INFORMATION TO USERS

This manuscript has been reproduced from the microfilm master. UMI films the
text directly from the original or copy submitted. Thus, some thesis and
dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may be from any type of

computer printer.

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the copy
submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality illustrations and
photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins, and improper alignment

can adversely affect reproduction.

In the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a complete manuscript and
there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if unauthorized copyright
material had to be removed, a note will indicate the deletion.

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by sectioning
the original, beginning at the upper left-hand comer and continuing from left to
right in equal sections with small overlaps. Each original is also photographed in
one exposure and is included in reduced form at the back of the book.

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced
xerographically in this copy. Higher quality 6" x 9" black and white photographic
prints are available for any photographs or illustrations appearing in this copy for
an additional charge. Contact UMI directly to order.

®

UMI

Bell & Howell Information and Leaming
300 North Zeeb Road, Ann Arbor, Mi 48106-1346 USA
800-521-0600

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



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



NOTE TO USERS

This reproduction is the best copy available.

UMI

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



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



SIGNIFYING RACE AND GENDER: DISCURSIVE STRATEGIES IN FEMINIST
THEORY AND POLITICS

by
ROSE M. HARRIS
A Dissertation submitted to the
Graduate School-New Brunswick
Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey
in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy
Graduate Program in Political Science
written under the direction of
Professor Linda Zerilli

and approved by

-
@Zw S & ey

(ot S
k\ aRe (A

=

New Brunswick, New Jersey

October, 1999

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



UMI Number: 9947594

Copyright 1999 by
Harris, Rose M.

All rights reserved.

UMI Microform 9947594
Copyright 1999, by UMI Company. All rights reserved.

This microform edition is protected against unauthorized
copying under Title 17, United States Code.

UMI

300 North Zeeb Road
Ann Arbor, MI 48103

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



© 1999
Rose M. Harris

All Rights Reserved

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



ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Signifying Race and Gender: Discursive Strategies in Feminist Theory and
Politics

by ROSE M. HARRIS
Dissertation Director:

Linda Zerilli

This dissertation examines the various ways in which race and gender are both
configured within and produced by feminist theory and politics. The overall
project is divided into two parts. Part I, "Theoretical Intimations," calls for a re-
examination of "how we think about" race and gender in feminist theory. In
contrast to existing literature on race in feminist theory, I do not posit that race or
the Black women have been excluded, ignored, or misrepresented in feminist
theory, but that the category race, and the symbol "Black Woman", is figured as
that which cannot be represented or captured within the discursive domain of
feminism. I argue that the best way to understand the role and function in
feminist theory is to adopt a poststructuralist view of language. To this extent, I
identify and outline five discursive strategies employed in feminist discourse that
effect the erasure of race, even as race is made visible. These strategies are: (1)
Exclusion and Denial; (2) Analogy and Comparison; (3) Adjectival Modification;
(4) (In)Visible Objectification; and (5) Accusatory Defensiveness. These five
strategies suggest that gender difference necessitates and depends upon the
suppression of racial difference. Part II, "Empirical Examples,"” uses the
nomination of Lani Guinier, as a point of departure, to explore the metaphorical
function of race in feminist discourse through, what I have termed, the "Black
Woman (as) Symbol(ic).” In addition, I analyze the theoretical works of

i
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Monique Wittig and recent responses to racial critiques of feminist theory, to
illustrate how the category race is reduced to biological and physical
characteristics that signify blackness. This section also pinpoints the use of these
strategies in various feminist texts, and demonstrate how stories of gender
depend the category race for its stability. In the final analysis, this study
reformulates the relationship between race and gender by eschewing the notion

that they are separate and distinct categories.

il
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION:
DISTORTED IMAGES: FROM (MIS)REPRESENTATION TO
SIGNIFICATION

"[Clultural images of African American women, while
generalized to African American women in America,
failed to represent accurately the myriad differences in
African American women throughout the United States."

—K. Sue Jewell

"Practices that exclude women of color and working-class
women from the mainstream of women's studies have
important consequences for feminist theory. Ultimately
they prevent a full understanding of gender and society.
The failure to explore fully the interplay of race, class, and
gender...has rendered feminist theory incomplete and
incorrect.

-—Maxine Baca Zinn, et. al.

I. Research Problem: Race, Gender, and Representation
Feminist theory and politics has been thoroughly criticized for failing to
include issues of race and the experiences of African American women and

"other women of color."l Similarly, in Political Science, especially within the

1] place quotations around the phrase "women of color" to indicate my
reservations in using it as a descriptor for Black women. My objection to the
phrase "women of color” are numerous. Generally speaking, the limitations of
the phrase "women of color” positions non-white women as the "other" within
feminism, and assumes that white women are non-raced. To this extent,
"whiteness" serves as the standard and remains an uninterrogated racial
category. In addition, the phrase lumps all non-white, and even international or
"Third World"” women, into one single category which obscures racial, ethnic,
and national differences. In terms of feminist thought in the United States, the
popularity and invocation of the phrase "women of color" is, in my observation,
one method used to avoid the deep racial divide between whites and Blacks. For
a discussion on how feminist practices obliterate racial and ethnic differences
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subfields of Women and Politics and Black Politics, there is a glaring absence of
scholarship on or about Black women and their relationship to the body politic.
Critics explain the absence of race and Black women from these disciplines as the
product of individual racism; the author’'s unwillingness the take race and racism
seriously; the pervasive assumption that the category "Woman" includes all
women; the belief that sexism is more pervasive than or originated before
racism; the presumption that race is not a feminist issue and thus the politics of
erradicating racism is to be found in "some other movement"”; and the notion that
Black women have not fully developed a "feminist consciousness" and as such,
are only half-heartedly commited to feminist politics.2 Moreover, to the extent
that African American women have been included in these discourses, it has
been on the basis of racist stereotypes. The "Black Woman," critics argue, has
been distorted, misrepresented and inaccurately portrayed through stereotypical

images like Mammy, Aunt Jemima, Sapphire, Jezebel, and Welfare Queen.3

among women who are non-white, see Lynet Uttal, "Inclusion Without Influence:
The Continuing Tokenism of Women of Color," in Gloria Anzaldua, ed., Making

Face, Making Soul/ Haciendo Caras : Creative and Critical Perspectives by

Feminists of Color, (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books, 1990), 42-45.

2For examples of these kinds of critiques see bell hooks, Ain't | A Woman,
(Boston: South End Press, 1981), and Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center,
(Boston: South End Press, 1984); and Gloria L. Joseph and Jill Lewis, Common

Differences: Conflicts in Black and White Feminist Perspectives, (Boston: South
End Press, 1981).

3See for example, Donald Bogel, Toms, Coons, Mulattos, Mammies and

Bucks: An Interpretive History of Blacks in American Films, (New Expanded
Edition, New York: Continuum Publishing Co., 1992); "Mammies, Matriarchs,

and Other Controlling Images," in Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought:
Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of Empowerment, (Boston: Unwin
Hyman, 1990); K. Sue Jewell, From Mammy to Miss America and Beyond:

Cultural Images and the Shaping of US Social Policy, (New York: Routledge,
1993); Diane Roberts, The Myth of Aunt Jemima: Representations of Race and

Region, (New York: Routledge, 1994); Patricia A. Turner, Ceramic Uncles &
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Intimating the depiction of Black women in other cultural and social spaces,
feminist discourse and politics, cast the Black Woman as the perennial outsider
who disrupts the "progress” and efficacy of the movements with her constant
indictments and questionable claims to be "uniquely” and “triply oppressed.”
Figured as the "white-woman castigator,” and the ever-present critic, Black
women have become, many argue associated with a plethora of negative and
distorted images.

According to this line of reasoning, the inability to separate the negative
stereotypical images of Black womanhood from "real” or actual Black women
prevents feminists from fully recognizing Black women's position in society “as
women.” Moreover, equating "real” Black women with negative stereotypes
occludes one's view of Black women as long-time and commited contributors to
the women's movement and other forms of political activism. This familiar
typology explains the Black Woman's exclusion from feminist theory in terms of
its adherence to faulty, mythical, distorted, and/or inadequate images. The
argument is usually framed in such a way as to suggest that any theoretical
framework that represents Black women in terms of negative stereotypes not
only helps to perpetuate those stereotypes, but becomes an active agent in
facilitating them. As such, theories that emerge from these frameworks cannot
be inclusive of Black women because they are based upon false, negative or
inaccurate images. False imagery, in the words of K. Sue Jewell, lack "empirical
correspondence” and are not 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 women within their

Celluloid Mammies: Black Images and their Influence on Culture, (New York:
Anchor Books, 1994).
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framework. Therefore, the inclusion of the Black Woman as subject, can only
occur when Black women are adequately and accurately portrayed.

This dissertation considers anew the issue of race and gender in feminist
theory. Departing from traditional arguments about the nature and function of
race in feminism, [ challenge the idea that race has been "excluded,” or ignored.
In contrast, I argue that race has figured prominently in feminist thinking and
theorizing. Not only has race, which is often and erroneously reduced to
biological attributes or to the figure of the Black woman, assumed a significant
and crucial position in theories that seek to explain sexual difference, but race as
blackness is necessary to the coherency of the story# that feminism tells. Race has
become (is) a foundation, if not the foundation, on which feminism grounds its
story of sexual difference.

My objective in proposing that race figures prominently in feminist
thinking and scholarship is not to simply reverse absence to presence; to "find"
race where it is not. Rather, my approach to this question is informed by a view
of language that emphasizes its productive nature. In other words, language
here is not conceived of as a transparent medium through which to capture and
convey linguistically that which is "real". Rather, language is seen as producing
and constructing concepts, categories, and their meanings, even as it pretends, to
simply re-present the "real.” Therefore, to "read race" so to speak, in its absence,
is to acknowledge that "race” can be constructed in absentia, i.e., without
explicitly referring to the "word" or sign itself. This view allows one to see

absence, not simply as an oversight on behalf of the author, but as both an effect

4For an explanation of the concept of "feminist stories," see "Feminisms:
Stories of Gender," in Jane Flax, Thinking Fragments: Psychoanalysis, Feminism,

and Postmodernism in Contemporary West, (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1990), 135-183.
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and function of the particular discourse in which race operates.5 To the extent
that discourses, like feminist theory, can produce race through absence, most
notably by constructing a racial category which is assumed to be unraced, or
umarked, it can also be noted that that the same discourse may rely upon and
deploy what Toni Morrison calls, "racially informed and determined chains."®
Because "race” is conceptualized as something that belongs only to "Blacks",”
"language...can powerfully evoke and enforce hidden signs of racial superiority,

5] explore absence as a function of race in greater detail on pages 51-73 in
my description of the Exclusion and Denial Discursive Strategy.

5Pla¥ing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination,
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992), x.

7Here I am referring to the legal and social application of the "one-drop
rule” to "Blacks.” Because this rule extends only to "Blacks," they are the only
group perceived "be" a race without ethnic variation, despite the fact that African
Americans do not perceive themselves in this manner. In the case of African
Americans (and only in the case of African Americans), race and ethnicity is
conflated so that "African Amercian” an ethnic category, is read simply as "Black
race.” In denying 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 American. Like European-Americans,
Latin-Americans, Asian Americans, and Native Americans,
[African Americans] are both racial and ethnic. [African
Americans] use the term Black to emphasize the common,
racial aspect of our culture, while African-American refers to
the diverse, ethnic aspect. (Paul Robeson, Jr., Paul Robeson,
Jr., Speaks to America, New Brunswick: Rutgers University
Press, 1993, p. 6).

While Robeson's uncritical acceptance of race as being rooted in biology is not
unproblematic, he aptly illustrates the popular notion that "race” is tantamount to
"Black.” See also, F. James Davis, Who is Black? One Nation's Defintion
(University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1991); and Mary

C. Waters, Ethnic Options: Choosing Identities in America, (1995).

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



cultural hegemony, and dismissive ‘othering.’8 Thus, the ways in which race is
configured and the manner in which it is invoked and deployed, are practices
that are in need of analysis. Although I discuss this in greater detail below, what
[ am suggesting is that racial "absence” can be read as one specific kind of
configuration within feminist texts. In other words, not only is race constructed
in absentia , but it is constructed as an absence in which its function is to appear
invisible.

This project also takes to task the notion that Black women have been
misrepresented, distorted, and inaccurately portrayed in feminist theory. The
suggestion that Black women have not been distorted or misrepresented should
not be taken to indicate the opposite—that the appearance of race and the Black
female in the writings of feminists has indeed been accurate. Despite the
continued debate over the misrepresentation of the Black woman, I maintain that
the question at hand is not one of accurate portrayal or proper representation. In
fact, the question is not about representation at all. Rather than viewing race as
"natural” and "biological", as a state of being that is best reflected in the
embodiment 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 Woman need to be read as signs, not as referents; as signifiers not as
signifieds. The representation-referential model sees race and the figure of the
Black Woman as existing prior to and independent of feminist discourse.
Feminist theory, so to speak, merely incorporates what is already in existence.
By contrast, treating race and the Black Woman as a signifiers underscores
language as the generator of meaning, and not merely as the medium through

which a pre-existent meaning is communicated.

8Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark, op. cit., x.
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This study is designed to show that there is a need to rethink the
representation-referential model as it relates to race in feminist theory. The
objective is to illustrate the ways in which "race” is produced by and constituted
within feminist theoryas that which is outside of sexual difference theory and the
category gender.

But why is it necessary to reconsider the representation-referential
approach to reading race in feminist theory? What kinds of problems does one
encounter within the representaion-referent framework? What does it mean to
read race and gender as signs, as signifiers? What theoretical possibilities are
gained when moving from (mis)representation to signification?

Arguments that posit absence and/or misrepresenation as an explanation
for the "exclusion” of "women of color" are directly related to the ongoing debate
over whether or not race has actually become an integral part of feminist
thinking and theorizing. bell hooks, for example, argues that "[al]though black
women/women of color have challenged the feminist movement to acknowledge
the political significance of racial hierarchy, to this day most white women
resolutely refuse to change their thinking about the direction and agendas for
feminist politics.”? Similarly, Higginbotham claims that when race (in particular)
is acknowledged, it is "hardly more than lip service,"10 because the categories
Woman and gender continue to be invoked and deployed 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 Marita Golden and Susan Richards
Shreve, eds., Skin Deep: Black Women and White Women Write About Race,
(New York: Nan A. Talese/Doubleday, 1995), 268.

10Elizabeth Higginbothom. "African American Women's History and the
Metalanguage of Race,” Signs 17 (Winter 1992): 251-274.
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[one’s] thinking about the direction and agendas for feminist politics.” This is
not to deny the disruptive power of a racialized understanding of gender
narratives, but at the same time, such views cannot articulate how and why the
attention given to race in feminist theory is, as Higginbotham puts it, "hardly
more than lip service.” Simply "noting", "acknowledging," or "recognizing" race
as an important category that feminists ought to analyze, precludes the
possibility that "acknowledgement,” in and of itself, can function as a normative
constraint in which race simply becomes (an)other category among similiat
categories of difference. Itis 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 other words, "acknowledgement”
serves to legitimate race as a marginal category in the very process of naming
and locating it at the margins of feminist discourse. "Acknowledgement,” while
explicitly noting the absence of race, implicitly shores up the boundaries
demarcating sexual difference from racial difference and (re)assigns the category
race to a marginal position within feminist discourse. As such, one need only to
"acknowledge," i.e., list race along with other "variables", to claim (1) an
understanding of how race both disrupts and constitutes discourse; and (2) how
race is an effect of feminist discourse.

I am presumptuous, of course, in assuming that "acknowledgers” do in
fact seek to understand race in these two ways. Nonetheless, the fact that race is
not conceptualized in this manner is precisely the point. Criticizing race in
feminist theory in terms of absence or misrepresentation forecloses the possibility

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

lJane Flax, "Minerva's Owl: Fragments of a Thinking Life,” in Disputed

Subjects: Essays on Psychoanalysis, Politics, and Philosophy, (New York:
Routledge, 1993), 6.
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10

referential model cannot, for example, explain the production, use, and function
of an allegedly distorted image; it can only claim that such an image is inaccurate

"o

and then counter such an image with a more "accurate,” "truer” image.

