented, I a rgued that it is necessary to view fem inist theorizing, 

in all its varieties, as a discourse that nam es, produces, and  constitutes its object— 

-W oman—through creating a narrative or story about that object. I also noted 

that to the extent that fem inist discourse tells a story about W oman, o r gender, it 

also tells a story about race. H erein lies the significance, of a discursive 

approach to the production of fem inist knowledge. A  discursive approach—one 

that emphasizes signifcation not representation; one that acknowledges that 

inherent linguistic and  discursive process of affirm ation and negation—enables 

one to examine the ways in  w hich race is discursively defined and  m aintained, as 

well as ignored, m inim ized, or played up. To argue for the significance of 

viewing race as a product of discursive practices is not to suggest tha t race does 

not have, in the w ords of the critics, "material consequences rooted in  reality." 

Rather, the discursive fram ew ork contends that the reality of race is in large part 

constituted by language and  the sym bolic m eanings we attach to it through 

discursive, as well as, social and  cultural practices.

If, as I have argued, feminist discourse contains within it its ow n self

defined set of concepts, them es, assum ptions, and  terms, then one shou ld  be able
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to identify not simply the concepts, themes, assum ptions, and  terms that make 

up  feminist discourse, bu t also the strategies that m ake the practice of that 

discourse possible. W orking from this theoretical principle, the goal, of course, is 

to identify the strategies, relative to race, that m ake stories of gender possible.

My interest in identifying and dem onstrating how  these strategies w ork 

w ithin fem inist discourse, as they relate to race, can best be accomplished 

through the D errida's "method" of deconstruction. I place "method" in quotation 

m arks because Derrida does not view  deconstruction as a m ethod, a  critique or 

even a particular kind of critique. In fact, "to reduce deconstruction to a concept 

definable in term s of m ethod or technique"96 is to w ork  against the very notion of 

deconstruction and D errida's critique of W estern philosophy. That is, to assum e 

"that m eaning can always be grasped in the form  of som e p roper self-identical 

concept," is precisely the assum ption  Derrida seeks to deconstruct.97 Because, 

deconstruction cannot be reduced to a concept or m ethod w hich is then "applied" 

to various research program s, it is best understood as "a process, an activity of 

reading."98 To deconstruct a discourse, which includes discursive as well as 

cultural and social practices, is show  how m eaning is produced  and m ade to 

operate. For Derrida, m eaning is never self-present, w hich m eans that there is no 

signified w hich is not in itself a signifier. The m eaning of a sign is always 

already a m atter of w hat that sign is not so that its m eaning can never be 

completely grasped or m ade present. As a result, the activity of closely reading a 

text, or m ore broadly a discourse, is not a herm eneutical o r exegetical exercise.

^C hris topher Norris, Derrida. (Cambridge: H arvard  University Press,
1987), 19.

97Ibid.

98Ibid., 20.
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The goal is not to identify the "true interpretation," o r to explain the "author’s real 

intention." Rather, deconstruction is a w ay of "tracing" the operation of m eaning 

through the constant flickering of signifieds which becom e signifiers which then 

become signifieds, and  w hich ultim ately become signifiers...and so on. Thus, the 

term  "deconstruction," as Barbara Johnson points out, "is not synonym ous w ith 

destruction," but is closely related to "analysis" w hich m eans "to undo."99 "The 

deconstruction of a text," she writes, is "the careful teasing ou t of w arring forces 

of signification w ithin  the text itself."100 This careful "teasing ou t of w arring 

forces" often show s that a  text, or in  this case, a discourse, is inscribed with, 

indeed m ade possible by  a set of binary oppositions. The hierarchical logic of a 

binary opposition positions or privileges one term  over another, in  which the 

privileged term s derives its m eaning from  the repressed term , while 

sim ultaneously denying this process of affirm ation and  repression.

Feminist theorists have, of course, show n how  W estern philosophy and 

theory has cast W om an as the "Other," as the antithesis of Man. W estern 

philosophy operates, in  o ther w ords upon  a m ale/ female binary opposition.

O ne author sum s it up  this way:

W om an is the opposite, the 'other' of man: she is non-m an, 
defective m an, assigned a chiefly negative value in  relation to the 
male first principle. But equally m an is w hat he is only by virtue of 
ceaselessly shutting  out this other or opposite, defining him self in 
antithesis to it, and his whole identity is therefore caught up and  
pu t at risk in the very gesture by which he seeks to assert his 
unique, autonom ous existence. W om an is not just an  other in  the 
sense of som ething beyond his ken, but an  other intim ately related 
to him  as the image of w hat he is not, and  therefore as an essential 
rem inder of w hat he is. M an therefore needs this o ther even as he 
spurns it...Not only is his ow n being parasitically dependent upon

"B arb a ra  Johnson, The Critical Difference. ()., p. 5.

10°Ibid.
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the wom an, and u p o n  the act of excluding and  subord inating  her, 
but one reason w hy such  exclusion is necessary is because she may 
not be quite so o ther after all.101

I quote this au tho r’s descrip tion at length  because it cogently presents how 

the m ale/fem ale, M an/ W om an binary  operates in Derridean term s. It is also 

instructive because the "W om an-as-the-O ther of M an” is at least one of the stated 

beliefs, or as de Lauretis puts it, "shared assum ptions” that characterizes feminist 

discourse. Even still, the length o f this quote serves yet a th ird  purpose: to 

reiterate m y claim that race operates in  fem inist discourse (as the  "Other" of 

gender) in  the same w ay that W om an operates in  W estern philosophy (as the 

"Other" of man). Feminist scholars are likely to agree upon the above description 

of W om an's theoretical position in  relation to M an, but are less likely to agree 

upon  the proposition that within fem inist discourse race, in all its configurations, 

is the "Other" of gender. If I w ere to rew rite  the above description to describe the 

position of race in feminist theorizing, it m ight read as follows:

[Race] is the opposite, the 'other' of [gender]: [race] is defined as 
not-gender, a secondary, tertiary, arbitrary, or subsum ed  category 
that is assigned a chiefly negative value in relation to the gender 
first principle, w hich is tha t w om en, as a group, are oppressed as 
women . But eq u a lly  g en d er an d  the  "com m on o p p ressio n  of 
women" is w ha t i t  is o n ly  by  v irtue  of ceaselessly sh u ttin g  ou t 
this o ther or opp o site , [and  by] defin ing  itself in  an tith esis  to its 
Other. ...[As such] [gender's] w hole  iden tity  [and m eaning] is 
therefore caught u p  a n d  p u t a t r isk  in  the very gestu re  by  w hich  it 
seeks to assert its u n iq u e , au tonom ous existence, [by speak ing  for 
all w om en as w om en]. Race is not just an other in  the sense of 
som ething beyond g ender’s ken, bu t an other intim ately related to 
it as the image of w h a t gender is not, and therefore as an  essential 
rem inder of w hat g en d er is. G ender, as a category, therefore needs 
this other even as it spu rns it, denies or excludes it...N ot only is

lOlTerry Eagleton. Literary Theory: A n Introduction. (M inneapolis: 
U niversity of Mnnesota Press, 1983), 132-133.
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gender's ow n being or m eaning parasitically dependent upon the 
category race, and  upon the act of excluding and  subordinating it, 
bu t one reason w hy such exclusion is necessary is because race m ay 
not be quite so other after all.

Because fem inism  speaks so m uch  about race, it m ight respond by flatly 

denying tha t its discourse is inscribed w ith  the g en d er/ race binary. And that is 

precisely the point. Feminist discourse denies this process of erasure and 

repression of race, even as it relies upon  and  is constituted through its 

deploym ent. "Race" is constructed as existing independently  of feminist 

discourse, bu t it turns out that it is essential to the articulation of it as a signifying 

system . This is the im portance of deconstruction as critical "method." One can 

only identify the production and operation of binary oppositions through the 

active reading of a deconstructionist lens because "to deconstruct a discourse is to 

show  how  it underm ines the philosophy it asserts, or the hierarchical oppositions 

on w hich it relies, by identifying in the text the rhetorical operations [or 

discursive strategies] that produce the supposed  ground  of argum ent, the key 

concept or premise."102 As an active practice of reading, "deconstruction is," to 

reiterate C hristopher Norris's definition, "the vigilant seeking-out of those 

'aporias,' 'blindspots or moments of self-contradiction where a text involuntarily 

betrays the tension betw een rhetoric and logic, betw een w hat it manifestly means 

to say and  w hat it is nonetheless constrained to say [original emphasis]."103 Thus, 

the goal of deconstruction is to seize upon  "a set of paradoxical them es at odds 

w ith  their m anifest argum ent."104

102Jonathan Culler, On Deconstruction: Theory and  Criticism After 
Structuralism . (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1982), 86.

103C hristopher Norris, Derrida, op. cit., 19.

104M ad an  Sarup, A n Introductory G uide to Post-structuralism  and 
Postm odernism . (Athens: The University of Georgia Press, 1989), 57.
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In reference to this project, the objective is to point out discursive 

strategies tha t w ork against the very idea of show ing the interconnections 

betw een gender and  race. Hence, I will "seek-out...blindspots or m om ents of self- 

contradiction" by "seizing on precisely those unregarded  details (casual 

m etaphors, footnotes, incidental horns of argum ent, [seemingly benign 

com parisons], [instances of denial], [m ispeilings], or [moments of am biguity])"105 

that reveal the  gender/race binary and  threatens to collapses the hierarchy of 

privilege and  repression.

Besides identifying binary oppositions and  their function, deconstruction 

also involves reversing and displacing such  oppositions. The process of reversal 

show s "that the privileged term  [gender] depends for its identity on  its exclusion 

and  repression of the secondary term  [race]."106 It does so by inverting the  

binary opposition; by show ing that the "inferior" term  is in fact "superior." 

Reversal alone w ould simply invert an  opposition  leaving its dichotom ous 

structure intact. The displacem ent of a b inary  opposition puts the "superior" or 

privileged term  "under erasure," by dem onstrating  that its m eaning is no t self

identical, or natural. Displacement dism antles the positive and  privileged 

signification of the "superior" term  by show ing that the "inferior" term  is alw ays 

already inscribed w ithin it. Johnson describes the significance of reversing and  

displacing a binary opposition in this way:

The starting point is often a b inary  difference that is subsequently  
show n to be an illusion created by the w orking of differences m uch 
harder to pin dow n. The differences betw een entities...are show n to 
based on a repression of differences w ithin entities, ways in  w hich 
an  entity differs from  itself....The 'deconstruction' of a b inary

105 Ibid.

106Ibid. 56.
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opposition is thus not an  annih ilation  of values or differences; it is 
an  attem pt to follow the subtle, pow erful effects of differences 
already at w ork w ith in  the illusion of b inary  opposition."107

Deconstruction then, does no t w ork  from  the outside in. It is not the 

im position of a certain external, om nipoten t theoretical force that d ism antles, 

criticizes, and  breaks dow n an otherw ise logical and coherent concept. Rather, 

deconstruction works from the inside out. T he text, narrative, or discourse 

alw ays provides the means of its ow n  deconstruction. As this dissertation 

illustrates, fem inist theory has p rov ided  the m eans for its ow n deconstruction in 

the various texts and narratives that constitute its discursive field. In reference to 

race, feminist theory "means to say,” indeed  does in fact say, one thing, b u t is 

"nonetheless constrained to say" another. For example, it m ay m ean to say, it 

m ay in fact say, that race is im portant and  necessary to understanding  gender 

relations, bu t m ay nonetheless relegate the category race to a position ou tside  an 

analysis of gender relations. H ow  is fem inist d iscourse able to "say" (or "m ean to 

say") one thing about race, yet end up  do ing  another? One answ er is this: by 

producing and  em ploying discursive strategies that insure the prim acy of gender 

and the narrative consturcted in its nam e.

Only a deconstructionist m ethod— a "careful teasing out of w arring  forces 

of signification w ithin the text itself'108— can enable one to see the production  

and  deploym ent of discursive strategies in  fem inist discourse as they relate to 

race. A deconstructionist m ethod m akes it possible to refuse to view  race a 

som ething that exists outside of and  external to feminist discourse. R ather it 

enables one to views race as a product of fem inist discourse. In turn, fem inist

107Q uoted in Joan W. Scott, "D econstructing Equality-Versus-Difference: 
Or, the Uses of Poststructuralist Theory for Feminism," op. cit., 137-138.

108Barbara Johnson, The Critical Difference, op. cit., p. 5.
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discourse is conceptualized as a boundary-m aking and  boundary-m arking field 

that relies upon  race to m ake an d  m ark  its boundaries.

Furtherm ore, a deconstructive approach, w hich conceptualizes language 

as signification, exposes the lim itations of thinking about race in feminist theory 

solely in term s of representation—of presence and absence. It also problematizes 

m ore recent attem pts to "historidze" the category w om an, w ithout including in 

that h istoriography the "m etalanguage of race."109 In  addition, th is approach can 

also help to expose the flaws of the com m only-held notion  that to state or 

dem onstrate  how  "different w om en experience sexism  differently" is to use race 

as a category of analysis. These argum ents, and others, are underg irded  by 

assum ptions about race that keeps the privileged position of gender intact. Only 

a theoretical approach  w hich provides an  understand ing  of the discursive 

techniques that give m eaning to race w hile rendering race invisible can assist us 

in  uderstand ing  w hy fem inism  continues to be plagued by critiques of racial 

parochialism

In this dissertation, I argue for the "m ethod” of a close deconstructive 

reading  w hile sim ultaneously em ploying it. In dem onstrating fem inist theory's 

intolerance of race even as it relies u p o n  it, I focus on  those "am biguous 

m om ents," those seem ingly benign theoretical gestures generally regarded  as 

unproblem atic, that betray this operation. I have, of course defined "feminist 

theory" broadly  w hich is consistent w ith  m y understand ing  of it as a discourse. 

Thus, the different "frameworks" or theoretical approaches w ith in  feminist 

theory does not underm ine my very b road  use of the term . Because I am 

interested in  fem inist theory as a discourse, and how  race is configured w ithin its 

discursive boundaries, I consult and analyze m any different kinds of sources.

109Evelyn Brooks H igginbotham , "African A m erican W om en’s History 
and  the M etalanguage of Race," 17 Signs (Winter 1992): 251-274.
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Feminist books, journals, articles, and  pam phlets comprises m uch of the sources 

used  for this dissertation. M ost chapters will rely heavily upon  these secondary 

sources while at least one, C hap ter 4, will d raw  extensively upon  prim ary 

sources, namely new spaper articles.

IV. C hapter O utlines

This dissertation is d iv ided  into two major parts. P art I: Theoretical 

Intim ations, in  w hich this chap ter is included, lays bare the theoretical 

foundation for this project. In  this in troductory chapter, I have outlined the 

limitations associated w ith the idea of (m is)representating race in  feminist 

theory. I have explained and  called for a theoretical approach and m ethod that 

w ill expose how  race is p roduced  by and w ith in  the discursive boundaries of 

fem inist theory.

Chapter Two, "Discursive Strategies in Feminist Theory," identifies and 

explains five discursive strategies: Exclusion and Denial, A nalogy and 

Com parison, Adjectival M odification, Invisible Objectification, and  Accusatory 

Defensiveness. By analyzing a b road  range of feminist texts, and  highlighting 

key feminist concepts, I dem onstrate  how  feminist theory has relied upon the 

category race to construct a narrative about "women." I also dem onstrate how 

fem inist theory denies its reliance upon  the category of race by constructing race, 

and  racialized subjects, as objects outside the dom ain of its discursive 

boundaries. I po in t out that constructing race and racialized subjects as existing 

outside the dom ains of fem inist discourse is in fact a construction vrithin the 

boundaries of feminist theory. P u t slightly different, I argue that the moment 

feminist theory speaks of race, race becomes a part of the discourse. Moving 

from  this observation, I not only identify the ways in which race functions in 

feminist discourse, but I dem onstra te  that fem inism  discourse is as m uch a story
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about race as it is about gender. W hile this chapter is no t to be a com prehensive 

discussion of the strategies I have identified and outlined, o r of other strategies 

that m ay be identified in further analyses, it does lay bare the theoretical 

concepts and  ideas for future analyses. By the sam e token, the five strategies I 

identify in  this chapter are not m utually exclusive, and  therefore, I do not devote 

a single chapter to each strategy. Rather, the deploym ent of one or more 

strategies is implicit w ithin each of the chapters in  Part EL

C hapter Three, "Theorizing 'Difference' in  Fem inist Thinking: Explanatory 

M odels for U nderstanding Race, Class, and  Gender," explores the various w ays 

in  w hich these three categories have been conceptualized. By draw ing m ostly 

upon  the works of African A m erican feminist thinkers since 1970,1 trace the 

evolution of the "triple oppression" thesis and  how  it has come to be an integral 

pa rt of fem inist discourse. I distinguish betw een Frances Beale's early m odel of 

"double jeopardy" and  later "addition models" (race + class + gender = Black 

w om an's experience) and  D eborah King’s "multiplicative model" (race x class x 

gender = Black w om an's experience). I note the advantages and  shortcom ings of 

each and then explore other contem porary versions of the "triple oppression" 

thesis. I conclude by noting that the best w ay understand  the connection 

betw een race, class and gender is to view them , not as separate categories that 

m om entarily intersect, bu t as m utually  productive and constituitive categories.

In keeping w ith this notion, I apply the theoretical intim ations of Part I to 

specific, em pirical examples in Part n. Each chapter in Part H reads critically 

som e cultural, social, political phenom enon or fem inist theoretical text w ith  the 

objective of illustrating how fem inist discourse constructs race and  how race in 

turn, operates w ithin that discourse.

C hapter Four, "The Socio-Symbolic Significance of Lani Guinier: The 

African Am erican W om an as the 'U nknow n Other'," uses the empirical exam ple
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of the Lani G uinier's nom ination, in contrast to the  nom ination of Zoe Baird, to 

explore the w ays in  w hich  race, functions to "ground" racial difference as that 

w hich is beyond the  reach of feminist discourse. As an  example o f the (In)Visible 

Objectification D iscursive Strategy, this chapter argues that Lani Guinier's 

nom ination and  subsequen t w ithdraw al, is theoretically instructive because it 

presents the "African A m erican W oman" as alw ays already outside of and 

excessive to fem inist interpretations. Using new spaper articles from  the New 

York Times and  T he W ashington Post, as w ell as articles from  num erous new 

m agazines, I analyze no t only the ways in w hich Baird and  G uinier were 

constructed in the m edia, bu t also how  (and if) a  gendered  or fem inist analysis 

was offered to explain  their position in  the realm  of politics. In this chapter, I 

show  that a gendered  analysis, and to some extent a fem inist analysis, was more 

forthcoming in the case of Zoe Baird, than  in  the case of Lani G uinier because, as 

a Black W oman, Lani G uinier fell outside the subject-position W om an. To 

underscore the rela tionship  betw een these two public  nom inations an d  the 

responses they p rom p ted  to feminist theorizing, I suggest that the particular 

configuration of Lani G uinier during  her nom ination  process, and  the  absence of 

a specific gendered  analysis of that process, bespeaks of a larger problem  in 

feminist theory. I a rgue  tha t the Lani Guinier nom ination, com pared to that of 

Zoe Baird is instructive because it suggests that fem inist theory reads the Black 

Woman as incom prehensible. By using the popu lar fem inist concepts of the 

public versus the private  sphere and rape, I breifiy exam ine how  fem inist 

articulations of "w om en's condition" are based upon  the incom prehensibility of 

the Black female body.

C hapter Five im plicitly addresses the popu lar m isconception that "post- 

structural" or "postm odern" feminist critiques of the category W om an as 

ahistorical, universal, and  natural are also necessarily critiques against the
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trivialization of race in fem inist analysis. It is assum ed that anyone w ho adopts a 

poststructuralist stance in their w ork  by questioning the universality of the 

category W om an, or by questioning the representation m odel of language, are 

also seen as being sensitive to, and  perhaps even contributing to, the project of 

d ism antling  the racial hegem ony em bedded w ith in  the category W oman. Hence, 

the focus of C hapter Five, entitled "’Like Runaway Slaves': Language Games in  

the W orks of M onique Wittig," w ill examine the w ays in which gender is re- 

privileged in  those texts that are generally considered "poststructuralist" or 

"postm odern" in content and  hence sensitive to issues of racial difference. "[If], 

as bell hooks has noted, ”[p]ostm odem ist discourses are often exclusionary even 

as they call a tten tion  to, [and] appropriate  the experience of 'difference' and  

’O therness,"110 then  it is crucial that w e explore bo th  how  such appropriations 

take place and the implications of these kinds appropriations. By reading 

closely the theoretical works of French feminist M onique Wittig, I w ill explore 

the ways in  w hich "race" is effectively erased in  the text itself, even as it is used 

(or perhaps because it is used) to dism antle biological or natural assum ptions 

that underg ird  the category "Woman." Using W ittgenstein's notion of "language 

games," I argue that while the contem porary fem inist focus on language as 

productive is used to deconstruct the M an/ W om an binary, it sim ultaneously 

constructs a gender/ race binary. My invocation of W ittengenstein 's concept of 

language gam es in  this chapter is, I believe, neither contradictory nor 

inexplicable. While I am aw are of the theoretical tensions that m ay exist betw een 

Foucault, D errida, and  W ittengenstein, my use of each of these theorists is for 

one objective: to illustrate the production and function of race in fem inist 

thinking. In addition, feminists have discussed the merits and dem erits of the

110bell hooks, Yearning. (Boston: South End Press, 1990), p.
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theories these m en purport, and  have, in  m any instances appropriated their ideas 

and concepts into fem inist analyses. As such, I see my lim ited use of these 

varied, ye t related concepts, as building on  fem inist w ork already com pleted.H l 

In term s of discursive strategies, this chapter contains an illustration of the 

Analogy and  C om parison Strategy and, to som e extent, the (In)Visible 

Objectification Strategy.

C hapter Six, entitled, '"What is a W hite W om an Anyway?': Responding to 

Race in  the 1990's," is taken from  the title of an  article w ritten by Catherine 

M acKinnon in 1 9 9 3 .H 2  In this chapter I argue tha t feminists, w hite feminists to 

be m ore precise, have begun to respond to critiques like: "feminism is a white 

wom an's project," or "feminism is centered a round  or based upon  the experience 

white wom en," w ith anger and defensiveness. In contrast to the "guilt, sham e, 

and silence" w hichcharacterized w hite w om en’s response to race in  the 1970's 

and 1980’s, these new  responses to Black wom en's claims of racial privileging are 

being m et w ith  not only hostility, bu t also accusations. The accusations usually 

take the form  of adm onishing "wom en of color" for not being "totally inclusive"

H lT his is particularly the case w ith  D errida and Foucault. See for 
example, Jud ith  Butler and  Joan W. Scott, eds., Feminist Theorize the Political. 
(New York: Routledge, 1992); Diane Elam. Feminism and Deconstruction. (New 
York: Routledge, 1994); Ellen K. Feder, M ary C. Rawlinson, and Emily Zakin, 
eds., D errida and  Feminism: Recasting the Q uestion of W oman. (New York and 
London: Routledge, 1997); M argaret Ferguson and  Jennifer Wicke, eds., 
Feminism and  Postm odernism . (Durham: D uke University Press, 1994); Jane 
Flax. Thinking Fragments: Psychoanalysis. Feminism, and Postm odernism  in the 
C ontem porary West, op. cit.; Lois McNay, Foucault and Feminism: Power. 
Gender, and  the Self. (Boston: N ortheastern  University! Press, 1992); Linda J. 
Nicholson, ed., Fem inism  / Postmodernism. (N ew  York: Routledge, C hapm an & 
Hall, Inc. 1990); Jana Sawicki, Disciplining Foucault: Feminism. Pow er and  the 
Body. (N ew  York: Routledge, 1991); Joan Scott, "Deconstructing Equality- 
Versus-Difference: Or, the Uses of Poststructuralist Theory for Feminism," op. cit.

U 2See "From Practice to Theory, or W hat is a White W om an Anyway?," 4 
Yale Toumal of Law and Feminism (Fall 1991): 13-22.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



70

of all races and  ethnicities, or for "overlooking class" in their analyses. M oreover, 

Black fem inists are figured as threatening, divisive, self-segregating and 

excessively different. I read  these responses as a particular k ind of discursive 

strategy—Accusatory Defensiveness—that is deployed to deflect attention aw ay 

from a discussion on race. A t the same time, I read  such responses as a discussion 

on race.

T hrough  a close deconstructive reading of A lison Jaggar's and  Paula 

Rothenberg's influential edited  volume, Fem inist Fram eworks: A lternative 

Theoretical Accounts of the Relations Between W om en and Men. I examine how  

white fem inists view  the w ork  of Black feminist theorists. O ften painted as 

sim ple polem ics, Black fem inist scholarship is v iew ed as an  accum ulation of 

years of Black wom en's critiques, not as a cohesive and  system atic theory. T he 

story that feminist discourse tells about race in general, and Black feminist theory 

in particular, is that it is a "diversionary 'special interest'" issue.*13 To the extent 

that Black fem inist theory is granted the title of theory, it is figured as a special 

kind of theory, existing outside the dom ains of "real" or "legitimate" feminist 

scholarship." As this last chapter illustrates, the ability to engage in  this k ind  of 

intellectual gatekeeping—i.e., deciding w hat fem inist theory is an d  who can 

produce its kind  o f  theoriz ing—is another exam ple of how  the discourse 

regulates is dom ain. Because discursive strategies are "regulated ways of 

practicing the possibilities of discourse," Accusatory Defensiveness, like o ther 

discursive strategies, serves a regulatory function by underm ining  the 

threatening im plications of a racialized critique. In this case, Accusatory 

Defensiveness operates through  counter accusations of "exclusion," by casting

113phyllis M arynick Palmer, "White W om en/ Black W omen: The D ualism  
of Female Identity  and  Experience in the United States," Feminist Studies 9 
(Spring 1983): 151-170.
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racialized critiques as divisive, d isruptive an d  hence invalid, and  by locating 

Black fem inist scholarship outside fem inist discourse.
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CHAPTER TWO 
DISCURSIVE STRATEGIES IN FEMINIST THEORY

In  the previous chapter, I argued for the necessity of view ing fem inist 

theory as a discursive practice w hich tells a story, or stories, about gender. I also 

noted that to the extent that fem inist theory, as a discourse, tells a s to ry  about 

gender, it also tells a sto ry  about race. Part of w hat makes the story of gender 

coherent and  stable is the process of affirm ation and  negation that takes place 

relative to gender an d  race respectively. T hat is, the stability of any gender 

narrative depends u p o n  the repression of race; of relegating race to a secondary 

position. A t the sam e tim e, however, this "secondary position" is bo th  a  p roduct 

of and necessary to stories of gender relations. Hence, this necessary and 

constituitive nature of race to feminist discourse underscores the notion that race 

is indespensable from  gender narratives even in  its repressed and negated  state. 

The constituitive role o f race is denied in fem inist theory precisely because it is 

figured as external to gender urithin the discourse. As a result, fem inist theory, 

as a discourse, (re)privileges the category gender, even as it depends upon  the 

category race. Feminist theory m ust also, ironically, (re)privilege the category 

race precisely because it speaks of race. W hen feminist theory speaks of race, it 

names it and  brings it into existence w ithin the discourse. However, this nam ing 

m ust be acccom panied by a denial of the category race, which in tu rn  

(re)privileges the catgeory gender.

I believe that fem inist discourse provides a vivid dram atization of this 

process of (re)privileging a t the level of its ow n articulation, particularly w hen it 

attem pts to take as its object of analysis race or Black wom en—categories which 

its defines as always a lready existing outside of its boundaries. W hen feminist 

theory attem pts to "explain" or analyze racial difference, even am ong w om en,
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new and m ore sophisticated ways of linking itself back to gender as the prim ary 

and superior category of analysis is inevitable. The result is the (re)production of 

the gender/ race binary and the continued negation of "race." This process of 

affirmation and  negation, of production and articulation, takes place through a 

series of discursive strategies. Below, I define the  concept "discursive strategies" 

and m y use o f it in this project. I then identify, define, and explain five such 

strategies in  fem inist theory, and  indicate the w ays in  w hich these strategies 

insure the prim acy of gender w ithin feminist discourse.

I. O n D iscursive Strategies

In Foucault's w ork  on discourses, there is an  acknowledgem ent that 

discursive form ations "...give rise to certain o rganization  of concepts, certain 

regroupings of objects, certain types of enunciation, which form, according to 

their degree of coherence, rigour, and stability, them es or theories..."1 Foucault 

calls these them es and theories "strategies," because they "open a field of possible 

options [that] enables various m utually exclusive architectures [i.e., a series or 

structure of statem ents] to appear side by side o r in tu rn ."2 The unity of a 

discourse is best conceptualized as strategies because the teleological notion of 

developm ent that undergirds the concepts of them es or theories is problematic. 

W hereas the "thematic" approach to unity andd isun ity  is explained by the 

developm ent of progressively better solutions to the same problem, the notion of 

discursive strategies sees unity and disunity as the product of the ways in w hich 

changes "are in tegrated into discursive practice w ithou t the general form of its

1Michel Foucault, Archeology of Knowledge, op. cit., 64.

2lbid., 66.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



74

regularity being altered."3 So that claims about the significance of race to 

"women's experience," for instance, m ay expose the w orkings and  importance of 

racism  in the academ y, politics, the labor force, social p rogram s, police 

protection, and  fam ily organization, to nam e a few, yet th e  discursive practice of 

feminist theorizing continues to establish the sam e kind o f  relationship betw een 

race and  gender in  an  effort to perserve the com m onality a n d  coherence in 

"feminist stories of gender." Certainly, as Foucault has po in ted  out w ithin the 

context of the discourse of psychiatry,

new  objects appear (new types of ind iv iduals, new  classes of 
behavior are chracterized as pathological), n e w  m odalities of 
en u n cia tio n  are p u t into opera tion  (quantita tive notations and 
statistical calculations), new  concepts are o u tlin e d  (such as those of 
degeneracy, perversion, neurosis), and  of course  n ew  theoretical 
s truc tu res [are] b u ilt [emphasis added].4

However, the appearance of "new objects," "new enunciative models," new  

concepts," and "new theoretical structures" in fem inist d iscourse, are not an 

indication that fem inist theory has expanded to include a n ew  object of analysis 

w ithin its dom ain. Instead, the way in w hich these new  elem ents are co-opted 

into a discourse illustrates the self-containing and  self-m aintaining function of 

discursive practices. The appearance of new  objects, m odels, concepts, and 

theories as they relate to race in feminist theory, do not destabiize and render 

untenable the boundaries of feminist discourse because they  appear "through the 

sam e laws and  rules of formation"5 that govern the discourse as a whole.

3Ibid., 74-75.

4Ibid., 75.

5fbid.
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A ccording to Foucault, any discursive form ation "can define the system  of 

form ation of the different strategies that are deployed in it."6 However, unlike 

Foucault, I am  m ore interested in the discursive strategies themselves than in  the 

rules of form ation that make such strategies possible. I am  interested, in o ther 

w ords, in identifying the different strategies th a t are deployed in  feminist 

discourse as it relates to the category race and  the notion of racial difference. 

A lthough the term  "strategy" connotes a w illfulness on  behalf of an outside 

"doer," it should  be em phasized th a t discursive strategies reside w ithin discourse 

itself. N ot only do discursive strategies reside w ith in  discourse, bu t they are the 

p roduct of the discourse's objective to constitute itself as the authority over a 

specific subject m atter. As such, discursive strategies are no t static forms that are 

externally p roduced and im posed. They are not "tactics" orginating in the m inds 

of and  im plem ented by certain theorists w ho w ish to constrain the confines of the 

discourse. By the same token, "it shou ld  be noted that...strategies are not rooted 

an terior to discourse, in the silent dep ths of choice tha t is [considered[ both 

prelim inary and fundam ental... They are not determ ined in  advance and  pre

figured in a quasi-microscopic form."7 Rather, discursive strategies are "the 

points of choice a discursive form ation makes available, ’the different 

possibilities that it opens of reanim ating [i.e., of p rom pting  o r putting back into 

motion] already existing themes...of m aking it possible, w ith  a particular set of 

concepts, to play different games.'"8 Discursive strategies indicate the finitude of 

a discursive field. Strategies are p u t into play w hen the discourse cannot 

authoritatively speak  of an object; w hen  it tries, in  o ther w ords, to speak of an

6Ibid., 68.

7Michel Foucault, Archeology of Knowledge, op. cit., 69, 70.

8H ubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, op. cit., 71-72.
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object in which it has not given itself authority. As a result, discursive strategies

options [w ithin a discourse] m ust be described as system atically 
different ways of treating objects of discourse (of delim iting them , 
regrouping or separating the, linking them  together and  m aking 
them  derive from one another), o r arranging forms of 
enim dation...and of m anipulating concepts. [D iscursive strategies, 
then,] are regulated w ays...of practicing  the possib ilities o f 
discourse"[em phasis added].9

As Dreyfus and  Rabinow point out, those w ho are enm eshed w ithin a 

discourse, whose w ork help to constitute its boundaries and  set up its rules of 

regulation, cannot see the boundary-m aking and  setting aspect of their 

theorizing, no t to m ention the process of deploying a set of discursive strategies. 

They

do not see themselves as restricted to a lim ited range of strategies. 
O nly from  the outside can these strategies be seen as governed by 
principles of rarity constraining the space of options open to 
exploration. Only the archeologist,[as Foucault argues], can see 
that these options [or strategies] are regulated ways of practicing 
the possibilities of discourse.’"10

Because discursive strategies are "regulated ways of practicing the 

possibilities of discourse" they are also regulatory in function, m eaning that they 

are im portant in  m aintining the stability of the discourse's boundaries.

Using the definition above, I argue that fem inist discourse "give rise to 

certain organization of concepts, certain regroupings of objects, certain types of 

enunciation, w hich form ” a set of discursive strategies relevant to the category 

race and  the notion of racial difference. The use of these strategies "opens a field 

of possible options" and produces, in the w ords of Foucault, the appearance of

9Michel Foucault, Archeology of K nowledge, op. cit., 69-70.

10H ubert Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, op. cit., 72.
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new  objects, puts new  modalities of enunciation into operation, outlines new  

concepts, and  offers ways of building new  theoretical structures." The 

appearance of new  objects in feminist discourse then, includes "new types of 

individuals" o r subjects like, 'w om en of color,' 'O ther women,' 'and The Black 

Woman.' N ew  ways of enunciation are p u t in to  operation in the form analytical 

models like additive, multiplicative, and intersection models. The em ergence of 

new  concepts appears under such names as 'trip le oppression,’ ’white solipsism ,’ 

’and  wom anism"; all of which give rise to new  theoretical structures like 

M ulticultural Feminism, Black Feminist T hought, and  Chicana Feminism. Like 

all discourses, fem inist discourse respond to its new ly self-constructed objects, by 

linking these objects back to the narrative in  w hich it is em bedded. That is, 

feminist theory shores up its boundaries by co-opting or integrating potentially 

subversive an d  destabilizing elements.

The "new objects," "new enunciative models," new  concepts," and  "new 

theoretical structures" described above are co-opted through the deploym ent of 

five major discursive strategies in feminist theory. In essence, these discursive 

strategies effect the erasure of race by (re)producing the gender/ race binary. The 

five discursive strategies outlined below identify and  explain the role and 

function of race in producing and  privileging the category gender. In addition, 

these strategies illustrate the ways in which race participates in the production of 

a stable and coherent narrative on gender relations. More importantly, these 

strategies are themselves signs, signifying the w ays in which race is coded or 

given m eaning w ithin feminist discourse. Finally, these five strategies illustrate 

how feminist theory represents itself on race.

The five strategies produced and deployed by feminist discourse are:

(1) Exclusion and  Denial, (2) Analogy and Com parison, (3) Adjectival 

Modification, (4) (In)Visible Objectification and  (5) Accusatory Defensiveness.
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These five strategies are not m utually  exclusive. They are in terdependent and 

their use and m eaning often overlap. The developm ent of these strategies within 

the literature is not necessarily chronological, a lthough the first two strategies are 

m ore prevalent in  the First Wave fem inist thinking and the early fem inist 

w ritings of the Second Wave.

II. D iscursive Strategies in  F em inist T heory

E xclusion an d  D enial

T hat fem inist thinking excludes the experiences of African A m erican 

w om en and "other w om en of color” is perhaps the m ost w idespread and 

prom inent critique lodged against fem inist discourse. Z inn and others exemplify 

this k ind  of critique w hen they state: "w om en of color have been virtually  h idden 

in fem inist scholarship [and] m ade invisible by the erroneous notion of universal 

w om anhood."11 As a result, the [k]now ledge [produced by fem inist scholarship 

was] assum ed to be 'universal' [but] w as actually based...on the experiences of 

w om en who w ere w hite and prim arily  m iddle class."12

Generally speaking, the critique that race is excluded from fem inist 

discourse hinges on  a definition of exclusion that m eans "a part from  and  

external to" that w hich is defined as the major subject of the discursive field— 

gender. In  this sense, " to exclude" m eans "to sh u t out...to give no place to [by] 

prevent[ing] the existence, occurence or use of...to reject from consideration or 

notice."13 Exclusion then, is by definition, "the act or process of excluding."14

11Gloria A nzuldua, ed., M aking Face/Soul, op. cit., 33.

12Ibid.

13From "exclude" as defined in The W orld Book Dictionary. (Chicago: 
D oubleday & Com pany, 1977), 740.

14Ibid.
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Given this com m on and generally accepted definition, m ost analyses on 

the exclusion of race from  feminist scholarship take one of two forms: (1) 

exclusion is explained in terms of willful o r unconscious acts stem m ing from  

racist behavior; or (2) the absence of race is seen as an  oversight that can be easily 

corrected by inserting  it, as a variable, into existing frameworks.

W hen the exclusion of race is analyzed in  term s of willful or unconscious 

acts of exclusion, such  acts constitute nothing less than  "racism" and  are prim e 

illustrations of "racist behavior" and  thinking in  fem inist theorizing. In  analyzing 

the issue of racism  in the early and  contem porary fem inist m ovem ents, hooks 

represents this v iew  w hen she states that w hite fem inists "had been socialized to 

accept and  perpetuate  racist ideology" and that their racism  was revealed  in 

their "dialogues and  writings" about "the A m erican w om an's experience."15 "In 

most cases,” according to hooks, "this racism w as an  unconscious, 

unacknow ledged aspect of their thought."16 She explains it in this way:

[w hite feminists] attitudes tow ard  black w om en were bo th  racist 
and  sexist. [But] [tjheir racism  d id  no t assum e the form  of overt 
expressions of hatred; it was far m ore subtle. It took  th e  form  of 
s im p ly  ignoring the  existence of b lack  w om en or w ritin g  abou t 
them  u sin g  com m on sexist and  rac ist stereotypes.17

Thus, "to deny the existence of black w om en [was] to exclude them  from 

the wom en's m ovem ent."18 As hooks points ou t, "exclude" in this context does 

not m ean that Black w om en were "overtly d iscrim inated against...on the basis of

15"Racism and  Feminism: The Issue of Accountability," in A in 't I A 
Woman: Black W om en and Feminism, op. cit., passim , 136-137.

16Ibid., 136.

17Ibid., 137.

18Ibid., 142.
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race"19 in that they were actually barred from participation. Rather, exclude is 

defined as a form  of alienation; a way of constructing concepts, ideas and  

analyses, that w ere inapplicable to Black women.

In addition to exhibiting "racism," under the willful-or-unconscious acts 

view, an  author's explicit exclusion of race also indicates that he or she moves 

from  the unexam ined assum ption  that race is irrelevant in  an d  to the "story of 

gender." To treat "race and class as secondary features in social organization" 

and "to make gender relations prim ary is to assume that they create a set of 

universal experiences m ore im portant than  those of o ther inequalities."20 

Because authors refuse to see the complex relationship that exists betw een race 

and gender, the argum ent goes, the quality of the finished product is at best 

questionable.

For other critics, the act or process of excluding race from  fem inist 

theorizing has less to do w ith an  author's intent, and more to do  w ith  the lack of 

information on issues of race in feminist theory. As Z inn and  others explain,

"race and  class inequalities [are] set aside on the grounds that, w hile they are 

im portant, we, [feminists], lack inform ation that w ould allow us to incorporate 

them  in analysis."21 In addition, the exclusion of race may be v iew ed as a benign 

oversight rather than an intentional and "racist" decision deliberately m ade by 

the author. Feminist theorists "overlook" race primarily because it is treated as a 

"secondary feature...in female subordination,"22 and because Black w om en have

19Ibid.

20Maxine Baca Zinn, et. al., op. cit., 34.

21Ibid., 34.

^ Ib id .
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been denied the kind of privilege w hite w om en have in publishing works about 

them selves. As a result, exclusion is seen as the inevitable consequence of a 

narrow ly defined discursive field which is borne ou t of the lack of Black female 

academics and the paucity of available resources on  Black wom en and race.

There are, of course, problem s w ith  explaining exclusion in these two 

ways. The first reading of the exclusion of race in fem inist thinking locates the 

problem  w ith  the author. Exclusion is the result of a  "racist" m indset, o r of the 

author's inability to th ink critically about his o r he r assum ptions. The difficulty 

in  assessing w hether or not an  author "intended" to be racist presents itself as a 

m ajor task, including defining precisely w hat constitutes racism. By w hat m eans 

w ould  one m easure "intentions"? W hat w ould  the criteria be for judging w hat is 

and  is not racist? Who w ould  get to determ ine the criteria and  on w hat basis 

w ould such criteria be established? W ould the absence of "intention" necessarily 

rule out the possibility of "racist or racial thinking"?

In addition  to the problem  of identifying precisely w hat constitutes 

"racism", the "intentional" explanation for race-exclusion places the burden  of 

proof on w om en of color. Defining exclusion in this way, shifts the problem  of 

explaining the absence of race from those w ho produce the scholarship to those 

who are "excluded" from it. As such, African A m erican w om en would be 

charged w ith  the task of providing "evidence" or "proof" that the author 

"intended" to exclude race.

Reading the exclusion of race in feminist theory in term s of oversight is 

also problem atic because it assum es that the appropria te  solution is sim ply to 

include race, i.e., to "add" race where it had previously been left out. "Including” 

or "adding" race is usually articulated in term s of specification, in which the 

w ord "woman" is preceeded by an adjective (or a list of adjectives) designating
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racial or class difference.23 Because this k ind of specification o r m odification is 

view ed as a so lu tion  to exclusion, and  not as an  act of exclusion, it is never 

questioned. M oreover, the addition-solution to  race oversight also assumes th a t 

add ing  or inserting  the "modified" and "specified" W om an w ould  not change or 

completely reconfigure the fram ework to w hich  it is added.

The oversight explanation poses ano ther problem : it locates the exclusion 

of race in the lack of Black female academics a n d  resources an d  not in the 

conceptual paradigm s that frame feminist scholarship. In  so doing, the oversight 

explanation functions as a form of the victim -blam ing rationale by implicitly 

asserting the circular and tautological argum ent: Black w om en are absent from  

feminist scholarship because they are absent from  feminist scholarship.

In add ition  to the problems outlined above, neither of the two approaches 

to reading race speaks to the theoretical s truc tu re  and practice of fem inist theory. 

Both approaches define the "presence" or "inclusion" of race in term s of w hether 

or not som e "representable" form of it is visible in  the text, including the 

"presence" of a racial signifier. The assum ption  tha t the absence of a racial 

signifier constitutes the exclusion of race from  a discourse presum es that 

"absence" itself cannot be a part of feminist theoretical practice. The intentional- 

racist and  oversight approaches preclude us from  asking: W hat theoretical 

practices m akes exclusion both necessary and  possible? H ow  does feminist 

theory participate in  producing the exclusion of race as well as constructing it as 

a "problem" (to be solved)? W hat role does exclusion play in fem inist theory, i.e., 

w hat does the "exclusion" of race allow  fem inist theory to do? Do the roles that 

race-exclusion play alert us to a different read ing  of exclusion that is not based 

on the visibility of a racial signifier?

say m ore about this in my discussion o f the third discursive strategy, 
Adjectival Modification.
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I offer these critical comments on  the natu re  o f exclusion not by w ay of an  

apologia, but as starting  point for re-thinking how  race and (its) "exclusion" is 

conceptualized in fem inist theory. In exam ining the nature of race-exclusion in 

fem inist theory, I am  unconvinced that one shou ld  expend energy to determ ine 

w hether or not such acts are indeed racist, and  I question  the notion that the 

"intention" of the au thor should  in fact be o u r focus.24 Again, this is not to 

suggest that specific fem inist texts, and  fem inist discourse in general, do not 

convey racist ideas. N ot only does fem inist d iscourse and the canonical texts that 

com prise it convey racist ideas, but it creates, constructs, appropriates and 

perpetuates problem atic racialized w ays of thinking, regardless of w hether it 

"intends" to o r not. Focusing on the in ten tion  of the author or the alleged lack of 

scholarly resources, how ever, cannot be the basis for explaining the exclusion of 

race because intention an d  lack cannot account for the ways in  which fem inist 

thinking, nevertheless, betrays  its ow n racist ideas and  assum ptions. I 

em phasize the w ord "betray" to the underscore those m om ents in which fem inist 

theorizing accidently or unconsciously exposes it ow n  m arkings of racial m yopia. 

The concept of betrayal is also im portant because it questions the assum ption 

that fem inist theory is a natural ally to issues of race an d  racism, and  that 

fem inist discourse is a neu tral discursive g round  on  which to th ink  through the 

complexity of race, class, and  gender.25 Fem inist theory 's inability to speak for 

"women," especially for African Am erican w om en an d  "other w om en of color," 

im plies a k ind  of unfaithfulness to accom plish w hat the discourse claims it has

24Sim ilar issues are  raised in Roland Barthes, "The Death of an A uthor," in 
Image. M usic, Text. (N ew  York: Hill an d  W an g ,) an d  Michele Foucault, "W hat 
is an  A uthor?" in Language. Counter M em ory. Practice. (Cornell University 
Press, 1977).

^ A ssupm tions are  listed on pages 23-25.
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the ability to do— speak for "women." Focusing on  the in tention of the author or 

the alleged lack of resources on race locks one into an  approach tha t seeks to 

define w hat exclusion is as oppose to how it operates. Not only does reading 

exclusion as an  act of an individual's will, o r as the inevitable outcom e of a lack 

of relevant scholarly resources tie us to the referent-representation model, it 

denies the operation of exclusion as a specific discursive strategy deployed to 

insure the coherency of "wom en as a group."

T hus, exclusion cannot be reduced to conventional argum ents. Debating 

over an au thor’s intentions, or about w hether exclusion constitutes racism, or 

even about w hether or not certain fundam ental fem inist concepts,26 despite their 

"exclusion" of race, are neverthelss applicable to w om en as a group, keeps us 

locked into a representation-referential fram ework. Because of this, it is 

necessary to re-read "exclusion" and to dislodge it from  its representation- 

referential frame. W hen a racial signifier, or a specifically racialized subject, is 

visibly absent from  a fem inist text, it is assum ed that race is excluded—i.e., shut 

out—from  the text. It is assum ed that race has no role or "place" in the story of 

gender.

In keeping w ith the general definition of exclusion: "a pa rt from and 

external to; to shu t out...to give no place to [by] prevent[ing] the existence, 

occurence or use of...to reject from  consideration or notice,"27 I contend that the 

exclusion of race m ust be read, not as that "thing" w hich is "missing" from 

fem inist stories of gender, but as that category w hich is discursively constructed, 

w ithin the stories them selves, as existing outside of and  apart from  those stories.

26Judith  Grant, Fundam ental Feminism: Contesting the Core Concepts of 
Feminist Theory. (New York: Routledge, 1993).

27The W orld Book Dictionary, op. cit., 740.
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If race is discursively constructed by and w ith in  feminist stories of gender, th en  it 

m u st also have a particular discursive function. For the m ost part, the category 

race and  especially Black wom en, function w ith in  feminist discourse as th a t 

w hich  is outside of the discourse. Putting aside the specific function of race for 

the m om ent, the point that I w ant to em phasize here is that in o rder to function 

w ith in  a discourse, to be defined  by a discourse, race can never be "shut o u t 

from  that discourse and  giv[en] no place...by preventing [its] existence, occurence 

o r use o f' because it is always already a part of that discourse. Race, how ever it 

is defined and  w hatever its functions may be, helps to construct feminist 

discourse as a discourse, and  as such is a constitutive and productive part o f it. 

Therefore, it cannot never be "excluded" from  it.

W hat I am  suggesting, is that the exclusion and denial of both the 

category race and Black wom en as subjects, m ust be read as a discursive strategy- 

—i.e., as a regulatory w ay of practicing the discourse. Re-reading instances of 

exclusion and denial as the deploym ent of a discursive strategy, rather than  an  

act of racism, allows one to think about the function and position of race in 

fem inist discourse. W hen read as a discursive strategy, exclusion and denial is 

no longer defined as the "absence of a visible racial signifier," bu t as a specific 

theoretical or discursive move that solidifies the boundaries of fem inst d iscourse 

and  insures the prom inence and stability of the category gender. The Exclusion 

and  Denial strategy, like all discursive strategies, limits w hat can and cannot be 

said  w ithin  a discourse because its function is by nature constrictive and 

regulatory. These discursive strategies assum e a regulatory and perservative 

responsibility by ensuring tha t gender rem ains the privileged category an d  by 

m aintaining a coherent and non-disruptive narrative about patriarchy and the 

oppression of "women as group." Exclusion and  Denial, like the Analogy an d  

Com parison, Adjectival Modification, (In)Visible Objectification, and A ccusatory
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Defensiveness Strategies, create the conceptual v iew  that race is separate from 

gender and therefore inappropriate as an object o f analysis in  fem inist discourse.

The exclusion and  denial of race in fem inist discourse occurs in two forms: 

it is either explicitly stated or implicitly inferred. W hen explicitly stated, fem inist 

thinkers clearly and  categorically assert the irrelevancy and  insignificance of race 

to the condition of "wom en as an oppressed group." In  these instances, race is 

declared as im m aterial, extraneous, and  un im portan t and  this then, serves as the 

basis for "excluding" race from  the analysis. The resu lt is a n  analysis of "wom en's 

oppression" in  w hich race has been w ritten  and  spoken  ou t of existence. 

According to the traditional argum ent, to speak o r w rite  race out of existence, is 

to "exclude" it from  fem inist thinking. The irony o f course, is that once race is 

spoken of, once it is announced as irrelevant and  im m aterial, it becomes a p a rt of 

feminist discourse, as well as a product of fem inist d iscursive practices.28 

Explicit claims against the relevancy and  significance of race are, a t the very 

least, em pirical exam ples of the occurence of the signifier "race" in feminist 

discourse. T hat is, such claims are, a t the m ost basic level, indications that the 

w ord  "race" does indeed appear w ith in  feminist th ink ing  and  theoretical texts. 

However, to sim ply  note the appearance of the signifier race does not account for 

the nature of its appearance, or how race operates w h en  it does appear. The fact 

that race is spoken  of, even if only in term s of its irrelevancy, m ust be explained, 

and  analyzed. To p u t it m ore precisely, an  exam ination of how  race is 

constituted and  how  it operates in feminist discourse is necessary especially  

because it is explicity designated as insignificant to the  story of wom en's 

oppression.

28By this I m ean that feminist theory produces specific constructions of 
race that are bo th  necessary to, as well as a p roduct of, its narrative structure.
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The second m anner in which race is excluded and denied in feminist 

discourse is th rough  im plicit inference. Unlike clear and  explicit statements on 

the irrelevance of race to gender, this form  of exclusion either fails to m ention 

race at all, o r constructs it in  m etaphoric of m etonym ic terms. Feminist analyses 

that "fail to m ention  race" do not contain w ith in  them  visible racial signifiers, nor 

does race, as a category, figure into or shape the argum ent o r analysis. In 

contrast to explicitly sta ted  exclusion, in this version, race is no t explicitly spoken 

or w ritten  of (even in  term s of its irrelevancy) because the presum ption is: to talk 

about the condition  of w om en is to not talk abou t race. Fem inist theorizing that 

takes as its po in t of departu re  a common oppression  rooted in "the bonds of 

w om anhood" is indirectly  suggesting that gender relations are uninform ed by 

race relations. For this reason, the implicit exclusion and denial of race is m arked 

by silence, i.e., the absence of racial signifiers and  the lack of statem ents nam ing 

its irrelevance.

Im plicit exclusion of race may also occur w hen race is invoked in 

m etaphorical o r m etonym ic terms. In each case, the consolidation of a feminist 

concept or te rm  is m ade possible through m etaphors and  m etonym s that evoke 

racial "blackness." T hat is, feminist discourse often  makes use of what Toni 

M orrison calls, "symbolic figurations of balckness,"29 that stand  in for race, as a 

w ay of signifying race, w ithout explicitly acknow ledging (or realizing) that this 

process of signification is a t work.

The Exclusion and  Denial strategy, in bo th  its explicit and  implicit forms, 

suggests tha t the "exclusion" of race in fem inist discourse is an inverted form  of 

inclusion. By this I m ean that, race is turned inw ard  on itself; it is "included" and  

put into service only to perform  its own erasure. Race is included, i.e., spoken of

-9Plaving in the D a rk  op. cit., p. ix.
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and w ritten of, only to the extent that it then m ust be "excluded"; it is invoked 

only to be revoked. As soon as race is "spoken o f ’ and brought into existence, it 

m ust then be extracted from the equation and released from the burden  and 

obligation of having to signify racial difference. This strategy actively includes or 

speaks of race while sim ultaneously constructing its exclusion.

This kind of exclusion does not, on its face, "shut [race] out" of feminist 

discourse [by] p rev en tin g  its] occurrence or use." O n the contrary, feminist 

discourse does "use" race by deploying it in its narrative on  gender. Similarly, 

this type of exclusion is not an exclusion in which race is "given no place." 

Feminist discourse does give place to race by claiming and asserting that it has 

no place. Feminist discourse, in  o ther words, produces and constitutes race as a 

sign of absence. The production of race as a sign of absence suggests that the role 

and function of race is to exist in a state of non-existence; to exist as that which is 

excluded. In other words, w hen constructed in absentia, the role of race is "to be 

absent"; to function in silence "as silence." A n im portant distinction to rem em ber 

is that the Exclusion and  Denial strategy does not explain the position or role of 

race in feminist discourse, it is the position and role of race in fem inist discourse.

Viewing exclusion and  denial as a discursive strategy, as a theoretical 

move practiced in  feminist discourse, illustrates the im portance of race in and  to 

feminist theorizing. It illustrates that race is a necessary prelude to constructing 

and consolidating a coherent notion of a comm on bond based on  gender 

relations that is unaffected by race relations.

The Exclusion and Denial strategy is aptly illustrated in the works of 

many feminists and in all "feminist frameworks" or strands of fem inism .30 While

30"Feminist Frameworks" is a concept devloped in Alison Jaggar's and 
Paula Rothenberg's Feminist Fram eworks: Alternative Theoretical Accounts of 
the Relations Between W omen and  Men. Third Edition. (New York: McGraw
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it is im possible to docum ent each occurrence o r  use of this strategy, a few 

examples w ill serve to dem onstrate precisely how  the Exclusion and  D enial 

strategy operates.

The Exclusion and  Denial strategy, as sta ted  above, operates in and  

undergirds all fem inist frameworks. Because "feminist frameworks" are 

"theories....[explaining] the conditions w hich restrict wom en's freedom  to 

determ ine [their] ow n lives,"31 these fram ew orks necessarily privilege the 

category gender in  their analyses. In their definition, Jaggar and Rothenberg 

m ake this clear w hen  they define feminist fram ew orks as

system s of ideas [and] conceptual structures that feminists can use 
in explaining, justifying, and  gu id ing  their action. Typically , a  
fem in ist fram ew ork is a com prehensive analysis of the na tu re  
a n d  causes of wom en's opp ression  and  a correlated set of 
proposals for ending it [em phasis added].32

To the extent that a "feminist framework...analy[zes]... the nature  and 

causes of wom en's oppression," it does so at the expense of race. 'Typically," 

feminist fram ew orks (re)produce the g en d er/race  binary by not only privileging 

the category gender, but by setting race in  opposition  to it. A  Liberal Fem inist 

fram ew ork for exam ple, m ay critique political social contract theory as a 

patriachal disguise for the "sexual contract,"33 bu t it will fail to see the ways in 

w hich the state is fundam entally founded up o n  a racial contract that cannot be

Hill Book Com pany, 1993). This volum e is currently  in its 3rd  edition. For a 
discussion of race in relation to this book in particular, see C hapter 5.

31 Alison M. Jaggar and Paula Rothenberg Struhl, Feminist Fram ew orks, 
First Edition, op. d t . , . xii.

32Ibid., Second Edition, p. xii.

^ C aro le  Patem an, The Sexual C ontract (Stanford: Stanford U niversity 
Press, 1988).
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separated  from its gendered  com ponent.34 In a like m anner, a M arxist Feminist 

fram ew ork  is adept as docum enting  and  analyzing the ways in  w hich capitalism  

extracts an d  exploits labor from  w om en. It describes the nature o f w om en's work 

as involving the production  of use values, com m odities, as w ell as workers. 

H ow ever, w ith  its em phasis on  "wom en's w ork” and  wom en's position  under 

capitalism  as a separate econom ic class, a M arxist Fem inist fram ew ork cannot 

provide insight into the w ays in  w hich "wom en's work" has been historically 

radalized . That is, despite its various constructions and critiques of "women's 

work," a Marxist Fem inist fram ew ork  does not an d  cannot prov ide an analysis of 

Black w om en's w ork outside the hom e as consisting of working inside the homes 

of w hite families. Black w om en's venture into the "public sphere," i.e., into the 

w orld  of paid  w ork outside the hom e, consisted of perform ing du ties inside the 

hom e of another family unit. Symbolically, Black wom en's pa id  w ork, especially 

from  Reconstruction through  the 1960's, was tan tam ount to trad ing  the w ork of 

one "private sphere" for another. M oreover, a M arxist feminist fram ew ork  is 

inattentive to those periods in h istory— slavery, sharecropping, an d  Jim 

C row ism — which economically initiated, bu ttressed  or supported  capitalism  on 

racially-based grounds. These shortcom ings render concepts like "w om en’s 

work" and  "women as a class" inapplicable to Black w om en and  dem onstrate  that 

their coherency is built upon the absence of race. Socialist and  Global Feminist 

fram ew orks, like Liberal and M arxist Fem inist fram eworks, privilege gender 

difference and relegate race to a secondary or non-existent role. Borrow ing from 

M arxist a n d  other fem inist paradigm s, these two fram ew orks em phasize the 

w ays in w hich patriarchy is rooted  in both class and  sexuality issues.

■^N. Kly, Race and the Social Contract. See also, Race and Enlightenm ent.
1997.
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Of the traditional feminist frameworks,35 the one that most insists upon 

the privileged position of gender and, not coincidentally, makes the m ost use of 

race to insure that privileged position, is Radical Fem inism . Radical Feminism, 

in all of its varieties, is d istinguished by its "insistence that the oppression of 

w om en is fundamental."36 There are, according to Jaggar and Rothenberg, 

several different ways this Radical Feminist claim  m ay be interpreted:

1. That w om en were, historically, the first oppressed group.
2. That w om en's oppression is the m ost w idespread, existing in

virtually every know n society.
3. That wom en's oppression is the deepest in that it is the hardest

form  of oppression to eradicate and  cannot be rem oved by 
other social changes such as the  abolition of class society.

4. That w om en’s oppression causes the  m ost suffering to its
victims, qualitatively as well as quantitatively, although this 
suffering m ay go unrecognized because of the sexist 
prejudices if bo th  the oppressor a n d  the victims.

5. That wom en's oppression...provides a conceptual m odel for
understanding  all other forms of oppression.37

While "[different radical feminists em phasize different aspects of the 

fundam ental nature of w om en’s oppression...all agree at least on the first three 

claims listed above."38 If w om en's oppression is "first," "the most widespread," 

and  "the deepest...[and] hardest form to eradicate" then  the category race, 

following this logic, m ust be "second," "less w idspread," and "more superficial 

and  easier to erradicate." W hether this is "true" or no t is not the issue. The point 

is that feminist discourse, as is articulated through various feminist frameworks

^ L is ted  in Jaggar and  Rothenberg, op. cit.,

^ Jag g ar and Rothenberg, 2nd edition, op. cit., 86.

37Ibid., 86.

38Ibid.
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and feminist texts, constructs race as unim portant, secondary, and  irrelevant. 

Feminist theorists invoke race, and  assert its irrelevancy as a w ay of elim inating 

it from the analysis. This theoretical strategy, this move to exclude and  deny 

race, produces and insures the unity of the feminist subject "we w om en.” 

W ithout race operating either in a secondary position or in absentia , the 

"oppression of w om en as w om en” would not exist.

A more concrete example of this occurs in A ndrea Dw orkin's W om an 

H ating. On the first page of the introduction, D w orkin explains the purpose of 

her book; "The core of this book is an analysis of sexism (that system  of male 

dom inance), w hat it is, how it operates on  us and in  us."39 She goes on  to state 

that "[t]he analysis of sexism in this book articulates clearly w hat the oppression 

of w om en is, how it functions, [and] how it is rooted in psyche and  du ture."40 

The "oppression of women," as defined and  articulated by D w orkin does not, 

indeed cannot, encompass race. H er definition of "women’s oppression" is 

predicated on producing race (and class) as irrelevant categories. D w orkin 

defines "women’s oppression" in this m anner: "The nature of w om en’s 

oppression is unique: w om en are oppressed  as w om en regardless o f class or 

race [emphasis added].”41

As a typical example of the Exclusion and Denial strategy, D w orkins’ 

definition illustrates that race is not "excluded" from the definition of "wom en’s 

oppression." This definition contains w ithin it the signifier "race," therefore it is 

visibly "included" w ithin the text. In fact, D w orkin has many racial and  ethnic

39Andrea Dworkin, W oman Hating. (New York: E.P. D utton  & Co., Inc., 
1974), 17.

40Ibid., 22.

41Ibid., 23.
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signifiers throughout her introduction. These include: "Black w om en,” "Black 

Liberation," "the Civil Rights M ovem ent," "niggers," "Black sisters," "Chicana 

sisters," "Blacks," and "Black Panthers," to nam e a few.42 H ow ever, the fact that 

these racial signifiers are not em pirically or visibly excluded from  D workin's text, 

does not m ean that they do not operate as "excluded variables" in  the analysis of 

w om en's oppression. Again, as is characteristic of the Exclusion and  Denial 

strategy, race is "spoken o f  and  invoked only to be silenced an d  rendered  

irrelevant. Because D w orkin sees sexism  or "male dom inance [as] the 

fundam ental psychological, political, an d  cultural reality of earth-lived-life," it is 

given prim acy over all other form s of dom ination. W omen's oppression  as 

wom en, according to Dw orking, constitutes a "a state of p rim ary  emergency." 

Evenso, this does not prevent D w orkin  from  acknowledging o ther types of 

oppression.

The analysis in  th is b o o k  app lies to the life  s itu a tio n s of all 
w om en, b u t all w om en are  no t necessarily in  a sta te  o f prim ary 
em ergency as w om en. W hat I m ean by this is sim ple. As a Jew in 
Nazi Germany, I w ould  be oppressed as a w om an, bu t hunted, 
slaughtered, as a Jew. As a Native American, I w ou ld  be oppressed 
as a squaw, but hunted , slaughtered, as a N ative Am erican. The 
first identity , the one w hich  brings w ith it p art of its definition of 
death, is the  iden tity  o f  p rim ary  emergency. This is an  im portant 
recognition because it relieves us of a serious confusion. The fact 
for instance, that m any Black w om en (by no m eans all) experience 
primary emergency as Blacks in no ways lessens the responsibility 
of the Black com m unity to assimilate this and  o ther analyses of 
sexism and to apply ot in their own revolutionary w ork.43

^"Introduction," passim .

43Ibid. 23-24.
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D w orkin's brief acknow ledgm ent of oppression based o n  race or ethnicity 

does not overrride her insistence that one’s "first identity" is to "be oppressed  as a 

woman." The fact that "all w om en are not necessarily in a sta te  of prim ary 

em ergency as women," does no t negate the fact that it is the "gendered identity" 

that occupies the  position of "first identity." According to D w orkin, because the 

"first identity" "brings w ith it p a rt of its definition of death,” som e w om en, will 

sim ply not experience it as the identity  of prim ary emergency. In  other w ords, 

being oppressed as w om en w ill alw ays be the m ost basic and  fundam ental 

identity, but it w ill not alw ays be experienced as the first identity . For example, 

"a [female] Jew  in Nazi Germany," according to Dworkin, "w ould [first] be 

oppressed as a wom an, but hun ted  [and] slaughtered [secondly] as a Jew." In a 

like m anner, "a [female] N ative A m erican...w ould be oppressed as a squaw , but 

hun ted  [and] slaughtered as a N ative American." In these instances, Jewish and 

Native A m erican wom en are first oppressed as wom en, bu t because they are 

"hunted [and] and  slaughtered" because of their race and ethnicity, they do  not 

experience gender as the basic and  prim ary  oppression. Even h e r claim  "that 

m any Black w om en (by no m eans all) experience prim ary em ergency as Blacks," 

does not negate her assum ption that gender oppression is the p rim ary  or first 

oppression. A fter all, she adm onishes "the Black community" for failing to 

assimilate this [i.e., the notion that w om en are in a state of prim ary  em ergency as 

a wom an] and  o ther analyses of sexism into their ow n revolutionary work."44

It is im portan t to note that once D w orkin has established that "women 

are...in a state of prim ary em ergency as women" and that the oppression as 

w om en exists "regardless of class or race," there is no other racial signifier or a 

single reference to race in the rem aining chapter or the entire book(!) This

^ Ib id ., p. 24.
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suggests that the elim ination of race, i.e., the process of invoking and then 

denying race, is a necessary prerequisite for any narrative o r story about 

w om en’s oppression "as women." The effect of this process, of employing this 

discursive strategy, is that it removes race from  the discursive terrain in order to 

produce a unified fem inist subject whose identity  and (prim ary) oppression is 

rooted in and based solely upon  gender. D w orkin 's consistent use of "we" and 

"us," as pronom inal descriptors of the unified  feminist subject— W oman—m akes 

sense only after race and  class are invoked and  then elim inated.

