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Introduction

KATE CONWAY-TURNER

This volume is an expression of joy in that it commemorates the
twentieth anniversary of the Women'’s Studies Program at the Uni-
versity of Delaware. This program was part of the early wave of
women’s studies program development. Our twenty-plus year his-
tory at this institution has created a legacy of scholarship, curriculum
development, and application of feminist research that frames our
current academic work. This volume illustrates the distance that
this and similar women'’s studies programs across the country have
-traveled from the early 1970s, when the first programs were cau-
‘tiously begun, to the current existence of many well-developed pro-
grams and departments in the 1990s. This volume also reflects the
rich resources available to women’s studies scholars as they work
individually and collectively to explore the impact of gender from
interdisciplinary perspectives.

All essays housed in this volume were originally presented at a
conference commemorating the twentieth anniversary of women'’s
studies at the University of Delaware, in April 1994. For two days,
over one hundred scholars came together from across the nation and
presented material focusing on the conference theme of “Interdisci-
plinarity and Identity.” This selection of essays represents works
that address the need for women’s studies scholarship to cut across
disciplines, to be located within a feminist framework, to continually
redefine and develop appropriate methodologies, and to translate
our academic work into products that address critical issues and
concerns facing women and women'’s creative scholarship.

This volume is divided into three sections: “Feminist Theory,”
“Feminist Methodology,” and “Translating Feminist Work into Ac-
tion.” In the section on feminist theory, representing varied disci-
plines and exploring different contextual issues, researchers explore
issues of feminist theory, particularly as it guides us into the future.
Robert Jensen in “Men’s Lives and Feminist Theory” challenges men
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to embrace feminist philosophies and Margaret Randall in “Gather-
ing Rage: The Failure of Twentieth-Century Revolutions to Develop
a Feminist Agenda” invites societies to look more closely and to use
feminist theory in developing societal agendas. However, the other
authors, Karen Bojar, Blanche Radford Curry, and Alma Vinyard
demand that feminist theorists critically explore less obvious pa-
rameters and include often excluded subpopulations. Section 2 pro-
vides a glimpse of the diversity of methodologies that may be used
when engaging in feminist explorations. Emanating from distinct
disciplinary backgrounds (literature, music, theology, and human
development) these scholars examine the use of, and development
of, methodologies that allow them to engage in feminist research.
In “Subject to Speculation: Assessing the Lives of African-American
Women in the Nineteenth Century,” Carla L. Peterson validates the
use of speculation as a tool in feminist research; Victoria O’Reilly
and Joy Bostic develop and define feminist methodologies in and
through music. This section concludes with Mary Morgan in “The
Process of Critical Science in Exploring Racism and Sexism with
Black College Women” utilizing a participatory methodology in ex-
ploring racism in the lives of African-American college women.

In section 3, scholars focus their attention on translating feminist
work into action. Investigating different domains (medicine, science/
math, and family and public policy) researchers translate their femi-
nist scholarship into areas of application. In the essay, “Crossing
Boundaries: Bringing Life into Learning,” Ellen Goldsmith and
Sonja Jackson use poetry to enhance the teaching of a patient care
course in radiologic technology. This essay provides an excellent
example of how interdisciplinarity can create an environment for
heightened learning. In the subsection on science and math, John
Kellermeier uses social scientific information on race, class, gender,
and feminist thought in the development of a class exploring Euro-
centrism and androcentrism in mathematics. In “Interdisciplinarity
in Research on Wife Abuse: Can Academics and Activists Work
Together?,” Jacquelyn C. Campbell challenges scholars and activists
to cross the boundaries that have typically divided them and thus,
truly meet the needs of women who have been abused. These exam-
ples are a few of the many ways in which scholars challenge the
boundaries of disciplines to address concrete concerns.

The tradition of calling on multiple disciplines to explore the im-
pact of gender is one that characterizes the national trend in women'’s
studies. The multidisciplinary contributions to women'’s studies re-
flect the multiple domains that typify feminist scholarship nationally.



INTRODUCTION 11

These sections together represent scholarly work that is centered
in feminist theory, focused on the continual refinement of feminist
methodologies, and primed to continue the challenge of translating
the academic to action. These scholars represent the breadth of re-
scarch across the academy that continues to explore women'’s issues.
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Introduction

SuzANNE CHERRIN

A man tries to break down his steady girlfriend’s resistance to sexual
intercourse, yet even as he coerces her, he is troubled by the mixed
messages of his own sexual lessons. A woman disagrees with many
of the gender directives stemming from Catholic theology, vet she
continues church-based volunteer activities because through them
she remains a vital member of an “enduring community.” She feels
that she belongs. Women in past and contemporary revolutions par-
ticipate because they believe they are working for a progressive,
egalitarian future. All too often, the resulting government fails to
develop a feminist agenda, leaving women disillusioned and weaken-
ing the nation’s humanitarian potential. An African-American
woman and a European-American woman come together at a femi-
nist conference. The white woman tries to establish rapport by fo-
cusing on their common challenges and oppressions. This strategy
does not create a sense of unity; instead the black woman feels mis-
understood, marginalized, at worst invisible. A women’s studies
professor tells students that the feminist perspective seeks to elimi-
nate multiple oppressions, but subsequent examples almost always
focus on a white middle-class U.S. norm.

Theories are constructed from real-life observations like these.
General frameworks help to interpret reality and to guide social
action. The best theories can be applied to a wide range of situations
and can be modified when too many contradictions appear. All femi-
nist theories critique patriarchy. They seek nothing less radical than
to equalize the distribution of power between women and men. The
essays in this section represent some of the most exciting examples of
the uses of feminist theory and offer suggestions to enhance personal
growth, to bridge differences, and to eftect positive change by trans-
forming theory into action. In some instances, concrete interpersonal
and social situations challenge an application of existing feminist
frameworks. By viewing feminist thought through the contingen-
cies of diverse human experience, we open our minds to new ques-

1
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16 SECTION 1: FEMINIST THEORY

tions and ultimately create better theories and develop more
appropriate action.

Robert Jensen believes that feminism goes beyond an analysis of
men’s oppression of women. He would like to convince men to take
the feminist perspective seriously and personally. Feminism, says
Jensen, explains one’s social location in an interlocking system of
multiple oppressions “based on similar dynamics of domination and
subordination.” His appeal to men to embrace a profeminist perspec-
tive is probably most effective when he connects sexism to the isola-
tion, alienation, and pain many men in our culture experience. A
common theme in contemporary men’s movements is the “father
wound.” Many males have grown up with emotionally distant to
outright abusive fathers—the result of masculine socialization. Jen-
sen may make male readers uncomfortable in his discussion of the
relationship of sex to attempted rape. He strives to convince readers
that male privilege has malignant side effects for men, that feminism
doesn’t male-bash and that as a perspective it remains the best com-
prehensive challenge to breaking down gender and other hierarchical
systems. This essay is sure to raise questions and to open minds.