In what follows, I'explore the problems associated with viewing race
within the representation-referential framework. Although there are several
feminist works that read gender and the category "Woman" as signs or as
discursive enactments of performativity,12 the category race is rarely
conceptualized in this manner. Instead, race is inscribed as a natural, irreducible,
and essential difference. It is the one biological "fact"13 whose evidence is visible
and indisputable. However, in my analysis, race seems to ground and legitimate
the category gender and theories of sexual difference. Not only does it anchor
and lend support to such theories, but as part of the authorizing ground, race is
necessary because it makes possible a coherent story about "women as a group.”
In those instances where race is viewed as a "social construct,” social

constructivism takes on a reductive and determinant quality that places it within

the representation-referential model.1# In arguing for the need to move from

12See for example Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the
Subversion of Identity, (New York: Routledge, 1990); and Bodies that Matter:
On the Discursive Limits of "Sex,” (New York: Routledge, 1993); Alice A. Jardine,

Gynesis: Configurations of Woman and Modernity, (Ithaca: Cornell University

Press, 1985); and Denise Riley, "Am I That Name?": Feminism and the Category
"Women" in History, (Minnesota: University of Minneapolis, 1988).

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

l4Several feminists argue that race is "not biological,” but a "social
construct” and claims to make use of it in their work as a socially constructed
category. The popular claim that race is "socially constructed” has, ironically,
produced a sub-discourse on race in which it nevertheless remains
uninterrogated as the effect of social, legal, and discursive norms. See for
example, "Race’ Under Erasure? Poststructuralist Afro-American Literary

Theory," in Diana Fuss, Essentially Speaking: Feminism, Nature & Difference,
(New York: Routledge, 1989), 73-96; and Vron Ware's conception of race in
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(mis)representation to a framework that makes possible the production of
meaning, [ outline the theoretical precepts that frame this dissertation.
Borrowing heavily from Derrida, Foucault, and feminist appropriations of post-
structuralist concepts, [ articulate the advantages of embracing a non-

representational, discursive approach to reading race in feminist discourse.

II. Theoretical Framework

The Limitations of Misrepresentation

The theoretical framework for this project emerges out of the limitations
with the general approach to understanding race and the figure of the Black
Woman in feminist theory. Notwithstanding the various theoretical models
developed by Black feminists to describe the interaction between race, class and
gender (See Chapter 2), up to this point, issues of race have been guided by and
developed within a representation-referential model. As stated above, the two
most prevalent arguments are: (1) that the issues of race and the specific concerns
of Black women have been completely ignored or excluded from mainstream
contemporary feminsm, thereby making race and Black women absent figures
within the discourse; and (2) when race and Black women are "included”, they
are misunderstood, distorted, or misrepresented in ways that do not correspond
to the reality of racial oppression and Black womanhood. 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 author/ movement, which in turn

"prevents a full understanding of gender...] and "render[s] feminist theory
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incomplete and incorrect."15 This position assumes that "there is some form of
innocent knowledge to be had."16 Innocent knowledge, as defined by Flax, is the
notion that one can "discover...some sort of truth which can tell us how to act in
the world in ways that benefit or are for the (at least ultimate) good of all."17 The
criticism that white feminists have "failed to include race,” operates within this
Enlightenment notion of innocent knoweledge or truth. "Truth" is a universal
principle that is applicable to everyone at all times. If "truth” or knowledge, in
this case, feminist theories that articulate and explain gender relations, is seen as
partial or exclusionary, it is not really truth. Thus, within this scheme, white
feminist theory is perceived as being contaminated with self-interest and racial
bias. bell hooks typifies this belief in claiming that "white women who dominate
feminist discourse...rarely question whether or not their perspective on women's
reality is true to the lived experiences of women as a collective group. Nor are
they aware to the extent to which their perspectives reflect race and class
biases..."18 Inundated with biases, feminist theory then becomes inadequate, and
inaccurate because it does not and cannot apply to all women. To correct these

biases, one need only to "include" all of the social factors that already exist in

Beyond the Pale: White Women, Racism and History, (London: Verso Books,

1992).

15Maxine Baca Zinn, et. al., "The Costs of Exclusionary Practices in
Women's Studies,” in Gloria Anzaldua, ed., Making Face, Making Soul/ Haciendo

Caras : Creative and Critical Perspectives by Feminists of Color,op. cit., pp.-29-
41.

16Jane Flax, "The End of Innocence," in Judith Butler and Joan W. Scott,
eds., Feminists Theorize the Political, (New York: Routledge, 1992), 447.

171bid.
18Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center, (Boston: South End Press,
1984), 3.
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society—race, class, gender, etc. Feminist theory would then generate "better"
knowledge about gender relations because it would be grounded in and
informed by a truth that speaks to all women. Lacking any biases, and
accounting for all women, feminist theory would become complete, accurate, and
comprehensive.

This line of reasoning follows very closely feminist critiques of male
generated knowledge. By the same token, it has also duplicated the problems of
assuming access to a reality, that although specific to women, is nonetheless
located and grounded in an "objective” and "innocent" epistemology. In pointing
out ways in which male dominance has equated reason, rationality, and
objectivity with the male form, feminists have assumed “that the success of the
feminist projects of creating effective analyses of gender and of ending gender-
based domination depends on our ability to make truth claims about the
'objective’ status of our knowledge and our rights."19 In other words, being both
a part and a critique of the Enlightenment narrative, feminists have unwittingly
reproduced the ideas and the problems of a true-er, more accurate and better
knowedge. This occurs most notably in those instances where feminists attempt
to outline a particular feminist way of knowing that is grounded in "women's
reality.”

As stated previously, some feminists have pointed out the problems of
constructing an epistemology grounded in an "experience” that ultimately
reveals the "truth” about gender relations. However, the problems associated
with this kind of reasoning is less recognfzed in those instances where questions
about race and the position of Black women in feminist 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 embodiment, best exemplified by those
who wear its mark, race becomes a thing whose absence is ameloriated simply by
writing the word R-A-C-E or B-L-A-C-K in the text. This explains the typical
response that race is absent on not seeing these signiﬁers in a feminist text.
When these signs are absent, race or racilaized meanings are said to be absent.
As aresult, the "presencé" of race or Black women is often read in terms of
images. Images of Black women or issues that are primarily racial are
scrutinized for their accuracy; for how well they correspond to reality.

This is a fundamental assumption of the representation-referential model,
namely that there is a distinction and a correspondence between "words" and
"thing" or between the "image"” provided through language (or any other
medium, like film) and the "object” itself. This means that the word "apple”, for
example, merely stands in for the "real” apple. In this model, one comes to know
an object through its presence in language, or more accurately, through its re-
presentation, wherein representation is understood as "a substitute, proxy,
deputy, or stand-in."20 Objects which are re-presented in language are assumed
to be self-identical, i.e., they are assumed to pre-exist their naming in language.
Under this model, language is a transparent medium. It plays no constituitive or
productive role in that which it names. Its only role is to symbolize in words
(signs), that which already exists in reality. Because "[IJanguage [is] construed as
representation, [it] becomes a place of irreducible difference, defined in terms of
identity and presence of the things it signiﬁes."'21 It is therefore not surprising
that Black feminists and other critics focus on the "presence” or "absence” of the

sign

20Samuel Weber, Return to Freud, (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1992), 24.

21bid.
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R-A-C-E, or the ways in which African Americans have been re-presented in
feminist theory. What race race signifies in this vast theoretical terrain, we are
told, is a myriad of familiar stereotypes, negative images, distorted realities, and
gross misrepresentations.

An example can be found in Angela Davis's discussion and use of the
myth of the Black rapist. Davis argues that the image of the Black man as
hypersexual and overly desirous of white women is a political invention used to
thwart the social, political and economic progress of African Americans. The
image of the Black man as excessively and uncontrollably sexual, not only marks
Black men as natural sexual predators, but it also labels the Black woman as
sexually immoral and promiscuous. The notion that Black women are
"chronically promiscuous” is the "inseparable companion” of the Black man as
rapist image. "For once the notion is accepted that Black men harbor irresistible
and animal-like sexual urges, the entire race is invested with 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 women within the African American
community. Both images, Davis explains, justifies a kind of racism that allows
and legitimates fraudulent rape charges against Black men (particularly when 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 manipulation of the rape charge and the lack of legitimacy accorded to
the rape claims of Black women. She specualates that Black women's less than
enthusiatic support of the anti-rape movement, "...may be due, in part, to that

movement's indifferent posture toward the frame-up rape charge as an

22Angela Davis, "Rape, Racism and the Myth of the Black Rapist,” in
Women, Race, and Class, (New York: Vintage Books, 1983), 182.
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incitement to racist aggression” as well as to the fact that "few feminist theorists
seriously analyze the special circumstances surrounding the Black woman as
rape victim."23

As such, Davis reserves the severest criticism for those feminists who, in
their scholarly work, "portray Black women as promiscuous and immoral,” and
"...argue that men of color are especially prone to commit sexual violence against
women."?4 She takes to task feminist works on rape that perpetuate negative and
racist stereotypes of Black men and women. In discussing Susan Brownmiller's

Against Our Will: Men, Women, and Rape, Jean MacKellar's Rape: The Bait and
the Trap, Diana Rusell's Politics of Rape, and Shulamith Firestone's The Dialectic

of Sex: The Case for Feminist Revolution, Davis concludes that each of these

feminists, despite their illuminating analyses on rape and the treatment of
women, has "capituate[d] to racism," by relying on and using racist stereotypes
and images. Davis admonishes Brownmiller's discussion of "ghetto inhabitants"
as "those who form the subculture of violence" and challenges her reading of
Emmett Till "as a guilty sexist-——almost as guilty as his white racist
murderers.”> Russell, MacKellar and Firestone, Davis contends, are "so
completely mesmerized by racist propoganda,” that their analyses can be nothing

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

2[bid., 173.
241bid., 176, 177-78.

251bid., 179. Emmett Till was a fourteen year old Black youth who was
lynched and murdered for whistling at a white woman in Mississippi. For a full
discussion of this incident, see Henry Hampton and Steve Fayer, Voices of

Freedom: An Oral History of the Civil Rights Movement for the 1950's through
the 1980's, (New York: Bantam Books, 1990), 1-15.

261bid., 179.
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"typical rapist is a man of color”, and all play an instrumental role in
misrepresenting the facts about who actually commit rapes in the United States.
Moreover, Davis argues, by relying on the Black rapist/ whore stereotype, these
feminists inacurrately depict the African American community as bound by
instinctual, animalistic sexual appetites—a condition that whites (especially
white women) are justified in fearing, or, as poignantly stated by Diana Russell,
"...it is...realistic for white women to be less trusting of black men."27

Because Davis focuses on images, on what race signifies, instead of how
race signifies, her analysis is inevitably tied to the representation-referential
model. Feminists, Davis asserts, like society in general, have insisted upon using
images of Black women and men that misrepresent and distort their "real”
nature. To be fair, at moments, Davis's text does speak to the way in which the
"myth of the Black rapist” is an artifice, "a political invention,” whose signification
has political and social consequences. Emphasizing 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 images
precludes a reading of those images as being produced by and within the texts
she cites. Insisting on the "inaccuracy” of stereotypical images implicitly assumes
umediated access to a "true” or "real” image of Black men and women. The
concept "Black Woman" and its corresponding meaning(s) are assumed to exist
prior to its invocation in the text. Thus, feminist theorists are seen as simply
using existing images that are produced and given meaning, not within feminist
theory, but elsewhere. Within this conceptual scheme, the corrective would be to
locate the "real” image of Black women and men and then properly re-present it

within the text.

27Quoted in ibid., 180.

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



18

Focusing on the what of signification, not only assumes the accuracy or
truth of an image, but inavariably attaches a negative or positive value to such
images. Positive images are often read as "true”, "real”, or more accurate because
they are assumed to counter "non-true”, “inaccurate” or negative images. There
are several problems associated with the positive/ negative binary that is often
attached to images of Black women and race in feminist theory.

First, the positive/ negative image binary limits the construction and
presentation of positive images of Blacks to the opposite of negative imagery.
Because of the widespread and popular belief that African Americans are
morally inferior, intellectually inept, and sexually perverse, the goal of many
feminist and cultural critics becomes one of refuting these assumptions by simply
reversing "negative” images to positive ones. African American's inability to
"represent themselves to themselves and others as complex human beings, and
thereby to contest the bombardment of negative, degrading stereotypes put
foward by white supremacist ideologies," resulted in a "...fight for representation
and recognition [which] highlighted moral judgments regarding Black 'positive’
images over and against White supremacists 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 hardworking, industrious citizen." As Wallace points out, "[n]ot only
does reversal, or the notion that blacks are more likeable, more compassionate,
smarter, or even 'superior,’ not substantially alter racist preconceptions, it ties

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

28Cornel West, "The New Cultural Politics of Difference,” in Russell

Ferguson, et. al., eds., Out There: Marginalization and Contemporary Cultures,
(New York: The New Museum of Contemporary Art, 1990), 27.
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failure to alter it inevitable."2? In other words, posing questions about the image
of Blacks in terms of positive versus negative does not alter the racist 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 move privileges "...a White
norm so that Black [scholars'] efforts [to construct positive images] remain
inscribed within the very logic that dehumanizes them."3?

Second, since the objective is to undermine the racist notion that Blacks are
inferior, the construction of a "positive image" often elides cultural difference in
such a way that "positive images" become, through their overdetermined
characteristics, "negative images.” Images are considered "positive" when they
possess characteristics of the dominant culture. "Positive images" are deemed
positive precisely because they reflect and represent White ideals about
everything from speech patterns to the kind of food that is consumed.3! Asa
result, "positive images" of Blacks, with 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 White as not to be representative of Blackness at all. They

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

30Cornel West, op. cit., 28.
31Ann DuCille makes this point in her recent essay on the OJ Simpson

trial. See "The Blacker the Juice: O.]. Simpson and the Squeeze Play of Race," in
Skin Trade (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996), 136-169.
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fail, in other words, to reflect that which is "truly” Black; they fail to capture and
articulate a different identity. When "[B]lacks are shown as characters who
possess 'positive’ attributes of white culture,” then we are faced with the absence
of "...any concrete or complex textualization of cultural difference."32 In addition
to the obilteration of cultural difference, "positive (White) images" of Blacks are
tranformed into negative images because they make evident the problematic
assumption that Blacks are indeed inferior and that the only appropriate cure is
assimilation. If "positive images" are constructed to contest "negative,”
degrading images, but can become "inaccurate” and "negative" through a process
of racial and cultural obliteration, how then are we to distinguish between what
is "negative” and what is "positive?” At what point precisely does a "positive”
image become "negative"? What set of criteria do we use to make this
determination, and who gets to to judge which set of criteria is appropriate? If
both the negative image 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 we return to the intial problem of mis-representation.
The obliteration of the particularity and specificity of Black cultural
difference is the product of an effort "to show that Black people really [are] like
[or better than] White people.”33 This propensity to create a sameness or likeness
between Blacks and the dominant culture, through a blurring or reversal of
imagery, also tends to obscure significant differences among Blacks. Issues of
gender, age, region, and class are effectively obscured in any notion of a "positive
image of Blacks." The homogenization process is not necessarily problematic

simply because it produces a "monolithic,” or “essentialist” concept. Rather, the

32Michele Wallace, op. cit., 2.

33Cornel West, op. cit., 27.
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problem exists in the fact that this impulse toward likeness takes place within a
framework in which the terms of the debate are already set. The absence of
cultural (or even racial) differentiation, as a critique against the

"positive/ negative" framework, makes little sense unless one recognizes that a
"monlithic Blackness" is both presumed and inevitable. Why? Primarily because
its corollary, the category "White" is assumed to be the superior, yet neutral,
standard against which "negative" images are dismantled. Any construction of a
"positive” image of race uses an unarticulated, and equally monolithic (and
mythic), prototype of "Whiteness." Therefore, it is inevitable that an
undifferentiated Black identity will emerge from the process of countering
"negative” images with "positive” ones.

Given that the project to construct "positive” images of Blacks is inevitably
tied to racist assumptions about African peoples, and because this framework
tends to obliterate differences in the name of imitation and assimilation, the
notion of a "positive image" cannot account for the ways in which Blacks,
throughout the Diaspora, have extracted, appropriated and reinterpreted those
characteristics that identify white images of Blacks as racist. Like the erasure of
culture differences, this third problem threatens to collapse the dividing line .
between positive and negative for at least two reasons.