The absence of other racial signifiers following Dw orkin's initial dism issal 

also suggests that once race is invoked and  m arked as im m aterial and irrelvant, it 

begins to function in  silence—upholding an d  m aintaining w om en’s "state of 

prim ary em ergency as women." The point, o f course, is that race is not 

im m aterial and  irrelevant. However, in asserting the relevancy of race, I do not 

m ean to suggest that the issue is about w hether or not race has any bearing on 

how  different w om en experience patriarchal oppression. N either am  I im plying 

that the "relevancy of race" should be conceptulaized in  term s of the 

connection(s) betw een racism  and  sexism as system s of oppression. These 

approaches to understanding  the how  "race is relevant" m ay or may not be 

fruitful. By contrast, my assertion that race is not im m aterial and  irrelevant m ust 

be seen in term s of how  race is used in defining the nature and  context of 

wom en's oppression. As D w orkin’s definition illustrates, race is constituted as 

unnecessary and  irrelevant to discursive and  cultural definitions of "women's 

oppression." However, the relevancy and  necessity of race to such definitions 

can be found in the ironic fact that race is deployed in the service of perform ing 

its ow n erasure; it is used to produce its ow n irrelevancy. In other words, race, 

as a sign and as a signyfying system, is deployed ("included") zuithin definitions 

of wom en's oppression, bu t the definition itselfs constructs and  defines race as
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existing outside o f and  irrelevant to w om en's unique oppression. Dw orkin, like 

so m any others, m erely m ark race as im m aterial and  irrelevant, even as it 

functions to insure the cohesiveness of w om en's oppression. The m arking of race 

as irrelevant to the  (definition o f ) oppression of w om en as wom en is both  a 

sym ptom  and  a product of a discourse that privileges the category gender.

A  m ore recent example of the use of the Exclusion and  Denial strategy can 

be found in  N ancy Hartsock’s articulation of the "feminist standpoint." In  

Money. Sex, and  Power: Towards a Fem inist Historical Materialism. H artsock  

seeks to develop "the ground for a specifically fem inist historical m aterialism ."45 

Hartsock argues tha t the lives of w om en differ systematically and structually 

from the lives of m en because of the "institutionalized sexual division of labor."4*’ 

According to Hartsock, there is a specific epistem ology that emerges from  the 

sexual division of labor which allows w om en to achieve a "deeper and more 

thoroughgoing" view  of reality than tha t w hich is available to men. Specifically, 

Hartsock contends

that like the lives of proletarians according to M arxian theory, 
w om en's lives make available a  particular and  privileged vantage 
po in t on  male supremacy, a vantage point that can ground a 
pow erful critique of the phallocratic institutions and ideology tha t 
constitute the capitalist form  of patriarchy.47

45Monev. Sex, and Power: Tow ard a Fem inist Historical Materialism. 
(New York: Longm an Press, 1983). See also the reprinted version in, "The 
Feminist S tandpoint: Developing the G round for a Specifically Feminist 
Historical Materialism," in Sandra H arding, ed. Feminism and M ethodology. 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), 157-180.

46Ibid., 233.

47Ibid., 231.
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It goes w ithou t saying that the general concept of a "wom en's standpoint" 

and H artsock's specific notion of " a  fem inist standpo in t that can  a llow  us [i.e., 

wom en] to descend further into m ateriality to an  epistem ological level"48 in 

o rder to understand  the nature of patriachal institutions, has been w idely 

influential.49 Precisely because of this influence, I will not a ttem pt to sum m arize 

the im pact standpo in t theory has had  on  fem inist theorizing and  politics. N or 

will I a ttem pt to retrace the developm ents and  argum ents that have recently 

called the theoretical underpinnings of H artsocks's construction of w om en's 

"particular and  priv ileged vantage poin t on m ale suprem acy" into question.50 

Rather m y purpose is to briefly illustrate H artsock's use of the Exclusion and 

Denial Strategy in  constructing and producing the "feminist standpoint."

As is characteristic of the Exclusion and  D enial strategy, H artsock makes 

use of race (and o ther "differences am ong wom en") by invoking it an d  then 

denying its relevancy to "w om ens work" under "the capitalist form  of 

patriarchy." Like D w orkin, Hartsock ensures us that the story she tells is a story 

that privileges gender a t the expense of race. In  add ition  she, also like Dworkin, 

m arks race and  o ther "differences am ong wom en" as irrelevant and  im m aterial, 

especially w hen  com pared to the project of identifying a com m on 

epistem ological basis as women. W hat H artsock's use of race reveals is that the 

com m on epistem ological ground w om en share is a  discursive construction that it 

predicated upon  the explicit disavowal of race. In other words, the "feminist 

standpoint" is a discursive construction to the extent that it does not pre-exist

48Ibid.

49Fem inists like Dorothy Smith and Patricia Hill Collins have constructed 
theories based upon  a standpoint model.

50See Jane Flax, Thinking Fragments, op. cit., 140-143, and  special issue of 
W omen and  Politics on standpoint theory. Volum e 18.
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Hartsock's articulation of it. By the sam e token, "the fem inist standpoint" simply 

cannot exist w ithou t Hartsock's assum ption  that race is irrelevant to those "things 

com m on to all w om en's lives."5* These different aspects of the Exclusion and 

Denial strategy are readily apparent from  the m any claims H artsock makes about 

"the fem inist standpoint."

First, because the feminist standpo in t is based upon  the sexual division of 

labor, H artsock begins w ith the assertion: "women's w ork in  every society differs 

sytem atically from  m en's...and that th is  d iv ision  o f labor is th e  firs t and  in  som e 

societies the  on ly , d iv ision  of labor."52 I should  reiterate that m y poin t is not to 

argue the m erits of this claim, bu t to po in t ou t the function of race w ithin 

H artsock’s construction of the fem inist standpoint. The assertion that the sexual 

division of labor is the first or m ost fundam ental economic division, establishes 

discursive param eters by fram ing w hat w ill follow and by determ ining  what 

falls w ith in  its boundaries. Because of this, the sexual division of labor becomes 

an  a priori an d  necessary assum ption. It is necessary because it: (1) establishes 

gender as the privileged and  foundational category; (2) provides H artsock with a 

theoretical rationalization for denying the possibility of a racialized division of 

labor; and  (3) allow s any question regard ing  race to be cast as irrelevant because 

it (w ould appear) to fall outside the rubric of the sex/ gender fram ework.

The assum ption  of the prim acy of the sexual division of labor does not 

prevent H artsock from  raising questions about the role "im portant differences 

am ong women" m ight have on the construction of a single "feminist standpoint." 

Hartsock's response to privileging gender through  the use of "the 

institutionalized sexual division of labor" at the expense of o ther "differences" is

5*M oney Sex and Power, op. cit., 234.

52Ibid., 232.
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w hat is significant. H er response to these "differences" is typical of the Exclusion 

and  Denial Strategy. In discussing the relationship betw een the sexual division 

of labor and  its epistemological correlate—the fem inist standpoint—Hartsock 

writes:

O n the basis of a schematic account of the sexual division of labor, I 
begin to fill in the specific content of the fem inist standpoint and 
begin to specify how  wom en's lives structure an  understanding of 
social relations...In addressing the  in stitu tio n a lized  sexual 
d iv ision  o f labor, I propose to lay  aside the  im portan t differences 
am ong w om en a n d  instead  search for central com m onalities 
across race and  class boundaries [emphasis addded].53

"Lay[ing] aside [i.e., excluding, ignoring or denying] the im portant 

differences am ong w om en (i.e., race and class)" is the discursive move that 

allows H artsock to "search for commonalities across race and  class boundaries." 

To pu t it m ore pointedly, the only way Hartsock can "fill in the specific content of 

the feminist standpoin t and...specify how w om en’s lives structure an 

understanding  of social relations" is to ignore "differences am ong women"; 

differences that determ ine who can and cannot occupy the subject position 

W oman. As a result, the coherent constituency "we women" and  its 

corresponding category "women's lives" is produced and sustained through the 

repression of any difference that m ay disturb its fragile and  fictional unity. 

H artsock produces o r makes visible a "central com m onality in "wom en’s lives" by 

m aking invisible race and  class. O n what basis does H artsock justify this 

theoretical move?

I take som e ju stifica tion  from the fru itfu lness o f M arx’s sim ilar 
stra tegy  in  constructing a sim plified , tw o-class, tw o-m an m odel 
in  w hich  every th ing  w as exchanged a t its value. Marx's schematic 
account in Volume I of Capital left ou t of account such factors as

53Ibid., 233.
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imperialism ; the differential wages, w ork, and  w orking conditions 
of the Irish; the differences betw een w om en, m en, an d  children; 
and so on. W hile all these factors are im p o rtan t to  the analysis of 
contem porary  capitalism , none changes e ither M arx’s theories of 
su rp lus value o r alienation, the tw o m ust fundam en ta l features of 
the m arxian analysis of capitalism . M y effo rt h e re  takes a sim ilar 
form , in  a n  a ttem pt to m ove tow ard  a theo ry  o f th e  extraction and 
app rop ria tion  o f w om en's activity a n d  w om en  them selves 
[em phasis added].

In essence, H artsock builds her notion of the fem inist s tandpo in t in the 

"simplified two-class, tw o-m an model," figured here as w om en's w ork versus 

men's work, because M arx constructed a similar theory based o n  the relationship 

of the bourgeousie and  the proletariat. Using Marx has both her example and 

theoretical basis, H artsock notes that Marx failed to take into account numerous 

differences in the w orking conditions of the people he categorizes as "the 

proletariat” and "bourgeouisie." Nevertheless, H artsock concludes that these 

differences were not critical enough to render unstable Marx's fundam ental 

assumptions and analyses of capitalism. In a like m anner, "im portant differences 

am ong women" are not critical enough to outw eigh the search fo r a common 

epistemological g round rooted in a theory about "women's work." Hartsock 

recognizes the dangers in  this simplified, two-gender approach th a t excludes 

race and class, but she effectively dismisses these differences by assum ing and 

invoking an inherent com m onality in "all wom en’s lives." After noting Marx's 

failure to take into account "such factors as imperialism; the differential wages, 

work, and working conditions of the Irish; the differences betw een men, women, 

and children; and so on" in his "two-man two-class model," H artsock writes:

Still, I ad o p t th is  strategy w ith  some reluctance, since  it contains 
the danger of m aking  invisib le the experience of lesb ians or 
w om en o f color. At the same time, I recognize that the effort to
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uncover a feminist s tandpo in t assum es that there are som e things 
com m on to all wom en's lives in  W estern class societies.54

T hat H artsock chooses the conjunction "or" instead of "and" or "an d /o r"  to 

connect "lesbians" and  "wom en of color" is ye t another notable prom inent 

stratagem  w orthy  of attention. It falls, how ever, outside the scope of the po in t I 

w ant to m ake w hich is, namely, that H artsock’s articulated assum ption "that 

there are som e things comm on to all w om en's lives" produces the notion "that 

there are som e things com m on to all w om en 's lives in  W estern class societies." In  

other w ords, the notion of a com m onality am ong  w om en based upon "wom en's 

work," is no t sim ply an articulation of that w hich already exists. Rather, it is the 

very act of articulating, of nam ing and  calling into being, that produces "w om en’s 

comm onality" as a commonality am ong w om en. As is characteristic of the 

Exclusion and  Denial strategy, this com m onality is constructed through the 

exclusion of race and "other im portant differenes am ong women."

As noted above, the com m onality th a t H artsock constructs is based upon  

the bi-polar notion of wom en's w ork  versus m en's w ork  that is itself a p roduct of 

the exclusion of race. According to H artsock, m en’s lives are governed entirely 

by com m odity exchange w hereas w om en's w ork  consists prim arily of 

subsistence production. As a result, m en live lives "at the farthest distance from  

contact w ith  concrete m aterial life." Again, H artsock recognizes the "importance" 

of race and  class, bu t dismisses these factors has having nothing to do w ith  the 

"com m onalities present in the institutionalized sexual division of labor."

T here  are of course im p o rtan t d ifferences along the lines of race 
a n d  class. For example, w orking-class m en seem to do more 
dom estic labor than m en h igher u p  in the class structure—car

^ Ib id ., 234.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



102

repairs, carpentry, and  the like. A nd  until very recently, the wage 
w ork  done by most w om en of color replicated the hosew ork  
required  by their ow n households. Still, there  are com m onalities 
p resen t in  the in stitu tio n a lized  sexual d iv ision  of la b o u r tha t 
m akes w om en responsib le  fo r b o th  housew ork an d  w age w ork.

Like D w orkin, Hartsock em ploys race in  the service of perform ing its ow n 

erasure. She invokes race, even gives it  "importance," but it m ust ultim ately  give 

w ay to the "commonalities [among w om en that are] present in the 

institutionalized sexual division of labor." Twice Hartsock recognizes that the 

assum ption of a "women's commonality" poses a problem w ith regards to race 

and class, yet "still" the assum ption stands w ith  littler more than  the assertion 

itself. That Hartsock's "commonality" is little m ore than an assertion illustrates 

the way in w hich concepts of "women's "commonalities" are not only a part of 

the discourse, bu t a  product of the discourse. Here, as is the case w ith  all 

discursive strategies, race is conceptualized as an  attribute, as m erely one of the 

characteristics that certain "women" an d  "men" possess. Because of th is 

assum ption, race is theorized as extraneous to the  more fundam ental category of 

gender.

T rue to the Exclusion and Denial strategy, both Dworkin and H artsock 

m ark  race as irrelevant and dismiss it from  their projects of analyzing the 

phenom ena of "woman-hating" and "w om en's work." In addition, bo th  justify 

their claims for dism issing the "importance" of race on the basis of a com m on 

w om en’s oppression. The irony (and the point) is that this com m onality can only 

exist w hen race is constructed and m ade theoretically irrelevant and  invisible. 

Race, th rough  its invocation and su d d en  revocation, brings into existence and 

m akes coherent the assum ption of com m onality that informs both H artsock's and  

D w orkin's theories. Moreover, once race is deployed to bring into existence a 

com m onality am ong women, it m aintains that commonality by functioning as a
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sign of absence. Hartsock’s notions of ’feminist standpoint" an d  "women's work," 

and  Dw orkin's definition of a  "unique w om en’s oppression,” in  o ther words, 

both rely upon race function ing  in  absence as absence so as to preserve a 

com m onality presum ptuously uninform ed by race.

W hen Exclusion and  Denial operates in an implicit form, race is 

"conveniently left unacknow ledged or even deliberately suppressed."55 

According to hooks, to im ply that w hite  wom en's experience is "w om en’s 

experience," w ithout acknow ledging the racialized construction of that 

experience, is to "ignore the existence of black women" and to deny  the impact of 

race in  the form ation of gender relations. In  fact, hooks lists several books that 

purport to be about "women's experience," bu t are in fact about w hite women's 

experience.

From Betty Friedan's The Feminine Mystique to Barabara Berg's The 
Remembered Gate and  on  to m ore recent publications like Capitalist 
Patriarchy and the Case for Socialist Feminism, edited  by Zillah 
Eisenstein, m ost fem ale w riters [write as if]...the w hite Am erican 
wom an's experience is...synonym ous w ith the A m erican w om an's 
experience. While it is in no w ay racist for any au tho r to write a 
book exclusively about w hite wom en it is fundam entally  racist for 
books to be published tha t focus solely on  the A m erican white 
wom an's experience in  w hich that experience is assum ed to be the 
American w om an's experience.

Hence, the implicit form  of Exclusion and Denial does not rest upon 

asserting the irrelevancy of race. In  fact, the word "race" or explicitly nam ed 

racial subjects m ay never appear w ith in  a text. Thus, to implicitly deny race is to 

silently m ark race as a "missing" category in the production of W om an.

55hooks, "Racism and Feminism: The Issue of Accountability," op. cit., 7.
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A nalogy a n d  Com parison

The second discursive strategy th a t is produced  by and deployed in 

feminsist discourse is the Analogy and  C om parison strategy. The Analogy and  

Com parison Strategy can be briefly defined as those instances in which fem inist 

scholars construct analogies betw een gender and  race so as to suggest a 

sim ilarity betw een racism and sexism. T hus, the m ajor assum ption of any  

gender-race analogy is that "there [is] som ething  to be learned or dem onstrated  

about wom en's oppression and the struggle against it by com paring it to 

oppression and  discrim ination based on race."56 Such comparisons m ay appear 

productive because they suggest a m u tu a l recognition of a common source of 

oppression, or at least a similar kind of oppression. This similarity is expressed 

in the belief that sexism and racism are bo th  relations of dom ination based on 

biological differences that are then given social m eaning and value. Since 

"women" and  "Blacks" are the devalued subjects of the categories of gender and  

race, then, so the argum ent goes, the na tu re  of one oppression should lend 

theoretical expression to the other. G ender relations and race relations have, in 

other w ords, a com m on theoretical value that is best expressed by anology.

This assum ption underscores m uch  of fem inist thinking about the nature 

of gender relations, and  as a result, the gender-race analogy has become a staple 

of fem inist theorizing. As M argaret Sim ons and  others point out, "[f]eminist 

theorists have often draw n extensively o n  an  analogy w ith racism and w ith  the 

struggle of m inorities in America against racism , in  developing theories of the 

wom en’s liberation movement."57 First and  Second Wave feminist used (and

56Linda Burnham, "Race and G ender: The Limits of Analogy," in Ethel 
Tobach and  Betty Rosoff, eds.. Challenging Racism and Sexism: A lternatives to 
Genetic Explanations. (New York: The Fem inist Press, 1994), 144-45.

57M argaret A. Simons, "Racism an d  Feminism: A Schism in the 
Sisterhood," Feminist Studies 5 (Sum m er 1979): 385-401.
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continues to use) analogies betw een gender and race to define and  describe the 

position of "Woman."

D uring the 19th century W omen's Rights M ovem ent, suffragettes often 

d rew  a ttention to the position of w om en in society by com paring  themselves to 

"slaves," "Negroes," "Sambo," and  "Darky." For exam ple, a  resolution for the 1850 

W om en's Rights C onvention in  Salem, Ohio read: "Resolved, tha t in  those laws 

w hich confer on m an the pow er to control the p roperty  a n d  the person of 

w om an, and  to rem ove from  her at w ill the children of h e r affection, we 

recognize only the m odified code of the slave plantation; a n d  that thus we are 

b rough t more nearly  into sym pathy w ith  the suffering slave, w ho is despoiled of 

all his rights.”58 In  the eyes of 19th century wom en's righ ts activists, their 

inability to obtain  and  ow n property, to earn and  keep w ages, and  to prevent 

m en from  taking aw ay their children under the "fram ed...laws of divorce,"59 

placed them  in a condition not of servitude, but of slavery. This distinction is 

im portant because it allow ed the w om en's rights activists o f this era to define the 

social position of "W oman" by draw ing upon the reality o f A frican American 

slavery. Because of the absence of legal rights, First W ave w om en rights activists 

w ent out of their w ay to equate the position of W om an w ith  that of the slave. 

They w anted to identify  and  describe the kind of legal constraints that defined 

the position of w om en, as well as custom ary and  social constraints. In addition,

58From  Elizabeth C ady Stanton, Susan B. A nthony an d  M atilda Joslyn 
Gage, eds. H istory of W om en's Suffrage, Volume 1,814-815, an d  quoted in Robert 
Allen, Reluctant Reformers: Racism and  Social Reform M ovem ents in the United 
States, p. 137.

59From  the "Declaration of Sentiments," read  at the Seneca Falls 
Convention in Seneca Falls, N ew  York, 1848. Reprinted in  M iriam  Schneir, ed. 
Feminism: The Essential Historical Writings.
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m any of the w om en rights activists had been m em bers of their local Anti-Slavery 

Society and  had  participated in the Abolitionist M ovem en t Thus, to them, the 

argum ents pu t forth  by abolitionists need only to be  applied to the condition of 

women. In 1848, Em ily Collins com m ented in this vein w hen she wrote: "All 

through the Anti-Slavery struggle, every w ord  of denunciation of the wrongs of 

the Southern slave, w as I felt, equally applicable to the wrongs of m y  ow n sex. 

Every argum ent for em anicipation of the colored m an  was equally one for that of 

woman; I was su rp rised  that all Abolitionists d id  no t see the sim ilarity in the 

condition of the tw o classes."60

The institu tion  m ost often cited as an  exam ple of Woman's slave-like 

condition was the institu tion of m arriage. U nder the  institution of m arriage, the 

husband is v iew ed as the m aster and the wife as the slave. Marriage was 

perceived of as one of the major sources of w om en's subjugation. A s Susan B. 

Anthony argued  a t the Tenth N ational W om an's Rights Convention in 1860,

"[n]early all of the w rongs of w hich we com plain g row  o u t of the inequality, the 

injustice of the m arriage laws, that rob the wife o f the right to herself and...that 

make her the slave of the m an she marries..."61 For Anthony, and o ther 

suffragettes of the day, the wom an, as "the uncom plain ing  drudge of the 

household, [was] condem ned to the severest labor, [and] ha[d] been 

systematically robbed of her earnings, which ha[d] gone to build up her master's 

power, and [as such] she ha[d] found herself in the condition of the slave, 

deprived of the results of her ow n labor.”62

60'To Keep a Wife in Subjection," in Leslie B. Tanner, ed. Voices From 
Women's Liberation. (Chicago: N ew  Am erican Library, 1970), 48.

61"Marriage H as Ever Been a One-Sided Affair," in Leslie Tanner,ed., ibid.,
79.

62"WOMAN: The Great U npaid Laborer of the World," in ibid., 42.
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Elizabeth C ady S tan ton , echoes these sentim ents w hen she asserts that 

"[mlarriage...is by no m eans and  equal partnership . The silent partner loses 

everything. ...[The W oman,] like the Southern slave...takes the name of her 

owner."63 M oreover, according to Stanton,

a m arried  W om an has no legal existence; she  has no m ore absolute 
rights th an  a slave on a Sou thern  p lan tation . A m arried 
wom an...takes the name of her m aster, holds nothing, owns 
nothing, can bring no action in  her ow n name; and  the principles on 
w hich she and  the slave is educated are the same. The slave is 
taught w hat is best for him  to know —w hich is nothing; the w om an 
is taugh t w hat is best for her to know —w hich is little more than 
nothing, m an being the um pire in both  cases...Civilly, socially, and 
religiously, she is w hat m an chooses her to be...and such  is the 
slave [em phasis added].64

Elizabeth Collins, Susan B. Anthony and  Elizabeth Cady-Stanton were not 

the only wom en rights activists to couch their description of wom an's lot in the 

language of slavery. Lucretia Mott, in citing from  an  Introduction to American 

Law, agreed w ith criticisms m ade against the legal theory designating the 

husband and wife as one person. Relying upon  a  com parison to the slave, Mott 

believed that "[t]he theory of the law degrades the wife alm ost to the level of 

slaves.”65 In a like m anner, Ernestine Rose was so apalled at the fact that in 

"marriage...[woman] loses her entire identity,...[that] her being is said to have 

become merged in her husband," that she dem anded  America to "[c]arry out the 

republican principle of universal suffrage, or strike it from  [its] banners and

63"Civil and  Political Existence of Women," in ibid., 78.

64Q uoted in Reluctant Reformers, op. cit., 137.

65"A Dem and for the Political Rights of Women," in Tanner, op. cit., 52.
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substitu te  Freedom  and pow er to o n e  half of society, and  Subm ission and  

Slavery to the other..."'66

The gender-race analogy was also popu lar during the resurgence of 

fem inism  in the 1960's and  1970's. B eginning w ith  Simone de Beauvoir's classic 

w ork, The Second Sex,67 contem porary  feminists relied upon  com parisons to "the 

Negro," Blacks, racism, slavery, o r race  in general, to define and  construct a 

discourse on the social position of "W oman." de Beauvoir for exam ple, begins 

her analysis of the "facts and  myths" of w om en's lives w ith the central question  of 

her research: "what is a wom an?” To answ er this question, de Beauvoir uses a 

series of comparisons to race ("the Jew" and  "the Negro") to illustrate the 

"Otherness" of W oman's existence. U sing  Hegel's dialectical m aster /  slave 

m odel, de Beauvoir illustrates the w ays in w hich W oman is both the O ther and 

the negation of man. While de B eauvoir’s adoption of Hegel's m aste r/s lave  

dialectic is not unproblem atic,68 it is im portan t to note that the very application 

of Hegel's m odel to W oman is roo ted  in  references and comparisons to race. 

T hroughout The Second Sex, and  especially in the "Introduction," de Beauvoir 

depends upon the racially specific situa tion  of African Americans and Jewish 

people to dem onstrate how one "becomes" W oman. That "...there are deep 

sim ilarities between the situation of w om an  and  that of the Negro"69 is the m ain 

assum ption undergirding de Beauvoir’s analysis. In dem onstrating how  w om en

66"Remove the Legal Shackles from  W om an (Second National C onvention 
W orcester, 1851)," in ibid., 64 & 65.

67The Second Sex. Translated a n d  edited  by H.M. Parshley. (N ew  York: 
Vintage Books Edition, 1989).

68For a critique, see M argaret Sim ons, op. cit.

69de Beauvoir, p.
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"become inferior," she states tha t "antifeminists...were w illing to g ran t 'equality in 

difference' to the other sex., [which] is precisely like the 'equal bu t seperate' 

form ula of the Jim  C row  law s aim ed at the N orth  American Negroes."70 de 

Beauvoir, like all fem inist scholars w ho em ploy the gender-race analogy, assum e 

that being placed in  the position  of the "inferior Other" is tan tam ount to having 

equal and  thus, com parable inferior subject positions. M oreover, the assum ption 

is no t just that "...a race, a caste, a class, or a sex...is reduced to a position of 

inferiority, [but also that] the m ethods of justification are the same."71 This two

pronged assum ption: that the inferior O ther o f sexism is the sam e as, silm iliar to 

or like the inferior O ther of racism  because the "methods of justification are the 

same' inform ed the w orks of the m ajor fem inist thinkers of the Second W ave.

A case in  po in t can be found in H elen Hacker's influential article, "W omen 

as a M inority G roup .” In  this article, H acker uses the W om an-Negro analogy to 

develop a sociological theory that illustrates how  "women often m anifest m any 

of the psychological characteristics w hich have been im puted  to self-conscious 

m inority groups."72 H acker was the first scholar to use the term  "m inority 

group" in reference to w om en despite the fact that w om en w ere (are) num erically 

the majority. Defining w om en as a m inority group is significant not only 

because it w ou ld  later allow  w om en to enter under the protective status of 

policies like Civil Rights Act, Title IX, etc., bu t also because it w ould serve as the 

major poin t of reference, as the m ajor k ind of analogy for discussing "wom en's

70de Beauvoir, op. cit., p. xxix.

71 Ibid.

^ F irs t  p rin ted  in  Social Forces 30 (October 1951), 60-69. R eprinted In 
Betty Roszak and  Theodore Roszak, eds. Masculine /Fem inine: Readings in
Sexual M ythology and the Liberation of W omen. (New York: H arper Colophon 
Books, 1969), 130-148.
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oppression." Hacker's article m oved from m erely m aking a  com parison betw een 

w om en and m inority groups to argu ing  that w om en  are a minority g roup  in the 

sam e way that racial and  ethnic g roups form a "m inority group." H acker’s 

argum ent is significant as well because it lays bare the theoretical assum ptions 

that formed the w om an-as-m inority group and  o th er like-analogies. By defining 

a m inority group as "any group of people w ho because of their physical or 

cultural characteristics, are singled ou t from the o thers in the society in  w hich 

they live for differential and  unequal treatm ent, an d  w ho therefore regard  

them selves as objects of collective discrim ination,"73 H acker is able to app ly  a 

m inortiy group "status" to w om en. Like "Negroes, Jews, Italians, etc.," w om en 

exhibit a "personality distortion" by "denigrat[ing] o ther members of the group, 

[and by] accpeting the dom inant g roup 's stereotyped conception of them ."74 

M oreover, "[l]ike those m inority g roups whose self-castigation outdoes dom inant 

g roup  derision of them , w om en frequently  exceed m en in the violence of their 

vituperations of their sex. They are m ore severe in  m oral judgments, especially 

in sexual matters."75

In addition to psychological and  personality characteristics, H acker argues 

that women, like racial m inorities, are  "discrim inated against" and "treated 

unequally." Economically, they are "confined to sedenary , m onotonous w ork 

un d er the supervision of men"; they are paid less an d  given few opportunities for 

advancem ent; and they are barred  from  decision-m aking positions of large 

corporations. Hacker goes on to argue  that educationally, women are treated

73Ibid., p. 132.

74Ibid., 134.

75 Ibid.
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unequally and  as a  wife, sister—as a w om an—she is suffers unequal treatm ent in 

her ow n home.

For Hacker, this kind of discrim ination and  "unequal treatm ent" against 

wom en parallels that of "Negroes." "The relation between w om en and  Negroes is 

historical, as well a analogical," and because of that there are "obvious similarities 

in the status of w om en and  Negroes."76 On this basis, Hacker constructs an 

elaborate chart outlining the similarities of the "castelike status of w om en and 

Negroes." She notes that both have "high social visibility"; carry the bu rd en  of 

the "ascribed attributes of inferiority and  irresponsibility; occupy a status that is 

justified through being in their "proper place"; learn and exhibit accom m odation 

attitudes; are discrim inated against; have sim ilar problem s in  their roles.77

A lthough H acker often uses phrases like "Negroes, Jews, im m igrants, 

etc.," and  "Negroes, Jews, Italians, etc.," it is im portant to note that she 

nonetheless constructs a chart using "Negroes" as the reference point and  

analogy. N ot once does she use the social or economic status of "Jews, Italians, 

etc.," as the point of reference from w hich to describe the status of w om en, even 

though, as she states, "Negroes...do not constitute the only racial or ethnic 

minority."78 In fact, once Hacker constructs her chart on the "castelike status of 

w om en and  Negroes," "Jews, Italians" and  "other m inority groups" do not appear 

again anyw here in the text. Moreover, all of her examples and illustrations of 

com parison are w ith "Negroes" accom panied by extensive discussions of their 

pyschological characteristics, and economic and  social status. No such 

discussion on  "other m inority groups" exists in Hacker's analysis.

76Ibid., 140.

^ Ib id ., 140-141.

78Ibid., 142.
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A nother notew orthy point is that H acker often resorts the racist images of 

African Americans to convey or illustrate a particular idea about w om en s social 

status. "Negroes" are presented as illiterate, servile, and plagued w ith  such 

feelings of inferiority that they has no self-esteem, as a group or individually. In 

applying the concept of sodal distance to w om en and  men, H acker labels 

w om en’s infrequent or secondary interaction w ith  m en as a "complete 'ghetto' 

status."79 H acker then asks w hether or no t som e wom en's "ghetto status" would 

render them  to be "classified sociologically as men?" She responds by saying: 

"perhaps no m ore so than the legendary N egro who, w hen requested to move to 

the colored section of the train, replied, 'Boss, I'se done resigned from  the colored 

race,' should  be classified as white."80 The point is, of course, that H acker not 

only uses race or "Negroes" as her poin t of departure, but in so do ing  she 

sim ultaneously constructs and  deploys the m eaning of race and how  it will be 

used in  the theoretical analysis of "w om an as a m inority group."

In all fairness, Hacker is m indful of the "differences which im pose 

qualifications on the comparison [between w om en and  Negroes].”81 She notes, 

for exam ple, that m arriage is a "social elevator for women, but not for Negroes"; 

that w om en are of greater im portant to the dom inant group despite the gains 

that the subordinant position of "Negroes" afford to whites; that "ambivalence is 

probably m ore m arked in the attitude of w hite males tow ard w om en than 

tow ard  Negroes"; and  that class differences am ong wom en does not change a 

discrim natory treatm ent against w om en in the w ay that it does for the middle- 

class and  lower-class Negro." Hacker continues by acknowledging that

79Ibid., 136.

8°Ibid., 137.

81 Ibid., 142.
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"wom en's privileges exceed those of Negroes"; "that Negroes suffer far g rea ter 

d iscrim ination than  w om en; and  that "Negroes...have borne the b runt of 

antim inority  feeling in  this country." W hether or not Hacker's "differences" are 

in fact true  is no t point. The point is tha t H acker acknowledges and  then  

dism isses these differences as irrelevant. "N otw ithstanding these and  o ther 

differences betw een the position of w om en and  Negroes," she writes, "the 

sim ilarities are sufficient to render research on  either group applicable in  som e 

fashion to the other."82 T hat such differences do not render the "W om an-N egro” 

analogy untenable, is explained by H acker as having to do w ith  the fact that: 

"there are only two sexes"; "there is greater polarization in the relationship 

bew teen m en and  women"; wom en's d iscrim ination is "rooted in a biological 

reality less susceptible to cultural m anipulation [and therefore,] prove m ore 

lasting"; and  "protective attitudes" tow ard  w om en rem ain. Hacker's insistence 

on the applicability of the "Negro’s" status to that of w om en exemplifies an  

im portant characteristic of the Analogy and  Com parison Strategy, nam ely that 

the analogy is constitu ted  th rough  the den ia l of the differences of the "Negro's" 

status. In o ther w ords, one m ust always deny, dism iss, ignore, or render 

irrelevant the particularities that constitute race an d  racism  in order to m ake race 

applicable to w om en as a parallel catgory of analysis. In essence, the A nalogy 

and C om parison strategy requires the the deploym ent of the Exclusion and  

Denial Strategy in  o rder to be effective.

H acker's theoretical explication of w om en's status as a m inority group  

paved the w ay for subsequent theories that w ould  explain wom en's oppression 

through an  analogy and  com parison to race. Hacker's analysis lent legitim acy to 

the gender-race (wom an-N egro) analogy by  extending the com parison beyond a

82Ibid.
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mere reference to "Negroes" "slaves" and  "Blacks" to the notion  that w om en w ere, 

symbolically and theoretically, "Negroes" "slaves" and  "Blacks.” T hrough a 

symbolic and  theoretical analysis of w om en as "Blacks", the po in t w as to 

illustrate tha t w om en w ere socially positioned in relation to m en in the sam e w ay 

that Blacks are socially positioned relative to whites.

This theoretical m ove is im portan t because it placed race and  racial(ized) 

images in a "foundational position," m eaning race w ould  becom e the 

"authorizing ground" tha t w ould  enable fem inist thinkers to m ove from  m erely 

suggesting that w om en are treated like m inorities to claim ing that they were 

indeed a m inority group . As such, housew ork w ould  becom e "slave labor," 

marriage a contem pary form  of "slavocracy", and  W om an "the N igger of the 

world." W hat w ould  follow, in this Second W ave of fem inist theorizing, w ould 

be a series of analogies and  com parisons to race or racism  th a t w ould  serve to 

explain and  legitim ate "wom en's oppression." M ore often than  not, specific 

"women are (like) Blacks" analogies w ould  give w ay to theories that were coded 

by the gender-race analogy. For example, Gayle Rubin explains the genesis of 

wom en's oppression as the p roduct of "the traffic in women," w hich suggests that 

w om en’s "exchange" w ith in  the sex / gender system  is akin the E uropean slave 

trading of African peoples.83 O thers, like M onique W ittig w ou ld  encourage

83Gayle Rubin, "The Traffic in Women: N otes on the 'Political Economy' 
of Sex," in Rayna Reiter, ed., Tow ard an  A nthropology of W om en. (N ew  York: 
M ontly Review Press, 1975), 157-210. Rubin begins her analysis of sexual 
inequality by juxtaposing and  com paring the "Negro slave” an d  "a dom esticated 
w om an.” Citing M arx she writes:

"What is a  Negro slave? A m an of the black race. The one 
explanation is as good as the other. A Negro is a N egro. He 
only becom es a  slave in certain relations." P araphrasing  
Marx, R ubin applies the "Negro's position to th a t o f w om en 
by asking, "what is a dom esticated woman? A fem ale of the 
species. The one explanation is as good as theother. A 
w om an is a  wom an. She only becomes a dom estic, a wife, a
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w om en break away from their oppressors "like runaw ay slaves," and  still others 

w ould erroneously com pare som e aspect of the racialized subject (e.g., passing) 

to some aspect of the gendered subject.

O ther uses of the gender-race analogy can be seen in the influential works 

of Shulam ith Firestone, Kate Millet, Susan Brownmiller, Mary Daly and countless 

others. In The Dialectic of Sex. Firestone not only employs the gender-race 

analogy, but she reduces racism  to sexism by arguing that "racism is sexism 

extended."84 Applying Freud's theory of the oedipal complex to fam ily relations, 

Firestone constructs a family in  w hich the white male and fem ale serve as Father 

and M other, and all Blacks function as the children. Likewise, Kate Millet’s 

theory of "sexual politics" relies heavily upon  the gender race analogy, as does 

Susan Brownmiller’s analysis of rape, and  M ary Daly's patriarchial system.

To be sure, the extensive use of and  problems associated w ith  the gender- 

race analogy has not gone unrem arked, bell hooks notes several problem s with 

com paring sexism to racism, or gender to race. For hooks, gender-race analogies 

actively exclude Black w om en from  the w om en's movement.

When I use the w ords 'exclude,' [hooks writes], I do  not m ean that 
they overtly discrim inated against black wom en on  the basis of 
race. There are o ther ways to exclude and alienate people. Many 
black wom en feslt excluded from  the m ovem ent w henever they 
heard white w om en d raw  analofies betw een 'w om en and  blacks.' 
For by m aking such  analogies, white wom en were in effect saying 
to black women: 'We do not acknowledge your presence as wom en 
in Am erican society.

The exclusion of which hooks speaks is em bedded w ithin the term s of the 

analogy, "women" and "blacks." By m aking this analogy, one "unw ittingly

chattel, a playboy bunny, a prostitute, or a hum an 
dictaphone in certain relations." (p. 158.)

^Firestone, p.
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suggests that...the term  'woman' is synonym ous w ith  'white w om en' and the 

term  'blacks' synonym ous w ith ’black men'."85 This linguistic construction of the 

gender-race analogy means that the social positions under com parison could not 

include Black w om en. In essence, hooks argues, such analogies m ake Black 

wom en as subjects invisible.

In add ition  to excluding and m aking invisible Black w om en, the prevalent 

use of the gender-race analogy has been criticized an  example of w hite w om en’s 

racism. It is "in the context of endless com parisons of the plight of 'w om en' and  

'blacks' that they [i.e., white women] revealed their racism.’'86 A ccording to 

hooks, "this racism  w as an  unconscious, unacknow ledged aspect of their 

thought," that obscured "two obvious facts." The first fact,, acording to hooks, is 

that it is im possible for a "capitalist, racist, [and] im perialist state" to produce one 

coherent econom ic and social status that all w om en would share. Second, "the 

social status of w hite w om en in America has never been like that of black w om en 

or men," and thus m akes a comparison untenable.87 Thus, the use of the gender- 

race analogy is "racist" to the extent that it deflects attention aw ay from  the 

privileges w hite w om en have as "whites." In addition, hooks observes, the 

endless com parisons betw een "women and  blacks" makes it possible for white 

women to act as if alliances...exist between them selves and non-w hite women." 

This of course, allows white wom en to figure the "white male" as the universal

^ h o o k s . A in’t I a W oman, op. d t, p. 8.

86 Ibid., 136.

87Ibid. I am  referring specifically the following passage: "There was very 
little if any sim ilarity betw een the day-to-day experiences of the black slave. 
Theoretically, the w hite wom an's legal status u n d er patriarchy m ay have been 
that of patriarchy, bu t she was in no w ay subjected to the de-hum anization and 
brutal oppression that was the lot of the slave."
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oppressor88 further legitim ating the assum ption  that "as w om en” they have no 

racial privilege.

Likewise, Catherine Stim pson echoes the them e of racism  w hen she 

adm onishes other white wom en for using  the gender-race analogy, even though 

she herself em ploys and m aintains a  d istinction betw een gender and race or 

"women" and  "Blacks" by juxtaposing "W omen's Liberation" an d  "Black Civil 

Rights." Like hooks, Stim pson views the race-gender anaolgy as an  example of 

w hite w om en’racism. She writes: "the [gender-race] analogy evades, in the 

rhetorical haze, the harsh fact of w hite  w om en's racism ”89 because it glosses over 

"her participation in  w hat Eldridge C leaver calls the 'funky facts of life'."90

A nother oft-cited problem  w ith  the gender-race analogy is that it 

"app rop ria tes] the pain  of subordination"91 and  m ore spefically, "the black 

experience." T rina Grillo and S tephanie W ildm an argue that the ability to 

appropria te  ano ther victim's pain  is itself a privilege and  w arns against the 

neutralizing  affect of such comparisons.

W hen whites speak about race they need to avoid appropriating  the 
pain of subordination. C om paring  sexism  to racism  gives some 
whites a false sense that they u n d ers tan d  the experience of people

88Ibid., 140. See also Elanor Sm ith, "Historical Relationship Between Black 
and  W hite W omen," in Darlene C lark  Hine, ed.,

89Catherine Stimpson, "Thy N eighbor's Wife, Thy N eighbor's Servants': 
W om en's Liberation and Black Civil Rights." In V ivian G om ick and Barbara K. 
M oran, eds., W om an in Sexist Society: Studies in Pow er and Powerlessness. 
(New York: Basic Books, Inc., 1971), 650.

90Ibid., 650-51.

91Trina Grillo and  Stephanie W ildm an, "Sexism, Racism, and  the A nalogy 
Problem  in  Fem inist Thought," in Jeanne A delem an and  Gloria M. Enguidanos, 
eds., Racism in the Lives of Women: Testim ony. Theory, and Guides to 
A ntiracist Practice. (New York: H aw orth  Press, 1994), pp  171-180.
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of color. W hite people grasping an  analogy betw een an  oppression 
they have suffered and  race discrim ination m ay th ink  that they 
understand  the phenom enon of racism / white suprem acy in all its 
aspects, and  believe that their opinions and  judgm ents about race 
are as cogent as that of victims of racism. But they are not They 
cannot feel the sam e pain.

Similarly, Stim pson argues:

that wom en's liberation w ould be m uch stronger, m uch m ore 
honest, and  ultim ately m ore secure if it stopped  com paring white 
wom en to blacks so freely. The analogy exploits the passion, 
ambition, and  vigor of the black m ovem ent. It perpetuates the 
depressing habit w hite people have of first defining the black 
experience and  then  of m aking it their own.

O n the whole, the critiques lodged against the use of the gender-race 

analogy can be sum m ed up  as follows: (1) it renders Black w om en and their 

experience invisible by equating  w om en w ith  white w om en and  Blacks w ith 

men; (2) it casts white m en as the om nipotent, all pow erful oppressor w hich in 

tu rn  obscures the racial privilege of w hite wom en; (3) it creates the  appearance of 

a true "sisterhood" and  alliance betw een white w om en and non-w hite women; 

and  (5) it appropriates, trivializes, and  obscures the "the Black experience"

While these criticisms m ay be w arranted, they fail to speak  to the ways in 

w hich fem inist theory, as a discourse, produces the gender-race analogy as a way 

of legitim ating, m aintaining, and  regulating w hat will fall w ithin  its discursive 

dom ain. If "discursive boundaries are," as de Lauretis argues, " ...specific terms, 

concepts,...rhetorical strategies...shared assum ptions, interpretive paths, [and] 

unstated  premises," w hich are not "simply constraints but also 

configurations...that delineate a set of possible meanings,"92 then the gender-race

92"Feminist S tud ies/C ritical Studies," op. cit., 4.
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analogy m ust been seen  as both a "part of the discourse" as well as a product of 

the discourse. As such, the gender-race analogy is a "discursive configuration" 

that articulates and m akes possible a set of m eaning relative to the category race 

w ithin fem inist discourse.

The criticisms of feminism's use of the gender-race analogy tend to view  

the analogy as merely a "component," "part," or a "feature," of fem inist writings. 

In each instance, the gender-race analogy is conceptualized as an  externally- 

produced theoretical tool that can be used and  then  set aside w ithout affecting 

(and effecting) the nature of the discourse. L inda Burnham's analysis of the 

gender-race analogy exemplifies this approach. She argues that "analogies 

between racism  and sexism...were a staple of the wom en's m ovem ent of the late 

1960's and  1970's [and have since] abated." For Burnham , analogies between 

sexism and racism  w as a trend; a popular, but flawed, theoretical tool that lost its 

m agnetism  due to the "stinging critiques of the tendency of the analogizing 

vantage point to 'lose sight' of w om en of color."93 The corrective to the 

invisibility problem , according to this line of reasoning, is to "stop" using such 

analogies.

Burnham's questions are even more revealing. She asks: "what, if anything, is 

similar about race and gender—in w hat ways m ay they be productively 

compared, and  w hat are the limits of analogy?" More precisely, "what m ade [the 

analogy] so compelling in the first place;...are there theoretically legitimate 

comparisons to be m ade; [and w hat is the] basis for the strong negative reaction 

to comparisons."94 While these questions m ay be useful for a certain kind of

93Linda Burnham , "Race and Gender: The Limits of Analogy," in Ethel 
Tobach and  Betty Rosoff, eds.. Challenging Racism and Sexism: Alternatives to 
Genetic Explanations. (N ew  York: The Feminist Press, 1994), 143.

94Ibid., p. 144.
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project, they are not the type of questions that w ould assist one in understanding 

how  the analogy operates. B urnham 's analysis and  questions assum e that the 

gender-race analogy is ____________________ .

M oving from  the same set of assum ptions, Grillo and W ildm an argue that 

"any analogy to race and gender m ust be used  ethically and  w ith  care...[to avoid] 

perpetuating  societal racism."95 For Grillo and  W ildm an, the use of the gender- 

race analogy is a misapplication of the experience of racism by "progressive 

w hite feminists w ith anti-racists politics [who] m erely seek...to educate and 

explain  the experience of sexism."96 Such com parisons lead to the erroneous 

view  that w hite wom en can "com prehend the experience of people of color and  

therefore are able to speak about the pain  of racism  from that point of view."97

Again, while these m ay be valid  criticisms, the way in  w hich the analogy 

itself is conceptualized prevents one from  understand ing  how  the analogy 

operates w ith in  feminist discourse. T he pertinent questions around  the gender- 

race analogy have little to do w ith the  legitimacy or validity of the comparison. 

From  m y perspective, the gender-race analogy is not sim ply an  illustration of 

"white wom en's racism," or a m isapplication of the concept racism. The use of 

race in  feminist thinking, especially the gender-race analogy, cannot be reduced 

to a "simple m isunderstanding," w hich  w arrants m ore "ethical" and  "caring" 

ways to "use" it. Such views of the gender-race analogy can only provide lim ited 

inform ation. We know, for example, that gender-race analogies exist, but not 

how  they have been constructed. We know, to som e extent, the reasons and 

m otivations for their use, bu t not the discursive rules and assum ptions that

95Grillo and  W ildman, op. cit., 178.

^ Ib id ., p 171.

97Ibid.
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generate and  perm it their appearance. We know  that the language of the gender- 

race com parison w orks to exclude Black wom en, bu t not the  process of exclusion. 

In short, v iew ing the gender-race analogy as an externally-produced and 

m isapplied theoretical tool precludes us from exam ining how  such analogies 

operate w ith in  fem inist discourse. It forecloses the opportun ity  to explore the 

inner w orkings or logics and their theoretical construction. To make such 

questions possible, one should  not view  feminist theory as a  body of literature 

that "contains" o r "uses” analogies, b u t as a discourse that produces and  in  turn , 

is constitu ted by its ow n production of such analogies. As such, the gender-race 

analogy becom es a  specific rhetorical configuration that em erges as a discursive 

strategy in the process of fem inist theory's a ttem pt to clear a n d  claim a discursive 

space of its ow n. This sim ply means, as previously stated, discursive strategies 

are the p roduct of the discourse's objective to constitute itself as the authority 

over a specific subject m atter. In this case, the gender-race analogy emerges bo th  

as a boundary-m arking , m eaning-producing concept, as w ell as one of the 

configurations th a t fall w ith in  the boundaries.

So, w hat k inds of m eanings are made possible w ith  the  gender-race 

analogy? H ow  does this analogy operate or function w ith in  fem inist thinking? 

W hat does the gender-race analogy allow feminist thinkers to do (or not do)? 

G ranted, the answ ers to these questions are not alw ays obvious or w ithout 

contention, especially given the fact that the gender-race analogy is not unique to 

feminist scholarship.98 O thers discourses m ay em ploy the gender-race analogy 

or use race and  "blackness" as productive m om ents in their narratives. H ow ever, 

w hat is unique is the w ay in w hich the gender-race analogy operates in feminist

98See the essays in  Sandra H arding, ed., The "Racial" Econom y of Science. 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993), for analyses on  the racialization 
of scientificc discourse.
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theory, and  the position and  function of the category "race" within the analogy 

itself.

First, as stated above, the gender-race analogy, as the Analogy and 

Com parison Strategy, requires the sim ultaneous deploym ent of the Exclusion 

and Denial Strategy in o rder to be effective. The gender-race analogy m arks race 

as irrelevant and  writes it ou t of existence even as it uses and  relies upon  race as 

a category. A lthough the category race form s half of the analogy, it m ust 

ultim ately be "excluded" and  w ritten  from  existence. Race, in its various forms 

(e.g., "slave," "slavery," "minority," "nigger," etc.) is invoked only to give 

meaning, legitim acy and im portance to gender. The analogy m ust conceal the 

processes w hereby the racial subjects upon  w hich it depends comes into being. 

The particularities that m ake race or racism possible, or even the very nature of 

these categories are rendered invisible w ith in  the gender-race analogy.

This process of "exclusion" and invisibility, is m ade possible by the very 

function of the category race in  the analogy. W ithin the gender-race analogy, 

race serves as the  foil for gender; to reflect back into gender all the negativity that 

w ord "slave" o r "nigger" conno tes."  I em phasize the definite article "the," as 

opposed to "a," to highlight the fact that it is race and  only race that functions in 

this way. M oreover, w ith in  fem inist theorizing, race has been the only category 

used in analogical form. As the foil, the category race not only serves to reflect 

back into gender all of its negative connotations, bu t in so doing it lends 

legitimacy to the concept of "the oppression of wom en" and  privileges gender as 

the central category of analysis. Race and racial configurations become a m eans 

to an end, nam ely to lend theoretical legitimacy and validity to sexism as, not just

"  I em phasize the definite article "the," as opposed to "a," to highlight the 
fact that it is race and  only race that functions in this way. W ithin feminist 
theorizing, race is the only category used in analogical form.
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a sim ilar oppression, b u t as an equal and perhaps greater oppression. Race in 

this sense, becomes an expedient w ay of defining the nature of sexism  and 

garnering support, bell hooks uses this example:

A w hite w om an  professor who w ants the public eye see her as 
victimized an d  oppressed because she is denied tenure is not about 
to evoke im ages of poor women w orking as dom estics receiving 
less than  m inim um  wage struggling to raise a family single- 
handed. In stead , it is far more like ly  she w ill receive a tten tion  
and  sym pathy  is she says, 'I’m  a n igger in  the eyes o f  m y w hite 
m ale colleagues.' She evokes the  im age of innocent, v irtuous 
w hite  w om anhood  being  placed o n  the  sam e level as 
blacks....[em phasis added].100

Hence, a com parison to race, or to "nigger" validates the ill-treatm ent of 

w om en "as women." Or, as Stim pson puts it, to dem onstrate that one is "being 

treated like [B]lacks bec[o]mes proof of exploitation."101

A third unique feature of the way in w hich the gender-race analogy is 

used in feminist theorizing is that this process of legitimation and validation 

requires the use of the m ost denigrating and insulting racial signifiers. Feminists 

em ploy only the most contem ptuous aspects of so-called "Black culture," as well 

as racial epithets to m ake their comparison to gender. This can be seen in the use 

of so-called "Black dialect" or "Negro speech," as in Hacker’s seem ingly benign 

invocation of the response of "the legendary Negro who [refused]...to move to 

the colored section of the train," or in  her im plication that w om en can occupy a 

"ghetto status" in relation to m en.102 The most obvious example, however, can

100bell hooks, A in 't IA  W oman, op. cit., 143.

101Catherine Stim pson, op. cit., 648.

102Helen Hacker, op. cit., 137. See discussion above, pp. 80-81. Lawrence 
Levine, in his w ell-know n and  influential book, Black Culture and Black 
Consciousness, argues th a t the language w ritten and recorded as "Black dialect” 
was recorded by white, sou thern  folklorists, and  as such it is a m elange of 
accuracy and fantasy, of sensitivity and stereotype, of em pathy and
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be found in  the assertion th a t" 'W om an, [as] Japanese fem in ist/artist Yoko Ono 

once [stated], is the nigger of the world'."103 Fem inists like Gayle Rubin and 

N aom i W eisstein, "started thinking seriously abou t the 'w om an as n igger/" 

equation and  set out to explain "how w om en are an  exploited class, like black 

p e o p le ...."104 In different essays w ith  the sam e title, "W oman as Nigger," Rubin 

and  W eisstein prom oted the idea that:

ou r culture and ou r psychology characterizes w om en as 
inconsistent, em otionally unstable, lacking in a strong super-ego, 
weaker, nu rtu ran t rather than  productive, intuitive ra ther than 
intelligent, and—if they are at all norm al—suited to the hom e and 
family. In  short, the lis t adds u p  to a typical m inority -group  
stereotype—w om an as n igger—if  she  know s her place (the 
hom e), she is really  a qu ite  lovable, loving  creature, h ap p y  an d  
childlike[em phasis added].105

That the term  "nigger" m ay have been offensive did not occur, for 

example, to the editors of the volum e in w hich Rubin's essay appeared . In 

prefatory com m ents, the editors had  this to say about Rubin's essay:

It seem ed to the editors rem arkable for Rubin's sophisticated grasp 
of the psychological ram ifications of wom en's oppression, for the 
dep th  and  breadth of her reading, and  for the sense of personal 
discovery and passion w ith  w hich her argum ent is im bued .106

racism....Negro speech w as frequently reduced to w hat the auditor though t 
Negroes spoke like." See "A N ote on  Black Dialect," pp. xxv-xxvi.

103Q uoted  in Pearl Cleage, M ad at Miles: Deals w ith the Devil an d  O ther 
Reasons to Riot. 21.

104Gayle Rubin, "Woman as Nigger, in Betty Roszack and  Theodore 
Roszack, eds. M asculine / Feminine: Readings in  Sexual M ythology an d  the 
Liberation of W omen. (New York: H arper C olophon Books, 1969), 231.

105N aom i W eisstein, "W oman as Nigger," in Leslie Tanner, ed., op. cit.,
302.

106Rubin, "W oman as Nigger," op. cit., 230.
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By constrast, Catherine Stim pson adm onished feminists for using the 

"w om an as n igger” equation as the fram ew ork  for understand ing  the condition of 

w om en.

[The] similarities in the condition  of blacks an d  w om en add  up to a 
rem arkable consistency of a ttitude  and action on the part of the 
pow erful toward the less pow erful. Yet for a w h ite  w om an to say, 
'I 've  been  niggerized, I’m ju s t  a  nigger, all w om en  are niggers,' is 
v u lg ar and offensive. W om en m u st no t u su rp  the  vocabulary of 
th e  b lack  struggle. T hey m u st forge th e ir o w n  id iom  by show ing 
how  they are, for instance, 'castrated ' by a language and a tradition 
that makes m anhood, as w ell as w hite skin, a requisite for full 
hum anity.^07

N otw ithstanding  Stimpson's erroneous assertion that the w ord "nigger" is 

the "vocabulary of the black struggle," her understanding  of its use as vulgar and 

offensive is well-taken. Nevertheless, it m isses the point. Once w om en forgo 

the use of w ords tha t describe others' social position, S tim pson implies, then 

w om en can "forge their own idiom" and construct their ow n discourse on the 

social position  of women. Stim pson’s call to cease the "wom an-nigger " analogy 

in particular, an d  the "women and blacks" analogy in general, obscures the way 

in w hich such  analogies in and of them selves constitute the discourse on the 

social position of women. The "idiom" w hich Stim pson urges w om en to "forge" 

has a lready been forged with and th rough  the use of the A nalogy and 

C om parison strategy.

O n the other hand, that the w ord "nigger" is offensive is precisely the 

point. If in fact racial and racial configurations serve as the foil in the gender- 

race analogy, then  the most effective racial signifiers w ould indeed be "vulgar 

and  offensive." As hooks notes, "when w hite wom en talked about 'W omen as 

Niggers,' T h e  T hird  World of W omen,' 'W om en as Slave,’ they evoked the

107C atherine Stimpson, op. cit., 624.
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sufferings and oppressions of non-white people to say 'look at how  bad our lot as 

white w om en is, w hy  we are like niggers, like the T h ird  W orld’." Hence, 

feminist's use of the gender-race analogy w ould  necessarily require that the 

"race" portion of the equation evoke as m uch negativity as possible because it is 

the basis of the com parison.

It is im portant to note that the necessity of using denigrating and 

"offensive" racial signifiers renders the gender-race analogy incongruous, which 

is the fourth unique aspect of the analogy. W ithin the equation, the com parison 

becomes unequal sim ply because it is held  together by two term s with radically 

different connotations. In other words, "woman" is com pared to a pejorative 

racial signifier or "race" is always cast in such a w ay as to suggest a 

contem ptuous and  undesirable state. Again, this the poin t behind the use of the 

analogy and it also illustrates my point w ith regard  to the function of race in 

feminist discourse.

A nother notable feature of the gender-race analogy in  feminist theorizing 

is that as the foil, race is positioned as a static and  unchangeable category. The 

m eaning of race is alw ays already assum ed, and  as such, it serves as an 

unquestionable g round  of identity. Racism and  the "nigger status" is never 

explained and then  condem ned as problem atic. W ithin the gender-race analogy, 

it race is in no need of explanation because it is that w hich gives explanatory 

value to the category gender. This construction of race is ironic, given that the 

analogy is often used  to highlight the contingency of gender and the 

"unnaturalness" of the social position of wom en.

A sixth and  final unique way in w hich the gender-race analogy operates 

w ithin feminist discourse is that sexism and gender is alw ays compared to 

racism and race, never vice versa. A n exam ination of the use of this analogy in 

feminists texts suggests that it only works, indeed only makes sense, w hen
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sexism is legitim ated through a com parison to racism . This is, of course, how 

feminist theorists have constructed and deployed the gender-race analogy. Black 

Studies, for example, neither relies upon nor invokes an  analogy to sexism  or the 

"oppression of women" to constitute and validate racism  or racial differentiation. 

Analogies to gender or sexism simply do not m ake u p  a part of its discursive 

domain.

Given that gender is always com pared to race, and that w ith in  the 

com parison race is negated and rendered invisible, i t  is not difficult to  read  the 

gender-race analogy as a micro-level binary opposition  that works to repress and 

efface race at the larger macro-level. If, according to  Derrida, the term s w ithin a 

binary opposition derive their m eaning th rough  a process of affirm ation and 

negation, in  w hich the "superior" term  suppresses an d  negates the "inferior term, 

even as it relies upon  the negated term  for its m eaning, then the gender-race 

analogy m ust be recognized a binary opposition. In written form, the binary 

opposition positions the "superior" term  on the left, a n d  the repressed and  

negated term  on the right, which accounts for m y insistence upon w riting  

"gender-race" analogy as opposed to the "race-gender" analogy.108 W hile the 

gender-race analogy contains w ithin it the processes whereby race is obscured, 

its deploym ent as a discursive strategy assures the invisibility, or a t least 

subordination, of race with feminist discourse a t the broader, theoretical level.

In sum , the gender-race analogy is a specific rhetorical configuration that 

emerges as a discursive strategy. As a discursive strategy, it regulates and 

preserves the prim acy of gender. In essence, A nalogy and C om parison strategy

108D eborah K. King discusses this analogy in  term s of the "race-gender" 
analogy. I believe that the difference is significant. See her, "Multiple Jeopardy, 
Multiple Consciousness: The Context of a Black Fem inist Ideology," in Micheline 
R. Malson, et. al., eds., Feminist Theory in Practice an d  Process, op. cit., 75-105.
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renders race invisible, to casts its outside the discursive dom ain of feminist 

discourse even as it relies upon  it to m ark  and  fill the  its boundaries.

As stated  above, the Exclusion a n d  Denial an d  Analogy and  Com parison 

Strategies are the m ost often used strategies. Together, they represent m ost of 

the w ays in  which race has been deployed in fem inist discourse. In addition, the 

above strategies were m ore prevalent in  First W ave an d  early Second Wave 

fem inist w orks, although both  appear in  m any recent fem inist works. The 

follow ing three discursive strategies, Adjectival M odification, (In)Visible 

Objectification, and A ccusatory Defensiveness, are recent w ays of constructing 

and  deploying race in  fem inist thinking. I should reiterate that these discursive 

strategies are not m utually  exclusive are  not alw ays clearly and  analytically 

separated  in  the way that they are presented  here. Often, feminists deploy m ore 

than  one strategy, and  as it is the nature  of all discourses to shift, change or 

rearrange its boundaries, I am  sure that m ore strategies and  "rhetorical 

configurations" will emerge.

A djectival M odification

The th ird  discursive strategy produced  by and  deployed in feminist 

discourse and  which effects the erasure of race is Adjectival Modification. 

Adjectival M odification is the process o f m odifying the noun "woman" w ith 

various adjectives to indicate racial, ethnic, regional, sexuality, and  "other" 

differences. This process of qualifying, of specifying w om en or a particular 

"group of women," can be view ed as a d irect response to the criticisms m ade by 

African Am erican feminists in reference to the hegem ony of "white, middle-class
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feminism," or "feminism unm odified."109 Adjectival M odification then, emerges 

from  the discourse as a corrective to the problem s of "exclusion a n d  denial" and 

"faulty" comparison. M arilyn Frye describes it this way:

[W]e [i.e., feminists] have...discovered o u r ow n vast ignorance of 
o ther wom en...W e have repeatedly discovered that w e have 
overlooked o r m isunderstood the tru ths of the experience of some 
groups of wom en...W e have h ad  great difficulty com ing to terms
w ith  the fact of differences am ong w om en differences associated
w ith race, class, ethnicity, religion, nationality, sexuality, age, 
physical ability, and  even such variety  am ong w om en as us 
associated ju st w ith peculiarities of ind iv idual history.110

According to Frye, if we give credence to the criticisms of "other women, 

w ho report that the statem ents [about w om en in general] are appallingly partial, 

un true, or even unintelligible w hen judged by their ow n  experience," then "it 

soon becomes clear that, taken  as a whole, 'w om en's experience’ is not uniform 

and  coherent in  the w ays required" to g round  an  unique fem inist standpoint and 

corresponding system  of know ledge in the traditional w ay.111

To avoid m aking universal claims about "wom ankind," w hich w ould be a 

duplication of W estern philosophy universal and  objective story of "humanity," 

feminists invented to strategies. According to Frye, fem inists have

...responsefd] [to claims of false universalism],...[by] retreat[ing] 
into au tobiography or stringfing] suitable adjectives onto the noun 
zoom^n...More m oderately we m ight... narrow ing the subject of our

109Catherine M acKinnon. Feminism U nm odified: Discourses on Life a id  
Law. Cambridge: H arvard  University Press, 1987.

110M arilyn Frye, "The Possibility of Fem inist Theory," in D eborah L. 
Rhode, ed. Theoretical Perspectives on Sexual Difference. (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1990), 176.

m Ibid., 177.
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claims [from w om en in general] to specific groups of wom en 
identified by race, class, nationality, and[original emphasis]."112

In other w ords, the goal of Adjectival M odification, w hether it consists of 

"stringing suitable adjectives onto the noun  woman" o r reducing  claims to 

specific groups of wom en, is to rectify the problem  associated w ith  universalism, 

nam ely the problem  of having one voice, deceptively positioned as neutral and 

beneficial, speak for all. If in  fact feminism had constructed a universal and 

exclusionary category, i.e., 'w om an,' then the discourse w ould  correct itself by 

"specifying" which w om en w ere under analysis, thereby "including” such w om en 

in  the discourse. This is the m ajor assum ption of the Adjectival Modification 

strategy; that it does indeed "de-universalizes" w om an and  "de-privileges" the 

category gender by "including" specific differences.

There are of course problem s with the deploym ent of this strategy as a 

corrective to the problem  of "exclusion." As Kirstie M cClure points out in 

relation to the changing nature of "the political," there is "difficulty [in] attending 

[to] any [project of] adjectival specification'' because it a lw ays raises questions 

about form, theory, and  practice that such nam ing dictates.113 To whom  would 

such  "modified women" com m it their allegiance? W hat theoretical apparatus 

w ould  guide their project? In short, these questions im ply that Adjectival 

m odification creates, according to the critics of the critics, "relativism." However, 

as I shall explain below, relativism  is not the problem, b u t only a sym ptom  of the 

problem .

112Ibid., 178.

113Kirstie McClure, "The Issue of Foundations: S den tized  Politics, 
Politicized Science, and  Fem inist Critical Practice," in Jud ith  Butler and  Joan W. 
Scot, eds.. Feminists Theorize the Political. (New York: Routledge, 1992), 342.
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A second problem  w ith the Adjectival M odification strategy is that the 

m odification process could be endless. Marilyn. Frye uses this example:

Speaking as an  able-bodied, college-educated, Christian-raised 
middle-class middle-aged and  m iddle-sized  w hite Anglo lesbian 
living in  the midwest, I can report that these strategies [of 
s tring ing  su itab le  adjectives o n to  th e  n o u n  w om an and  
narrow ing  the  subject from  w o m en  in  general to  specific g roups 
o f w om en], bo th  reduce one to s illin e ss  a n d  raises serious 
questions abou t the adjective ra n k in g  in  E nglish  language 
[em phasis added].!14

In other w ords, the process of qualifying, of using adjectives to specify 

"woman," could go on ad infinitum. The "silliness" of w hich Frye speaks is no t 

sim ply a w ay of dism issing those who em ploy th e  Adjectival Modification 

strategy, but a description of how ridiculous, if ex tended  to its logical conclusion, 

the use of this strategy could become. H ow  m any  adjectives, o r points of 

qualification, are needed to "adequately identity" the w om an under analysis? 

W hen are enough adjectives "enough"? If ten o r  tw enty, or thirty adjectives of 

qualification are "too many" and seem "silly," th en  on  w hat basis would three or 

four (e.g., the popular triad race/c lass/gender a n d  the quadriad  

race/c lass/gender/sexuality ) be judged as appropria te , as "not too many"?

The idea that this modification process is endless, or could be endless, 

raises a third and  more significant problem, nam ely  that the Adjectival 

M odification Strategy tends to treat all differences the same. In other words, it 

places equal w eight or value on each "qualifying difference" so that each 

"difference" is able to stand independently of each  other "difference." A better 

reading of this problem  is that this strategy assum es that each signifier of 

difference rests upon and signifies a univocal signification that yields up

114prye, op. cit., 178.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



132

different, independent, an d  equally valid meanings. Because signification does 

not occur in relations term s, according to the assum ption, all differences are the 

same. As such, any adjective becomes an appropriate w ay to "qualify" wom an.