Despite the fact that all feminist perspectives share an interest in
gender equality, they differ on how best to achieve it. Cultural or
“difference” feminists view women and men as socially and emo-
tionally dichotomous. In this view female advancement could be
accomplished by enhancing and valuing women’s unique contribu-
tions to society. On the other hand, “women’s rights” feminism,
expressed by a liberal feminist agenda, assumes that gender differ-
ences are a social construction and that an appropriate goal of femi-
nism is to facilitate parity by offering women equal job opportunity,
individual expression, and integration into all aspects of public life.
Karen Bojar’s examination of volunteerism provides a model to fur-
ther explore the component of these perspectives. Her account of
the history and current status of women'’s volunteer activities raises
an important question. Does volunteerism subvert women's strides
toward equality or does it provide an alternative route to public
involvement and individual recognition? The answer to this question
is far from simple. For example, Bojar points out that women are
increasingly called on to do extracurricular work as a normal part
of their jobs. Feminist organizations, like traditional organizations,
rely on the unpaid services of women. She also brings personal
satisfaction into the equation, declaring that women’s involvement
in the traditional volunteer area provides more of a “permanent”
community than “progressive” organizations. (Caregiving provided
through women’s volunteer work supports social well-being, and
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may bring about intrinsic rewards yet this work receives insutticient
recognition.) Bojar gives us one of the clearest illustrations of some
of the inherent contradictions contained under the fabric of temi-
nism. This essay will spark a lively discussion.

Socialism and socialist revolutions promise that women will bene-
fit from a reorganization of society, guided by the principle of equal-
ity for all. Margaret Randall uses the case of Nicaragua to
demonstrate that a socialist agenda must go beyond rhetoric and
fully incorporate the ideals of gender equality to deliver that prom-
ise. Randall provides a description of the status of women in Nicara-
gua from pre-Columbian times through the rise and downfall of the
Sandanistas. She notes that Nicaraguan women wanted to be part
of the revolutionary front (rsLN). Women who fought for the San-
danista cause risked their lives and were sometimes captured, tor-
tured, and raped. Despite this, they were often utilized in very
traditional roles, symbolized, for instance, by the “Committee of
Mothers.” They were rarely included in top leadership positions.
Randall weighs evidence that the loss of Sandanista power many
serve as a catalyst for greater inclusion of women in decision-making
roles, fulfilling the promise of socialist feminism. These themes,
connecting socialist ideas, willingness to fight for a cause, and unre-
alized gender equality repeat themselves throughout the world.

One of the most important challenges within feminism today is to
honor the multiplicity of theoretical perspectives and corresponding
practices while working to prevent destructive factionalism. Blanche
Radford Curry describes how African-American women have been
ignored and marginalized by European-American feminists. White
women often believe they can best connect with their black, Asian,
and Hispanic sisters by ignoring racism and by focusing on “com-
mon ground” issues. Curry helps us see that a “color-blind” ap-
proach deprives women (and men) of an important part of their
identity. There are additional barriers to an inclusive, multicultural
feminist framework: when white women equate sexism with racism
it evades introspection of white privilege. Curry reviews and synthe-
sizes past and current strategies to reach an equal and inclusive theo-
retical framework and plan of action. She accurately notes that
diverse ethnic groups are interacting in societal institutions and that
an increasing number of individuals have multiple cultural back-
grounds. Should feminists represent the interest of “all” women by
focusing on commonalities? According to Curry, feminists must
first confront both the differences among women and the power
dimension because of cthnic and racial stratification. They must then
work to not deny cach other, to “know” each other, and to learn
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about others and themselves from this knowledge. The author pro-
vides an optimistic formula for enriching feminist theory and the
feminist community through cultural pluralism. She shows how an
inclusive feminist theory can be transformed into inclusive femi-
nist action.

Alma Vinyard extends Curry’s ideas to a challenge within the
academy. She reminds us that those with more power and privilege
are able to define those with less power and privilege. She cautions
white women’s studies scholars and professors to internalize respect
for all women and to apply this principle in the classroom. The
increasing diversity of the student population, along with the growth
of global women’s studies, makes egalitarian teaching even more

important.

The selections here highlight diverse uses of feminist theory.
These intriguing examples move theory from an abstract exercise
into the multiple layers of our world and lives.



Men’s Lives and Feminist Theory

ROBERT JENSEN

T'ue two main points of this essay may seem self-evident or simplis-
tic to feminists, but they are important for men to consider: (1) For
men who are confused (i.c., facing problems related to their emo-
tional lives, sexuality, their place in society, and gender politics—in
other words, me and virtually every other man [ have ever met)
feminism offers the best route to understanding the politics of such
personal problems and coming to terms with those problems; and
(2) if men accept the first point, feminism will confront and confuse
us about ourselves, and our job is to embrace, not run, from that
challenge. Put more simply, (1) Men need to take feminism seri-
ously; and (2) to take it personally, for their own sake as well as in
the interests of justice.

While these may seem like commonsense observations, they are
not casy for men to come to terms with. When 1 began studying
feminism six years ago, I did not immediately realize that feminism
explained not only men’s oppression of women, but my isolation,
alienation, and pain. Nor did [ realize that I could understand myself
through feminism without denying my participation in the oppres-
sion of women or falsely equating men’s and women'’s problems.
While I understood that the personal is political, I was slow to realize
that the phrase applied not only to women but to me; it took time
for me to understand that feminism required me to not only criticize
patriarchal constructions of masculinity in the abstract, but to be
unrelenting in my critique of my own behavior.

[ was socialized and trained to be a man in this culture, and like
most men, I learned my lessons well. Feminism helps me reject
patriarchal constructions of masculinity and, at the same time, re-
minds me that my identity was formed within that patriarchal con-
struction. For me to both help myself and make good on my
commitments to feminism, [ must confront that male identity in a

This essay was originally published in Race, Gender, and Class, 2, no. 2 (winter
1995): 111-25.

19



20 SECTION 1: FEMINIST THEORY

responsible and politically progressive manner using feminist theory.
If I want to understand myself and my society, I must be willing to
apply, in ways that can be difficult and distressing, a feminist critique
to my life, and to leave that process open to evaluation by women.
This approach differs from the goals and methods of the men’s
movement (see various critiques in Hagan, 1992); I suggest that men
should reject being part of any men’s movements and—for their
own sake as well as for the sake of women, children, and the
world—engage feminism.

I am not suggesting that women in general, or that feminists in
particular, should focus more on men’s pain or that women have
an obligation to like and trust men who advertise themselves as
profeminist.! However, the common goal of liberation can connect
men and women; [ come to feminist theory with the realization that
my future as a fully moral and responsible human being depends on
women’s liberation.

While this essay is rooted in personal experience, my goal is not
to use it as a confessional or to hold myself up as a model; I do
not write to cast myself as one of the “good guys,” distinct from
nonfeminist men. Instead, [ want to use my own admittedly stum-
bling progress toward these goals to make some tentative claims
about this liberatory process. I will begin with a short discussion of
the contemporary men’s movement and identity politics, then move
on to explain why men should take feminism seriously and
personally.

Male Identity

“Identity politics,” as it is commonly used, suggests that group
identities can be the basis of analysis and action. This essay is a call
for a progressive male identity politics that uses a feminist critique
of male power and male sexuality, and that requires of men an honest
engagement with their lives and a commitment to real change. Be-
cause we usually think of identity politics as a way for marginalized
groups, such as African Americans or lesbians and gays, to resist
oppressive power, it may seem odd to talk of a progressive identity
politics for heterosexual men. My male identity gives me privilege
and protects me: What kind of liberatory identity politics can a
straight white boy have?