One, as stated previously, "positive images" can transform themselves into
"negative” images because the starting point assumes both the superiority and
neutrality of the dominant culture. The characteristics of the dominant culture
become that which makes positive images "positive. The implication, of course is
that non-dominant culture characteristics are inherently problematic 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 and 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 borrowed or appropriated from the dominant discourse and used for means
altogether different from their intended purposes. In other words, the positive
versus negative image paradigm cannot provide the theoretical tools to explain
the ways in which racist images (i.e., negative images) have been usurped and
turned on their head in a manner that both critiques the dominant culture and
serves as a basis for African American cultural discourse. For example, the
racist/ negative image of African American women as unauthorized heads-of-
households, who are by nature "bossy," is appropriated and reinterpreted as a
sign of survival, independence, and strength. Within African American
discourse, which can be considered "an important variation on post-colonial
discourse,"3* female-headed households are not necessarily read as signs of
moral 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 racism. Once despised, the characteristics
of female-headed households become laudable attributes that have enabled the
survival of the Black family as an autonomous unit.35 This renders questionable
the notion that negative images are always and every where "negative." By the
same token, the reinterpretation and resignification of "negative" images

demonstrates that a pure, untainted, positive image is inconceivable. Given that

34Michele Wallace, op. cit., 2. On post-colonality and minority discourse
see, Abdul R. JanMohamed and David Lloyd, eds., The Nature and Context of
Minority Discourse, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990); and Gayatri

Chakravorty Spivak, In Other Worlds: Essays in Cutlural Politics, (New York:
Routledge, 1988).

35For example, this is the thesis in the works of Andrew Billingsley, Black
Families In White America, (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1968); Robert
B. Hill The Strength of Black Families, (New York: Emerson Hall 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
reformulation or restructuring of prevailing conceptions of 'race’ and
‘ethnicity’,"36 one can no longer assume that the distinction between positive and
negative is absolute and self-identical. The mark 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.3” The
capacity to turn a racist/ negative image against itself, to reconstruct its meaning
and re-deploy it as part of a critical discourse against a dominant ideology, is
incomprehensible within the negative/ positive framework.

A final problem with the negative/ positive framework 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 imported, exactly as one
"finds" it, into a text or discourse. The failure to present the "real” image in a text
as it exists in "reality” constitutes a mis-representation and a gross distortion.
Lola Young, in discussing the representation of Black women in film, explains

the problem in this way:

[t]he position which considers Black women to be 'misrepresented’
in mainstream cinema is problematic because such a stance implies
that the answer to the constant parade of negative stereotypical
images of Black women is to produce a ‘truthful' or realistic
representation of Black women. In demanding an end to 'negative’
images of Black women, the notion of a 'Real Black Woman' is
invoked The implication here is that...we may claim unmediated
access to an essential Black female subject: of course, that woman

exists in the realms of mythology only.38

36Michele Wallace, op. cit., 4.

37Henry Louis Gates Jr., The Signifying Monkey: The Theory of African-

American Literary Criticism, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988).

38" The Rough Side of the Mountain: Black Woman and Representation in
Film," in Delia Jarrett-Macauley, ed., Reconstructing Womanhood,
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The implication that an "accurate” or “real” image exists in reality, ties the
negative/ positive framework to a theory of language in which words are merely
symbolic representations of a corresponding object in "reality.” An image is
positive or negative, accurate or distorted, based upon how closely it resembles
or matches the assumed referent that lies behind it. However, this formula only
works if language is viewed as a transparent medium through which re-
presentation occurs. Once language is dislodged from this framework, in which
the signifier (word) and the signified (meaning) have a permanent one-to-one
correlation, then the shortcomings of focusing on what is signified, as opposed to
how a signifier operates, is apparent.

The representational-referential model of language, when used to explain
"race” in feminist theory focues on the "truth” of an image or on the presence of
the signifier "race” itself, because it assumes that a stable relationship exists
between the signifier and the signified. The coupling of the signifier and the
signified is presumed to produce a unified whole and preserve a particular and
permanent identity or meaning. Thus, the word or concept (i.e., signifier) "Black
woman'" for example, is believed to automatically yield a specific meaning (i.e.,
signified) of "Black woman" that corresponds to the hidden referent-——the "real”
Black Woman. What is denied is the possibility that meaning is not fixed, and
that there is "no guarantee of [the sign's] truth or reality by virtue of the
[presumed] referent that lies behind the represented.39 Under the representation-
referential model, one is unable to discern how the meaning of race or the Black

woman comes into existence, so to speak. We know that "meanings"” exist, but

Reconstructing Feminism: Writings on Black Women, (New York: Routledge,
1996), 178.

39Elizabeth Cowie, "Representations,” in Parveen Adams and Elizabeth
Cowie, eds., The Woman Question, (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1990), 113.
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not how they are constructed or how they operate. We know that certain kinds
of "images" offer a critique of the theoretical assumptions and normative
practices in feminist theorizing, but not the level or depth of the critique.
Focusing on the meaning of images, and labelling them "negative" or "positive"
may provide a limited and myopic view of a particular interpretation of an image
at one historical moment, but it cannot explain, analyze, or even refute the
construction of that image. A specific theoretical dismantling of the very
construction of an image cannot take place, because the "real” meaning of an
image is assumed to exist prior to its re-presentation in language. Thus, the
"meaning” of images ("what they say") cannot be challenged; they can only be
condemned for their lack of accuracy.

However, if we view language as a system that constructs or produces
meaning through the very process of representation, rather than as a transparent
medium through which "real” objects are simply translated, then the notion of
distorted images or of gross misrepresentations becomes less tenable. Since the
use of language produces meaning, then the focus must shift from what is
signified to how a concept is signified. As a result, "images" are examined, not
for accurate protrayal, but for the nature of how their meaning is constituted, the
meaning and function of their particular construction(s), and the role they play in
both the text and the discourse from which they emerge. Moreover, "images” are
read as signs, as signifiers whose meaning is not already known before its
invocation and circulation in a text. Viewed in this manner,

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

recourse to an original essence against whcih the achievement of shortcomings of
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images produced....can be measured,"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 within the works of several contemporary feminist
thinkers. The works of Judith Butler, Joan Scott, Denise Riley, Monique Wittig,
Linda Zerilli, Mary Poovey, and Jane Flax, in varying degrees, eschew the notion
of a pre-existent meaning of woman before its articulation in language and
discourse.#2 In these works, the stability of the category "woman" is
problematized by focusing on the ways in which "woman" is constituted in and
by discourse. The focus on the productive nature of meaning is precisely the
kind of theoretical move that is needed when examining "race" as a category in
feminist theory. Moreover, in extending and inverting the logic of the circulation
of signifiers as productive of meaning, I contend that meaning is also produced
through the absence of signifiers, in as much as the absence or "void"” becomes in
itself a sign. This is not to suggest that "absence"” is self-referential, or that the
identification of a "void" implies that it is something to be filled. To the extent
that meaning is produced through absences, gaps, and voids, it is equally true
that any reading of an absence, as an absence , is a productive moment as well.

Absent signifiers, like the often cited absence of "race” or "Black women" in

401bid.
411bid.

42Judith Butler, Gender Trouble and Bodies that Matter, op. cit.; Jane Flax,
Thinking Fragments, op. cit.; Mary Poovey, "Feminism and Deconstruction,”
Feminist Studies 14 (Spring 1988): 51-65; Denise Riley, "TAm [ That Name?", op.
cit.; Joan W. Scott, "Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis,” in Gender
and the Politics of History, (New York: 1988); Monique Witting, The Straight
Mind and Other Essays, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1992); Linda M.G. Zerilli,

Signifying Woman: 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
determinants of the meaning of “"absence."

In addition to a particular view on language, adherence to the
representational-referential model carries with it certain other assumptions
relevant to race, gender, and feminist theory that makes the move toward
signification both necessary and appropriate. There are at least four problematic
assumptions about race in relation to gender in feminist thinking that are tied
directly to the referential model of representation. These assupmtions are listed

and explained below.

Related Assumptions of the Represention-Referential Model

(1) Assumption One: Race is Separate

Race, as a category of analysis, is considered to be seperate and distinct
from gender having its own history, formation, constitution and application.
Although completely separate, according to this assumptive principle, the
internal composition of race and gender is assumed to be symmetrical because
both are based on hierarchal concepts incorporating difference, superiority, and
domination. Because of their inherent symmetry, race and gender are presumed
to operate in parallel ways, and can therefore be effectively compared and
analogized. However, neither category fundamentally affects the constitution or

the content of the other.
(2) Assumption Two: Race is Secondary to Gender

Not only is race considered to be a separate and distinct category, it is also

considered to be secondary to or less important than gender. Patriarchy and
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sexual difference is theorized as the most fundamental, most pervasive, and
longest enduring form of domination. Differentiation and domination based on
race is theorized as a latent function of capitalism or sexism. Even those
feminists who employ Lacanian based theories to explore the construction of
"gendered” subjectivities privilege gender in explaining the constitution of
subjectivity. Although "subjectivities” are fragmented, split or incomplete, race
affects the subjects only "after” it is formed. Anna Jonasdottir's comments are
indicative of the secondary role race place in theorizing sexual difference and

gender. In agreement with the analysis of Ann Ferguson, she states:

Ann Ferguson seems to be right when she writes that no one has
presented an analysis that makes clear how race fits in as a basic
social division between people rather than as an effect of capitalism
and/or patriarchy.' Still, in 1994, [ am not aware of any such
analysis.43

(3) Assumption Three: Race is the Equivalent of "Black”

The concept "race" is reduced to the biological, meaning that the focus of
any discussion on race in feminist theory tends to concentrate on biological and
physiological racial "markers"—skin color, hair texture, or those who embody
these features. These physical markers of race, although not always visible, refer
to its reality in "nature.” Even when race is claimed to be conceptualized as a
"social construct,” a reductive move insures that race is confined to and defined
as some putative aspect of 'Blackness"”. Moreover, race is conceptualized as a

biological characteristic or an attribute that only Blacks or "non-whites” possess.

43Quoted in Why Women Are Oppressed, (Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 1994), 39.
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In as much as race is defined as the equivalent of "Black”, issues of "whiteness" or

of ethnicity are configured as invisible, irrelevant, and unproblematic categories.

(4) Assumption Four: Race is a Pre-Determined Category

This assumption is closely related to the notion that race is the equivalent
of "Black”. Feminist analysis assumes "race" as an unproblematic category that
pre-exists its invocation in feminist texts. Race is assumed to be a pre-
determined category whose content is already always defined in and by nature.
Thus, feminist theory need only to extract and import what is already in
existence. The goal is to "add" race to a discursive domain that claims a
separation from it. In importing race, the ultimate object is not only to “include”

that which was not previously there, but to accurately re-present it.

(5) Assumption Five: Only Feminist Theory Has Access to Gender
Relations |
Feminist theorizing constructs itself as the only discourse that has access

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

[a] fundamental goal of feminist theory is (and ought to be) to
analyze gender relations: how gender relations are constituted and
experiences and how we think or equally important, do not think
about them. The study of gender relation includes...[a study of] the
situation of women and the analysis of male domination.44

#4Jane Flax, "Postmodernism and Gender Relations in Feminist Theory,” in

Micheline R. Malson, et. al., eds., Feminist Theorv in Practice and Process,
(Chicago: University 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 Given this, the
"truth” of which feminism speaks is based upon the experiences of "real” women.
"Women as a group” is assumed to pre-exist the scholarship that is produced in

its name.

(6) Assumption Six: Feminist Theorizing is Inherently “"Anti-racist"

The emergence of the First and Second Wave of Feminism from two race-
based movements—the Abolitionist Movement and the Civil Rights Movement—
underscores the notion that feminism is most open to exploring other forms of
domination. Feminist analogies to "slavery” and to the condition of the "nigger"
implies that feminist thinking inherently understands race and racism. In most
feminist accounts of the history of the women's movement, the "founding
mothers” were spurred in to action because of their empathy for the slaves on the
one hand, and disenfranchised Blacks on the other. Catherine Stimpson lends
legitimacy to this assumption by stating:

Women's protest has followed black protest...Antislavery
movements preceded the first coherent woman's rights movement,
black male suffrage, woman's suffrage, the civil rights movement,
the new feminism. For the most part, white women have organized,
not after working with blacks, but after working on behalf of them.
Feminism has received much of its impetus from the translation of

lofty, middle-class altruism into the more realistic, emotionally
rugged salvation of the self. [original emphasis].46

45Marylin J. Boxer, "For and About Women: The Theory and Practice of
Women's Studies in the United States,” 7 Signs (Spring 1982), 662.

46Catherine Stimpson, "Thy Neighbor's Wife, Thy Neighbor's Servants':
Women's Liberation and Black Civil Rights.” In Vivian Gornick and Barabara K.

Moran, eds., Woman in Sexist Society: Studies in Power and Powerlessness,
(New York: Basic Books, Inc., 1971), 624.
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Adrienne Rich, like Stimpson, constructs a history that is inherently "anti-

racist.” It is important for white feminists to remember,” she writes:

that despite lack of constitutional citizenship, educational
deprivation, economic bonfage to men, laws and customs
forbidding women to speak in public or to disobey fathers,
husbands, and brothers, our white foresisters have...repeatedly
been 'disloyal to civilization,’ and have smelled death in the word
'segregation,’ often defying patriarchy for the first time, not on their
own behalf but for the sake of black men, women and children. We
have a strong anti-racist female tradition, 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 & Company, 1979), 284-85. This
feminist historiographical account of the women's movement has been critiqued
by many Black feminists and Black women historians. See for example, bell
hooks, "Racism and Feminism: The Issue of Accountability,” in Ain't | a Woman,
(Boston: South End Press, 1981), 119-158.

hooks counters the assumption that feminism is inherently anti-racist by
arguing that "[e]very women's movement in America from its earliest origin to
the present day has been built on a racist foundation” (p. 124). In hooks's view,

Historiographers and especially recent feminist writing have
created a version of American history in which white women's
rights advocates are presented as champions of oppressed black
people. This fierce romanticism has informed most studies of the
abolitionist movement. In contemporary times there is a general
tendency to equate abolitionism with a repudiation of racism. In
actuality, most white abolitionists, male and female, though
vehement in their anti-slavery protest, were totally opposed to
granting social equality to black people....It is a commonly accepted
belief that white female reformist empathy with the oppressed
black slave, coupled with her recognition that she was powerless to
end slavery, led to the development of a feminist consciousness and
feminist revolt. Contemporary historiographers and in particular
white female scholars accept the theory that the white women's
rights feelings of solidarity with black slaves were an indication
that they were anti-racist and were supportive of social equality of
blacks...There is little historical evidence to document Rich's
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Moreover, the establishment and institutionalization of the feminist
movement into the academy as Women's Studies was justified with analogies to
Black Studies.4® Consequently, feminist theory, in all its various forms, is
assumed to be, if not a natural ally to the issue of race, then a neutral discursive
ground on which to think through issues of race, class and gender and their
relationship.

These assumptions, along with the belief that language is a transparent
medium through which "real” objects are simply re-presented, underscore the
need to move from thinking of race in feminist theory as a myriad of mis-
reprsented images. The mis-representation view and its related assumptions
encourages one to look for the "presence” of race by identifying a racail sign; it
insists upon the project of "inserting" race into theories that claim access to
"gender relations” unaffected and "undetermined by "race relations"; it calls for a
modifying of the category "Woman" in which a series of adjectives presumably
corrects its exclusionary and stable theoretical structure; and it conceptualizes
race as something only applicable to "women of color.”

These assumptions limit our understanding of the role feminist theory

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

assertion that white women as a collective group or white women'’s
rights activists are a part of an anti-racist tradition (p. 124-125).

See also Angela Davis, Women, Race and Class, (New York: Vintage
Books Edition, 1983); Eleanor Smith, "Historical Relationships Bewteen Black and
White Women," in Darlene Clark Hine, ed. Black Women in American History:

From Colonial Times Through the Nineteenth Century, (Brooklyn: Carlson
Publishing Inc., 1990), Volume 10, 581-589; Rosalyn Terborg Penn,

"Discrimination Against the Afro-American Woman in the Women's Movement,
1830-1920," in Sharon Harley and Rosalyn Terborg Penn, eds., The Afro-

American Woman: Struggles and Images, 17-27.