This is illustrated  by the "differences" listed on the "Stand U p /S it Down" 

exercise in Figure 2.1. T his exercise is used in a W omen's S tudies Program  at a 

m ajor university as a w ay  to explore "commonalities and  differences" am ong 

wom en. As Figure 2.1 illustrates, the list includes the w ell-know n differences of 

race and  ethnicity (listed in  sub-categories as L antina/L atino , African Am erican, 

A sian American, N ative Am erican, white, Jewish, etc.) and  sexuality (listed as 

lesbian, bisexual), relig ion  (listed as Moslem, Catholic, H indu , not religious, 

Protestant, etc.), and  age (listed as under 19 and over tw enty). The list also 

includes other "differences" like: "ever had to w ear braces on  y ou r teeth," "an art 

lover," "crazy about chocolate," "a science student," and "a com m uter." In 

addition, this exercise encourages further modification by nam ing  those 

differences that "haven 't [been] nam ed...[but are ]im portant to ...identity." The 

implication is that the "difference" of being a com m uting science studen t who is 

crazy about chocolate" is the sam e kind of "difference" as being an Asian 

Am erican person of color w ho speaks English as a second or th ird  language. 

Racial and ethnic differences, for example, are assum ed to be on  par, in m eaning 

and in experience, w ith  the differences of being a sm oker vs. non-sm oker, or a 

good cook vs. a bad cook.

This suggests th a t in order for the Adjectival M odification Strategy to be 

effective m ust d isregard  the discursive, legal, social, and custom ary practices that 

construct some "differences" as m ore different and  hence, m ore  problem atic than 

other differences.
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Figure 2:1 S tand  U p /S it Down

5. STAND UP/SIT DOWN (Class 8)*
This is a very brief introductory exercise exploring commonalities
and differences.
Please stand up if  you identity yourself as:
brown eyed not American
Jewish a twin
single someone whose parents are divorced
a person of color Irish
a commuter stubborn/determined
a parent married
vegetarian Hispanic
Protestant ever had to wear braces on your teeth
Latina/Latino sophomores
left-handed animal lovers
an art-lover lesbian
African American over 20
not religious Italian
Carribean often have menstrual cramps
interested in sports/athletic Hindu
feminist bisexual
speak English a second or a smoker

third language
Catholic a good cook
a good listener a science student
environmentalist concerned about your weight
white adopted
under 19 Native American
Asian American crazy about chocolate
Moslem something I haven't named that is
Native American important to your identity

This excercise was adapted from one given by the National Coalition
Building Institute. Submitted by Mary Gibson.

W ithout the assum ption  that all "differences" are independent of each 

o ther and  carry equal w eight, the process of modification would have to contend 

w ith  questions like: W hich "differences," i.e., adjectives of qualification, will be 

used? Will some differences have m ore weight, value or priority in  the 

m odification process? Are som e "differences" m ore im portant than  others? If so, 

w hich ones? Who will decide the value and  on w hat basis?

T hat the process of qualification could continue ad infinitum and  that it 

treats all differences as equal differences is, as I stated above, sym ptom s of the
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problem  and not the problem  itself. The m ajor prob lem  w ith the Adjectival 

M odification Strategy is that it treats the so-called "qualifiers" of difference (race, 

ethnicity, etc.) as attributes that the subject "wom an" holds. As such, qualifying 

differences not only m ark  the "difference" in identity  of the subject, they m ake up 

the identity of the subject. Put another way, these attributes or characteristics are 

not only treated as m arkers of identity (as those attributes that m ark one 

"different" from  another), bu t they are treated as identity; each qualified w om an 

is her attributes. This m eans that the Adjectival M odification Strategy assum es 

that there is a pre-existent, pre-discursive "subject" w hich can be identified and  

whose attributes can be specified. At the sam e tim e, the attem pt to specify the 

subject "woman" is also an  attem pt to complete the subject woman; to provide a 

com prehensive or adequate representation of W om an through various wom en. 

M odifying and  specifying groups of wom en then, becom es a way to "include" 

those who have been excluded under the sign "we wom en." But the project to 

com prehensively represent various wom en can never be achieved through 

descriptive categories of identities. It is precisely because the Adjectival 

M odification Strategy sees such descriptors as m erely descriptive, as a signifieds 

whose m eaning are absolute and fixed once and for all, that it will fail to be 

com prehensive in its attributes of "difference." Jud ith  Butler states it in this 

m anner:

The theories of feminist identity th a t elaborate predicates of color, 
sexuality, ethnicity, class, and able-bodiness invariably close w ith 
an  em barrassed 'etc.' at the end of the list. Through this horizontal 
trajectory of adjectives, these positions strive to encompass a 
situated subject, but invariably fail to be com plete^15

Butler however, finds the "exasperated 'etc.' " a t the end of phrases like 

"race, class, gender, sexuality, etc." instructive. The "exasperated 'e tc .'," she

H5Judith Butler. G ender Trouble, op. cit., p. 143.
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writes, "is a sign of exhaustion as well as of the illimitable process of 

signification itself. It is the supplem ent, the excess that necessarily accompanies 

any effort to posit identity  once and for all."116 In o ther words, illimitability of 

m odification allows one to think of the m arkers o f identity as signifiers rather 

that attributes. The category race, for instance, w ould  be view ed as a signifier, as 

a sign whose m eaning is produced by and  em bedded w ithin  the discourse and 

not as the signified w hose m eaning always already fixed. "Woman" then 

becomes "an undesignatable field of difference, [and not] one that [can]...be 

totalized or sum m arized  by a descriptive identity category."117

Nonetheless, the deploym ent of the Adjectival M odification Strategy in 

fem inist discourse does not operate in this m anner. For the m ost part, the 

Adjectival M odification Strategy is undergirded by a representation-referential 

approach to conceptualizing difference. Because this strategy posits itself as a 

corrective to the problem  of exclusion, and  because it is based upon the 

representation-referential approach, it defines inclusion as re-presenting the real 

through appropriate adjectives. One need only to look for racial signifiers, i.e., 

for the racial qualified w om an, to see the inclusion of race. Ironically, it is this 

very idea that turns the solution of adjectival m odification into a problem. To the 

extent that one m odifies or specifies, the Adjectival M odification strategy implies, 

one has "included" racial and  other differences. Thus, the process of specifying 

differences is taken as the process of analyzing those difference. W hat this 

strategy does is that it

116Ibid.

117Judith Butler, "Contingent Foundations: Fem inism  and the Q uestion of 
Postmodernism," in Fem inist Theorize the Political, op. cit., p. 16.
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...acknowledges that inequalities o f race, class, and  gender generate 
different experiences and  that w o m an  have a race-specific and  
class-specific relation to the sex-gender system. How ever...[a]fter a 
perfunctory acknow ledgm ent o f differences, those ...[who em ploy 
the Adjectival M odification Strategy] m ake no further a ttem p t to 
incorporate the insights generated  by critical scholarship on  race 
and  class into...[their] fram ew ork...[or analysis] .. ." 118

The inability to incorporate the "insights" of race and class inequality  is 

m ore of a function of the theoretical and  epistem ological lim itation of the 

Adjectival M odification strategy than  the w illfu l ignorance of those em ploy  it. 

N evertheless, like the Exclusion a nd  Denial, a n d  A nalogy and C om parison 

discursive strategies, this strategy effectively obscures and erases race an d  "other 

differences," even as it attem pts to highlight those "differences." W hereas the 

Adjectival M odification discursive strategy m erely  names, or specifies racial and 

o ther differences in a "horizontal trajectory of adjectives," the (In)Visible 

Objectification discursive strategy gives g reater visibility to race by focusing 

specifically on the qualified woman.

(In)Visible Objectification

The (In)Visible Objectification Strategy can  best be defined as those 

instances in  w hich African American w om en occupy highly visible textual, 

cultural, o r social positions, but whose visibility becomes invisible th ro u g h  

various transform ative and theoretical moves. I highlight African A m erican 

w om en here, and  this too is a product of (in)visible objectification, because 

w ithin  fem inist discourse they are constructed as "...the most oppressed, the m ost 

m arginalized, the m ost deviant, [ or as] the quin tessential site of difference ."119

118M axine Baca Zinn et. al., 'T he Costs o f Exclusionary Practices in 
W om en's Studies," op. cit., p. 34.

119A nn duCille, "The Occult of True Black W omanhood," op. cit., p. 592.
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In  fem inist theorizing, as well as w ith in  the academ y at large, "racial and  gender 

alterity....has claim ed black wom en as its principal signifier , ”1 2 0  no t Chicana 

w om en, A sian A m erican wom en, Latina w om en, or any other g roup  of "women 

of color."

The deploym ent of the (In)Visible Objectification strategy often begins 

w ith "the A frican American w om an" or race which, as stated earlier, is reduced 

to "Black," as the announced subject or focus of the analysis. H ow ever, Black 

w om en are not the subject of such analyses. Rather, Black w om en become 

"objectified subjects," m eaning they are appropria ted , co-opted, and  "passed 

along” as subject-objects of study  to anyone w ho can acquire the taste . 121

In fem inist theory, this often translates into an  appropria tion  of 

"blackness," in o rder to facilitate a discussion about gender. This move, w hich I 

have term ed a "leap in logic," involves using  the experiences of a Black w om an as 

an  exam ple of and  to foreground a discussion on "w om en’s oppression" or 

sexism. In these instances African Am erican w om en are not understood as 

subjects in their ow n rights, bu t a m eans to illum inating another subject-position. 

The analysis w hich  follows the "Black-woman-as-an-example" is usually  and all 

of suddenly  "race neutral." In essence, race seems to bottom  out of the analysis 

despite  the fact that it was a racialized exam ple that m ade such an analysis 

possib le122

1 2 0Ibid., 591.

121Ibid., 604.

122Elsa Barkley Brown's uses the appropria tion  of A nita Hill's experience 
to g round o r authorize a public discussion on  sexual harassm ent as a case in 
point. See, "’W hat Has H appened Here?' The Politics of Difference in Feminist....
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The m ost prevalent way in w hich race bottom s out of these kinds of 

analyses is through silence. More often th an  not, fem inist constructions and 

readings of Black w om en draw s upon an d  reproduces the constituitive term s of 

O ther w hereby Black wom en become an d  operate as the inaccessible O ther. 

Fem inist discourse produces race and  the Black w om an as problem s. It attem pts 

to solve these problem s by continuously speaking  about these problem s as 

problem s, and  then decides that it cannot solve them . The effect, it that the 

discourse has m uch to say about "race" an d  Black wom en, and  a t the sam e time 

noth ing  to say about race and Black w om en. African Am erican w om en then 

becom e "(in)visible spectacles." To appropria te  M arilyn Frye's description of 

w om en's position in "men's world story," w ith in  feminist discourse Black 

w om en are

impossible [racial] beings w hich  populate the [sisterhood] story. 
[Their] existence is...inherently paradoxical or problem atic. [Their] 
existence is an indigestible m ass of discrepant da ta  for the 
[oppression of women] w orld  story. From the point of view  of the 
discrepant data, the story [of w om en's oppression] appears 
appallingly partial and d isto rted—it seem s a childish, and  fantastic 
[or better yet phantasmic], albeit dangerous fiction .*2 2

Because feminist discourse produces the Black w om an subject as excessive 

to and  outside of its discourse, when it m eets the Black w om an she is ironically, 

or better yet, not surprisingly, met w ith silence. Since feminist discourse has 

asserted that race is "irrelevant" to "wom en's oppression," w hen it a ttem pts to 

analyze race or Black wom en it is profoundly  silent. I attem pt to show  this 

process at w ork by contrasting the Zoe Baird and  Lani Guinier nom inations in 

1993 in Chapter 4.

123prye, op. cit., 175.
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In sum , the (In)visibility Objectification strategy can be seen as a  strategy 

that positions Black w om en in a position of hyper(in)visibility. In  such a 

position, Black w om en are, to use de Lauretis's phraseology, constantly  spoken 

of, but are them selves inaudible; the guarantee of vision, b u t are  themselves 

invisible. Thus, race an d  Black w om en are both  everyw here and  nowhere.

Accusatory Defensiveness

Like A djectival M odification, the Accusatory D efensiveness strategy is 

deployed in  response to  the claim  that feminism, in both theory  and  practice, is a 

"white, middle-class" project. However, rather than  positioning itself as a 

corrective to this critique, w hich implicitly accepts it as a valid  criticism, the 

Accusatory D efensiveness strategy explicitly rejects the assertion  that feminism is 

a discursive terrain centered on  and around "the w hite w om an." Instead, it 

defends the applicability of phrases like "women as a group" to all w om en by 

claiming that racial an d  other "differences" critiques do no t underm ine theories 

asserting all w om en's com m onality under patriarchy.

The Accusatory Defensiveness strategy is a relatively recent occurrence in 

feminist discourse. Rhetorically, the tone of those who deploy  this strategy is 

often hostile, resentful, and defensive, and as such is decidedly different in 

nature and  content w hen  com pared to the Adjectival M odification Strategy. 

M uch of the hostility an d  defensiveness seems to be rooted in the perception that 

radalized  critiques against fem inism  will fictionalize its constituency and render 

it ineffective both as a discourse and as a political m ovem ent. As result, Black 

w om en are often cast as "problematic," "divisive," unyielding, and  their criticisms 

get labeled as harsh  an d  "devastating." Black w om en are, in  this view, the reason 

for the instability of the  category woman, and the current tren d  in relativizing or 

m odifying wom en.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



140

In addition  to constructing Black feminists as "divisive," another m ajor 

aspect of this strategy is that tends to view  the w ork of Black feminists as sim ply  

criticisms decrying the exclusion of race from m ainstream  fem inist theory. A 

m ajor response to Black fem inist works is that it does not, a t least until very 

recently, constitute a theory in  its own right. This response reveals that, as a 

discourse, fem inism  is very m uch  in the gate-keeping business; it decides w hen  

and  if a body of w ork  constitutes feminist works.

A  final characteristic of the Accusatory Defensiveness strategy is its 

tendency to accuse Black w om en  of engaging in  the sam e k ind  of theoretical 

m yopia that they once criticized white w om en of doing. This often takes the 

form  of adm onishing Black w om en for focusing solely on  Black wom en; for 

"leaving out" "other" w om en of color. The question is usually  presented as an  

appendage to com m ents on o r about some discussion, presentation, talk, o r 

reference to Black w om en. The scenario m ight look like this: "Your com m ents 

on Black w om en/ racism  are well-taken, but w hat about o ther wom en of color?" 

In  m y observation, questions w hich implicate Black w om en 's alleged 

unfaithfulness to their ow n principles of inclusivity are raised, not in the sp irit of 

a desire to grapple w ith  and  engage issues of race and  racism  in  feminist 

theorizing, bu t to im ply that an  unfaithful transgression has occurred and  to 

avoid the w hite/B lack  binary  that undergirds fem inist thinking. M oreover, the 

A ccusatory Defensiveness Strategy is deployed as a sign  th a t old com plaints of 

Black w om en’s m istreatm ent "have been frozen by the m any w inters of [their] 

discontent ."^2 4  They fall, in o ther words, on deaf ears.

To this extent, the Accusatory Defensiveness Strategy is design to sk irt 

around  the issues raised by Black women (in particular). The very nature of the 

responses that exem plify this strategy in operation illustrates that its purpose is

124A nn DuCille, "The Occult of True Black W om anhood," op. cit., 606.
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to deny the im portance of radalized  criticisms. I say "radalized  critidsm s," 

because it does not seem  to operate in and  around  o ther kinds of debates like: the 

sam eness /  difference debate; the debate over "sdence" in  fem inism ; or various 

psychoanalytic approaches to the feminist subject. T he im portance o f identifying 

and  highlighting the p roduction  and  deploym ent of the  Accusatory 

Defensiveness strategy lies not only in the articulation o f this recent and  still 

em erging strategy, b u t also in  the ability to see these responses as form ing a part 

of the contem porary discourse on race.
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CHAPTER THREE
THEORIZING "DIFFERENCE" IN FEMINIST THINKING: EXPLANATORY 

MODELS FOR UNDERSTANDING RACE, CLASS, AND GENDER

Over the last decade, feminists have increasingly realized the 
importance of focusing also on differences among women, and 
on the way those differences mediate gender relations. A crucial 
contribution of recent theory has been emphasis on diversity 
across class, race, ethnicity, age, and sexual orientation. 1

O ver the past decade, feminist theory has w itnessed a renew ed interest in 

the politics of difference. Several w ell-know n feminists have w ritten  articles and 

books revealing the ways in which race and  class has been left ou t of previous 

fem inist scholarship, and  how, if fem inist theory is to progress, it m ust take into 

account differences am ong w om en .2 Once an  ignored subject, questions of 

difference, especially those involving the relationship betw een race, class, and  

gender has become a staple in  the understanding  of "difference." The issues of

1 Deborah L. Rhode, "Theoretical Perspectives on Sexual Difference," in 
D eborah L. Rhode, ed., Theoretical Perspectives on Sexual Difference, (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), p. 2.

^These works are too num erous to d te  in any com prehensive fashion. A 
representative sam pling m ight include, Michele Barrett, "The Concept of 
'Difference'," Feminist Review 26 (July 1987): 29-41; Linda G ordon, "On 
'Difference',” Genders 10 (Spring 1991): 91-110; G erder Lem er, 
"Reconceptualizing Differences A m ong Women," Toumal of W om en's H istory 1 
(W inter 1990): 106-122; A udre Lorde, "An O pen Letter to M ary Daly," and  "The 
M aster’s Tools Will N ever Dism antle the M aster's House," both  in Cherrie 
M oraga and Gloria A nzaldua, eds., This Bridge Call My Back: W ritings by 
Radical W omen of Color. (New York: Kitchen Table: W om en of Color Press,
1983); T rinhT . M inh-ha, "Difference: 'A  Special T hird W orld W om en Issue'," 
Fem inist Review 25 (March 1987): 5-21; Paula Rothenberg, "The Construction, 
Deconstruction and  Reconstruction of Difference," H ypatia 5 (Spring 1990): 42- 
57; and  Elizabeth Spelman, Inessential W oman: Problems of Exclusion in 
Feminist Thought. (Boston: Beacon Press, 1988).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



143

difference, and  the importance of race and  class to the category gen d er em erged 

from  critiques w aged by African A m erican w om en and other w om en of color, 

who charged white feminists w ith w riting  from  their ow n experiences. The 

result o f this myopic view of "women's experience," according to the  critics, was 

an  articulation of and  a universal claim to "woman's culture," and the "patriarchal 

oppression  of women." The universality of the claim necessarily m ade  w om en 

and "w om en's experience" hom ogenous, thereby effectively excluding issues of 

race a n d  class.

In  this chapter, I examine the various m odels used to explain the 

relationship betw een race, class, and  gender. D raw ing mostly upon  the  w orks of 

Black fem inist thinkers since 1970,1 trace the evolution of the concept know n as 

"triple oppression." Used to explain the "com pounding effects" of race, class, and 

gender in  the lives of African Am erican wom en, the triple oppression m odel is 

the p rim ary  conceptual fram ew ork for th inking about these three categories. The 

"triple oppression" model has several variations, but all view  race, class, and  

gender as separate entities or attributes of the individual. A dditive or 

m ultiplicative versions "add up" the effects of racial and  economic oppression  in 

the lives of Black women. "Mapping" is used  to explain how  race, class, and  

gender, as external forces, "impinge" u p o n  the subject or indiv idual a t different 

m om ents in  time depending on the context and  the situation .3  A no ther version 

sees race, class and gender as "intersecting" variables.

Following a discussion of these different version of the triple oppression 

thesis, I examine the current use of the concept difference in fem inist discourse. I 

note th a t difference is often equated w ith  diversity, which produces pluralistic

3See Eudine V. Bariteau Foster, "The Construct of a Postm odernist 
Fem inist Theory for Carribbean Social Science Research," U npublished Paper, 
1990.
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m odels of understanding race. I reiterate the idea, as sta ted  in C hapter 1, that 

difference m ust be read in the postructuralist sense—as the process through 

w hich m eaning is constituted.

Because of the lim itations associated w ith  additive, m ultiplicative, and 

m apping models, I argue for a view  of race, class, and  gender that illum inates 

their m utually productive and constituive nature. R ather than conceiving of 

race, class, and gender, as "things" outside of the individual, the concept of 

m utual constitution tries to illum inate how  race, class, an d  gender constitu te  or 

m ake up  the subject; they are the very "things" w hich  constitute one’s subject 

position, rather than  things that "affect" indiv idual persons. The idea of "adding" 

or "multiplying" race, class, and  gender, only adds to the erroneous assum ption 

that race exists outside of gender and  class, and  vice versa. Not only does this 

concept focus on the constitutive aspect of race, class, and  gender, b u t it 

em phasizes how these categories are m utual. In  o ther w ords, the focus is on how  

one category always already inheres in the other.

While this chapter is not m eant to be a com prehensive overview  of Black 

Fem inist Theory, it is designed to provide a general understanding  of the "triple 

oppression" m odel at the conceptual level. The p u rp o se  of this chapter is to not 

only provide an overview  of the theoretical m odels Black feminists have 

constructed to explain race, class, and  gender, b u t to interrogate the usefulness of 

such constructions in light of the theoretical fram ew ork outlined in  Chapter One. 

Put slightly different, the implicit question of this chapter is: if view ing feminist 

theory as a discourse best explains the role and  function of race in fem inist 

theory, to w hat extent does Black feminist concepts, w hich often arise out of 

critiques of m ainstream  feminist thinking, contribute to, or detract from  a 

discursive analysis? W hat are the advantages an d  disadvantages of the
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explanatory m odels used  to explain the relationship betw een race, class, and  

gender?

I. Race. C lass, an d  G e n d e r  O n 'T r ip le  O ppression"

D uring the developm ent of fem inist scholarship in the 1970's, m uch was 

w ritten about the ill-effects of "adding" w om en to existing theories an d  concepts, 

"part of the p rob lem  fem inist theorists face[d], ...[was] taking the general 

'gram m ar' a n d  concepts of traditional theory and  applying them  to wom en..."^ 

Most argued th a t such an  application increased the possibility of m arginalizing 

women; even though  the attem pt was aim ed at "including" wom en.

Nonetheless, fem inist scholars "have stretched the intended dom ains of 

[traditional] theories, rein terpreted  their central claims or borrow ed their 

concepts or categories to m ake visible" the lives of w om en .5 It w as this 

application, i.e., the "reinterpretation" and  "stretching" of dom inant, patriarchal 

theories, that contributes to the present "instability of analytical categories" 

w ithin fem inist theory.^ Unstable categories, it is argued, p rom pt us to ask: do 

these revised categories actually reflect the complex lives of w om en o r do they 

continue to d isto rt the lives of women? In either case, the rein terpretations 

(themselves infected by and  w ith  patriarchal and  racist notions) d id  not included 

the factors of race or class; further contributing to, not just an instability, bu t to an 

inability. It created a feminist theory that w as and still is, unable to account for

4jane Flax, "W omen Do Theory," in M arylin Pearsall's, W om en and 
Values: Readings in Recent Feminist Philosophy. (Belmont: W adsw orth  
Publishing C om pany, 1986), p. 3.

^Sandra H a rd in g  "The Instability of Analytical Categories of Feminist 
Theory." Signs 11 (Sum m er 1986): 645-64.

^See ibid.
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the lives of w om en w ho were, and  are not middle-class, white, wom en. This 

became particularly evident w hen Black and  w hite feminists began to describe 

the "erasure of Black women" or w hen  they identified "a schism  in  the 

sisterhood ."7 These w riters noted the ease w ith  which w hite feminists com pared 

the oppression of Blacks to  that of w om en ,-8 the racist overtones in  leading 

feminist w orks and the disdainful and  contem ptuous attitude m any white 

feminists possessed tow ard  African A m erican women. In exposing these 

attitudes, Black wom en began  the form idable task of "untangling the effects of 

race and gender"9 by show ing how  both  im pacted upon their lives. It was not 

unusual for Black feminists to claim that race and  sex were tw o separate systems 

of oppression which in  tu rn  afforded Black w om en a "unique status" in American 

society .10 Initially, gender or sexual oppression was "added" to the already 

existing notion that racism  was the dom inant form  of oppression for all Black

am  referring specifically to the w orks of M argaret A. Simmons, "Racism 
and Feminism: A Schism In the Sisterhood," Feminist Studies 5 (Sum m er 1979): 
384-401, and  E.V. Spelm an, "Theories of Race and Gender: The Erasure of Black 
W omen," Q uest 5 (1982): 36-47.

^To compare racism  to sexism was a m uch used theoretical strategy. I 
refer to it as the Race-Gender Analogy and discuss it in detail in  the previous 
chapter, pp. 103-127. Exem plary com parisons include, H elen Hacker, "Women 
as a M inority Group," in  Betty Roszak and  Theodore Roszak, eds.,
M asculine/ Feminine. (N ew  York: H arper and  Row Publishers, 1969), pp. 130- 
148; Gayle Rubin's, "W oman as Nigger," in  ibid., pp. 230-40; N aom i W eisstein, 
W om an as Nigger," in Leslie B. Tanner, ed., Voices from W om en's Liberation. 
(New York: New America Library, 1970), pp. 296-303.

^This phrase is Elizabeth M. A lm quist's, from "Untangling the Effects of 
Race and  Sex: The D isadvantaged Status of Black Women," Social Science 
Q uarterly 56 (June 1975): 129-142.

l^See for example, Mae C. King., "Oppression and  P o w er The Unique 
Status of the Black W om an in the Am erican Political System," Social Science 
Q uarterly 56 (June 1975): 116-28.
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people. Thus in a sense, the addition of sexism  as a form ed of oppression served 

as a critique to the monolithic assum ptions unde rgir d ing the effect of race on 

Black women. The m ovem ent to adequately  describe and  explain the 

complexities of African Am erican w om en led to yet another com ponent. By 

including class status, they produced, w hat has become generally know n as the 

"triple oppression theory ."11

The "triple oppression model" outlined  the relationship betw een race, 

class, and gender. The relation betw een the three was, for the m ost part, 

conceptualized as extrinsic. This m ean  that race, class and  gender w ere view ed 

as three separate systems that existed apart from  each other and outside the 

individual. N either derived their m eaning from  the other. They sim ply 

interacted to produce a d isadvantaged status. This w ay of thinking, and  the 

notion  of "triple oppression," has becom e the m ost accepted way of thinking 

about and describing Black wom en's status w ithin fem inist theory. H ow ever, not 

all Black feminists agree w ith the additive aspects of triple oppression.

Deborah King, for example, w arns us that ”[t]o reduce...[the com plex lives 

of Black women]...to an addition problem  (racism + sexism  + [class status] = 

black wom en's experience is to define the issues and indeed black w om anhood 

itself ."12 King seems to be correct in her analysis. It is impossible, even  on a

H T he triple oppression thesis is best represented by Betinna A ptheker's, 
W oman's Legacy: Essays on Race. Sex, and  Class. (Amherst: The U niversity of 
M assachusetts Press, 1982); Patricia H ill Collins, Black Feminist Thought, 
(Cambridge: U nw in Hym an, 1990); A ngela Y. Davis, W omen, Race, and  Class, 
(N ew  York: Vintage Books, 1981); Bonnie Thornton Dill, "Race, Class and 
G en d er Prospects for an All-Inclusive Sisterhood, Feminist Studies 9 (1983): 
131-50; Paula Giddings. W hen and W here I Enter: The Impact of Black W omen 
on Race and Sex In America. (New York: W illiam M orrow  and Com pany, Inc.,
1984), and Linda Williams, "On the Ethics of Research on the Triple O ppression 
of Black Am erican W omen,” H um anity  and  Society 8  (Novem ber 1984): 506-13.
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theoretical abstract level, to "add" the effects of race, gender and  class. These 

term s are very controversial an d  are  constantly changing, in  bo th  definition and  

content. Yet, they are presented as fixed categories; as entities w hose boundaries 

are clearly defined and delineated. To avoid the sim plistic no tion  of assum ing 

that the relationship am ong the various discrim inations can in  fact be additive, 

King suggests the adoption of h e r "interactive model" of "m ultiple jeopardy." She 

writes:

The m odifier m ultip le ' refers not only to several, 
sim ultaneous oppressions but to m ultiplicative relationships 
am ong them  as well... In other w ords, the equivalent 
form ulation is racism  m ultiplied by sexism m ultip lied  by 
classism [racism x sexism  x classism ]13

King's attem pt to reconstruct the additive m odel of the triple oppression 

thesis indicates the problems w ith  trying to "add" race, class, and  gender. It also 

implies that, w ith in  the philosophical notion of a relational concept, that race 

class, and gender are m uch m ore "interactive" than  the additive m odel of triple 

oppression w ill concede to. H er re-w orking of this m odel indicates that 

grappling w ith  the categories of race, class and gender has been  an  arduous task 

w ithin  fem inist theory. N evertheless, m uch of the literature indicates that there 

has been an evolutionary type of developm ent in fem inist theory  around race, 

class, and gender w ith in  the trip le  oppression model. G enerally speaking, one 

can represent the  evolution of the  triple oppression m odel by three phases (See 

Figure 1).

l^D eborah  King, "M ultiple Jeopardy, M ultiple Consciousness: The 
Context of a Black Feminist Ideology," in Micheline Malson, et. el., eds. Fem inist 
Theory in Practice and Process. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), p. 
75-105.

l ^ l b i d . ,  p . 84.
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Phase One represents the m om ent w hen race was though t to be the most 

dom inant factor influencing all African Americans, including w om en. The 

add ition  of gender served bo th  as a critique of and  an affirm ation to that 

p redom inant notion. W ithin this phase, race was still considered a viable and 

separate form  of oppression. The overlooked problem , it was argued, was that 

Black w om en had to contend w ith  both  racism and sexism; she was in effect in 

"double jeopardy."

Figure 3.1: T he E vo lu tion  o f the T rip le  O ppression  T hesis

PHASE I: (Race + Sex Analogy)

race + gender Black W om an

PHASE II: (Triple O ppression; A dditive M odel)

race + gender + class = Black W om ai

PHASE HI: (Triple O ppression; M ultiplicative M odel)

race X gender X class = Black W om ar

The recognition of econom ic exploitation soon com pelled Black wom en to 

ad d  yet a th ird  category, class. This recognition can be seen as the second phase 

in the evolution of the triple oppression thesis. In some instance, this theoretical 

parad igm  tended to em phasize the notion the Blacks, as a g roup  constituted a 

class. In other instance, w om en were conceived of as a class, and  still at other 

times, everyone who was not "part and  parcel of the ruling class" w as lum ped
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into the w orking class. 14 Nonetheless, even w ith the addition of the third 

category of class in Phase Two, Black w om en bore the brunt of all three 

categories. Besides the superficially acknow ledgm ent that these three categories 

were related, discussions about how they were related and w hat m ade them 

relational, w as conspicuously absent from  these debates. M oreover, this early 

m odel of additive triple oppression, could not explain w hy only Black w om en or 

"women of color" w ere the only w om en who suffered from these three 

oppressions.

Part of the problem  lay in the theoretical assum ptions under girding how 

race, class and  gender w ere viewed. For the m ost part, the additive model 

implied that only blacks possessed race (thereby excluding "white" as a race); that 

only poor people had  a class-status (thus excluding the "middle" and  "upper" 

classes); and  that gender applied only to w om en (thus excluding m en as 

gendered subjects). It is a strange paradox to recognize that the triple oppression 

thesis evolved to included race, or Black wom en, bu t in  the process it excluded 

everyone else and  ultim ately, the intended recipient. For Black wom en, the triple 

analogy m eant only one thing, that "[t]he Black w om an [was] triply 

handicapped" w hich c re a te d " dilem m a of com peting identities and  priorities ."15

The dilem m a of which M urray speaks has its basis in the theory itself and  

can be directly a ttribu ted  to the fact that the relational aspects betw een race, 

class, and gender were not theoretically articulated and  defined. The problems

l^See for exam ple, Marge Benston, "W omen as Housewives," in the 
Political Economy of W omen's Liberation. (San Francisco: U nited Front Press, 
1971); and Patty Quick, "The Class N ature of W omen's Oppression," 9 Review of 
Radical Political Economics (Fall 1977): 42-68.

1^Pauli M urray, "The Liberation of Black Women," in Jo Freeman, ed., 
Woman: A Fem inist Perspective. (Palo Alto: M ayfield Publishing Company, 
1975), pp. 351-63.
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w ith the additive m odels, or the first to phases of the  evolution of the triple 

oppression theory, is the idea that race, class, and  gender, can in fact be added . 

As King points out,

Unfortunately, m ost applications of the concepts of double and 
triple jeopardy have been overly sim plistic in  assum ing that the 
relationships am ong the various discrim ination are merely 
additive... [E]ach discrim ination [it is assum ed] has a single, direct 
and  independent effect on status, w herein the relative contribution 
of each is readily apparent.16

In a m anner sim ilar to King, Barbara Sm ith noted some ten years earlier, 

that the relationship betw een race, class, an d  gender, is not singular, and  that 

Black w om en cannot be represented by p iling  on  form  of oppression on another. 

The effect(s) of m ultiple oppression she argued , "is not merely additive ."17

The lim itations of the additive feature of race, class and gender m odel, led 

King to produce the multiplicative m odel of triple oppression w hich effected the 

th ird  Phase of developm ent in that m odel. O ne benefit of this third, 

m ultiplicative m odel, is the unarticulated recognition that no direct, single or 

causal link am ong or between race, gender, an d  class, and  the status of African 

Am erican w om en can be found. This reconstruction seems to suggest that the 

scope an d  dep th  of the consequences of these forms of dom ination are m uch 

more com plex than  the additive m odels of either Phase One or Phase Two can 

capture. In  essence, the effects of race, class an d  gender are, according to King's 

revision, interactive and  multiple. H er notion of interaction is perhaps the first 

attem pt to theoretically explain the relational aspects betw een race, class, and

l^D eborah  King, "Multiple Jeopardies," op. cit., p. 80.

17"Notes on Yet Another Paper on Black Feminism, or Will the Real 
Enemy Please Stand Up," Conditions 5 (1970): 123-32.
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gender. King w ants to m ove beyond the sim ple no tion  that race, class, and 

gender are singular, and  have only very lim ited extetem al o r extrinsic relational 

values. Instead she w ants to reveal how  all three o r intrinsically relational. 

How ever, closer exam ination reveals how  King's m odel is really not that 

different from  the additive models.

Assessing King's Multiplicative Theory

King's m odel does poin t to some the the prob lem sw ith  addition  that was 

used in the earlier m odels of race, class and gender. H ow ever, conceptually 

speaking, K ing ends up  reinscribing the problem s of add ition  rather than  solving 

them.

First, there is an  abrasive and rather crude effort to replace the "simple 

notion of add ition  w ith  that of mulitiplication." T his ignores the fact that 

m ultiplication is sim ply a h igher form of addition. The only difference is that in 

m ultip liation the result is an  exponent rather th an  a  sum m ation. This then gives 

the appearance of a h igher, m or complex interaction am ong and  betw een race, 

class, and  gender. To illustrate my point, exam ine the following: Let racism = 3, 

sexism  = 3, and  classism  = 3 .18 The old additive m odel w ould  then  become 3 + 3 

+ 3 = 9, w hereas the new  m ultiplicative m odel w ou ld  equal 3 x 3 x 3 = 27. From 

this it is ra ther easy to m ake the erroneous conclusion that the latter model 

represents the complexity of the variables w ithin the m odel, sim ply because the 

latter m odel yields a num erically higher product. To conclude that the 

m ultiplicative m odel has m ore explanatory pow er is to focus on the "effects" [or 

products] of race, class, and  gender, as opposed to the categories themselves. 

Thus, to accept e ither the additive or the m ultiplicative m odel, one m ust accept

l^T he num bers here are used strictly for the pu rpose  of the argum ent and 
are not m eant to place a value on otherwise non-quantifiable concepts.
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the notion of fixed, stable, and  w ell-defined categories. In the above example, 

race, class, and  gender, all had  equal num erical value, reflecting th  assum ed 

uniform ity w ithin  each category. A ny fixed, stable cateogry necessarily denies 

the particulars w ith in  it, and  cannot explain the relational aspects of those terms 

except at a very superficial level.

A  second problem  w ith  King's m ultiplicative model, as well as the old 

add itive  m odels, is tha t the em phasis is placed on the effects of the three forms 

of oppression. Thus, the goal becomes an  attem pt to describe the conditions and 

circum stances that affect the status of African American wom en. As King puts 

it, the m odel is an  a ttem pt to "...fully convey the multiple forms of 

d isc rim ination ."^  The m istake occurs w hen the focus is to exam ine the effects 

or consequences rather than  the theoretical constructs themselves and the specific 

nature of their relationship. Part of the problem  is to view race, class and  gender 

as separate and single entities whose culm ination is the Black wom an. Racism, 

classism, and sexism  are the (single) causes; the Black w om an is the effect. If one 

starts w ith  the single unified category, as is show n in the above example, then the 

end product w ill necessarily reflect this unity. In  the "mapping" version of the 

triple oppression thesis, E. Barriteau Foster constructs a m odel in w hich "both 

w om en and m en are equally im plicated as "victims" of gendered constructs ." 2 0  

Building on the theory of K ing's "m ultiple jeopardies," Barriteau Foster tries to 

expose "the differences am ong different groups of women and to reveal how 

gendered  relations change w hen they interact w ith  race, class and sexual 

identity  "21 (See Figure 2). In this m odel, the gendered w om an forms the core of

l^K ing, op. cit., p. 80.

20See Eudine V. Bariteau Foster, "The Construct of a Postm odernist 
Fem inist Theory for C arribbean Social Science Research," op. cit., 12.
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the theory. As an active agent w ithin and upon  society, the gendered w om an's 

relations w ith others changes w hen race, class, and sexual identity intersect at 

varying points. Each poin t of intersection represents an  awareness of those 

elements which define the situation. For instance, point (f) represents the 

interactions of race and  class on  the gendered w om an, while point (e) signifies a

Figure 2

3.2 M apping  th e  G endered  W om an

Social Interactions
(a) Woman affecting/affected by race, class,

sexual identity
(b) Woman affecting/affected by race
(c) Woman affecting/affecting by class
(d) Woman affecting/affected by sexual

identity & race.
(e) Woman affecting/affected by class and

sexual identity.
(f) Woman affected by class and race.
(g) Interactions are fluid and constantly

changing.
(h) Potential space in which women actively 

seek to prevent social intrusion.

2 1 lbid., 20.

1. Gendered Woman

2. Race: Black Indian, Mixed, White identity
3. Class-status: Upper, Middle,

Lower/ working

4. Sexual Identity: Heterosexual, Bisexual,
Homosexual, Asexual

5. Caribbean Environment
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convergence of class and  sexual identity. Theoretically, these specific m eeting 

points "allow  for differences am ong w om en of the same race, bu t differing 

historical e x p e r i e n c e s . " ^  i n  other w ords, the theory attem pts to account for 

differences am ong w om en of the sam e race and  class, for exam ple, but who m ay 

have differently constructed sexual identites. The notion of "interactions" 

am ong these concepts is critical to understand ing  the theory's effort to explain 

the varying m ultiple jeopardies that exist am ong women. Barriteau Foster7s 

thoery even allow s for a  "potential space in w hich w om en actively seek to 

preven t social intrusion."

Taken as a whole, this theory goes beyond refining the traditional race, 

class and  gender m odels. Perhaps the m ost significant advancem ent is that it 

conceives of race, class, and  sexual identity as fluid concepts, that is, having the 

ability to change over an d  w ithin time. The sam e is true of the gendered being, 

w hose ability to change is in part, dependent u p o n  the fluidity of race, class an d  

sexual identity. A nother plus for this theory is that it repudiates, to some extent, 

the additive  and  m ultiplicative features of the o lder models. Here, race, class, 

gender (and sexual identity) are show n as intersections, not things to be "added ." 

Certainly, these theoretical considerations prove to be a vital im provem ent over 

the m odels presented  in  Figure 1. The Barriteau Foster m odel however, is not 

com pletely free of the problem s intrinsic to the previous theories. In fact, it 

creates som e of its own.

First, the theory continues to utilize distinct, finite categories—race, class, 

gender, sexual identity  (and even "the gendered  wom an"). Regardless of how  

fluid these concepts are, w ithin  this m odel that fluidity can only exist w ithin the 

given boundaries. Since no questions arise about the content o r nature of these 

categories, then  one can only assum e that the au thor sees them  as unproblem atic,

2 2 lbid.
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i.e., as legitimate categories of in /exclusion. Barriteau Foster's acceptance of 

these constricting categories leads her to make the sam e error that King made.

For exam ple, she argues that "[t]he overlapping a n d  interaction of gendered 

w om an, class, race, and  sexual identity  at (a) in  Figure [2], says there are times 

w hen  all of these social interactions come into play s im u ltan eo u sly ."^  A t other 

times, these com peting form s of dom ination are no t present, because "a w om an 

m ay either choose to be black, (b) tha t is occupy race, w orking class (c), or 

privilege a lesbian sexual identity (e)," or a com bination of the above. King 

m ade a similiar argum ent w hen  she, like Barriteau Foster, tried to d ispel the 

notion of a predom inant factor effecting the lives of (black) women.

The im portance of any  one factor in explaining black w om en's 
circumstances thus varies depending on  the particular aspect of ou r 
lives under consideration and the reference groups to w hom  we are 
c o m p ared .^

Thus, like King, Barriteau Foster illustrates the idea of multiple jeopardies by 

"show ing the variety of ways race, class, sexual identity , and gendered relations 

affect w om en and are affected by them  differently a t different times and  in 

different social contexts ." 25 Despite the insights tha t bo th  King and Barriteau 

Foster bring to the developm ent of race, class and  gender theories, both  seem 

unable to discard the notion of choosing or privileging one form of oppression 

over another. In essence, w hat these two authors are arguing is that depending

Ibid., 2 1 .

^ D eb o ra h  King., M ultiple Jeopardy, M ultiple Consciousness...” op. cit., p.
81.

25Barriteau Foster, op. cit., 21.
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upon  the social context in which one finds herself, a w om an can choose w hich 

identity best expresses her in  that situation. The o ther forces sim ply disappear!

For Barriteau Foster, this unconscious process of choosing compels her to 

"m ap the social constructs of race, class, and  sexual identity on  to a g endered  

w om an..."[em phasis added ] .26 As I shall argue below , there is no race or class 

outside the "gendered  woman." These social constructs do not merely 

"interact" at som e whimsical moment. The subject is at a ll tim es (re)constituted 

in / by / th rough  all of these social forces. The sam e is true of Barriteau Foster's 

concept of "social spaces," i.e., "spaces w om en occupy in w hich they do not 

perm it the in trusion  of social constructs ." 27 This seem s to be a very odd  claim, 

because there are  no spaces where the social does no t impinge. The space that 

she designates for "preventing social intrusion" is actually, according to the 

m odel, the p a rt of the gendered w om an that is not affected by race, class, gender 

and  sexual iden tity  (Refer to Figure 2). N ot only does this ironically underm ines 

Barriteau Foster's claim  that the gendered being affects and  is affected by the 

society, bu t it accepts "gendered wom an" as an  unproblem atic category, thus 

falling prey to the sam e pitfalls of race, and  class. If the "gendered w om an" is 

(re)constituted th rough  multiple jeopardies, then  the whole m eaning of being 

"gendered" changes. A different conception of gender w ould necessarily include 

race, class, (and  sexual identity) as an  integral p a rt o f that being. Even w ith  such 

a conception, the m eaning of gender w ould vary  by the very elements that define 

it, i.e., w hat it m eans to be gendered can vary by race, class and sexual identity. 

Hence, race class and  sexual identity cannot be conceptualized as existing

2 6 f b i d .  19. 

2 7 I b i d . ,  1 0 .
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outside of that gendered  being. Any potential for space must be (with)in the 

m utually constituted gendered  being.

This seems to suggests that: (1) the m ultiplicative model does not make 

substantial conceptual advances beyond those of the additive model, which are 

all based upon  the notion of "fixed categories;" and  (2 ) the emphasis should beg in  

w ith the theoretical constructs and the nature of their relationship to each other, 

and not on  the illusory effects of the categories.

II. Race. C lass, and  G ender as M utually  C onstitu itive and Productive

The idea that race, class, and gender are alw ays imbricated in each other, 

grew out of the shortcom ings of the triple oppression model. The m utual 

constitution m odel argues that there is no clear-cut distinction between the 

content of the category and the category as a "thing" in and of itself. The current 

distinctions that are m ade betw een race class and  gender, is related to the w ay in  

which those term s are presently conceived. The m utually constituted model 

portends to m ove beyond the idea that categories are separate and can thus be 

added, to the idea that they are "mutually constituting." The argum ent for this is 

predicated on  several criticisms of the "triple oppression" model.

First, in the 'T rip le  Oppression" Model, race, class, and gender are v iew ed 

as abstract entities. The concepts have no particularities; they exist only as 

intangible ideas. This in tu rn  results in  fixed, uniform  and exclusive notions of 

race, class, and  gender, that are "squashed," as H araw ay describes it, into 

"isomorphic slots or cum ulative lists. ”28

28£)onna H araw ay, "Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in 
Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective," Feminist Studies 14 (Fall 
1988): 575-99.
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The m utually constitution m odel, argues that race, class, and  gender do 

not have fixed, and uniform  m eanings. Each concept has both  internal and 

extrinsic relational meanings. For exam ple, w ithin the category race, there exists, 

am ong other things, the notions of "black" and  "white.” The m eaning of black is 

determ ined by it relationship to w hite, so that a person w ho is w hite is "white" 

only by  virtue that he is "not-black." In  other words, he can only be white, 

because som eone else is black, or m ore appropriately not-w hite. This idea 

expresses the internal o r intrinsic relationship w ithin the concept of race.

This same mode of analysis can also be applied to the category gender. 

"Woman" derives its m eaning from  its relationship to "Man." In  fact, it is difficult 

to im agine thinking about "woman" w ithou t sim ultaneously thinking about 

"m an.” The definition of each depends upon  and is derived  from  their 

relationships as opposites: to be a w om an  m ean to be fem inine o r "not- 

masculine." The intrinsic relational m eaning w ithin categories is one of the 

highlights of the newer m utually  constitu ted  model.

Beside intrinsic relations, the m utually  constituting m odel also argues for 

and  extrinsic relationship betw een the  ternary  notions of race, class, and gender. 

The extrinsic relationship w ithin the m utually  constituted m odel is the result of 

the problem s w ith trying to re-present race, class, and gender in  graphic 

diagram s. Presenting race, class, an d  gender in  "models" m erely reinscribes the 

idea that these categories are abstract entities that m erely "interact" upon or in 

the lives of African America wom en. The 'T riple O ppression  Model," in both its 

add ition  and  multiplicative variant, v iew ed race, class, an d  gender as existing 

outside the woman, subject, and  as resu lt thought of them  as interactions 

occurring in  certain situation. They im posed or im pinged up o n  the subject at 

fleeting and  sporadic m om ents. U nder these old m odels, race, class, and gender
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really  had  no relevancy unless it w as sketched on  paper. Teresa de Lauretis 

explains it this way:

...[T]he claims of race or color, ethnic, and  sexual identification have 
been adopted  an d  g iven equal status w ithin the axis of gender in 
feminist discourse. These various axes are usually seen  as parallel 
or co-equal, a lthough  w ith  varying 'priorities' for particu lar 
women. For som e w om en, the racial m ay have p rio rity  over the 
sexual; for o ther the  sexual m ay have priority; for o thers still it m ay 
be the e thnic/ cu ltu ral that has priority at a given m om ent. But 
w hat this string  o f seem ingly co-equal oppression along  parallel 
axes of 'difference' does not grasp is their constant in te rsec tion  and  
m utual im p lica tion  o r how  each one m ay affect th e  o thers— for 
exam ple, how  g en d er affect racial oppression  in  its subjective 
e f fe c ts^  [em phasis added].

In o ther words, race, class and  gender are m utually constitu ting  elements, 

and  m utually  inclusive term s. T hus, the definition of m utual constitu tion starts 

w ith  the  idea that race is internally pervade w ith notion of gender a n d  class, and  

vice versa. One prime exam ple of this can be found in  the sym bolic act of 

lynching. After Reconstruction, an d  again in the early 1920's A frican Am ericans, 

especially African Am erican m en, w ere the target of lynching by Ku Klux Klan 

m em bers or white terror mobs. Lynching was certainly a racial crim e because 

w hite m en target black m en, in  w hich  the objective was the "kill" as m any targets 

as possible for political an d  social reasons. However, to the extent that lynching 

involved racist m odes of th inking, it also involved a particular v iew  of gender. 

M any of the bodies of lynched black m en also revealed that their reproductive 

organs had  been cut off and  som etim es kept as souvenirs by the lyncher .30 The 

fact that lynchers targeted the reproductive organs suggests that they  felt

29"Eccentric Subjects: Fem inist Theory and Historical Consciousness," 
Fem inist Studies 16 (Spring 1990): 115-150.

30See The Black Book.
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threatened by the  black m an as a sexually being .31 Certainly, m uch of this had  to 

do  w ith m iscegenation law s, and  it is true that m any lynchings occurred on 

trum ped u p  charges involving the rape of a white w om an by a black man. But 

these facts m erely  reflect the idea the race always involves som e notion of gender 

identity and  vice versa.

The fact that race ’’makes up" gender and  class ( an d  vice versa) means 

that these elem ents are a part of the subject of the individual. They are not 

sim ply attribu tes o r characteristics; they form  and  m ake u p  the very psyche of 

the individual. The Triple O ppression M odel does no t recognize race, class, and 

gender as core elem ents that m ake up  the subject in varying an d  contradictory 

ways. Thus they  were unable to avoid prioritizing or choosing  one category over 

another. The m utually  constituting m odel argues that there can be no 

prioritizing of one of the other, because the product is

the concept of a m ultiple, shifting, and often self-contradictory 
identity, a subject that is not divided in, b u t rather at odds w ith 
language; an  identity m ade up of heterogeneous and  heteronom ous 
representation of gender, race, and  class an d  often indeed across 
languages and  cultures.32

The m ulti-dim ensional and  contradictory conception of subjectivity as 

defined by the m utually  constituted model, will allow  African American wom en 

to define for them selves how  race, class and gender come to constitute the self. 

Since these are  core elements of the self, they can never be added, subtracted or

It shou ld  be noted that black m en were no t the only targets of a 
lynching m ob. Black wom en, especially pregnant black w om en were lynched. 
In this case, the unborn fetus was often ripped form  her body as she hung from 
the tree. See A ngela Davis, W omen. Race, and Class, op. cit., and  Vincent 
H arding, T here is a River.

•^D ona H araw ay, op. cit., p. 586.
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lost in the periphery. Thus the know ing self will be "partial in all its guises, 

never finished, [never] whole, sim ply there and original; it ...[will] always [be] 

constructed and stitched together imperfectly."33

To some extent, the contem porary interrogation of the  category "woman," 

and its invocation of difference as a strategy to underm ine the essentialism 

associated w ith "female identity," allows for this im perfectly stitched together 

subject. However, the current use of difference in  fem inist discourse 

reconstitutes gender as a privileged category. Despite the em phasis on 

"difference," fem inist theory, as a discursive field, is still unable to theorize  ( and  

I emphasize the verb form  here) race as a constituent com ponent of gender. The 

category "race" is seen as separate from  gender, even  in  term s of the "gendered 

subject." At best, race is subsum ed under "gender relations," "patriarchy," or 

conceived of as "intersecting" with gender at sporadic a n d  sometimes explainable 

moments. These conceptions of the relationship betw een race and  gender as 

categories stem  from  traditional definitions of gender difference and from a m is

reading of postm odernism 's focus on  multiplicity, fragm entation, and  instability, 

as a call for "m ultiplying the subject" as opposed to  a "m ultiply constitutive 

subject." Below, I discuss the tension in  and around  the g ender difference debate 

and the usage of the concept difference in this debate. In  addition, I examine 

how the category gender can continue to function as a privileged category under 

certain modes of deconstruction. In examining how  fem inists have theorized 

"gender difference," one can observe how feminists have (unwittingly) w orked 

to reify of the category "gender" in  spite of (or because of) postm odern em phases 

on the project of de-essentializing and  deconstruction.

3 3 l b i d . ,  p. 586.
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III. Gender. "Difference" and Race

W ith the postm odernist invocation of difference, there is a popular 

m isconception that "gender difference" argum ents refer to differences am ong 

w om en. In  fact, m any feminists have equated "difference" w ith the notions of 

diversity, race, m ulticulturalism , and  even "w om en of color." The equating of 

difference as prim arily racial is custom ary because of an  assum ed alliance 

betw een postm odern critics of universal claim s an d  Black wom en's 

denouncem ent of the m iddle-class, w hite posture  of fem inist theory.

However, the enterprise o f defining a n d  articulating theories of gender 

difference in fem inism  involves distinguish ing  the "difference" betw een the 

sexes. In general, gender difference theories contest o r affirm  the view "...that 

w om en are fundam entally different from  m en, an d  that these differences m ust be 

recognized, theorized, and  m a in ta in ed "^  The difference betw een m en and  

wom en, w hether it has been celebrated o r de-em phasized under calls for 

equality, rests on a "claim of solidarity or com m on cause am ong w om en as a 

group across lines of religion, class, race, an d  other historically significant 

divisions". A lthough the idea tha t wom en, as w om en, are oppressed by m en as a 

group, "is not a given today", w hat is a g iven  is that race is conceptualized as 

existing outside of gender relations. Even th o u g h  there is m uch discussion about 

"differences," such differences are seen as ”mediat[ing] gender relations" 

(footnote Rhode). The task has been to "understand  how  com m on biological 

characteristics [i.e., biologicality of "being" a "female"] are differently experienced 

by different group of w om en in  different social and  historical circumstances"

34Nancy Julia C hodorow . "Gender Relation, and Difference in 
Psychoanalytic Perspective." In  H ester Eisenstein and  Alice Jardine, eds. The 
Future of Difference. Fourth  Printing. (N ew  Brunswick: Rutgers University 
Press, 1985)

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



164

Reproduced with

(footnote Rhode). Thus, the experience of gender is m erely "experienced" 

differently by  w om en w ho are perceived of as ”different."35 Even when 

differences are  acknow ledged, the assum ption of a  female commonness— 

through gender—rem ains the underlying factor.

D espite popu lar belief, gender difference theory  does not theorize  "racial 

difference" o r the equally  complex notion of how  gender is also racial. Feminists 

who theorize gender difference do m ention race, b u t only as an  analogy to 

gender, a n d /o r  as "important" bu t separate from  the task  of understanding 

gender difference. It is precisely this absence of theorizing the racial as 

constitutive of gender construction, and  no t as separate, that needs to be 

explored.

For exam ple, C hodorow  argues that there is a  difference betw een men and  

w om en b u t tha t "gender difference is not absolute, abstract, or irreducible; it does 

not involve an  essence of gender". For C hodorow , the difference between m en 

and w om en can be explained by psychoanalytic theory and its emphasis on  

developm ent, differentiation and  the perception of difference in early childhood. 

Differences "are socially and  psychologically created and situated”. Race 

however, is never figured in  Chodorow 's account of gender difference. Does this 

m ean th a t one's perception of race is not a p a rt of the psyche? or that race is not 

psychologically and  socially constructed as well? In C hodorow 's model, the 

answ er is a resounding  yes. According to C hodorow , race and other differences 

belong to a  different realm  of theorizing. She w rites:

S^The idea that som e w om en are "perceived of as different" on the basis of 
"race," as opposed  to actually "being (ontologically) different," is based on the 
notion th a t race is a social construction, and  th a t w h a t is "white" and  "black" are 
m erely legal and  cultural definitions that have no basis in either biology or 
science.
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I will not discuss differences am ong wom en. I th ink we have som ething 
else in  m ind w hen we speak of differences in this connection. Differences 
am ong w om en—of class, race, sexual preference, nationality, and  
ethnicity, betw een m others an d  non-m others—are all significant for 
fem inist theory and practice, b u t these rem ain  concrete differences, 
analyzable in  term s of specific categories an d  m odes of u n d ers tan d in g  . 
[em phasis added]36.

In essence, Chodorow dism isses (the possibility of) race as a crucial 

com ponent of one's perception of gender. Theorizing racial and  o ther differences 

is an  altogether different task.

Similarly, Sara Ruddick constructs a theory of gender difference that is 

rooted  in w om en’s social experience of m othering. Ruddick argues that there are 

changeable and unchangeable features of the m othering experience. Such 

features m ake it "possible to identify interests that seem  to govern  m aternal 

practice throughout the species”37. However, Ruddick adm its that "it is 

im possible even to begin to specify [those] interests w ithout im porting features 

specific to the class, ethnic group an d  particular sex-gender system  in w hich the 

interests are realized." Thus, her goal, in  reference to race and class, is "to see the 

universal [i.e., m aternal thinking] in  particulars." Ruddick's conception of 

"im porting features" underm ines the universality of m aternal thinking. It 

suggests that she is im posing the "m aternal thinking" m odel in /o n  specific 

(racial) groups. There is some recognition of im position w hen she writes:

■^Ibid., p. 4.

37Sara Ruddick, "M aternal Thinking," in Joyce Trebicolt, ed., M othering: 
Essays in Feminist Theory, (Totowa, NJ: Rowm an & Allenheld, 1984), p. 215.
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[a]lthough I h ave  tried  to com pensate for the lim its of my particular social 
and  sexual history , I principally depend on  others to correct my 
interpretations an d  [to] translate across cultures . . .38

Therefore, I a m  dependen t on others, m orally as w ell as intellectually, for 
the statem ent o f differences, the assessm ent of their effects on every aspect 
of m aternal lives, and  finally for the radical correction as well as for 
expansion of a n y  general theory I w ould offer 3 9

Clearly, R udd ick  sees m aternal thinking as a universal principle that 

needs only to be qualified  by  the particulars of certain features. H er dependence 

on others to give an  "assessment" of how  m aternal thinking operates in their lives 

underscores the idea th a t race, and  class are added  as afterthoughts. Like 

Chodorow, Ruddick does not consider how  race and  class construct m aternal 

thinking or how such  a construction questions the very possibility of a universal 

m ode of "maternal thinking." Certainly, these criticisms are not new. In fact, 

given the postm odern em phasis on essentialism , such criticisms have becom e 

fashionable. It has becom e evident that "the unity of the gendered 'hum an/ tha t 

is, the 'masculine' or 'fem inine' subject prove[s] to be as m uch of a fiction as the 

universal 'm an' that g ender [difference] theory has d iv ided  into two ."40

The apparent u n ity  of gendered subjects has come under critical scrutiny 

by at least two camps: wom en of color and postm odernists .41  (DiStefano, 1 9 9 1 ;

38Ibid.

39Q uoted in footnote num ber 5, Ibid., p. 228.

^C hristine  Di Stefano, "Who the Heck Are We? Theoretical Turns 
Against Gender," Frontiers Vol. XII (1991), p. 8 8 .

4 1 Ibid. See also, L inda Gordon, "On 'Difference'." Genders No. 10 (Spring 
1991): 91-110.
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Gordon, 1991). The first round42  o f attacks accused gender theory for its failure 

to analyze issues of race and racism , an d  economic stratification. T he response to 

such criticisms was to create m ore genders (i.e., more "specified" w om en and 

m en) by add ing  the particulars of race and class to gender. The second round of 

criticisms are being w aged by postm odernists. They claim  th a t fem inist theory 

is engaged in  "a m isplaced search for the essence of w om en ."4 3  Postm odernist 

feminists have been quick to po in t but that "sexual difference is always and 

already gendered, that gender constructs our understanding  of those very sexual 

differences and  bodily experiences"4 4  w e hope to explain. H ence, in  trying to 

articulate the construction of "wom en" and  "men," gender difference theory 

begins w ith  the heterosexist and  essentialist assum ption that the gendered 

subject positions are m erely a reflection of the biological, sex-based, dualism , 

male and female. The response to this set of criticisms has been  an  increased 

effort to deconstruct the category g ender and  to move aw ay from  ahistorical and  

essentialist claims. The subject an d  subject position of "wom an" has become 

m ore tenable and  less legitimate. In  other w ords, gender is no longer a non- 

disputable category; we cannot (easily) define it.

Despite the convincing and  often sophisticated argum ents m ade by the 

critics, very little has been said about how  the two camps can com e together. As 

stated  previously, w om en of color and  feminists postm odernists are m istakenly

4^DiStefano uses the concept of "boxing rounds" to convey the notion that 
there is a continuous struggle (or fight) w ithin feminist theory over the definition 
and  use of gender as a theoretical construct. I continue this analogy in  the section 
below, suggesting that there is (should  be?) a "third round" in w hich  w e examine 
how  gender rem ains a privileged category and prevents the theorizing of race 
and gender as already alw ays m utually  connected.

4 3 Ibid., p. 95.

^ Ib id .
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thought of as allies, unw ittingly  conflating the postm odernist concept o f 

difference w ith the prim arily  racial claim  of diversity. The uneasiness produced 

around  this conflation is the result of m isreading the general tenets of 

postm odernism  and  the specific elem ents of deconstruction. To this end, 

fem inist deconstructions of gender lack an  understanding of how  difference 

w orks bo th  w ith in  an d  outside the category gender, and how  feminist theory 

itself w orks as discourse even though it is positioned w ith in  a discourse. African 

A m erican w om en's insistence upon  the importance of race, class, and sexual 

preference coupled w ith  a different postm odernist reading of deconstruction, can 

provide us w ith a better m odel for "thinking about how  we think".

"W omen of color" and  postm odernists have raised, albeit in  very different 

ways, serious questions about the stability of gender as an explanatory category. 

Nevertheless, feminists have insisted upon  the usefulness of g ender as a category 

of analysis . 45  Despite claims of historicity, heterogeneity and  non-essentialism , 

feminists continue to discuss gender in ways that privilege gen d er as the analytic 

category to the exclusion of other categories. This is not to suggest that race, 

class, sexual "preference," or any other category, should be priv ileged instead of 

gender, or that we should  conceptualize all four as existing co-equally along axes 

of pow er. N either of these approaches is adequate. Rather, the goal should be to 

continue to "find w ays (how ever imperfect)...to subject o u r categories to 

criticism, [and] ou r analyses to self-criticism ".4 6  Such a goal necessarily requires 

the m ethod of deconstruction, w here deconstruction means "analyzing in context 

the way any binary opposition operates, reversing and displacing it hierarchical

45I am  referring, of course, to Joan Scott's now classic essay, "Gender: A 
Useful Category of Analysis," in  G ender and the Politics of H istory. (New York: 
Colum bia University Press, 1988).

4 6 Ibid., p. 41.
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construction, rather than  accepting it as real or self-evident or in  the nature of 

things".4 7  As Scott points out, "feminists have been doing this for years," bu t 

only in reference to the construction of m ale/fem ale as subdivisions of the 

category gender. In o ther words, feminists see the category gender as d ivided 

along the oppositions m ale /  female or m asculine/ feminine. As a result, a 

feminist deconstructive m ethod m ight show  the ways in w hich the definition of 

one term  in the m ale/fem ale  dichotom y depends upon the definition of the 

other; or how one of the tw o term s (usually "male") holds the superior position; 

or how  the terms are invested w ith biological m eanings that make it appear that 

the opposition and the term s them selves are "natural."

Joan Scott illustrates this m ethod by examining the problem atic 

assum ptions in the difference vs. equality debate .48 She argues that it is not

4 7 rbid.

4®The difference vs. equality debate is an  ongoing debate in feminist 
theory over how the question  of w om en's treatm ent should be conceptualized 
and practiced in policy. O n the one hand, there are those w ho argue that the 
difference between m en  and  w om en is significant and  that sex-conscious laws 
and policies should be constructed based on this recognition. On the other hand, 
there are those who argue that to highlight the difference betw en m en and 
w om en would only serve as a basis to discrim inate further against women.
Thus, the goal should be to craft sex-neutral laws and  policies that w ould not 
categorize wom en hav ing  a "special difference." Both sides argue that "equal 
treatment" is the only w ay to end discrim ination against wom en, but the 
problem  occurs w hen one attem pts to define "equal treatment." Does treating 
w om en "equally" m ean focusing on differences (like the ability to give birth) and  
crafting sex-conscious policies that prevent w om en from  being h ired or fired 
based on  this biological difference? Or, does treating w om en "equally" m ean 
ignoring differences by  crafting sex-neutral policies which can become the basis 
for discrim ination th rough  a lack of attention to wom en's particular needs? The 
risk of not focusing on  sexual difference m ight m ean that wom en's particular 
needs are not met. H ow ever, by focusing on  differences betw een m en and 
wom en, one runs the risk  of providing a basis on  which to discrim inate against 
wom en. This is, in M inow 's terms, "the difference dilemma." See Leslie 
Friedm an Goldstein, ed., Feminist lurisprudence: The Difference Debate. 
(Lanham, MD: R ow m an & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1992), and M artha M inow,
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useful for feminists to use "difference" and "equality" as theoretically opposing 

concepts because the dualism  erroneously assum es that equality means 

sameness. In addition, the equality/difference pairing  creates a dilem m a when 

"choosing" one of the other. "If one opts for equality, one is forced to accept the 

notion that difference is antithetical to it. If one opts for difference, one admits 

that equality is unattainable."

The difference/ equality dualism  fails to see the  w ays in the term  equality 

"...includes, indeed  depends on, an  acknow ledgm ent of the existence of 

difference".4 9  In  o ther w ords, for w om en to assert tha t they should  be equal to or 

treated as the equal of m en is to assum e beforehand that w om en are "different 

from". Men are the standard  and w om en are considered deviations from  that 

standard.

Scott extends her deconstructive criticisms to the m ale/fem ale dualism . 

According to Scott,

...the duality  this opposition creates d raw s one line of difference, 
invests it w ith  the biological explanations, and  treats each side of 
the opposition as a unitary phenom enon. Everything in each 
category [m ale/fem ale] is assum ed to be the same; hence 
differences w ith in  e ither category are su p p ressed . [Thus], ou r 
goal is to see no t only  the differences b e tw een  the  sexes b u t also 
the  w ay these w ork  to repress differences w ith in  gender groups. 
[In other words],...[t]he generalized opposition m ale/fem ale serves 
to obscure the differences am ong w om en  in behavior, character, 
desire, subjectivity, gender identification, and  historical experience 
[em phasis a d d ed ] .50

Here, Scott's m ain criticism is that the m ale/fem ale  opposition creates 

separate gendered  categories that obscure the differences w ithin each. Both

Making All the Difference: Inclusion. Exclusion, and the A m erican Law. (Ithaca: 
Cornell U niversity Press, 1990).