By a progressive male identity politics, I mean the process of
understanding one’s social location and practicing a politics informed
by that understanding. Identity is not static and dictated by biology,
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but is the product of the obstacles or privileges that the culture in
which one lives attaches to one’s characteristics. Identity politics
need not be essentialist nor falsely totalizing, but simply an acknowl-
edgment of the pattern of those obstacles and privileges. It we view
identity as a strategy for action, not as an essentialist marker, we
can focus on how all oppressions in this culture are interlocking,
mutually reinforcing, and based on some similar dynamics of domi-
nation and subordination. Identity politics is often criticized for turn-
ing people inward, toward themselves and others in their groups,
and for inhibiting coalition-building. But rather than fragmenting
resistance to oppression, an understanding of politics informed by
identity can produce solidarity. In my own life, feminism was the
first critical approach I discovered, and what I learned about power
and oppression from feminist theory led me to a new understanding
of racism, heterosexism, and the w orkmgs of class/wealth privilege.

Understanding identity in this way makes it possible that a man
might choose to become a traitor to his privilege, to take an anti-
patriarchal stance, and to do whatever work in resistance that one
finds meaningful. Resistance to institutionalized sexism (which im-
plies and demands, I think, resistance to white supremacy, hetero-
sexism, and class-based oppression as well) is obviously not the only
option, nor the most popular option with men. My goal is to tind
a way to persuade men that their identity politics should be based
on a feminist critique, which is no small task in this culture. One
of the hurdles is to convince men that feminism is not crude “male-
bashing.” To some men, any feminist criticism will be perceived
that way, and countering that image 1s difficult. But in six years of
interaction with feminists, including a number of lesbian and radical
feminists, [ have never been bashed. T have been held accountable
for my behavior, and I have been told when my presence in a group
was not preferred. I have not always felt comfortable listening to
feminist critiques, of men or of me, but [ have never been attacked,
harassed, or intimidated simply for being a man. Whatever criticism
[ have received has been offered, if not kindly, at least clearly with-
out malice.

Clearly, a commitment to feminism is not the only avenue open
to men. A man might recognize his various forms of privilege and
decide to actively work to shore up that privilege by being, if not
antifeminist, at least nonfeminist. This is the approach of the men’s
rights movement, which casts men as the victims of women’s libera-
tion movements and of men’s lack of attention to their own needs.
The men’s movement is right in identifying the way in which some
men are hurt by rigid gender norms, but this analysis often fails to
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distinguish between the suffering of those who, as a class, hold
power and the oppression of those who do not. Many men are
miserable in this culture, and that misery is sometimes tied to gender
politics. Being miserable, however, is not the same as being op-
pressed (Frye, 1983, p. 1). When men experience things that we
could call “oppression,” they are tied to other systems of power,
such as racism, class/wealth privilege, and heterosexism. None of
these systems work wholly separately, but men are not oppressed
along a gender axis; men are not oppressed as men in contemporary
U.S. culture (Clatterbaugh, 1992). For example, men often point
out that because they have been the only ones drafted into military
service, they are oppressed (Farrell, 1993, chap. 5). This ignores the
fact that certain men created and maintained a system in which only
men are drafted and that men hold the vast majority of positions of
power in the military. While it makes sense to talk about the way
in which elite men tend to impose the duty of killing and dying
disproportionately on poor or nonwhite men—to inject a class or
race analysis—it is nonsensical to suggest that men are oppressed
as men.

A less political path for men who want to obscure the real-life
consequences of sexism for men and women is what is commonly
called the “mythopoetic wing” of the men’s movement, but that
might more accurately be called a form of “masculinist nationalism

. a reconstellation of patriarchal rules and roles and an attempt
to consolidate cockocratic power in response to challenges from the
women’s movement” (Caputi and MacKenzie, 1992, pp. 71-72).
These men acknowledge the problems with traditional gender
roles—“the images of adult manhood given by the popular culture
are worn out; a man can no longer depend on them” (Bly, 1990,
p. ix)—and pay lip service to women'’s problems—how the “dark
side of men” has resulted in the “devaluation and humiliation of
women” (Bly, 1990, p. x). The mythopoetic men’s movement
understands that traditional markers of masculinity—repression of
emotion and vulnerability, and a need to control and dominate—are
destructive. But in its commitment to Bly’s celebration of the “Wild
Man”—to the idea that being a man is centrally about a power and
strength that flows from an essential “deep” masculinity—the men’s
movement undercuts its own project. While some of these men be-
lieve that the solution to sexism lies in rescuing the concept of mas-
culinity from crude machismo, my concern is that in a deeply
entrenched patriarchal system, men’s obsession with masculinity—
no matter how it is reconceptualized—usually ends up reinforcing
male power. Michael Kimmel (1992, p. 12) points out that this



MEN’S LIVES AND FEMINIST THEORY 23

movement is the latest attempt by men in American culture, in
response to women’s movements, “to create islands of untainted
masculinity” rather than to examine critically the claim that there
are essential characteristics of the masculine. Said another way by
bell hooks (1992, p. 112), the emphasis of these men seems to be
“more on the production of a kind of masculinity that can be safely
expressed within patriarchal boundaries” than a critique of
patriarchy.

The antipatriarchal position I take is rooted not only in feminist
theory, but in a growing body of literature by men who embrace
the insights of feminist theorists and activists. In general, these men
reject essentialist explanations for men’s behavior and view mascu-
linity and femininity as social constructions (Kimmel, 1987a, p. 13).
The way in which societies value some characteristics and denigrate
others, and define those characteristics as male or female, 1s not
natural, biologic, or inevitable. Men have the ability to resist nega-
tive definitions of masculinity and to change behaviors, and to chal-
lenge the notion that a single definition of masculinity should exist.
As Patrick D. Hopkins puts it:

[ personally do not want to be a “real man,” or even an “unreal man.”
[ want to be unmanned altogether. I want to evaluate courses of behavior
and desire open to me on their pragmatic consequences not on their
appropriatencss to my “sex.” ... 1 want to betray gender. (Hopkins,
1992, p. 128)

Many of these profeminist writers also point out the uncertain
and contradictory nature of masculinity. Kimmel (1987b, p. 237)
suggests that the “compulsive masculinity” common in American
life—marked by “violence, aggression, extreme competitiveness, a
gnawing insecurity”—is “a masculinity that must always prove itself
and that is always in doubt,” hence the frantic drive by men to
control their environments. Along with the privileges of male domi-
nance come isolation, alienation, and pain (Kaufman, 1993).

Masculinity itself is marked with hierarchies; young, effeminate,
and gay men, for example, are subordinated by other men. Carrigan,
Connell, and Lee (1987) call the dominant definition of maleness
“hegemonic masculinity.” While most men do not live up to the
macho-cowboy ideal of that definition, most men are responsible in
some way for maintaining that hegemonic model and most men
benefit from the institutionalization of men's dominance over
women that comes with the model.

Echoing the theme of this essay, these writers suggest that it is in
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men’s interest to work toward a new definition of what it means to
be a man, which requires a personal investment and commitment—
acknowledging the “me in me(n),” as Joseph Boone puts it (1990),
and by resisting the temptation to talk in abstractions instead of in
one’s own voice from one’s own gendered body.

From here, I will defend the notion that feminism is a better route
for men to come to terms with their own lives. This self-interest
argument is not meant to obscure the more important argument
about the oppressive nature of patriarchal values and structures, and
the injustice of sexism. Numerous feminist works eloquently make
the case for gender equality and against patriarchy on moral and
political grounds (Frye, 1983). My approach here stems from the
observation that a justice argument does not always persuade people
with power to give up some of that power. As Marilyn Frye put it
in an informal seminar at the University of Minnesota in 1991, if
you have your foot on someone’s head, you shouldn’t have to be
told that it is right to take it off. If the oppressor cannot see that,
she pointed out, it is difficult to convince him of it through an
argument about justice.