48Boxer, ibid.
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importantly, this set of assumptions, and the accompanying representational-
referential model, cannot account for the recent attention feminism has given to
questions of "difference” on the one hand, and the increasingly marginal, even
invisible position that race occupies on the other. There has been an explosion of
texts on or by Black women, and an increase in the number of scholars who "take
up the Black woman" as their object of inquiry. This most recent intellectual
interest in "the Black Woman" is so sudden, so intense, and seems to attract so
many well-known feminist and literary schoalrs that DuCille names this
preoccupation with Black women the "Occult of True Black Womanhood."4?
Furthermore, issues of difference and diversity are now accompanied by a
(verbal) recognition of the inter-relationship between race, class, and gender.
Given these intellectual transformations and developments within feminist
thinking, the idea that "...American feminism [is] primarily a narrative about the
heoric deeds of white women,"50 in which "...much [of] feminist scholarship [is]
written as if Black women d[o] not exist..."51 seems to have lost its power of
critique. In fact, the claim that feminist theory continues to theorize from a
"white, middle-class, female” perspective appears to be little more than rhetoric
from a by-gone era. Yet the popular claim that feminist theory is racially

exclusive and insensitive to the specific experiences of "women of color,”

49Ann duCille, "The Occult of True Black Womanhood: Critical Demeanor
and Black Feminist Studies,” Signs 19 (Spring 1994): 591-627.

5OBeverly Guy-Sheftall, ed., Words of Fire: An Anthology of African
American Feminist Thought, (New York: The New Press, 1995), xiii.

51Adrienne Rich, "Disloyal to Civilization: Feminism, Racism,
Gynephobia,” in On Lies, Secrets, and Silence, (New York: W.W. Norton &
Company, 1979), 281. Rich rightly attributes her understanding of this issue to
Barbara Smith and other Black feminists who pointed out the shortcomings of
early feminist scholarship.
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continues to constitute much of the criticism lodged against it. Despite the
attention feminist thinking gives to difference, alterity and de-essentializing the
category "Woman", race it is argued, still escapes theoretical discussion.

What accounts for the continued assertion that feminism is exclusionary of
race and racial issues? Is "exclusion” the most productive way to think about
race and its relationship to feminist thinking? How has race been mobilized?
How has it been depoyed and what is the significance of its use(s) in feminist

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 viewing it through a framework that
allows for the productive nature of language. Generally speaking, I maintain
that any analysis of race in feminist thinking must avoid the tendencey to view
race in terms of whether of not the word "race” or "Black women" appear in the
text. Similarly, the "presence” of either cannot be evaluated in terms of accuracy
and inaccuracy or positiveness and negativeness. Neither can "race"” be viewed
as a category that has been excluded from feminist thinking; for this would imply
that one can simply insert of “include" race into the existing theoretical
constructs. In addition, to merely 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 feminist concepts.

In this dissertation, reread race as a category that is produced and defined
as it is invoked and articulated in feminist texts. Its invocation may be explicit
where the signifier itself is prominent, or its invocation maybe implicit, where
race functions and is constituted in metaphorical, or metonymic terms. That race

can be produced and used in metaphorical or metonymic terms suggests that it
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can no longer be viewed as a thing that exists outside of feminist dscourse; as
that which simply needs to be "inserted.” Rather it suggests that race is always
already a part of feminist discourse. However, it is important to recognize that
race is not simply a "part” of feminist thinking, in the sense that "part” is
conceptualized as a separate component that can be inserted and removed at
will, but that race is a constituitive part of feminist thinking. In other words,
race is not only produced by and through the ways in which it is deployed, but it
in turns plays a productive role in constructing, legitimating and stabilizing
feminist theory as the discourse which speaks of and forms its object—Woman.

[f race is always already a constitutive part of feminist thinking, then it is
never outside of its theoretical domain; never "excluded” from it. At the same
time, "race” and what it comes to signify, can never precede or pre-exist the
signifying system that gives it meaning and understanding. This recognition
does not, however, prevent feminist theory from "speaking of," if you will, and
defining race as that which exists outside its purview.

To accept these propositions means that one must view feminist theory as
a discourse. By discourse, I do not mean "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 work of Michele Foucault and appropriated by
feminists like Joan Scott and Terese deLaurefis.

In rejecting traditional units of analyses—text, oeuvre, genre—Foucault
defines discourse as "large groups of statements” in which their unity, coherence,

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

52See Jennifer Coates, Women Talk: Conversation Between Women
Friends. (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1996).
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structures.33 A discourse consists of a specific structure of statements, beliefs,
and even practices, which constitutes itself as a relatively autonomous realm of
"truth.” In a sense, a "discourse...[can be] seen as something like [a] frame; and
what [it] enclose[s] [is a 'large group of'| statements.”>4 A discourse is a
discursive formation in that it is a "rule-governed language terrain.”>> Foucault

defines a discursive formation in this manner:

Whenever one can describe, between a number of statements, such
a system of dispersion; whenever, between objects, types of
statement, concepts, or thematic choices, one can define a regularity
(an order, correlations, positionins and functionings,
transformations), we will say, for the sake of convience, that we are

dealing with a discursive formation.56
Hence, Foucault is not interested in the specific statements or beliefs
themselves, or whether or not such statements are indeed "true.” Instead, he is
"interested in the conditions which make it possible for the structure [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 permit discourses
to exist as a discourse. In other words, 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 The Discourse on
Language, Translated from the French by A.M. Sheridan Smith, (New York:

Pantheon Books, 1972), p. 37.

1bid., 110.

55Jeremy Hawthorn, A Concise Glossary of Contemporary Literary
Theory, Second Edition, (London: Edward Arnold, 1994), 49.

56Michel Foucault, Archeology of Knowledge, op. cit., 38.

S’Manfred Frank, "On Foucault's Concept of Discourse,” in Timothy J.
Armstrong, ed. Michele Foucault Philosopher, (New York: Routledge, 1992), 107.
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maintenance, modification, and disappearance in a given discursive division."58
The key in identifying rules of formation, or the conditions of existence is to ask:
what rules permit certain statements to be made and not others; what rules order
the statements that are made; and what rules permit one to identify some
statements as "true” and others as "false"?%? The discursive rules and practices
within a discursive domain, govern the way in which the object of the discourse
is "...talked about, when, where, [how], and by whom."®0 Any historical and
specific set of discursive rules, practices, or conventions make possible the
existence of a discursive formation, or a discourse by functioning as boundaries
which simultaneously permit and prohibit what is spoken of within a discourse.
An important aspect of the concept discourse is the notion that it produces
or constitutes its objects. In the words of Foucault, "[i]t would be quite wrong to
see discourse as a place where previously established objects are laid one after
another like words on a page."6l Similarly, in analyzing how discourses are
formed, "[i]t would [also] be inadequate to say that one was dealing...with the
consequences of discovery..."02 A discourse does not contain concepts, ideas,
beliefs, and practices that were created elsewhere and then placed within its

domain only to be discovered at some future time. The conditions that are

58Michel Foucault, Archeology of Knowledge, op. cit., . 38.

59Mark Philp, "Foucault” in Quentin Skinner, ed., The Return of Grand
Theory, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990).

60Jeremy Hawthorn, A Concise Glossary of Contemporary Literary
Theory, op. cit., 49.

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

621bid.
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necessary for the appearance of an object of discourse are also necessary "if one is

to 'say anything’ about" that object.63
Which means that one cannot speak of anything at anytime.
[Without the conditions or rules that bring an object of discourse
into existence,] it is not easy to say something new; it is not 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 not await in limbo in the order that will free it and
enable it to become embodied in a visible and prolix objectivity;
it does not pre-exist itself, held back by some obstacle at the first

edges of light. It exists under the positive condition of a complex
group of relations"[emphasis added] .54

Thus, discursive formations are not differentiated by their object, instead
they refer to a common object by "produc[ing] the object of which they speak."65
A discourse is not characterized by a privileged object or concept that is assumed
to refer to its "real” counterpart outside of its domain. Instead, a discourse is
characterized by the way in which it forms the very object of which it claims to
have access. The object or subject of any discourse can never preceed its
invocation and articulation in the text. Discourses constitute and define their
objects, subjects, and concepts through the very process of speaking of them. In
short, a discourse is a discursive formation that is defined and governed by rules
that bring it into existence and maintain its claim(s) to a particular kind of
knowledge. A discourse is constituted by all that it says in its "large groups of

statements,” which names, defines, describes, and explains its object. In

63[bid., 44.
641bid., 44-45.

65Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, Michel Foucault: Bevond
Structuralism and Hermeneutics, Second Edition, (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 1983), 61.
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expanding this notion, I argue that a discourse is as much constituted by what is
says in its "large group of statements”, as by what it does not say or fails to say.
This includes those statements that choose say that "nothing will be said” of a
particular concept or issue. I recognize the dismissive act of saying "I will not
speak of this particular subject, although it is important...." as a part of the
productive process that delineates and gives meaning to the object of which the
discourse speaks.

In Foucauldian analysis, "[t]he conditions necessary for the appearance of
an object of discourse...are many and imposing."% According to Foucault,
discourses are established through primary, secondary, and discursive relations.
Primary relations are those relations "...established between institutions,
economic and social processes, behavioral patterns, systems of norms,
techniques, systems of norms, [and] modes of characterization."0? Primary
relations are external and exist "independently of all discourse or all object of
discourse."68 Secondary relations are those "relations that are formulated in the
discourse itself."69 They are internal to the discourse and function to connect
concepts or words with one another or establish deductive or rhetorical structure
between propositions or sentences.”0 Discursive relations are neither external

nor internal to discourse.

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

66Michel Foucault, Archeology of Knowledge, op. cit., 44.
671bid., 45.

681bid., 45

691bid.

701bid., 46.
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that objects are formed independently of discourse), they
determine the group of relations that discourse must establish in
order to speak of this or that object, in order to deal with them,
name them, analyse them, classify them, explain them, etc.

[emphasis added].”?

Following Foucault's insights, [ argue that feminist thinking and
theorizing must first be understood as a discourse characterized by a set of rules
governing the contents of its domain. "But the rules of a discourse are not rules
which individuals consciously follow; a discourse is not a method or a canon of
inquiry. Rather these rules provide the necessary preconditions for the formation
of statements” and therefore operate 'behind the backs' of the speakers of a
discourse.”?2 If discursive relations are, as Foucault argues, "at the limit of
discourse,” then the importance of such relations lies in their double ability to
enable or allow certain statements to be made on a specific topic, and to

simultaneously constrict, limit, or constrain what is said.

Just as discourse 'rules in' certain ways of talking about a topic,
defining an acceptable and intelligible way to talk, write or conduct
oneself, so also by definition, it 'rules out,’ limits and restricts other
ways of talking, of conducting ourselves in relation to the topic or
constructing knowledge about it.73

An examination of these boundary-marking, border-setting relations
allows us to look at the ways in which a discourse is constructed through
permissive and restrictive discursive moments. By focusing on the rules and

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

71Ibid.
72Mark Philp, "Foucault,” op. cit., 69.
73Stuart Hall, "The Work of Representation,” in Stuart Hall, ed.,

Representation: Cultural Representatioins and Signifying Practices, (Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 1997), 44.
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discourse not simply as "a large group of statements” about a particular object,
but as "large group of statements” that brings into existence and defines its object
through the very process of "speaking” of it. By focusing on the rules of
formation, on the conditions that make possible and bring into existence a
discursive field of knowledge, one is able to identify and analyze discursive
norms, practices and regulatory schemes and their function in a particular
discourse. Conceived of in this manner, the task in analyzing language in its role
as representation "...is to dispense with 'things.” To 'depresentify’ them....To
substitute for the enigmatic treasure of 'things' anterior [or external] to discourse,
the regular formation of objects that emerge only in discourse."74 The goal
would be to define the object of discourse "...without reference to the ground , the
foundation of things , but 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, and discursive] appearance.”>

The significance of the Foucauldian concept of discourse then is that it
helps one to conceive of language as a system of construction; as a signifying
practice that both produces meaning and is a product of its own activities and
formulations. As such, discourse cannot be viewed as a purely linguistic concept
that is concerned only with the language or words 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 circumstances in which it is deployed, but 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 knowledge and meaning through linguistic practices. Discourses
define and produce knowledge by giving meaning to its object of analysis. To

view discourse in this manner, means that we can no longer treat

discourses as groups of signs (signifying elements referring to
contents or representations) but as practices that systematically
form the objects of which they speak. Of course, discourses are
composed of signs; but what they do is more than use these signs
to designate things. 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 not simply a
transparent medium through which the "real” of reality is simply conveyed or re-
presented. Unlike the traditional or referential approach to language, which
assumes a pre-existent object with a self-identical meaning, the concept of
discourse emphasizies language as signification, i.e., as the process of producing
and articulating meaning. Thus, the significance in moving from the referential
approach to an approach that emphisizes the productive nature of language, lies
in the theoretical ability to explain how meaning is constituted and how such
meaning might be signified through various configurations. If race, for example,
is assumed 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 whether
or not the word "race” appears in feminist texts. If the meaning of race, especially
as it relates to gender, is considered to be pre-determined, then feminist theory
will not see itself as producing particular meanings 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-—Woman. Viewing feminist theory as a
discourse will help to avoid the pitfalls associated with notions of accurate or

positive representations of race or Black women in feminist thinking.
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Joan Scott and Teresa deLauretis have both outlined the importance of
viewing feminist theory as forming its own unique discursive domain.
Specifically, Scott argues that poststructuralists concepts like discourse,
difference, and deconstruction, are "useful for feminists" because they provide "a
new way of analyzing constructions of meaning and relationships of power that
[call] unitary, universal categories into question..."”7 To analyze such
constructions, Scott maintains that language must be seen as "a meaning-
constituing system,” which is differentiated from a discourse, shich is defined as
"a historically, socially, and institutionally specific structure of statements, terms,
categories, and beliefs."78 In applying these particular post-structutalist
concepts, de Lautetis defines "[t]he notion of a feminist discourse, [as] a
configuration of rhetorical and interpretive straegies, a horizon of possible
meanings that may be agreed upon as constitutiing and defining feminism at a

| given historical juncture.”7? While de Lauretis admits that there is "no boundary
(that] separates or insulates feminism from other social practices or makes it

impervious to the institutions of civil society,"80 she does argue that

{tlhere are, however, discursive boundaries: not only specific
terms, concepts, and rhetorical strategies that distinguish feminist
writing and speech from the others, but also certain shared
assumptions, interpretive paths, inferences drwn from events and
behaviors, and unstated premises—unstated because they no
longer need to be stated, having become, one might say, "part of the

77Joan W. Scott, "Deconstructing Equality-Versus-Difference: Or, the Uses
of Poststructuralist Theory for Feminism," in Marianne Hirsch and Evelyn Fox
Keller, eds., Conflicts in Feminism, (New York: Routledge, 1990), 134 & 135.

78Ibid., 135.

79Teresa de Lauretis, "Ferninist Studies/ Critical Studies: Issues, Term:s,
and Contexts,” in Feminist Studies/ Critical Studies, (1986), .

80Ibid., 4.
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discourse." These discursive boundaries....[are not] simply
constraints but also configurations, [that] delineate a set of possible
meanings..."[emphasis added]81

Once feminist theory is conceptualized as a discourse, the questions that
emerge as they relate to race are: are there any "shared assumptions,"
"interpretive paths” and "unstated premises,” that produce and construct the
category race in feminist discourse? How has feminist theorizing conceptualized
race, and what kind of knowledge has feminsim produced about "racial” matters?
How, and in what configurations, has the category race been deployed in
feminist thinking? What is its role(s) and function(s) in general and in specific
feminist texts?

Such questions can only be asked and examined when feminist theory is
seen as a discourse containing discursive practices that name and produce its
subject-—Woman. As previously stated, the idea that the category women is
"historically, discursively constructed...in which female persons can be very
differently positioned so that the apparent continuity of subject of women
[cannot] to be relied upon,"8 is an emerging, if not an already acceptable claim.
But what is missed in these analyses of the "discursive constructions” are the
ways in race is constituted and in turn constitutes or forms the very category
"woman.” In many instances, race (whatever its configuration), is deployed in
the service of legitimating "woman" and as such, brings it and the notion of
"women as a group” into existence as a unified and coherent concept.

To the extent that feminist theory is a discourse, it must also be recognized

as a narrative in that it is both a process and the product of telling a story about

811bid.