4 9 Ibid., p. 142.

5 0 Ibid., p. 144-143.
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"male" and  "female" are taken  to be monolithic, hom ogeneous, and universal 

constructions. As such, the "differences w ithin gender groups" are h idden  or 

repressed.

A t first glance, Scott's call to d isru p t the hom ogeneity  created by the 

sim ple opposition of m ale vs. female is com m endable because it is a call for 

historicity and specificity. H ow ever, tw o flaws shou ld  be apparent in Scott's 

version of the problem  w ith  the m ale/fem ale  opposition  h idden w ith in  the 

category gender. First, despite  the fact th a t she is argu ing  for "differences am ong 

wom en" (read here as diversity), race is no t even m entioned  in her string  of 

relevant differences. She cites "behavioral" differences, differences in "character”, 

"desire", "subjectivity", "sexuality", "gender identification", and "historical 

experiences". Does the absence of race suggest that the  category and racial 

identification is not a constituent part o f subjectivity? of desire? of historical 

experiences?

My instinct is that a likely answ er w ould be no, an d  that Scott d id  not 

in te n d  to exclude race and  racism  from the social and  cu ltu ral forces that m ake 

m onolithic notions of gender impossible. However, the theoretical erasure of 

race from  gender is rarely about any one individual's "intentions" or deliberate 

actions. Rather, the inability to conceptualize race as a m u tu a l and  constitutive 

pa rt of gender, as well as an  analytic category in  its ow n right, is a product of the 

norm alizing and regulatory practices of feminist theorizing. Those practices 

suggest that a focus on gender necessarily m eans that o ther categories, like race, 

fall outside the dom ain of its analytic focus.

Because one of Scott's goals is to highlight that w hich  the m ale/ female 

dualism  has obscured—nam ely, differences am ong w om en—one could assum e 

that differences in "historical experience" is an im plicit reference to race. 

H ow ever, to make such an im plicit reference is to reduce the  effects of racism  to a
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mere by-product of history. In this instance, neither the category race, nor the 

particular kinds of racisms, are treated as organizing principles of society. 

Rather, they  are treated as epiphenom ena of (patriarchal) history.

The second and  related problem  w ith  Scott's analysis, is that in her 

attem pt to reject the invested, biological, presuppositions of m ale/fem ale, she 

ultim ately accepts this dualism . By calling for "differences among women" on  a 

subjective, individualistic basis, and  by excluding collective identities shaped by 

and th rough  racial classifications, Scott (re)constructs and  (re)privileges gender 

and the m ale /  female dualism  even as she a ttem pts to underm ine it. In  Scott's 

schem ata o f difference, gender is the prioritized, indeed, the only  category of 

analysis. In  o rder, as Scott phrases it, to see "differences within gender groups" 

and to illum inate "differences am ong w om en in behavior, character desire, 

subjectivity, sexuality, gender identification, and  historical experience," one m ust 

accept the category gender as the poin t of departu re, which in turn  requires an  

acceptance of the m ale/fem ale dualism .

Bear in m ind Scott's critique of the male /  female opposition, nam ely that 

"[it] d raw s one line of difference...and then  treats each side of the opposition as a 

unitary phenom enon. Everything in  each category (m ale/ female) is assum ed to 

be the sam e; hence differences w ithin either category are suppressed".51  Because 

Scott is ask ing  us to see the ways in  w hich the male / female opposition obscures 

differences, how , one m ight ask, does her analysis preclude the category race as a 

difference "that confound[s], disrupt[s], and  render[s] ambiguous the m eaning of 

[the] fixed b inary  opposition male / female" ?5 2

5 1 Ibid., p. 144.

5 2 Ibid., p. 145.
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The d iagram  below (Figure 3.3) graphically illustrates Scott's critique of 

thinking about gender in hom ogenous an d  categorical terms. In brief, the 

diagram  show s gender as a "category of analysis," and the m ale / female dualism  

as one com ponent that m ake-up or form  the category gender. T he diagram  

graphically depicts w hat Scott sees as the  assum ed hom ogeneity set u p  by 

m ale/fem ale opposition. "Male" and  "female" appear to be unitary, and  coherent 

categories in and  of themselves. The apparen t unity  of "male" and  "female" is a 

function, according to Scott, of the negated or repressed m aterial w ith in  each, 

which she defines as differences am ong m en and  differences am ong The 

male /  female opposition seems only to pose the question of difference as one 

betw een m en and  women. Thus, the goal is to de-hom ogenize, if you  will, the 

terms on both sides of the opposition. G iven this, w hy can't we consider race as 

one of the "de-homogenizing" differences? W hat w ould be problem atic about 

inserting race into Scott's conceptual schema?

First, as m entioned above, Scott does not m ention race am ong the 

differences that need our analysis. Second, and  this is the m ost im portan t point, 

even if Scott view ed race as an im portant and, to use her words, a "confound[ing] 

[and] d isrup tive]"  difference, it w ould  be subsum ed by or m ade secondary to 

the category gender, and therefore m ade non-disruptive. As Figure 3 illustrates, 

Scott asks us to look for differences on bo th  sides of the male / female dichotomy. 

This type of "difference" does not "confound", "disrupt," or m ake less am biguous 

the m ale/ female dualism  or the category gender. Particularities o r "differences" 

do exist, but they exist only w ith in  the category gender. As a result, 

differencesbecome mere variations of one's "gendered identity." Instead of 

underm ining, disrupting, and  "rendering am biguous the fixed m eaning" of the 

m ale/ female opposition, the placem ent of racial difference(s) w ith in  the category 

gender serves only to re-legitimate the coherency of the opposition. By placing
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differences w ith in  "gendered identities", the categories become sim ple 

modifications and  em bellishm ents The category gender, the unity of the 

dualism, as w ell as its implicit hierarchy appears in  a  new  bu t still recognizable 

form; its boundaries untouched and  its authority as a cross-racial, and  cross- 

cultural phenom enon unchallenged. Race, w hen figured  as difference "within 

gender groups" can not reverse or displace the hierarchy of that binary 

opposition it is the category gender, and  one's "maleness" or "femaleness" that 

gives the particularities or the "repressed differences" a  coherence, and a 

foundation, o r a grounding. G ender, and  by extension male and  female, rem ain 

whole, complete, coherent, and  unquestioned. Differences are simply w ritten
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Figure 3.3 The M ale /F em al D ualism  of G ender

Look for Repressed 
Differences Here

Male/Female
Dualism

© ~ Gender as a "useful category of analysis."

Male/Female is an opposition that makes up or constitutes the
category gender.

~  The Male/Female dualism creates two seemingly different and 
homogenous categories which is also characterized by a 
hierarchical relationship. The erroneous assumption of 

homogeneity gives the dualism a false appearance of unity
and stability.

© - Goal: To not only see differences between men and women, but 
to analyze the ways in which the m ale/fem ale opposition 

represses differences within each of its gender groups. Thus, 
we must begin to look for differences within the "male" category

and within the "female" category.

into the category gender or, subjectively speaking, onto the gendered  being.

Race in  this instance w ould not be d isrup tive  or confounding to the category 

gender, because its grounding, its very  existence depends upon  and  stems from  

"gendered" identities and  the m ale/fem ale  dualism .

The end  product is a set of qualified wom en: a white, middle-class, 

w om an; a w orking class, black w om an; a lesbian, Chicana; a single, white 

unem ployed, welfare m other, etc. This list of possibilities is endless. The fact 

that these are "qualified women", an d  that the list could go on ad infinitum  is 

precisely the tension that feminist theory is unable to see, and  it is precisely w hat
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Scott's otherwise insightful discussion on  difference illustrates. Illustrative of the 

Adjectival M odification Strategy, Scott's analysis produces qualified women. 

"Qualified women" are all "different," b u t they are w om en nonetheless; bound 

together by the assum ption  of a universal "patriarchal oppression." Difference is 

allowed as long as the category "gender” an d  its dualism  rem ain intact.

The alternative is not to privilege another category, like race, bu t to take 

the postm odern concepts of language, discourse, difference, and  deconstruction 

to heart. A dm ittedly, this is Scott's argum ent as well, b u t ironically she is unable 

to extend her poststructuralist insights to its logical end. A t the very least, we 

must begin to view fem inist theory as a discursive field, that has its ow n 

m eaning-constituting system , which in tu rn  produces its ow n legitim ating truths. 

Further, "difference" m ust be conceptualized and  deployed as "the notion...that 

m eaning is m ade th rough  im plicit or explicit contrast, that a positive definition 

rests on the negation o r repression of som ething represented or antithetical to 

it"(Footnote). Further, by using the D erridean notion of differance, which means 

both to be unlike, o ther, o r dissim ilar and  'to defer', to delay or postpone, we can 

avoid "looking" for "features" or "characteristics" to add  on  to an  already existing 

gendered being. Fem inist theorizing cannot afford to conflate the postm odern 

conception of differance, as the production of m eaning th rough  affirmation and 

negation, w ith the p o pu lar understanding  of difference as diversity. M aintaining 

this non-distinction w ould  result in the loss of a very im portant concept needed 

in the task of deconstruction. The (re)privileging of gender under various 

"postmodern" in terpretations w ould lose it privileged status if we take 

deconstruction to m ean  "analyzing the operations of difference [i.e., m eaning 

m ade through im plicit o r explicit contrast] in  texts, [including] the ways in which
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meanings are m ade to work."5̂  This involves at least three steps: (1 ) 

recognizing that "race" exists as a socially constructed category, w ith its ow n 

binary oppositions; (2 ) deconstructing all categories, emphasizing operations of 

affirmation an d  negation within each category; and  (3) conceptualizing how  each 

category constructs and  reconstructs the o ther in a w ay that makes it difficult to 

analyze one as being  separate from the other. In  o ther words, examining the 

ways in  w hich race and  gender, for exam ple are m utually productive and 

constitutive. In th is m anner, difference no longer takes place (solely) w ith in  a 

specific category, rather it is constructed th rough  the sim ultaneous existence of 

seemingly separate  categories. This view not only exposes categories as unstable, 

incoherent, and  shifting, but as ultimately fraudulent.

As stated  previously, with this reading  of deconstruction and difference, 

there are really tw o processes of affirmation and  negation at work. The first 

process of affirm ation and  negation occurs w ith in  the category gender w ith  the 

m ale/ female dualism . The unity and m eaning of "male" is established th rough  

the explicit negation  of "female" and vice versa. The other process of negation 

takes place w ith  the category of gender functioning as a category in opposition to 

other categories like race and class. G ender becom es the dom inate or affirm ed 

category th rough  its negation of race, class, etc. The discursive dom ain of 

feminist theory is constructed in such a way that race is not a part of its 

discourse; it is excluded, repressed, negated. As such, gender works in 

opposition to race and w hen an attem pt is m ade to "include" race as a "feature" of 

gendered beings, it reproduces the hom ogeneity it seeks to underm ine.

This b roader perspective not only sees b inary  oppositions at w ork 

em bedded w ith in  categories, but it sees those oppositions at w ork w ith the

53joan W. Scott, "Deconstructing Equality-Versus-Difference: Or, the Uses 
of Post-Structuralist Theory for Feminism," in  M arianne Hirsch and Evelyn Fox 
Keller, eds.. Conflicts in Feminism. (New York: Routledge, 1991), p. 137.
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categories. This re-reads the current (mis)usage of difference and  em ploys the 

concept in a w ay that underscores its m eaning of repressed  and  negated 

m eanings. Even Scott adm its that "the [traditional] assertion  of differences in the 

face of gender categories is not a sufficient strategy. W hat is requ ired  in addition  

is an  analysis of fixed gender categories as norm ative statem ents tha t organize 

cultural understanding  of sexual difference . To this I w o u ld  ad d  tha t w hat is 

required is an  analysis of gender as a fixed category in w hich difference is 

asserted w ith  the category gender, instead of differences sim ply being inserted  

in to  the category gender.

In this chapter, I have discussed variations of the 'T rip le  Oppression," 

thesis, including the additive and  m ultiplicative m odels, the "m apping" m odel of 

intersectionality, and  m utual constitution. I have also tried  to provide an 

example of how  analysis of difference end  up (re)privileging the category 

gender. I have noted tha t while the "triple oppression" m odel tended  to a d d  or 

m ultiply race, class and gender, the "m utually constituted" conception a ttem pt to 

go one step further by explaining how  they those categories are related. This, of 

course, does not suggest that the two m odels are unrelated. To the  extent that 

the the "m utually constituted" m odel im proves upon  add itive  and  m ultiplicative 

models in explaining the nature  of the relationship betw een race, class and  

gender, it could have only done so by examining and  critiquing the problem s of 

that inhere w ith in  an intersectionality framework. In o ther w ords, the old triple 

oppression m odel prov ided  an insight and  basis for the em ergence of a new er 

im proved model.

V
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PARTE: EMPIRICAL EXAMPLES
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CHAPTER FOUR 
THE SOCIO-SYMBOLIC SIGNIFICANCE OF LANI GUINIER: THE 
AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMAN AS THE "UNKNOWN OTHER"

We've spent so m uch tim e pacing our respective com ers that the 
com m on g round  betw een us is really em pty. We have a fear of this 
unknow n O ther. If only we could m ake the O ther look less 
strange.

 Lani G u in ie r1

[Lani] G uinier has been dem onized in  a fashion unequal by an 
attack on a public  figure since the pillorging of A nita Hill. It bears 
asking w hy only African Am erican w om en inspire such ill- 
treatm ent from  the Judiciary Committee an d  the body politic as a 
whole.

 Editorial,
The N ation2

Political Scientists an d  other scholars have taken m any approaches to Bill 

C linton's nom ination and  subsequent w ithdraw al of Lani Guinier. Dianne 

Pinderhughes, for example, analyzes the Guinier nom ination w ith in  the context 

of the Clinton A dm inistration 's effort to place and keep in  office African 

Am erican public officials.3 P inderhughes argues that C linton's lack of public 

involvm ent in and suppo rt o f G uinier’s nom ination w as one of m any indicators

^Quoted in Patricia L. Ewait, "On Not Knowing," Social W ork. 39 (May 
1994), p. 246, from D. Russakoff, "Lani Guinier in Person," W ashington Post 
N ational Weekly Edition. (Decem ber 20-26,1993).

2"Sinking Guinier," The N ation. Editorial Section, Volum e 256 (June 21, 
1993), p. 856.

3'Tim e After Time: A n Analysis of the Clinton A dm inistration 's 'Efforts' 
to N om inate and Keep in Office Black, Civil Rights and  O ther Officials." Paper 
Presented for Presentation a t the A nnual Meeting of the national Conference of 
Black Political Scientists, M arch 8-11,1995, Baltimore, MD.
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of the Clinton A dm inistration’s am biguous and  luke-w arm  support for strong 

Civil Rights policy. In the th ird  and final p residential debate of the 1992 

cam paign, Clinton vow ed to m ake his cabinet "look like America" throught the 

appointm ent of w om en and m inorities to key positions in his adm inistration. ”1 

ow e the American people," he declared, "a W hite H ouse staff, a cabinet, and 

appointm ents that look like A m erica but meet the high standards of excellence, 

and  that's what I'll do . '4  "While C linton never m entioned affirmative 

action...there was no m istaking the degree to w hich he was implicitly em bracing 

affirm ative action principles ."5  How ever, after the failed nominations, 

resignations a n d /o r  controversies of high-ranking Black nominees and officials 

like Bobby Ray Inm an (Secretary of Defense), Joycelyn Elders and  Henry Foster 

(Surgeon General and  Surgeon General nominee, respectively), Mike Espy 

(Secretary of Agriculture), the late Ron Brown (Secretary of Commerce), and of 

course Lani Guinier, it m ight be well w orth asking: W hy are so many of 

Clinton's African American nom inees and cabinet adm inistrators the object of 

controversy in which race is alw ays a subtext? W hy does President Clinton, the 

first Democratic President in over a decade, seem  to take a m oderate or "silent" 

position on Civil Rights issues and  nominees who are cast only in racial terms?

The Lani Guinier nom ination has also been analyzed w ithin the context of 

C linton's inability to serve as Chief Executive Officer of the United States, 

especially on the issue of race relations. Emerging mostly from  conservative and  

neo-conservative think tanks, this view of Guinier's nom ination is seen as just 

one of m any bungled nom inations, political m ishaps, and  personal scandals that

4Quoted in Nicolaus Mills, ed., Debating Affirmative Action: Race. 
G ender. Ethnicity, and  the Politics of Inclusion." (N ew  York: Delta, 1994), 1.

5 Ibid.
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reflect C linton's political ineptitude, incom petency, an d  dam aging left-wing 

ideology .6  C lint Bolick, co-founder of the "libertarian-oriented" Institute for 

Justice, and  initiator of the opposition against Lani G uinier, stated that "Clinton 

has done nothing, absolutely nothing, to find com m on ground on race issues. 

Instead he has given over the entire federal civil rights apparatus to ideologues 

who cut their teeth in left-wing advocacy groups, unleashing them  to pursue 

militant, in  your-face policies..."^ In a m ore light-hearted tone, one au thor 

sxunmed u p  Clinton's political inep titude as "some g rand  design...[to] send up  

politically dam aged  African-Americans to tw ist in the w ind  to prove to w hite 

folks that affirm ative action has run  am uck aAd their only salvation is the 

Republican Party. [Thus], C linton is really a R epublican Trojan horse, 

m asquerading as an  incom petent D em ocrat to drive voters, in droves to the 

Republican Party.

A th ird  m ethod scholars have taken in  analyzing Guilder's nom ination has 

been to view  G uinier as a female political actor circum scribed by m oral 

boundaries set by m en. Patricia A. Sullivan and  Lynn H . Turner, in their recent 

book, From  M argins to Center: C ontem porary W om en and Political 

Com m unication, provide case study  analyses of Lani Guinier, Hillary R odham  

Clinton, and  Janet Reno as "political wom en" w ho either deny, confront and 

accomodate, or re-vision barriers that a ttem pt to define their position as w om en

6For a list of som e conservative th ink  tanks and  their anti-Civil 
R ights/anti-C linton position, see Pinderhughes, op. cit.

7"The Future of Civil Rights in America," May 4,1995. Retrieved from  The 
H eartland Institute Website.

^ ''C linton & Abortion Politics: Incom petency at the White H ouse— 
Again!!," M eanderings (February, 1995). Retrieved from  the internet at the 
Gravity w ebsite.
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in  political discourse.^ Sullivan and  T u rner argue tha t Lani Guinier "denied the 

politics" of m oral boundaries designed to silence w om en in  the public sphere. 

W om en w ho em ploy denial as a rhetorical strategy "express faith in a  rationalist 

paradigm " by believeing that "moral boundaries are nonexistent or 

permeable."10 "Because Guinier trusted  the C linton A dm inistration an d  had  

faith in  the  rules," they write, "she den ied  that the boundaries could be operating 

to p u t her nom ination  in jeopardy. She accepted the adm inistration's b an  on her 

speech (and  her ability to defend herself), and  rem ained silent..."H

A m ore popular approach to G uilder's nom ination is to examine the 

"negative" and  "distorted" portrayals of her scholarly w ork  and i d e a s . U n d e r  

this m ode of analysis, one m ight ask: W ere Lani Guinier's views really radical," 

racially extreme," an d  politically infeasible? Is is accurate to assert, as does 

Mitchell Perlstein, that Lani Guinier "reflects and  leads a school of legal and  

social thought tha 't not just deviant, [but] divisive, counterproductive, 

radst...[and] profoundly incongruent w ith  our ideals as a nation..." Those who 

w ould  defend w ould  try to illustrate that G uin ier and  her ideas were 

"m isrepresented," and  then a ttem pt to "set the record straight" by provid ing  a 

"more accurate" and  correct interpretation of her political ideas. Lisa C ooper

^Patricia A. Sullivan and Lynn H. T urner, From M argins to Center: 
C ontem porary  W om en and Political C om m unication. (W estport, CT: Praeger, 
1996).

1 0 Ibid., 46.

1 1 rbid., 6 6 .

^ S te p h e n  Carter, "Foreword," The T yranny of the Majority: Fundam ental 
Fairness in  Representative Democaracv, (N ew  York: The Free Press, 1994); Lisa 
Cooper, "The M isrepresentation of Lani G uinier to the H ead  of the Civil Rights 
D ivision of the D epartm ent of Justice," Paper Presented at the National 
Conference of Black Political Scientists, Baltimore, MD, M arch 8-12,1995); and  
P inderhughes, op. d t.
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follows this m ethod of analysis w hen she argues that Lani G uinier "was judged 

by her w ritings rather than  the person she is and  the w ork that she has d o n e . " 1 3  

In Cooper's analysis, Guilder's dow nfall was facilitated by a "m isleading negative 

cam paign by the opposition, lack of positive support from  Prsedent Clinton and 

his adm inistration, and the slow  rise of suppo rt from African-Am erican leaders 

and  organ izations."^

While each of these approaches have m erit, neither is appropriate  for 

addressing  questions relative to the gendered and  racial construction of Lani 

G uinier and  the symbolic significance of that construction for fem inist theorizing. 

The approach that focuses on Black political nominees as they relate to Clinton's 

stance on  civil rights, rarely gives as much value to the category gender as it does 

to race. Those studies that em phasize C linton's incompetence and  lack of 

M achiavellian skill uses Clinton as the point of and  are often unable to discern 

the racial, not to m ention the gendered subtext of political discourse. A gendered 

analysis often conceptualizes race as an a ttribute and as such continues to 

privilege a private versus public dom ain in  w hich the actors are sim ple male and 

female. The "misrepresentation" approach is adep t at exploring how  

"m isrepresentation" occurs, but not the function of the "m isrepresentated image." 

N one of the approaches to the Guinier nom ination explore its implications for 

fem inist theorizing. To date, no analysis of the Guinier nom ination has 

exam ined its racial and gendered subtext from  a feminist perspective, and none

13"The M isrepresentation of Lani G uinier to the H ead of the Civil Rights 
D ivision of the D epartm ent of Justice," Paper Presented at the N ational 
Conference of Black Political Scientists, Baltimore, MD, M arch 8-12,1995), 1.

1 4 lb id .
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have explained the lack of fem inist support for Lani Guinier w hen com pared  to 

o ther female nominees whose nom inations were jeopardized.

This chapter analyzes the Lani Guinier nom ination from such a 

perspective. While I focus on the ways in which Guinier was "presented" in 

m edia, I do not characterize such a "presentation" as a "mis-representation" o r  a 

"distortion." Rather I view the "presentation" of Guinier as a configuration, as a 

product of the m yriad of voices that nam ed and  m arked her as "Other." I argue 

that the Lani Guinier nom ination is significant not only because the tensions that 

propelled it to the forefront continue to play such an  im portant role in  A m erican 

politics, but because the story that was constructed and subsequently told about 

Guinier as an African Am erican w om an, is as m uch a story about fem inism  and  

fem inist theorizing, as it is about C lintonian politics and Civil Rights policy. In 

w hat follows, I argue that the Lani G uinier nom ination is instructive for fem inist 

theorizing because it is one illustration of the African American w om an as 

always already outside of and excessive to feminist interpretations of Black 

w om en in political and  social spaces. A t the sam e time, I argue that the 

configuration of Black w om en as excessive is both necessary to and constitutive 

of feminist discourse. I em phasize constitutive because much of feminist 

thinking produces the Black W oman, and the category race, as that w hich exists 

outside of and thus irrelevant to notions of "women as a group." To the extent 

that the configuration of the Black w om an as "unreadable," inaccessible," and  

"unknowable" is constitutive of feminist discourse, it is also necessary to fem inist 

discourse; necessary because fem inist discourse needs the Black W om an (or race) 

to be configured as the "unknow n other" in order to bring into existence and 

make coherent the notion "women as a group." Consequently feminist theory 

has no way to speak of the Black W om an because it is complicit in the process 

that constructs the Black W oman as the "unknow n Other." Moreover, the
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production  and use of a sym bol assumes, at some level, the erasure of identity; 

the erasure of nuanced particularities that constitute one's subjectivity. Nell Irv in  

Painter, describes the process in  this manner: "Rather than  a person in history, 

she works as a sym bol. To appreciate the m eaning of the sym bil—Strong Black 

W om an—we need to know  alm ost nothing of the p e r s o n .  "15

I believe that Lani Guilder's controversial nom ination, and  m ost 

im portantly , the absence of fem inist support or defense an d  an  accom panying 

gendered  analysis provides an  empirical exam ple for th ink ing  about racial 

difference, the sym bolic nature of the Black W om an as chaotic, and  the function 

of race in  fem inist theorizing.

I begin by explaining the boundary m arking process endem ic to the 

construction of the O ther. Next, I apply the concept of "stories" defined in 

C hapter 1 to the specific case of Lani Guinier. Using the notion  of feminist 

stories, I outline m y concept of the "Black Woman" as a sym pbol of chaos, excess, 

and  irreducible and  inexplicable difference. I then exam ine Lani Guilder's 

nom ination and her construction as "looney," as a point of departu re  for 

exploring fem inist theory's inability to speak  to the specificities of Black wom en.

I do this by com paring Lani Guilder's nom ination to that of Zoe Baird, two 

female Clinton nom inees w hose nom inations failed u n d e r controversy. Using 

articles, editorials, and  O p-ed pieces from  the W ashington Post and  the N ew  

York Times, as well as articles in  Time m agazine. U.S. N ew s & W orld Report. 

and other sources, I outline the facts of each nom ination and  analyze the fem inist 

responses (or lack of such responses) to both  nominees. I define "feminist 

responses" as (1 ) feminist form al support, especially public, vocal and  verbalized

l^Pain ter's rem arks on  the Black W om an sym bol are analyzed in reference 
to Sojourner Truth. See, Sojourner Truth: A Life. A Symbol. (N ew  York: W.W. 
N orton & Com pany, 1996), p. 4.
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support; and  (2) sustained and  visible analysis of Baird’s a n d /o r  Guinier's 

nom ination in specifically gendered  terms. Finally, I connect thess empirical 

exam ples back to m y theoretical fram ew ork, by briefly analyzing two areas 

w ith in  fem inist discourse that rely upon  the construction of race as inaccessible 

in  o rder to insure a coherent notion  of "wom en as a group."

I. M ark ing  the  "O ther1*: O n B oundaries and  Stories

C reating  B oundaries

Reflecting upon  her failed nom ination, Lani G uinier m ade the cooments of 

the opening epigraph fram ing this chapter in reference to race relations in 

Am erica, w here the "we" and the "us" is presum ed to be invariably represented 

by a late-tw entieth century version of DuBois’s color line. For Guinier, this 

antagonistic dem arcation is m ost problem atic in  the political arena and can only 

operate if the majority creates an d  tyrannizes a  "strange O ther"16. But the 

d ivision betw een "we" and "us" is not always as distinct and  clear as this 

polarization suggests, and  politics is not the only arena w here such a division can 

em erge. D epending on the context, the "we" and the "us" can  overlap or change 

altogether. M ore often than not, the presum ed difference(s) betw een the 

opposing spheres of identity are predicated on  complex and  shifting grounds, 

w hose m eanings are derived from  a host of culturally encoded signifiers. This 

view  of the division betw een "we" and  "us" exposes the fictive nature of 

boundaries and implies that boundaries are both transgressive and fungible.

Despite Guinier's seem ingly clear m arking-off betw een "we" and "us", her 

observation actually suggests these ambiguities. There is, she acknowledges,

l ^ G u i n i e r ' s  scholarly w ork  on dem ocracy are contained in her book, The 
T vrranv of the Majority: Fundam ental Fairness in a Representative Democracy. 
op. d t.
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"common ground", an overlap that could bridge the "empty" space betw een what 

appears to be tw o complete, separate sides. There is a desire to transgress or blur 

boundaries in  a n  effort to "make the O ther look less strange." The irony in her 

call to familiarize the "Other" doubles back in on itself, for it w as Guinier herself 

who became the "strange unfam iliar Other" in  a debate in  w hich she came to 

symbolize, in  bo th  literal and  symbolic term s, the im placability of racial politics.

Thus, the m ost im portan t intim ation one can glean from  Guinier's 

com m ent is that it is the unknow n "strange Other" w ho occupies the  em pty space 

betw een "we" an d  "us." It is the "stranger" w ho m arks the boundary; makes the 

boundary possible; and in m any instances becomes the boundary. Thus, the 

subject m arking the boundary  and occupying the space betw een "we" and  "us" 

exists outside of, as well as in between, two identities. In a sense, this 

marginalized, interstitial space becomes an  identity in itself. 17 But to note the 

existence of a m arginalized, strange, "Other" is not enough. We m ust contend 

w ith  a set of questions that w ill illuminate the constructed nature of such a 

subject-position. For example: H ow  does the subject-position of the "Other" 

come into being? In w hat ways, and  through w hat m echanism s is this 

subjectivity produced? H ow  is the m arginalized "Other" constituted and w hat 

purpose does it serve? H ow  does it operate in a given discursive dom ain and 

w hat is significant about the "strange Other" in  relation to the discourse from 

w hich it emerges?

These questions indicate that the "unknow n Other" subject-position is both 

the explanans and  the explanandum ; i.e., it is sim ultaneously that which explains 

and  that w hich is in need of explaining. In other w ords, one m ust begin the 

process of unravelling the complexity of the "unknow n Other" as it relates to the

17H ortense Spiller, "Interstices: A Small D ram a of Words," from  Carole 
Vance, ed., Pleasure and Danger. New York: Routledge, 1984.
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Black W oman and  fem inist theorizing. In the case of Lani Guinier, one m ust ask: 

H ow  did  Lani G uinier come to be figured as the hopelessly m arginalized and 

"unfam iliar Other"? W hat purpose or function does th is "unknown Other" serve?

I m aintain that the construction of Lani G uinier as "radical", as a wild- 

w om an gone am ok, has everything to do w ith her (perceived) racial identity as a 

"Black W om an ."18 In addition, the absence of public, fem inist support for 

Guinier, and  the absence of a feminist analysis19 on the specifically gendered 

natu re  of the racial images produced as representative o f  Guinier, speaks to the 

w ay in  w hich fem inist theory as a discourse, produces a n d  conceptualizes the 

Black female subject. It appears that within fem inist discourse, the Black W oman 

represents the boundary  betw een "us" and "them." D espite her m any variations, 

the Black w om an is a lready always the unknow n "Other." This may seem 

contradictory given that one of the "fundamental goalfs] of feminist theory is...to 

analyze gender relations [by examining] how  gender relations are constituted

18I characterize "racial identity" as a perception ra th e r than one of an 
ontological o r biological nature for two reasons. First, I trea t the cateory race as a 
social construct w ith  no basis in nature, despite the fact th a t skin color is read in 
precisely this m anner. The m arkers delineating racial identities are re-draw n and 
re-negotiated each time som eone is named as belonging to a "particular race." 
Second, Lani G uinier’s self-proclaimed racial identity is ’’black" eventhough her 
m other is Jewish, (i.e., white) and her father is African Am erican. In other w ords, 
as Katya Gibel A zoulay states, "...on the individual level. Professor Guinier 
herself d id  not dw ell on the issue of being Jewish and it w as unclear if she 
identified herself w ith  the Jewish community." See Black. Jewish, and Interracial: 
It's N ot the Color of Your Skin, but the Race of Your K in. & O ther M yths of 
Identity. (Durham: D uke University Pressm 19970,15.

19The idea that feminist analyses were absent is relative and should not 
suggest that there were no single or individual feminists analyzing the racially 
gendered  nature of the G uinier nomination. I do how ever, think that the lack of 
suppo rt from nationally know n wom en’s organization a n d  the absence of a 
m eaningful, public discussion from  the feminist com m unity  on the m ethods used 
to disparage and  dism iss G uinier is significant. W hen com pared to Zoe Baird, 
Lani Guinier's fallen nom ination was not defended on grounds relating to 
gender.
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and  experienced ."20 "Gender relations" necessarily includes "what are often 

considered  the distinctively feminist issues: the situation of w om en and  the 

analysis of m ale dom ination ."21 G iven this, how  can feminist discourse tell 

stories abou t w om en in  which Black w om en  are either absent or rendered  

invisible? Afterall, "the story" is in  p a rt about them . Isn't it? They are "women". 

Aren't they?

Telling Stories

T he notion of telling the "wom an's story," or any  story is an  im portant 

theoretical concept. In fact, the re-w riting o f "His-tory" has become a m uch 

revered project. For the m ost part, the project of "re-writing history" has been 

taken u p  by groups w ho see them selves as m arginal to the "legitimate" narrative 

of h istory—African Americans, w om en, T hird  W orld peoples, and  other 

"Others ." 22 A lthough there are w idely vary ing  approaches to how  one shou ld  re

write the his-tory of the m arginalized o ther, there are some comm on 

assum ptions re-visionists share about trad itional history.

First, there is the belief that the trad itional or dom inant account of history 

does not take into account the specific experiences of people who have been

20Jane Flax, "Postmodernism  an d  G ender Relations in Feminist Theory, in 
M icheline R. M alson, et. al., eds., Fem inist T heory in Pratice and Process. 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), p. 52.

21rbid.

^ S e e  for example, Russell Ferguson, et. al.. O ut There: M a r g in a l i z a t io n  
and C ontem porary  Cultures. The N ew  M useum  of Contem porary Art, 
(Cam bridge: The MIT Press, 1990): A nn-Louise Shapiro, ed., Feminists Re- 
Vision H istory. (New Brunswick: R utgers U niversity Press, 1994); G ayatri 
C hakravorty  Spivak, In O ther Worlds: Essays in Cultural Politics. (New York: 
Routledge, 1988); H ow ard  Zinn, A  People's H istory of the United States. (N ew  
York: H arp er & Row Publishers, Perennial Library, 1980); and Edw ard Said, 
O rientalism . (N ew  York: Pantheon Books, 1978).
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historically oppressed. This criticism is generally raised to h ighlight the 

exclusion of race, class, and  gender as categories of analyses.

Second, it is believed that the problem  of exclusion is generated  by and  is 

a sym ptom  of the m ethodological flaws that underg ird  the trad itional paradigm . 

A ccording to that paradigm , history is essentially a narration  of events; the 

chronological ordering o f im portant and  crucial episodes in  the shaping  of 

society. As a consequence, the historian m ust be objective, a n d  the sole task is to 

provide the reader with, only the facts, o r to use Leopold von Ranke's m uch- 

quoted  phrase, to tell 'how  it actually happened.' Thus, historical know ledge is 

"true knowledge" because it is arrived a t through a d is-interested, im partial, and  

scientific investigation of the "facts."

Third, traditional historians tend to focus on  the elite, offering the 

accounts of statesm en, clergym en, m ilitary leaders, and  other great m en of deeds. 

Those w ho do not occupy elite social and  political positions a re  relegated to 

m inor, supportive roles, or they are ignored altogether. The assum ption  of 

course, is that only certain  people can m ake history, given th a t it is g rand  in 

scope and  universal in its impact.

A  final com m on notion  shared by  re-writers of history is the belief that the 

traditional m ethod of recording history is based on form al docum ents, which 

stand  as symbols of achievem ent. Here the narration and  the im portance of 

events is based on  the "authenticity" of the evidence— official records, 

governm ental docum ents, recorded laws and  statutes, birth certificates, deeds, 

titles, etc.—all of w hich m ust be carefully catalogued and  preserved in archives. 

The problem  here involves an  effacing of other kinds of "evidence." Personal 

journals, diaries, auto-biographies, oral accounts of history, an d  even art and 

literature are often considered "primative" forms of "pre-history" and  therefore 

are not considered as "authentic" docum ents of history.
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The lim itations of traditional accounts of history point to a host of 

m ethodological and  epistem ological questions. Who decides on  w hat counts as 

history? H ow  is the process of producing "authentic" historical knowledge in 

and of itself related to one's social identity? In w hat w ays do traditional accounts 

of society circum vent questions related to race, class, and  gender, and  how  is tha t 

circum vention connected to the narrative of history as the producer of "actual 

truth"?

At the very least, challenges to the traditional narrative m ode of history 

has highlighted the problem s of thinking of history, or of any discourse, as one 

that sim ply records the facts and reports the "truth." As H ayden  White points 

out, the debate of history's status as the producer of "objective" and  "true 

knowledge" is bound up in the very history of history as a scientific and cultural 

narrative .23 It seem s that the ability to tell a story—to narrate— and then to 

legitimate that story w ith the claim of scientific objectivity and  discovery is itself 

the product of another type of p o w er/ knowledge scheme . 24 This suggests that

^ e e  The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical 
Representation. (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987); and 
Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1978).

24My reference is to Michel Foucault’s concept of "bio-power," which 
articulates the relationship betw een tru th  and power. Generally speaking, 
Foucault argued that the search for the truth or falsity of specific claims is 
m isplaced because it assum es that pow er and the production of knowledge are 
unconnected and  external to one another. For Foucault, know ledge is one of the 
defining com ponents for the operation of power in  the m odem  world, but he 
does not reduce pow er and knowledge to identical elements. Rather, pow er and  
knowledge are correlative, not causal, and are produced m utually. See the 
collection of essays in Michel Foucault, Pow er/Know ledge: Selected Interviews 
& O ther W ritings. 1972-1977. edited by  Colin Gordon, (New York: Pantheon 
Books, 1977); Paul Rabinow, ed., Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism  and 
Herm eneutics. Second Edition, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1983).
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the narrativity of history, or (of the history) of any discourse, issues from  a set of 

values that sustain and reinforce w h a t it  counts as "truth."

However, the problem s of narrativity—of constructing and  creating a 

story—m ust not be confined to the discipline of history alone. In fact, the 

contem porary debates around  diversity, m ulti-culturalism , and  canon 

reform ation, have nam ed as suspect any hegemonic m ode of articualting the 

T ruth ." Needless to say, fem inist theory, as a discursive field, has not escaped 

the criticisms about how  it produces its ow n claims to "tru th ."25 As noted in 

C hapter 1, the story that feminist theory tells—in all its variations—is a story of 

the oppression of wom en as w om en. However, like any narration  of "reality," 

the process of constructing and  presenting a story "entails ontological and 

epistemological choices w ith  d istinc t ideological and even specific political 

im plications ."26 This point has not been entirely m issed by those who are 

engaged in the production of know ledge in  feminist theory. In fact, feminism 

itself is a product of the m any challenges that were m ade to the epistemological 

and  theoretical assum ptions that underg irded  traditional accounts of history, 

philosophy, science, and even political science 27 Initially, those challenges 

poin ted  out how  w om en were excluded from  the analysis of traditional 

paradigm s. W omen were, it was argued , missing objects from  the pages of

^ e e  for example, M ary E. H aw kesw orth, "Knowers, Knowing, Known: 
Fem inist Theory and  Claims of T ruth," in Micheline R. Malson, et. al., eds., 
Fem inist Theory in Practice and  Process. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1989), pp. 327-351.

26H ayden White, The C ontent of the Form: N arrative Discourse and 
H istorical Representation. (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1987), p. 7.

27See for example, Linda Alcoff and  Elizabth Potter, eds., Fem inist 
Epistemologies. (New York: Routledge, 1993), and Elizabeth Kam arck Minnich, 
Transform ing Knowledge. (Phladelphia: Tem ple University Press, 1990).
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history. In tim e, this discussion w ould advance beyond the wom en-are-excluded 

m odel to one that theorized exclusion on an  epistem ological level. In these 

instances, fem inists argued  that wom en w ere no t sim ply  excluded as the product 

of an  incidental oversight, bu t that the specific configuration of w om en as absent 

and invisible, m ade hegem onic discourse both  possible and  coherent. In other 

words, the discourse u n der question needed w om en to be figured in a certain 

way in o rd er to tell a  coherent story .28

In add ition  to this, fem inists exposed h o w  epistem ologies, standards, and 

acounts of experiences that claim  neutrality an d  universality  were themselves 

expressions of the m asculine experience. The discovery of an  inherent masculine 

experience led  fem inists to theorize the difference betw een  m en and women. 

M uch of th is theorizing em phasized the uniqueness of wom en, and  debated 

w hether o r not this difference should be a central organizing concept for feminist 

politics. 29 The difference betw een m en and  w om en w as articulated in many, 

often contradictory w ays, bu t the premise that there  was a fundam ental 

difference betw een the two sexes rem ained an  u n d isp u ted  assum ption. O ut of 

this em erged notions of "wom en's work," "the w om an's sphere," and  even 

"women's w ays of knowing." W omen w ere oppressed  as w om en because they 

were w om en, and  o ther factors, such as race an d  class, were either secondary or

28For an  exam ple of this in  political science, see Christine Di Stefano, 
Configurations of M asculinity: A Feminist Perspective on  M odem  Political 
Theory. (Ithaca: Cornell U niversity Press, 1991), an d  Linda M.G. Zerilli, 
Signifying W oman: C ulture and  Chaos in R ousseau. Burke, and  MilL (Ithaca: 
Cornell U niversity  Press, 1994).

29See for exam ple, Carol G illigan, In a D ifferent Voice. (Cambridge: 
H arvard university  Press, 1982), Deborah L. Rhode, ed., Theoretical Perspectives 
on Sexual Difference. (N ew  Haven: Yale U niversity  Press, 1990); and the 
collection of essays in  H ester Eisenstein and Alice Jardine, eds., The Future of 
Difference. Fourth  Paperback Printing, (New B runsw ick, NJ: Rutgers University 
Press, 1990).
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sim ply not im portant to the task of theorizing sexual difference. This circular 

argum ent d id  not go unchallenged. African Am erican w om en, an d  "other 

w om en of color" challenged early  versions of feminist th ink ing  as representative 

of the  white, middle-class, heterosexual experience . 30 For w om en  of color, the 

absence of race and class in  theories of "women's oppression" relegated them  to 

an  invisible and silent subject position. O n both ends of the spectrum — w ith 

A frican American scholarship on  one end and fem inst scholarship  on the other— 

Black w om en were caught in the "interstices" of race and  gender and  deafened by 

the "sound of silence" that their descursive subject-position h ad  dem anded of 

them .31

Recently, however, the question  of race, ethnicity, an d  even  sexuality has 

com e to preoccupy discussions of gender. Falling under the g ian t rubric of 

"difference theory," these debates a ttem pt to explore the differences among 

w om en, as opposed to focusing only  on the presum ed "unique" and 

"fundam ental" difference betw een m en and w om en . 32 T he cu rren t focus on

^ e e  for example, Toni C ade, ed., The Black W oman: A n Anthology . 
(N ew  York: New Am erican Library, 1970); Gloria T. H ull, Patricia Bell-Scott, 
an d  Barbara Smith, eds., All the W om en Are White. All the  Blacks Are Me. But 
Som e of Us Are Brave. (Old W estbury: The Feminist Press, 1982); and bell hooks, 
A in 't 1A Woman: Black W om en and  Feminism. (Boston: South  End Press, 1981).

31Hortense Spillers, "Interstices: A Small D ram a o f W ords," in Carole 
Vance, ed.. Pleasure and  D anger. (N ew  York: Routledge, 1984); Darlene Clark 
H ine, "Lifting the Veil, Shattering the  Silence: Black W om en’s H istory in Slavery 
and  Freedom," in Darlene Clark H ine, ed., The State of A fro-A m erican History: 
Past. Present, and Future. (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State U niversity  Press, 1986), 
and  Evelyn Brooks H igginbothom , "Beyond the Sound of Silence: Afro- 
A m erican Women in History," G ender &c History 1 (Spring 1989): 50-67.

32See the works by Rhode and  Jardine, op. cit., as w ell as G erder Lemer, 
"Reconceptualizing Differences A m ong W omen, Tournal of W om en's H istory 1 
(W inter 1990): 106-122; Linda G ordon, "On 'Difference'," G enders 10 (Spring 
1991): 91-110; and Paula Rothenberg, "The Construction, D econstruction, and 
Reconstruction of Difference," H ypatia  5 (Spring 1990): 42-57.
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"difference” in  fem inist theory represents an advancem ent to the extent that it 

expands the concept of difference from the m ale/ female opposition to include 

differences am ong wom en, and  in  the degree to w hich it acknowledges and 

foregrounds the im portance of social systems based on  race, class, and 

heterosexuality. O n  the question of race in particu lar how ever, feminist theory 

and  theorizing falters in both  the kind of attention it pays to (racial) difference 

and  the m ethodological strategies em ployed to explore the m utual connections 

betw een race and  gender. By "kind of attention", I am  referring to the degree of 

intensity, the level of scrutiny, the depth  of analysis, and  the scope and breadth 

of the inquiry. By "methodological strategy em ployed", I am  referring to the 

epistem ological assum ptions that guide, m otivate a n d / or inform  the fram ew ork 

of an  inquiry on  race. The m ost problem atic of these assum ptions has to do w ith 

the content and  nature of race as a conceptual category. Usually, there is an 

absence of clarity on: (1) the notion that race is in  fact a theoretical and anlytical 

category and  not an  em bodim ent of natural difference; (2) that race cannot be 

reduced to black; (3) that w hiteness is a "racial" designation and  signifies racial 

messages often  in opposition to blackness; (4) that race is an ever-changing 

category w hose m eaning changes over and w ith in  time; and (5) that m eanings of 

race and even the boundaries delineating "the races" are often contradictory, 

complex, an d  even am biguous. Feminist discourse also falters methodologically 

in its presum ption that race and  gender have separate and distinct theoretical 

histories in  w hich the form er was aimed as (producing) blacks, and the latter 

women. These lim itations are not acknowledged as such. In fact, the implied or 

explicit claim  to universality is one characteristic of fem inist m ethodological
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styles, succintly sum m ed  up as the "traditional, Eurocentric m ethodological 

strategy" by A nn duCille 33

This is not to suggest that an exam ination betw een race, gender, class, 

a n d / o r sexuality does not top the list of priorities in  feminist theory. Feminists 

have a rgued  for analyses that examine the inter-relationship betw een race, class, 

and gender, bu t the  discussion usually stops there. Beyond the call for an  

exam ination of the  interaction betw een race, class, and gender, little else is 

accom plished. In  fact, race and  class are rarely m entioned—let alone theorized 

or analyzed—after the intitial acknow ledgem ent of its necessity in contem porary 

fem inist analyses. This peculiar state of affairs has produced a paradox in  w hich 

there seem s to be a  steady  proliferation of scholarship on race, class, and gender 

w ithin  feminist d iscourse on the one hand, and  a solidification and re-privileging 

of gender and  sexual difference as the prim ary difference on the other. Even 

w here there is significant acknow ledgem ent of the totalizing effects of "woman" 

as a hom ogenous category, its coherency is not d isrupted  w ith  an  analysis of 

race. C ontem porary  feminism, m uch like its position in its initial phase, is 

unable to theorize race despite a decade of burgeoning Black feminist 

scholarship. The resu lt is a fieldmine of discursive strategies that flirt w ith  the 

concept of race, an d  then dism iss its potentially disruptive nature altogether.

The lack of attention to race in relation to gender is not necessarily the p roduct of 

individual oversight or m ere exclusion as previously stated. Rather the exclusion 

of race from fem inist discourse is a function of the nature of the discourse itself.

33"Othered M atters: Reconceptualizing Dominance and Difference in  the 
H istory of Sexuality in America," loum al of the History of Sexuality 1 Quly
1990): 102-127.
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As a discursive field, fem inism  is tha t body of know ledge entrusted w ith 

the task of articulating a coheren t story about "women’s oppression" and to 

articulate the dynam ics of g en d er relations. Since fem inist theory 's narrative is 

about "women", gender becom es the category of analysis. The category race 

autom atically becomes a p a rt of that w hich exists outside the boundaries of 

sexual difference. In o rder to  m aintain  a coherent narrative abou t the nature of 

w om en's oppression, som ething m ust be m ade incoherent; som ething  m ust 

represent that w hich cannot be articulated. For Black w om en, the result is not 

sim ply "silence," exclusion o r  lack of attention. The Black fem ale becomes the 

figure that cannot be cap tu red  an d  represented w ithin the discursive field of 

fem inist theory, as well as the figure that embodies and  captures that which 

cannot be captured. The sto ry  to ld  to us about Black w om en w ith in  feminist 

narratives is that it has no access to the Black female because she is excess.34 The 

excessive Black w om an phenom ena can be sum m ed up  as "The-Black-Woman- 

(As)-Symbol(ic)." The im ages constructed of Black w om en are so readily 

accepted and so rarely contested that the phrase "black wom an" becomes itself a 

sym bol. W hether constructed w ith in  a text or p roduced visually, the "black 

wom an" conjures up  and  signifies a host of images and m eanings thought to be 

intrinsic to her nature. To th is extent, the black w om an is symbolic. She 

sym bolizes all that cannot be explained and  is usually invoke precisely at the 

point where explanation runs out.

use "excess" here in  its full m eaning. I w ant to suggest that Black 
w om en are constructed as "excess" in at least two ways: (1) the Black w om an is 
excess in that she is eccentric and  "too much". Always painted as "too bossy," 
"too sensual", "too immoral", o r "too masculine," the Black w om an  is simply 
"more than" and "too much". H er excess exudes her, defines her, contrains and 
constricts her, and  sim ply allow s her to "exist"; (2) the Black w om an  is 
'excess(ive)" to the discourse of feminist theory because she exists outside 
(literally and figuratively) of the dom ain of gender boundaries.
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This phenom enon exists even in  contem pory feminist theory w here 

"difference" and  questions of identity  m arked by race, class and sexuality have 

reshaped  the theoretical terrain. In  a space that shou ld  be open to thorough  

exam inations of the w ays in  w hich  Black w om en are characterized, the black- 

w om an-sym bol is dep loyed  to m ain tain  the narrative structure of the "wom an's 

story." To this end, the Black w om an  has become the principal signifier o f the 

"m arginalized Other." H er configuration as the " m a r g in a liz e d  other" has m ade 

her "unrepresentable" an d  inexplicable.35 Usually, this posturing of Black 

w om en  as unrepresentable is centered a round  the m eaning of race, reduced  to 

som e racial aspect, o r relegated to a system  of racism  that is then in terp reted  as 

existing outside the dom ain  of sexual difference discourse. The construction and 

articulation of Black w om en as "too different" for explanation and  

com prehension is, I believe,necessary to the fem inist theory in general and  to the 

specific narratives of rape an d  the "private sphere" in  particular. In bo th  

instances, universal claims are m ade about (all) w om en in relation to rape and  

the "private sphere" w ithou t any  consideration as to how  those concepts are 

a lready  alw ays p roduced  th rough  the category of race. The coherence of these 

narratives depend  on  that w hich  cannot be explained, (i.e., Black w om en), such 

that the  inexplicable becom es the explanation.

My point is not that the Black W om an is  unrepresentable, (as if th is is 

intrinsic to her nature), bu t that she gets produced  as unrepresentable. G iven 

this, questions about w hether or not Black w om en can be represented, how  she 

shou ld  be represented, or about her exclusion from  representation w ithin  

fem inist discourse, seem  at best specious inquiries. Rather than  assum ing that

^ F o r an  excellent d iscussion of this phenom enon, see A nn duCille, "The 
O ccult of True Black W om anhood: Critical D em eanor and Black Fem inist 
Studies," Signs 19 (Spring 1994): 591-629.
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there is som e "true," "real," or accurate im age of Black w om en th a t can be 

duplicated and  re-presented in  the narrative of wom en's oppression, I argue that 

the African A m erican W om an has been represented w ithin fem inist theory, in  so 

far as she has been figured as the un-representable, the unreadable, an d  the 

invisible.

To this extent, the Black female subject has a peculiar relationship with(in) 

fem inist discourse. O ne one hand, the Black W oman and "otherness" is the 

p rized  topic of contem porary postm odern  academia.36 O n the other hand , issues 

of race and  ethnicity continue to be theorized as secondary to gender. As a 

result, the African A m erican female subject finds herself in  the position of the 

(in)visible object— the unseen spectacle. As noted in Chapter 1, (In)Visible 

Objectification is a strategy that em erges from  a narrative m ode and  a discursive 

structure that produces the African A m erican w om an as hopelessly m arked by 

race and  therefore inexplicable w ithin  the story of "women's oppression." My 

analysis of the Lani G uinier nom ination is an  attem pt to theoretically connect the 

sym bolic nature  of the African Am erican W oman to the notion that fundam ental 

concepts w ith in  fem inist discourse, like rape and the private sphere, require the a 

discursive construction of the Black W om an as the "unknow n O ther" in  o rder to 

tell a coherent story in  the nam e of wom en. In the case of Lani G uinier, I read 

her configuration as the "radical other"37 as coinciding w ith both  the dom inant 

v iew  of the Black w om en in  society, and  the (implicit) story told by fem inist 

theory. Because I view  Lani Guinier's position as symbolic, and  the rhetoric 

su rround ing  her nom ination as an em pirical example of the (In)Visible

36A nn duCille, op. cit.

37By "radical other," I am  referring to both her popularly perceived leftist 
political persuasion and  her social subject position as marginal.
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Objectification Strategy, I find it necessary to outline in  m y notion of Black 

w om en's invisibility am idst the grow ing "attention" to "race, class, and gender."

II. T he C ontem porary  Paradox: The (In)V isibilitv  o f th e  African A m erican 
W om an

They said  to us: That flesh, darker o r lighter than  
you r ow n, encloses a foreign country. You cannot 
know  it. It speaks another language, it is alien 
territory: otherness.

 A drienne Rich38

A lthough Black w om en and  race have not been "excluded” from fem inist 

discourse, as a subject, the Black W oman has alw ays occupied a position of 

alterity. T hrough the production and deploym ent of the Exclusion and D enial 

an d  Analogy an d  Com parison Strategies, fem inist theories of the 1970’s w rote 

about the "condition of wom en" by declaring that race a n d  racism  were 

un im portan t a n d /o r  unrelated  to the feminist project. A  few  examples will 

illustrate the nature of this theoretical "absence.”

For instance, A ndrea Dworkin, as noted in  C hapter 1, proclaimed that 

”[t]he nature of w om en's oppression [was] unique [and] that wom en are 

oppressed as w om en, regardless of race or class."39 In  ano ther instance, A nn 

Oakley begins her book, W om an's Work, by asserting tha t her "book is about

38From  O n Lies. Secrets, and Silence. (New York: W. W. N orton & 
Com pany, 1979).

39W om an H ating. (New York- E. P. D utton & Co., 1974), p. 23.
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women."40 She goes on  to describe the nature of "women's work" by  illustrating 

the connections betw een w om anhood, m arriage and the hom e. In claim ing that 

"housewife" an d  "woman" are synonym ous term s, Oakley defines the housew ife 

as "the person, o ther th an  the  dom estic  servant, who is responsible for m ost of 

the household duties (or for superv ising  a dom estic servan t w ho carries out these 

duties."41 The fact that Black w om en  w ere confined to the hom es of white 

w om en as dom estic servants, o r "perform ed m anual labor so physically  arduous 

it w as usually considered m en's work,"42 does not preven t Oakley from  

m aintaining the housewife equals w om an equation. In fact, the m ove to "other" 

the dom estic servan t ("other th an  the dom estic servant), not only prevents an 

analysis of dom estic w ork, b u t it places the dom estic servant outside  of w hat it 

means, in  O akly’s term s, to be a w om an. Yet another exam ple can be found in  

Nancy H artsock's developm ent of a "particular and privileged fem inist 

standpoint," in w hich  she ”lay[s] aside the im portant differences am ong  w om en 

and instead...search for central com m onalties across race and  class 

boundaries."43 Finally, as bell hooks points out, m any o ther books w ere w ritten 

as if Black w om en sim ply d id  no t exist.44

40A nn Oakley, W om an's W ork: The Housewife. Past and P re se n t (New 
York: Vintage B ooks/R andom  H ouse, 1976), Preface, p. ix.

41Ibid., p. 1, em phasis added .

^Jacqueline Jones, Labor of Love. Labor of Sorrow: Black W om en. W ork 
and the Family. From  Slavery to the Present. (New York: V intage Books Edition, 
1986), p. 4. See also, M ary Rom ero, M aid in  the U.S.A.. (N ew  York: Routledge,
1992).

43"The Fem inist Standpoint: Tow ard a Specifically Fem inist H istorical 
Materialism," in  M oney. Sex, and  Power. Tow ard a Feminist H istorical 
M aterialism . (N ew  York: L ongm an Press, 1983), p. 233. It should  be no ted  that 
Hartsock has begun  to rethink h e r position on the question of difference. In a 
m ore recent article, H artsock argues that "[f]eminists need to develop [their] 
understanding  of difference by creating a situation in w hich h itherto
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A drienne Rich com m ented on  this predicam ent w hen  she noted that 

"m uch [of] fem inist scholarship has been w ritten as if b lack  w om en d id  not exist, 

and  many a w om en's studies course or text pays [only] token reference, if any, to 

black women's lives and  work."45 N ot surprisingly, Rich w as m erely echoing the 

sentim ents of black fem inists w ho were concerned about "the assum ption  that 

the herstory an d  m yth  of w hite w om en is the legitimate a n d  sole herstory and 

m yth  of all w om en."4*’ The steady proliferation of w orks by "wom en of color" 

that argue for a n  analysis of w om an's position that considers the sim ultaneous

m arginalized groups can nam e themselves, speak for them selves, an d  participate 
in  defining the term s or interaction..." Nevertheless, H artsock’s projects remains 
a project that a ttem pts to uncover an d  illuminates "...common claims [that] can 
be m ade about...w hite w om en and  wom en and m en of color." See "Rethinking 
M odernism: M inority vs. M ajority Theories," in A bdul R. Janm oham m ed and 
D avid Lloyd, eds.. The N ature and  Context of M inority Discourse. (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1990), pp . 17-36.

44Ain't I a  W oman, op. d t.,

^"D isloyal to Civilization: Feminism, Racism, Gynephobia," in  O n Lies. 
Secrets and Silence, (N ew  York: W.W. Norton & Com pany, 1979), p. 281. Rich 
rightly attributes her understand ing  of this issue to Barbara Sm ith and  other 
Black feminists w ho poin ted  out the shortcomings of early  fem inist works.

^ A u d re  Lorde, "An O pen  Letter to M ary Daly," in  Cherie M oraga and 
Gloria A nzaldua, eds., This Bridge Called My Back: W ritings by Radical Women 
of Color. (New York: K itchen Table Press, 1983, p., 96. O ther w orks that critique 
the exclusiveness of fem inist scholarship and politics in d u d e , Gloria T. Hull, 
P a trida  Bell-Scott, and  Barbara Sm ith, eds. All the W om en Are W hite, All the 
Black are Men. But Some of Us A re Brave. (Old W estbury: The Fem inist Press, 
1982.): bell hooks. A in't I a W oman: Black W omen and Fem insm. (Boston: South 
End Press, 1981.) Gloria I. Joseph and  Jill Lewis, Com m on Differences. (Boston: 
South End Press, 1981); Toni C ade (Bambara), ed. T he Black W oman: An
Anthology. ( N ew  York: N ew  Am erican Library, 1970); Gloria A nzaldua’, ed. 
M aking Face. M aking S oul/ Haciendo Caras: Creative and  Critical Perspectives 
by Feminist of Color. (San Frandsco: A unt Lute Press, 1990); Laura E.
Donaldson, "Decolonizing Feminism: Race. Gender. & Em pire-Building. (Chapel 
Hill: University of N orth  C arolina Press, 1992), and  V ron W are, Beyond the Pale: 
W hite Women. Racism and  History. (Londo: Verso Books, 1992).
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effects of race, class, as well as gender, appears to date  Rich's and Lorde's 

observations.

The inclination to regard the "absence" of race from  feminist discourse as a 

relic of the past stem s from  two related phenom ena: (1) the current academ ic 

and  econom ic commodification of the "Black W oman" as the principal signifier of 

difference, o r the em ergence of "The Occult of T rue Black W om anhood"^; and  

(2) the rhetorical atten tion  w ithin feminist circles given to "difference,"

"diversity," and  the "intersection" of "race, class, gender, sexuality, etc...." Both 

phenom ena have rendered  invisible or "other-ed" the Black W oman even as she 

is held up  of the "Subject." In m ainstream  fem inist theory, m any texts are w ritten 

that acknowledge the intersection and  im portance of "race, class, and  gender," 

giving the appearance that race is as central a category as gender. A cursory 

exam ination of recent texts will serve to illustrate this point..

In W om en and the Politics of E m pow erm ent, A nn Bookman and  Sandra 

M orgen argue that the "[sjodal relations of pow er are so fundam entally 

structured  in contem porary American society by the intersection of gender, race, 

ethnicity, and  class that women's struggles for em pow erm ent cannot be 

understood w ithout m aking these factors central to analysis."48 Zillah Eisenstein, 

argues in a recent book, The Color of Gender: Reim agining Democracy, tha t we 

live in  a "radalized patriarchy," and as such should  rethink democracy and  the 

doctrine of universal rights in order to recognize individual needs.49 She 

continues this them e in  her more recent Hatreds: Radalized and Sexualized

47A nn duCille, op. d t.

48 Wo m en and the Politics of E m pow erm ent (Philadelphia: Tem ple 
University Press, 1988), p. 23.

49The Color of Democracy: Reimaging Democracy. (Berkeley: University 
of California Press,
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Conflicts in the 21st C e n t u r y .5 0  Elizabeth Spelm an 's. Inessential W oman: The 

Problem  of Exclusion of Fem inist T hought, an d  D iana Fuss's Essentially 

Speaking: Feminism. N ature and Difference, are tw o recent fem inist texts that 

focus the exclusion of race and  the construction of "difference" w ith in  fem inist 

theory .51 In addition, a recent spate of books have em phasized the division 

betw een Black and  white w om en an d  a ttem pt to social identites based upon  that 

division. N an d e  Caraw ay's Segre gated Sisterhood, V ron W are's Beyond the 

Pale. M idge W ilson and  Kathy Russell’s, D ivided Sisters, and  M arita G olden and 

Susan Richards Shreve’s Skin Deep: Black Eom en &c W hite W omen W rite About 

Race, in  varying degrees, discuss the "politics of race" in  feminist thought and 

practice.52

These few exam ples give the illusion that w e no longer need to concern 

ourselves w ith  the idea of the w hite w om an’s story  as the story of all wom en. 

Such visibility could erroneously lead  one to assum e that Black w om en, o r at 

least the category race, is no longer "invisible." H ow ever, if Jane Flax's 

observation is correct, then m ost fem inists m erely d a im  race, dass and gender as 

"important" categories and  proceed w ith  no th ing  m ore than  the assertion itself.

50Hatreds: Radalized and Sexualized Conflicts in the 21st C entury. (New 
Y o rk : Routledge, 1996).

^E lizabe th  Spelman, Inessential W oman: The Problem  of Exclusion of 
Fem inist Thought. (Boston: Beacon Press, 1988); D iana Fuss's Essentially 
Speaking: Feminism. N ature and  Difference. (N ew  York: Routledge 1989).

^^N ande Caraway, Segregated Sisterhood: R adsm  and the Politics of 
Am erican Feminism. (Knoxville: University o f Tennessee Press, 1991); V ron 
W are. Beyond the Pale: W hite W om en. R adsm  and  H istory. (New York: Verso 
Books, 1992); Midge W ilson and  Kathy Russell, D ivided Sisters : Bridgin g the 
Gap Between Black W om en and  W hite W om en. (N ew  Y o rk : Anchor Books,
1996); and  M arita G olden and Susan Richards Shreve, Skin Deep: Black wom en 
& W hite W omen W rite A bout Race. (N ew  Y o rk : A nchor Books, 1995).
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According to Flax, the tren d  in contem porary fem inist d iscussions is to note the 

im portance of race a n d  class, an d  then "continue as if this very  noting...permits 

[one] to ignore o r ren d e r neu tra l..[the] elision of in ternal differentiation of 

th[o]se categories."53 In  Flax’s view , the tendency to m erely  no te  the importance 

of these categories is b o th  the product and  generator of th e  belief that including 

"other voices," and  "other expereinces" by sim ply acknow ledging  them is 

indicative of fairness a n d  equal representation. The idea th a t the  problem is one 

of a failure to include o r  represen t everyone's experiences recapitulates the 

problem s of previous in tegrationists approaches by leaving  unquestioned the 

existing structures of w h ich  one m ust be "let in.” U nder su ch  a n  approach, 

"wom en of color” rem ain  the only "race-d" group; questions abou t how radalized  

and  gendered subjects a re  m utually  produced is insuffiden tly  articulated; and 

the belief that "one relatively  harm onious reality available for a  singular m ode of 

representation rests u n d istu rb ed ."54

Thus, even w ith in  this explosion of literature o n  race, d a ss , and gender, 

little or no a ttention is g iven  to race, either as a theoretical construct, or as that 

w hich is potentially d isrup tive  and  m utually constituitive of gender narratives. 

This trend seems e sp ed a lly  problem atic, and perhaps even  ironic, given that it 

has taken shape w ithin , w h a t Alcoff has called, "the iden tity  crisis in feminist 

theory."55 The "crisis" o f w hich Alcoff speaks is the problem atizing  of the

53Jane Flax, D ispu ted  Subjeds: Essays on Psychoanalysis. Politics and 
Philosophy. (N ew  York: Routledge, 1993), p. 6.

54lbid.

55”C ultural Fem inism  versus Post-Structuralism: T he Identity  Crisis in 
Fem inist Theory," in  M icheline R. Malson, et. al., Fem inist T heory  in Practice and 
Process. (Chicago: U niversity  of Chicago Press, 1989), pp. 295-336.
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category "woman"; the questioning of Enlightenm ent concepts like reason, the 

hum anist subject, b inary  oppositions and  experience as foundational; and  the 

increasing em phasis on  language, discourse, and  deconstruction as constituting 

subjectivities. This type of fem inist scholarship prides itself on  theorizing "the 

other." It relics in  intense discussions w hich enunciates the politics of location, 

particularity, contestation, an d  counter-m odes of thinking and  d o in g .^  T hus, it 

seems paradoxical th a t such  ”discourse[s] are often exclusionary even as they  call 

attention to, [and] appropria te , the  experience of 'difference' and  'O therness..."^  

Higginbothom  sum s it up  best:

^ T h is  strain  of th inking in  feminist theorizing has become associated 
w ith postm odernism  or post-structuralism , despite the fact that there is very little 
agreem ent over the m eaning of the term, and that there exist a variety of post
m odern  "strategies," som e of w hich contradict o ther postm odern feminists. A 
representative reading of those w orks w ould include, Linda J. Nicholson, ed., 
Feminism / Postm odernism . (N ew  York: Routledge, 1990); Judith  Butler and  
Joan Scott, eds.. Feminists Theorize the PoliticaL (New York: Routledge, 1992); 
Jane Flax, Thinking Fragm ents: Psychoanalysis. Feminism, and  Postm odernism  
in the Contem porary W est. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990); Joan 
W. Scott, "Deconstructing Equality-Versus-Difference: Or, the Uses of 
Poststructuralist T heory for Feminism," in  M arianne H irsch & Evelyn Fox Keller, 
eds., Conflicts in Fem inism , (N ew  York: Routledge, 1990); Denise Riley, "Am I 
T hat Name?": Fem inism  and  the Category 'W omen' in History. Second Printing, 
(Minneapolis: University of M innesota Press, 1990); and  Judith  Butler, G ender 
Trouble: Feminism and  the Subversion of Identity. (New York: Routledge,
1990). For texts that discuss postm odem ity  and  postm odernism  in  general, see 
L inda Hutcheon, The Politics of Postm odernism . (New York: Routledge, 1989); 
Jean-Francois Lytoard. The Postm odern Condition: A Report on K now ledge, 
(Minneapolis: University of M innesota Press, 1988); Joseph N atoli and  Linda 
Hutcheon, eds., A Postm odern  Reader. (Albany: State University of N ew  York,
1993); Margaret A. Rose, The Post-m odern & the Post-industriaL (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990); and M adan Sarup, A n Introductory guide to 
Post-Structuralism an d  Postm odernism . (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 
1989).