Taking Feminism Seriously

The deeper and more fundamental the critique of an unjust sys-
tem, the more difficult it may be to persuade privileged people to
be part of the dismantling of their privilege.? In this sense, I think
most men do “get it”; while they may profess confusion about what
women want from them, they understand at some level the nature
of the feminist critique and the things at stake. If taken seriously,
feminism requires men to evaluate not only the politics of public
patriarchy, but their conduct in private, especially in the bedroom.
Men, understandably, are often reluctant to do that, precisely be-
cause they “get it” (in the sense of understanding) and want to keep
“getting it” (in the sense of consuming women’s sexuality).

However, a clear presentation of feminism that appeals to men’s
self-interest’>—while making it clear that the feminist movement is
focused on women’s lives and that feminists are not obligated to
take care of men—can be effective. Feminism can help us answer
many of our questions, ease our pain, heal our wounds, and allow us
to be decent people because it is not just about concern for “women’s
issues” and not just a theory of gender relations; feminism also is an
explanation and critique of the domination/subordination dynamic
that structures power relations in this society. Feminism provides
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an approach to society that allows women and men to better under-
stand the world in which they live and to apply insights about gender
to other struggles in life, both in the private and public spheres
(beginning with the realization that the private/public dichotomy 1s
problematic). Two examples, based on common concerns in the
men’s movement, illustrate this. One is about what is often called
“the father wound,” and the other has to do with intimacy and
sexuality.

Many contemporary men lived with fathers who were emotion-
ally repressed, unable to nurture, and who were absent, cruel, and
physically, and/or sexually abusive—father-as-terrorist. I have what
[ take to be a fairly typical experience here, a father who could not
deal with his own emotions, could not control his anger, and gener-
ally was more trouble to me as a child than he was worth. My
mother played out the passive/aggressive counterpart to her unfeel-
ing and abusive husband, and had her own equally important role
in my emotional problems as a child and as a young adult. That
quick sketch obscures, of course, a complex network of relation-
ships, and for my purposes here more details about those emotional
problems are not crucial. My point is that some men take this kind
of scenario and cast the father as victim, the son as victim, and the
mother as, at best, an unimportant bystander or, at worst, as an
active agent in retarding the development of the son’s male identity.

Feminism gives me a much different take on it. There was a power
discrepancy in my house: My father had it, and my mother did not.
Because of that, my father’s personal failings dictated the tone of
our lives. My mother—shaped herself by similar abuses of power
in her childhood, constrained by cultural expectations, and lacking
certain kinds of social, political, economic, or physical power—
slipped into a role that both exacerbated the problems caused by my
father and created other problems. Gender politics structured those
roles and relationships, and for many reasons neither my mother
nor father had the resources to move beyond those constraints. Nei-
ther of them can be held accountable for the system into which they
were born, but both are responsible for their behavior. The key
difference, however, was that the power differential gave my father
more choices. Some men in his position made better choices. Some
women made better choices than my mother, as well, but it is im-
portant to remember that my mother acted in reaction to the power
my father, and other men, wielded.

This analysis is important because it allows me to see how the
ways in which I suffered at the hands of my father and my mother
were directly tied to the systematic, institutionalized, and unjust
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distribution of power in my family and in the culture. The root of
the problem was the power my father would wield in a patriarchal
family and culture. If my father were to analyze his family history,
I believe he would come to similar conclusions about his parents; I
do not want to ignore the ways in which my father suffered as a
child and continues to suffer because of that. The father wound, for
both him and me, is real, and its resolution is important. But femi-
nist theory can help a man heal the father wound, and make clear
not only his mother’s involvement in the creation of wounds, but
the nature of his mother’s wounds.

My first example of the value of feminist thecory to men—coping
with problems with parents—suggests that men will benefit directly
and immediately from a feminist critique. My second example,
problems with intimacy and sex with women,* is less optimistic for
the short term. However, feminism, especially radical critiques of
male sexuality, hold promise. The work of feminist critics (e.g.,
Dworkin, 1988) argues that the central dynamic of sexuality in patri-
archy is domination and subordination, sex as the exercise of power
and a form of control. As A. Dworkin writes:

The normal fuck by a normal man is taken to be an act of invasion and
ownership undertaken in a mode of predation; colonializing, forceful
(manly) or nearly violent; the sexual act that by its nature makes her his.
(Dworkin, 1987, p. 63)

That conception of sex is, I believe, deeply rooted in the bodies of
the vast majority of contemporary men. Any effort to reconstruct
a more healthy sexuality that is not overtly politicized—that is, does
not foreground questions of the play of power along gender, sexual
orientation, and race axes’>—will fail.

My experience has shown me that the task of untangling myself
from the norms of patriarchal sex and rebuilding an egalitarian sexu-
ality is extraordinarily difficult. In this sense, I acknowledge that
trying to persuade men to accept a deep critique of patriarchal sex
is complicated by my inability to articulate specific alternatives. In
my life, I have gradually become more aware that the core sexual
lessons I learned as a child and as a young man in this culture were
about objectifying and consuming women and their sexuality. This
is fundamentally about being trained in a way of seeing women, to
view them first and foremost not as human beings, but as collections
of body parts to be evaluated for their sexual possibilities. That
statement is hardly ground-breaking; feminists have been pointing
this out for decades. What I want to contribute to the discussion is
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an admission that overcoming that training, learning a new way of
seeing, 1s more ditficult than most of us want to admit. Despite
some intellectual and emotional progress, [ feel as if my sexuality is
still rooted in the same way of seeing. I have made progress, some
of it occurring as I write this and some of it encouraging. but that
progress also sometimes seems minor in the tace ot the journeyv that
lies ahead.

So, if I am correct about the nature of the work ahcad. and it |
cannot pretend to promise men that such work can be accomplished
easily, what stake do men have in changing? What it. a man might
ask, my body and I cannot find a way to teel comtortable about sex?
My only answer 1s that i, while I struggle to expand my sense ot
the erotic and to find new language to use (see Lorde, 1984: Hey-
ward, 1989), I am torced to choose between patriarchal-sex and no-
sex, no-sex is the better choice. Those are not the only alternatives,
of course, and [ would hope that such a choice would be only tempo-
rary, but in this struggle feminist theory sustains me. Once I under-
stood even the barest outlines of feminism, I realized why [ had
always felt vaguely uncomfortable about sex, why my use of por-
nography and consumption of women's sexuality had always lett
me feeling empty. Long before I had read a word of feminist theory,
that feeling was with me, and from talking with other men I know
that [ am not idiosyncratic in this. Feminist theory helped me under-
stand that empty feeling: Sex based on domination over another feels
wrong to me. No matter how sensitive [ was, no matter how much
attention I paid to my partner’s pleasure, there was no way for me
to totally repress the understanding in my body that my sexuality
was built on the objectification and commodification of women and
on a need for control. Feminist theory did not create that feeling in
me; feminist theory merely helped me understand it. Having a name
and explanation for it did not clear up the problem, just as ignoring
the problem did not make it go away. No matter how confusing
and troubling it has been to sort through my sexual responses and
life choices, I gladly choose that confusion and pain to the unnamed
confusion and pain of a sexual life built on a need for power that is
ultimately unsatisfying.