82Denise Riley, "Am I that Name?", op. cit., 1-2. '
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"women’s oppression.” Because "expectations about plotting, the central
characters, and acceptable morality..." change, it is more appropriate to say that
"feminists have constructed new genres [or] stories, [in the plural], about gender
from women's point(s) of view."83 That "[fleminst theorists have constructed a
variety of interesting stories about how gender systems are produced,
reproduced, and maintained and about how and why these systems become ones
of domination,” is significant in that such "stories,” whether they are confined to
certain texts, events, or conceptualized as broad categories of theory, become a
site for theoretical examination. However, in analyzing the "stories” about
"Woman" and her configuration in various linguistic, theoretical, social or
political practices, I am less interested in what these stories say, and more
interested in how they say what they say. For example: How does the varying
story of "'women's oppression” get told? What makes the story possible? What
makes it possible to say certain things and not others? How 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 "women as a group”
coherent and stable?

According to Flax, "[c]ertain themes, agreements, and disagreements recur
throughout these stories."8 For example, 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

motherhood as an institution, while others focus on childbearing practices, the

83Jane Flax, "Feminisms: Stories of Gender," in Thinking Fragments, op.
cit., 138.

841bid., p. 143.
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processes of representation, signification or language.8> There are many issues

at stake within these stories, including

the meanings and nature of sexuality and its relation to gendered
anatomy; the meanings and values of 'differemce,’ [especially]...the
relative importance and significance of differences among
women as well as between women and men;...the sources of
power within societies, including the relative significance of
relations of production, the sexual division of labor, childrearing
arrangements, kinship and family organizations, the control of
sexuality and women's capacity to bear children, and processes of
signification and language [emphasis added].86

If the meaning, "importance and significance of differences among
women" is one of the issues at stake in the various "stories of gender," then
feminist discourse not only tells a story about women's oppression, but it also
tells a particular story about racial and other "differences” in relation to gender.
That feminist theory has something to "say” about racial difference within the
context of gender, necessarily means that feminist theory has a certain way of
"speaking” about racial difference, and in turn producing racial subjects within
feminist discourse. Although "feminist stories of gender" were not constructed to
identify, explain, and analyze how racial systems or subjects are produced and
maintained, they have nonetheless made use of the category race, and in so doing
have produced racialized-gendered subjects and given race a particular kind of
meaning 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[bid.

81bid., p. 143.
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role(s) race has played in constructing "feminist stories of gender,” as well as the
specific story (or stories) feminist theory has to tell about race and its racialized
subjects. The notion that feminist theory is a discourse that tells a particular
story or narrative about gender relations, allows us to think about "the story of
race” on two different levels. The first level allows one to view race in terms of
its place or position within specific texts and feminist theory in general. At this
level, one is not only able to identify when and where "race” becomes an issue in
"stories of women's oppression,” but also to identify its function(s) in such
stories. In its most simplistic form, this first level sets out merely to establish that
feminist theory does indeed "speak” about race; that it is a part of the story. It
seeks to identify when and where "race" enters into the narrative and to specify
what race signifies within such a narrative.

The second conceptual level made possible from reading feminist theory
as a discursive practice has more to do with how feminist discourse "speaks" of
race than with what it says about race. This distinction is important because it
can, for example, account for the gap between a claim that ascribes an
importance to race and an analysis that at the same time denies or negates that
importance. The focus here is on how race is configured and how its
configurations work to make possible both its appearance in the story and the
coherence of the story. If the task of the first level is to acknowledge and identify
the ways in which "race" is a part of the "stories of gender," then the task of this
second level is to identify and tell the story about the "part” that race plays in
feminist thinking. In other words, the ultimate goal is to recognize that 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 produced as a site of
signification is a story that is both embedded within and 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 product of
its own written character. To understand feminism in terms of the discursive
processes that produce the category race suggests that race and its relationship to
gender take on meaning as they are invoked and become objects within
discourse. In the case of images of Black women in feminist theory or the
definition of the category "race,”, neither is self-referential; they do not have
meaning in and of themselves. Rather, their meaning is the product of how
feminist theory chooses to speak about race; how it deploys and puts into service
the category race and how it "races" its subject. Whatever meaning feminist
theorizing gives to “race," should be thought of, not as images that are distorted
or misrepresented, but as signifiers whose meanings and functions are the
product of discursive practices and norms. If we move from this assumption,

then, following the reasoning of Foucault, we should be able to identify:

1. statements about "race,” "Black women", "women of color,"” racial
difference, etc. which give us a certain kind of knowledge about
these things within the context of feminist theory;

2. the rules (or discursive strategies) which prescribe and limit what can
be "said" about these topics and govern when and how "racial
difference” is talked about;

3. 'subjects’ who in some way personify the way in which feminism
"speaks" of race and its rac-ed subjects——-the quintessential and
inexplicable racialized "Other" of feminist discourse (e.g., the "True
Black Woman,"87 Lani Guinier,38 the runaway slave89 etc.). The

87 Ann duCille, "The Occult of True Black Womanhood," op. cit.

88See Chapter 4.

89See Chapter for an examination of the use of race, through the notion of
“runaway slaves,” within the work of Monique Wittig.
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attribute of these subjects are given in the way knowledge about
them is constructed within and by the discourse.

"o [T

4. how feminism's knowledge about "race,” "Black women", "women of
color,” racial difference, etc., acquires authority, and a sense of
embodying the "truth” about the interplay between race, class, and
gender ; how feminist discourse constructs itself as a neutral
discursive space and therefore as a natural ally to theories designed
to bring clarity to the relationship between race and gender.%0

The point here, as stated previously, is to view feminist theory as a
discursive field that creates and set its own boundaries and give meaning to the
objects which 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 feminist theory. Derrida's concept of
differance is useful in understanding the ways in which the category "race”
becomes (or remains) hidden 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 made through implicit or explicit
contrast, that a positive definition rests on the negation or repression of
something represented as antithetical to it."91 Since, in Derrida’s view, there is no
one-to-one correlation between a signifier and a signified, all signs are signifiers
and must get their meaning through its difference from other signifiers. The
absence of a fixed meaning, of an ultimate transcendental signified, suggests that
there is no ground or area of certainty that gurantees the meaning of any
signifier. In other words, meaning is not immediately present in a sign; it is not

self-present or self-constituted. As an alternative to the logocentric view, Derrida

90Stuart Hall, "The Work of Representation,” op. cit., 45.

1Joan W. Scott, "Deconstructing Equality-Versus-Difference: Or, the Uses
of Postructuralist Theory for Feminism," op. cit.
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posits the notion of differance, which means both to differ (in space) and to defer

(to put off in time, to postpone presence).

First, differance refers to the (active and passive) movement that
consists in deferring by means of delay, delegation, reprieve,
referral, detour, postponement, reserving...Second, the movement
of differance, as that which produces different things, that which
differentiates, is the common root of all oppositional concepts that
mark our language, such as, to take only a few examples,
sensible/intelligent, intutition/ signification, nature/ culture,
[speech/ writing, gender/ race], etc....Third, differance is also the
production...of these differences...[which] is the condition for any
signification and any structure.92

Thus, the Derridean concept of differance sees meaning as permanently
deferred, always subject to and produced by its difference from other meanings.
The meaning produced through the contrast of a positive and a negative,
through its difference from other meanings, is referred to as a binary opposition.
In a binary opposition, there is always two terms, and one term is always the
positive or privileged term. The positive term is always privileged over the
negative or secondary term through a process of exclusion or repression. Thus,
within the hierarchy of a binary opposition, the superiority of the privileged
term, indeed its very identity and meaning, is made possible through the
negation of the repressed term. However, 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 dualism of a binary opposition creates what
appears to be two separate, stable and homogenous categories. This
homogeneity gives any binary opposition the appearance of unity and stability
because the privileged term denies its dependecy upon the repressed or excluded

term, and even denies the process of repression and exclusion itself. Thus,

92Quoted in Jeremy Hawthorn, op. cit, p. 46.
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binary oppositions can never be taken at face value. They must be
deconstructed, i.e., shown that the meaning of the terms within the opposition
are not simply interdependent, but that each is always already inscribed within
the other.

Recently, some feminist theorists have explored the ways in which the
category gender rests on the binary opposition of male and female. Woman is, it
is argued, the "Other"” of man; the second sex. Within the binary opposition of
male/ female, the first terms takes on positive definition by constructing the
second term as antithetical to it. Thus, Man is not-Woman. Therefore, there is no
generic or non-gendered category like humanity, mankind, or citizen, because
Woman is the ground upon which men define themselves as men. While this
position, in various forms, runs rampant throughout much of feminist thinking,
the same logic has not been extended to the category race.

To the extent that Woman is made possible or defined in contrast to man,
the category gender itself, which includes male/ man and female/ woman, is
made possible and defined by and in contrast to the category race. Applying the
Derridean notion of differance to the category race, as it relates to gender and the
construction of its subject Woman, is significant because it allows us to think
about race as always already a part of gender and feminist discourse. Where as
feminist theorizing has explored the binary opposition of male/female and
man/ woman, differance, when applied to the category race within 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 statements and implicit and explicit rules
governing its domain, constructs gender as the object of its domain and
therefore, as the privileged 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 something represented [and defined] as antithetical to it.”93 [n
feminist discourse, that which is repressed and defined as antithetical to gender
is the category race and the notion of a subject constituted by and through racial
differentiation. Race is the negated and repressed term while gender is the
affirmed, positive, or privileged term. Feminist stories of gender, which contain
concepts like "women as a group,” "sisterhood,” “the bonds of womanhood,”
"women's work,"” and "private sphere,” to name a few, privilege the category
gender to what Hegel 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 made possible and given meaning through the supression
and negation of race. Feminist discourse, of course, denies this process of
repression and negation because it looks merely 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 two separate, homogeneous, and unrelated categories. Gender
and race appear as separate and unrelated categories primarily because feminist
discourse has defined race as existing outside of the boundaries of its domain.
Not only is race defined, articulated, and given meaning in feminist discourse,
but it is effaced, obsfucated and hidden at the same time. Despite the fact that
feminist discursive practices define race as existing outside of its theoretical
boundaries, it is never outside of its domain, and therfore cannot be "excluded”
from it. Race is, as the repressed and anti-thetical term of the gender/ race
binary, the category which gives meaning to, makes possible, and brings into
existence, concepts of "women's commonality” embedded within feminist stories

of gender. In other words, the meaning of gender and its attendant forms of

93Scott, op. cit., p.
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women's common bond, as produced and articulated in feminist discourse,
cannot exist without simultaneously defining race as excessive and unrelated to
feminist stories of gender. The conclusion to be drawn 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 women—-not on or about race. Race is
constituitive of feminist stories of gender because it is always already inscribed
within gender, and because it makes possible the notion of women's common
bond. Feminist theory produces its own defintions of race by employing it in its
discursive domain. More often than not, the category race, or the Black woman,
is constructed and defined as that which cannot be accessed. Nonetheless, since
race is always already inscribed within gender its meaning can never be
understood without tracing the embedded meanings of race. If, as Derrida
argues, the meaning of a sign is a matter of what the sign is not, then the
meaning of gender is, discursively speaking, not-race. Hence, the "not-race"
component of gender is in some sense always both present and absent from the
category gender. The meaning of gender, even as it is expressed in feminist
stories of gender, is, as the Derridean notion of differance suggests, permanently
defferred because it is always subject to and produced by the negated difference
of its binary opposite---race.

[f 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 dismantle its false unity and autonomy will
threaten to collapse the entire system holding the gender/race opposition in
place. If an examination of race in the constitution of feminist stories of gender,

threatens to undermine the very foundation upon which feminist discourse is
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built, then it is only logical to assume, given the nature of discourses, that it will
attempt to shore up its boundaries by reinscribing the primacy of gender.
According to its own self-defined claims, whenever feminist theory speaks of
race it is speaking of an object outside of its discursive domain. As a result,
gender is re-affirmed as the primary category and the category race is negated
and repressed in ways that appear to affirm its position within the discourse.

One group of feminists explained this process of re-affirmation by noting that

.inequalities other than sex and gender [like race] are
recognized, but they are not explicated. After a perfunctory
acknowledgement of differences, those taking this position make
no further attempt to incorporate the insights generated by critical
scholarship on race and class into a framework that would deal

with women generally [emphasis added].%¢

Citing "inequalities other than sex and gender" without explication may
serve as an indicator of "a perfunctory acknowledgement,” but [ am not
altogether convinced that the inability give the category race the same kind and
level of analysis as gender falls entirely on the backs of "those taking [such
a]position” who, after acknowledgement, “make no further attempt to
incorporate [racial] insights.” Assertions and acknowledgements about the
importance and significance of race to feminist thinking are plentiful, but the lack
of explication has more to do with the inherent repressive features of the
gender/race binary and the nature of discursive systems than with individual
scholars who fail to "incorporate” race. This is not to suggest that feminist
scholars should not have a "willingness to explore histories, novels, biographies,
and other readings that will help us grasp the realities of class, race, and other

dimensions of inequality."%5 It does suggest, however, that "grasping the

94Maxine Baca Zinn, et. al., op. cit., 34.

951bid., 39.
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realit[y]" of race first requires understanding how feminist discourse both
constructs and relies upon race to insure its legitimacy and coherency. As a
discourse, feminist theory may "speak” of race, may assert its significance, and
may even attempt to analyze racial difference in relation to gender, but it can do
nothing more than postulate the notion of racial heterogeneity and
interdependence. As soon as it speaks about race, indeed the more it speaks
about race, it homegenizes its particularities linking it back to the discursive
system that holds the gender narrative in place. Because of this, feminist theory
is unable to apprehend anything in its discursive domain which threatens to
undermine 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 automatically, for lack of a better word,
insure its status in telling "stories” about gender—and not-race.

With all that, I should rush to reiterate that feminist discourse does tell a
story about race and racial difference. It is a story about repression; a story in
which the category race is negated in order to affirm gender. Itis a story in
which race lends legitimacy and stability to the larger narrative in which it is
embedded. The story about race tells us that this category gives meaning to and
makes possible coherent definitions of women's commonality. At the same time
however, it is a story about the production of race; about race as a site of
signification. As such, it is not simply (or only) about how race is "used," as if
one merely picks it up and places it within the discursive boundaries of feminist
theory. Rather, this part of the story is about how feminist theory participates in
giving meaning to race even as race gives meaning and stability to the category
gender. This is not to suggest that feminist discourse creates or invents race, or
that its meanings is unrelated to other social and discursive practices. It does

however, imply that feminist theorizing codes the category race in its own
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unique ways, and that these coded meanings are indispensable from the
narrative which gives it meaning. In other words, race is figured in ways that are
not only important, but necessary to "feminist stories of gender.” For example,
within feminist discourse, race signifies that which is excessive, strange or
mysterious. Itis the category which cannot be explained, even as it is invoked to
explain or lend legitimacy to gender. At the same time, 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 important-but-unrelated-category in a larger story that
does not, presumably, involve the petty difference of race. Either way, in
whatever ways race is coded and whenever it is spoken of, it seems inevitable
that the end result is a (re)privileging of the category gender. This process of
affirmation and negation, of (re)privileging gender, even when (or especially
when) race is invoked, is made clear by examining five discursive strategies that
emerge from and are deployed in feminist discourse. While I define and explain
in great detail my use of discursive strategies in the following chapter, suffice it
to say here that discursive strategies have a regulatory function. Discursive
strategies set the boundaries around a discourse thereby effectively regulating
what a discourse can and cannot say within its confines. As it relates to race, the
discursive strategies in feminist theory function to insure that stories of gender

remain primarily about gender, even as it relies upon race to tell its story.

III. Approach and Method
The method for this dissertation is directly tied to the theoretical

framework outlined above, and as such, it is primarily a theoretical project. Ina

very real sense, this dissertation is about method; about how we should think
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about and approach race in feminist theorizing. It argues, at its most basic level,
for a theoretical framework that would allow one to think about: (1) the
production of "race" and racialized 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 feminist discourse as a story about race;
and (5) how feminist discourse produces its own discursive strategies to insure
the coherency and stability of its narrative.