^ b e ll  hooks, "Postm odern Blackness," in  Yearning: Race. Gender, and  
C ultural Politics, (Boston: South  End Press, 1990), pp. 23-31.
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Feminist scholars have m oved rapidly fo rw ard  to addressing 
theories of subjectivity, questions of difference, the construction of 
social relations as relations of power, the conceptual implications of 
binary oppositions such as male versus fem ale or equality versus 
difference—all issues defined w ith relevance to gender and w ith 
potential for intellectual and  social transform ations. 
N otw ithstanding a few  notable exceptions, th is new w ave has 
little  to sa y  about race. The general trend  has been to m ention 
black and  T hird  W orld feminists who first called attention to the 
glaring fallacies in essentialist analysis ...Beyond this recognition, 
however, w h ite  fem inist scholars pay hardly more than lip service 
to race as they continue to  analyze their ow n experience in ever 
more sophisticated form s  [emphasis added]

Hence, the question remains: w hat accounts for the (continued) absence 

of theorizing the specific nature and production of the A frican Am erican female 

subject in relation to race and  gender? In cases where race, class and  gendered 

have been noted as im portan t categories, how  have they been theorized? Are 

such theoretical articulations insightful? W hat is the nature  of the narrative that 

undergirds stories about "women's oppression," and how  does that story depend 

on the elision of race, an d  by extension, the (in)visibility of Black women?

Here, I want to suggest that the theoretical specificity on race and Black 

w om en w ithin contem porary feminist theory can be partially  explained by 

arguing that Black w om en occupy a subject-position that does not coincide w ith 

that of the category "woman." Since feminist theory, takes as its subject, 

"woman," and attem pts to problem atize and capture a set o f social relations 

betw een "men" and "women," feminist theory, as a discourse, m ust first define 

"woman." It is this defining process that has established all w om en as either the 

"same" or as "sharing commonalties," that prevents an analysis of the way in

^ E v e ly n  Brooks Higginbothom , "African-American W omen's H istory and  
the M etalanguage of Race," Signs 17 (W inter 1992), p. 251 & 252.
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w hich race d isrup ts such m onolithic conceptualizations. D espite the  cu rren t 

em phasis on "diversity," and  "difference" fem inist theorizing is still unab le  to 

provide the intellectual tools to do  any  th ing  other than re-create g ran d  theories 

about "all" wom en. Therefore, w hen  the question of race, or the specificity of 

Black w om en is raised as an indictm ent against the myopia of fem inist 

discourses, it is quickly de-radicalized, co-opted, and  re-articulated as "new" and 

inclusive of such issues. This strategy keeps in  place the stability or coherence of 

the category w om an o r  gender, by  differentiating women. The d ifferentiating  

process usually consists of noting that "different w om en exists" in  so m u ch  as 

"different w om en experience sexism  differently." However, sexism, as the 

prim ary  form of oppression, and  "gender" as a catgeory rem ains priv ileged  in  

this w ay of thinking. Part of the reason  for this is that the Black fem ale (body) is, 

as the ep igraph  at the beginning of this section states, "alien territory, otherness." 

In A m erican society, the black female body  has been invested w ith  various, often 

contradictory, sym bolic m eanings, and  fem inism  is as much invested in  those 

m eanings as is the larger society. The black female body has been, a n d  continues 

to be, as is illustrated by  the case of Lani Guinier, held up as a spectacle; seen 

both as the source and  em bodim ent of confusion, and chaos. Thus, in  the  eyes of 

contem porary cultural and  fem inist theory, the African Am erican w o m an  is, in  a 

w ord, inexplicable.

III. R eading  Lani G uin ier. O r "The-Black-W om an-(As)-Svm bol(ic)"

Let's face it. I am  a m arked  wom an, but not everybody know s m y 
name. "Peaches" and  "Brown Sugar," "Sapphire" and  E arth  
Mother," "Aunty," "Granny," or God's Holy Fool," a  "Miss Ebony 
First,"..."Black W om an a t the Podium ," or [Quota Q ueen]: I 
describe a locus of confounded identities, a m eeting g ro u n d  of 
investm ents and  privations in  the national treasury or rhetorical
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wealth. My country  needs me, and  if I w ere no t here, I would have 
to be invented."

 H ortense Spillers59

Symbols are used for or regarded  as representing som ething other than 

the sym bol itself. A lthough, connotatively speaking, the symbolic nature of an 

object is not suppose to have a literal translation, in  the case of A frican American 

w om en, this may very well be the case. N othing stands in  for the black female as 

is the case for most symbols. In a strange, aw kw ard m anipulation  of linguistic 

form  and  psychological projection, peculiar only to the "Am erican G ram m ar 

Book,"60 one might argue that the  black female is a sym bol that symbolizes 

herself. N ot only do Black w om en  serve as an icon of radical otherness and 

chaos, bu t this chaos is literally transferred from an  abstract, m etaphorical level 

to m aterial realm of the flesh and  body. As a result, the Black w om an does not 

only represent chaos, she is chaos.61 The case of Lani G uinier is illustrative of 

this point.

Lani Guinier is an  A frican A m erican law professor w ho w as nom inated by 

P resident Bill Clinton on  A pril 29,1993 to be the chief dvil-rights law yer in  the 

Justice Departm ent. W ith little forew arning, President C linton called a news 

conference on June 3,1993, in  w hich  he announced the w ithdraw al of Guinier as 

the nom inee for the Justice D epartm ent's position. C linton's w ithdraw al came on

59"Mama's Baby, Papa's Maybe," Diacritics. 1987.

60lbid.

6lThere is a difference betw een stating that the sym bolism  of an  object is 
that w hat it symbolizes versus sta ting  that the sym bolism  is m erely 
representative. In m ost cases, this distinction can be m ade. For example, the 
A m erican flag is believed to sym bolize "freedom," "equality," and "justice for all." 
H ow ever, it w ould be silly to argue that the flag itself—a peice of cloth—is 
freedom  and  equality. H ow ever, for Black wom en, this distinction is at best 
tenuous.
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the heels of acknowledging th a t he had not read  G uilder's academ ic writings, 

and  therefore, did not know  th a t her ideas w ere so "divisive."

The significance of this episode in C lintonian politics, is cannot fully be 

understood by the odd  fact that the President endorsed  a  nom inee without 

reading her scholarly works; neither can its significance be grasped solely w ithin 

the context of the political d ispu te  betw een C linton and  the Congressional Black 

Caucus. Rather, the significance of the Lani G uinier w ithdraw al is to be found 

w ithin  the discursive form ation of the debate itself.

For the purposes at hand, it should be disregarded, at least momentarily, 

that Guinier d id not get the opportunity  to defend her view s before the Senate 

Judiciary Committee, as d id  Zoe Baird, an earlier female nom inee for the position 

of A ttorney G e n e r a l . ^  The lack of support C linton displayed tow ard  Guinier 

once attacked by both Dem ocrats and  Republicans, should  also be tem porarily 

overlooked. Instead, the focus of the Lani G uinier w ithdraw al m ust be on the 

discursive construction of Guinier. The m anner in  w hich G uinier was constructed 

in the m edia and by political p und its and C ongressm en, illum inates how Black 

w om en are perceived to be the incom prehensible, unknow n O ther. When 

com pared to the Zoe Baird and  Kimba Woods nom inations, the implications are 

m ore discernible.

Zoe Baird a n d  the G ender Trap: A W om an's W ork is N ever Done

In December of 1992, President Bill C linton nom inated Zoe Baird to 

become the first w om an A ttorney General of the U nited States. Baird's

62Guinier talked about the politics of her nom ination a t a  lecture given at 
Rutgers University on Decem ber 9,1993. See also, "Lani G uilder's Day in Court," 
The N ew  York Times M agazine. (February 27 ,1994 /Section 6): 38-44, & 54-55, & 
66; and  her book, The Tyranny of the Majority, op. d t.
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credentials were impressive, including a senior level position as an attorney at 

A etna Life and Casualty in  Hartford, Connecticut. It w asn 't until January 14,

1993 w hen the N ew  York Tim es broke the story concerning Baird's hiring of 

"illegal aliens," that she became a controversial figure.63 Baird and her husband, 

Paul D. Gewirtz, a Yale University law  professor, h ired  a live-in Peruvian couple 

as their baby-sitter and  driver in  the sum m er of 1990. Technically, this was in 

direct violation of the 1986 Simpson-M azzoli Im m igration Law, which m akes it 

illegal to "knowingly" em ploy undocum ented workers. A t first, Baird's 

seem ingly blatant disregard for the law was not problem atic for the Clinton 

adm inistration or the Senate Judiciary Committee, the body that confirms all 

presidential appointees. Clinton continued to suppo rt Baird early on, stating th a t 

she had done nothing illegal given that she was sponsoring the woman's 

citizenship application. Likewise, Senator O rrin  H atch, the ranking Republican 

m em ber of the Senate Judiciary committee supported  Baird arguing that her 

evasion of the law  was "no big deal. "64 Hatch's position was that

No one is above the law, bu t people m ake honest mistakes, and th a t 
[i.e., hiring undocum ented workers] shou ld  not deprive [Zoe Baird] 
from  serving her country. She is a very fine person who has the 
qualifications to be Attorney G e n e r a l . ^

63David Johnston, "Clinton's Choice for Justice D epartm ent H ired Illegal 
Aliens for Household," N ew  York Times. January 14,1993, A 1 and A20.

^ Q u o te d  in Clifford Krauss, "A Top GOP Senator Backs Nominees in a 
Storm ,” New  York Times. January 16,1993, p. A.7.

65 Ibid.
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Baird never denied hiring the Peruvian couple and  even pa id  fines and  

unpaid  Social Security taxes before her confirm ation hearings began.66 After 

only tw o days of Senate hearings, Baird subm itted  a letter to the President 

w ithdraw ing  her nom ination as A ttorney General.67 Soon thereafter, President 

C linton nom inated  another wom an, Federal D istrict Judge Kimba W ood, for the 

A ttorney G eneral position. After reluctantly adm itting  that she too h a d  a "Zoe 

Baird problem ," Judge Wood also w ithdrew  h e r nam e as Attorney G eneral 

nom inee. Despite the  fact that W ood d id  n o t b reak  any  laws related to the hiring 

of undocum ented  workers, the fury spaw ned  by Zoe Baird's actions m ade the 

issue one of political importance. For Bill C linton, the issue was one of political 

savvy and  setting the tone for his then em bryonic presidency. For o thers, the 

"Zoe Baird problem " represented som ething entirely  different.

It is the interpretation of the "Zoe B aird problem " that is of relevance here, 

rather than  the facts chronicling her appearance and  disappearance onto the 

political stage. The popular rhetoric that characterized the content of the 

discussion a round  Zoe Baird and  w hat her "problem" means, priv ileged certain 

questions and  repressed  others. The debate p roduced  its ow n set of priorities 

and  questions, that were and are reflective of m ore broader questions in  politics, 

especially fem inist politics.

66ciifford  Krauss, "Nominee Pays Fine for H iring  Illegal Aliens," N ew  
York Times. January  17,1993, Section E, p. 22.

67see, P resident Bill Clinton, "Statem ent on  the W ithdraw al of the 
N om ination of Zoe Baird to be A ttorney General." W eekly Com pilation of 
Presidential D ocum ents. 29 (January 25,1993): 57-91; and  "Letter A ccepting Zoe 
Baird's W ithdraw al as a Nominee to Be A ttorney  General," ibid. See also, Felicity 
Barringer, "Clinton Cancels Baird N om ination for Justice D epartm ent, N ew  York 
Times. January 22,1993, p. A1 and  A14.
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In general, there are two cam ps, w ith  varying strains, th a t form ed the 

content of the  Baird debates. The first cam p, representing those w ho were 

against Baird’s confirmation, cited Clinton's promise to change the  governm ent 

by setting higher ethical standard. M oreover, they believed th a t if confirmed, 

Baird's position w ould  represent a double-standard. For all purposes, Zoe 

Baird's confirm ation would create one standard  for ordinary  citizens and  one 

s tandard  for public officials. In fact, ”[i]t w ould  be potentially em barrassing for 

the country's top law  enforcem ent officer, w ho as A ttorney general w ould 

supervise the Im m igration and  N aturalization  Service," to  have broken that

la w .6 8

The focus on Baird's dism issal of the law, also raised class issues. 

N ew spaper accounts reported that senators' offices were flooded w ith  phone 

calls and  letters criticizing Baird's actions. ”[C]ritidsms cam e from  both  m en and 

w om en, especially working class w om en w ho noted that they  h ad  to pursue their 

jobs w ithout the opportunity  to hire illegal labor that Ms. Baird 's m uch  higher 

income had given her."69 "The anger across the country h a d  com e in  varied 

tones, like a m usical chord. The dom inan t note was one of class, of resentm ent 

over w hat seem ed like a double-standard  that favored the rich."70 A t a more 

visceral level, there was som e adm onition  that Zoe Baird w as "just being greedy"

^ Jo h n sto n , New York Times, op, d t., A  20.

^ C liffo rd  Kraus, "Baird A pologizes to the Senate Panel for Illegal Hiring," 
N ew  York Times. January 20,1993, A  16.

^ F e lid ty  Barringer, "Clinton Cancels Baird N om ination for Justice 
D epartm ent: M uch Outrage, Little Sym pathy on Main Stree," N ew  York Times 
January 22,1993, A l, and A14.
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and not pay ing  her workers a decent salary w hatever their legal status.71 

Similarly, D iane Rehm  was quoted as say ing  that "[t]here were also feelings that 

this was a so-called 'yuppie crime.’ That people in  positions of pow er and  money 

were feeling they could do whatever they  w anted , and  to hell w ith  the rest of the

country. "72

By highlighting the class issue, the  issue becam e one of either the 

"ordinary citizen" against the "big, corrup t governm ent" or "the rich," em bodied 

in  Zoe Baird's actions, versus those w ho could  n o t afford live-in help. Those who 

took this position were usually against Baird's confirmation.

The second set of argum ents actually represent a response to those that 

em phasized the class dimensions of the public outcry. This group m aintained 

that the question w as one of gender, not class, and  that Baird was being harassed 

because she w as a wom an. Moreover, the argum ent goes, her actions represent 

those of any m other and should not be the basis of denying her public service.

For this group, the child-care issue w as (and is) still yet another strategy to keep 

w om en out of high-profile, government.

N ot surprisingly, feminists seized the opportun ity  to explain w hat Baird 

m eant w hen she told the Senate Judiciary Com m ittee that she "was forced into 

this dilem m a to care for [her] child."73 Som e thought it no coincidence that the 

first w om an chosen to be Attorney G eneral "was caught w ith her child-care

7 lT he couple was paid 2,000 per m onth  plus room  and board. Baird and 
her husband earned $660,345.00 in 1992. C ited in "Baird's N om ination for 
A ttorney General W ithdrawn," Facts on File. January 28,1993.

72pelidty Barringer, op. d t., p. A14.

73ciifford Krauss, New York Tim es. January 16,1993, A 16.
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d o w n . O thers argued  that the issue could not possibly  be a class issue 

because the "supposedly class-conscious Am erican public” didn 't rail against the 

other rich m em bers of Clinton's adm inistration.76 Consequently, as K atha 

Pollitt explains, "it w as gender that d id  in Ms. Baird. N oth ing  but gender 

explains w hy the public—including the female public—visited w rath on  Ms. 

Baird."76

W hat precisely do these commentators m ean w h en  they say that "it w as 

gender that d id  in  Ms. Baird?" At one level, it m eans tha t Baird was targeted  

because she w as a w om an. Disregarding the fact th a t a t least two other w om en 

had  already been confirm ed to serve in Clinton's cabinet, the  feminists w ho took 

to the OP-ED pages of the N ew  York Times and  the W ashington Post, a rgued  

that Baird w as deliberately asked questions about h e r  fam ily and children 

because of her gender. They noted that "...no one o n  the Judiciary Com m ittee 

asked any of C linton’s m ale nominees who cleaned their houses or m inded  their 

children [because] [t]hat's the little wom an's departm ent."77 By refusing to ask 

all the nom inees personal questions, this came to be seen a t obvious gender bias.

At another related level, gender as the explanation of Baird's rejection, was 

seen as perpetuating  the idea that wom en are natu ra l su itors of child-care. It 

kept w om en and  m om s unabashedly linked. It sent the message that it is the 

wom an's job— and only the woman's job— to take care of the  children and  o ther

74A nna Q uindlen, "The Sins of Zoe Baird," OP-ED in  the New York Times, 
January 20,1993, A 23.

76See Katha Pollitt, Just Ask Zoe," The N ation. February 15,1993, p. 185 
and 199.

76Ibid., 185.

77lbid.
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dom estic duties. This assum ption  was reinforced w hen  Baird claim ed that it was 

her husband w ho had been  responsible for hiring the undocum ented  couple that 

w orked for them. A t th is assertion, a burst of laughter rang  out in  the Senate 

cham bers, indicating tha t it is no t easy for w om en to place the blam e on their 

husbands w hen the issue is dom estically oriented. O n the o ther hand, m en are 

able to blame their w ives for m ishaps in  the household, because the private 

sphere is their socially acceptable dom ain. For exam ple,

[t]wenty years ago, it was learned that the then-D eputy  Attorney 
General, W illiam  Ruckelshaus, had an  alien  w om an w ith  an 
im proper visa w orking in  his home. The arrangem ent was 
a ttributed  to his wife, fill, an d  the story quickly d ied  d o w n . 7 8

M any of the w riters w ho analyzed Baird's nom ination  from  a gendered 

perspective, noted that the age-old link betw een w om en and  childcare was m ade 

clear in Baird's ow n testim ony. It was Baird, they insisted, w ho pointed out that 

she "was acting at that tim e [i.e., at the tim e of hiring the  undocum ented 

workers] really more as a  m other than as som eone w ho w ould  be sitting here 

designated to be A ttorney G e n e r a l .  " 7 9  The "chasm betw een  w hat is expected as 

a m om  and w hat is dem anded  as a p ro fessional"^  resonated w ith  quite a few 

feminists who w ent to ab su rd  lengths to defend Zoe Baird. Some argued that 

breaking the Sim pson-M azolli law  was comm onplace an d  that she should not be 

the one targeted for a m uch-viola ted act. 'T rue, w hat Baird and  Gewirtz d id  

w as illegal," Pollitt acknow ledges, "[b]ut the great secret of the Am erican life is

78Anthony Lewis, "It's G ender Stupid," OP-ED in  the N ew  York Times. 
February 8,1993, A17.

79Anna Q uindlen, January 20,1993, op. tit.

SOlbid.,
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that alm ost everyone breaks the law ."81 Paupuso Molina, D irector o f the 

University of Iowa's W omen's Resource Action Center w as quoted  as saying, "I'm 

sure hundreds of thousands of 'regular' citizens end  up  em ploying 

undocum ented immigrants. She w asn 't so out of line. It's som ething m any 

m iddle and upper-class citizens d o . "82 still others discussed the design  of the 

bill, arguing that its creators never in tended  to actually enforce violators, 

especially homemakers. They a rg u ed  that "[i]n practice, the im m igration service 

rarely prosecutes people who em ploy illegal aliens in  their h o m e s . "83

Such justifications of Baird's actions w ere m ade because of the unm asked  

connections that were m ade betw een  her gender and  her expected social role in  

the private sphere. Hence, it is no w o n d er that Zoe Baird (and Kimba W ood) 

became symbols of the feminist struggle. As M ary Frances Berry p u t it,

W om en [were] right to feel frustrated  and  astounded that 
Zoe Baird and  K im ba W ood...should w ithdraw  over m atters 
related to child care. T hey are justifiably angry w ith  talk  
shows, the President, an d  the Senate, but there is a deeper 
issue here: the trad ition  of 'm othercare' for children. The 
nom inations ran  into difficulty because w om en still accept 
principal responsibility for child c a r e . 8 4

To reveal the sexist assum ptions underly ing  both  Baird's and  W ood's 

w ithdraw al, was an opportunity  to b reak  the connection associated w ith  gender 

and  the public/ private split. The rhetoric surrounding  the debate took to task

8 lThe Nation, op. cit., 199.

82Barringer, New York Tim es. January 22,1993, op. d t.

83see David Johnston, op. d t . ,  p. 4, and  Jeffrey Rosen, "Race, Im m igration, 
and  Nannies: Good Help," The N ew  Republic. February 15,1993,12-15.

84”The Father's Hour," Op-ED in  the N ew  York Times. February 10,1993,
A23.
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beliefs about housew ork, w om en an d  their natural role. Feminists have long 

since understood the link and  have defined it in these term s:

A  housew ife  is a w om an: A housewife does 
housework...The synthesis of 'house' and  'w ife' in a single 
term  establishes the connections betw een w om anhood, 
m arriage, and  the dw elling place of fam ily groups. The role 
of the housewife is a  fam ily role: i t  is a  fem in ine  role. Yet it 
is also a w ork  role. A  housew ife is 'th e  person , o ther th an  a 
dom estic servant, w ho  is responsible fo r m ost of the  
househo ld  duties (or fo r supervising a  dom estic servan t 
w ho carries ou t these  duties)"' [em phasis added].85

Thus, "gender” and  "gender roles" became key concepts in  the Zoe Baird 

debates. The point was to highlight the connections tha t are m ade betw een 

w om en and the role they are expected to play as housewife and m other. As a 

result, "women's subordination" and  "sexism" were the privileged categories. 

Certainly, in  this case, there

was indeed an issue of gender, and that in  m any significant ways 
Baird was unfairly treated  because she w as a w om an, [but] to 
articulate it solely in  those terms and no t to articulate the 
underlying class, and  to some extent race issues, perpetuates the 
idea that these issues come in separate identifiable packages. It also 
m ight perpetuate the notion among m any people w ho do not 
identify w ith  feminist theory, feminist politics, or fem inist 
discourse, that it is prim arily concerned abou t one particular elite 
group of w o m e n .^

Because the debate took as its point of departure "women" and  their 

assum ed or natural roles as m other and  child-care providers, it overlooked the 

racial constitution of those gender roles. For example, the definition provided by

S^AnnO akley, W om an's W ork, op. dt., 1.

S^Kimberle C renshaw  W illiams, Lecture given a t Rutgers University, 
February 25,1993. Transcribed from  audio cassette w hich  is available from  the 
Institu te for Research on  W omen, 27 Clifton Avenue, N ew  Brunswick, NJ 08903.
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Ann Oakley above, associates the role of wife and  m otherhood w ith  femininity. 

"A housewife is a woman," she claims, and it is "a feminine role." If we can 

define fem ininity as a  certain "virginal innocence," an  "exquisite aesthetic,” and  

the "principle [that] is com posed of vulnerability, the need for protection, the 

formalities of compliance and...an appeal of dependence,"87 then we know  from  

history that by  definition Black w om en are excluded both  from  the category 

"woman" and  "feminine." M oreover, Oakley's definition vmwittingly clarifies the 

h idden race and  class assum ptions em bedded w ith in  the universal notion of 

"gender issues." The definition she uses distinguishes betw een the "housewife" 

and "a dom estic servant," i.e., the person  supervised by the housewife. This 

distinction necessarily  implies an  unequal social relationship, which m akes the 

concept of housew ife and gender subordination less universal, and  thus less 

applicable. In  addition, given that historically, dom estic workers have been 

composed m ostly of African A m erican women, the distinction challenges the  

very notion of a sole gender issue.

These unarticulated aspects w ere repressed in  the Zoe Baird debate 

precisely because gender was the privileged category. The "unacknow ledged 

subtext of the Baird hearings concern race, not law  [or gender], and  it 

th reatened] to confuse the debate about im m igration policy"88 and to d isrup t 

feminist identity  politics. The racial subtext(s) of the Zoe Baird debate fell into at 

least three categories: (1) Im m igration Policy; (2) Em ploym ent Discrimination; 

and (3) Dom estic Work.

8?Susan Brownmiller, Femininity. (London: Grafton Books, 1984), 4 & 5. 

88Jeffrey Rosen, "Race, Im m igration, and  Nannies: Good Help," op. cit.,
12.
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The first category concerned im m igration policy itself an d  the 

e thnocentritism  d isp layed  by  ’legally" allow ing certain  groups into the United 

States, w hile rejecting thers. The second category consists of those forms of 

em ploym ent d iscrim ination against undocum ented  w orkers and  Am erican 

citizens of color. T he th ird  category, w hich was no t raised  in  any public m anner, 

focuses on  w ho  actually perform s dom estic work. I discuss these three 

com ponents of the h id d en  racial subtext of the Z oe Baird nom ination at length 

elsewhere.* T he significant points here are: (1) Zoe Baird, and  by extension 

Kimba W ood, received overw hem ling public su p p o rt "as women" from w om en; 

(2) Because o f this, they becam e symbols of "w om an's plight" by serving as living 

examples of the  double standard  placed on w om en; an d  (3) their bungled 

nom inations p roduced  a national debate on  w om en in  the public sphere, 

im m igration law s, an d  childcare. Of greater significance is that the interpretation 

of Baird's an d  W ood's nom ination as symbolic of "w om an's lot" d id  not transfer 

to the case of Lani Guinier. In fact, Guilder's gender w as never linked to her 

nom ination, o r to the  m anner in  which she was constructed. The reason for the 

absence of com m entary  on G uilder's political and  social position as a w om an 

stems from  the fact tha t G uinier is an African A m erican w om an. This is no t to 

suggest tha t G uin ier w as "discrim inated against" o r th a t the silence on her 

poiiticaposition constitutes racism. Rather, the p o in t is that this silence can be, in 

part, contributed  to the  perception and the production  of the African A m erican 

female (body) as hopelessly incom prehensible, chaotic, and  unreadable. In  the 

final analysis G uinier, like the Black Female Subject, is really "not like w om en at 

all."89

^ F a r re d  G rant, " 'N ot Like W omen at All': Black Female Subjectivity in 
Lauretta N gcobo's A nd They D idn't D ie ," G enders 9 (Spring 1993):
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Lani G uin ier: 'N o t Like [a] W om [a]n A t A ll'

Unlike the Zoe Baird and Kimba W ood nominations, in  w hich  both  

w om en w ere perceived as representing the p ligh t of professional, w orking  

m others thereby, raising issues of childcare, the  public / private split, an d  even 

the na tu re  and  efficacy imm igration laws, the Lani Guinier nom ination  produced 

little substantive debate on  issues like reapportionm ent, the erosion of civil-rights 

laws, the  political em pow erm ent of m inorities, o r the failure of the V oting Rights 

Act. The m ost striking feature of the Lani G uinier episode w as that it tended  to 

focus on  personal features of Guinier. Instead of focusing on  issues, the  debate 

su rround ing  Lani G uinier focused on Guinier— the person— including  images of 

the body, physical features, and even psychological attitude. N one of these 

elem ents characterized the Zoe Baird controversy, and  none p rom p ted  a national 

discussion on  race or racism  or the position of Black women in  society.

G iven this, one can read the Lani G uinier controversy as being unique to 

Black w om en. The statem ent most illustrative of this fact is the w ell-publicized 

characterization of G uinier in a popular news m agazing. The opening  sentence 

from  an  article on G uinier in  the June 7,1993 issue of the U.S. N ew s an d  W orld 

R eport read: "Strange nam e, strange hair, strange writings— she's h isto ry ."90 

The Congressm an that uttered this characterization perhaps w ould  have w anted 

us to translate this statem ent into a p ronouncem ent of the political defeat of 

G uinier as a Justice Departm ent nominee. In this sense, "she's history" is 

in terpreted  as "she's no longer a viable nominee;" "she's out of the picture;" or 

"she's unable to w in  needed support for confirmation." However, there  seem s to 

be a double m eaning to the Congressman's characterization of G uinier, and  part 

of tha t m eaning can be found between the letters ”e" and "s" in  the contracted

^^D onald Baer, "The Trials of Lani Guinier," U.S. News & W orld  Report. 
June 7,1993,38.
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w ord "she's." The om itted letter, ”i", w hich is replaced in  the w ord by an 

apostrophe, is the gram m atical elision that allow s for one to read the "she’s 

history" phrase  as "no longer in the picture.” Since, this reading leaves one 

w ondering  w hat Guilder's name or hair has to do w ith  her nom ination as chief 

dvil-rights attorney, the om itted "i" seems to be the only logical w ay of bridging 

the physical o r bodily  interjections of G uin ier to the claim  that she is politically 

defeated as a  nom inee. By replacing the "i" in  the contracted w ord  "she’s", the 

statem ent w ou ld  read: "Strange name, strange hair, strange writings—she is  

history." W ith this re-reading, one is able to connect the Congressm an's 

invocations of Guilder's hair and  nam e to G uinier as a  "black woman," and  the 

position that Black w om en have occupied in  w hat H ortense Spillers calls the 

sym bolic o rder of nam ing. Spillers argues that Black w om en exist in a "paradox 

of non-being" w hich is the product of the inability of language to name and  

describe the  Black wom an. For Spillers, th is inability

...originates in the historical m om ent at w hich language ceases to 
speak, the historical m om ent a t w hich hierarchies of pow er (even 
the ones to w hich some w om en  belong) sim ply run  out of term s 
because the em pow ered m eets in  the b lack female the veritable 
nem esis of degree and  differences. [Thus], having encountered [in 
the black female] what... [is] understood  as chaos, the em pow ered  
n eed  not nam e further since  chaos is su ffic ien t nam ing w ith in  
itself.[em phasis added]91

In  o ther w ords, the Black female— in  all of her bodily characteristics—has 

historically served as the structuring sym bol of difference and  chaos. N ote for 

example, the Congressm an's repeated use  of the w ord  "strange" in the statem ent 

"strange nam e, strange hair, strange w riting." The repeated  characterization of 

G uinier as "strange" functions as a signifier in  w hich G uinier—as a black w om an-

H ortense Spillers, "Interstices: A  Small D ram a of Words," from Carole 
Vance, ed., Pleasure and Danger. (New York: Routledge, 1984).
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—is figured as unreadable and indecipherable. Not only is the Representative 

distracted by the im possible pronunciation and spelling of G uilder's last name, 

bu t he is confounded by th e  strangeness i.e., the physicality of her hair, w hich of 

course, is an extension of her visible blackness. The "strangeness” of Guilder's 

writings follow only as a resu lt of the strangeness of the person, or more 

precisely, the chaos th a t p roduced  those writings. For im plicit in  the 

Congressm an's com m ents is the understanding that he sim ply  cannot "figure 

out" or decipher Guinier, or her w ritings— they are to him , like Guinier herself, 

too "strange" and too different. Thus, the indecipherability or m is-reading of 

Guilder's writings signify  the indecipherability or m is-reading of Guinier, (read 

here as the Black w om an).

The hair as a sigrdfier of blackness and  representive of the "inner psyche” 

m ust be embraced as an  im portant concept in the G uinier nom ination. In a 

caricature featured in  th e  N ew  Republic (see Figure 4.1), d raw ing  artist Vint 

Lawrence visually represents Guilder's hair as so uncontrollable, as so terribly 

excessive and unyielding, that it virtually exceeds the fram e that outlines the 

draw ing. The im portance of the visual representation of (black) hair can not be 

overstated for it signifies, as it d id  during  the Black Pow er M ovem ent of the 

1960’s, that which is m o st clearly "black." Unlike the "Black is beautiful" 

aesthetic, sym bolized b y  the hairstyle know n as the "afro", the image of Guinier’s 

hair operates as all that is  "wrong" w ith blackness. In an  earlier draw ing  of 

another Black w om an, N obel Prize recipient Toni M orrison, V int Lawrence 

shapes the hair in such  a  way that it literally "jumps ou t a t you!" (See Figure 4.1). 

In the draw ing of M orrison, she is literally caricatured as the Black M edusa, and 

considering that the d raw ing  strategically accompanies an  article entitled "Aunt 

Medea" in which M orrison  is described as the "literary conjure woman," it seems
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Figure 4.1 Lani Guinier and Toni Morrison

a

Caricature of Lani Guinier by Vint Lawrence 
The Now Republic, June 14,1993

Used With Permission.

Caricature of Toni Morrison by Vint Lawrence 
The New Republic, October 19,1987
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m ore th an  obvious tha t the  Black wom an's ha ir is at least one w ay of signifying 

her p resum ed  insanity.92

In  recounting the reference to her hair as strange, Lani G uinier wrote, "I 

endu red  the personal hum ilation  of being vilified as the ’m adw om an ' w ith the 

strange nam e, strange ha ir—you know  w hat th a t m eans— [someone] with 

strange i d e a s . "93 As Sullivan and  Turner po in t out, "few m ale political figures 

receive m edia  attention on  their hair styles," b u t a  strictly gendered  analysis can 

no t account for w hy w hite  w om en do not receive m edia a tten tion  on  their 

hairstyles as well. Because hair, along w ith sk in  color, is one of the m ost visible 

signifiers of race, its significance in the construction of Black w om en's intellectual 

ability an d  political com m itm ents cannot be underestim ated . "The comment 

's tra n g e ,'" for example, "encodes associations of 'out-of-place,' prom pting the 

notion that people w ith  kinky, African hair do no t belong on  the public stage 

assum ing positions of p o w e r . " 9 4

92For a  discussion o n  the social and cu ltu ral m eanigs of African American 
hair, see Paulette Caldw ell, "A H air Piece: Perspectives on  the Intersections of 
Race and  Gender," in  A drien  Katherine Wing, ed., Critical Race Feminism: A 
Reader. (N ew  York: N ew  York University Press, 1997); D eborah  Grayson, "Is it 
Fake?: Black W omen's H air as Spectacle and Spec(tac)ular," C am era Obscura No. 
36 (Septem ber 1995): 13-30; bell hooks, "Straightening O ur Hair," Zeta Magazine 
(Septem ber 1988): 33-37; Kobena Mercer, "Black H air/S ty le  Politics," in  Russell 
Ferguson, et. al., eds., O u t There: M arginalization and C ontem porary  Cultures. 
op d t., N oliw e M. Rooks, H air Raising: Beauty. C ulture, and  African American 
W omen. (N ew  Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1996); Kathy Russell, 
Midge W ilson, and  Ronal Hall, 'H air: The S traight and  N appy  of it All," in The 
Color Com plex, (New York: A nchor Books, 1992);

93"Lani G u in ier T he M aking of a Cause Celebre," Crisis 100 (August- 
Septem ber 1993): 23-26.

94 p a trid a  A. Sullivan and  Lynn H. T urner. From  M argins to the Center: 
C ontem porary  W omen and  Political Com m unication, op. d t., 55.
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O ther constructions of G uinier that appeared in  national magazines and  

new spapers included im ages of G uinier as "radical," "racist" and  even "insane." 

A gain, the focus is o n  the person(al), in this case Guilder's a ttitude or 

psychological disposition. For exam ple, Ray Kerrison authored a com m entary in  

the  N ew  York Post in  w hich he referred to G uinier as "Loonie Lani." Kerrison 

w arns readers to ignore Guilder's articulate speech, conservative dress, and 

educational credentials. "In a w ord," Kerrison writes, "Lani G uinier may appear 

to be learned, presentable and articulate, bu t a t heart she is a crackpot." In 

addition, as Sullivan an d  T urner note, odd  comparisons were m ade of G uinier to 

A nita Hill and  Taw ana Brawley (a fifteen year o ld Black girls w ho accused two 

N ew  York City police officers of rape) w ith  the explicit characterization that each 

w ere "loony, out-of-control black w om en crazed by the repeated spum ings of 

m en they just couldn't let go of. "95 The editor of a local new spaper in Guinier's 

hom etow n dubbed her as a "mad wom an" and  Ben W attenberg crafted 

sensationlistic puns in  w hich G uinier became the "Vicar of Victimization," and  

the Czarina of Czeparatism."

Perhaps the m osto notorious of the nam es given to Guinier was "quota 

queen," a label that, not surprisingly, sounds like its close relative the "welfare 

queen," which is a coded and  negative term  for "black w om en on welfare." 

A ppearing in  the Wall Street Toum affi only one day after C linton announced 

G uinier as the nominee, the "Quota Queen" label effectively collapsed the 

complex issues of affirmative action, welfare, and  voting rights legislation into a 

single phrase and then m apped  it onto the body of Lani Guinier. The connection 

betw een the labels "quota queen" and  "welfare queen" is not m erely cerebral.

95lbid., 59.

96ciin t Bolick, "Clinton's Q uota Queens." The Wall Street Toumai A pril 
30,1993, Section A., p. 2, col. 4
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N ew sw eek published  in article in May of 1993 in w hich it crow ned G uinier as the 

"Quota Queen", an d  by quoting one of her former colleagues, suggested that 

Guinier was "trying to fatten the welfare state." Com m enting on  the connections 

being m ade betw een quota queen and  welfare queen, Guinier rem arked, "[a]s if, 

conviently enough, as a black wom an, I w asn’t a welfare queen, so I m ust be a 

quota queen. "97

Some political observers argued  that Guinier w as perceived as a welfare 

queen and thus trea ted  accordingly, especially by Bill Clinton. O n  the day that 

Clinton w ithdrew  Guilder's nom ination, he waited, literally un til m inutes before 

the press conference, to call Guinier to inform  her of his decision, despite  the fact 

that he had m et w ith  her earlier that evening.^® After the press conference, it 

was reported that

C linton sat dow n at a lavish dinner party  in the W hite House and 
told h is guests...! just love her [i.e., Lani Guinier]....If she called me 
an d  to ld  me she needed $5,000, I’d take it from  my account and 
send it to her no questions asked.' As one observer rem arked, 'he 
w as treating her like a welfare queen—read Q uota Q ueen—looking 
for a handout. [His statem ent] had  the instant effect of putting her

9?it is w orth  noting that since the Reagan adm inistration, the w ord  'queen' 
has been negatively attached to Black w om en in three different areas: (a) 
politically, (b) econom ically, (3) sexually. Politically, the w ord  queen  has been 
attached to "quotas" (Lani Guinier), economically to welfare recipients (which in  
the public im agination connotes Black women), and  sexually to condom  
distribution and  sex education in public schools (Joycelyn Elders). Pinderhughes 
attributes her observation of a sim ilar use of the w ord  "queen" to W ade 
H enderson. See P inderhughes, op. d t., 27.

98N ew spaper accounts reveal that Clinton drafted a press release on  
Guilder's nom ination on  the m orning of June 3,1993. Thus, at the tim e of the 
6:00 m eeting w ith  G uinier, C linton had  already m ade a dedsion  and  that meeting 
w ould not have a ffed ed  it.
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[i.e., Guinier] in  a  subservient position  an d  him  in  a position of
great generosity  .'99

One m ust keep in  m ind  tha t the image o f the Q uota /  W elfare Queen, the 

reading of G uinier as "radical", "dangerous" "looney," and  "mad," were all said to 

have emerged from  G uinier's writings; that it w as sh e  who had  m ade herself 

look "radical" and  "dangerous" no t the political pund its . After G uinier published 

her book, The T rvannv of the Majority, one journalist decided to take a "second 

look at Lani Guinier" in  w hich, not surprisingly, G uinier looked exactly as she 

had  in  the "first look".100 Leo paints Guinier as a vascillating ideologue and a 

sloppy academic. He describes her writings as "convoluted" so th a t one has "to 

struggle to pu t her ideas in  p la in  English...even for an  academic." Furtherm ore, 

Leo adds, G uinier as som eone w ho is "hard to p in  dow n" prim arily because 

"[she] has a real problem  w ith  clarity and directness." In  addition, Leo continues, 

Guinier insists upon  advocating  "exotic rem edies" based  upon a d istorted 

understanding of race in  electoral politics. "'Exotic' is, as T urner an d  Sullivan 

note, "an unusual w ord  choice for someone's legal view s w ith  its connotations of 

primitivism, nativeness, a n d  sexuality. [Afterall], it is the sam e w o rd  that was 

used to describe the perfom er Josephine Baker, an  A frican A m erican wom an 

know n for her sexually explicit dances."1^1

In this sense, Leo's characterization of G uinier's proposals for change as 

"exotic" is m erely an extension of the Black W om an’s sym bolic position. The

^ K a re n  Branan, "Lani Guinier: The A natom y of a Betrayal," M s., op. d t.,
57.

lOOjohn Leo, "A Second Look at Lani Guinier," U.S. News & W orld 
Report. March 14,1994,19.

lO lpatricia A. Sullivan an d  Lynn H. T urner, From  M argins to the Center: 
Contem porary W om en an d  Political Com m unication, op. d t., 59.
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"strangeness" of G uin ier’s hair, the im age of q u o ta / welfare queen, and  the 

references to G uinier's volatile nature  and  psychological instability, all seem  to 

rely upon the black female body as excessive and  therefore inexplicable.

Guinier's w ritings are "convoluted" and  "exotic" because they issue from  the 

body constructed, preceived and  accepted as such. Again, Spillers has argued  

that the black fem ale (body) is the

princip le  point of passage betw een  the hum an and  the non-hum an 
world...[t]he focus of a ...[range of] difference[s]—visual, 
psychological, and  ontological— ...by w hich the dom inant male 
decides the distinction betw een hum anity  and the ’o t h e r . ' 1^2

If in fact "the black female, [as] the veritable nemesis of degree and 

differences, [is] understood  as chaos," then  w e can re-read and re-w rite the 

Congressm an's proclam ation "she's history" into "she is history," m eaning that 

Guinier represents the repertoire of conflicting and  confounding identities tha t 

have historically sym bolized and  continues to inform  the Black W oman's subject- 

position. Even G uin ier d id  not fully realize the connotations of the 

Congressm an's consignm ent of her to the annals of "history" in  w riting the 

following:

A ccording to one Dem ocratic staffer (quoted anonym ously in U.S. 
N ew s and  W orld Report), I w as 'history' because I had  a 'strange 
nam e, strange hair and  strange w ritings. Likewise, civil rights 
issues have been consigned to a sim ilar fate: issues of race and 
racism  are 'history'; they once w ere im portant, bu t unless we w an t 
to be know n as race-obsessed, w e are no longer to discuss race in  
polite conversation or law  review  articles.

lO^Hortense spillers, "Interstices," op. cit., 76.

103QuOted  In "Lani Guinier: The M aking of a Cause Celebre," Crisis, op.
cit.
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As history, the sym bolic charatcter of the Black W oman is not sim ply a 

"forgotten part of the  past,” or an antiquated relic o f a bygone era. Rather, she is 

the past; that which prov ides both the substance an d  the reason for the future. 

She is "the principle po in t of passage betw een the hum an and non-hum an 

world"; the dark, m ysterious soil w ithin  w hich "humanity" and "civilization" 

w ould anchor its roots. She is the legitim ating g round  for (white) purity, 

m orality and virginal innocence. 104 ^  short, the Black W oman is unknow n an d  

unfam iliar territory.

The idea that Black w om en see them selves in (the dem onization of) Lani 

Guinier is illustrated by the historic m eeting of Black wom en academ icians in  

January 1994. As the first keynote speaker of a conference, appropriately titled, 

"Black W omen in the Academ y: D efending O u r Nam e: 1894-1994," Guinier 

spoke ardently about how  the "repressive construction of black w om en as social 

pathogens...sanction the  tyranny and  inequalities of the social order."105 The 

first question directed a t Guinier began w ith the assertion ," 'You are me an d  I am  

you'."106 That Black w om en recognized them selves in  Guinier suggests that the 

images produced by G uinier's nom ination re-constructed and reinforced the 

Black wom an as, not ju st "other," bu t as the "radical other." Guinier, in  all of her 

"strangeness" m erely became to em bodim ent of this Otherness. Thus, the 

references to and im ages of Guinier's "physicalness" can only be explained by her 

social and  symbolic position  as a Black wom an.

1 0 4 s a n d e r  G i l m a n .............

lO^Saidiya H artm an, "The Territory Between Us: A Report on 'Black 
W omen in the Academ y: Defending O ur Nam e: 1894-1994’," Callaloo 17 (1994): 
439-449.

106Ibid., 442.
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The lack of a feminist o r gendered  analysis on the construction of Guinier 

as a "quota queen," "strange" an d  "radical," is quite disturbing, particularly w hen 

one considers the trem endous response to Zoe Baird and Kimba Wood.107 

While the politically explosive topics of gerrym andering and  reapportionm ents 

m ay partially explain the less than  enthusiastic support for G uinier's nom ination, 

only h e r position as a Black w om an can explain the absence of critiques from 

feminists of Guinier's projection as "radical," "looney,” and "insane." In all 

fairness, Ms. magazine d id  publish  an  article three m onths after  Lani Guinier's 

nom ination had been withdrawn.!^®  More im portantly, that essay discussed 

G uinier's characterizations w ith in  the context of the "appropriate ideological 

stance on  Civil Rights policy," not in  term s of gender or in term s of (Black) 

w om en’s positon in public and  political spaces. In fact, the article seem ed to 

adm onish "the 40 m em ber C ongressional Black Caucus [for]...showing quiet 

support" and chided m em bers of the legislature because "no one m an  o r w om an 

stood up  in the House of Senate to cham pion Guinier's cause."109 Yet, betw een 

April 29 and A ugust 30,1993, the dates spanning Guinier's nom ination, 

w ithdraw al, and m edia coverage, Ms. m agazine never carried one article,

107gee the attached Bibliography for a sm all sam ple of the num erous 
articles written (mostly defending) about Zoe Baird and Kimba W oods. It is also 
interesting to note that initially, Zoe Baird d id  not have the suppo rt of various 
fem inist or women's organizations, yet d in in g  the controversy they stood w ith 
Baird as a woman. Guinier, on  the other hand w as supported by the National 
O rganization for W om en (NOW), N ational Rights Abortion League (NRAL), and  
several African Am erican and  civil rights organizations including the 
Congressional Black Caucus (CBC).

108Karen Branan, "Lani Guinier: The A natom y of a Betrayal," op. cit.

109Ibid., 56.
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comm entary, o r editorial defending G uinier's nom ination or at questioning the 

m edia's characterizations of her.

H ow ever, the absence of a discussion over the racial and  gendered 

constructions of G uinier bespeaks of a larger theoretical problem  in  feminist 

theory. It suggests that theoretically, fem inist theory  and  fem inist politics is 

unable to com e to term s w ith the historical enunciations of the Black female 

(body), and  is thus unable to grasp her sym bolic significance in  contem porary 

cultural term s. This inability manifests itself in  the  continued elision of Black 

wom en's experience from  "women's issues." H ow ever, the m ost problem atic 

consequence o f this inability is that Black w om en 's experience, w hen  it is 

included, is devalued , trivialized or reduced to that o f white w om en's 

experiences. In  an  effort to analyze "wom en's issues," like rape, dom estic 

violence, and  the  public and private spheres, Black w om en are subsum ed u n d e r 

the am biguous phrase "women as a group." W e understand  "wom en's issues like 

public/ private barriers, rape, and sexual harassm ent, as "wom en’s issues" only 

because the historical constructions of Black w om en have been elided w ithin the 

phrase itself. T he only w ay to make the category "woman" coherent and 

legitimate, is to  m ake the (historical) expereinces of Black w om en incoherent, an d  

illegitimate. T his hom ogenization process prohib its a  theoretical exam ination of 

how  race defines w ho can (and cannot) occupy and  claim  the subject-position 

"woman." The in ternal structure, indeed the very  coherence o f contem porary 

feminist theory, depends upon  the incoherence an d  alledgedly unreadability  of 

the female body. G iven this dependence, it is theoretically impossible to discuss 

issues about "w om en as a group" w ithout e lid ing the specificity of African 

Am erican w om en.

IV: D isrup ting  G en d er N arratives: R acializinp  the  Storv
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A t the beginning of this chapter, I stated  tha t fem inist "stories" of w om en’s 

oppression are stories that privilege gender at the expense of race. More 

precisely, I argued  that in o rder to m aintain  a coherent narrative about the nature  

of wom en's oppression, race m ust be figured as incoherent; as inaccessible. I 

used  the Lani G uinier nom ination in  com parison to the Zoe Baird nom ination, as 

an  illustration of the Black W om an’s sym bolic position  as the "unknown Other." 

The inability of fem inists to p roduce a "gendered” analysis of the Guinier 

nom ination suggests that as a discourse, fem inist theory, reads the Black W om an 

as incom prehensible. In this section, I w ant to briefly outline how  the 

construction of the African A m erican W om an as incom prehensible insures the 

coherence of "w om en are oppressed as a group" narrative. Using the concepts of 

the public versus the private sphere, and  the issue of rape, I w ant to illustrate 

that fem inist articulations of "wom an's condition" are predicated on the 

theoretical e rasure of Black wom en. Critically reading  the Lani Guinier 

nom ination, in  term s of its im plications for fem inist theorizing is, I believe, the 

m ost significant poin t of the preceeding analysis. Since the problem  of Black 

w om en's erasure is not simply one of "including" the  experiences of Black 

wom en, it is w orthw hile to explore the ways in  w hich a  radalized  understanding  

of the public and  private spheres and  rape, actually d isrup ts hom ogenous 

notions of "w om en as a group."

W hose "Private Sphere"?, o r B etter Yet, W hat "Private Sphere"?

In Tustice and  Gender.**0 au tho r D eborah L. Rhode attem pts to outline the 

w ays in  w hich law  "illumines as w ell as influences the cultural construction of

U °Tustice and  Gender. (Cam bridge, MA: H arvard  University Press, 1989).
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gender."111 In situating the cultural construction of gender w ithin the social text 

of the law, Rhode is im plying that the law  is a concrete way of m easuring sex- 

based discrimination, as well as a m ethod for telling a story about gender in  

A m erican society. The sto ry  that Rhode tells is a story that is prem ised on  the 

notion  that inequalities betw een "the sexes," an d  its articulation in the law , is a 

fundamental difference; an d  a difference that is not constituted through racial 

differientiation. In feet, Rhode m akes it clear that the subject of her book is 

"wom en as a group."112 But this notion of "wom en as a group" does no t pre

exist the story that Rhode tells. The hom ogeneity inherent w ithin the phrase is in 

part, constituted by and  in the story that unfolds in  Tustice and G ender.

Rhode's apparent political necessity to speak as a woman for women , is prefigured 

by the assum ption that w e know  w hat a "woman" is and how  that subject 

position is constituted.113 For Rhode, the cultural construction of gender is 

separate from, and indifferent to the construction of racial difference. In fact, 

Rhode is only able to claim  the category "w om en as a group" w ith the specific 

disavow al of race and the history of racism.

In the opening chapter of the book and  before the "story" of sex-based 

inequality in the law begins, Rhodes esrablishes wom en as a group by explicityly 

relegating race and the experience of African Am erican wom en as existing 

outside the context of gender difference. She writes:

111Ibid., p. 2.

112Ibid., p. 9.

113For an excellent discussion of the problem s with such thinking, see 
Jud ith  Butler, "Contingent Foundations: Fem inism  and the Question of 
Postm odernism ,’" in Jud ith  Butler and  Joan W. Scott, eds., Feminists Theorize 
the Political. (New York: Routledge, C hapm an and  Hall, Inc, 1992), pp. 3-21.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



236

American fem inism  developed in  response to a social structure in 
which male and  fem ale roles w ere largely separate a n d  anything 
b u t equal. From  its very  beginning, this nation  inherited a tradition 
in  which gender defined  the geography of social life. For the m ost 
part, men occupied the  "public" sphere of political and  commercial 
activity, w om en occupied the "private" sphere of dom estic life, and 
the law respected those boundaries. Women o f  color were o f  
course,  subject to  v a s tly  more restrictive form al and informal 
codes. H owever fo r  purposes o f  understanding the general 
evolution o f  sex-discrimination law , i t  m akes sense here to focus 
on mandates applicable to  women as a group, outside the 
particular context o/s/auery .[em phasis added]

The idea that it only "makes sense...to focus on mandates applicable to women 

as a group, outside the particular context o f slavery," seem  so obviously problem atic 

that a critical dissection of this statem ent hardly seem s fair.

First, Rhode hasn't the political savvy to nam e the specific group  of 

w om en to w hom  she is referring. Instead she uses the am biguous phrase 

"wom en of color."115 We can assum e w ith some confidence that she is referring 

specifically to African Am erican w om en, because she advises us that it w ould 

"make sense" to focus on w om en as a group "outside the particular context of 

slavery." Since African Am erican w om en were the only w om en legally enslaved 

on the basis of race, Rhode successfully and ironically, captures the dilem m a of 

Black w om en. That is, Rhode's not-m entioning-but m entioning of the bonded- 

w om an depicts the non-being of black women. It signifies

114Ibid., p. 9.

115I characterize the popu lar phrase "w om en of color" as am biguous 
because it forces me to ask, w hich  women, and  w hat color? M oreover, it is 
sim ply another "other" category th a t uses white w om en as the norm  o r standard  
from  which "other" women, i.e., w om en  of color, are to be m easured. It divides 
the w orld  into white w om en and  not-white w om en. This is not to deny the 
political significance of the term. African (American) w om en have used the 
phrase "wom en of color" as a form  of political em pow erm ent. It is often used to 
indicate the global connections betw een and am ong w om en across the globe who 
are victims of w hite imperialist patriarchy.
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the paradox  of a being that is a t once captive and  absent in 
discourse, constantly spoken of b u t itself inaudible or inexpressible, 
d isp layed  as a spectacle and still un rep resen ted  as unrepresentable, 
invisible yet constituted as the object an d  the  guarantee of vision; a 
being whose existence and specificity  are sim ultaneously asserted  
and denied, negated and controlled .116 [em phasis added]

116A dap ted  from  Teresa deLauretis, Eccentric Subjects: Feminist Theory 
an d  Historical Consciousness," Feminist S tudies 16 (Spring 1990): 115-150. de 
Lauretis describes this paradox as one of th ree  "m om ents of self-conscious 
reflection" in fem inist theory. She is, of course, speaking about "wom en as 
wom en," an d  how  that subject position has b een  theorized  and  positioned in 
bo th  m alestream  and  fem inist discourses. I am  adap tin g  this concept to describe 
black w om en w ith in  feminist scholarship. I believe that the paradox of Black 
w om en being bo th  absent and present is the first an d  only m om ent of conscious 
reflection for A frican America w om en fem inist scholarship and in A frican 
A m erican Studies scholarship. African A m erican  fem inist scholars have long 
since recognized how  both  discourses rep resen t an  erasure of Black w om en in 
their specificity. The call for "Black W om en's Studies," and  the increase in  the 
num ber of w ritings by  a n d /o r  about A frican A m erican  w om en are responses to 
this recognition. O n Black Women’s Studies, see, G loria T. Hull, Patricia Bell 
Scott, and  Barbara Smith, eds., All the W om en A re W hite. All the Black Are M en. 
But Some of Us Are Brave: Black W om en's Studies. (N ew  York: The City 
University of N ew  York: 1982); and D elores A ldridge, ""Womanist Issues in 
Black Studies: T ow ards Integrating A fricana W om en into Africana Studies," 
Toumal of the N ational Council for Black S tudies. 1 (M ay 1992): 167-182. For 
som e recent w orks on  African American w om en, see, M argaret Busby, D aughters 
of Africa: A n International Anthology of W ords and W ritings by W omen of 
African D escent from  the Ancient Egyptian to the  Present. (N ew  York: Pantheon 
Books, 1992); Nancie Caraway, Segregated Sisterhood: Racism and the Politics 
of A m erican Fem inism . (Knoxville: U niversity  of Tennessee Press, 1991);
Patricia H ill Collins, Black Feminist T hought: K now ledge. Consciousness, an d  
the Politics of Em pow erm ent. (Boston: U nw in  H ym an, 1990); Stanlie M. Jam es 
and  A bena P.A. Busia, eds., Theorizing Black Feminisms: The Visionary 
Pragm atism  of Black Women. (New York: R outledge, 1994); Paula G iddings, 
W hen and W here I E n te r The Tmpact of Race and  Sex in  America. (New York: 
W illiam  and  M orrow  and  Company, 1984); D arlene C lark Hine, ed. Black 
W om en in A m erican History: The T w entieth C entury. Sixteen Volume Series. 
Brooklyn: C arlson Publishing, Inc., 1990. Jacqueline Jones, Labor of Love. Labor 
of Sorrow: Black W om en. Work, and the Fam ily. From  Slavery to the P resen t 
(N ew  York: Basic Books, 1985);
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Second, a strong argum ent can be m ade against the unqualified  statem ent 

that "m en occupied the 'public' sphere  of political and  com m ercial activity, [and] 

w om en occupied the private sphere  of dom estic life." U nder slavery there were 

no "public" and "private" spheres as it is conceptualized in fem inist theory.

Feminists have long used the pub lic / private concept to "distinguish 

betw een the dom ain of personal relations and  the dom ain of political and  other 

forms of political life."117 W om en an d  m en had  different economic, social and 

familial roles. According to Scott, "...women were considered adjunct and 

secondary to men in  economic life...[T]he husband 's [job was] to supp ly  or 

provide [for the wife and  family]; the  wife's, to use the goods frugally and 

obey."118 These argum ents sought to indicate the ways in w hich w om en's lives 

were regulated by invisible or inform al codes. It became a pow erfu l tenet of 

feminist theory that wom en's oppression  originated in the fam ily or the private 

sphere w here unequal sexual and  social relations defined "wom an's existence." 

The fact that wom en could not ow n  property, or that "a wife's p roperty  and 

earnings legally belonged to her husband,"119 is often d ted  as evidence of the 

legal sanctification of private and  public  spheres.

However, little evidence supports  that the public/ private split applied to 

slaves in general, and  slave w om en in  particular. The public sphere as the

117Carol C. Gould, "Private Flights and  Public Virtues: W om en the Family 
and  Democracy," in Carol C. G ould, ed., in Beyond Dom ination, p. 3. See also, 
Jean Bethke Elshtain . Public M an. Private W oman: W omen in Social and  Political 
Thought. (Princeton: Princeton U niversity Press, 1979); N ancy F. Cott. The 
Bonds of W omanhood: W omen's Shpere in N ew  England. 1780-1835. (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1977);

118Nancy F. Cott, The Bonds of W omanhood, op. tit., pp. 22-23, passim.

119Ibid., p, 21. See also, C arol Smart, ed. Regulating W om anhood: 
H istorical Essays on Marriage. M otherhood and Sexuality. (Routledge: N ew  
York, 1992)
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sphere of political participation and  economic independence, was m ade 

im possible by the institution of slavery. In fact, it w asn’t until 1965, a full century 

after the passage of the "slave am endm ents,” that the voting was legally enforced. 

The existence of the private sphere, as Rhode (and feminist thinking in  general) 

w ants us to understand it, d id  not exist for Black women. M arriages between 

slaves, w hen they d id  occur, d id  not carry the same legal weight, if any at all, 

that the m arriage of a  w hite couple d id . The strict fam ilial roles that feminists 

have used  to characterize w om en's private sphere are historically inaccurate in 

the specific case of Black wom en. U nder slavery, Black w om en perform ed 

arduous and masculine-like tasks in  equal proportions to slave m en.120 After 

slavery, their continued association w ith  "dirty work" and h ard  labor, coupled 

w ith  racism  and economic restrictions, m ade it necessary for Black w om en to 

continue their w ork outside the home for economic survival. Thus, while most 

w hite w om en com plained about their confinem ent to the hom e, Black had 

already been economic supporters in  their fam ilies.

A third problem  w ith  Rhode's insistence on focusing on "m andates that 

are applicable to w om en as a group," is that she professes to focus on the law.

Yet, in  a single sentence, she is able to dism iss the legal sanctifications that 

defined a whole race of people as, not m erely sub-hum an, bu t as non-hum an.

For the bonded, the law  d id  not "respect boundaries" of public and  private as 

Rhode believes, the law w as  the boundary. It defined the very existence of the 

slave as a slave, and regarded m en and  w om en as property, not as persons. As 

such, black wom en (and men) were not subject to  the law, as Rhode wants us to

120Jacqueline Jo n es," 'M y M other Was M uch of a W om an’: Slavery," in 
Labor of Love. Labor of Sorrow: Black W omen, W ork and the Family. From 
Slavery to the Present. (New York: V intage Books, 1985); Deborah Gray White, 
A ir’nt IA  Woman? Female Slaves in the Plantation South. (N ew  York: W.W. 
N orton  & Company, 1985).
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believe, because they were subjects o f  the law . Rhode s failure to  understand 

this is evidenced by her description of Black w om en under slavery  as being 

"subject to vastly m ore restrictive form al an d  informal codes." N eedless to say, 

such language does not begin to cap tu re  the  social and political s itua tion  that 

defined, and  continues to define, A frican A m erican women.

The im portance of this opening p a rag rap h  cannot be overstated , for it is 

the historical dism issal of slavery and  racism , that allows Rhode "to focus on 

w om en as a group," and to begin the h isto ry  of "women" w ith  the  English 

com m on-law  notion of coverture. The doctrine of coverture, according  the 

Rhode, was popu lar in eighteenth century  legal treatise, and  regarded  husband 

and  wife as "one person in law."121 N ote that it was also in the e igh teen th  

century that slavery gained its foothold, an d  that it was this sam e legal legacy 

that defined Black w om en as chattel—all of w hich are ignored by Rhode.

The history of slavery and  racism  tha t "makes no sense" to  R hode is w hat I 

am  contesting. It is precisely this h istory of slavery that makes it im possible to 

im pose on African Am erican w om en, notions of a social life (i.e., "public/ private) 

defined exclusively by gender and that is "applicable to all w om en." In the final 

analysis Rhode's opening paragraph shou ld  be re-written to state the following:

Am erican feminism developed  w ith in  a social s truc tu re  in  which 
m ale and female roles w ere constructed on the basis of race and 
gender. From its very beginning, this nation inherited  a racist and 
sexist tradition. For the m ost part, w hite m en occupied  the "public" 
sphere of political and  com m ercial activity, white w om en  occupied 
the "private" sphere of dom estic life, and the law, for the m ost part, 
respected those boundaries. A frican American w om en  were, of 
course, subject to different types of codes, both  form al and  
informal, all of w hich den ied  not only her "wom anness" bu t her 
hum anness. Afterall, she w as no th ing  more than chattel—property  
to be sold at the w him  of a  greedy m aster or a jealous m istress.

121Q uoted in  Rhode, op. d t., p., 10.
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Hence fo r  purposes o f  understanding the general evolution ofsex- 
discrim ination law , i t  m akes no sense to  focus on mandates that 
seem applicable to  wom en as a group, given  the particular, 
historical context o f  slavery.

The tradition, of slavery challenges the notion th a t w om en as a group were 

affected by sex-based laws. The history of racism, and  the legal establishm ent of 

racial categories d isrup ts the  coherence of the private sphere narrative. But this 

is not the only issue in  fem inist th inking that erases the racial. The issue of rape 

is also cast in term s that do  no t account for its specific racial construction.

T he Politics of Race and  R ape

The claim that all w om en can be raped, and is thus a potential rape victim 

is not an  uncom m on one.122 Crim es against wom en, like rape, physical brutality, 

wife abuse, and som etim es m urder, are considered specific "crimes of gender." 

"W omen are targets of violence because of their sex," Lori Heise argues; "this is 

not random  violence; the risk  factor is being female."123 A lthough there has been 

som e recent criticism against positing the so-called "reality of rape" or a "rape 

culture,"124 rape is still d iscussed as if there were no racial constructions of rape. 

In o ther words, rape is still conceptualized as if it affects "all w om en as women,"

122See for exam ple, Susan  Brownmiller, Against O u r Will: M en. W omen 
and Rape.fLondon: Seeker and  W arburg, 1975); Kate M illet. Sexual Politics. 
(London: Virago Press, 1977); and  A ndrea Dworkin, Pornography: Men 
Possessing W omen. (London: The W omen's Press, 1981)

123Lori Heise, "Crimes of Gender," W orld W atch M agazine,”
(M arch/ April 1989), R eprinted in  W omen. Culture, and  Society: A  Reader. 
(Dubuque: K endall/H un t Publishing Com pany, 1992).

124See Sharon M arcus's excellent essay, "Fighting Bodies, Fighting Words: 
A Theory and Politics of Rape Prevention," in  Judith Butler and  Joan W. Scott, 
eds., Feminists Theorize the Political. (N ew  York: Routledge, 1992), pp. 385-403.
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or "women as a group," w ithout considering the history of slavery and  racism or 

the symbolic nature  of the black female body. Thinking of rape, and w om en in 

this m anner denies the role that the category "race" plays in  the production of 

"woman." The definition of rape, has it has been defined in society and  by 

feminists, is also telling in  its racial implications.

For exam ple, D eborah Rhode argues that "rape has long been recognized 

as a serious legal offense,' [but] [w]hat is new  is an  understanding  of such 

offenses that reflects w om en's experience.''125 How ever, Catherine MacKinnon, 

another w ell-know n fem inist theorists, argues that rape has never been 

considered a serious crime because it is legally defined from the male standpoint. 

Rape therefore can never reflect the experience of the w om an because it is 

designed to perpetuate  itself and  uphold  male suprem acy.126 M acKinnon 

argues that "rape is indigenous...to wom en's social condition."127 H er m ain 

concern is the state's definition of rape, w hich is defined as intercourse with 

coercion or force and  w ithout consent, is defined from  the male viewpoint. 