One purpose of this essay is to contribute to breaking down the
silence among men on these issues. Michael Kimmel suggests that
men face a “general confusion about how we experience our sexuali-
ties, a confusion that remains fixed in place because of our inability
to talk frankly and openly with other men about our sexualities”
(1990, p. 3). Confusion and fear are lessened, though not necessarily
eliminated, by such open talk.
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So, when I talk about male identity politics, I do not mean the
politics of men identifying their gender privilege and protecting it
through various overt and covert mechanisms. I am interested in
how men can be aware of their gender privilege, question it, and
act as traitors to that male privilege. I suggest that we do that not
only because it is the ethically and politically responsible thing to
do, but because it will help us make sense of our own lives, even if
at times that makes life seem confusing, tentative, undefined, and
frightening. The only things more confusing and frightening, I
would argue, are an unreflective commitment to patriarchy and the
various strategies to pretend that the multiple oppressions that patri-
archy supports do not really exist.

This work requires a willingness to confront not only the work-
ings of patriarchy in the abstract, but one’s own life in the most
particular. I have not always done that, even after I identified myself
as being committed to feminism. I am not convinced that most
profeminist men do that. [ believe men sometimes ally themselves
with feminist theory or causes as a cover; once on the “right side,”
they feel protected from scrutiny themselves. Explaining her unwill-

ingness to let men call themselves “feminists,” Pear] Cleage argues
that the label

tends to lead to smugness, self-satisfaction and the feeling that the man
who is struggling to overcome his own sexism and the sexism of his
brothers has somehow achieved a more exalted status, a safe conduct
pass that allows him to be a little less rigorous on himself, having demon-
strated his good intentions. (1993, p. 28)

Maintaining an intense level of self-scrutiny, preferably within a
supportive and honest community, is crucial to successful pro-
feminist engagement. While I may fall short at times, it must be a
central goal. When we evade that task, we are more prone to fall
into the trap Cleage describes.

Again, a personal example is useful here. I have suggested that
male sexual training focuses on a quest for domination and control
over women, an approach to sex that John Stoltenberg (198Y9) has
accurately labeled “rapist ethics.” The implication is that men in our
contemporary culture are trained to be rapists, which suggests that
to not rape takes effort. If that is true, and I think it is, then the
inescapable conclusion is that most men have raped or tried to rape.®
By that, I do not mean that most men are guilty of rape as it is
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legally defined, but rather that “normal” sexual activity has rapelike
qualities (MacKinnon, 1989, p. 146). To take such a claim seriously
is disturbing, and requires an examination of one’s sexual history,
but such an examination offers the best chance for positive change
for individuals and society. Let me recount part of my self-
examination.

Have I ever raped or tried to rape a woman? For the first thirty
years of my life, I would have said no, without qualification. For
four years after that, I typically said that thought I had never raped,
but that a complete answer required the input of the women with
whom [ had been sexually active. Now, I tend to answer with a
simple yes, but that “yes” requires explanation and context.

First, a specific case. In my mid-twenties, [ dated a tellow graduate
student for several months, whom I will call Sue. As the relationship
became more serious, I made it clear I thought sexual intercourse
was appropriate. Sue was hesitant, but talked about it in a way that
suggested she agreed that sex of that nature was to be expected.
Through a variety of delaying tactics on her part, however, we never
reached that point. On occasion, I pressured her on the subject,
pushing the level of intimacy as far as I could. I took this lack of
intercourse to be an indication of some serious flaw, either in the
relationship or in her. For a variety of reasons, some related to sex
and some not, Sue and I stopped seeing each other.

Were my sexual advances attempted rape? Legally they were not,
but politically and morally, I think I can be said to have tried to rape
her. One was my willingness to take a lack of vocal objection—the
lack of a clearly stated “no”—to be consent, rather than assuming
that any sexual contact should begin with mutual consent that comes
out of human connection and communication. When I pressed phys-
ical contact and she resisted in subtle and covert ways, I often chose
not to acknowledge her resistance. I always stopped short of forced
intercourse, but that does not change the rapelike nature of the
interaction.

Complicating the case even more is the fact that at the time I
knew her, Sue was working with a therapist to address a troubled
family history. She talked to me in guarded ways about an abusive
father and angry brothers. Looking back on those conversations
through a feminist lens—paying attention to what she said and did
not say—I now think it likely that Sue was an incest survivor. While
I have no way of knowing that for sure, what I have learned in the
past five years about family dynamics, sexual abuse, and gender
suggests to me that the abuse she lived through in her family was
sexualized. Assuming that to be true, my actions with her are even
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more problematic because of the common effects of childhood abuse
on adult sexuality. That is not meant to stereotype adult survivors
of childhood abuse as passive individuals waiting to be revictimized,
but to acknowledge the way in which childhood abuse complicates
questions of desire and agency in adults. It is impossible for me to
know how Sue felt about what I saw as “harmless” inquiries and
“gentle” nudges, but I can judge my inability to understand her
situation as a failure. I had a moral responsibility to listen and an
epistemic responsibility (Code, 1987) to understand her abusive his-
tory and how those experiences likely framed her view of sex and
intimacy, or to ask for more information when I did not understand.
Instead, I ignored or minimized what she said, preferring to pursue
my own sexual interests. As a man, not only did I have the power
to ignore her needs and interests, but the sexual script I was trained
to follow called for such behavior. The fact that I stopped short of
a legal definition of rape does not absolve me from the level of sexual
intrusion that I did commit. In Frye’s terms (1983) I looked at Sue
with an “arrogant eye,” organizing everything I saw with reference
to myself and to my interests. The arrogant male perceiver shapes
women to fit his mold, and when Sue did not fit, I saw it as some-
thing wrong with her. As Frye (1983) reminds us, such perception
is not only wrong, it is coercive, a fundamental kind of harm, “a
maiming which impairs a person’s ability to defend herself.”

What is the value of this examination of my sexual history? If I
believe that the patriarchal construction of sex as dominance is politi-
cally and morally wrong, then I have an obligation to apply that
belief to my life. Evaluating my past is crucial to understanding
where I stand today; understanding my past is part of understanding
patriarchy. Such understanding creates the possibility not only of
personal change but of expanding our knowledge as a society. What
I have learned from this self-reflection, and from conversations with
others about it, is that separating men into two groups, rapists and
nonrapists, can divert us from the deeper critique (Funk, 1993).
Some men rape in violent and terrifying ways that society condemns
and, on rare occasions, actually punishes. But many men have en-
gaged in sexual acts in which their pleasure is connected to the ob-
jectification of women, the expression of power as sex, and the
eroticization of dominance. One way to avoid confronting that cri-
tique is to reason that (1) rape is something bad that men do, so (2)
if I raped, then I am one of the bad men; but (3) I know that [ am
not one of the bad men, so (4) I do not rape, and therefore (5) I do
not have to critically evaluate my own sexual practices. Feminist
critiques of sexuality make a compelling case that the first premise
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is simply false. When I began to take seriously that critique, I began
to understand myselt better.

[ am not suggesting that I have completed this process of evaluat-
ing my life, or that the process ever ends; it is a lifetime commuit-
ment. | argue only that it is an integral part of a commitment to
feminist theory and politics. This kind of engagement with my male
identity has strengthened my understanding of the feminist critique.
It has been, and continues to be, difficult and painful. But it also has
allowed me to grow, intellectually and personally, by acknowledg-
ing feminist insights that theory and practice are not separate, that
experience is an important element of theorizing, that the public-
private distinction is false.