The relationship between the theoretical framework above and the
method described and used in this dissertation is significant. By pointing out the
limitations of viewing language as a transparent medium through which “real
objects"” are re-presented, I argued that it is necessary to view feminist theorizing,
in all its varieties, as a discourse that names, produces, and constitutes its object—
-Woman-—-through creating a narrative or story about that object. I also noted
that to the extent that feminist discourse tells a story about Woman, or gender, it
also tells a story about race. Herein lies the significance, of a discursive
approach to the production of feminist knowledge. A discursive approach—one
that emphasizes signifcation not representation; one that acknowledges that
inherent linguistic and discursive process of affirmation and negation-—enables
one to examine the ways in which race is discursively defined and maintained, as
well as ignored, minimized, or played up. To argue for the significance of
viewing race as a product of discursive practices is not to suggest that race does
not have, in the words of the critics, "material consequences rooted in reality."
Rather, the discursive framework contends that the reality of race is in large part
constituted by language and the symbolic meanings we attach to it through
discursive, as well as, social and cultural practices.

If, as [ have argued, feminist discourse contains within it its own self-

defined set of concepts, themes, assumptions, and terms, then one should be able
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to identify not simply the concepts, themes, assumptions, and terms that make
up feminist discourse, but also the strategies that make the practice of that
discourse possible. Working from this theoretical principle, the goal, of course, is
to identify the strategies, relative to race, that make stories of gender possible.
My interest in identifying and demonstrating how these strategies work
within feminist discourse, as they relate to race, can best be accomplished
through the Derrida’s "method"” of deconstruction. I place "method" in quotation
marks because Derrida does not view deconstruction as a method, a critique or
even a particular kind of critique. In fact, "to reduce deconstruction to a concept
definable in terms of method or technique"® is to work against the very notion of
deconstruction and Derrida’s critique of Western philosophy. That is, to assume
"that meaning can always be grasped in the form of some proper self-identical
concept,” is precisely the assumption Derrida seeks to deconstruct.?” Because,
deconstruction cannot be reduced to a concept or method which is then "applied”
to various research programs, it is best understood as "a process, an activity of
reading.” To deconstruct a discourse, which includes discursive as well as
cultural and social practices, is show how meaning is produced and made to
operate. For Derrida, meaning is never self-present, which means that there is no
signified which is not in itself a signifier. The meaning of a sign is always
already a matter of what that sign is not so that its meaning can never be
completely grasped or made present. As a result, the activity of closely reading a

text, or more broadly a discourse, is not a hermeneutical or exegetical exercise.

%Christopher Norris, Derrida. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1987), 19.

971bid.

98Ibid., 20.
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The goal is not to identify the "true interpretation,” or to explain the "author's real
intention.” Rather, deconstruction is a way of "tracing” the operation of meaning
through the constant flickering of signifieds which become signifiers which then
become signifieds, and which ultimately become signifiers...and so on. Thus, the
term "deconstruction,” as Barbara Johnson points out, “is not synonymous with
destruction,” but is closely related to "analysis" which means "to undo."? "The
deconstruction of a text,” she writes, is "the careful teasing out of warring forces
of signification within the text itself."100 This careful "teasing out of warring
forces" often shows that a text, or in this case, a discourse, is inscribed with,
indeed made 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 terms derives its meaning from the repressed term, while
simultaneously denying this process of affirmation and repression.

Feminist theorists have, of course, shown how Western philosophy and
theory has cast Woman as the "Other," as the antithesis of Man. Western
philosophy operates, in other words upon a male/ female binary opposition.

One author sums it up this way:

Woman is the opposite, the ‘other’ of man: she is non-man,
defective man, assigned a chiefly negative value in relation to the
male first principle. But equally man is what he is only by virtue of
ceaselessly shutting out this other or opposite, defining himself in
antithesis to it, and his whole identity is therefore caught up and
put at risk in the very gesture by which he seeks to assert his
unique, autonomous existence. Woman is not just an other in the
sense of something beyond his ken, but an other intimately related
to him as the image of what he is not, and therefore as an essential
reminder of what he is. Man therefore needs this other even as he
spurns it...Not only is his own being parasitically dependent upon

99Barbara Johnson, The Critical Difference. ()., p. 5.

1001bid.
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the woman, and upon the act of excluding and subordinating her,
but one reason why such exclusion is necessary is because she may
not be quite so other after all.101

I quote this author's description at length because it cogently presents how
the male/ female, Man/ Woman binary operates in Derridean terms. It is also
instructive because the "Woman-as-the-Other of Man" is at least one of the stated
beliefs, or as de Lauretis puts it, "shared assumptions" that characterizes feminist
discourse. Even still, the length of this quote serves yet a third purpose: to
reiterate my claim that race operates in feminist discourse (as the "Other" of
gender) in the same way that Woman operates in Western philosophy (as the
"Other” of man). Feminist scholars are likely to agree upon the above description
of Woman's theoretical position in relation to Man, but are less likely to agree
upon the proposition that within feminist discourse race, in all its configurations,
is the "Other" of gender. If [ were to rewrite the above description to describe the

position of race in feminist theorizing, it might read as follows:

[Race] is the opposite, the 'other’ of [gender]: [race] is defined as
not-gender, a secondary, tertiary, arbitrary, or subsumed category
that is assigned a chiefly negative value in relation to the gender
first principle, which is that women, as a group, are oppressed as
women . But equally gender and the "common oppression of
women'" is what it is only by virtue of ceaselessly shutting out
this other or opposite, [and by] defining itself in antithesis to its
Other. ...[As such] [gender's] whole identity [and meaning] is
therefore caught up and put at risk in the very gesture by which it
seeks to assert its unique, autonomous existence, [by speaking for
all women as women]. Race is not just an other in the sense of
something beyond gender'’s ken, but an other intimately related to
it as the image of what gender is not, and therefore as an essential
reminder of what gender is. Gender, as a category, therefore needs
this other even as it spurns it, denies or excludes it...Not only is

101Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction, (Minneapolis:
University of Mnnesota Press, 1983), 132-133.
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gender's own being or meaning parasitically dependent upon the
category race, and upon the act of excluding and subordinating it,
but one reason why such exclusion is necessary is because race may
not be quite so other after all.

Because feminism speaks so much about race, it might respond by flatly
denying that its discourse is inscribed with the gender/ 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
deployment. "Race” is constructed as existing independently of feminist
discourse, but it turns out that it is essential to the articulation of it as a signifying
system. This is the importance 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 undermines the philosophy it asserts, or the hierarchical oppositions
on which it relies, by identifying in the text the rhetorical operations [or
discursive strategies] that produce the supposed ground of argument, the key
concept or premise.”102 As an active practice of reading, "deconstruction is," to
reiterate Christopher Norris's definition, “"the vigilant seeking-out of those
‘aporias,’ 'blindspots or moments of self-contradiction where a text involuntarily
betrays the tension between rhetoric and logic, between what it manifestly means
to say and what it is nonetheless constrained to say [original emphasis]."103 Thus,
the goal of deconstruction is to seize upon "a set of paradoxical themes at odds

with their manifest argument.”104

102Jonathan Culler, On Deconstruction: Theory and Criticism After
Structuralism, (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1982), 86.

103Christopher Norris, Derrida, op. cit., 19.

104Madar Sarup, An Introductory Guide to Post-structuralism and
Postmodernism, (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 that work against the very idea of showing the interconnections
between gender and race. Hence, I will "seek-out...blindspots or moments of self-
contradiction” by "seizing on precisely those unregarded details (casual
metaphors, footnotes, incidental turns of argument, [seemingly benign
comparisons], [instances of denial], [mispellings], or [moments of ambiguity])"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
shows "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 showing that the “inferior” term is in fact "superior.”
Reversal alone would simply invert an opposition leaving its dichotomous
structure intact. The displacement of a binary opposition puts the "superior” or
privileged term "under erasure,” by demonstrating that its meaning is not self-
identical, or natural. Displacement dismantles the positive and privileged
signification of the "superior” term by showing that the "inferior" term is always
already inscribed within it. Johnson describes the significance of reversing and
displacing a binary opposition in this way:

The starting point is often a binary difference that is subsequently
shown to be an illusion created by the working of differences much
harder to pin down. The differences between entities...are shown to

based on a repression of differences within entities, ways in which
an entity differs from itself....The 'deconstruction’ of a binary

1051bid.

106[bid. 56.
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opposition is thus not an annihilation of values or differences; it is
an attempt to follow the subtle, powerful effects of differences
already at work within the illusion of binary opposition."107

Deconstruction then, does not work from the outside in. It is not the
imposition of a certain external, omnipotent theoretical force that dismantles,
criticizes, and breaks down an otherwise logical and coherent concept. Rather,
deconstruction works from the inside out. The text, narrative, or discourse
always provides the means of its own deconstruction. As this dissertation
illustrates, feminist theory has provided the means for its own 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, but is
"nonetheless constrained to say" another. For example, it may mean to say, it
may in fact say, that race is important and necessary to understanding gender
relations, but may nonetheless relegate the category race to a position outside an
analysis of gender relations. How is feminist discourse able to "say" (or "mean to
say") one thing about race, yet end up doing another? One answer is this: by
producing and employing discursive strategies that insure the primacy of gender
and the narrative consturcted in its name.

Only a deconstructionist method-—a "careful teasing out of warring forces
of signification within the text itself'198-—can enable one to see the production
and deployment of discursive strategies in feminist discourse as they relate to
race. A deconstructionist method makes it possible to refuse to view race a
something that exists outside of and external to feminist discourse. Rather it

enables one to views race as a product of feminist discourse. In turn, feminist

107Quoted in Joan W. Scott, "Deconstructing 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-making and boundary-marking field
that relies upon race to make and mark its boundaries.

Furthermore, a deconstructive approach, which conceptualizes language
as signification, exposes the limitations of thinking about race in feminist theory
solely in terms of representation—of presence and absence. It also problematizes
more recent attempts to "historicize” the category woman, without including in
that historiography the "metalanguage of race."10° In addition, this approach can
also help to expose the flaws of the commonly-held notion that to state or
demonstrate how "different women experience sexism differently” is to use race
as a category of analysis. These arguments, and others, are undergirded by
assumptions about race that keeps the privileged position of gender intact. Only
a theoretical approach which provides an understanding of the discursive
techniques that give meaning to race while rendering race invisible can assist us
in uderstanding why feminism continues to be plagued by critiques of racial
parochialism

In this dissertation, I argue for the "method” of a close deconstructive
reading while simultaneously employing it. In demonstrating feminist theory's
intolerance of race even as it relies upon it, I focus on those "ambiguous
moments,” those seemingly benign theoretical gestures generally regarded as
unproblematic, that betray this operation. I have, of course defined "feminist
theory"” broadly which is consistent with my understanding of it as a discourse.
Thus, the different "frameworks" or theoretical approaches within feminist
theory does not undermine my very broad use of the term. Because I am
interested in feminist theory as a discourse, and how race is configured within its

discursive boundaries, I consult and analyze many different kinds of sources.

109Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, "African American Women's History
and the Metalanguage of Race,” 17 Signs (Winter 1992): 251-274.
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Feminist books, journals, articles, and pamphlets comprises much of the sources
used for this dissertation. Most chapters will rely heavily upon these secondary
sources while at least one, Chapter 4, will draw extensively upon primary

sources, namely newspaper articles.

IV. Chapter Qutlines

This dissertation is divided into two major parts. PartI: Theoretical
Intimations, in which this chapter is included, lays bare the theoretical
foundation for this project. In this introductory chapter, I have outlined the
limitations associated with the idea of (mis)representating race in feminist
theory. [ have explained and called for a theoretical approach and method that
will expose how race is produced by and within the discursive boundaries of
feminist theory.

Chapter Two, "Discursive Strategies in Feminist Theory," identifies and
explains five discursive strategies: Exclusion and Denial, Analogy and
Comparison, Adjectival Modification, Invisible Objectification, and Accusatory
Defensiveness. By analyzing a broad range of feminist texts, and highlighting
key feminist concepts, [ demonstrate how feminist theory has relied upon the
category race to construct a narrative about "women.” [ also demonstrate how
feminist theory denies its reliance upon the category of race by constructing race,
and racialized subjects, as objects outside the domain of its discursive
boundaries. I point out that constructing race and racialized subjects as existing
outside the domains of feminist discourse is in fact a construction within the
boundaries of feminist theory. Put slightly different, [ 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 demonstrate that feminism discourse is as much a story

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



66

about race as it is about gender. While this chapter is not to be a comprehensive
discussion of the strategies [ have identified and outlined, or of other strategies
that may be identified in further analyses, it does lay bare the theoretical
concepts and ideas for future analyses. By the same token, the five strategies [
identify in this chapter are not mutually exclusive, and therefore, I do not devote
a single chapter to each strategy. Rather, the deployment of one or more
strategies is implicit within each of the chapters in Part II.

Chapter Three, "Theorizing ‘Difference’ in Feminist Thinking: Explanatory
Models for Understanding Race, Class, and Gender," explores the various ways
in which these three categories have been conceptualized. By drawing mostly
upon the works of African American feminist thinkers since 1970, I trace the
evolution of the "triple oppression” thesis and how it has come to be an integral
part of feminist discourse. I distinguish between Frances Beale's early model of
"double jeopardy” and later "addition models" (race + class + gender = Black
woman's experience) and Deborah King's "multiplicative model” (race x class x
gender = Black woman's experience). I note the advantages and shortcomings of
each and then explore other contemporary versions of the "triple oppression”
thesis. I conclude by noting that the best way understand the connection
between race, class and gender is to view them, not as separate categories that
momentarily intersect, but as mutually productive and constituitive categories.

In keeping with this notion, [ apply the theoretical intimations of Part I to
specific, empirical examples in Part II. Each chapter in Part II reads critically
some cultural, social, political phenomenon or feminist theoretical text with the
objective of illustrating how feminist discourse constructs race and how race in
turn, operates within that discourse.

Chapter Four, "The Socio-Symbolic Significance of Lani Guinier: The

African American Woman as the 'Unknown Other',” uses the empirical example
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of the Lani Guinier's nomination, in contrast to the nomination of Zoe Baird, to
explore the ways in which race, functions to "ground" racial difference as that
which is beyond the reach of feminist discourse. As an example of the (In)Visible
Objectification Discursive Strategy, this chapter argues that Lani Guinier's
nomination and subsequent withdrawal, is theoretically instructive because it
presents the "African American Woman" as always already outside of and
excessive to feminist interpretations. Using newspaper articles from the New
York Times and The Washington Post, as well as articles from numerous new
magazines, I analyze not only the ways in which Baird and Guinier were
constructed in the media, but also how (and if) a gendered or feminist 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 feminist analysis, was more
forthcoming in the case of Zoe Baird, than in the case of Lani Guinier because, as
a Black Woman, Lani Guinier fell outside the subject-position Woman. To
underscore the relationship between these two public nominations and the
responses they prompted to feminist theorizing, I suggest that the particular
configuration of Lani Guinier during her nomination process, and the absence of
a specific gendered analysis of that process, bespeaks of a larger problem in
feminist theory. I argue that the Lani Guinier nomination, compared to that of
Zoe Baird is instructive because it suggests that feminist theory reads the Black
Woman as incomprehensible. By using the popular feminist concepts of the
public versus the private sphere and rape, I breifly examine how feminist
articulations of "women's condition” are based upon the incomprehensibility of
the Black female body.

Chapter Five implicitly addresses the popular misconception that "post-
structural” or "postmodern” feminist critiques of the category Woman as

ahistorical, universal, and natural are also necessarily critiques against the
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trivialization of race in feminist analysis. It is assumed that anyone who adopts a
poststructuralist stance in their work by questioning the universality of the
category Woman, or by questioning the representation model of language, are
also seen as being sensitive to, and perhaps even contributing to, the project of
dismantling the racial hegemony embedded within the category Woman. Hence,
the focus of Chapter Five, entitled "Like Runaway Slaves: Language Games in
the Works of Monique Wittig," will examine the ways in which gender is re-
privileged in those texts that are generally considered "poststructuralist” or
"postmodern” in content and hence sensitive to issues of racial difference. "[If],
as bell hooks has noted, "[p]ostmodernist discourses are often exclusionary even
as they call attention to, [and] appropriate the experience of 'difference’ and
'Otherness, 110 then it is crucial that we explore both how such appropriations
take place and the implications of these kinds appropriations. By reading
closely the theoretical works of French feminist Monique Wittig, I will explore
the ways in which "race" is effectively erased in the text itself, even as it is used
(or perhaps because it is used) to dismantle biological or natural assumptions
that undergird the category "Woman."” Using Wittgenstein's notion of "language
games," [ argue that while the contemporary feminist focus on language as
productive is used to deconstruct the Man/ Woman binary, it simultaneously
constructs a gender/ race binary. My invocation of Wittengenstein's concept of
language games in this chapter is, I believe, neither contradictory nor
inexplicable. While I am aware of the theoretical tensions that may exist between
Foucault, Derrida, and Wittengenstein, my use of each of these theorists is for
one objective: to illustrate the production and function of race in feminist

thinking. In addition, feminists have discussed the merits and demerits of the

110pell hooks, Yearning, (Boston: South End Press, 1990), p.
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theories these men purport, and have, in many instances appropriated their ideas
and concepts into feminist analyses. As such, I see my limited use of these
varied, yet related concepts, as building on feminist work already completed.111
In terms of discursive strategies, this chapter contains an illustration of the
Analogy and Comparison Strategy and, to some extent, the (In)Visible
Objectification Strategy.