MacKinnon describes the legal definition of rape as "redundant," properly noting 

that the definition m erely repeats itself—force is present because consent is 

absent. She also notes a sadom asochist elem ent in the legal definition of rape. If 

rape is sex w ith  force and  w ithout consent, then that w hich is not rape, (i.e., 

"regular" sex) is sex w ith  force and  w ith  consent. If one consents to 

force/dom inance, then it is not rape, it is sex. M acKinnon also rightly notes that 

consent is connected to w ho can and  cannot consent, or more aptly put, who is

125Iustice and  Gender, op. d t. p. 244

126T ow ard a Feminist Theory of the State. (Cambridge: H arvard 
University Press, 1989), p. 172

127Ibid.
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believable in a court of law. "Virtuous wom en, like young girls, are consenting, 

virginal, rapable. U nvirtuous wom en, like wives and  prostitutes, are non

consenting, whore(-like) unrapable."128 Rapable wom en have som ething to 

loose, som ething to "protect"—their (presum ed) virginity. Rhode too, m entions 

the court’s tendency to invoke the "chaste vs. unchaste" rule. W hat bo th  ignore is 

the specific racial construction of the virtuous and  non-virtuous. In fact, the set 

of questions raised by Rhode, and M acKinnon in particular, only w ork  if one is 

”[c]ontent to rest their case on a raceless tale of gender subordination."129

The idea of consent as racially constructed can be found in the cultural 

sym bols attached to Black and  white wom en. W om en in general have been 

classified by the v irg in / w hore or M adonna M agdalene symbols. These general 

classifications however, are them selves constructed by race. For the m ost part, 

images about w om en are constructed along the racial binary w hite/b lack . The 

"good," virgin w om en are those "who [are] pure, clean, sexually repressed and 

physically fragile" and refer to white wom en.130 The "bad" wom en, or the 

"whores" are "dirty, licentious, physically strong, and  knowledgeable about the 

evil done in the world."131 In  reference to rape, these images construct o u r 

beliefs about who can or cannot consent. Black w om en are never given the option

128Ibid., p. 175.

129Kimberele' Crenshaw, "Whose Story Is It Anyway? Feminist and  
Antiracist A ppropriations of Anita Hill," in Toni M orrison, ed., Race-my justice. 
En-gendermy P o w er Essays on Anita Hill. Clarence Thomas, and the 
Construction of Social Reality. (New York: Pantheon, 1992), p. 415.

130Phyllis M aryknick Palmer, "White W om en/Black Women: The 
D ualism  of Female Identity and Experience in the United States," Fem inist 
Studies 9 (Spring 1983), pp. 151-170.

131Ibid.
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to prove or disprove w hether o r n o t she consented. It is a lready  always assum ed 

that she d id  consent because she  is by  natu re  whore-like. Patricia Williams 

explains it this way:

[N]o one will believe that [the black woman] is not a whore. W hite 
w om en are prostitu tes; black w om en are w hores. W hite wom en 
sell them selves.-because they are jaded and  desperate; black 
w om en w hore as a  w ay of being, as an  innateness of sootiness, and  
contamination...Black w om en w hore because it is sensual and lazy 
and  vengeful. H ow  can such a one be raped? O r so the story
goes.132

These ideas are, as Davis argues, the ideological p roducts of the m yth of 

the Black rapist, and  its counterpart, the lew d, prom iscuous, and  sexually free, 

Black w om an.133 The "black rapist" argum ent is viewed as a political invention, 

conjured up  to justify the lynching of black people. Hence, it is racism, not 

gender oppression that accounts for the social construction o f Black m en's and 

w om en's sexuality. A ccording to Davis, "[l]ynching was undisgu ised  

counterinsurgency, a guarantee tha t Black people w ould n o t be able to achieve 

their goals of citizenship and  econom ic equality."134

The prom iscuous im age of the Black w om en was n o t only the co-creation 

of the m ythic "black male rapist." M any of the images and  cultu ral symbols 

su rround ing  the Black female body in  this country  em erged from  two other 

im portant moments in  history: slavery and  the flourishing "scientific" and 

m edical com m unity of the eighteenth  and  nineteenth centuries.135

132Alchemy of Race and  Rights. (Cambridge: H arv ard  University Press), 
p.175. Williams' discussion is in  reference to the Tawana Braw ley rape.

133AngeIa Davis, "Rape, Racism, and  the M yth of the Black Rapist," in 
W omen. Race. <Sc Class. (New York: Vintage Books, Edition, 1983), p. 172-201.

134Ibid., p. 175.
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D uring slavery, black w om en were often p laced o n  the auction blocks, 

som etim es nude, w here  w hite m en probed and  fondled their abdom en and o ther 

areas. Such actions w ere "justified" on the basis of testing the wom an's potential 

capability for reproducing . M any auctioneers and  potential buyers m easured the 

body organs of b lack  slaves, including their breasts (often one slave w om en 

w ould  nurse all the children), legs, buttocks, teeth, an d  other orifices. One slave 

recalled that w hile stand ing  on  the auction block, "the white m en [would] come 

up  and  look in  the slave's m outh  just like he w as a m ule or a hoss."136 If the slave 

w om an’s reproductive capabilities were questionable, "she was taken by a buyer 

and  a physician to a  private room  where she w as inspected more thoroughly."137 

In m any ways, the m aster "prepared" their slaves for the auction. Jeny Proctor, 

an  ex-slave from  A labam a, describes it this way:

W hen he [the master] go to sell a slave, he feed that one good for a 
few days, then  he goe's to pu t'em  up on  the auction block he takes 
m eat an d  skin and greases all ro u n d  the nigger's m outh and m ake's 
look like they been eating plenty m eat and  such like and  was good 
and  strong  and  able to work. 138

135See D eborah Gray White, A m 't I a W oman: Female Slaves in the 
Plantation South, op . cit.; K. Sue Tewell. From M am m y to Miss America and 
Beyond: Cultural Im ages and the Shaping of U.S. Social Policy, op. tit.; Patricia 
M orton. D isfigured Im ages: The Historical A ssault on Afro-American W om en, 
(W estport, CT: G reenw ood Press, 1991); and  Patricia H ill Collins. Black Fem inist 
T hought. (Boston: U nw in  H ym an, 1990), especially chapter 4.

136B. A. Botkin, Lay My Burden Down: A  Folk H istory of Slavery. 
(Athens: The U niversity  of Georgia Press, 1973), p. 106.

137D eborah G ray W hite in A m 't I a W oman: Female Slaves in the 
Plantation South. (N ew  York: W.W. N orton & Com pany, 1985), p. 32.

138Botkin, op. tit., p. 91.
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For Black w om en, such  "inspections" and  public nud ity  becam e associated 

w ith  her perceived sexual looseness.139 In  addition to the auction  block, slave 

w om en had to face w ork  conditions on the plantation that p roduced  the same 

connotation as that of the auction block. M any bondw om en w ere not given 

proper clothing, and  often w ore their clothes until they literally fell off their 

bodies. In addition, "female slaves on  rice plantations w orked in  the w ater w ith 

their dresses 'reefed up ' a round  their hips, exposing their legs a n d  thighs...The 

very sight of a semiclad black w om an nurtu red  white m ale notions of their 

promiscuity."140

Perhaps the m ost b ru tal elem ent that painted the Black female as 

prom iscuous is that the institu tion  of rape, and  her role as breeder. N ot only did 

the rape of the slave serve to satisfy the white male sexual desires, b u t it allowed 

such rapes to be justified on the basis of the slave wom an’s perceived 

promiscuity. It is not a leap in  logic to suggest that idea of the super-sexual 

bondw om an was created so as to allow  the master's transgressions to go 

unabated, and to accept such  behavior as the natural order or things. In other 

w ords, they were not v irtuous (i.e., wom en) therefore they could not be raped.141

The medical and  "scientific" com m unity also produced an d  legitim ated 

lascivious images of Black w om en. The m ost infamous case is that of Sara

139See excellent discussion by Deborah Gray White in A m 't I a Woman: 
Female Slaves in the P lantation South. (New York: W.W. N orton  & Com pany, 
1985), Chapter 1.

140Ibid., p. 32 & 33

141See bell hooks, "Sexism and  the Black Female Experience," Chapter 1 of 
A in't I a Woman: Black W om en and  Feminism. (Boston: South E nd Press, 1981); 
D orothy Sterling, ed., We A re Your Sisters: Black Women in the N ineteenth 
Century. (New York: W.W. N orton & Com pany, 19840, esp. C hapters. 3 & 4.
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Bartmann, or the H ottentot V enus.142 After being paraded  around  Europe in 

exhibitions, Sara Bartmann d ied  at the age of twenty-five in  1815. Her body was 

dissected and her genitalia w as preserved  in  a glass jar and  presented to the 

Academy, "so as to allow one to see the nature of the labia."142 As Gilman points 

out "Sarah Bartmann was exhibited  not [merely] to show  her genitalia, but rather 

to present another anom aly w h ich  the European audience found  riveting."144 

"In this view of m ankind, the b lack  occupied the antithetical position to the white 

on the scale of hum anity."145 M ore specifically, the black female "came to serve 

as the icon for black sexuality in  general."146 The H ottentot Venus, by virtue of 

her "physiognomy, her skin color, the form  her genitalia, label her as inherently 

different."147 The H ottentot theo ry  of black wom en's sexuality is very m uch a 

part of a racialized view of rape th a t still exists today.

142For a discussion of the H otten to t Venus, see Sander Gilman's, "Black 
Bodies, White Bodies: T ow ard a n d  Iconography of Female Sexuality in Late 
N ineteenth Century Art, M edicine and  Literature," in  H enry Louis Gates, Jr., 
"Race." Writing, and Difference. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), 
and  Sexuality: An Illustrated H istory. (N ew  York: John W iley & Sons, 1989).
See also, T. Denean Sharpley-W hiting, Black Venus: S e x u a l iz e d  Savages. Primal 
Fears, and Primitive N arratives in  French. (Durham: D uke University Press, 
1999). For a discussion of the ro le  of "science" in constructing and  legitimating 
racial diffeence as a "scientific fact, see Sandra Harding, ed. The "Racial" 
Economy of Science. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993); Nancy Leys 
Stepan, "Race and Gender. The Role of Analogy in Science, in  D avid Theo 
Goldberg, ed., Anatom y of Racism. (Minneapolis: University of M innesota Press, 
1990), and  Nancy Leys Stepan a n d  Sander L. Gilman, "A ppropriating the Idioms 
of Science: The Rejection of Scientific Racism, in  Dominick, LaCapra, ed. The 
Bounds of Race. (Ithaca: Cornell U niversity Press, 1991).

142Gilman, Sexuality: An Dlustrated History, op. d t., p. 293.

144Gilman, "Black Bodies, W hite Bodies....", op. d t., p. 213.

145Ibid., p. 212.

146Ibid.
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For example:

One judge adm onished  jurors not to apply the o rd inary  
presum ption  o f chastity to black wom en, for if they were to do so, 
they 'w ould be b lind ing  them selves to actual conditions.’

[Another judge is quoted  as saying], ’W ithin the Negro com m unity, 
you  really have to redefine rape. You never know  about them .'

[In a study as recently as 1991, it w as revealed that even jurors h ad  
a tendency to disbelieve black wom en]. One juror, explaining w hy 
a black rape v ictim  w as discredited  by the jury stated, 'You can't 
believe every th ing  they say. They're know n to exaggerate the  
truth.'

[Still yet ano ther juror] argued for acquittal on  the grounds that a 
girl her age from  that neighborhood...probably w asn 't a  virgin 
anyway.'

The fact that rape is ad judicated  in  courts on specifically rada lized  

assum ptions, is only partially  the point. W hat is significant here is, that specific 

social identities are p roduced  and  constituted th rough  various legal, social and  

political institutions in w hich race, gender, and  even class get b lurred . T hat is. 

Black w om en are "black" precisely because w hite wom en are "white"; m ore 

pointedly, Black wom en are  "Black wom en" because white w om en are not. This 

m ay sound  redundant, and  perhaps so obvious that it barely needs stating. 

H ow ever, the tautological n a tu re  of the w h ite /b lack  opposition is precisely the 

point. Sometimes, it is fo rgo tten  that the Black wom an's perception as sexually 

prom iscuous is the flip side of the m ythic virginal, Victorian w hite w om an.

Thus, it often needs to be re-stated . O n the question rape, the history of black

147Ibid., p. 213.

148A11 quoted in C renshaw , op. cit., p. 413.
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w om en seems to have been  forgotten. Some Black feminists have po in ted  o u t 

that even

the definition of the issue of rape has excluded black w om en.
White w om en speak o u t only about b ru ta l rape and  sneak attacks 
in  the night, and  rarely m ention the business rape th a t w om en of 
color face from  w hite m en w ho ow n factories and head  the 
households w here they w ork  as servants. But m any black w om en 
are also rap ed  by black m en, and  reporting  them to w hite cops, [not 
only] rais[ed] questions about the loyalty to black people in the  face 
of com m on enem ies, [but] places them  in  positions of being 
ignored, m ocked, o r even th reatened  w ith  rape by the policem en
themselves.149

The tendency of (white) fem inists to ignore the specific racial construction 

of rape is to say the least, problem atic. T hat the rape of Black w om en du rin g  

slavery (and during  Reconstruction) w as not considered "rape" because such  

behavior was justified for w hat ever reasons, is duplicated in contem porary 

fem inist discourse through a n  explicit denial of this phenom enon. M oreover, the 

com plicity of white w om en as agents (active or passive) is elided th rough  this 

m is-recognition as well. Fem inist readings of the public and private also ren d er 

incoherent the daily lives o f both  A frican m en an d  wom en. To take into account 

the "formal and  informal codes" that defined ( and  continues to define) the daily  

lives of the bonded w ould, I believe d isrupte the very foundations of fem inist 

discourse.

In this chapter, 1 explored the differences betw een the Lani G uinier a n d  

Zoe Baird nominations to articulate a theory about the socio-symbolic m eaning

*4 9 B a r b a r a  O m olade, "Black W om en and Feminism," in H ester E isenstein 
and  Alice Jardine, eds., The Future of Difference. (Boston: G.K. Hall, 1980), p. 
255.
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of the Black W oman's body. I noted that Zoe Baird, intially having no "feminist" 

support in  terms of her nom ination, received a w ell-spring of support after her 

nom ination was w ithdraw n. M ost of the "support" came in term s of a public 

outcry in  major new spapers w hich her social position as a "woman" was seen as 

the basis for her m istreatm ent. I also noted that Zoe Baird's nom ination 

subsequently produced a nationw ide debate over im m igration laws, childcare, 

and  wom en's double w orkday. I a ttributed the absence of such analyses on  

behalf of Guinier to the fact tha t she symbolizes Black w om anhood. 1^0 H er 

construction as "strange," unfam iliar, "exotic," and "divisive," not only 

characterizes the symbolic subject position Black W oman, bu t it highlights the 

extent to which race and gende inform  each other. By the sam e token, Guinier's 

configuration as "strange," and  "unfamiliar," and  fem inists's inability to analyze 

her position from a gendered  perspective, speaks to a larger problem  in feminist 

theorizing. Using the concepts of public vs. private, and  rape, I exam ined the 

ways in which feminist discourse "disregards" race in  o rder to produce "wom en 

as a group." The works by Debra Rhode and Catherine MacKinnon, am ong 

others, illustrate how  Black w om en get produced as "undefinable" and as 

existing outside of "women's issues."

150J should note that A nita Hill, as a Black w om an, is no t an  exception to 
m y analysis. Rhetorically, A nita H ill d id  not sym bolize Black w om anhood. Her 
race was effaced and  her experience appropriated so that her accusation of sexual 
harassm ent could stand in  for all women . To this extent, Anita Hill's case serves 
to support my understanding  of "women's experience" as being predicated on 
the erasure of race. For a discussion of the appropriation of H ill’s experience and 
the erasure of race, see Kim berle' Crenshaw, "Whose Story Is It Anyway?
Feminist and Anti-racist A ppropriations of Anita Hill," op. cit., and Elsa Barkley 
Brown, "'What Has H appened  Here': The Politics of Difference in W omen's 
H istory and Feminist Politics," in Darlene Clark Hine, W ilma King, and  Linda 
Reed, eds., "We Specialize in the Wholly Impossible": A  Reader in Black 
W omen's History. (New York: Carlson Publishing, 1995), 39-56.
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CHAPTER FIVE
"LIKE RUNAWAY SLAVES”: THE LANGUAGE GAME(S) OF RACE AND 

GENDER IN THE THEORETICAL WORKS OF MONIQUE WITTIG

For if language is a condition of reason, the games it plays are not always 
reasonable. W e can learn  about them, therefore, only by playing along, at 
least for a w hile. It is only then that their sense — i.e. their direction — 
begins to emerge.

 Sam uel Weber^

C hapter 4 explored the Black W oman sym bol as it was expressed in the 

Lani Guinier nom ination. D raw ing upon the theoretical insights of Hortense 

Spillers, A nn duCille a n d  others, I argued that the symbolic signifcance of the 

Black W om an is to serve as the principal signifier of difference. I also noted that 

as "the principal signifier of difference," w ithin contem porary fem inist theory, the 

Black w om an occupies the peculiar position of the (In)visible Object; that is 

highly visible, yet silenced and  relegated to the realm  of the "radically different." 

The paradox of course is that race, class and gender are now  considered to be 

"fully integrated" into fem inists diuscourse. The "essentialist" nature of the 

category w om an is understood  as a problem  w ith in  fem inist theorizing. 2 Part of 

w hat has helped fem inists to understand the problem s w ith  essentialist 

theorizing, is a sem iotic or productive conception of language. It is precisely this 

question of the conception of language that I w ill analyze in this chapter. Often 

associated w ith  poststructuralism , feminists who critique the category wom an

1 Return to Freud: lacques Lacan's Dislocation of Psychoanalysis. 
Translated by Michael Levine, Reprint Edition, (N ew  York: Cam bridge 
University Press, 1992), p. 6.

^Elizabeth Spelm an, Inessential Woman: problem s of Exclusion in 
Feminist Thought, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1988).
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th rough  a non-representational fram ew ork are also seen  as contributing to the 

idea of deconstructing the racial hegem ony of the category "woman." However, 

this assum ption is sim ply  erroneous. "Poststructuralist" fem inists can, and often 

do contribute to an  essentialist racialized conception of "W om an” or gender even 

as they deconstruct sexual difference as a foundation. M oreover, race is often 

used  in  these postructuralist critiques, to highlight a particu lar poin t about 

"women." D raw ing u p o n  W ittgenstein 's notion of "language games," I analyze 

the use of race w ith in  the theoretical w orks of M onique W ittig. In this chapter, I 

show  Wittig's reliance u p o n  race, w hich is figured "negatively," to "deconstruct" 

W oman.

I. Language and  L anguage G am es

I have already ou tlined  in great detail the poststructuralist v iew  of 

language and w hy I th ink  it is im portant to the project of theorizing the farious 

roles and  functions race p lays in  fem inist discourse. H ow ever, my 

understanding of the need  to view  language for this perspective is tem pered by 

fem inism 's contem porary preoccupation w ith langauge. M y hesitation does not 

stem  from  a lack of confidence, if you will, in the usefulness of the 

poststructuralist conception o f language and its application to race. Rather, it 

stem s from the ways in w hich  feminists have appropria ted  this linguistic 

conception and applied  it to  gender relations. For the m ost part, feminist 

theory's poststructuralist critique of language, and its use of language in that 

critque, obscures the racialized aspects of the discourse as opposed  to exposing 

them . The potentially subversive aspects of the poststructuralist conception of 

language is underm ined by fem inist discourse’s inclination to shore up  and 

m aintain  its discursive boundaries.
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As sta ted  previously, fem inists have app rop ria ted  a poststructuralist 

conception of langauge in  w hich language is defined  as "to m ean no t simply 

w ords or even a  vocabulary and  a set of gram m atical rules but, rather, a 

m eaning-constituting system: that is, any sy s te m -th ro u g h  which m eaning is 

constructed a n d  cultural practices organized—"3 In  this approach, language is 

thought to be a  po in t of departu re  from  w hich to discuss how  gender and its 

attending  m eanings are generated  and deployed. R ather than view ing 

language as the re-presentation of ideas, o r as the re-presentation of "real" things, 

language is conceived of as that w hich constitutes and  "brings into being" ideas 

and  m eanings. W ords have, in  other w ords, no transparen t, fixed or intrinsic 

m eanings. T here exists no direct correlation betw een language and  reality, sign 

and  referent, idea and  object. In  fact, the "real" o r m aterial versus the ideal or the 

abstract, is, a t one level, a  false opposition to im pose on  this approach.

For fem inists who have adopted  this approach, the m ethod is to "analyze 

specific 'texts'—not only books and docum ents b u t also utterances of any kind 

and  in  any m edium , including cultural practices— in term s of specific historical 

and  contextual m eanings."4 Some feminists, like M onique Wittig, have taken the 

subject of language as the focus of their w ork  by a rgu ing  that language as a 

system  a/effec ts every aspect of ou r thinking an d  lends m eaning to virtually 

every aspect of life.5 Fem inist appropriations of sem iotics have been fruitful in

3joan W. Scott, "Deconstructing Equality-Versus-Difference: Or, the Uses 
of Poststructuralist Theory for Feminism," in M arianne H irsch and Evelyn Fox 
Keller, eds., Conflicts in Feminism, (New York: Routledge, 1990), p. 135.

4lbid.

^On w orks by W ittig, see her collection of essays in  The Straight Mind: 
A nd O ther Essays. (Boston: Beacon Press, 1992).
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underm ining pre-Saussurian linguistics, especially in relation to sexual 

difference, discourse and the constitution of the subject. T hrough  such analyses, 

we have come to th ink  of the category "’woman," for example, as a  sign  rather 

than a referent. Sexual difference is seen as that w hich not only organizes the 

principles of m ost phallogocentric discourses, but it is that w hich m akes such 

discourses possible.

H ow ever, in the process of this questioning, feminist theory itself has 

become a kind of language, or to uses Scott's phrase, a "m eaning-constituting 

system." N ot only has the critiques against "woman" as a referent p rov ided  new 

insights into the internal workings o f canonical texts in philosophy, political 

theory, and  psychoanalysis,6 bu t the m ethods that are em ployed in  those 

critiques are them selves signs, signifying a particular conceptual v iew  about 

sexual difference and  the category "Woman." In this sense, fem inist theory is a 

discourse, i.e., "a historically, socially, and  institutionally specific struc tu re  of 

statem ents, term s, categories and beliefs,”7 that uses a language of its ow n to 

produce and  legitim ate its own "truths" about sexual difference. P u t slightly 

different, fem inist theory is a  discursive field that generates m eanings about 

w hat sexual difference is and how  it should  be theorized, th rough  the critical 

postures that it takes against w hat it sees to be "androcentric" or 

"phallogocentric" discourses. If this is this case, then one should be able to look

6In philosophy, see for exam ple, Luce Irigaray. Speculum  o f the O ther 
W oman. T ranslated by Gillian C. Gill, (Ithaca, NY: Cornell U niversity Press, 
1985), and The Sex W hich is Not O ne. Translated by Catherine Porter, (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell U niversity Press, 1985); in political theory, see Linda M. G. Zerilli's, 
Signifying W oman: Culture and Chaos in  Burke and Mill, (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1994); and  for sem iotic works in the psychoanalytic strain, see 
Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language: A semiotic Approach to L iterature and Art. 
(New York: Colum bia University Press, 1980).

^Scott, op. cit., p. 135.
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at fem inism  as a "text", and "analyze [its]... utterances... in terms of specific 

historical and  contextual m eaning."8

I w hat follows, explore the way(s) in  w hich one feminist in particu lar— 

M onique W ittig— has used the concept o f language to raise questions about sex, 

gender, and  sexual difference. I w ill concentrate on how  Wittig deploys language 

in her critique o f  language, to no t only highlight the social constructedness of 

sex, gender, and  heterosexuality, b u t to (unwittingly) establish "race" as existing 

outside the dom ain of sexual difference. In  o ther w ords, it is W ittig's use o f  

language in her critique of language th a t produces "race" as a non-gendered 

category existing apart from "gender," in a sym m etrical or parallel relationship 

N ot only does W ittig maintain that language is constitutive and  productive of 

(hetero)sexual difference, but her critiques of this difference become exam ples of 

how  (a certain notion of) race is a lready alw ays im bued in her conceptualization 

of sexual difference. The critiques th a t W ittig w age against language sta rt from  a 

racialized point of view, by assum ing for example, that the linguistic signifier 

"Woman" can be occupied by all "women," or any woman. Using sexual 

difference as the point of departure, as the place from  which to w age a critique 

against language and  the traditional view  of subjectivity, is in itself racial(ized) 

because it privileges "sexual difference" over "race” and implicitly asserts that 

"race" is constituted apart from gender and  sexual difference. This of course, is 

not recognized or acknowledged in. W ittig's w ork  or feminist discourse in  

general. For even those who are critical of gynocentric formulations of sexual 

difference, like Wittig, often end-up  reprivileging som e notion of the subject that 

purports to be race-less, or "un-m arked" by race. This no doubt, highlights the 

fallacy of the "Other-as-marked” theory, because all subject are racial subjects.

8rbid.
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Given that race m ediates gender o r sexual difference, one cannot analyze or 

discuss the problem  w ithout exam ining the ways in  w hich language produces 

m utually  raced an d  gendered subjects. Few critiques of language in  fem inist 

theory offer a v iew  on language that points to its p roductive role in  race-ing 

subjects. Instead, the critiques them selves often rely o n  racial conceptions and 

even use race, in analogic form , to make a point about gender a n d /o r  sexual 

difference. This type of analogizing, as stated above, relegates "race" to a  dom ain 

outside of gender, and  in so doing, produces an unm istakable set ru les about 

how  to think abou t gender. T he result is a com plicated set of theoretical and 

linguistic m oves that constitute w hat W ittgenstein called a language gam e.9

W ittgenstein argued tha t w ords and  in terpretation of m eaning is a 

bounded  process that is governed by a set of rules. The rules that govern  the use 

of w ords— i.e., application instructions—change th rough  the very process of 

application; for the application itself becomes yet ano ther item  w hich  can be 

understood as a "move" in the gam e. A lthough "nothing fixes...[or] logically 

determ ines, an  application [of a word] as correct, ...[because we are] confronted 

w ith  past teachings and applications, we will go a certain  way, a n d  w e w ill all go 

on the sam e way" in  the use and  application of the w ord. This does not m ean 

that a w ord has a fixed m eaning; only that w ithin the discursive fram ew ork that 

gives that w ord  o r concept m eaning, that m eaning w ill always be attached to 

rules that define that framework.

Extending W ittgenstein's notion of language gam es to that of the 

production of know ledge in a postm odern world, Lyotard makes three

^See L udw ig W ittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations.: See alsoN ozicks 
reading of W ittgenstein in Philosophical Explanations. (Cambridge: Belknap 
Press, 1981), p. 144.
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observations.10 T he first is that the rules of a language gam e do not carry with 

them  their ow n  legitim ation, rather legitim ation becom es the object of the 

language gam e. Second, the rules them selves constitute the game, for "if there 

are no rules, there is no game."11 T hus, even an infinitesim al m odification of one 

rule alters the  entire nature  of the gam e, but if that m odification o r change does 

not satisfy the  rules, then  it does not belong to the gam e at hand. It is relegated 

to another dom ain; ano ther language-gam e. T hird, and  this is im plied by the 

two previous observations, every "utterance" in a language gam e is to be thought 

of as a "move" that is in tended  to extend the game, o r in  theoretical term s, to 

provide new  insights.

The notion  of language gam es as it relates to the discursive field of 

feminist theory an d  race, and  as it is expressed in the theoretical works of 

M onique W ittig, can be view ed on  two levels. The first level is the external level, 

and  refers to the construction of boundaries and rules that dictate the m eaning 

and  nature of fem inist discourse(s). This is not to suggest that the rules of 

feminist discourse, or the disciplinary or theoretical boundaries that encapsulate 

the field, are set-up  by som e om niscient-all-knowing person who occupies a 

space outside the realm  of the social. The rules or boundaries are not created 

beforehand an d  then  blindly followed. Rather, the rules o r boundaries are 

constructed through the production and practice of fem inist theory. In other words, 

the boundaries are an  effect of the discourse; they do not precede it.

At this first level, the concept of "language-game" in relation to feminist 

discourse refers not only to the preoccupation w ith  language as a m eaning-

lOjean-Francois Lyotard, The Postm odern Condition: A Report on 
Knowledge. T ranslated  from French by Geoff Bennington and  Brian M assumi, 
Sixth Printing, (M inneapolis: University of M innesota Press, 1988),p. 10.

n I b i d .
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generating system  in sexual difference, but as that w hich  sets the boundaries and 

separates o u t w hat can and cannot fall w ithin the d iscursive field of feminist 

theory, or w hat counts as "sexual difference." W hether one focuses on how  

w ords acquire and  construct m eaning, or w hether on  focuses on  how  the 

production  of this m eaning is in  itself a boundary-setting device, the category 

"race" figures sim ultaneously as critical sign of absence an d  as a point of fixation.

W hen "race" as a theoretical concept is absent, the  discussions about 

language as a m eaning-generating system  in the p roduction  of sexual difference 

take place w ithout any reference to the category "race" o r (the perception of) 

"racial difference."12 In these instances, "race" is assum ed to be a "color" that 

applies only  to those considered non-white. The presum ption  is that "white

ness" is not a  racial category and therefore, it is not a "race issue." Hence, there is 

no explicit discussion of race and its m utual and  productive role in the 

construction of gender and sexual difference. H ow ever, the absence of any 

theoretical discussion of race w ithin most texts on  sexual difference is actually an 

articulation of a certain conception of "race"; nam ely tha t raced subjects are 

"marked" subjects. N ot only does this absence im ply the "m ark of race" theory,13 

bu t is it produces the m eaning of race within sexual difference discourse(s) 

through that absence. T hat is, the meaning of race is constructed in absentia. It’s 

m eaning articulated through its silence.

Ironically, the absence of a focused, theoretical exam ination of "race” in the 

production of sexual difference and w ithin discourses on  sexual difference, co

l^See for exam ple, Luce Irigaray, The Speculum  o f the O ther Woman, and 
This Sex W hich Is Not O ne, op. cit., and Jane Gallop, The D aughter's Seduction: 
Feminism and  Psychoanalysis. (Ithaca, NY: Cornell U niversity Press, 1982).

l^See Colette Guillaum in, "Race and Nature: The System  of Marks, the 
Idea of a N atu ra l G roup and  Social Relationships," Fem inist Issues. 8 (Fall 1988).
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exists w ith the explosion of texts th a t assert the need to acknowledge racial an d  

ethnic differences among w om en. This paradox can be partially explained by the 

belief that gender and race occupy separate  and  symmetrical positions. The 

assum ption is that race and gender are  produced through  different social and  

historical processes, that m ay o r m ay no t overlap, bu t which nonetheless results

in  two different subjects "a gendered  subject" and  "a racial subject." W hen this

assum ption is a t work, the history o f 'race' as m utually and internally productive 

of gender and  sexual difference is com pletely elided. W hen race is in troduced  

into sexual difference discourses it is only after the concept of "sexual difference" 

has been formulated, theorized, an d  articulated. In  fact, w ithin sexual difference 

discourses (and within W ittig's w orks in  particular), "race" functions in one of at 

least two ways: (1) it serves to h igh ligh t or lend legitimacy to sexual difference 

through analogies an d / o r com parisons; or (2) it is used  to em phasize the belief 

that one racial or ethnic group is "m ore affected" or "burdened” by "sexual 

oppression."

Generally speaking, the racial critiques of the categories "gender" and 

"Woman" as totalizing and universal do  no t satisfy the rules of fem inist 

theorizing. Because such critiques do no t start w ith the premise that sexual 

difference is the primary difference o r is m ore fundam ental, they are often 

relegated to the field of "African Am erican" or "Black W omen's Studies." W hen 

race is introduced, the nature of the d iscourse changes, and for feminist theory, 

such a change in  the discourse constitutes enough difference to label it as not 

(really) gender-related. In term s of the concept of language games, "race" has to 

potential to so thoroughly d isrup t the assum ptions that make sexual difference 

narratives possible, that it m ust be view ed as not satisfying the rules of fem inist 

theorizing. Thus, any question concerning "race" becomes a part of a different 

theoretical discourse altogether.
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It is interesting to note that, desp ite  the theoretical tendency to re

assert the prim acy of sexual difference against the  m any critiques w aged by 

African A m erican w om en and  other racial an d  ethnic groups, these racial 

critiques have them selves become intricate parts  of feminist discourse(s). They 

have not how ever, underm ined the fundam enta l assum ptions at w hich they 

were aim ed. Rather, these racial critiques function  as markers to indicate "how 

far feminist theory  has advanced"—  or so the  argum ent goes. The contem porary  

version of this s tra in  of thinking is best illum inated  by "difference" argum ents, in  

which fem inists articulate either the need to account for differences am ong 

women, or the need  to show  that differences am ong  wom en do not outw eigh 

their (subject) position  as "women."14 The practice usually involves listing race 

or ethnicity (usually  the latter), in a long list of m odalities that are said to 

"intersect" in  the constitution of gendered identity . In other words, it is 

commonplace to note or acknowledge the need  to analyze race and  ethnicity in  

relation to gender, w ithout actually doing  so.

The second level on which one can conceptualize the notion of "language 

game" refers to language-gam es in the plural. H ere "language-games" are those 

moves, or "utterances" that reveal how the gam e itself is to be played. They are 

the linguistic a n d  theoretical form ulations th a t take place w ith in  the discursive 

boundaries of fem inist theory. These utterances, o r sophisticated theoretical 

moves, occur even  w hen  the focus is not directly  on  language and its productive 

aspects. The question  of language in any form  m ay not even be addressed  in a

l^See for exam ple, G erder Lemer, "Reconceptualizing Differences A m ong 
Women," foum al of W omen's History 1 (W inter 1990): 106-122; Linda G ordon, 
"On 'Difference,' G enders 10 (Spring 1991): 91-110; Paula Rothenberg, "The 
Construction, Deconstruction, and  R econstruction of Difference," H ypatia 5 
(Spring 1990): 42-57; and  the essays collected in  H ester Eisenstein and  Alice 
Jardine, eds., The Future  of Difference. Fourth  Printing, (New Brunswick, NJ: 
Rutgers U niversity Press, 1990.
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theoretical analysis, bu t the analysis itself sets the boundaries by outlining w hat 

is acceptable w ith in  the discursive lim its of fem inist theorizing.

In w hat follows, I exam ine the theoretical w orks of M onique W ittig by 

outlining her theory of language, an d  the w ays in w hich she uses language to 

critique specific categories in  fem inist theory. In  so doing, I point ou t how  

W ittig's critique of language functions to elide questions of race, even w hen  (or 

especially when) race is jux taposed  against the category "Woman" or gender. 

W ittig's deploym ent of the category race and  use of racialized figures in  her 

theoretical work, provides a clear exam ple of the operation of language game(s) 

in  fem inist theory. H er w orks em ploy both  the internal and  the external 

m ethodological conception of language gam es as I have articulated them.

II. The Materiality of Language

A n im portant aspect of W ittig 's theoretical and fictional w ork can be 

found in  her theory of language. For W ittig, the oppression of women, o r the 

differentiation betw een the sexes, m anifests itself m ost poignantly in  language. 

This differentiation is depicted  by and  illustrated in  w ords and  concepts that 

require an  "opposite" to gain  its m eaning. O ppositions like m an / w om an, 

m asculine/fem inine, and m ale /fem ale , are naturalized th rough  language. 

Because these oppositions ap p ea r to be natural, i.e., as som ething that was 

created by nature and  therefore already  exists in  nature, they resist criticism. For 

this reason, W ittig m aintains tha t it is not only necessary to question the 

categories of "man" and  "woman," bu t to abolish them  altogether. H er reasons 

for this stem  from  the notion tha t the categories "sex" and  "gender" apply only to 

the w om an, w hile m an  rem ains unm arked  and  universal. In W ittig's view, "...the 

category of sex is the category th a t sticks to w om en, for only they cannot be 

conceived outside of it. O nly they are sex, the sex, and  sex have been m ade in
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their m inds, bodies, acts, gestures... Indeed, the category sex tightly holds 

women. "15 Since, "gender is the linguistic index of the political opposition 

betw een the sexes,"16 language becomes the w eapon needed to destroy tha t 

opposition. The assum ption here is that the m ost effective way to elim inate the 

oppression of w om en is to get to the source of the problem . In W ittig's w orld, 

that source is language.

In W ittig's ow n view, focusing on  the source of w om en’s oppression— 

language—does not m ean that one is necessarily relegated to a w orld of 

abstraction. A lthough she m akes a distinction betw een the philosophical level of 

oppression and  the m aterial level of oppression, she is quite clear in  her 

conviction that both are interrelated, and  that their connection is m ade possible 

only th rough  language. For example, she criticizes (traditional) M arxism for 

reducing oppression to one's relationship to the m eans of production. In this 

instance, oppression becomes strictly m aterial; som ething that is m easured by 

one's "class position" and  "class consciousness." How ever, Wittig argues that:

Class consciousness is not enough. We [Le., women] m ust try  to 
understand  philosophically (politically) these concepts of 'subject' 
and  'class consciousness' and  how  they w ork  in  relation to ou r 
history. W hen w e discover that w om en are the objects of 
oppression and  appropriation, at the very  m om ent that we becom e 
able to perceive this, we become subjects in the sense of cognitive 
subjects, through an  operation of abstraction. [This involves] ...the 
whole conceptual reevaluation of the social world...from the point 
of view  of oppression...The m ovem ent back  and  fo rth  b e tw een  the 
levels o f reality  (the conceptual reality  a n d  the m aterial rea lity  of 
oppression , w h ich  are bo th  social realities) is accom plished
th r o u g h  la n g u a g e .

15’T h e  Category of Sex,” in The Straight M ind A nd Other Essays. Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1992, p. 8.

16'The Point of View*. Universal or Particular?, ibid., p. 60.

17"One is N ot Bom  A Woman," Ibid., p. 19.
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Here, W ittig m akes the distinction betw een "Woman" the m yth  or the 

abstract, and  "women", the individuals to w hom  "Woman" supposedly  refer.

The abstract oppression of w om an (the "natural" role ascribed to that category), 

and the m aterial oppression of w om en (the actual effects of oppression in 

political and  econom ic terms), are for W ittig, tw o sides of the sam e coin. The 

bridge or link that connects the two is language. "Language for a w riter is a 

special m aterial...because it is the place, the m eans, the m edium  for bringing 

m eaning to light."18 Thus, the function of language is to serve as a m ediator 

between these tw o levels of reality

The idea the language serves as a m ediator and  as som ething to be used  

by the w riter is better illustrated by W ittig's re-articulation of the 

signifier/ signified m odel for her letter/ m eaning model. W ittig m aintains tha t 

substituting the w ord  letter for signifier, and  the w ord m eaning for signified, 

"avoid[s] the interference of the referent prem aturely  in  the vocabulary of the 

sign. For s ig n ified  an d  sign ifie r describe the  sign  in  term s o f the reality  be in g  

referred to , w h ile  le tte r an d  m eaning describe the  s ign  so le ly  in  re la tion  to 

language."19 In other w ords, the sign in  the signifier/signified  m odels refers to

a thing, a reality, or a referent an actual thing. For Wittig, the

signifier/ signified m odel has nothing to do  w ith language, its structure and  its 

meaning(s). In her view, the purpose of language is to describe or to make 

visible reality. W ittig w ants to examine language in its abstractness, and  argues 

that the signifier/ signified m odel precludes this possibility because its reference 

is to reality itself, not the abstract "meanings" of language or the m aterial 

structure o f language. By replacing the signifier an d  the signified w ith  letter and

18"The Point of View: Universal O r Particular?", op. d t., p. 66.

19Ibid., p. 65.
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m eaning, W ittig argues that she is m oving  from  the realm  of reality  w here 

referents dom inated, to the abstract w orld  of language, w here the m aterial and 

the "meaning" come together.

M oving from the real to the abstract is an  im portan t conceptual distinction 

for W ittig because focusing on  the abstract, i.e., the relationship betw een  the sign 

and  language, prevents one from  using  w ords that are over-determ ined  in  their 

m eaning. In the signifier/ signified m odel, "...certain m eanings are over

determ ined to such an extent th a t the letter is m ade the m eaning an d  the  signifier 

becom es the signified, [regardless of w hat] the w riter does."20 T hus to prevent 

the signifier from  becoming the signified, o r "to avoid the interference of the 

referent prem aturely," W ittig op ts to d iscuss the signifier and  the signified in 

abstract term s,’ "where letter (signifier) and  m eaning (signified) do  no t act 

separately"21 and where "there can be an  equilibrium  betw een letter and  

m eaning."22 This equilibrium  is achieved not by avoiding the referent altogether, 

bu t by avoiding its entrance onto the scene prem aturely  The operative w ord 

is prem aturely, for it indicates th a t W ittig's disposition leans tow ard  the he sign- 

referent theory of language, in  w hich the sign or w ord  stands in  for the object. 

Despite W ittig's re-w orking of the  sign ifier/sign ified  m odel into the 

le tter/ m eaning model, her conception im plies th a t language sym bolizes 

referents. Rooted deeply in the m etaphysical tradition, this theory of language

20ibid., p. 66.

21Ibid.

^ Ib id .,  p. 65.

23"Using the words le tte r and  m ean ing  in place of signified and  signifier 
perm its us to avoid the interference of the referent prem aturely  in  the vocabulary 
of the sign." Ibid., p. 65.
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treats language as re-presentation, as the m edium  th rough  w hich "things” or 

"objects" are m ade present. "Language is...the place, the  m eans the m edium  for 

bringing m eaning to light."24 Language operates as a transparen t film, behind 

w hich lies the "original m eaning" of a w ord or "real" th ing  itself. Thus w ords 

already always have m eaning in  and  of themselves.

There is som ething deeply  disturbing about the  implications of W ittig's 

theory of language. H er theory implies that w ords have a "real" or "true" 

m eaning outside of their usage. For W ittig, there seem s to be an  "original" 

m eaning behind every w ord. A t the same time, W ittig  suggests that it is 

precisely the (m is)usage of som e w ords that necessitates the creation of the 

"perfect w ar m achine"—the Trojan Horse— so as to destroy, m anipulate, o r alter 

som e or all of those words.

W hat I am  saying is that the shock of w o rd s in  literature does not 
come o u t of the  ideas they  are su p p o sed  to prom ote, since w hat 
the w riter deals w ith  first is a solid body  that m ust be m anipulated 
in  one w ay or another. ...[I]f one w ants to bu ild  a perfect w ar 
machine, one m ust spare oneself the delusion  that facts, actions, 
ideas can dictate directly  to w ords th e ir  form . There is a detour, 
and  th e  shock  o f w ords is produced b y  th e ir association, the ir 
d isposition , th e ir  arrangem ent, an d  a lso  b y  each one of them  used  
separately , [em phasis added] .25

In essence, som e w ords have been used in  w ays that they were not 

in tended or in  ways that either cover-up or distort the  "real" m eaning of the 

w ord. W ords, because they have (an) inherent m eaning  are "suppose to 

prom ote" that m eaning. H ow ever, this inherent m eaning cannot "dictate directly 

to w ords their [original] form," because of the w ay in  w hich writers arrange or

24See footnote #27.

25’The Trojan Horse," op. d t., p. 72.
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place the w ords in  context. These w ords then becom e so distorted and over- 

determ ined that the d isto rted  m eaning becomes the "real" meaning. Or, pu t in 

W ittigian terms, "...the letter is m ade the m eaning an d  the signifier becomes the 

signified."26 This conflation of the signifier and  the signified necessitates a 

Trojan Horse strategy in  which the dom inated uses the sam e tactic of dom inator 

(Le., the m ethod of m anipulating w ords for one's ow n  benefit) to either abolish 

the over-determ ined w ords, or use the same w ords to articulate the oppressed's 

point of view.

For Wittig, language is very material. She view s w ords as things one can 

hold. "Language," she argues, "offers a very concrete m atter to grasp hold of." 

(p. 34) Wittig insists that "words lie there to be used  as raw  material by a w riter, 

just as clay is at the disposal of any sculptor," bu t m aintains that w ords are 

different from clay, stone, or any other m edium  used to create m eaning because 

wordshave  m eaning.

W ords are, each one of them, like the Trojan Horse. They are 
things, m aterial things, and  at the sam e tim e they [already] m ean 
som ething. A nd it is because they m ean som ething that they are 
abstract27.

Because it is som ething to take hold of, like clay, it can be sculpted and 

shaped. This is a very im portant aspect of Wiitig's theory, because the 

materiality of language form s the essence of her argum ent. She wants to focus 

on  the language in  its m aterial form as opposed to language in its abstract form. 

She wants to shift the focus from m eaning, i.e., language in  its abstract form, to 

language in its m aterial, visible form. This shift is necessary because, as stated

^ Q u o te d  above., see footnote #29.

27Ibid. 71
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earlier, there has been too m uch attention on  m eaning which results in  the 

conflation of the signifier and  the signified. In  addition, the em phasis on 

m eaning "hides language from  sight"28 and  one is unable to see the form  of the 

w ord  because of the connotations it m ay evoke. But W ittig does not w an t her 

em phasis on the "form" of the w ord to be construed  as preferring language over 

the m eaning of language. Indeed, for W ittig this w ould  be a  gross distinction 

because m eaning does not exist apart from  the  form  o r structure of language.

She writes:

Then isn’t m eaning language? Yes, it is language, bu t 
in  its visible and m aterial form, language is form, 
language is letter. M eaning is not visible, and  as such 
appears to be outside of language. ...Indeed, m eaning 
is language, but being its abstraction it cannot be seen, 
p. 67.

Thus, m eaning is a part of language b u t it constitutes the abstract sphere 

of language. The m aterial sphere of language is w ha t can be seen; it is that which 

is visible to the naked eye; it is the letter or the w ord  itself. W ittig despises the 

"current use of language" because "one sees and  hears only m eaning."29 "[The] 

writer's w ork  [then is] to concern themselves w ith  the letter, the concrete, the 

visibility of language, that is, its m aterial form."30

The notion of language as material allows W ittig to argue for the 

m anipulation of language or w ords in their spelling, their a rrangem ent, and  even 

their placem ent in  the text. This process of w orking  on  language "w ord by word" 

is an effort to produce a m eaning or set of m eanings that are beneficial to

28"The Point of View: Universal or Particular?", op. d t., p. 66.

29lbid., p- 67.

30lbid.
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"minority writers," o r to those condem ned  to the particu lar po in t of view.31 The 

end  resu lt is a practice that creates polysem y, i.e., a  m ultip licity  o f m eanings 

rather than  a single, over-determ ined m eaning.

In spite of W ittig's insistence on  the polysem y of w ords, one is still left 

w ith  the uneasy suspicion that the m ultiplicity of m eanings tha t a  w ord m ay 

convey is the result of a carefully-planned, and  strategically-im plem ented 

schem e designed to pulverize m is-used  and  over-determ ined  w ords. The 

m ethod of destruction of course, is the "perfect w ar m achine," o r the Trojan 

Horse, w hich in language m eans the use of unconventional form  and structure.32 

W hat W ittig is suggesting is that one can create a d ifferent m eaning for a w ord , 

or a m ultiple set of m eanings, if one chooses that and  th e n  convey it precisely in 

the w ay that the m eaning was chosen.

I am  unconvinced that w ords, or even language, opera tes in  this m anner. 

One cannot control the m eaning of w ords, partly because w ords derive their 

m eaning from  the context in w hich  they  are used. P u t sligh tly  different, w ords 

have no m eaning outside of their deploym ent in discourse. M eaning is p roduced 

and  is therefore contextual. W ords do no t have, as W ittig w ould  have us to 

believe, an  inherent, original, real, o r "full" m eaning. W ittig  believes that "...work 

on the level of words and of the letter [i.e., w ork on  the m ateria l level], 

reactivates words in  their arrangem ent, and  in  tu rn  confers on  m eaning its fu l l  

meaning ...',33 Reactivates? Full m eaning? How should  one evaluate W ittig's

31See the essay, "The Point of View" Universal o r Particular?", Ibid.

32see Wittig's essay, "The Trojan Horse," in op. cit., and  Linda Zerrilli's 
"The Trojan H orse of Universalism : Language as a 'W ar M achine' in the W ritings 
of M onique Wittig," Social Text (Sum m er 1990): 146-170.

33’T he Point of View: U niversal or Particular?" op. cit., p. 67.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



269

conceptualization of language, except by arguing that she believes that words 

have an  original m eaning or set of meanings, or that w ords are symbols? A t the 

very least, W ittig is arguing  that the only way for w ords to have m ore than one 

m eaning (i.e., the m eaning that the w ord already had or w as given by the 

"oppressor) is to "reactivate" w ords by w orking on them  at the m aterial level 

w hich in tu rn  produces m any m eanings. Thus, w ords have its "original" 

m eaning and  the m eaning(s) given to it by the "m inority writer" w ho has decided 

w hat new  m eaning to invest in  the w ord.

Thus, the polysem y of a w ord  in  W ittig's theory of language takes on an 

a ir of superficiality. In fact, w hen W ittig argues that "w ords lie there to be used 

as raw  m aterial by a w riter, just as clay is at the d isposal of the sculptor," the 

im age that her form ulation conjures up is not that of clay, b u t tha t of play-dough. 

The polysem y of words in  W ittig's theory is the result of m anipulating  w ords 

and  "...despoil[ing] [them] of [their] everyday meaning."34 Before one can 

"despoil" or ad d  to the "everyday meaning" of a w ord, the "w riter m ust first 

reduce language to be as m eaningless as possible in o rder to tu rn  it into a neutral 

m aterial—that is a raw  m aterial."35 This neutral-like m aterial is really a "solid 

body that m ust be m anipulated  in one w ay or another" to create the meaning(s) 

that the w riter desires.36 Thus, w ords become like play-dough; an  am orphous 

mass that can m anipulated  at will and  where, in the end  the "neutral material" or 

w ord  is re-shaped until it fits the point of view of the shaper, or it is destroyed 

altogether. As a result, m eaning becomes the product of a "play on  words" as

34"The Trojan Horse," p. 72.

3 5 i b i d .

36ibid.
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opposed  to a "play of words." The w riter m anipulates words; or better yet, the 

w riter plays w ith  words to  produce a (desired) meaning, m uch like a child 

plays w ith play-dough to construct a  phantasm ic toy of the moment. This is not 

to suggest that there is som ething silly, triv ial or child-like about Wittig's 

understanding  and articulation of the m ultiplicity of language. It does how ever, 

h ighlight the ways in w hich Wittig's view  o f language and  meaning suggest that 

there is som ething already always there w aiting  to be re-shaped into a "more 

appropriate" m eaning. She treats language sim ply as a vehicle for 

com m unicating ideas rather than as a system  of m eaning or a process of 

signification. Language is "special m aterial" because "it is used by everybody all 

the tim e, it is used for speaking and com m unicating."37 Certainly, W ittig 

discusses the multiplicity of language—she uses the term  polysemy— but the 

m ultiple meanings of w ords in her theory are  the result of "adding" m eaning(s) 

to an  already existing m eaning, rather than  a m eaning that is, in the D erridean 

sense, dispersed along a chain of signifiers tha t cannot easily be pinned  dow n. 

The operation and function of m eaning, or how  m eaning is produced, rem ains 

rem arkably problem atic in W ittig’s usage an d  as a result, her theory of language 

looses its theoretical interest and  its analytical force.

A lthough her analysis is inform ed by a notion of the "materiality of 

language," it is a m ateriality that is concerned m ore w ith paying attention to 

particular words that people use (e.g. "Woman", elles, ils), rather than how  these 

w ords gain m eaning through  their usage in  specific contexts. The m ultiple 

m eanings that words have in  Wittig's theory  are composed of the "original 

meaning" given to a w ord by the "dominator" and  the re-shaped m eaning that 

results from the "dominated's" m anipulation of the word. This view of m ultiple

37"The Point of View: Universal or Particular?," p. 66.
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m eanings is very different from the idea tha t m eaning is d ispersed along a  chain  

of signifiers that keep transform ing into signifieds, and  vice versa. This 

instability of language, as articulated by Jacques Derrida, suggests tha t one can  

never arrive at a final signified w hich is not a signifier in itself.38 For D errida, the 

sign or w ord cannot be taken as a hom ogenous un it bridging an  origin (i.e., 

referent) and an  end  (i.e., meaning). Hence, m eaning is never identical w ith  

itself. It is som ething that is always suspended  or deferred. The "sign" and  the  

"meaning" can never coincide o r be m ade identical because one sign will a lw ays 

lead to another sign, resulting in an endless chain of slippery signifiers.

A t one level, W ittig's focus on  m eaning could lead one to believe that her 

conception of language repudiates the "sign-as-re-presentation" theory. She is 

disturbed by the privileged position that m eaning occupies in our understand ing  

and  study of language. "[I]n the current use of language," she argues, "one sees 

and  hears only m eaning."39 This overem phasis on "meaning hides language 

from  sight"40 and precludes one from  seeing m eaning as the p roduct of its usage. 

M ore im portantly, it prevents one from  seeing the structural, o r the m aterial form  

of language.

Wittig's desire to focus on the form  of language is m otivated by her 

interrogation of the category of difference. She contends that "man" and 

"woman" are ideological constructions that are naturalized through language at 

the m aterial level, and  w hich are in  tu rn  given a "natural difference" in  m eaning.

38ln general, see D errida'sW riting and  Difference. (Lnondon: R outledge 
& Kegan Paul, 1978); "Differance," and  "Form an d  Meaning: A  Note on the 
Phenom enology of Language," in M argins of Philosophy. (Chicago: U niversity 
of Chicago Press, 1982); and Speech and  Phenom ena, and O ther Essays on 
H usserl's Theory of Signs. (Evanston: N orthw estern  University Press, 1978).

^^Monique W ittig, "The Point of View: Universal or Particular?," p. 67.

4®Ibid., p. 66
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For Wittig, there is no "natural" difference betw een "man" an d  "woman"; only the 

difference created th rough  language underg irded  by a heterosexual, political 

regim e. Heterosexuality is conceptualized not as an a lternate sexuality that can 

adopt, or as an ideology tha t one can accept as a "worldview", bu t as a political 

and  social regime that form s the  social contract of society.41 For Wittig, "the 

category of sex (i.e., m an / w om an  and  female /  male) is the political category that 

founds society as heterosexual."42 H eterosexuality is a  social and  political 

regim e that creates and  m ain tains the dom ination of m en over women. By 

arguing  that heterosexuality is the basis or foundation of society, Wittig 

threatens to dism antle the "naturalness" of heterosexuality an d  the "naturalness" 

of the categories "man" and  "wom an."

The categories of "man" and  "woman" are intricately connected in both the 

m aterial/ structural form  and  m eaning. Materially, "man" form s a part of the 

w ord  "woman" and  this for W ittig underscores the notion th a t language is an 

indicator of the dom inance of one sex over the other. In  addition , the m eaning 

of "man" and "woman" are derived  from  each other. "W oman" cannot exist 

w ithou t the category "man," and  the interrelationship of m a n /  w om an is the 

p roduct of heterosexuality.

The category of sex is the product of heterosexual society that turns 
half the popu lation  into sexual beings, for sex is a category which 
w om en cannot be outside of.43

Thus, the liberation of w om en depends upon  the elim ination of the 

categories of "man" and  "woman." The elim ination of these categories depend

41See "On the Social Contract," pp. 33-45.

42"Xhe Category of Sex," p. 5.

43"The Category of Sex," p. 7.
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upon  a subject whose position is located outside of the linguistic param eters of 

"m an/ woman." For W ittig, lesbianism  is not only a way of avoiding the 

totalizing political, sexual, and  economic pow er of a man, but it breaks dow n  the 

assum ption that heterosexuality is natural and  underm ines the stability of the 

category sex. For W ittig, lesbians transcend the categories of sex because their 

existence does not depend  upon the existence of (a) man, and their existence is 

not m aintained th rough  the existence of m en. Therefore, Wittig argues, "lesbians 

are not women."44

W ittig's re-thinking of language as m aterial, and  her notion that 

heterosexuality serves as the foundation of society, do present themselves as 

novel w ithin  feminist theorizing. A m ong French feminists, Wittig sets herself 

apart from  others by insisting that the problem  of gender is not that of sam eness, 

bu t that of difference. For W ittig, w om en are the "marked other," while m en 

parade u n d er the sign of the universal, gender-less, "human." H er ultim ate goal 

is to m ake the particular point of view, or the view  of the "marked other," 

universal. T hat is, her goal is to bring "women" ou t of the totalizing and 

dom inating system  of heterosexuality, into a linguistic world where they are 

speaking subjects. While this may seem  to be a laudable objective w ithin the 

W ittigian fram ework, w hat are we to m ake of W ittig's assum ption that "women" 

form  a class in  and of themselves? In a like m anner, w hat are we to make of the 

privileged position that heterosexuality occupies w ithin Wittig's theoretical 

works? W hy m ust the heterosexual relationship be conceived of as "the 

param eter of all hierarchical relations,"45 including racial hierarchies? H ow  does

44"The Straight Mind," p. 32.

45"On the Social Contract," p. 42.
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"race" and "radal images” figure in W ittig's work, and w hat are the im plications 

of these radalized  configurations? W hat are we to m ake of the race-less (lesbian 

and women) subjeds that form  the basis of Wittig's theory?

III. "Like R unaw ay Slaves”— T he Gender-Race Analogy

There is a larger and  m ore ambiguous point that I am  trying to  get a t w ith  

the above questions, and  th a t is that critiques of sexual difference, regardless of 

whether they are conceptualized in  term s of sameness or difference, m u st 

privilege "sex" or "gender” as a theoretical category, and  in  so doing reduces 

"race" to a category of analogy, a n d / or locates it outside the discourse of sexual 

difference. W hen language is used as a reference point, as it is in  W ittig, 

language itself becomes the culprit, signifying the ways in w hich race is m ade 

both prom inent and  invisible.

Let use W ittig's theory of language as an example. It has a lready  been 

noted that W ittig views language as the means through which sexual difference 

is naturalized. As a result, she advocates a type of "working on language" that 

will destroy ou r conception of man, wom an, and heterosexuality as "natural." In 

order to w ork on language, W ittig argues, one m ust view  language a s  material, 

as "concrete m atter to grasp hold of." This need to focus on the m aterial form  of a 

w ord is m otivated by the belief that m eaning is all that one hears a n d  sees in 

language. Some w ords are so over-determ ined in their m eaning that it is 

necessary to abolish the w ord  altogether, as opposed to investing it w ith  new  

meanings. The w ords to w hich W ittig refers to of course, are gender-m arked 

words; w ords w hich gram m atically indicate sex in language.
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For instance, in  describing her preference for the French collective 

p ronoun  elles, over the collective pronoun ils in her novel Les Guerilleres. W ittig 

explains it this way:

In Les Guerilleres. I try  to universalize the point of view  of elles.
The goal of the approach is not to fem inize the w orld bu t to m ake 
the categories of sex obsolete in language. I therefore, set u p  elles in 
the text as the absolute subject of the  world... W ord by w ord, elles 
establishes itself as a sovereign subject. Only then could il(s), they- 
he, appear reduced and truncated o u t of language.46

As a French w riter, this distinction was fairly easy to make since the 

French language recognizes two collective p ronouns for "they"; one for each 

gender. But the problem  of choosing the fem inine version of a w ord over its 

m asculine counterpart, became apparent w hen Les Guerilleres. was translated  

into English. The English language lacks the lexical equivalent for the w ord  elles, 

and  because of this the translator often translated elles into "the women." 

According to W ittig,

[w jhen elles is turned into the women the process of 
universalization is destroyed. All o f a sudden, elles stopped being 
m ankind. W hen one says "the w om en," one connotates a num ber 
of ind iv idual women, thus transform ing the point of view entirely  
by particularizing what I in tended as universal. Not only w as m y 
undertak ing  w ith  the collective p ronoun  elles lost, but another 
w ord  w as introduced, the w ord  xvometi appearing obsessively 
th roughout the text...47

W ittig's point about loosing the universal po in t of view through the 

translation of elles into "the women" is well taken. For Wittig, "women" is a 

w ord  that is gender-m arked in  language, and  as su ch  relegates w om en to 

som ething o ther than  an  absolute subject. H ow ever, w hat is im portant here, is

4 6 l b i d .

47"The M ark of Gender," p. 86.
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not W ittig's task  of po in ting  ou t h o w  "women are m arked  in language by 

gender,"48 bu t how  she goes about illustrating "how w om en are m arked in 

language in  gender." W ittig quickly follows up  her observation about the 

obsessive appearance of the w ord  "women" w ith the statem ent that "[women]... is 

one of those gender-m arked  words... which I never u se  in  French."49

For me, [Wittig explains], women is the equivalent of slave, and, in fact, I have 
actively opposed its use whenever possible. To patch it up with the use of a y or 
an i (as in wotnyn or wimtnin ) does not alter the political reality of the word. If 
one tries to imagine nogger orniggir, instead of nigger, one may realize the 
futility of the attempt.^*

The idea that the  w ord  "woman" is "the [linguistic] equivalent o f ' the 

w ord "slave" o r  "nigger" is so obviously problem atic th a t a critical dissection of 

the analogy hard ly  seem s fair. First, there is an im plicit assertion that the w ord 

"nigger" functions as the universal linguistic signifier for people of African 

descent, m uch like the w ord  "woman" functions as the  universal signifier for the 

female sex. For W ittig, "gender in  language... is a  m ark  unique of its kind[;] [it 

contains] the un ique lexical sym bol that refers to an  oppressed  group." The 

"unique lexical sym bol" to w hich Wittig refers is, of course "Woman," and  its 

pronoun com plem ents, "she," "her," etc. Since, "language is the "first, the 

perm anent, and  the final social contract," it makes sense in  W ittig's view  that 

gender is the foundational com ponent of all languages. T hus, gender-m arking is 

specific to all languages m aking it a universal, linguistic phenom enon.

48'The M ark of Gender," p. 82. 

49lbid., p . 86.

SOlbid.
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Wittig's com parison of "woman" and "nigger" implies tha t "nigger" 

operates in m uch the sam e way, except that it is a racially-m arked word. The 

assum ption is that "nigger" can be as universal in its signification to racially 

m arked groups as w om an  is to the gender-m arked group. W hat W ittig ignores is 

the specificity of "nigger” as racial signifier. Emerging ou t of slavery and the Jim 

Crow segregation law s, "nigger" is specific not only to a certain  time in history, 

bu t its usage is confined to the continental U.S. The discursive construction of 

the category race, and  the legal classification of the ’races' is a  relatively m odem  

phenom enon How ever, W ittig's comparison denies this specificity by positing 

"nigger" as a trans-global racial identifier that can be likened to w hat she sees as 

the trans-global gender signifier—  "woman." This is a huge assum ption given 

that racial distinctions vary  by culture and country, as well as over and w ithin 

time. For instance, blacks and  w hites in South Africa are classified as "coloreds" 

and  "Afrikaners." The negative term  is "kaiffer" or "kaiffer boy," not nigger. In a 

like manner, terms used  to describe people of African descent—including 

derogatory terms — have varied over the past two centuries and  continue to 

change. Thus, the specific historical and social construction of the w ord  "nigger," 

and  the changing contents of the category race, problem atizes W ittig's analogy 

by underm ining the assum ption  that "woman" and  "nigger" are sym m etrical in 

the scope of their signification.

Perhaps W ittig's larger point is that despite specific nam es, each language 

has within it racial signifiers, and  that fact alone is enough to m ake the 

comparison to the gender-m arked w ord "woman". Nevertheless, one is still 

struck by the nature of the  racial signifier Wittig chose to m ake the analogy. For 

even if we were to accept W ittig's basic proposition that woman is as over- 

determ ined as nigger, w hy  m ust the w ord "woman" be com pared to a racial
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counterpart th a t is not only derogatory, bu t a lso  geographically lim ited and 

considered as slang?

W hile "nigger" functions as the u ltim ate  pejorative and derogatory term  

for African A m ericans in  the U.S.,51 "wom an” does not, in "political reality" 

(Wittig’s term ), carry the same cultural w e ig h t for wom en. There are of course, 

derogatory term s for wom en that W ittig co u ld  have chosen to use in her analogy, 

including, bitch, cunt, and "piece," to nam e a  few . Instead of the "W oman = 

Nigger" form ulation, which contains a non-derogatory  term  paralleling a 

derogatory term , Wittig's equation should hav e  contained either two non- 

derogatory w ords (like "Woman = African Am erican") or two derogatory term s 

(like "bitch=nigger" or "cunt=nigger"). Because W ittig d id  not choose a negative 

gender-slang w ord, her use of the term  "nigger" actually serves as a foil. That is, 

part of the function of the equal sign in her "W om an = Nigger equation," is to 

reflect back into the w ord "woman" all of the negativ ity  that is conjured up  w ith 

the w ord "nigger." Thus, the racial slur is u se d  here not to highlight the racial 

form ation of language, bu t to em phasize the problem s w ith the category 

"woman.” Race, even in this explicit usage, is rendered  invisible; dem eaned in 

the very act of analysis. The negative connotations of "woman" are m ade visible, 

only th rough  com parison w ith a negative rac ia l term, and only because the 

"political reality" of the racial term  is m ade invisible. In other words, in  order to 

com prehend the nature of gender in  language,, the nature of racially-m arked 

words and  their m utual construction in  gender-m arked words had  to be m ade 

incom prehensible.

51l w ill venture to say here that there is no other perjorative term  
comparable to the term  "nigger," and  that th e re  is no w ord used to describe white 
Americans th a t carries the same negative conotations.
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W hat all of this show s is that no t only is Wittig's analogy incongruous and 

begins on  uneven ground, bu t th a t "nigger" or radal(ized) language becomes 

m erely a tool; a means to ano ther end. Race and racial(ized) language becomes 

the process through w hich  sexual difference in language is illum inated. This 

process necessarily  produces race as an  absent "marker" w ithin  sexual difference 

discourse, w hich translates into the notion that race is a category th a t to exist 

outside of sexual difference discourse.

W hy, you  may ask, does the  process of analogy necessarily produce race 

as an  absent m arker, especially w hen  race figures so clearly in  the text? W hy can't 

the analogy serve to highlight b o th  sexual difference and racial difference?

W here w ould  race stand  in  relation to sexual difference discourse h a d  W ittig 

chosen two congruous term s in her analogy?