I could live as a man working in feminist theory in the academy
and avoid evaluating my own life, always talking about men and
men’s violence and patriarchy as if T lived outside of those terms. I
could, in a sense, float between genders, critiquing other men and
not myself, but such an approach would be based on a lie. So if a
man accepts my argument that feminism can help him make sense
of his life and starts down that path, it is crucial to “take it person-
ally” and not to back away trom the application of feminist theory
to his own life. To back away would guarantee that the abstract
engagement with theory fails to spur personal development.

Conclusion

Some men, and women, may object that my argument overgener-
alizes men’s experiences, especially men’s sexual experiences. Men
have told me that they do not believe they were taught rapist ethics
or that they had moved beyond crude locker-room machismo.
Others have told me that they do not have the problems with inti-
macy and emotion that [ have referred to. I can accept these observa-
tions and still argue for the importance of my generalizations. First,
no man in mainstream contemporary U.S. culture escapes sexist
training. Sexism is institutionalized; sexist behaviors and values are
widely seen as normal or natural and continue unless there is active
intervention to counter them. If that is true, then men have an obli-
gation to explore the ways in which that sexist training may have
taken root in their bodies. And even if a man could completely erase
any trace of sexism from his life, the culture continues to offer a
kind of “default” identity. In the absence of an open refutation of
traditional masculinity, the culture gives men an identity that as-
sumes male dominance. With that default identity comes privileges
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that one cannot always refuse to accept; they are part of being male
in this culture.

I do not want to appear self-denigrating or falsely humble with
this analysis. In arguing that men should acknowledge the way in
which their identity is tied to patriarchy, I do not want to suggest
that men cannot change, that all men are equally culpable, or that I
do not realize the ways in which I have successfully combated my
patriarchal training. I believe that [ am a better human being than I
was a decade ago, with far fewer instances in which I fail to live up
to feminist ideals. I believe that I do better in this area than the
majority of men in this country. I try to acknowledge my successes
as well as my failures. However, I know that none of that would be
possible if I had not engaged, and continue to engage, in the male
identity politics that I suggest here: intense self-evaluation, with help
and feedback from like-minded people.

My goal has been to write a personal but not depoliticized essay.
The primary goal of a feminist-based male identity politics is not
just improving men’s lives, but changing structures of power to end
the oppression of women and children, as well as to aid resistance
to other forms of oppression in the culture. As I have suggested,
while the answer to men’s questions and quandaries about gender
politics can be found in feminist theory, the answers are not easy,
just as they are not easy for women. As Connell puts it:

Breaking down the gender system means, to some extent, tearing down
what is most constitutive of one’s own emotions, and occupying strange
and ill-explained places in social space. (Connell, 1987, p. 282)

It is not easy to occupy that strange space, and I realize that my
argument may not convince many men. What I have written has
little power unless the man reading it feels in his body and heart
some of what [ have talked about. It is an argument that fails if it
works only at the intellectual level, which is both its strength and
weakness. By bringing my own life into this essay, I hope that men
who read it will be encouraged to engage feminism. I also hope that
those who do will continue the conversation, so that the gaps in my
understanding—both emotional and intellectual—might be filled.

Notes

A version of this essay was presented to the Interdisciplinarity and Identity
Women’s Studies Conference at the University of Delaware, Newark, on 15 April
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1994. While 1 speak only for myself, it is important to acknowledge that 1 could
give full or partial credit at the end of virtually every sentence in this essay to my
friend and colleague Jim Koplin. Many of these ideas took shape over morning
coffec with him, and he and I would be hard-pressed to determine authorship of
any particular idea. Thanks also to Sox Sperry, Nancy Potter, Donna McNamara,
and Gigi Durham for their roles in clarifying my thinking and in helping me under-
stand more fully the scope and importance of these issues.

1. A note on terms: | do not refer to myself or to other men as feminists.
Depending on the context, I say that I “work with feminist theory” or “work with
feminists” or “am committed to feminism.” I take this stance partly because it feels
wrong to appropriate a women’s term, and because to label myself a feminist
implies that [ have elevated myself to a category above other men. As Pearl Cleage
(1993) writes: “Men can be enlightened, but I have never met a man who did not
cling to and exemplify sexist behavior from time to time in spite ot himselt.” Pro-
feminist seems to be a commonly accepted term; my preference is antipatriarchal or
antisexist because they accurately name the problem and put me in a stance of
resistance without denying the ways in which I have privileges as a man in a male-
dominant culture.

Following Lerner (1986), I use patriarchy to mean “the manifestation and institu-
tionalization of male dominance over women and children in the family and the
extension of male dominance-over women in society in general.” Sexism is defined
as the ideology of male supremacy. Sexism and patriarchy reinforce one another,
although sexism can exist in a society where official support of patriarchy has
been abolished.

2. Connell (1987) suggests that there are at least five reasons for hope. Men
might

understand that oppressive systems poison life in areas men share with women;
desire better lives for women in their lives;

suffer some injury from the present system (e.g., effeminate or unassertive hetero-
sexuals) that makes change in their interest;

realize that change is happening and see the futility of clinging to the past; and

. tap into their own caring, which is blunted but not extinguished in patriarchy.

W

EES

3. John Stoltenberg (1993) makes a distinction between “acting in one’s self-
interest” and “acting in the interest of one’s own best self,” with the former im-
plying a ruthless individualism and selfishness. Feminism does help men (and
women) redefine “one’s own best sclf,” but I also argue that embracing feminism
is in the self-interest of men, in that more crass sense, on the way to a new sense
of gender identity and self. The difference may only seem semantic, but it is im-
portant to set out how feminism helps in both those tasks, as well as serving the
interests of others.

4. 1 am aware of the bracketing out of gay men’s experience here. 1 do that not
to marginalize them, but because I am working from my experience as a heterosex-
ual man and from my hesitancy to declare that those conclusions apply to gay men.

5. 1 continue to focus in this essay on gender issues in a heterosexual context,
but I want to make it clear that other power difterentials are crucial. The role of
heterosexism, not only in how it oppresses lesbians and gays but also how it limits
and constrains heterosexuals, and of sexualized racism (e.g., the stereotypes of the
black rapist and exotic black female sexuality) also are crucial.
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6. For a discussion of the broader question of men’s collective responsibility for
rape, see May and Strikwerda (1994).
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Volunteerism and Women’s Lives: A Lens for
Exploring Conflicts in Contemporary
Feminist Thought, Historical Importance and
Socioeconomic Value of Women’s
Contributions as Volunteers

KAREN Bojar

AMErICANS have a reputation as a “nation of joiners.” This is espe-
cially true for women; certainly, the history of service-oriented vol-
unteerism has been largely a history of women'’s efforts. Susan Ellis
(1990) in her comprehensive history of volunteerism, By the People:
A History of Americans as Volunteers, notes that “any historical look at
volunteering must pay attention to the issue of women as volunteers.
Until the twentieth century women had very limited opportunities
for impact except through volunteering. What becomes increasingly
apparent through a closer look at the history of volunteering in the
United States is that women have made vital contributions to every
aspect of the country’s growth, contributions that deserve perma-
nent recognition” (p. 10).

This impressive record has become a source of controversy among
many contemporary feminists because of the highly gendered nature
of volunteer work. The lines of demarcation, of course, arc not
clear-cut and many volunteers did not conform to traditional gender
roles. However, historically, most women have gravitated toward
the less prestigious forms of volunteer work such as social service
or charitable work, while men have been drawn to more prestigious,
potentially career-advancing volunteer work such as political activ-
ism or service on a board of directors.