Chapter Six, entitled, “"What is a White Woman Anyway?": Responding to
Race in the 1990's," is taken from the title of an article written by Catherine
MacKinnon in 1993.112 In this chapter [ argue that feminists, white feminists to
be more precise, have begun to respond to critiques like: "feminism is a white
woman's project,” or "feminism is centered around or based upon the experience
white women," with anger and defensiveness. In contrast to the "guilt, shame,
and silence” whichcharacterized white women's response to race in the 1970's
and 1980's, these new responses to Black women's claims of racial privileging are
being met with not only hostility, but also accusations. The accusations usually

take the form of admonishing "women of color” for not being “totally inclusive"

111This is particularly the case with Derrida and Foucault. See for
example, Judith 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, Mary C. Rawlinson, and Emily Zakin,
eds., Derrida and Feminism: Recasting the Question of Woman, (New York and
London: Routledge, 1997); Margaret Ferguson and Jennifer Wicke, eds.,
Feminism and Postmodernism, (Durham: Duke University Press, 1994); Jane
Flax, Thinking Fragments: Psychoanalysis, Feminism, and Postmodernism in the
Contemporary West, op. cit.; Lois McNay, Foucault and Feminism: Power
Gender, and the Self, (Boston: Northeastern Universityt Press, 1992); Linda J.

Nicholson, ed., Feminism/ Postmodernism. (New York: Routledge, Chapman &

Hall, Inc. 1990); Jana Sawicki, Disciplining Foucault: Feminism, Power and the
Body, (New York: Routledge, 1991); Joan Scott, "Deconstructing Equality-

Versus-Difference: Or, the Uses of Poststructuralist Theory for Feminism," op. cit.

112See "From Practice to Theory, or What is a White Woman Anyway?," 4
Yale Journal of Law and Feminism (Fall 1991): 13-22.
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of all races and ethnicities, or for "overlooking class” in their analyses. Moreover,
Black feminists are figured as threatening, divisive, self-segregating and
excessively different. I read these responses as a particular kind of discursive
strategy-—Accusatory Defensiveness——that is deployed to deflect attention away
froma discussion on race. At the same time, I read such responses as a discussion
on race.

Through a close deconstructive reading of Alison Jaggar's and Paula
Rothenberg’s influential edited volume, Feminist Frameworks: Alternative

Theoretical Accounts of the Relations Between Women and Men, I examine how

white feminists view the work of Black feminist theorists. Often painted as
simple polemics, Black feminist scholarship is viewed as an accumulation of
years of Black women's critiques, not as a cohesive and systematic theory. The
story that feminist discourse tells about race in general, and Black feminist theory
in particular, is that it is a "diversionary 'special interest™ issue.113 To the extent
that Black feminist theory is granted the title of theory, it is figured as a special
kind of theory, existing outside the domains of "real” or "legitimate" feminist
scholarship.” As this last chapter illustrates, the ability to engage in this kind of
intellectual gatekeeping—i.e., deciding what feminist theory is and who can
produce its kind of theorizing —is another example of how the discourse
regulates is domain. Because discursive strategies are "regulated ways of
practicing the possibilities of discourse,” Accusatory Defensiveness, like other
discursive strategies, serves a regulatory function by undermining the
threatening implications of a racialized critique. In this case, Accusatory

Defensiveness operates through counter accusations of "exclusion,” by casting

113Phyllis Marynick Palmer, "White Women/Black Women: The Dualism
of Female Identity and Experience in the United States,"” Feminist Studies 9
(Spring 1983): 151-170.
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Black feminist scholarship outside feminist discourse.
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CHAPTER TWO
DISCURSIVE STRATEGIES IN FEMINIST THEORY

In the previous chapter, I argued for the necessity of viewing feminist
theory as a discursive practice which tells a story, or stories, about gender. Ialso
noted that to the extent that feminist theory, as a discourse, tells a story about
gender, it also tells a story about race. Part of what makes the story of gender
coherent and stable is the process of affirmation and negation that takes place
relative to gender and race respectively. That is, the stability of any gender
narrative depends upon the repression of race; of relegating race to a secondary
position. At the same time, however, this "secondary position” is both a product
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 of race is denied in feminist theory precisely because it is
figured as external to gender within the discourse. As a result, feminist theory,
as a discourse, (re)privileges the category gender, even as it depends upon the
category race. Feminist theory must also, ironically, (re)privilege the category
race precisely because it speaks of race. When feminist theory speaks of race, it
names it and brings it into existence within the discourse. However, this naming
must be acccompanied by a denial of the category race, which in turn
(re)privileges the catgeory gender.

I believe that feminist discourse provides a vivid dramatization of this
process of (re)privileging at the level of its own articulation, particularly when it
attempts to take as its object of analysis race or Black women-—categories which
its defines as always already existing outside of its boundaries. When feminist

theory attempts to "explain” or analyze racial difference, even among women,
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new and more sophisticated ways of linking itself back to gender as the primary
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 my use of it in this project. I then identify, define, and explain five such
strategies in feminist theory, and indicate the ways in which these strategies

insure the primacy of gender within feminist discourse.

I._On Discursive Strategies

In Foucault's work on discourses, there is an acknowledgement that
discursive formations "...give rise to certain organization of concepts, certain
regroupings of objects, certain types of enunciation, which form, according to
their degree of coherence, rigour, and stability, themes or theories..."l Foucault
calls these themes and theories "strategies,” because they "open a field of possible
options [that] enables various mutually exclusive architectures {i.e., a series or
structure of statements] to appear side by side or in turn."”2 The unity of a
discourse is best conceptualized as strategies because the teleological notion of
development that undergirds the concepts of themes or theories is problematic.
Whereas the "thematic” approach to unity anddisunity is explained by the
development of progressively better solutions to the same problem, the notion of
discursive strategies sees unity and disunity as the product of the ways in which

changes "are integrated into discursive practice without the general form of its

IMichel Foucault, Archeology of Knowledge, op. cit., 64.

2[bid., 66.
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regularity being altered.”3 So that claims about the significance of race to
"women'’s experience," for instance, may expose the workings and importance of
racism in the academy, politics, the labor force, social programs, police
protection, and family organization, to name a few, yet the discursive practice of
feminist theorizing continues to establish the same kind of relationship between
race and gender in an effort to perserve the commonality and coherence in
"feminist stories of gender.” Certainly, as Foucault has pointed out within the

context of the discourse of psychiatry,

new objects appear (new types of individuals, new classes of
behavior are chracterized as pathological), new modalities of
enunciation are put into operation (quantitative notations and
statistical calculations), new concepts are outlined (such as those of
degeneracy, perversion, neurosis), and of course new theoretical

structures [are] built [emphasis added].4

However, the appearance of "new objects,” "new enunciative models," new
concepts,” and "new theoretical structures” in feminist discourse, are not an
indication that feminist theory has expanded to include a new object of analysis
within its domain. Instead, the way in which these new elements are co-opted
into a discourse illustrates the self-containing and self-maintaining function of
discursive practices. The appearance of new objects, models, concepts, and
theories as they relate to race in feminist theory, do not destablize and render

untenable the boundaries of feminist discourse because they appear "through the

same laws and rules of formation'S that govern the discourse as a whole.

3Ibid., 74-75.
41bid., 75.

SIbid.
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According to Foucault, any discursive formation "can define the system of
formation of the different strategies that are deployed in it."6 However, unlike
Foucault, I am more interested in the discursive strategies themselves than in the
rules of formation that make such strategies possible. I am interested, in other
words, in identifying the different strategies that are deployed in feminist
discourse as it relates to the category race and the notion of racial difference.
Although the term "strategy” connotes a willfulness on behalf of an outside
"doer," it should be emphasized that discursive strategies reside within discourse
itself. Not only do discursive strategies reside within discourse, but they are the
product of the discourse's objective to constitute itself as the authority over a
specific subject matter. As such, discursive strategies are not static forms that are
externally produced and imposed. They are not "tactics” orginating in the minds
of and implemented by certain theorists who wish to constrain the confines of the
discourse. By the same token, "it should be noted that...strategies are not rooted
anterior to discourse, in the silent depths of choice that is [considered[ both
preliminary and fundamental... They are not determined in advance and pre-
figured in a quasi-microscopic form.”” Rather, discursive strategies are "the
points of choice a discursive formation makes available, 'the different
possibilities that it opens of reanimating [i.e., of prompting or putting back into
motion] already existing themes...of making it possible, with a particular set of
concepts, to play different games."® Discursive strategies indicate the finitude of
a discursive field. Strategies are put into play when the discourse cannot

authoritatively speak of an object; when it tries, in other words, to speak of an

6[bid., 68.

7Michel Foucault, Archeology of Knowledge, op. cit., 69, 70.

8Hubert 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

or

options [within a discourse] must be described as systematically
different ways of treating objects of discourse (of delimiting them,
regrouping or separating the, linking them together and making
them derive from one another), or arranging forms of
enunciation...and of manipulating concepts. [Discursive strategies,
then,] are regulated ways...of practicing the possibilities of
discourse"[emphasis added].9

As Dreyfus and Rabinow point out, those who are enmeshed within a
discourse, whose work help to constitute its boundaries and set up its rules of
regulation, cannot see the boundary-making and setting aspect of their
theorizing, not to mention the process of deploying a set of discursive strategies.

They

do not see themselves as restricted to a limited range of strategies.
Only 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, meaning that they
are important in maintining the stability of the discourse's boundaries.

Using the definition above, I argue that feminist discourse "give rise to
certain organization of concepts, certain regroupings of objects, certain types of
enunciation, which 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 words of Foucault, the appearance of

9Michel Foucault, Archeology of Knowledge, op. cit., 69-70.

10Hubert 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” or subjects like, ‘women of color,’ ‘Other women,' ‘and The Black
Woman." New ways of enunciation are put into operation in the form analytical
models like additive, multiplicative, and intersection models. The emergence of
new concepts appears under such names as 'triple oppression,’ 'white solipsism,’
'and womanism"; all of which give rise to new theoretical structures like
Multicultural Feminism, Black Feminist Thought, and Chicana Feminism. Like
all discourses, feminist discourse respond to its newly self-constructed objects, by
linking these objects back to the narrative in which it is embedded. That is,
feminist theory shores up its boundaries by co-opting or integrating potentially
subversive and destabilizing elements.

The "new objects,” "new enunciative models,” new concepts,” and "new
theoretical structures” described above are co-opted through the deployment 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 ways in which race is coded or
given meaning within 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 Comparison, (3) Adjectival
Modification, (4) (In)Visible Objectification and (5) Accusatory Defensiveness.
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These five strategies are not mutually exclusive. They are interdependent and
their use and meaning often overlap. The development of these strategies within
the literature is not necessarily chronological, although the first two strategies are
more prevalent in the First Wave feminist thinking and the early feminist

writings of the Second Wave.

II. Discursive Strategies in Feminist Theory

Exclusion and Denial

That feminist thinking excludes the experiences of African American
women and "other women of color" is perhaps the most widespread and
prominent critique lodged against feminist discourse. Zinn and others exemplify
this kind of critique when they state: "women of color have been virtually hidden
in feminist scholarship [and] made invisible by the erroneous notion of universal
womanhood."11 As a result, the [k]nowledge [produced by feminist scholarship
was| assumed to be 'universal’ [but] was actually based...on the experiences of
women who were white and primarily middle class."12

Generally speaking, the critique that race is excluded from feminist
discourse hinges on a definition of exclusion that means "a part from and
external to" that which is defined as the major subject of the discursive field—
gender. In this sense, " to exclude” means "to shut 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 Anzuldua, ed., Making Face/Soul, op. cit., 33.
121bid.

13From "exclude"” as defined in The World Book Dictionary, (Chicago:
Doubleday & Company, 1977), 740.

Ubid.
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Given this common and generally accepted definition, most analyses on
the exclusion of race from feminist scholarship take one of two forms: (1)
exclusion is explained in terms of willful or unconscious acts stemming 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.

When the exclusion of race is analyzed in terms of willful or unconscious
acts of exclusion, such acts constitute nothing less than "racism” and are prime
illustrations of “racist behavior" and thinking in feminist theorizing. In analyzing
the issue of racism in the early and contemporary feminist movements, hooks
represents this view when she states that white feminists "had been socialized to
accept and perpetuate racist ideology” and that their racism was revealed in
their "dialogues and writings" about "the American woman's experience."15 "In
most cases,” according to hooks, "this racism was an unconscious,

unacknowledged aspect of their thought."16 She explains it in this way:

[white feminists] attitudes toward black women were both racist
and sexist. [But] [t]heir racism did not assume the form of overt

expressions of hatred; it was far more subtle. It took the form of
simply ignoring the existence of black women or writing about

them using common sexist and racist stereotypes.17
Thus, "to deny the existence of black women [was] to exclude them from
the women's movement."18 As hooks points out, "exclude” in this context does

not mean that Black women were "overtly discriminated against...on the basis of

15"Racism and Feminism: The Issue of Accountability,” in Ain't [ A
Woman: Black Women and Feminism, op. cit., passim, 136-137.

161bid., 136.
171bid., 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 were 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 unexamined assumption that race is irrelevant in and to the "story of
gender.” To treat "race and class as secondary features in social organization”
and "to make gender relations primary is to assume that they create a set of
universal experiences more important than those of other inequalities."20
Because authors refuse to see the complex relationship that exists between race
and gender, the argument goes, the quality of the finished product is at best
questionable.

For other critics, the act or process of excluding race from feminist
theorizing has less to do with an author's intent, and more to do with the lack of
information on issues of race in feminist theory. As Zinn and others explain,
"race and class inequalities [are] set aside on the grounds that, while they are
important, we, [feminists], lack information that would allow us to incorporate
them in analysis."21 In addition, the exclusion of race may be viewed as a benign
oversight rather than an intentional and "racist" decision deliberately made by
the author. Feminist theorists "overlook" race primarily because it is treated as a

"secondary feature...in female subordination,"?2 and because Black women have

191bid.
20Maxine Baca Zinn, et. al., op. cit., 34.
211bid., 34.

22bid.
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been denied the kind of privilege white women have in publishing works about
themselves. As a result, exclusion is seen as the inevitable consequence of a
narrowly defined discursive field which is borne out of the lack of Black female
academics and the paucity of available resources on Black women and race.

There are, of course, problems with explaining exclusion in these two
ways. The first reading of the exclusion of race in feminist thinking locates the
problem with the author. Exclusion is the result of a "racist” mindset,-or of the
author's inability to think critically about his or her assumptions. The difficulty
in assessing whether or not an author "intended"” to be racist presents itself as a
major task, including defining precisely what constitutes racism. By what means
would one measure "intentions"? What would the criteria be for judging what is
and is not racist? Who would get to determine the criteria and on what basis
would such criteria be established? Would the absence of "intention" necessarily
rule out the possibility of "racist or racial thinking"?

In addition to the problem of identifying precisely what constitutes
"racism”, the "intentional” explanation for race-exclusion places the burden of
proof on women of color. Defining exclusion in this way, shifts the problem of
explaining the absence of race from those who produce the scholarship to those
who are "excluded” from it. As such, African American women would be
charged with the task of providing "evidence"” or "proof” that the author
"intended"” to exclude race.