First, it should be noted th a t even if Wittig's form ulation contained two 

equally negative-slang term s or tw o non-negative term s, the notion  o f com paring 

race and  gender w ould rem ain prob lem atic  The problem  w ith  the analogy lies 

not only in  the juxtaposition of a derogatory  racial term  against a non-derogatory 

gender term , b u t any such analogy m u st relegate "race" and  radal(ized) language 

to a position outside of sexual d ifferen ce  discourse. The reasons for this lie in the 

fact that, the race-gender analogy is only possible w hen one assum es: (1) that 

race and  gender are separate and  distinct theoretical categories w ith  different 

and  independent historical constructions and  applications; (2) th a t the internal 

com position of race and  gender are sym m etrical, and  therefore each operates 

linguistically, theoretically, and  culturally  in  parallel w ays; and  (3) th a t sexual 

difference is the fundam ental difference, or to use Irigaray’s characterization,
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"[the] prim ary an d  insurm ountable division is into tw o  genders.'52 Each of these 

assum ptions resist notions that view race and gender as m utually  constitutive, 

i.e., as productive of, through, and  by one another. T he boundaries that define 

the category "woman" are internally pervaded w ith  a n d  p roduced  through racial 

differentiation. H ow ever, the race-gender analogy m akes this understanding of 

categories virtually  impossible. The race-gender analogy  cannot serve to indicate 

the internal and  m utual construction of race and  g en d er because the analogy 

generates and reflects the assum ption that the two categories are separate and 

distinct.53 The process of analogy, of comparison, p roduces a  theoretical 

boundary-line, if you  will, betw een the two categories. T he distinction cannot be 

reconciled th rough  this com parison because the com parison  is w hat makes the 

distinction possible and  legitimate. This explains h o w  race can be absent even 

w hen it is present.

U nder these circumstances, the problem  in W ittig 's case is two-fold. One 

the one hand, the problem  lies w ithin the race-gender analogy, nam ely the use of 

incongruous term s. At the sam e time the problem  i s  the analogy; the 

com parison itself. But there is also another im portan t elem ent that makes the 

w om an/ nigger analogy problematic, and  that e lem ent is rela ted  to W ittig’s 

theory of language.

If we view  W ittig's w om an / nigger analogy as p a rt of the project to 

eradicate "m arked words," then  the move to abolish racially-m arked words, 

underscores W ittig's naive understanding of racial signifiers. This naivete is 

underscored by her belief in  language as a m edium  fo r com m unicating ideas that

52Te, Tu. Nous: T ow ard a Culture of Difference. (New' York: Routledge, 
1993), p. 13.

5^1 believe this to be the case even w hen these categories are theorized in 
terms of "inter" m ode, i.e., inter-related, intersection, in tertw ined , etc. All "inter" 
conceptualizations m ust posit two separate entities beforehand.
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are already there, as opposed to treating language as a system  that w hich 

produces m eaning.

Language, [she argues], ...gives everyone the sam e pow er of 
becom ing an  absolute subject through its exercise. But gender, an 
elem ent of language, w orks upon this ontological fact to  annul it as 
far as w om en are concerned and corresponds to a constant attem pt 
to strip  them  of the m ost precious thing for a hum an  being— 
subjectivity .54

Notice that W ittig m ade no explicit reference to race as "an elem ent of 

language.” N either does she recognize the racialness, if you will, of the  concept 

"hum an being." But this does not p revent her from claiming that "woman" is the 

equivalent of "nigger," and  since the "imposition of gender...deprive[s] women of 

the authority of speech,"55 one can only deduce that the im position of race 

deprives African Americans, (or any other racially "oppressed" group) of the 

authority of speech. In a like m anner, if "gender ...[in language] m u st be 

destroyed," then so m ust race in language be destroyed. "This fact, W ittig tells 

us, "holds true for every locutor."56

Thus, the logic given to us by W ittig's analogy w ould have us to believe 

that by abolishing "woman" and  "nigger," and their linguistic com plem ents, 

language w ould then  be clean enough to m ake everyone w ho uses it 

"ungendered, universal, [un-raced, and] whole [subjects]."57 As a result, 

cleansing language of gender-m arked w ords like wom an, wom en, she, her, elles,

54lbid., p. 80. 

55ibid., p. 81.

56 ibid.

57ibid., p. 80
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e tc , and of derogatory, racially-m arked w ords like nigger, jap, jew, dego, etc., we 

w ould then be left w ith  a language that does no t conjure up  loaded images w ith 

the use of these w ords. Therefore, in the absence of particularizing words, 

"minority writers" can now  establish themselves as absolute subjects.

Perhaps I have extended the logic of W ittig's analogy a bit too far, but the 

w om an=nigger analogy actually underm ines itself given W ittig's theoretical 

explication of language. I sincerely doubt that abolishing over-determ ined 

w ords would m ake for a  "purer" language. Besides, even if this w ere possible, 

w hat are we to "do with" those radalized  w ords tha t are not clearly, and 

specifically recognized as rada lized  words? W hat are we to "do w ith” ordinary 

w ords that are products of r a d a liz ed discourses? H ow  are we to evaluate coded 

w ords and phrases that are ra d a l in their m eaning and  content?

These questions m erely highlight the flaws of W ittig's theory of language. 

One cannot merely "abolish" w ords to get rid of their images, and  connotations. 

M eaning is not as rigid and  foundational as W ittig w ould  have us to believe. 

M eaning is partially the result of how  a word is used, in w hat context, and in 

w hat culture. The m eaning  of one w ord will change over and  w ith in  time, and 

the images that accom pany that m eaning will not alw ays be the same. 

Furthermore, the absence of overloaded, specifically radally-m arked words, will 

not guarantee that o ther w ords, although not as derogatory, will not be as 

equally radal. For instance, Figure 5.1 lists a range of rad a l signifiers from those 

that are most obvious (Colum n A) to those that are rarely considered as radally  

constructed or radally  m arked  (Column C). The w ords in C olum n A are usually 

rad a l slurs that are (now) considered offensive and  dem eaning. Again, there are 

gender-m arked w ords th a t can correspond to the rad a l signifiers in Colum n A. 

The words in this colum n are the w ords that trouble W ittig the m ost because 

they clearly "mark" one as rada l. It is undear how ever, w hether o r not she
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w ould a rgue for the  abolishm ent of racially-m arked w ords tha t do not connote 

negativity. W here w ould  African A m erican, black, white, Jewish, or Choctaw  fit 

into W ittig's theory of language and her notion  of destroying racially-m arked 

words? H ow  does one make the distinction betw een "negative" and  "non-

Figure 5.1 C om paring  Racial S ignifiers

C o lu m n  A C olum n B C olum n C

Specific Racial & Ethnic 
S ignifiers

C ulturally-C oded
Signifiers

"O rdinary" Racial 
Signifiers

sir
jap
jew
dego

welfare cheat 
gang m em ber
rapist 
c rim in a l 
d rug  dealer

stup id
lazy
u n c iv ilized
p rim itiv e
barbarian
sav ag e / an im al-like  
h u m a n
ra tio n a l/ in te llig en t

negative" racially-m arked words? At one level, aren 't all trouble W ittig the most 

because they  clearly "mark" one as racial. It is unclear however, w hether or not 

she w ould  argue for the abolishm ent of racially-m arked w ords that do  not 

connote negativity. W here w ould  African Am erican, black, w hite, Jewish, or 

Choctaw fit into W ittig’s theory of language and  her notion of destroying 

racially-m arked w ords? H ow  does one m ake the distinction betw een "negative" 

and "non-negative" racially-m arked w ords? A t one level, aren 't all racial m arkers 

"negative"?

The w ords in  C olum n B confound W ittig's notion of language cleansing 

because these w ords are "coded" and are not as clearly "marked" as slave or 

nigger. In  addition , the w ords in this co lum n do not, in  and of them selves,
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denote racial m arking. Rather, these w ords are  a w ay of com m unicating racial 

ideas and  connoting racial im ages w ithout using  specific racial signifiers.

The w ords in  C olum n C will prove the m ost challenging to W ittig's 

understanding  of racially-m arked words. To im plicitly argue for the de- 

radalization  of language th rough  the race-gender analogy by abolishing racial 

slurs does not take into account the production  of rada lized  subjects in  discourse. 

The discursive construction of radalized  subjects often deploys m etaphors and 

"ordinary" adjectives tha t are then  correlated to  a  specific race. The result is that 

the "ordinary" adjective then  becomes a rad a l signifier in  the abstract sense.

Take for exam ple H um e’s observation tha t "[tjhere never w as a civilized 

nation of any o ther com plexion than  white",'58 o r Kant's elaboration on Hume's 

essay, in which he claim ed that "so fundam ental is the difference betw een [the 

black and  white] races of m an, [that] ...it appears to be as great in  regard to 

m ental capadties in  color."59 For Kant, as is true  of m ost of the Enlightenm ent 

thinkers, reason an d  rationality w ere attributes that d id  not, and  indeed could 

not, belong to the "Negro race." Kant posits the correlation in an  anecdotal 

m an n e r

Father Labat reports that a N egro carpenter, w hom  he reproached 
for haughty  treatm ent tow ards his wives, answ ered: 'You whites 
are indeed  fools, for first you  m ake great concessions to your wives, 
an d  afterw ard  you  complain w hen  they drive you  m ad.' A nd it 
m ight be that there were som ething in this w hich perhaps deserved

S^David H um e, "Of N ational Characters," The Philosophical Works, ed. 
Thom as Hill G reen and  Thom as Hodge Grose, 4  vols. (D arm stadt, 1964), 3:252.

^ Q u o te d  in  H enry  Louis Gates, Jr. "Editor's Introduction: W riting, 'Race' 
and the Difference It Makes," in "Race." W riting, and  Difference. (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1986), p. 10.
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to be considered; but in short, this fellow  was qu ite  black from 
head  to foot, a clear proof that w h a t he said  w as stupid.^O

T hus, "the uncivilized," and "the stupid" are posited  as innate attributes of 

those w ho are, in K ant's pithy phrase, "quite b lack  from  head to foot.''61 One 

cannot dism iss these philosophers as sim ply "racist" o r "products of their times." 

A  dism issal as such w ould prevent one from  recognizing that w hat counts as 

"civilized," as "intelligent," or even "human," is racially constructed, and in some 

ways gendered. The correlation of "ordinary" adjectives to the "Negro race" 

suggest tha t racial slurs alone cannot account for the w ays in which language is 

"marked." If this is the case, are we to abolish all loaded adjectives from 

language?

If w e view  language as a process of signification, as opposed to "a 

m edium " that m erely communicates static m eanings, then  we are likely to see the 

facile na tu re  of W ittig's argum ent to purge language of "marked" words. In 

following W ittig's logic, all w ords w ould  in  the end  disappear, because all w ords 

have the potential to signify racial or gendered  m eanings. That is precisely the 

function of signification in language, i.e., in its endless chain of referring back to 

other w ords, of deferring and  conferring m eaning, w ords become Quid in their 

ability to signify. Thus, the woman= nigger analogy precludes an  analysis of both 

culturally-coded w ords and "ordinary" racially-constructed words, because it is

60lbid., p. 11.

61See also Thom as F. Gossett, Race: T he H istory of an Idea in America. 
(New York: Schocken Books, 1965); W itnthrop D. Jordon, W hite Over Black: 
Am erican A ttitudes Tow ard the Negro: 1550-1812. (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 
Inc., 1969); and  Louis Ruchames, Racial T hought in America: From the Puritans 
to A braham  Lincoln. Volume 1, (Amherst: U niversity of M assachusetts Press, 
1969);
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prem ised on the assum ption  tha t "racially-marked” are negative, derogatory, 

slurs.

The race-gender analogy in  W ittig's w ork  is by no m eans lim ited to the 

wom an=nigger equation, an d  because race and racial language figures so 

prom inently in  her w ork, it has to be placed w ithin the context of (a) language 

game(s) outlined above. In  short, I argued that a language gam e and  language 

games within fem inist theory as is articulated by W ittig, can  be v iew ed on  two 

levels. The first level is the "language game" level, w hich is characterized by the 

contem porary focus on  language as productive of sexual difference. At this level, 

the language-game is the theoretical focus that through its analysis separates out 

w hat can and cannot fall w ith in  the purview  of sexual difference discourse. The 

second level is the level of language games, in the plural, w hich  refers to the 

ways in  which language itself is used  w ithin the discursive boundaries of sexual 

difference. Language-games occur, so to speak w ithin a larger "language game," 

and  refers to those linguistic an d  theoretical form ulations th a t constitute a 

particular discursive field.

I have already illustrated  how  in  Wittig's work the w om an=nigger 

analogy necessarily places questions of race outside the pu rv iew  of sexual 

difference discourse. The im plication is not only the exclusion of race, but the 

construction of a fram ew ork tha t produces race as a critical s ign  of absence in the 

very act of highlighting its presence. Race and racial im ages becom e perm anent 

fixtures around w hich the discourse of sexual difference is built. This is the 

nature of language games; these are the ways in which language is used to 

illum inate how language is productive of sexual difference. To illustrate, Wittig's 

com parison of wom en's lo t to tha t of slaves is a good exam ple.

At the very outset, W ittig m ade it clear that
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[tjhe category o f  sex is the category th a t ordains slavery for  
women, and i t  w orks specifically as i t  d id  fo r  black slaves, th rough  
an  operation of reduction, by taking p a rt for the whole, a part 
(color, sex) th rough  w hich the w hole h u m an  group has to pass 
through a screen.62

In  addition, "the category sex is a  totalitarian one,"63 produced through a 

heterosexual contract by the "straight m ind." Because o f this, "women m ay 

'choose' to be runaw ays and  try to escape their class o r g roup  (as lesbians do), 

and  /  o r  renegotiate daily, and  te rm  by term , the social contract.”64 The only 

group  tha t stands outside of the category sex, that have resisted or defeated the 

to talitarian  nature of the heterosexual contract are lesbians because "[they] are 

escapees from  [their] class in  the sam e w ay as the A m erican  runaw ay slaves w ere 

w hen  escaping slavery and becom ing free."65

The reasons w hy W ittig chose to m ake these com parisons to illustrate

the reductive nature of language, to argue for the "oppression" of women, to 

underscore the inherent heterosexism  in  language an d  society— may or m ay not 

be "good" reasons. But that is not the point. The po in t to critically examine the 

manner in  which she constructs a basis for arguing  for the totalitarian nature of 

heterosexism  in language and  society, and  the ram ifications of that construction. 

Are w e to assume for example, tha t lesbians can "runaw ay" and  become "free" 

sim ply because Wittig has deployed that language a n d  im age in  the comparison?

62'The Category Sex," op. cit., p. 8.

63lbid.

64From  the "Preface" to the collection of essays in  The Straight Mind, op. 
cit., p. xiii.

65"One is N ot Bom A  W oman," in op. cit., p. 20.
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The question  is rhetorical, bu t w hat I am  trying to dem onstrate is that we 

know  nothing ab o u t the slaves to w hom  W ittig refers. The comparison itself 

makes it im possible to  theorize about the situation of "runaw ay slaves" because 

the lot of slaves is paralleled to the lot of "women". H istorically speaking, 

"runaway slaves" w ere never safe or free. In  fact, they never escaped their 

m asters or the system  that held  them  captive. Constantly looking over their 

shoulder, tracked by dogs, tu rned  in by suspicious whites, and  stealing food for 

survival, all ind icate  that runaw ay slaves d id  not live a life of freedom, bu t a life 

of fear.66 R unaw ay slaves, because they w ere property , could be returned to 

slavery either by  custom  or by law. In a like m anner, those Blacks who were not 

runaw ay slaves, w ho  had  either purchased their freedom , w ere bom  free, or 

were m anum itted  after the death  of a m aster, w ere also perpetual victims of the 

legal and  custom ary  system  that held them  in constant bondage. These free 

blacks could be k id n ap p ed  an d  sold back into slavery by profiteers, re-enslaved 

to pay off their m aster's debts, or jailed and  then  enslaved for traveling too far 

below the M ason-D ixon Line. Even w hen em ancipated, form er slaves rem ained 

bound to a social o rd er that enacted a series of Black Codes and  Jim Crow Laws, 

to disenfranchise an d  segregate them. Free blacks, regardless how they obtained 

their freedom, w ere  in  every sense, "slaves w ithout m asters. "67

66por oral accounts of such episodes, see for exam ple, John W. 
Blassingame, Slave Testim ony: Two Centuries of Letters. Speeches. Interviews, 
and A utobiographies. (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 1977); 
B.A. Botkin, ed. Lay My B urden Down: A Folk H istory of Slavery. (Athens: 
University of G eorgia Press, 1973); James M ellon, ed. Bullwhip Days: The Slaves 
Remember. A n O ral H istory. (N ew  York: W eidenfeld & Nicolson, 1988); and 
Roy E. Finkenbine, et. al., eds. African A m erican Voices on Race. Slavery, and 
Emancipation. (C hapel Hill: University of N orth  C arolina Press, 1993).

6?The characterization is from  Ira Berlin's Slaves W ithout Masters. (New 
York: Pantheon Books, A  Division of R andom  H ouse, 1974). For a discussion of 
the social and  political condition of free Blacks, see Carol Wilson, Freedom as
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Thus, W ittig's claim that "slavery for wom en...works specifically as it d id  

for black slaves" is, a t the very least, specious. O ne m ust understand, that the 

problem  w ith this argum ent lies not in  the no tion  that W ittig d id not give an  

"accurate view" of slavery and runaw ay slaves. N either do my contestations 

stem  from  a desire to "tell the whole story." R ather the problem  lies in  the 

proposition that race and gender are theoretically equivalent categories, an d  that 

racial and  sexual difference operates in  parallel a n d  symmetrical ways. Racial 

and  sexual difference do not function in  specifically equivalent ways, and  to 

argue that it does has certain theoretical ram ifications, m any of which are yet to 

be understood and  articulated.

In  this chapter, I have show n that W ittig's constructs and deploys race and 

specific rada lized  images throughout her w ork. Despite its obsessive appearance 

in  the form  of analogies and comparisons, race (as productive and m utually  

constitutive of sexual difference) is never analyzed. Instead, the exclusion of the 

theoretical content of race, makes the discourse a ro u n d  gender possible by 

lending legitim acy to the concept of "wom en as slaves." The race-gender 

analogy, by its very structure, establishes race outside the domain of sexual 

difference, even as it forms a part of the discourse. As is the case w ith  W ittig, 

this structural exclusion, however unw ittingly, involves a series of language 

games that challenges the productive role of language on the one hand  (e.g., 

sexual difference), and  reinforces it on  the o ther (e.g., racial difference). W hen 

this is the case, race figures paradoxically as the ultim ate paradigm  of

Risk: The K idnapping of Free Blacks in America. 1780-1865. (Lexington: 
U niversity Press of Kentucky, 1994); for an account by a re-enslaved Black, see 
Solom on N orthup 's Twelve Years a Slave, ed ited  by Sue Eakin and Joseph 
Logsdon, (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State U niversity Press, 1968). See also 
Stanley Cam pbell, The Slave Catchers: Enforcem ent of the Fugitive Slave Law. 
1850-1860, (Chapel Hill: The University of N orth  Carolina, 1970); Sam uel May, 
The Fugitive Slave Law and Its V ictim s. (N ew  York: The American Anti-Slavery 
Society, 1861, Reprinted by Books for Libraries Press, 1970).
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"oppression" an d  as the unrepresentable. As a theoretical category, race becomes 

a sign of absence in  spite of its spectacularity, o r  better yet, because of its 

spectacularity.
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CHAPTER SIX 
CONCLUSION

"WHAT IS A WHITE WOMAN ANYWAY?" RESPONDING TO RACE IN
THE 1990'S

I frankly dislike som e of the assum ptions about w hite 
w om en  I find in  black writings. I am  ne ither the guid ing  
genius o f the patriarchy not the creator of m y  conventional 
sex role n o r a  fit subject for rape.

— Catherine Stim pson, 1971

T here is a  dead  w eight w hich can be felt in  m any discussions 
of racism  in  the white feminist m ovem ent, a  stale and  stifling 
sm ell, the  presence of guilt and  self-hatred. I believe that 
black fem inists recognize the uselessness, the  stagnancy of 
those em otions.

— A drienne Rich, 1979

In  recent critiques of fem inist w ork  for failing to take 
account of race or class...it has recently com e to m y atten tion  
that the w hite  w om an is the issue...There is, of course, m uch 
to[o] m uch  of this, this 'woman, m odified ,’ this w om an  
discounted  by white, m eaning she w ou ld  be oppressed  bu t 
for her [white] privilege.

— Catherine M acKinnon, 1991

In 1832, w hen  M aria W. Stew art stood before the N ew  E ngland Anti- 

Slavery Society, she becam e the first "American w om an  of any race [to speak 

publicly] before a m ixed audience of m en and  w om en, blacks and  white..."1 In 

that public address, S tew art urged the "sons and  daugh ters of Africa to unite" 

against the treachery of slavery, illeteracy, and  econom ic d ispair that 

characterized bo th  the bond  and free. At the sam e tim e, she adm onished Black

1 Beverly-Guy-Sheftall, ed., W ords of Fire: A n A nthology of African 
American Feminist T hought. N ew  York: The N ew  Press, 1995, p. 25.
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w om en in particular for their "mean and  cow ardly disposition," and  encouraged 

them  to becom e com m unity leaders and  scholars. "H ow  long,” she queried,

"shall the fair daughters of Africa be com pelled to b u ry  their m inds and  talents 

beneath  a load of iron  pots and  kettles? ...We have never had  an  opportunity of 

d isp laying  ou r talents; therefore the w orld thinks w e know  nothing."2 Despite 

Stew art's insightful com m ents on the condition of the race a nd  Black women's 

position in  society, her public speaking career w ou ld  prove to be short-lived. A 

year later, she left the  lecture circuit am idst criticsm  from  Black m en w ho thought 

it inappropria te  for h er to speak in public. As such  Stew art, found herself in the 

unenviable poisition of confronting w hat A nna Julia C ooper w ould  later call, 

bo th  "a w om an question  and  a race problem."3 Before S tew art abandoned her 

public  career, she defended Black wom en's rights, as Black w om en, to pursue 

their racial uplift efforts publicly. In addtion, she po in ted  ou t Black men's 

contradictory behavior, nam ely "preaching against prejudice in  the white 

com m unity  b u t being discrim natory in  its ow n back yard."

U nfortunately, this paradox w ould also exist for tw entieth  century Black 

w om en w ho w ould  w rite about themes that were d e d d e ly  "feminist" in content. 

The em ergence of a Black feminist consciousness4 w o u ld  be m et w ith  criticisms 

from  w ith in  and  outside the African Am erican com m unity. This Black feminist

2lbid., p. 29.

3 A nna Julia Cooper, A  Voice from the South, p. 134.

4I am  referring prim arily to works published after 1970. However, this is 
not to suggest tha t Black wom en's feminist consciousness is a recent phenomena, 
or that it is a p roduct of "white" or m ainstream  fem inism . For a sum m aries of the 
developm ent of Black w om en's feminist consciousness see Beverly Guy- 
Sheftall's, "The Evolution of Feminist Consciousness A m ong African American 
W omen," in  op. d t., 1-22; and  Katie C annon’s, "The Em ergence of Black Feminist 
C onsdousness," in  Katie's Canon: W omanism  and-the Soul of the Black 
C om m unity . (N ew  York: Continuum , 1995), 47-56.
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consciousness w ould  establish its theoretical fram ew ork as that w hich speaks to 

and  explains Black w om en’s identity as uniquely defined by the m ultiple 

constraints of race, class, and  gender. Black feminism or wom anism , as it w ould 

later be called, argued  that Black w om en's unique identity "...meant that the 

problem s, concerns, an d  needs of black w om en are different in m any ways from 

those of both w hite w om en and black men."5 Thus, the epistemological, 

theoretical, and  pratical claims that constitute Black fem inist thought, or 

w om anism  challenges discourses that are race-only in  its focus, as w ell as those 

tha t focus soley on gender. To the extent tha t Black fem inist thought complicates 

an d  challenges the assum ptions and  m ethodologies of race-based and  gender- 

based  discourses, then  a litany of responses and criticisms to the Black feminist 

project w ould not be unexpected.

The internal responses are well-known. Most consist of Black male 

indictm ents of a w ide-range of feminist w ritings that purportedly  cast Black m en 

in  stereotypical and  negative roles. In the 1970's and  1980’s, w orks that came 

un d er this kind of attack included Michele Wallace's Black Macho and  the Myth 

of the Superw om an.6 N tozake Shange’s Broadway play ’’For Colored Girls Who 

H ave Considered S uicide/W hen the Rainbow is Enuf," Alice W alker's novel The

5Guy-Sheftall, op. d t., p. 2.

6Ln all fairness, I should note that Black m en w ere not the only critics of 
this work. Alice W alker criticized the book in  a letter to The Black Scholar, which 
w as later reprinted in  her book In Search of O ur M others' Gardens: W omanist 
Prose. (San Diego: H arcourt Brace Jovanovich Publishers, 1983), 320-25. In 
addition, Michele W allace d tes  June Jordan as a Black w om an who "publidy and 
vehem ently opposed” the book. For W allace's account of this controversy see, 
"Variations on N egation and the H eresy of Black Feminist Creativity," in 
Invisibility Blues: From  Pop to Theory, (N ew  York: Verson Books, 1990), 213- 
240; and  "Introduction: H ow  I Saw It then, H ow  I See It Now," Black Macho and 
the Myth of the Superw om an. Verso Books Reprint Edition (New York: Verso 
Books, 1990), xvii-xxxviii.
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Color Purple, and  Steven Speilberg's co-produced film  of the sam e nam e. D uring 

this period, the controversy over this grow ing Black fem inist consciousness 

prom pted vitriolic responses in  bo th  popu lar and  academ ic m edia. Generally 

speaking, Black w om en w ho acknow ledged Black m ale sexism  w ere portrayed  as 

"angry,” narcissistic and  frustrated, m ale-haters. Such w om en w ere view ed as 

paw ns of w hite fem inists, who d u p ed  Black w om en into "m arshall[ing] an  all-out 

attack on black males.."7

This contentious debate over Black fem inist w ritings and  their analyses of 

sexism w ith in  the  A frican Am erican com m unity has not been quelled  by  the 

passage of time. In fact, the 1990’s has w itnessed a continuation, if not an  

increase, in the viciousness of the attacks against Black w om en w ho insist u p o n  

the centrality of gender in  analyzing race. Criticisms against a Black fem inist 

perspective have grow n more virulent and  bitter, even  personal,® given the rise 

of an insiduous form  of Black nationalism  that is determ ined to keep Black 

wom en in their p roper place. Fueled by the Mike T yson/D esiree  W ashington 

rape trial, the A nita H ill/ Clarence Thom as debacle, Rasheeda M oore's role in  the

7Exam ples of these kinds of readings can be seen in  articles published  
betw een 1973-1986, in  the journal The Black Scholar. The Black Scholar 
published several articles an d / o r special issues on  "Black W omen" w hich 
sucdntly  cap tu red  the "debate" on sexism du rin g  tha t time period. See the A pril 
1973 issue, "Black W om en’s Liberation," w hich includes am ong others Barbara 
Sizemore’s "Sexism and  the Black Male" and  M ae C. King's, "The Politics of 
Sexual Stereotypes"; the March 1975 issue, ’T he  Black Woman," Robert S taples’s 
article, "The M yth  of Black Macho: A  Response to A ngry Black Feminists," in  the 
M arch/ A pril 1979 issue which spaw ned  the M ay / June 1979 issue en titled  "The 
Black Sexism Debate," and  the 1986 "Black W om en and  Feminism" issue.

8I am  referring to the physical assualt against Julianne M alveaux, and  
destruction of personal property for her public and  critical stance against the 
Million M an M arch. A pparently, m em bers of the  N ation  of Islam  slashed  all four 
tires on her car before physically attacking her. E-mail com m unication d a ted  
January 1996.
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arrest o f W ashington  D.C.'s m ayor M arion Barry,9 the  teen sex scandal of U.S. 

C ongressm an M el Reynolds, and  the small, bu t significant, Black feminist 

opposition  to M illion M an M arch, the 1990’s has re itera ted  the sentim ents of the 

previous tw o decades by  labelling the Black fem inist as a sim ple-m inded, 

b rainw ashed  p u p p e t w ho m erely "copies and  echoes the w hite feminist."10 

Fam iliar them es w ere  repeated. Black w om en w ho  claim ed allegiance to 

fem inism  w ere politically and  intellectually naive; traito rs to the race; and tools 

of the "w hite pow er structure" used to underm ine the  valid ity  of race-based (i.e.. 

Black male) claim s.11

9It is in teresting to note that Rasheeda M oore, the Black w om an w hom  the 
FBI used  as their inform ant, w as imm ediately seen as a traitor to the Black 
com m unity. W ithin  days of the arrest, local vendors so ld  thoudands of tee shirts 
that read  "The Bitch Set H im  Up."

10N ath an  H are and  Julia Hare, "What is Black Feminism?" in  The 
E ndangered Black Family: Coping W ith the U nisexualization and Coming 
Extinction o f the Black Race. (San Francisco: Black T h ink  Tank, 1984), 140.

l lF o r  a discussion of these issues as they relate  to the  A nita H ill/ Clarence 
Thom as hearings, Black nationalism , and responses to the Mike Tyson and Mel 
Reynolds rape  charges see Toni M orrison, ed., Race-mg Tustice. En-gendermg 
P o w er Essays on  A nita Hill Clarence Thom as and  the  Construction of Social 
Reality. (N ew  York: Pantheon Books, 1992); G eneva Sm itherm an, ed., African 
Am erican W om en Speak O ut on AnitaHill-Clarence Thom as, (Detroit: W ayne 
State U niversity  Press, 1995); Paulette Pierce and  B rackette F. Williams, ’"And 
Your Prayers Shall Be A nsw ered Through the W om b of a W oman': Insurgent 
M asculine R edem ption and  the Nation of Islam," in  Brackette F. Williams, ed., 
W omen O u t of Place: The G ender of Agency and  th e  Race of N ationality. (New 
York: R outledge, 1996), 186-215; Nikol A lexander, '"C arrying the W ater’: The 
Black W om an as T raitor in  African Am erican Political T hought and Practice," 
U npublished Paper Presented a t the N ational Conference of Black Political 
Scientists, A tlanta, GA, A pril 8-11,1998; and N ikol A lexander, "Rethinking the 
Million M an  M arch: G ender, Nationalism  and the  C onvergence of Political 
T hought on  Race in  the Late Tw entieth Century," forthcom ing dissertation, 
Rutgers U niversity, 1999.
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Despite the prevalence a n d  hence, familiarity o f such  argum ents, very 

little has been w ritten on  the external responses to Black fem inist writings. In 

particular, there has been little to  no attention g iven to the  responses of w hite 

fem inists, or to the m eaning(s) of such  responses. It is a  w ell-know n fact that 

A frican American fem inists have criticized m ainstream  fem inist theory for its 

inability to account for racism  both  as a  force tha t prohib its feminists from 

engaging issues pertain ing  to Black wom en, as a category of analysis in  fem inist 

theorizing. The often-dte claim  is that feminist politics developed from  a  "white- 

m iddle-class perspective," w hich  inevitable p roduced  theories relevant only to 

"white women" and  their experiences. The lim itations of "white middle-class 

feminism" prom pted A frican A m erican feminists to refine their ow n stance on 

the gender and race relations. In  addition, the criticism s of "white middle-class 

feminism" forced w hite w om en, as feminists, to respond  to claims of racial 

parochialism . The key questions then  are: H ow  have w hite w om en responded 

to the critique that fem inism  is "about and  for w hite women"? H ow  does 

fem inist discourse view  Black fem inist theory? H ow  are Black w om en perceived 

(and received) w ith in  m ainstream  feminist circles? W hat do these responses to 

racial critiques mean?

This chapter explores the ways in which w hite  fem inists view both the 

critiques lodged against its discourse and  their percep tion  of Black feminist 

theory. Specifically, I identify  and  analyze the types of responses white fem inists 

have m ade to claims that fem inist theory and politics has as its focus white 

w om en and their concerns. I also explore the w ays in  w hich feminist discourse 

construct and present Black fem inist theory and  its practitioners. But w hy the 

focus on  white fem inist responses? Why is it im portan t to examine the responses 

of white feminists to Black fem inist critiques? W hat is a t stake in  fem inism ’s 

construction of Black fem inist theory as "not-theory"? O f w hat significance o r
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weight should, if any, Black feminists place on the such responses? H ow  should 

feminists, of any race, read  such responses?

One m ight be inclined to answ er the above questions by pointing out that 

the formation and  developm ent of Black feminist theory, and Black W omen's 

Studies, need not, indeed does not, depend on a nod  of favor from  m ainstream  

feminist studies. In  1982 w hen Gloria H ull and  B arbara Sm ith discussed the 

politics of Black w om en’s studies as a discipline and  outlined four factors that 

affected this em bryonic field, the need for Black W om en's Studies to be 

dependent upon  and  legitim ated by the broader field W omen's Studies was not 

am ong those factors.12 Despite the connotations of w hat it m ight m ean to focus 

on  white fem inist responses to racial critiques, I shou ld  note that such an analysis 

is not about seeking legitimation, acceptance, or approval for Black feminist 

theory as an actual fem inist fram ew ork in its ow n  right. Rather, the goal is to 

identify and define the nature of such responses; to understand  how  they have 

been constructed, as w ell as how  they operate w ith in  feminist discourse; and  to 

understand  w hat k ind of "story" these responses tell about the position of race in 

feminist discourse. Hence, there are at least three reasons for considering the 

responses o f w hite feminists. First, since Black fem inist theory is both a critical 

re-reading of the hegem onic nature of white fem inist discourse, as well as a 

constructionist project designed to describe and explain the particular 

experiences of A frican Am erican women, then it is im portant to assess the degree 

to which Black fem inist criticisms have altered the terra in  of feminist discourse.

If, in other w ords, paradigm atic shifts are the result of "theoretical revolutions," 

to borrow from  Thom as Kuhn, then m ainstream  fem inist discourse should

12"Introduction: The Politics of Black W om en's Studies," in Gloria T. Hull, 
Patricia Bell Scott, and  Barbara Smith, ed. But Some of Us Are Brave. (New York; 
The Feminist Press, 1982), xvii-xxxii.
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indicate a re-w orking and  expansion o f its epistemological assum ptions and  

theoretical borders. Second, because fem inist discourse claims to speak  for and 

about w om en and  has (recently) defined itself as a discourse that gives attention 

to race, and  "other differences," then w e need  to examine how  fem inism  responds 

to claims that it is not w hat it claims to be. Third, a  focus on responses to racial 

critiques will allow  one to see w hat fem inism  has to "say" about race a n d  racial 

difference. In other w ords, the responses them selves form  a part of the discourse 

and  as such, represent feminist theory’s position  on  "race."

In w hat follows, I briefly discuss the natu re  of Black fem inist theory by 

outlin ing som e its basic features. I th en  outline the kinds of responses w hite 

fem inists have m ade to the Black fem inist project through a reading of A lison 

Jaggar's and  Paula Rothenberg's w ell-know n volume, Fem inist Fram eworks: 

A lternative Theoretical Accounts of the Relations Between W omen and  Men. In 

this reading I try  to dem onstrate that Black fem inist theory is constructed as 

"non-theoretical” or as a "special interest" tha t falls outside the discursive dom ain 

of fem inist discourse. Although, as sta ted  previously, the am ount of scholarship 

on  gender and  "whiteness"13 has increased over the last decade, little has been 

published on how  w hite feminists view  Black fem inist theory or how  it operates 

as an  internal critique to feminist studies a t large. Nevertheless, the literature on 

this question reveals two distinct, yet b road  categories of responses. The first 

category of responses covers the period betw een the late 1970’s and the late 

1980’s. D uring this period, white fem inist responses were generally 

characterized by w hat A drienne Rich an d  Bernice Fisher calls "guilt and

13For example, sociologist Ruth Frankenberg has w ritten  on  ,
w hite / black stuff
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sham e,"14 and  w ere manifested prim arily in  the paradoxical forms of silence and  

inaction. As a response, "guilt and  shame" created a tone a n d  dem eanor 

tan tam ount to an  apologetic stance on  the issue racism  in  the  feminist politics. 

Various fem inists conferences tried to "accommodate" the concerns of Black 

w om en w ith  special panel, speakers or "representative" speakers. In m any 

instances, Black w om en saw  these effort to include them  in  already established 

forum s and  conferences, as just another form  of racism. T hey often used their 

"special panels," lectures, and  keynote addresses, to reitera te  tha t racism was still 

a problem  an d  that the category "race" w as still theoretically invisible in most 

fem inist scholarship. From white fem inists perspective, it appeared  as if "doing 

noth ing  w ould  be racist and [also] w hatever we d id  w ould  be racist just because 

we d id  it [original emphasis]."15 The idea the Black w om en w ould continue to 

charge fem inism  w ith "racism" in the face apparen t attem pts of atonem ent 

eventually  gave rise to a different set of responses.

Paralleling the increase in publications by and  about Black wom en and 

Black fem inist theory, this second set of responses m ark  an  astounding shift in 

w hite fem inist responses to theorizing racial difference am ong women. W hereas 

the responses of the 1980's were characterized by silence rooted in  guilt 

producing  attem pts at "accomodation," the responses of the 1990's are 

underg irded  by  hostility, open resentm ent, and  defensiveness. No longer silent, 

"guilty," o r "ashamed," recent works and comm ents by w hite w om en in feminist

14A dtienne Rich, ""Disloyal to Civilization: Fem inism , Racism, 
Gynephobia," in  O n Lies. Secrets, and Silence: Selected Prose 1966-1978. (New 
York: W.W. N orton  & Company, 1979), 275-310; and  Berenice Fisher, "Guilt and 
Shame in the W om en’s Movement: The Radical Ideal of A ction and its M eaning 
for Fem inist Intellectuals," Feminist Studies 10 (Sum m er 1984): 184-212.

15M arilyn Frye, "On Being WTiite: Thinking T ow ard  a Feminist 
U nderstanding  of Race and Race Supremacy," in the Politics of Reality: Essays in 
Fem inist Theory. (Freedom. CA: The Crossing Press, 1983), 112.
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theory indicate tha t w hite feminists are no longer to lerant of the idea that race 

needs to be theorized  in  theories of sexual difference. In fact, the ever-present 

"feminist-theory-only-focuses-on-the-white-wom an" critique is now  seen (along 

w ith fem inist poststructuralist critiques) as contributing  to the "backlash" against 

women. In o ther w ords, by claiming that "woman" does not exist, and that 

theories p roduced  in  that nam e are fraudulent, contributes to the notion that 

there are no "pratices...done by m en to w om en...[that can be seen] as forming a 

system, a  hierarchy of inequality."16 The m essage a n d  tone of these kinds of 

responses is that too m uch  attention to difference, especially racial difference, is 

divisive and thw arts any "collective" effort w om en p u t forth against patriarchal 

dom ination.

In addition  to resentm ent and hostility, I also com m ent briefly upon w hat 

I call the (In)Vocation of "W omen of Color." H ere, I note the often paradoxical 

ways in  w hich the term  "wom en of color" is invoked and  used in feminist 

discourse. In general, w hen  the question "what abou t 'w om en of color?" is 

raised by white fem inists it is done to correct o ther w hite feminists, to verbally 

acknowledge race w ithout challenging the theoretical assum ptions of a gender- 

only discourse, or to accuse Black wom en for "excluding 'other' wom en of color." 

In keeping w ith  the popularity  of the phrase "w om en of color" within 

contem porary fem inism , studying a n d /o r  claim ing allegiance to "women of 

color" has become a "vocation," or as duCille pu ts it, "an anybody-can-play-pick- 

up game"17 in  w hich "race" and "Black women" are reinvented by each new self- 

proclaim ed "white sister." I read the (in)vocation of w om en of color as a

16Catherine M acKinnon, "From Practice to Theory, or W hat is a White 
W oman Anyway?," op. cit., p. 15.

17DuCill, O ccult of T rue W omanhood, p.
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rhetorical device that attem pts to avoid the w hite/ Black racial b inary that 

undergirds feminist theorizing. Because the (in)vocation of the phrase "women 

of color” assumes an "anti-radst" politics, its use implies that any  theorist 

incorporating this phrase into their w ork  "does race." Again, I view  these not 

m erely as responses, b u t com ponents of the Accusatory Defensiveness discursive 

strategy produced by the discourse to preserve the prom inence of the gender 

narrative.

Before proceeding, I th ink  it is appropriate to clarify w hat I m ean by 

"responses" and how  they are defined and used in this chapter. As stated above, 

little has been w ritten on  w hite fem inist rsponses to the "absence" of race feminist 

discourse and the presence of racism  in feminist politics. If this is the case, and it 

is, then on w hat basis can one identify Accusatory Defensiveness as a discursive 

strategy and  m ark it as a shift in attitudes? Part of the answ er lies in  the 

deconstructive "method" of reading em ployed in this project. In C hapter 1 ,1 

defined deconstruction as the "vigilant seeking out of those 'aporias,' blind spots 

or m om ents of self-contradiction w here  a text involuntary betrays the tension 

betw een rhetoric and logic, betw een w hat it manifestly means to say and  what it 

is nonetheless constrained to say.18 Hence, the tension betw een w hat the works 

by w hite feminists "manifestly m ean to say and w hat they are nontheless 

constrained to say" accounts for one of the ways used to identify and  understand 

white feminists perception of Black feminist theory. This kind of close reading 

also includes, to appropriate the psychoanalytic concept of the unconscious, an 

exam ination of the "unconscious or h idden discourse" on race w ithin  feminist 

discourse. Like conscious discourse, unconscious discourse often consists of one 

saying som ething that is quite different from w hat one appears to say. From a

18Christopher Norris, Derrida, op. cit., 19. I outline this m ethod on pp. 
107-113.
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psychoanalytic perspective, unconscious discourse consists of dream s, jokes, 

slips of the tongue, and  physical m anifestations or sym ptom s. In a like m anner, 

the "unconscious discourse" on race in  fem inist th ink ing  consists o f statem ents in 

forew ords, prefaces, and  afterwords, footnotes, (m is)spellings, and rationales 

that reveal both the position and perception of race in  feminist discourse w hether 

such statem ents in tended to or not. This unconscious discourse on race betrays 

not only the responses themselves, bu t also fem inist discourse's role in  producing  

them.

A deconstructive reading of the unconscious discourse on race is not the 

only w ay identify w hite feminists responses to Black feminists and their 

scholarship. Both Black and  white fem inists have w ritten  about w hite fem inist 

responses to charges of racism  and racial exclusion. Some of these w orks, like 

Catherine MacKinnon's, "From Practice to Theory, o r W hat is a W hite W om an 

Anyway?," are them selves responses. M ost of the w ork, however, is about such 

responses. G iven the nature and  tone of the responses that make u p  the 

Accusatory Defensiveness strategy, it is not su rp rising  that many o f those 

responses w ere a part private conversations, whose access is m ade possible only 

w hen recounted anecdotally in published works. T hus, it should be clear that 

my use of "responses" has very little to do w ith  adm inistering an a ttitud inal 

survey or face-to-face interview  to m easure the a ttitudes white w om en have in 

relation to Black feminism. While this m ethod is useful, it is inappropriate  for 

my purposes in this chapter. Since I am  interested in  the ways in w hich fem inist 

discourse produces and  deploys discursive strategies th a t define race as existing 

outside of its discursive dom ain, I focus on  the rhetorical responses found  w ithin 

feminist works. The goal of course, is to illustrate that: (1) feminist d iscourse has 

both a "conscious" and  an "unconscious" discourse on race; (2) these levels of 

discourse articulate fem inism ’s conception of and  response to Black fem inist
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theory and  its claims of racial exclusion; and (3) the responses in the 1990’s 

represent a sh ift in  attitude.

II. Black F em in ist T heory as "N on-Theory"

It is clear from  the works of Black fem inists that Black w om en have 

developed, o v er the period of several decades, a  system atic and  com prehensive 

theory that outlines the significance of race to bo th  their existence as wom en, as 

well as to the general social arrangem ent of society.19 The em phasis on  race and  

racism  did  no t m ean  that Black w om en overlooked o r thought unim portant o ther 

forms of oppression. The interaction betw een race, class, gender, sexuality form s 

the basis of Black fem inist thought. In addition, it is clear from  the writings of 

Black feminists tha t they view their scholarship as an oppositional discourse 

w hich challenges and  expands the boundaries of tw o o ther oppositional

discourses A frican Am erican Studies and W om en Studies as well as a

theoretical a n d  intellectual field of study  in its o w n  right. The underlying them e 

of Black fem inist scholarship is that Black fem inist theorizing not only addresses 

issues that relate specifically to the lives of Black w om en, bu t because it focuses 

on  the interrelationship betw een race, class, and  gender, it is the most 

com prehensive and  inclusive. In other w ords. Black fem inists eschew the notion 

that the reality of any one person's life can be explained by a strict adherence to 

the primacy of one form  of oppression over another. D eborah King explains it in 

this m anner, ”[t]o the extent that the adherents of any  one ideology insist on

19See for exam ple, Patricia Hill Collins. Black Fem inist T hought, op. cit., Beverly 
Guy-Sheftall, ed., W ords of Fire: An Anthology o f African American Feminist 
Thought. (N ew  York: The N ew  Press, 1995); Stanlie Jam es and  Abena P. A.
Busia, eds., Theorizing Black Feminisms. (New York: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
1994); Barbara O m olade, The Rising Song of A frican Am erican Women. (New 
York: Routledge, 1994); Kesho Yvonne Scott, T he H abit of Surviving: Black 
W omen's Strategies for Life. (New Brunswick: R utgers University Press, 1990);
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separatist organizational forms, assert the fundam ental nature of any one 

oppression, and  dem and total cognitive, affective, and  behavioral commitment, 

tha t ideology and its practitioners exclude black w om en and the relaties of [their] 

lives."20 Since the Black feminist project denies that any one oppression is 

fundam ental, it w ould necessarily v iew  fem inism 's privileging of gender as 

problem atic, and  assert the need for a m ore "wholistic" approach to 

understand ing  the position of w om en in  society. But how  does m ainstream  

fem inist theory view  such claims? If in  fact Black feminists view  their w ork  as 

no t only challenging the theories and assum ptions of traditional feminist theory, 

b u t as expanding its boundaries, then  one should be able to identify: (1) an 

acknow ledgem ent of Black feminist theory as a viable and system atic theory of 

gender an d  race relations in its ow n right; and  (2) rhetorical responses that reflect 

m om ents of expansion or "incorporation."

For the m ost part, m ainstream  fem inist theory has not recognized Black 

fem inist challenges as being theoretical in  nature or as forming a comprehensive 

an d  system atic fram ew ork of its own. Recently, the question of the m ost 

appropria te  "competing feminist fem inist framework" for feminist theory and 

politics has been recast in terms of three related bu t distinct epistemological 

projects w riting against the grain of "bad science."2"1 Even in  the re-w orking of 

the fam iliar liberal, marxist, and  socialist fem inist typology, Black feminist 

scholarship is not seen as challenging the epistemological basis of traditional 

fem inist know ledge. An exam ination of A lison Jaggar's and  Paula Rothemberg's,

^D ebo rah  King, "Multiple Jeopardy, M ultiple Consciousness: The 
Context of a Black Feminist Ideology," op. tit., p. 104.

21See Sandra Harding, The Science Q uestion in Feminism. 1986; W hose 
Science? Whose Kowledge?: Thinking from  W omen's T.ivps, (Ithaca: Cornell 
U niversity Press, 1993). H arding recasts the fam iliar typ
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Feminist Frameworks: Alternative Theoretical Accounts of the Relations 

Between W om en and Men, illustrates the notion that w ithin fem inist discourse, 

Black fem inist theory is m ore critique than  theory.

I have chosen the Jaggar and Rothenberg volume for several reasons.

First, Feminist F am ew o rk s. has been w idely-read and  it is often used  in  

undergraduate W omen's Studies courses as the m ost comprehensive survey book 

available on  fem inist theory and its philosophical assum ptions. Second, the 

popularity  and  the dem and for this volume, as well as the ever-changing 

landscape of fem inist theory, has produced three revised editions over a period 

of fifteen years. The first edition of Feminist Frameworks was published in 1978; 

the second edition in 1983; and the m ost recent edition in 1993. The editorial 

changes that w ere m ade from  one edition to another provides a basis for 

com paring the ways in which the category race and  Black feminist theory were 

(are) conceptualized. Third, following Kirstie McClure’s reading of this volume, I 

view  Fem inist Fram eworks as an a ttem pt to position feminist theory, in all of its 

varieties, as a systematic, com prehensive, and reliable form of political 

know ledge.22 In Jaggar’s and Rothenberg's typology, the most adequate 

explanatory theory w ould  authorize feminists political action. M cClure calls this 

understanding  of the relationship btw een theory and politics "scientized politics." 

In "scientized politics," she writes

'politics' is strongly identified with problem-solving activities 
w ithin a bounded social system. Hence, the privileged form  of 
political knowledge is cast as the diagnosis of social problem s, the 
isolation of their underlying causes, and  the recom m endations of 
specific sorts of practical interventions in system  dynam ics as their 
appropriate 'solution.' W ith in  this understanding , w h a t is taken

221 T he Issue of Foundations: Scientized Politics, Politicized Science, and 
Feminist Critical Practice," in Judith Butler and Joan W. Scott, eds., Feminists 
Theorize the Political, (New York: Routledge, 1992), 341-368.
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in  the last instance to authorize the production of reliable 
political knowledge is ’theory/ with paradigmatic status 
accordecL..to systematic, comprehensive, causally explanatory 
social scientific theory [emphasis added].23

McClure rightly notes tha t this "scientific" understand ing  o f theory and 

politics serves as the basis for gran ting  som e form s of fem inist practices the 

sta tus of "theory" and  not others. M cClure briefly m entions Jaggar and 

Rothenberg's justification for the om m ission of Black feminism, am ong  others,24 

as having  failed to m eet the criteria o f "systematic, com prehensive, causally 

explanatory social scientific theory." H ow ever, I w an t to explore in  greater detail 

M cClure's intim ation that Black fem inism  is not accorded the sta tu s of "theory" 

w ith in  fem inist discourse. Furtherm ore, I w ant to suggest that the reluctance to 

nam e the Black feminist project as a "theoretical" project has m ore to do w ith  the 

stability of and  coherence of fem inist d iscourse th an  w ith  m eeting scientific 

criteria. In o ther words, w hat is a t stake is not sim ply w hich theory  is the m ost 

com prehensive, "scientific," or system atic, or that feminists use su c h  criteria to 

evaluate and nam e "feminist fram eworks," bu t the ability of fem inism  to speak 

for w om en as women .

In  the first edition of Fem inist Fram ew orks. Jaggar and R othenberg Struhl 

argue for the necessity of "[a] com prehenisve theory of the position  of w om en in 

society"; one that is able to [offer] a  de scription of w om en's oppression  and  a pre 

scription for elim inating it."25 A ny fem inist fram ew ork m ust no t on ly  describe

^Ib id ., 344.

24McClure also notes the om ission of religious and  existential feminism, as 
well as "anarchist or anarcha-fem inism ," "lesbianfeminism," and  th e  w orks of 
"non-black fem inists of color."

^F em in ist Fram eworks, (N ew  York: McGraw-Hill Book C om pany), op. 
cit., x and  xi.
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social reality, bu t it m ust also explain it. G iven tha t "one fram ework is not as 

good as another," the feminist theoretical accounts are those that ”provid[e] a 

com prehensive explanation of the deeper causes of wom en's subordination [and 

thus] can... function as the guide we need to direct ou r struggles for social 

change."26 Given this description, Jaggar an d  Rothenberg Struhl "selected" four 

fem inist fram ew orks w hich "sucee[ds] in  identify ing  the conditions w hich 

preven t w om en from  freely choosing w hich of o u r potentialities we wish to 

fulfill."27 The four fem inist frameworks are L iberal Feminism, Traditional 

M arxist Fem inism , Radical Feminism, and  Socialist Feminism. The structure of 

Fem inists Fram ew ork consists of three parts. P art I, "The Problem," defines and  

discusses the lim itations of current social arrangm ents in the areas of w ork, 

families and  sexuality. Part II presents representative texts of the four fem inists 

fram eworks, and  Part III showcases articles for each fram ew ork in the three areas 

listed above. W here does race or Black fem inist theory fit in?28 The most 

obvious point is the com plete silence on  the issue of race. Not only is there no t a 

"feminist fram ework" called Black fem inism  o r som e variation thereof, bu t this 

edition does not even include articles by  liberal, m arxists, radical, or socialist 

feminists the view  race as a central m ethod for organizing and differentiating 

society. In addition, there are no editorial com m ents in  the "Introduction" tha t 

explains this om ission and  silence. As a theory o r as an  im portant conceptual 

category, race appears trivial at best. Jaggar a n d  Rothenberg Struhl do how ever

26Ibid., xi and  xii.

27Ibid., xii.

28I realize that m any of the sem inal Black fem inist texts— for exam ple, —  
had  not yet been published. However, by 1978 T oni Cade Bambara had 
published The Black W om an, and plethora of articles had  ben published in  Black 
journals an d  m agazines.
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include two articles about Black w om en w ithin the section "Part I: The Problem." 

Michelle Rusell’s and  M ary Jane Lupton's, "Black W omen an d  the Market," and 

an  "excerpt...£rom a lengthy essay w ritten by a group of young  blacks who live in 

a N ortheastern  suburban  com m unity," form the essays that "d raw  upon  the 

experience of persons of different...ethnic backgrounds."29 T he inclusion of these 

essays under this section o f the book trivializes race by presen ting  the problem s 

of Black w om en as sim ply a "wom an's problem."30 In the w ords of M argaret 

Simons, the content and  placem ent of these articles confines Black wom en's 

scholarship "to the level of a pretheoretical presentation of concrete problems" 

faced by all w om en.31 Because Jaggar and  Rothenberg S truhl’s discussion of race 

and  racism is

devoted to statem ents of the concrete problem s addressed  by 
feminists...[Black women's] perspectives...are not though t to define 
alternative theoretical frameworks, in spite of the statem ents by 
som e m inority fem inists affirming their au tinom y from  white 
w om en's liberation m ovem ent and offering theoretical analyses 
w hich differ profoundly  from  those of other fem inist theorists.32

By 1984, the second edition  of Feminist Fram eworks looked rem arkedly 

different. Retaining the tripartite  division of the first edition a n d  the definition of 

feminist fram eworks as "system s of ideas, [and] conceptual s tructures that 

feminisnts can use in explaining, justifying, and guiding their actions," Jaggar 

and Rothenberg "update the o lder analyses [and] present a n um ber of new  and

29p. xiii.

30The subtitle for this section is: T he Need for W om en’s and  Men's 
Liberation."

31 M argaret A. Simons, "Racism and Feminism: A Schism  in the 
Sisterhood," Fem inist Studies 5 (Sum m er 1979), 388.

32Ibid., p. 388-389.
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insightful analyses."33 "These new theoretical developm ents," they write, "result 

prim arily from w ork  by  radical feminists, socialist fem inists, and fem inists o f 

color."34 Stated in this m anner, Jaggar and  R othenberg suggests that "feminists of 

color" have, since the first edition, produced theoretical insights that form  a 

"com prehensive analysis of the nature and causes o f wom en's oppression and  a 

correlated set of proposals for ending it."35 H ow ever, of the three kinds of 

feminists scholarship listed as having "new theoretical developments," only the 

w ork by "feminists of color" do not constitute a "system atic framework."

A lthough radical feminism, according to Jaggar a n d  Rothenberg, at the tim e of 

the first edition, "did not ye t constitute a unified theory, b u t in stead -in c lu d ed  

several diverse strands of thinking," this "diverseness" d id  not negate its status as 

a "systematic fram ew ork.” In contrast, it is precisely this kind of "diverse strands 

of thinking" that Jaggar and  Rothenberg use to deny  scholarship by "wom en of 

color" the status of "systematic theory." "Similarly, a t the time of the first edition, 

socialist feminism had not succeeded in distinquishing itself clearly from 

traditional Marxism.”36 Since then, Jaggar and Rothenberg argue, radical 

feminist theorists have pressed further their analysis of wom en's oppression in 

term s of male control of wom en's bodies," and has thus m ade "clearer [its] 

distinctive theoretical contribution"37 to system atically understanding the "nature 

and  causes of wom en's oppression." Socialist fem inists have also "deepened and

^Fem inist Fram ew orks. (New York: M cGraw-Hill Book Com pany, 1984),
xii.

^ Ib id .

ssibid.
^Ibid ., xiii.

37Ibid.
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sharpened  their analyses so that the contrast betw een socialist fem inism  and  

trad itional Marxism is [more] clearly visible."38 These statem ents suggest that 

w hat is a t stake in the articulation o f radical and  socialist fem inism  is no t its 

status as a  system atic fram ew ork th a t can  be used  to explain, justify, and  guide 

fem inist political actions, bu t its ability to be "sharp," "clear," an d  "distinct" in its 

articu lation  of wom en's oppression. H ow ever, for scholarship produced  by 

"feminists of color," it is precisely th is sta tus of a system atic an d  theoretical 

fram ew ork that is at issue.

Jaggar and  Rothenberg consider the inclusion of the "new  theoretical 

developm ents" by feminists of color as "the m ost obvious change betw een the 

first an d  second edition of Feminist Frameworks .”39 The second edition  reprints 

the Russell an d  Lupton essay on "Black W om en and the Market," deletes the 

essay on "Black W omen in Revolt," an d  adds Marcia A nn Gillespie's, T h e  M yth 

of the S trong Black Woman," and Alexis M. H erm an's, "Still...Small Change for 

Black W omen." Like the first edition, all o f these articles appear u n der "Part 1: 

The Problem " which continues to v iew  the "experiences of Black wom en" in 

strictly gendered  terms. N evertheless, this second edition contains a new  section 

entitled "Feminism and  W omen of Color: The Inseparability of G ender, Class, 

and  Race O ppression," under "Part 2: A lternative Fem inist Fram eworks," w ith  

corresponding "applications" to w ork, the family, and  sexuality u n d er "Part 3: 

Practice: The Im plication of Theories." In a sense, this new  section on "Feminism 

and  W om en of Color" seems to indicate an  expansion in the territorial 

boundaries tha t m ark feminist discourse. G iven Jaggar and Rothenberg's desire 

to "ensure tha t [women of color and] their contribution was no longer neglected,"

^ Ib id .

39Ibid., xiii-xiv.
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the addition of this new  section appears to allow "Black w om en” speak  for 

themselves in  their ow n  w ords. But here again is the  im portance betw een "what 

a text manifestly m eans to say or do and  w hat it is nonetheless constrained to 

mean." Jaggar an d  Rothenberg do allow, and  I do  m ean "allow," the  voices of 

w om en of color to be "heard," bu t their w ork and  voices are only heard  through  

the m egaphone of a lready  established definitions o f "feminist theory." As a 

result, scholarship by  "feminists of color" is relegated to a "non-fram ework" 

status; a move tha t allow s the category gender to be conceptualized apart for 

race. Jaggar and  R othenberg om it "Black feminism" from  the privileged position 

of a  feminist fram ew ork because "wom en of color do  not utilize any single 

theoretical fram ework"40 rather they "...have used a variety of conceptual 

structures for in terpreting  and  organizing their experience."41 Jaggar reiterates 

this position in her 1983 publication, Feminist Politics and H um an  N ature, w hen 

explaining w hy Black fem inism  is not presented as a  separate theoretical 

fra m e wok. "Black feminism," she writes,

has no t been  om itted from  [this] book, bu t it has no t been treated 
as a separate  theory because black fem inists utilize a variety of 
theoretical approaches....G iven the variety  in  the theoretical 
orien tation  of black feminism, I th ink  it is m ore useful to exam ine 
their contributions in  the context of the four categories of fem inism  
I identify, [Liberal, T raditional M arxist, Radical, and  Socialist 
Fem inism ], than  to present those contribution as reflective of a 
single balck fem inist perspective.42

^Ib id ., 89. Jaggar reiterates this statem ent in her 1983 publication 
Feminist Politics a n d  H um an  N ature, (Totowa: R ow m an and  A llanheld, 1983), 
w hen she writes: "Black feminism has not been om itted  from the book, bu t it has 
not been treated as a separate theory because black feminists utilize a variety of 
theoretical approaches

41 Ibid., xiv.
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That the works of "wom en of color" are "placefd] in  a separate section/’ 

should  not be taken as according Black fem inism  "framework" status. In fact, 

Jaggar and Rothenberg m ake their position clear w hen  they state:

W e do no t th ink  that the papers we have p laced in  this section were 
designed to present a com prehensive analysis of wom en's 
oppression of a complete set of proposals for ending it. In other 
w ords, w e do not think that their writers necessarily intended them to 
constitute a new fem inist framework. N evertheless, w e do think that 
while the experience of w om en of color has been varied, it has also 
been g rounded  on  enough basic sim ilarities to have generated a 
distinctive perspective on social reality.43

In other w ords, w orks by feminists of color cannot be considered 

"comprehensive analys[e]s of women's oppression," bu t they can (and do) 

constitute a low er form  of knowledge; a "distinctive perspective." W hat is most 

intriguing about the passage above is not m erely the fact that Black feminism is 

defined simply in term s of a "distinctive perspective" an d  not in  term s of a 

theoretical fram ework, b u t how this process of labelling takes place. The above 

passage presents Jaggar and  Rothenberg as custodians of feminist theory. They 

articulate a set of criteria for identifying and  evaluating w hat is and  is not 

appropriate or adequate fem inst political theory. H ow ever, this gatekeeping role 

is disguised in a transform ative move that appears to place the designation of a 

distinctive perspective in  the hands of feminists of color "writers." Throughout 

the introductory essay, Jaggar and  Rothenberg construct themselves as active 

agents in determ ining bo th  the inclusion of fram ew orks as well as aw hether or 

not "framework" status w ould  be granted, except in their discussion of the newly

42Feminist Politics and  H um an Nature. (Totowa: Rowm an and Allanheld, 
1983), 11.

43Feminist Fram eworks. 2nd Edition, op. cit., p. xiv.
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added  section "W om en of Color and Fem inism ." There are num erous instances 

in  w hich Jaggar and  Rothenberg display a n d  affirm  their gatekeeping role. For 

example, they often say: "we m ade this decision," "we have chosen," "we first 

considered," an d  "we do believe." They even  state: "we had no doubts about 

including liberal fem inism  or traditional m arx ism  as distinct feminist 

frameworks," bu t "we debated how  best to include" the works by fem inists of 

color. They recalled the "debate" this way:

W e f irs t considered in tegrating w o rk  by  w om en of color in  o u r 
existing frameworks....Ultimately o u r reason  for rejecting th is  
app roach  was our concern that the  unique aspects of the 
oppression  experienced by w om en  of color not be subsum ed (an 
possibly lost or diluted) u n d er a  general feminist heading. [Thus], 
w e  have  chosen to place ...[their w orks] in a seperate section. W e 
m ade th is  decision because w e be lieve  that this structure best 
reflects the importance of the insights offered by w om en of color 
[em phasis added].44

Clearly, Jaggar and Rothenberg are positioned  as active agents. O ne could 

argue that this k ind  o f active "decision-making" is a  function of the editorship . 

But to ascribe the  judicious and carefully constructed  justifications for v iew ing 

Black fem inism  as sim ply a perspective, overlooks the ways in w hich Jaggar and  

Rothenberg, w hether they intend to or not, participates in  defining race an d  the 

works of "wom en of color" as existing outside the  dom ains of "real" fem inist 

discourse. But Jaggar and  Rothenberg deny th is agency by retroactively 

transferring the "naming" of Black fem inism  as a  non-fram ew ork to the "feminist 

of color" writers.

We do not think that the papers w e  have placed in this section were 
designed to present a com prehensive analysis of w om en’s 
oppression of a complete set of p roposals for ending it. In  o th er

^ Ib id .
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w ords, w e  do n o t th in k  that th e ir  w rite rs  necessarily  in tended  
them  to constitu te  a  n ew  fem in ist fram ew o rk  [em phasis added].45

By appealing to the "intentions" of the w riters, Jaggar and  Rothenberg 

effectively obscure the regulatory  an d  preservative function  of their "naming." In 

one instance, Jaggar and  R othenberg "chose to place [w om en of color's work] in a 

separate section" and  in  another, the separation and  designation  of Black fem inist 

theory as a non-fram ew ork is in keeping w ith the claim s p u t forth  by w om en of 

color themselves. In  this slight of hand  gesture, the theoretical status of the w ork 

of wom en of color is sudden ly  a product of "their" in tentions and  not the result of 

the ability to cast them  as such. In  o ther words, w hat is a t w ork  here is the 

discourse's ability to position  itself as an  innocent by-stander in  constructing and 

defining its ow n discursive boundaries, which ultim ately  does not "include" race.

That race is as seen  as existing outside the boundaries of feminist 

discourse can also seen in  the very title given to the section  designated for issues 

of race. "Feminism and  W om en of Color" constructs a n  antogonistic relationship 

"women of color" and  the im plied  "feminists." This also positions "women of 

color" as politically and intellectually unconnected to the  p roduction  of 

"feminism," w hich im plicity assigns them  to the realm  of non-fem inists.

Moreover, Jaggar and  R othenberg unw ittingly constructs an  u s /  them  and 

w e / they relationship in  w hich "we" is explicitly defined  as "white" and "they" is 

defined as "feminists of color." More than once, Jaggar an d  Rothenberg 

juxtaposes "white wom en" and  "feminists of color.” T he follow ing passage is 

instructive:

Like w h ite  w om en, w om en of color have undergone a variety of
experiences A t this point in our history, the sad  reality is that a
separa tion  con tinues to  exist betw een the  w h ite  fem in ist

45Ibid.
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m ovem ent on the one h an d  and  fem inists o f color on the other. 
W omen of color realize th a t they are never oppressed sim ply as 
w om en bu t always as w om en  w ho are not white. Consequently, 
th ey  regard racism as an  enem y that is at least as pow erfu l as male 
dom inance and  ultim ately inseparable from it [em phasis added].46

The problem  here is not sim ply in  the use of "white women" and  "w om en 

of color," b u t the characterization of ind iv idual "feminists of color" opposing  the 

"white fem inst movement" because "they" regard  racism as an enem y qual to that 

of m ale dom inance. Jaggar and Rothenberg also exhibit a "we/ they" a ttitude  in 

stating  the following: "...we first considered integrating work by w om en of color 

into our existing frameworks."47 The "we" and  the "our" can be read as "we, the 

editors," bu t given the frequent polarization  of "white women" and  "w om en of 

color," and  their characterization as separate  from  and  external to fem inism , the 

"we" and  the "our" can also be read as "non-fem inists of color," w hereby Jaggar 

and  Rothenberg are mere proxies.