The major difference may not be so much the type of volunteer
work but rather the relative importance of volunteer work for men
and for women. For men, most voluntary organizations were a small
part of their lives; for women, voluntary organizations were an alter-
native career ladder. Before the midtwentieth century, volunteer

36
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work, for many well-educated women, was the only possible entry
into public life. One consequence, as Anne Firor Scott (1991) has
pointed out is that the women who devoted their lives to a career
of volunteer work were frequently especially talented women: “As
long as women had virtually no access to the professions or business,
the leadership of voluntary associations was of an extremely high
caliber. All the ability that in the male half of the population was
scattered in dozens of directions was, in the female half, concentrated
in religious and secular voluntary associations” (p. 180).

The energy and talent that women have poured into volunteer
work has seldom received adequate recognition—neither recognition
for the individuals involved nor recognition for the social and eco-
nomic value of the work itself. Marilyn Waring (1988), a New
Zealand economist, has written a brilliant and eminently readable
analysis of global economics in which she argues for the inclusion of
women'’s unpaid labor—including those countless hours of volunteer
work—in computing gross national product. According to Waring
(1988), “In the United States in 1980, 52.7 women million partici-
pated in voluntary work that was valued at $18 billion. It was not
calculated in the nation’s accounts” (p. 69).

Waring (1988) reports that women in New Zealand have mobi-
lized around the issue of recognition for voluntary work, including
tax recognition: “These women have argued that while the over-
whelmingly male donations to charity are claimed as tax deductions,
the overwhelmingly female capital donations of time, skills, and
labor are not tax-deductible” (p. 139).

Women’s Varied Responses to Their Own
Volunteer Efforts

The failure to recognize the value of women'’s volunteer work is
often shared by the volunteers themselves. As a result of a course
on volunteerism that I teach at the Community College of Philadel-
phia, I have been struck both by the importance of volunteerism in
women’s lives and by the tendency to undervalue that experience.
The course provides students with the opportunity to earn academic
credit through volunteer work and for reading, writing, and re-
flecting on the social meaning and value of such experience. My
students have been overwhelmingly female, and they frequently
report that their commitment to community service has been a life-
long pursuit, in many cases growing out of deeply rooted family
traditions.
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Many of my women-students have a long history of informal
volunteering—what they call “just helping out in the neighbor-
hood.” Frequently, in the beginning of my class, many women-
students will say they’ve never done any volunteering because they
don’t think of their work as “volunteering.” But it soon comes out
that they have a long history of what they call “just helping out in
the neighborhood”—bringing meals to infirm elderly people, taking
care of neighborhood children, and acting as a general resource for
people in need in their communities.

Affluent upper-middle-class women are much more likely to par-
ticipate in organized volunteering—and to get the recognition that
comes with it. This is the kind of volunteer work you can put on
your résumé and use to your advantage in a variety of ways. So
many of my students (many of whom are from low-income families)
have said that it never occurred to them to put volunteer work on
their résumés. As one woman said, “Isn’t that just tooting your own
horn?” This self-effacing note that has informed many women’s
characterizations of their volunteer work has no doubt contributed
to the feminist unease with volunteerism.

Yet some women have performed volunteer work seeking just
such an opportunity to “toot their own horns” and have quite openly
sought recognition for their efforts. Volunteering has obviously had
a range of meanings and fulfilled a wide variety of functions for
many women. I suspect it will become increasingly important as
our population ages and as we have growing numbers of healthy,
retired women.

As Betty Friedan (1993) has noted in her book, The Fountain of
Age: “the most important predictors of vital age are satisfying work
and complexity of purpose”(p. 222). Friedan tells us that such work
need not be paid employment, but rather what is needed is “a project
that structures one’s day and keeps alive those all-important human
ties and sense of personhood” (p. 222). Women who have spent years
working as volunteers in a variety of organizations are especially
well-equipped to get through their later years and to enjoy the won-
derful freedom to pursue an interest—freedom most of us do not
have in paid employment.

Many women in the labor market have often used volunteer work
as a means of compensating for what is lacking on the job and
thus is as an outlet for underutilized talents. In volunteer activities,
individuals have a measure of choice and control, not available to
many on their jobs. For some women, confined to a pink collar
ghetto and denied options for meaningful work in the paid labor
force, volunteer work has been a salvation, functioning as what Sara
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Evans and Harry Boyte (1986) have called “a free space”™—an envi-
ronment in which women could “learn a new selt-respect, a deeper
and more assertive group identity, public skills and values ot coop-
eration and civic virtue” (p. 17).

The Feminist Critique of Volunteer Work

Volunteering has obviously had a range of meanings and fulfilled
a wide variety of tunctions for many women. Yet as women have
entered the work force in record numbers and have gained access to
a variety of male-only professions, the volunteer tradition is some-
times seen as a holdover from a sexist past. I will explore the sharp
opposition to women'’s volunteer work that arose in the late 1960s
and early 1970s and the challenge to such opposition emerging from
the “different voice” school of feminism.

The opposition case was forcefully presented in the much-quoted
1973 statement from the National Organization for Women (NOw)
Task Force on Volunteerism:

Essentially Now believes that service oriented volunteerism is provid-
ing a hit or miss, band-aid, and a patchwork approach to solving massive
and severce social ills which are a reflection of an cconomic system in
need of an overhaul. More than this, such volunteering actually prevents
needed social changes from occurring because with service-oriented vol-
unteering, political energy is being used and will increasingly be used to
meet socicty’s administrative needs.

Yet, such service-oriented volunteerism continues despite ex-
panded options for women and rejection of the volunteer ethic by
some segments of the organized women’s movement.

Even in the early 1970s, some middle-class feminists recognized
the personal rewards of service—such as opportunities for career
exploration and development of job skills. Doris Gold (1971), for
example, writes that “feminist women can use the volunteer struc-
ture for their own ends, experimenting with its training and mind-
expanding opportunities to nourish a more conscious identity. Vol-
untarism in new dress . . . must be judiciously altered to fit woman’s
growing need for real work in a real life” (p. 398). The subtext
appears to be that volunteer work is ok if your purpose is to further
your own personal or career goals, but not if your motive is to help
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others. Such an emphasis on the potential career benefits for the
individual volunteer rather than on the benefits for the community
being served suggests a fundamental mistrust of service-oriented
volunteerism.

Now has since changed its bylaws to remove its prohibition against
service-oriented volunteerism. From the vantage point of 1994, the
1973 Now statement may seem somewhat extreme, but it does raise
some important questions and reflects a legitimate (and prescient)
concern that a parsimonious government will abdicate its responsi-
bilities to its citizens and try to substitute “hit or miss” volunteer
efforts for much-needed social programs. Although my students
acknowledge the seriousness of the issues raised by the Now state-
ment, most think it misses something extremely important—the
mutually reinforcing relationship between direct service and advo-
cacy for social change. The political energy that Now wants to en-
courage is often developed as a consequence of the experience of
direct service. Determination to attack a social problem at its roots
can be an outgrowth of the experience of direct service.