Reading the exclusion of race in feminist theory in terms of oversight is
also problematic because it assumes that the appropriate solution is simply to
include race, i.e., to "add"” race where it had previously been left out. "Including”
or "adding” race is usually articulated in terms of specification, in which the

word "woman" is preceeded by an adjective (or a list of adjectives) designating
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racial or class difference.23 Because this kind of specification or modification is
viewed as a solution to exclusion, and not as an act of exclusion, it is never
questioned. Moreover, the addition-solution to race oversight also assumes that
adding or inserting the "modified"” and "specified" Woman would not change or
completely reconfigure the framework to which it is added.

The oversight explanation poses another problem: it locates the exclusion
of race in the lack of Black female academics and resources and not in the
conceptual paradigms that frame feminist scholarship. In so doing, the oversight
explanation functions as a form of the victim-blaming rationale by implicitly
asserting the circular and tautological argument: Black women are absent from
feminist scholarship because they are absent from feminist scholarship.

In addition to the problems outlined above, neither of the two approaches
to reading race speaks to the theoretical structure and practice of feminist theory.
Both approaches define the "presence” or "inclusion” of race in terms of whether
or not some "representable” form of it is visible in the text, including the
"presence” of a racial signifier. The assumption that the absence of a racial
signifier constitutes the exclusion of race from a discourse presumes that
"absence" itself cannot be a part of feminist theoretical practice. The intentional-
racist and oversight approaches preclude us from asking: What theoretical
practices makes exclusion both necessary and possible? How does feminist
theory participate in producing the exclusion of race as well as constructing it as
a "problem” (to be solved)? What role does exclusion play in feminist theory, i.e.,
what does the "exclusion” of race allow feminist theory to do? Do the roles that
race-exclusion play alert us to a different reading of exclusion that is not based

on the visibility of a racial signifier?

23[ say more about this in my discussion of the third discursive strategy,
Adjectival Modification.
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[ offer these critical comments on the nature of exclusion not by way of an
apologia, but as starting point for re-thinking how race and (its) "exclusion” is
conceptualized in feminist theory. In examining the nature of race-exclusion in
feminist theory, [ am unconvinced that one should expend energy to determine
whether or not such acts are indeed racist, and I question the notion that the
"intention” of the author should in fact be our focus.2* Again, this is not to
suggest that specific feminist texts, and feminist discourse in general, do not
convey racist ideas. Not only does feminist discourse and the canonical texts that
comprise it convey racist ideas, but it creates, constructs, appropriates and
perpetuates problematic racialized ways of thinking, regardless of whether it
"intends” to or not. Focusing on the intention of the author or the alleged lack of
scholarly resources, however, cannot be the basis for explaining the exclusion of
race because intention and lack cannot account for the ways in which feminist
thinking, nevertheless, betrays its own racist ideas and assumptions. I
emphasize the word "betray” to the underscore those moments in which feminist
theorizing accidently or unconsciously exposes it own markings of racial myopia.
The concept of betrayal is also important because it questions the assumption
that feminist theory is a natural ally to issues of race and racism, and that
feminist discourse is a neutral discursive ground on which to think through the
complexity of race, class, and gender.Z> Feminist theory's inability to speak for
"women," especially for African American women and "other women of color,”

implies a kind of unfaithfulness to accomplish what the discourse claims it has

24Similar issues are raised in Roland Barthes, "The Death of an Author,” in
Image, Music, Text, (New York: Hill and Wang, ) and Michele Foucault, "What

is an Author?” in Language, Counter Memory, Practice, (Cornell University
Press, 1977).

25 Assupmtions are listed on pages 23-25.
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the ability to do——speak for "women." Focusing on the intention of the author or
the alleged lack of resources on race locks one into an approach that seeks to
define what exclusion is as oppose to how it operates. Not only does reading
exclusion as an act of an individual's will, or as the inevitable outcome 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 "women as a group.”

Thus, exclusion cannot be reduced to conventional arguments. Debating
over an author's intentions, or about whether exclusion constitutes racism, or
even about whether or not certain fundamental feminist concepts,?6 despite their
"exclusion” of race, are neverthelss applicable to women as a group, keeps us
locked into a representation-referential framework. Because of this, it is
necessary to re-read "exclusion” and to dislodge it from its representation-
referential frame. When a racial signifier, or a specifically racialized subject, is
visibly absent from a feminist text, it is assumed that race is excluded—i.e., shut
out—from the text. It is assumed that race has no role or "place” in the story of
gender.

In keeping with the general definition of exclusion: "a part from and
external to; to shut out...to give no place to [by] prevent[ing] the existence,
occurence or use of...to reject from consideration or notice,"27 [ contend that the
exclusion of race must be read, not as that "thing" which is "missing” from
feminist stories of gender, but as that category which is discursively constructed,

within the stories themselves, as existing outside of and apart from those stories.

26Judith Grant, Fundamental Feminism: Contesting the Core Concepts of
Feminist Theory, (New York: Routledge, 1993).

27The World Book Dictionary, op. cit., 740.

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



85

If race is discursively constructed by and within feminist stories of gender, then it
must also have a particular discursive function. For the most part, the category
race and especially Black women, function within feminist discourse as that
which is outside of the discourse. Putting aside the specific function of race for
the moment, the point that I want to emphasize here is that in order to function
within a discourse, to be defined by a discourse, race can never be "shut out
from that discourse and giv[en] no place...by preventing [its] existence, occurence
or use of" because it is always already a part of that discourse. Race, however it
is defined and whatever its functions may be, helps to construct feminist
discourse as a discourse, and as such is a constitutive and productive part of it.
Therefore, it cannot never be "excluded"” from it.

What I am suggesting, is that the exclusion and denial of both the
category race and Black women as subjects, must be read as a discursive strategy-
-—i.e., as a regulatory way of practicing the discourse. Re-reading instances of
exclusion and denial as the deployment of a discursive strategy, rather than an
act of racism, allows one to think about the function and position of race in
feminist discourse. When read as a discursive strategy, exclusion and denial is
no longer defined as the "absence of a visible racial signifier,” but as a specific
theoretical or discursive move that solidifies the boundaries of feminst discourse
and insures the prominence and stability of the category gender. The Exclusion
and Denial strategy, like all discursive strategies, limits what can and cannot be
said within a discourse because its function is by nature constrictive and
regulatory. These discursive strategies assume a regulatory and perservative
responsibility by ensuring that gender remains the privileged category and by
maintaining a coherent and non-disruptive narrative about patriarchy and the
oppression of "women as group.” Exclusion and Denial, like the Analogy and

Comparison, Adjectival Modification, (In)Visible Objectification, and Accusatory
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Defensiveness Strategies, create the conceptual view that race is separate from
gender and therefore inappropriate as an object of analysis in feminist discourse.
The exclusion and denial of race in feminist discourse occurs in two forms:
it is either explicitly stated or implicitly inferred. When explicitly stated, feminist
thinkers clearly and categorically assert the irrelevancy and insignificance of race
to the condition of "women as an oppressed group.” In these instances, race is
declared as immaterial, extraneous, and unimportant and this then, serves as the
basis for "excluding” race from the analysis. The result is an analysis of "women's
oppression” in which race has been written and spoken out of existence.
According to the traditional argument, to speak or write race out of existence, is
to "exclude" it from feminist thinking. The irony of course, is that once race is
spoken of, once it is announced as irrelevant and immaterial, it becomes a part of
feminist discourse, as well as a product of feminist discursive practices.28
Explicit claims against the relevancy and significance of race are, at the very
least, empirical examples of the occurence of the signifier "race” in feminist
discourse. That is, such claims are, at the most basic level, indications that the
word "race” does indeed appear within feminist thinking and theoretical texts.
However, to simply note the appearance of the signifier race does not account for
the nature of its appearance, or how race operates when it does appear. The fact
that race is spoken of, even if only in terms of its irrelevancy, must be explained,
and analyzed. To put it more precisely, an examination 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 women's

oppresstion.

28By this I mean that feminist theory produces specific constructions of
race that are both necessary to, as well as a product of, its narrative structure.
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The second manner in which race is excluded and denied in feminist
discourse is through implicit inference. Unlike clear and explicit statements on
the irrelevance of race to gender, this form of exclusion either fails to mention
race at all, or constructs it in metaphoric of metonymic terms. Feminist analyses
that "fail to mention race” do not contain within them visible racial signifiers, nor
does race, as a category, figure into or shape the argument or analysis. In
contrast to explicitly stated exclusion, in this version, race is not explicitly spoken
or written of (even in terms of its irrelevancy) because the presumption is: to talk
about the condition of women is to not talk about race. Feminist theorizing that
takes as its point of departure a common oppression rooted in "the bonds of
womanhood” is indirectly suggesting that gender relations are uninformed by
race relations. For this reason, the implicit exclusion and denial of race is marked
by silence, i.e., the absence of racial signifiers and the lack of statements naming
its irrelevance.

Implicit exclusion of race may also occur when race is invoked in
metaphorical or metonymic terms. In each case, the consolidation of a feminist
concept or term is made possible through metaphors and metonyms that evoke
racial "blackness.” That is, feminist discourse often makes use of what Toni
Morrison calls, "symbolic figurations of balckness,2? that stand in for race, as a
way of signifying race, without explicitly acknowledging (or realizing) that this
process of signification is at work.

The Exclusion and Denial strategy, in both its explicit and implicit forms,
suggests that the "exclusion” of race in feminist discourse is an inverted form of
inclusion. By this I mean that, race is turned inward on itself; it is "included” and

put into service only to perform its own erasure. Race is included, i.e., spoken of

29Playing in the Dark, op. cit., p. ix.
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and written of, only to the extent that it then must be "excluded”; it is invoked
only to be revoked. As soon as race is "spoken of” and brought into existence, it
must 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 simultaneously constructing its exclusion.

This kind of exclu;ion does not, on its face, "shut [race] out” of feminist
discourse [by] prevent[ing its] occurrence or use.” On 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 other words, produces and constitutes race as a
sign of absence. The production of race as a sign of absence éuggests 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, when constructed in absentia, the role of race is "to be
absent”; to function in silence "as silence.” An important distinction to remember
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 feminist discourse.

Viewing exclusion and denial as a discursive strategy, as a theoretical
move practiced in feminist discourse, illustrates the importance of race in and to
feminist theorizing. It illustrates that race is a necessary prelude to constructing
and consolidating a coherent notion of a common 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 feminism.30 While

30"Feminist Frameworks" is a concept devloped in Alison Jaggar's and
Paula Rothenberg's Feminist Frameworks: Alternative Theoretical Accounts of
the Relations Between Women and Men, Third Edition. (New York: McGraw
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it is impossible to document each occurrence or use of this strategy, a few
examples will serve to demonstrate precisely how the Exclusion and Denial
strategy operates.

The Exclusion and Denial strategy, as stated above, operates in and
undergirds all feminist frameworks. Because "feminist frameworks" are
"theories....[explaining] the conditions which restrict women's freedom to
determine [their] own lives,"3] these frameworks necessarily privilege the
category gender in their analyses. In their definition, Jaggar and Rothenberg
make this clear when they define feminist frameworks as

systems of ideas [and] conceptual structures that feminists can use
in explaining, justifying, and guiding their action. Typically, a
feminist framework is a comprehensive analysis of the nature
and causes of women's oppression and a correlated set of
proposals for ending it [emphasis added].32

To the extent that a "feminist framework...analy[zes]... the nature and
causes of women's oppression,” it does so at the expense of race. "Typically,”
feminist frameworks (re)produce the gender/race binary by not only privileging
the category gender, but by setting race in opposition to it. A Liberal Feminist
framework for example, may critique political social contract theory as a
patriachal disguise for the "sexual contract,"33 but it will fail to see the ways in

which the state is fundamentally founded upon a racial contract that cannot be

Hill Book Company, 1993). This volume is currently in its 3rd edition. For a
discussion of race in relation to this book in particular, see Chapter 5.

31Alison M. Jaggar and Paula Rothenberg Struhl, Feminist Frameworks,
First Edition, op. cit., . xii.

32[bid., Second Edition, p. xii.

33Carole Pateman, The Sexual Contract, (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 1988).
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separated from its gendered component.3¢ In a like manner, a Marxist Feminist
framework is adept as documenting and analyzing the ways in which capitalism
extracts and exploits labor from women. It describes the nature of women's work
as involving the production of use values, commodities, as well as workers.
However, with its emphasis on "women's work™ and women's position under
capitalism as a separate economic class, a Marxist Feminist framework cannot
provide insight into the ways in which "women's work" has been historically
racialized. That is, despite its various constructions and critiques of "women's
work,"” a Marxist Feminist framework does not and cannot provide an analysis of
Black women's work outside the home as consisting of working inside the homes
of white families. Black women's venture into the "public sphere,” i.e., into the
world of paid work outside the home, consisted of performing duties inside the
home of another family unit. Symbolically, Black women's paid work, especially
from Reconstruction through the 1960's, was tantamount to trading the work of
one "private sphere” for another. Moreover, a Marxist feminist framework is
inattentive to those periods in history-—slavery, sharecropping, and Jim
Crowism-—which economically initiated, buttressed or supported capitalism on
racially-based grounds. These shortcomings render concepts like "women's
work” and "women as a class” inapplicable to Black women and demonstrate that
their coherency is built upon the absence of race. Socialist and Global Feminist
frameworks, like Liberal and Marxist Feminist frameworks, privilege gender
difference and relegate race to a secondary or non-existent role. Borrowing from
Marxist and other feminist paradigms, these two frameworks emphasize the

ways in which patriarchy is rooted in both class and sexuality issues.

34N. Kly, Race and the Social Contract. See also, Race and Enlightenment,
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 most use of
race to insure that privileged position, is Radical Feminism. Radical Feminism,
in all of its varieties, is distinguished by its "insistence that the oppression of
women is fundamental."36 There are, according to Jaggar and Rothenberg,

several different ways this Radical Feminist claim may be interpreted:

1. That women were, historically, the first oppressed group.

2. That women's oppression is the most widespread, existing in
virtually every known society.

3. That women's oppression is the deepest in that it is the hardest
form of oppression to eradicate and cannot be removed by
other social changes such as the abolition of class society.

4. That women's oppression causes the most suffering to its
victims, qualitatively as well as quantitatively, although this
suffering may go unrecognized because of the sexist
prejudices if both the oppressor and the victims.

5. That women's oppression...provides a conceptual model for
understanding all other forms of oppression.37

While "[d]ifferent radical feminists emphasize different aspects of the
fundamental nature of women's oppression...all agree at least on the first three
claims listed above."38 [f women's oppression is "first," "the most widespread,”
and "the deepest...[and] hardest form to eradicate” then the category race,
following this logic, must be "second," "less widspread,” and "more superficial
and easier to erradicate.” Whether this is "true" or not is not the issue. The point

is that feminist discourse, as is articulated through various feminist frameworks

35Listed in Jaggar and Rothenberg, op. cit.,
36Jaggar and Rothenberg, 2nd edition, op. cit., 86.
37Ibid., 86.

381bid.
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and feminist texts, constructs race as unimportant, secondary, and irrelevant.
Feminist theorists invoke race, and assert its irrelevancy as a way of eliminating
it from the analysis. This theoretical strategy, this move to exclude and deny
race, produces and insures the unity of the feminist subject "we women."
Without race operating either in a secondary position or in absentua , the
"oppression of women as women" would not exist.

A more concrete example of this occurs in Andrea Dworkin's Woman
Hating. On the first page of the introduction, Dworkin explains the purpose of
her book: "The core of this book is an analysis of sexism (that system of male
dominance), what 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 what the oppression
of women is, how it functions, [and] how it is rooted in psyche and cluture."40
The "oppression of women," as defined and articulated by Dworkin does not,
indeed cannot, encompass race. Her definition of "women's oppression” is
predicated on producing race (and class) as irrelevant categories. Dworkin
defines "women's oppression” in this manner: "The nature of women's
oppression is unique: women are oppressed as women regardless of class or
race [emphasis added]."4!

As a typical example of the Exclusion and Denial strategy, Dworkins’
definition illustrates that race is not "excluded” from the definition of "women's
oppression.” This definition contains within it the signifier "race,” therefore it is

visibly "included" within the text. In fact, Dworkin has many racial and ethnic

39Andrea Dworkin, Woman Hating, (New York: E.P. Dutton & Co., Inc,,
1974), 17.

401bid., 22.

411bid., 23.
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