Thus the newly added  section, "Fem inism  and  Women of Color," fails to 

m eet its ow n criteria—to let the voices o f "wom en of color be heard. By 

segregating race and then defining the scholarship of those who em phasize its 

im portance as non-systematic and  non  theoretical, we see Black fem inism  only 

th rough  the "lens" of a feminist theory tha t is already circumscribed by the 

irrelevancy and  externality of race. These lim itations seem inronic in the face of 

Jaggar and  Rothenberg’s ow n words: ”[i]f fem inist frameworks do not take into 

account the experience of w om en of color, the they are not only im com plete; the 

are racially biased."48

46 Ibid.

47Ibid.

48Ibid.
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In the m ost recent ed ition  of Feminist Fram eworks. Jaggar and  Rothenberg 

acknowledge the shortcom ings of the previous tw o editions. In refelecting upon 

the first edition, they w rote

The first edition of Feminist Fram ew orks was conceived in  a period 
of intense excitem ent and  controversy as millions of w om en in 
W estern E urope and N orth America came to see them selves as 
oppressed an d  m oved into action against that oppression...Like 
their predecessors of the late n ineteenth and early tw ientieth 
centuries, these fem inists criticized m ale dom inance in  education, 
religion, governm ent, and  the econom y ...The first edition reflected 
these concerns and  placed them  w ithin the dom inant debates of the 
day... A lth o u g h  a  few  articles by or about w om en of color were 
included in  the first edition of Fem inist Frameworks, the issue of 
race was treated in  an  extremely perfunctory m anner.49

Jaggar and  Rothenberg view  their "perfunctory treatment" of race as a 

p roduct of that time period. They present them selves as having unw ittingly 

capitulated to the narrow -m inded view of the then  embryonic "new" fem inism  of 

the tw entieth century. In o ther w ords, feminism had  not yet become conscious of 

its self-constituted racism, thus any one writing u nder its name w ould reproduce 

its racial myopia. They state it in this manner: "[t]he treatm ent of race in  the first 

edition of Feminist Fram eworks, reflected the fact that, in  spite of the 

purportedly com prehensive nature  of its social critique, the feminism of that 

period  often was em barrassingly narrow."50

The assum ption undregird ing  this explanation for the "perfunctory 

treatm ent" of race is that as tim e progressed so d id  feminist theory. A ccording to 

this line of reasoning, fem inism  grew  "progressively" aw are of its ow n racial bias 

through the writings of feminists of color. If the fem inism  of the 1970’s w as

49Feminist Fram eworks. 3rd Edition, xi and  xii.

50Ibid., xii.
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"em barrassingly narrow ," then 1980's "feminist theo ry  [was beginning]...to come 

to term s w ith  w hat am ounted  to its racist bias."51 Read in  this m anner, the 

second edition was a p a rt of the process fem inism  undw en t to purge itslef of 

racial m yopia. A lthough the addition of the n e w  section, "Feminism and W om en 

of Color," "appeared a t the time as a significant expansion  and  redefinition of 

fem inist theory," its inclusion was neverthless problem atic. "In retrospect,"

Jaggar and  R othenberg explain,

...it is clear that we still m arginalized those voices...Much of the 
w riting by  w om en of color included  in  the second edition of 
Feminist Frameworks ... reflects a k in d  of dialogue betw een w om en 
of color and  feminism; indeed the very  topic heading we chose 
im plied a separation between the tw o.52

Because Jagger and Rothenberg view h istory  and  the production of 

know ledge as linear an d  "progressive,”53 the th ird  ed ition  is cast as better than  

both previous editions. This edition boasts s tru c tu ra l changes that includes a 

new  section on  theory, a feminist critique of biological determ inism , and the 

inclusion of the lens m etaphor to explain how  d ifferen t feminist fram eworks 

operate. W ith respect to race, the third edition o f Fem inist Fram eworks finally 

"recognizes issues of race and  ethnicity as essential to defining feminist 

discourse."54

51Ibid., xii.

52Ibid.

53See D ona Richards, "European M ythology: The Ideology of ’Progress," 
in Molefi Kete A sante and  Abdulai S. Vandi, eds., C ontem porary Black T hought: 
A lternative A nalyses in  Social and Behavioral Science. (Beverly Hills, CA: Sage 
Publications 1980).

^F em in ist Fram ew orks. 3rd edition, op. cit., xii.
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U nquestionably the biggest change in  fem inism  since the 
publication of the last edition o f Feminist Frameworks is the w ay in  
w hich  issues of race and ethnicity have now  been recognized as 
integral to a feminist perspective...[F]eminist theory for the m ost 
pa rt has come to recognize the w ays in  w hich race and ethnicity, 
class, sexuality, and  a host of o ther variables are indissoublt linked 
in the construction of w om en’s experience...55

"No longer presented as merely voices of w om en of color in dialogue w ith  

feminism," the two new  fram eworks added to the th ird  edition, "M ulticultural 

Feminism" and  "Global Feminism," were included to address issues of race and  

ethnicity in  N orth  America and  the "situation o f w om en  in other parts of the 

w orld.” The "inclusion” of "Multicultural Feminism," as replacem ent for the old 

section, "Feminism and  W omen of Color,” indeed  seem s to be a corrective to the 

lim itations of the first two editions.

The new  section "Multicultural Fem inism ’ succeeds the section 
'Fem inism  and  W omen of Color' in troduced  in our second edition. 
O uR  change in  title, as well as in  the  readings, is intended to 
express how , in the time that has elapsed  betw een the second and  
th ird  editions of Feminist Fram ew orks, the issues raised by w om en 
of color have move from the m arg in  to the center of feminist 
concern.56

H ow ever, Jaggar and Rothenberg's construction and  "inclusion" of 

M ulticultural Feminism," as the framework that addresses issues of race and 

ethnicty, is fraught w ith  problems.

The prim ary  problem  is that the prom otion of M ulticultural Feminism 

from the sta tus of "perspective" to that of fram ew ork coincides w ith a "modified" 

definition of "previous understandings of fem inist frameworks." Whereas the

s s ib id .  

56 I b id .
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previous definition of a fem inist fram ework was defined as 

"offering...comprehensive analyses of the nature and causes if w om en’s 

subordination and correlated sets of proposals for ending it," the new  conception 

of a fem inist fram ew ork adopts the "m etaphor of ’lenses’ to convey the idea that 

any description of w om en's position in society "depends u p o n  the condition of 

[one’s] eyes.’’57 Rather than  presenting frameworks as com prehensive, 

system atic, and  all-encom passing theories, the m etaphor of "'lenses' represent 

the categories feminists use to organize ou r understandings of social reality."58 

The m ove from complete and  com prehensive fram eworks to the m etaphor of 

lenses suggests that a new  category, one that does not have as its criteria aspects 

associated w ith system atic theory, had to be created to bring feminist writings on 

race an d  ethnicity to the level of "framework."

Ultimately, Jaggar and Rothenberg's redefinition of a "feminist 

fram ew ork” keeps M utlicultural and  Global Feminism at the  pre-theoretical and 

non-system atic level. Because ”[t]he new er frameworks, unlike some of the older 

wones, do not pretend to provide final or authoritative accounts of w om en’s 

subordination," there is som e question about "their com m itm ent to 

feminism...their degree o f comprehensiveness, ...and even...their theoretical 

aspirations."59 To be sure, Jaggar and Rothenberg’s questions stems from their 

previous view of "feminists of color writings" as simply an  exercise in criticism. 

That "women of color" no longer engage in simply critiquing the w orks of white 

feminists, is one reason Jaggar and  Rothenberg give for prom oting their w ork to 

"lens /  framework" level.

57Ibid., xvii.

58Ibid., xvi.

59Ibid., xiv.
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M any women of color w riting  at the time [of the first two 
publications] were concerned primarily w ith po in ting  ou t the 
deficiencies and  distortions of writings generated by m iddle-class 
w om en in the name of all w om en; they were on ly  beginning the 
process of elaborating the alternative perspectives that w ould  soon 
become the basis for their radical overhaul of fem inist theory. 
.....[Consequently], [w]om en of color have m oved  from  challenging 
their exclusion from (white) feminism to claim ing their right, as 
feminists, to redefine previous understandings o f  fem inist issues 
and feminist theory."60

A third  problem w ith Jaggar and  Rothenberg’s new  section entitled 

"M ulticultural Feminism" is that it frames race in a pluralist fram ew ork. U nder 

the pluralist fraework: (1) race and ethnicity are conflated; (2) all races and 

ethnicities carry equal social and cultural weight; and (3) "m ulticultural 

feminism" is presum ptuously defined by the skin color or rac ia l/ ethnic heritage 

of the w riter— not by theoretical substance.

In the first instance, the difference(s) between race and  ethnicity  are 

obscured. Sociologists, anthropologists, and  theorists of racial stratification 

acknowledge not only the different social m eanings of race an d  ethnicity, but the 

fact that an ethnic group is often considered a subgroup of a larger racial 

group.61 This is an im portant observation because in the U nited  States, African

60Ibid., xii and  123.

61See for example, Oliver C. Cox. Caste. Class & Race: A  Study in Social 
Dynamics Seventh Printing, (New York; M ontly Review Press, 1948); John Rex 
and  D avid Mason, eds., Theories of Race and Ethnic Relations. (Cam bridge; 
Cam bridge University Press, 1986); A udrey Smedley, Race in N orth  America: 
O rigin and Evolution of a W orldview. (Boulder: Westview Press, 1993); Karen 
Brodkin Sacks, "How Did Jews Become W hite Folks?,” in Steven G regory and 
Roger Sanjek, eds., Race, (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1994).
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A m ericans are denied  an  ethnic identity  and are defined only  in  racial terms.62 

Similarly, Jaggar and  Rothenberg's "m ulticultural feminism" assum e that every 

racial an d  ethnic identity  occupies a  similar, if not equal, position  to the "white" 

norm . In  other w ords, Jaggar and  Rothenberg assum e place all "wom en of color", 

w ithout a recognition of racial, ethnic, and  even national differences, into an 

"other" category because the "w hite fem inist theorist" is taken  as the norm. Like 

the conflation of racial and  ethnic differences, this equalizing m ove fails to 

recognize th t some racial and  ethnic identities are voluntary  w ith  no social costs, 

w hile o thers are involutary w ith  g rea t social costs.

These assum ptions about race and  ethnicity lead Jaggar and Rotheberg to 

construct a  theoretical category w hich  is based upon  and justified by a "rainbow 

coalition" of various authors. "O ur m ulticultural fem inists selections, [they write] 

are au thored , respectively, by a C hivana feminist, a Chinese-A m erican feminist, 

an  Affican-American feminist, an d  a w hite Jewish feminist."63

Hence, "a Chicana," "a Chinese-American," "an A frican American," and  a 

"white Jewish" person are lum ped together on the assum ption  that each shares 

sim ilar/ equal oppression. The underscores the third problem atic feature of 

Jaggar and  Rotheberg's new est "framework": "m ulticultural feminism" is defined 

by the "color" of the au thor and  not by criteria that illustrate its theoretical 

com ponents. Selections for Liberal, Marxist, Radical, Socialist, and  Feminist 

fram ew orks were included u n d er their respective headings because each article 

adhered  to or reflected certain theoretical a n d  philosophical assum ptions. Jaggar 

and  Rotheberg clearly articulate the assum ptions of and differences between each

62See F. James Davis, W ho Is Black? One Nation’s Definition. (University 
Park, PA: Pennsylvania State U niversity  Press, 1991); Paul Robeson. lr. Speaks to 
America. (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1993).

63Feminist Fram eworks. 3 rd  edition, op. cit., 123.
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fram ew ork, except in  the case o f "M ulticultural Feminism." Liberal Feminism 

"favors equality in the  sense of equal opportunities for m en and  women"64; 

M arxists Feminists "claim th a t the establishm ent of class society was the original 

cause of w om en s subordination...[and] assert that it is capitalism —which 

perpetuates the subord ination  o f w om en by enforcing their economic 

dependence on m en”65; Radical feminists "insist that the subordination of wom en 

is prim ary , not secondary, to o ther forms of dom ination—[and argue that] sex 

and  gender are ultim ately inseparable."66 Socialist fem inists "give theoretical 

prim acy to the m ode o f production—[and] argues th a t the subordination of 

w om en m ust be analyzed in term s of four interlocking social structures: 

production, reproduction, sexuality, and child-rearing."67 In contrast, the 

selections for the M ulticultural Feminist "framework" are  based upon  whom the 

articles are "authored—by."68 Put another way, M ulticultural Feminism is based 

u p o n  w hether or not its au thors are "women of color." The only other 

d istinguishing feature of this fram ework, as stated  previously, is that "women of 

color have moved from  challenging their exclusion from  (white) feminism to 

claim ing their right, as fem inists, to redefine previous understandings of feminist 

issues and feminist theory."69 A dm ittedly, Jaggar a n d  Rotheberg argue that 

M ulticultural Feminism views w om en’s subordination th rough  the lens of

^ Ib id ., 117.

^ Ib id ., 119.

66Ibid., 120 & 121.

67Ibid., 122.

68Ibid., 123.

69Ibid.
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"sex/ gender, sexuality, class, and  race.” H ow ever, the fram ework seem s to be 

held  together by a sanguine notion of racial and  ethnic comm onality as opposed 

to com m on theoretical conceptions of "sex/ gender, sexuality, class, and  race." 

H ence, as in previous editions, w ritings by "wom en of color" appear to have no 

system atic or com prehensive theoretical form ulation.

My reading of Feminist Fram ew ork is not sim ply an exercise in criticism. 

Rather its significance lies in the specific configuration of "women o color and 

their writings" in  relation to feminist discourse. It illustrates that Black feminist 

theory is considered m ore critique tha theory; m ore of an externally im posed 

"framework" as opposed to an internally generated discourse. Even w hen  

elevated to the status of a "framework," the definition of a fram ework is modified 

from  a more theoretical version to a lesser "lens" o r perespective version. The 

m ost im portant point here is not sim ply the identification of the specific 

configuration of race and writings by w om en of color as non-theoretical, but how  

this configuration operates w ithin  Jaggar and  Rotheberg’s overall conception of 

fem inist theory and  politics. In other w ords, w hat does the construction of 

"w om en of color's writings" allow Jaggar and  Rotheberg to do? Based upon  the 

preceeding analysis, defining Black fem inism  and writings by "other w om en of 

color" as non-systematic, non-theoretical, or by collapsing all works by "wom en 

of color" under one sign, insures that race, as a m utually productive and  

constitu tive  category, rem ains outside of and  external to theories abou t "women 

as a group." As a segregated body of literature, writings by w om en of color are 

figured as different from and critical of m ainstream  feminist theory. Com pared 

to other theoretical fram eworks, writings by w om en of color are "merely 

descriptive"; an "other" fram ework am ong m ore (theoretically) sophisticated 

ones. The consignm ent of race issues to the "other" category is in the final 

analysis, a regulatory function of the discourse.
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Besides its construction as nontheoretical, Black feminists and  o ther 

wom en of color are often figured as divisive, critical, and  harsh w ithin feminist 

discourse. Black feminists in particular, who cite racism  as a problem  in feminist 

thought are often described as "attacking," "challenging," and  "critiquing" 

feminism at the expense of "failing" to develop a com prehensive "theory" of their 

own. These critics of the racial hegemony of fem inist thinking are alw ays seen as 

"overly critical" w hich often devastates their "victims." M arilyn Frye's reading of 

the "wom an of color as critic" exemplifies this v iew . Frye writes:

...when...statements and descriptions [that pertain  to 'w om en' 
unm odified'] are delivered in public, they m eet with critics, who 
are wom en, who report that the statem ents are appallingly partial, 
un true, or even unintelligible w hen  judged  by their ow n experience 
and  by w hat is common know ledge am ong w om en of th e ir  k ind , 
class, o r group. This criticism  seem s to be (and I have fe lt it to be) 
devastating  [emphasis added].70

While Frye does not specifically cite race, it is clear from the context and

from the description "among women of their k ind , class, or group," that she was

referring to the Black wom an or wom an of color ’'critic.”

In her first collection of essays, The Politics of Reality: Essays in Feminist

Theory." Frye recounts a similar incident in w hich  a 'Black wom an critic," a

phrase Frye designates, appears, "angry,” out-of-control, "enraged" and  "crazy" to

her white feminists cohorts, who have organized a white women's

consciousness-raising group to address issues o f  race and racism in feminism. I

quote Frye at length:

...[A] group  of white women formed a w hite  w om en's consciousness- 
raising group to identitfy and explore the  racism  in our lives w ith  a view 
to dism antling the barriers that blocked o u r understanding and action in

^"The Possibility of Feminist Theory," in Deborah L. Rhode, ed., 
Theoretical Perspectives on Sexual Difference. (N ew  Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1990), 177.
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this m atter. As is obvious from  this description, we certainly thought of 
ourselves as doing the righ t thing. Some w om en of color talked  w ith us 
about their view  that it w as racist to make it a group for w hite wom en 
only; we discussed ou r reasons and invited w om en of color w ho wanted 
to participate to come to the m eeting for further discussion. In a later 
com m unity meeting, o ne  B lack w om an critic ized  us very  angrily  for ever 
th inking w e could achieve o u r goals by w orking only w ith  w hite women. 
We said...w e had  decided a t the beginning to organize a g roup  open to all 
w om en shortly  after o u r series of white w om en's m eetings cam e to a 
close. Well, as some of you  will know  w ithout my telling, w e could 
hard ly  have said anything less satisfying to our critic. S he  exploded w ith  
rage: 'You decided!"...She seem ed  to be en raged  by o u r m aking  decisions, 
by ou r acting, by our do ing  anything. It seem ed like do ing  no th ing  would 
be racist and  w hatever w e d id  w ould be racist just because w e d id  it. We 
began to lose hope; w e felt bew ildered and  trapped. It seem ed that what 
ou r critic w as saying m ust be right; bu t w h a t she w as say ing  d id n ’t seem 
to m ake any  sense. She seem ed  crazy to m e.71

From  this paragraph, it is clear that Black w om en are figured as "critics" of 

(white) fem inist theory. No less than  three times does Frye refer to the Black 

w om an's com m ents as criticisms or to her as "our critic." M oreover, the "we" and 

the "our," as w as the case in Jaggar and  Rothenberg's three editions of the 

Fem inist Fram ew orks, is a "we" from  which Black w om en are excluded. Thus, 

Black w om en’s com m ents are alw ays figured as "outside” of fem inist discourse.

It seem s equally possible that Black wom en's understanding  and  articulation of 

the problem s w ith m ainstream  fem inist theory can be seen as m uch  as an  internal 

dialogue as it is and  external barage of criticisms. W hat prevents a discursive 

construction of Black w om en an d  their works as w om en w ho are in dialogue with 

o ther wom en, and not as critics opposed to other (read white) w om en?

In add ition  to the position of "critic," Black w om en or "w om en of color" 

are alm ost alw ays characterized as "emotional" and  highly sensitive. In fact, one 

cannot be an effective "critic" unless she presents her "criticisms" in  a visceral and

^ ’’On Being White: T hinking  Tow ard a Fem inist U nderstand ing  of Race 
and Race Supremacy," 111-112.
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em otive manner. "Angry,” "exploded w ith  rage," "seemed to be enraged," "she 

d id n 't seem  to m ake any sense," "she seem ed crazy to me," are all Frye's 

perception of her "Black w om an critic." Because "critical comments" from Black 

w om en are always already read  as visceral and  negative, their articulations of 

fem inist theory as a racialized discourse are neither "reasonable," or "logical," no r 

"theoretical."

In a very real sense, Black w om en are expected to be emotional, bitter, 

angry and upset, especially w hen  discussing issues of race. By choosing to fram e 

this essay w ith  the "Black w om an critic" incident, and  by im plicitly invoking a 

com m on understanding am ong w hite w om en ("as some o f you anil know ivithout 

m y telling, we could, hardly have said anything less satisfying to our critic" ) about how  

Black w om en (will) react, Frye casts the "Black w om an critic" as (potentially) 

"explosive" and  "enraged" before "she exploded w ith  rage."72 W hen Black 

w om en do not exemplify the expected "perform ance” of an  em otive and enraged 

critic, they are criticized for being too "academic" or for replicating "masculinist 

norm s of 'value-free scholarship'." Tw o brief exam ples illustrate this point.

The first exam ple is Jane Gallop's reading of Majorie Pryse and  Hortense 

Spillers’s edited volume, Conjuring: Black W om en. Fiction and Literary 

T radition.73 After having a "non-encounter" w ith Black fem inist critic Deborah 

McDowell, Gallop added  a chapter race about Black fem inist literary theory to 

her then  yet-to be-published m anuscrip t A round  1981: Academ ic Feminist 

Literary Theory.74 In that chapter, as duCille points out, Gallop assum es that the

^Ib id .

73 Conjuring: Black W omen. Fiction and  Literary Tradition. (Indiana: 
Indiana University Press, 1985). A nn duCille's reading of Gallop's framing of 
Conjuring is was quite influential in  my understand ing  of Black w om en’s 
"expectation" to not only be other, b u t to "perform" as other.
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authors are "two black fem inist critics.”75 For duCille, this is a major problem  

given Gallop’s textual and  interpretive reading of Pryse an d  Spillers's volume, 

but the point that I w ant to m ake is that Gallop's assum ption informs and 

explains her reading of Conjuring as too "academic."

W hen I read Conjuring the first time," Gallop w rites, "I was 
disappoin ted  that the volume was so ’academ ic.’ I disliked the 
references to O vid, The Golden Bough, to deism . W hen I found an  
essay particularly ’academic,’ tracing sim ilarities to classical 
m ythology or sim ply too dry in  style, I w ould  im agine that this 
critic m ust be w hite.76

The "academic" style and  allusions to classical m ythology were 

uncharacteristic of Black w om en and their writings. Thus, if not emotional o r 

"folksy", "the critic m ust be white."

Nancie Caraway, a w hite feminist political theorist, also assumes that 

Black fem inist w ritings are inherently emotive and  visceral. Caraw ay 

adm onishes Black feminist, Bevery Guy-Sheftall, for replicating "masculinist 

norm s of ’value-free’ scholarship" in her book Daughters of Sorrow, because "we 

do not hear the pain  she, as a Black wom an ...felt" w hen read ing  m aterials that 

denigrated  Black w om en. C araw ay explains:

74For a description of this "non-encounter, Jane Gallop, M arianne Hirsch, 
and  nancy K. Miller, "Criticizing Feminist Criticism," in  M arianne Hirsch and 
Evelyn Fox Keller, eds.. Conflicts in Feminism. (New York: Routledge, 1990), 
363-64, and  A nn duCille, ibid., 608-609. Jane Gallop, A round 1981: Academic 
Feminist Literary Theory. (N ew  York: Routledge, 1992).

^ Ib id ., 612.

76Jane Gallop, A round 1981. op. cit., 169. In all fairness. I, along w ith 
duCille, recognize that Gallop's confessional is m eant to problem atize the w ay in 
w hich "white academics" fantasize about an "other" they assum e to exist in a 
"pure outside of academ ic culture" (170). duCille reads this as a "I-once-was-
blind-but-now-I-see you” confessional that dem eans and  furthers "otherizes”
the subject in  the very act of analyzing it.
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Reading Beverly Guy-Sheftall's study, Daughters o f Sorrow ...is both 
a depressing and  enraging experience, a lthough  the pages contain a 
crucial scholarly compilation. The negative m aterials the author 
brings together, particularly her p resentation  of the bru tal anim al 
m etaphors used  by whites to desctibe a n d  devalue Black w om en's 
bodies and  sexuality m ust be recorded a n d  subjected to critical 
analysis. But the  m u ted  objective tone w ith  w h ich  G uy-Sheftall 
discusses them  is d istu rb ing . M ascu lin ist norm s of 'value-free' 
scholarship  o ften  m ean th a t w e do no t h ear o f the  p a in  she, as a 
Blak w om an, m ust have fe lt in  read ing  such  descriptions...I do 
not think that expressions of violent d isagreem ent w ith  such 
discourses are a necessary m ethodological caveat. Still, this does 
not wholly satisfy the fear that, by repeating  such w ords of horror, 
one is som ehow  giving them  currency [em phasis added].77

Guy-Sheftall's discussion of the im agery of Black w om en's sexuality is 

"disturbing" to Caraway because she, as a white fem inist, expects her to display 

m ore emotion, to share her "pain."

Always already positioned as the critic who is reactionary, uncontrollable 

and  emotional, those w hom  "women of color" "accuse" are alm ost alw ays cast as 

the "victims." W omen of color "criticism[s] seems to b e  (and I have felt it to be), 

devastating,"78 Frye explains. This concept of "devastating" the accused is also 

prom inent in Frye’s description of how  the white w om en  felt in their conscious

ness raising group: "we began to lose hope; we felt bew ildered  and trapped."79 

W hat is at stake in the construction of Black wom en as "the critics," and  "the 

accusers," and white w om en as "the criticized" and "the accused"? H ow  do these 

figures operate in the discourse?

^N ancie Caraway, Segregated Sisterhood: Racism  and the Politics of 
Am erican Feminism. (Knoxville: The University of Tennessee Press, 1991), 
footnote #16, p. 226.

78Q uoted above from  "The Possibility of Fem inist Theory," op. cit., p 177.

^Q uo ted  above from, "On Being White," op. cit., 112.
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Ironically, there is another aspect to Black w om en 's o r "w om en of color’s" 

"Other" position w ith in  fem inist theorizing and politics that seem s to suggest that 

the "Black W oman" is not an  Other. I have to som e extent outlined to this 

position as (In)Visible Objectification in C hapters 1 a n d  3. It bears repeating 

however, w ith in  the context of "responding to race" in  the 1990's. W ithin this 

context, the Black W om an is the "authentic, original” O ther, n o t so m uch as to be 

dismissed for h e r radical difference and  alterity, b u t to be embraced for her radical 

difference and  alterity  as the radically different Other. T o  em brace the Black 

W oman as "the m ost oppressed, the m ost m arginalized, the m ost deviant, the 

quintessential site of difference,"80 is, as C hapter 3 illustrates, to make her 

invisible th ro u g h  a position of hypervisibility and  difference. But w hat does it 

m ean to "embrace" the Black W oman for her radical difference and  alterity?

W hat are the im plications of "embracing" the Black W om an for feminist 

theorizing a nd  politics?

First and  forem ost, to "embrace" the Black W om an for h er radical 

difference is to accept her "...and other w om en of color...as m ysterious, 

possessors of m agic or special truth."81 The idea th a t Black w om en "possess" a 

"special truth" is m ost clearly articulated in  the assum ption  tha t Black feminism 

is the product of sk in  color; this is w hy Jaggar and  R othenberg  select only 

"women of color" w ritings for the fram ework they call "M ulticultural feminism." 

Black fem inism  becom es the articulated expression o f the though t em bodied in 

the Black body.82 In o ther w ords, Black w om en’s bodies are visible indicators of 

the tru th  they possess. This has two implications: (1) Black w om en become in

80A nn duC ille, "The Occult of True Black W om anhood," op. cit.,

81Nancie C araw ay, Segregated Sisterhood, op. cit., 109.

82This of course is how  Lani Guilder's works w ere  read— as the product of 
a Black W oman.
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the m ind  of w hite feminists, icons o f a  unique Black fem inist (or "w om an of 

color) aesthetic; (2) Because it is orig inal and  authentic, the know ledge produced 

by  Black w om en falls outside trad itional academ ic scrutiny.

N an d e  Caraway describes "the colorfully dressed 'Radical W om an of 

Color'" fem inist archetype.

In  recent years, the h igh  visibility of Black fem inists, the pow er of 
their critiques and  texts, the exdtem ent, beauty, an d  dram a of their 
dress—African robes, scarves, jewelry, elaborate h a ir  fashions, 
braids, and  dredlocks— has created an  entirely n ew  fem inist 
aesthetic. Such w om en 's appearances at fem inist conferences carry 
a  brand new  kind of v isual charism a and female pow er. No one 
misses them. They are  a presence, a vision. This exd tes  me 
greatly.83

Caraw ay points out that this highly  visible "Radical W om an of Color" 

exists in the m inds of w hite w om en.84 Thus, it is white w om en w ho insists upon 

"the 'exotic' image of Afrocentric feminists."

W hen an  outspoken, beautifu l Black w om an w ith  'w hite ' features 
and  straightened h a ir asserts that it is her 'right' to choose to wear 
blue contacts lenses a n d  'p reppy ' rather than 'ethnic' clothing, she is 
m et w ith adm onitions from  radical white female students. It is they 
w ho expect her to be a  badge of 'her people'; they urge h e r not to 
deny  or invalidate her 'Blackness,' her special beauty .85

Difference then becomes for the "wom an of color" a  "otherness" subject- 

position created by others for her. O therness is celebrated, and encouraged by 

w hite w om en, bu t it is dem anded only  from  the "woman of color." In

^C araw ay , Segregated Sisterhood, op. cit., 109. 

^ Ib id . 109.

^rbid., 111.
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"Difference: A Special Third W orld W om an Issue,” T rinh  T. M inh-ha writes of 

her special otherness. As a Third W orld w om an she writes,

...i am  no t only given the perm ission to open u p  and  talk, i am  also 
encouraged to express m y difference. M y audience expects and 
dem ands ir; otherwise people w ould  feel as if they have been 
cheated: We d id  not come to hear a T h ird  W orld m em ber speak 
about the First (?) World. We came to listen to that voice of 
difference liekely to bring us w hat w e  can’t have, and  to divert us 
from  the m onotony of sameness...W e no no longer w ish to erase 
your difference; we dem and, on the contrary, tha t you  remember 
and assert it.86

Hence, the "difference" of the 'w om an of color' is elevated to a status that 

appears to accept "otherness," bu t as T rinh T. M inh-ha points out, "...it constitutes 

an efficacious m eans of silencing the cry of racial oppression."87 Since white 

wom en define the standard  of authenticity, the na tu re  of "wom en of color's" 

"otherness" each w om an of color m ust be thoroughly authentic, absolutely 

original— in a w ord  w ord, utterly different.88

This leads to the second implication of "embracing" the difference of the

"woman of color the whole-hearted and  uncritical acceptance of her

scholarship as authentically true. It is assum ed tha t because she speaks as the 

"Other” and for the "Other," all knowledge produced is special, original, and 

authentic. To this extent, m any white feminists trea t Black fem inist scholarship 

as unproblem atic. The academic customs of reading, com m enting upon and 

entering into dialougue w ith  Black feminists seems to be non-existence. Black 

feminists w orks are rarely com m ented upon  in  any m eaninglful m anner. Often

^D iscourse (Fall-W inter 1986-87): 11-38

s ^ i d . ,  p. 26

88Ibid.
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their works are uncritically accepted as non-problem atic representations of the 

Black w om an's tru th .89 G iven that not all Black feminits have the sam e or even 

sim ilar views.

At a certain level, this uncritical acceptance of Black w om en's w ork is 

tantam ount to indifference. A part from  w hat C araw ay and  M inh-ha call 

appropriation and  tokenism , there is some question about w hether o r not white 

feminists provide the sam e level of scholarly atten tion  or app ly  the sam e kinds of 

standards to w om en of color’s works as they do their own.90 A n unwillingness 

to engage in the fam iliar academ ic process of debate and  discussion suggests that 

feminist discourse does no t place "women of color" w ritings inside its discursive 

domains. Because the issue of "indifference" is no t a n  inconsequential one, I 

propose that "indifference" be read not in term s of the rhetorical and  verbal 

acknowledgem ents to "wom en of color" and their w ritings, bu t by reading their 

position in the texts. In o ther w ords, using a deconstructive m ethod, it is 

im perative to note w here and  how  Black w om en appear in  the text. The 

indifferent position can be illustrated w ith two exam ples from  the works of Mary 

H aw kesw orth and N a n d e  Caraway.

In "Knowers, Knowing, Known: Feminist Theory and  Claims of Truth,”91 

Mary H aw kesw orth  uses a  three m odel typology, know ers, know ing, and 

known, to distinguish  betw een three kinds of fem inist epistem ologies. Following 

Harding's distinction betw een feminist empiricism , fem inist standpo in t theory

89I have w ritten  of this at length concerning the response to P a trida  Hill 
Collins's Black Fem inist Thought. See unpublished essay, "Silenced by Author
ity: African A m erican W omen, Feminism and the C onstruction of Black Feminist 
Thought."

^duC ille , op. d t.
91 In Micheline R. Malson, et. al., eds.. Feminist T heory in Practice and  Process. 
(University of Chicago Press, 1989):

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



333

and fem inist postm odernism , H aw kesw orth  outlines key problem s and  tensions 

betw een each epistemological m odel. Fem inist empiricism and  fem inist 

standpoin t theory, according to H ard ing , are "at odds w ith  the insigh t generated 

by the long  struggle of w om en of color w ithin  the feminist m ovem ent, that there 

is no uniform  'w om en’s reality to be know n, no coherent perspective to be 

privileged."92 O n the other hand, "fem inist postm odernists' plea for tolerance of 

m ultiple perspectives is altogether a t odds w ith  feminists desire to develop a 

successor science tha t can refute once an d  for all the distortions o f 

androcentrism ."93 ultimately, H aw kesw orth  believes that fem inists should move 

from  questions about knowers to claims about the known. H ow ever, since I am  

concerned about how  and w here race and  Black wom en appear in  this text, i 

should note in  passing that H aw kesw orth  m isreads feminist postm odernism  by 

defining it in  conjunction w ith "m ultiple perspectives" and "the insights 

generated by  w om en of color." This read ing  of "feminist postm odernism " 

forecloses crucial questions about language, the subject, concepts of history, etc. 

How ever, the m ost im portant an d  grevious error H aw kesw orth  m akes relative to 

race is her characterization of Black fem inists and its corresponding footnote. In 

a brief overview  of the critiques of theories of wom en's nature  H aw kesw orth  

writes: "objections raised by T hird  W orld and  w om en of color to the  political 

priorities of w hite, W estern fem inists generate profound skepticism  about the 

ability of any  particular group of w om en to 'know ' w hat is in the in terest of all 

women."94

^ Ib id ., p. 331

93Ibid.

^ Ib id ., 328.
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In the footnote to th is statem ent H aw kesw orth d te s  "Angela Davis," 

"Gloria I. Joseph and Jill Lewis," an d  "Paula Giddens" [sic] as representative of 

"Third W orld” and  "w om en of color" who have "raised objections" to theories of 

wom en's knowledge. The contents of this footnote are instructive. First, none of 

the wom en H aw kesw orth  cites are "Third World" w om en in  the traditional sense 

an d  all of the "wom en of color" are A frican Am erican w om en. This am biguity 

allows H aw kesw orth to conflate all races, e thnidtes, and  nationalities into one 

category. Second, to speak  of "w om en of color" and then  to nam e only African 

Am erican w om en is a contem porary  theoretical move th a t enables one to speak 

of race w ithout referring to the seem ingly volatile connotations of White-Black 

relations. Third, H aw kesw orth  m ispells Paula G iddings's nam e. The mispelling 

of G iddings's nam e is a  collosal and  grave error for it signifies both  the 

indifference and  the inattention m ainstream  feminist theory  gives to Black 

w om en and their writings. C ertainly one could argue th a t typographical errors 

do appear in p rin t—even in  academ ia. I am  of course, n o t argu ing  against this 

fact. However, given that no other typographical errors ap p ear in this artide, 

an d  that G iddings's m ispelled last nam e is w ritten phonetically, as "Giddens", I 

cannot attribute this m ispelling to an  editorial oversight. Is it possible for this 

artide , which w as first published  in  a m ajor peer-review ed fem inist journal, to 

undergo dozens of readings, drafts, and  revisions and the  m ispelling of a major 

Black feminist's name is overlooked? W ould it be possible to overlook an 

im proper spelling of "Simone day Bovewar," author of "T hee 2nd Sex"? Am I to 

assum e that "Giddens" was no t corrected because she is unfam iliar?

Perhaps the reader is th inking  that I am  m aking too m uch  of "one 

m ispelled name"; afterall, the other two names were spelled  correctly. Given the 

im portance of nam es in  the so d a l and  cultural history of A frican Americans, I am 

unconvinced that a "mispelling" is "no big deal" even w ith in  (or espedally
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within) the context of a acdemic w riting. Given the particularities of Am erican 

racism, to mispell, or m ispronounce the nam e of an  African Am erican w as a sign 

of disrespect. Under Jim Crow ism  (and this is still a  practice in the South), adult 

Black m en w ere called "boys," o r "John"; elderly Black w om en and m en were 

"graciously" given the names of "Uncle" and  "Aunty." M arried w om en w ere 

never given the respectful title of "Mrs." and  no Black m an  w as called "Mr."95 To 

m ispronounce or mispell African Am ericans' nam es was an indication of 

indifference; a designation of 'ju st another Negro."96 Hence, in  the case of "Paula 

Giddens," this oversight, this not-know ing, this m ispelling seems to corresponds 

to the oversight, the not-knowing an d  the non-reading of Black w om en's work. 

This m ispelling signifies a level of blindness to race tha t even H aw kesw orth, 

whose subject, iroincally is the production  of knowledge.

H aw kesw orth m ispelling is no t an  isolated incident. Like Hawkesworth, 

N an d e  C araw ay not only mispells several Black fem inist's names, but she 

confuses and  conflates highly recognizable Black fem inists scholars. M ore than 

once C araw ay mispells P atrida  H ill Collins as "Patrida Hills Collins," and  in 

referring to Collins, she wrote "Patrida Bell Collins” w hich is an obvious 

conflation of P atrida  Hill Collins, the Black feminist sodologist, and  Patricia Bell- 

Scott, the Black feminist literary scholar and  writer. M oreover, the sentence 

containing the "Patrida Bell Collins" conflation is actually a  statem ent on 

Collins's understanding of the tradition of Black fem inist theory, however, 

C araw ay d te s  a white feminist scholar in the footnote. "Patrida Bell Collins," she 

writes, "tells us that the rich tradtion o f Black fem inist though t w as orally

^ e e  M artin Luther King, Jr. W hy We Can't Wait; and  Robert Baker, 
"Chicks an d  Pricks: A Pleas for Persons...

%The history of m ispelled nam es on birth certificates, as well as 
incorredly  recorded birth dates is a cultural phenom enon unique to African 
Americans. See Charles Frye, ....
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transm itted, that the theorists spoke ou t of the dailiness of Black w om en’s lives 

an d  idioms that arose out of the culture..." The corresponding footnote reads: 

"The fragm ented, episodic, often externally controlled terrain  of w om en’s daily  

lives forms the center of Bettina A ptheker's lum inous book, Tapestries o f Life: 

Women s Work, W om ens Consciousness, and the M eaning o f Daily Experience."97 

These "moments of self-contradiction," of "unregarded details," suggest that 

Black w om en’s w orks are not really taken seriously. The "inclusion" of the nam es 

an d  w orks of African Am erican wom en makes them  visible, but the w ay in 

w hich  they are included m akes them  invisible.

Up to this point, I have focused on the production  and  perception of Black 

w om en in fem inist discourse by reading closely several feminist texts. I have 

outlined the ways in  w hich Black feminist thought is constructed as non- 

theoretical, non-com prehensive, and non-system atic w ith in  m ainstream  fem inist 

theory. In conjunction, I have illustrated how  Black w om en are figured w ith in  

those texts as "divisive" and  "harsh critics," who "accuse" and"devastate" their 

victims, i.e., w hite w om en. As critics, Black w om en are cast outside of and  

external to fem inist theory and politics. To this extent, Black women, and  the 

issues they raise, are not a  part of feminist discourse; m erely external challenges 

to it. I have also noted, that in an interesting and ironic way, this external 

position as "outsider” has produced an  environm ent in  w hich Black w om en, and  

other w om en of color, are expected to be different a nd  ultim ately celebrated for 

their "difference." The result is a hypervisibility that effectively obscures issues 

of race w ithin feminist discourse.

97Ibid., p. 212.
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I now  tu rn  to exam ine how feminists have responded  to the  specific claim  

that fem inist theory  focuses upon and  privileges the  experiences o f w hite, 

m iddle-class w om en. Generally speaking, the responses to this claim  can be 

d iv ided  into tw o m ajor categories. The first category consists of w h a t Bernice 

Fisher calls "guilt and  shame" and w hat A drienne Rich has nam ed  as "silence." I 

identify these responses as characteristic of the scholarship of the late 1970's to 

m id-to-late 1980's.

The second category of responses is characterized by w hat I  call 

"Accussatory Defensiveness," and is, in  my estim ation, a relatively recent 

phenom enon. D eveloping in  tandem  w ith  the g row ing  popularity  o f fem inist 

appropriations of poststructualist concepts, accusatory dfensiveness does not 

only defend the legitim acy of the category w om an, it do  so w ith  a  hostile and 

defensive tone. My exam ination of these kinds of responses are no t m eant to be 

com prehensive in  scope or m ethod. Rather, m y goal is to provide a  general 

overview  of the nature  of the responses fem inist theory  has produced  around  the 

issue of race, as patterns that have em erged in recent fem inist texts.

S ilence, G u ilt a n d  Shame

A drienne Rich and  Bernice Fisher have w ritten  the two m ost w ell-know n 

articles on w hite w om en’s responses to the issue of race and racism  in  the 

fem inist m ovem ent. A drienne Rich's, ’D isloyal to Civilization: Fem inism , 

Racism, Gynephobia," first appeared in  her 1979 collection of prose O n  Lies. 

Secrets, and Silence.98 In that essay, Rich bem oaned "the separation of black and 

w hite w om en from  each other" argued that Black an d  w hite w om en needed  to 

w ork  together. She adm onishes both Black and w hite  w om en for b uy ing  into the

98Q n Lies. Secrets, and  Silence: Selected Prose 1966-1978. (N ew  York: W. 
W. N orton & C om pany, 1970).
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"obvious" and  only m echanism  at the  d isposal of "patriarchy" to keep w om en 

ap art—racism. M ore pointedly. Rich m aintains tha t She urges white w om en to 

repud ia te  racism  and to d raw  u p o n  their rich and  longstanding "anti-racist 

tradition." Tracing the origins of the  fem inist m ovem ent from  the Abolitionist 

M ovem ent, Rich m aintains that w hite w om en's com m itm ent to anti-racist w ork  

has been  "silenced" by Black w om en's charges of racism  and the assum ption that 

racial oppression is more "oppressive" than  sexism:

If a  shallow, 'life-style' b ran d  of fem inism  can shrug  off the issue of 
racism  altogether, it is also true tha t m ore ’political’ white fem inists 
still often feel vulnerable to the charge that 'w hite middle-class 
women" o r "bourgeois fem inists" are  despicable creatures of 
privilege whose oppression  is m eaningless beside the oppression of 
black, Third-W orld, or w orking-class w om en and  m en ."

Hence, W hite w om en were silenced by claim s of racism prim arily because, 

as Fisher explains, they felt guilty, asham ed, and  possibly embarrassed.

I had  noticed certain patterns. First, it seem ed clear that the them e 
of "guilt" had  become basic to fem inist discourse. A lthough it 
surfaces most often in  discussions of racism, it had  become a 
continual reference poin t w henefver any kind of injustice w ith in  
the m ovem ent (hom o-phobia, class exploitation, anti-semitism , the 
oppression of the elderly  and  disabled, and  so forth) drew  
attention. Also I noticed that a lthough  w e frequently em ployed the 
language of "guilt," virtually  no one paid  attention to guilt as a 
m oral issue...100

The patterns that Fisher identified often m eant that white wom en 

operated  in  "guilty silence." A lthough not unproblem atic, this silence could a t

" Ib id .

100 Bernice Fisher, "Guilt and  Sham e in the W omen's Movement: The 
radical Ideal of Action and Its M eaning for Fem inist Intellectuals," 10 Fem inist 
S tudies (Sum m er 1984): 186.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



339

som e level be in terpreted as an accomodating stance. C lare H olzm an echoes the 

notion that guilt is a prom inent response to critiques lodged  against the racial 

hegem ony of fem inist theory. She writes: "There is w idespread  agreem ent that 

guilt is an im m ediate, pow erful response o f w hite w om en learning about 

racism."101 H olzm an also recognizes that w om en can be "immobilized" by guilt, 

and  that "w hat [she] and  others have been calling guilt m ay often be shame."102 

Both Fisher and  H olzm an describe the interconnection betw een  guilt and sham e, 

and both suggest that these em otional responses are the p roduct of feeling as if 

one has foiled to live up  to a m oral standard. The specific philosophical reasons 

aside, the point that I w ish  to stress is that w hite w om en felt "immoblized" 

around  the issue of race. Therefore, silence w as the expression given to feelings 

of guilt and  sham e. Black w om en recognized guilt as a com m on response am ong 

white feminsists. bell hooks notes this reaction w hen she writes: "when black 

w om en involved w ith  wom en's liberation attem pted to discuss racism, m any 

white w om en responded  by angrily stating: 'We w on 't be guilt-tripped.' For 

them  the dialogue erased.”103 However, as hooks further explains,

w hite w om en refused to listen w hen  black w om en  explained that 
w hat they expected was not verbal adm issions p f guilt but 
conscious gestures and acts that w ould  show  that white wom en 
liberationists were anti-racists and  attem pting  to overcome their 
racism. The issue of racism w ithin  the w om en's m ovem ent w ould 
have never been raised had w hite w om en show n in their writing 
and  speeches that they were in fact 'liberated' from  racism.104

The point of course, is that feminists d id  indeed respond  to questions 

raised about race and racism. Guilt and sham e should  not be dism issed as m ere

101 "Rethinking the Role of Guilt and Sham e in W hite W omen's Antiracism  
Work," op. cit., p. 325.

102 Ibid.
103 A in't IA  W om an. (Boston: South End Press, 1984), p. 149.

104Ibid., pp. 149-50.
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em otional reactions of a by gone era. Rather, they should  be regarded  as 

constitu tive  com ponents o f fem inist discourse’s "narrative" or "story” on race. 

This part of the "story” says that fem inism  responded to race w ith  silence 

through  feelings of gulit and  sham e. Silence, as well as guilt and  sham e, become 

a part of feminism's regulatory strategies. They em erged to keep critidm s of race 

and  racism from threatening to collapse the fragile notion  of "common 

sisterhood."

Anger, H ostility, a n d  D efensiveness

However, if the 1980's w as characterized by silence, then the 1990's is 

characterized by a variety of rhetorical strategies used to d isprove claims of 

w hite racial hegemony an d  defend the im portance of keeping fem inism  

unm odified. The tone of these com m ents are hostile, often defensive, and 

indicate white feminists a ttem pt to m aintain the prim acy of gender.

Catherine MacKinnon's, "From Practice to Theory, O r W hat is a  W hite 

W om an Anyway?" best exemplifies this position. Like m any w ho take this 

position, the first claim that M acKinnon m akes is that the elevated, privileged, 

w hite wom an is a figm ent of Black wom en's collective im aginations. The "white 

woman" is, according to M acKinnon, used  to encourage Black separatist 

thinking. According to MacKinnon, "there is...much to[o] m uch of this, this 

w om an modified,’ this w om an discounted by white, m eaning should  w ould  be 

oppressed but for her privilege."105 In o rder to understand  the "tone" of 

MacKinnon’s argum ent, I quote her at length:

106Catherine M ackinnon, "From Practice to Theory, o r W hat is a White 
W oman Anyway?" 4 Yale Foumal of Law of Feminism. (1991), p. 15.
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In recent critiques of fem inist w ork for failing to take into account 
race or class...it h as come to my attention that the w hite w om an is 
the issue here, so I decided  I better find  ou t w hat one is. This 
creature is not poor, no t battered, no t raped  (not really), not 
m olested as a child, not p regnant as a  teenager, not prostitu ted, not 
coerced into pornography, not a welfare m other, an d  not 
economically exploited. She doesn 't w ork. She is e ither the w hite 
m an’s image of her—effete, pam pered, privileged, protected, 
flightly, and self-indulgent—or the Black m an's im age of her—all 
that, plus the 'p re tty  w hite girl' (m eaning ugly as sin  bu t regarded 
as the ultimate beau ty  because she is white). She is Miss A nne of 
the kitchen, she p u ts  Frederick Douglass to the lash, she cries rape 
w hen  Emmett Till looks a t her sidew ays, she m anipulates w hite 
m en's very real pow er w ith  the lifting of her very w ell-m anicured 
little finger....She flings her hair, feels beautiful all the  time, 
complains about the colored help, tips badly, can 't do anything, 
doesn 't do anything, doesn 't know anything, a nd  alternates 
fantasizing about f—ing Black m en w ith  accusing them  of raping 
her... O n top of all this, o u t of im pudence, im itativeness, pique, and 
a sim ple lack of anyth ing  m eaningful to do, she thinks she needs to 
be liberated. H er fem inist incarnation is all of the above, and  guilty 
about every single bit of it, having by d in t of repetition refined 
saying 'I’m  sorry' to a h igh form of art. She can’t even  m ake u p  her 
ow n songs.106

If in  fact M ackinnon in tended  to satirize this construction of the "white 

wom an" she m issed it in her hostile tone and by adm onishing Black w om en for 

the continuing to charge fem inism  w ith  racism. To claim  that fem inism  

privileges "'straight white econom ically-privileged women,"’ is, M acKinnon says, 

a "dismissive sneer" that "trivializ[es]...white w om an’s subordination."107 

M acKinnon's claim  that white w om en have no m ore privilege of pow er than 

w om en of color, coupled w ith  her hostile and defensive tone, p rom pted  a 

barrage of responses.108 Given the fact that these com m ents w ere  originally

106 Catherine M ackinnon, "From Practice to Theory, or W hat is a W hite 
W om an Anyway?" 4 Yale Toumal of Law of Feminism

107Ibid., p. 21.

108M ackinnon actually p resented  this to a conference a t Yale University 
Law School in 1990. M any students, and  faculty m em bers responded w ith  open
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presented a t a  Yale L aw  School conference, in  w hich the Collective on  W omen of 

C olor and  the Law served  as a co-host, one is prom pted  to w onder w ether or not 

M acKinnon's com m ents w ere a  deliberate provocation a ro u n d  the issue of race.

H ow ever, M acKinnon is not alone in  her hostile tone and  implicit 

accussations of racial separatism  inititated and  fostered by "w om en of color" 

a n d /  or A frican A m ericans. Feminist Naomi Wolf, pub lished  a n  article entitled 

"U nderstanding W hite Fear," in  the popular m agazine Essence in  October 

1995.109 In this article, W olf defines herself, her friends, an d  w hite people in 

generaL as "w ell-m eaning w hite people," and as "anti-racist." She juxtaposes 

these groups against tw o others; "racist whites," who are "the genuine bigots," 

an d  "African Am ericans." Like MacKinnon, Wolf accuses Blacks of "race- 

separatist thinking," an d  believes that as a group they "judge [too] harshly" and 

are unfair.110 Of course, W olfs prim ary complaint, like M acKinnon's, is that 

A frican A m ericans have p layed  the "race card" for too long and  have in tu rn  

overlooked, ignored, o r d ism issed the real problem : the "fear” and  "loss" of white 

people w ho, "w hen circum stances place [them] at Black people 's mercy," Blacks 

"will overrride any tran srad a l values such as im partial m ercy o r justice" and 

m ete out to w hites, yes, even the "well-meaning whites," d u e  benevolence.111 

W olf places the inaction of "well-meaning whites" squarely  on the shoulders of 

A frican Am ericans im plying that African Americans engage in  a deliberate and 

vicious form of reverse descrim ination. While a full-scale critique of W olfs

letters in the sam e volum e in  w hich MacKinno’s speech w as published. It is 
in teresting to note th a t M acK innon requested that

109Essence (O ctober 1995), pp. 103,151-2.

110 Ibid., p. 151.

111 Ibid.
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article is inappropriate  for m y task,112 I present these critical rem arks to point o u t 

the sim ilarities w ith  M acKinnon’s. Having au thored  tw o popular feminist books, 

The Beauty Myth, and  Fire W ith Fire.113 W olf has positioned herself as a viable 

m em ber of the fem inist comm unity. W hat is interesting about W olfs comments 

is, not w hat she says about gender, bu t w hat she says about race. Like 

MacKinnon, W olfs tone is defensive and  accusatory. This posture serves to 

distract attention aw ay from  a sincere discussion of race, especially as it relates to 

gender. More im portantly, this method of counter-blam ing actually provides a 

vivid illustration of how  feminist react to issues around racism. As a discursive 

strategy, Accusatory Defensiveness insures that race rem ains h idden  behind 

counter-attacks.

A nother type of accusation that has em erged w ith in  1990's feminist 

discourse is related to w hat I call the (in)vocation of w om en of color. This 

m anifests itself in  two ways. First, as Jane Flax points out, "white w om en deploy 

'race' against other white w om en to evoke sham e, m onopolize conversation, or 

paralyze potential speakers.”114 For Flax, this deploym ent of race maybe 

partially m otivated by the inclination to appropriate  w om en of color as "tokens" 

so that they can appear objective and able to correct the  shortcom ings of 

others.115 There is, according to Flax, a "tendency...to accuse other writers of 

failing to pay attention to the current holy trinity of 'difference':

n2 I responded to W olfs article w ith a letter to the Editor of Essence 
M agazine. See the appendix for a copy of the letter.

113The Beauty Myth: H ow  Images of Beauty Are Used A gainst W omen. 
(New York: A nchor Books, Doubleday, 1991), and  Fire W ith Fire: The New 
Female Pow er and  how  to Use It. (New York: Fawcett Columbine, 1993).

114 Jane Flax, D isputed Subjects. (New York: Routledge, 1993), p. 5

115 Ibid.
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race/c lass/ g en d er."116 In this first instance the invocation of race is m ade 

tow ard o ther w hite  wom en.

The second type of accusation is directed tow ard  w om en of color 

themselves. H ere, w hite wom en accuse African A m erican w om en in  particular, 

of being narrow -m inded  and "exclusive" in their analyses of race. For exam ple, 

Zillah Eisenstein, in  The Color of Gender, argues th a t African A m erican w om en 

are "not perfectly inclusive of the lives of w om en of color—Latinas, Alaskans, 

Asian A m ericans and  Pacific Islanders" are often  left ou t of their analyses.117 

This is a peculiar and  paradoxical turning of the  tables. In  the early stages of 

feminism, Black w om en accused w hite w om en of parochialism ; of excluding race 

and ethnicity from  their analyses. In the 1990's, w hite w om en are accussing 

Black w om en of not going far enough in their discussion of race. It is as ify w hite 

wom en are now  saying: "you're doing exactly w hat you criticized us for— 

theorizing from  one set of experiences and m aking it appear as it is 

representative of the whole." The difference no w  is tha t the w hole here is not all 

women, b u t all "w om en of color." The problem  of course, is that this kind of 

accusation conflates race and ethnicity by lum ping  all "wom en of color" into one 

category w hich  is then  juxtaposed to white w om en. It also keeps the 

responsibility of analyzing race and ethnicity o n  the shoulders of African 

American w om en. T hat these kind of responses arise out of fem inist discourse 

illustrates th a t fem inism  does indeed tell a story about race.

^6 Ibid.

117Zillah  R. Eisenstein. The Color of G ender: Reimaging Democracy. 
(Berkely: U niversity of California Press, 1994), p. 200
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APPENDIX 1 
LETTER TO THE EDITOR OF ESSENCE

1744 Linton Rd. 
Benton, LA 71006

October 16, 1995

Attention: Diane Weathers, Articles Editor
ESSENCE Magazine
1500 Broadway
New York, New York 10036

Dear Ms. Weathers:

This letter comes in response to an article entitled, "Understanding White Fear" by 
Naomi Wolf which appeared in the section, Essence/Family Circle Race in America Report 
of the October 1995 issue.

I should first note that I am a faithful reader of Essence. I applaud the efforts of the 
magazine's Editorial Staff for providing Black women with a well-spring of informative 
and thought-provoking articles. I often assign readings from Essence to the students in my 
college level Women's Studies course because they articulate and clarify the experiences of 
Black women in a manner that highlights our sense of self-dignity and our commitment to 
family and community.

However, your recent inclusion of Naomi Wolfs ill-conceived and untimely 
"Understanding White Fear" gives me great pause and to be honest, prompts me to 
question both the sincerity of the "dialogue" on race included in the October issue, and 
Essence's unparalleled commitment to African American women.

Generally speaking, Wolfs article is fraught with problems. The analysis she puts 
forth, if indeed one can call it that, is intuitive and unlike the preceding article by Valerie 
Wesley, lacks the sophistication of placing a  phenomenon like race in historical and social 
context In addition, Wolf avoids the real issue of the privileges that accompany white skin 
by superficially claiming to be on "our side"; she plays on and reconstructs racist 
stereotypes; and she impugns African Americans for behaving in ways that prevent "well- 
meaning whites," like herself, from actively combating racism.

Such problems and contradictions are made clear for example, by Wolfs repeated 
use of the word "anti-racist" and the phrase, "well-meaning White people." W olfs self
described position as an anti-racist is at best suspect, for she openly admits that she 
"avoid[s] discussing race" with both white and Black people, and that she lives a "largely 
White life." In Wolfs fantasy land, it is possible to be both silent on the issue of race and 
anti-racist precisely because "well-meaning Whites" is contrasted with "the crude hate...of 
genuine bigots." What Wolf fails to realize is that the absence of a sheet does not
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automatically place one, if you will, within the African American "circle of acceptance." 
Racism, and those who believe in racist images and ideas, is not reserved for the 
confederate flag-waving, sheet-wearing, Ku Klux Klan members implied by Wolfs notion 
of "genuine bigots."

Thus it is not surprising that Wolf can put forth a concept of "white fear" that is 
based on the "fear of [Black] retribution." In so doing, she relies upon and perpetuates the 
racist notion that Blacks are inherently volatile, dangerously violent, and proned to attack 
the nearest wayfaring white that wonders haplessly into the "wrong" community. "If I 
send my daughter to day care in a Black neighborhood, will she be treated no differently 
that the other children?, she asks in a whiny, reproachful tone. "When she's older," Wolf 
continues, "will she be able to just walk over to the 'Black' table in her junior-high cafeteria 
and sit down?" "Can my family just go worship at a Black church? Really?"

Besides suggesting that African Americans are poised for racial retaliation, Wolfs 
questions blame African Americans for engaging in what she calls "race-separatist- 
thinking," thereby making it impossible for whites like herself "to join forces against 
racism." It is African Americans, Wolf would have us to believe, who have made racism 
such an impasse because we are either too quick to judge or we "judge [too]...harshly." 
We shun whites from our churches, our neighborhood day-care centers, and the cafeteria 
tables at our local junior high schools. We are unfair and have no sense of "transracial 
values such as impartial mercy or justice." As a result, we "often dismiss" the efforts of 
'good white folks' as, to use Wolfs term, "'cultural imperialism'." African Americans 
are, in Wolfs eyes, connected only by an instinctive sense of consanguinity which, she 
believes, explains why "so many...[whites] are petrified."

When Wolf speaks of the separation between the races as the product of Black 
behavior, perhaps what she was really thinking of was the history of Jim Crowism, the 
brutal, rigid, and denigrating system of racial separation and humiliation initiated by, 
created by, and maintained by white people. Or, in mentioning the "Black table" at her 
daughter's junior high school, perhaps Wolf was thinking of that period in history when, 
otherwise "caring" and "nurturing" white mothers, hurled racial invectives at the Little 
Rock Nine and hundreds of other children as they tried to integrate their local schools, 
because "those mothers" did not want their sons and daughters to sit beside a "nigger." Or, 
perhaps when Wolf asserted that our years of oppression makes "transracial values" such 
as "mercy or justice impossible," what she really meant was that the "justice" meted out in 
cases like those of Emmet Till and Medgar Evers indicates that "impartiality" is a rhetorical 
linchpin upon which whites can hang their guilt, and then accuse others of not having it 
despite their own misuse of the judicial system.

Wolfs inclination to hold Blacks responsible for the absence of whites in 
predominantly African American social and cultural spaces, points to what is perhaps her 
most problematic assumption: that the role of whites in eradicating racism begins with their 
descent into the African American community. This seemingly benign gesture is in itself 
racist because, like the missionary’ quests of the 18th and 19th centuries, it patemalistically 
assumes that the problem lies not within the white community, but somewhere deep in the 
"heart of darkness." What Wolf is too defensive and short-sighted to understand is that 
"joining forces against racism" doesn't mean having whites come into our communities to 
tell us what we have been doing wrong! Neither does it mean pandering to the fantasy of 
whites who wish to view themselves as "welcome[d] guests at the rich table of African-
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American culture and values," simply because they are white and find our culture complex, 
sophisticated, and stimulating.

It is not necessary, as Wolf implies, for African Americans to adopt the attitude that 
we should be grateful for any contact that whites desire to have in our communities. Anti
racist tactics and strategies cannot, and should not, be defined in such shallow, simplistic, 
and apolitical terms like whites attending Black churches, or whites "deciding" to send their 
children to our day-care centers. If and when whites finally do want to work with African 
Americans on issues that affect our communities, like poverty, crime, health care, drug 
abuse, homeownership, etc.—they will only do so by discarding the Wolfian notion that 
their acceptance is granted by the 'indelible goodness' of their white skin.

So the next time that Naomi Wolf "look[s] with grief at [her] own largely White life 
and do[esn't] know where to turn to take action," perhaps she should turn to her local 
white country club and inquire about its lack of African American members. Perhaps she 
should observe the few, if any, African American women who show up at the many 
lectures she gives on "women's issues" and set out to explain the nature of Black women's 
erasure within mainstream feminist theory. Or better yet, she and her other "anti-racist" 
friends could hold town-hall meetings to convince the members of their white communities 
of the necessity and value of affirmative action; to point out the importance of black 
congressional districts; and to articulate the historical racial reasoning behind the concept of 
"state's rights" and African American's understandable skepticism toward its most recent 
version.

The substance and content of the argument in "Understanding White Fear" is made 
even less persuasive by the fact that Wolf has given no indication that she understands or 
considers race to be an important conceptual category. In her own academic work, Wolf 
either entirely ignores race, except when an occasional analogy lends legitimacy to a larger 
point about white women and sexism, or find it irrelevant to her larger analysis. In her first 
publication, The Beauty Mvth. Wolf argues that women are constructed and 
psychologically controlled by the quality called "beauty", and that the "myth of beauty" has 
been used against women to ward off the political and social gains made possible by the 
Second Wave of feminism. Wolf even outlines the ways in which certain institutions 
participate in and maintain the jdea that women's worth is to be found in their physical 
appearance, rather than in their intellectual capabilities.

However, like most white feminists, Wolf begins her narrative with an 
undifferentiated group of women. Not once does she mention that the standard of beauty 
which she so vehemently criticizes is iacialized; that all that is "pure," angelic," virtuous," 
"innocent," and "beautiful," is associated with white women; and all that is "immoral," 
perverse," "dirty," "unchaste," and ugly," is associated with Black women. No where in 
The Beauty Mvth does Wolf mention the multitude of discourses and social and cultural 
sanctions that have held as "scientific fact" that Black women are a twisted, perverted, and 
distorted product of nature. Can it be true that after decades of rigorous research and lucid 
Black feminist analysis that Wolf is unfamiliar with Sarah Bartmann, a twenty-five year old 
Black woman whom scientists paraded around Europe to "study" her "monstrous" 
buttocks, her "primitive," "ape-like" sexual appetite, and whose reproductive organs sit, 
even today, in a museum in France as the quintessential symbol of Black women's intrinsic 
promiscuity and sub-humanness? Can it be possible, that Naomi Wolf, a Rhodes Scholar, 
is able to write a book on beauty, and not mention, even in a footnote, that period in 
American History in which Black men were hung from trees or were scraped from river
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beds because they were accused of desiring the most "precious prize" society has to offer— 
the "beautiful" white woman? Am I to believe, that a scholar of W olfs stature has not read 
and studied the works or our nineteenth-century womanists Ida B. Wells, Anna Julia 
Cooper, and Mary Church Terrell, as well as the works of contemporaries like Paula 
Giddings, Angela Davis, bell hooks, Darlene Clarke Hine, Deborah Gray White, and the 
late Audre Lorde?

My criticisms here are not merely about what Wolf leaves out of her book, but 
about what such absences and gaps might mean in terms of presenting Wolf as a legitimate 
spokesperson on the issue of racism in a national magazine geared toward African 
American women. On what basis does Wolf have the authority to speak? What evidence 
can African American women point to that indicates that Wolf is serious about her endeavor 
to analyze and explain the workings of racism in society, and within feminist theory? Will 
she pursue the task of highlighting the privileges that whites gain at the expense of Black 
subordination with the same amount of zealous intensity in which she blames African 
Americans for engaging in "race-separatist thinking"?

In reading both The Beauty Mvth. and the article in Essence. I am convinced that 
the publication of Wolfs "Understanding White Fear," is both ironic and contradictory. It 
is ironic because Wolf verbally states her commitment to a "race-blind" society'", but ends 
up reinforcing and re-enacting racist stereotypes by believing that Blacks should be feared 
and thus "avoided", by holding African Americans responsible for white inaction, and by 
not working to dismantle racism on a daily basis in her own community. The publication 
of this article is contradictory, because Wolfs sudden interest in race and racism is 
inconsistent with her own academic work, and to have the kind of comments she 
expresses debut in a Black women's magazine is both insulting and disheartening.

The fact that Essence has served as the principal signifier of what Black women 
have always known and what Wolf refuses to acknowledge in her own work—that we will 
not bear the burden of white imposed definition of femininity; that we are beautiful both 
physically and spiritually; that we are intellectually incomparable, divinely creative, and 
undeniably bold—further illustrates the incongruity of reading "understanding White Fear" 
within the pages of our beloved Essence.

Given our lack of access to major publishing companies, and the paucity of quality 
magazines like Essence, the only questions before us are: Can Black women afford to 
listen to yet another white person, male or female, blame us for the inaction of self
described "anti-racists"? Is the "I'm-trying-to-do-good-but-they-won't-let-me" thesis an 
illuminating argument that moves us to higher ground in the race relations debate? Is it 
always necessary for white women to publish their musings on race in Black magazines as 
opposed to primarily white ones? Is really possible for white women to begin their 
analyses of race with themselves rather that with us? Really?

When all is said and done, W olfs "article" seems to be little more that a self- 
indulgent vignette illustrating, yet again, the whimpering woes of the do-right-white- 
woman-feminisL Wolf has done little more that engage in a feeble and weak rendition of 
"thinking out loud." Rather than add clarity' to the myriad ways in which racism and 
sexism operates, Wolf reproduces the myopia, amplifies the confusion, and widens the gap 
between Blacks and whites that your "Race in America Report" attempts to dismantle.. I 
hope that Essence will find a way to insure that the Wolfian interpretation of racism in 
America does not go unchallenged.
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Sincerely yours,

Rose M. Harris 
Ph.D. Candidate, Rutgers 

University
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