I have become convinced that the ambivalent responses of femi-
nists to volunteerism is an extremely useful lens for exploring con-
flicts in contemporary feminist thought. The debate about volunteer
work is intimately bound up with the difference/sameness debate
that runs throughout the feminist thought of the past one hundred
and fifty years or so. Traditional service-oriented volunteerism is
more likely to be valued by “cultural feminists” or by “difference
feminists” who value women’s different voices and concerns and
tend to emphasize women'’s special attributes. Volunteer work is
most likely to be viewed with suspicion by that strand of feminist
thought that focuses on the struggle for equality based on the as-
sumption that men and women are fundamentally the same and
should be treated the same in the public sphere. Such “equal rights
feminists” usually adhere to individualist values; “cultural feminists”
to communitarian values.

A helpful way to characterize the sameness/difference split is to
conceive of the divide in terms of “minimizers” versus “maxi-
mizers.” As Ann Snitow (1990) has put it: “A common divide keeps
forming in both feminist thought and action between the need to
build and identify ‘woman’ and give it solid political meaning [the
maximizers] and the need to tear down the very category ‘woman’
and dismantle its all too solid history [minimizers]” (p. 9). Mini-
mizers have tended to be suspicious of service-oriented volun-
teerism; maximizers have tended to celebrate women’s “ethic of

”»
care.
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Most of my students are more likely to be "maximizers.” to be
more drawn to “cultural feminism” than to “equal rights feminism”
and, at least on a theoretical level, find communitarian values more
appealing than individualist ones. The Now critique of volunteerism
1s, for many, at variance with their experience ot volunteer work
and at odds with some of their basic assumptions.

A commonplace of contemporary social thought is that the middle
class (or perhaps more accurately the upper middle class) values com-
petitive individual achievement, whereas the working class values
an ethic of solidarity. (See Sennet and Cobb, 1972.) Such oversimpli-
fications can be dangerous, but my research and experience tends to
confirm the existence of some such overall pattern. My working-
class and low-income students are much less likely to be suspicious
of the ethic of care than are my middle-class colleagues. In a Sojourner
article on the not-so-hidden injuries of class Mary Frances Platt
(1994) expressed a sentiment I think I have heard in the voices of
some of my students: “Unlike our [working-class] families, middle-
class feminism does not participate in the ‘give all that you can and
we will give that back to you’ circle. Godlike importance is placed
on individual needs getting met, as we have been brainwashed into
believing the class-privileged concept that caregiving is a women'’s
disease and not an ethic to be honored”(p. 27).

Most of my students have not had Platt’s extensive experience in
feminist organizations and do not share her sense of betrayal, but
most would similarly object to viewing “caregiving [as] a women'’s
disease.” Many of my students want it both ways—both wanting
the respect and compensation that men have enjoyed for their work,
yet wanting to honor and to continue the uncompensated voluntary
service tradition. Their ambivalence (which I share) reflects the pro-
found ambivalence of many teminists about the equality/ditterence
debate underlying the controversy about women's volunteer work.

Emerging Forms of Volunteer Work—
Volunteering on the Job

Ironically, while Now was focusing on the negative aspects of
traditional service-oriented volunteer work, a new, insidious form
of volunteer work was emerging—volunteering on the job. The
self-sacrificial “Mother Teresa Syndrome” criticized by equal rights
feminists now crops up in paid employment. This syndrome is
mainly confined to professional women; very few of my students
report the experience. It appears to be most prevalent in the less
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prestigious professions such as teaching and social work. And this
new kind of volunteer work has clear affinities with the kinds of
volunteer activities women have traditionally performed throughout
the history of American society.

For many women in education and human services, their jobs
have become their volunteer work, as they put in far more time than
the hours for which they are paid. A young woman teaching at a
state university reports being unable to finish her dissertation be-
cause of the demands of student papers and conferences. A professor
at a community college, exhausted by round-the-clock student ad-
vising and unable to ease students out of her office after their allotted
fifteen-minute appointments, has all but abandoned her own re-
search projects.

Even those women-professors who spend less time with students
and thus manage to make time for their own research are often
victims of the “Mother Teresa Syndrome.” One young faculty mem-
ber who cut back on her commitment to students was extremely
guilty about her decision: “Some of my best friends spend an incred-
ible amount of time with students, and I know they think I am
hopelessly insensitive and careerist. So maybe I do have more time
for my work, but a lot of my energy is sapped by guilt.”

Volunteering on the job can become really insidious when a
women’s job is also her cause; some of the most compulsive volun-
teers on the job are directors of women’s studies’ programs and
directors and staff of women'’s advocacy groups. I think I first real-
ized the pervasiveness of “volunteering on the job” during a board
meeting of a small nonprofit reproductive rights group of which I
am a member. A student who had been hired on a part-time basis
to write a grant submitted a request to be paid for overtime. Initially,
we were nonplussed. Overtime? Who asks for overtime in a worthy
cause? One board member noted that she had just spent eighty hours
the previous week working on a grant for her agency, and she had
never thought of asking for overtime. But upon reflection, we soon
agreed that this was a very reasonable request—especially from a
part-time employee—although as one board member said, “Getting
paid for overtime is not part of the culture of the organization.”

A Look at the Historical Record from the Perspective
of Twentieth-Century Feminist Scholarship: Women’s
Participation in Religious Organizations

Both feminist scholarship on the history of women’s participation
in voluntary organizations and contemporary feminist theory are
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helpful in gaining an understanding of the complexities of the tradi-
tion and the extent to which old patterns persist in new forms.
The sameness/difterence dichotomy that runs throughout feminist
thought and that is never far from the surface in any exploration of
women’s participation in voluntary organizations, emerges in
religious-based volunteer activities.

Historically, charitable work sponsored by religious organizations
has been the major focus of American women'’s volunteer efforts
and, in the early days of the Republic, the only focus. Such charitable
work reinforced traditional gender roles—the ideology of women'’s
“separate sphere” that bears more than a passing resemblance to late
twentieth-century “different voice” feminism. Yet such religious-
based charitable work also served as a vehicle for mounting a chal-
lenge to traditional roles.

Women in such organizations did perform the kinds of service
traditionally thought to be the province of women, vet as Nancy
Cott (1977) has noted in her exploration of the role of the church in
the development of civic skills for ninetcenth-century women,
service-oriented volunteerism in religious-based organizations
helped women to enter the public sphere. Their volunteer activities
enabled them to acquire some of the public, citizenship skills thought
to be the sole province of men.

Cott (1977) has argued that work in volunteer “benevolent” socie-
ties led to the development of what many years later would be la-
beled a feminist consciousness:

women . . . exercised as fully as men the American penchant for volun-
tary organizations noted by Tocqueville in the 1830’s, but women's asso-
ciations before 1835 were all allied with the church, whereas men'’s also
expressed a variety ot secular and civic, political and vocational concerns,

(p. 133)

Cott quotes Harriet Martineau, an astute British observer who
speculated that American women “pursued religion as an occupa-
tion” (1977, p. 138) because they lacked other outlets for exercising
their intellectual and social skills. Cott tells us that in their religious
voluntary associations, “women wrote and debated and amended
constitutions, clected ofticers, raised and allotted funds, voted on
issues, solicited and organized new members; in other words, they
familiarized themselves with the processes of representative govern-
ment in an all-female environment, while they were prevented from
doing it in the male political system” (p. 155).

Thus, according to Cott (1977), religious activities can be seen as
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a means used by New England women to define themselves and
their place in the community, in contrast to men whose sense of self
and social role were more likely to be defined by worldly occupa-
tions. Many of the skills developed and much of the energy gener-
ated by women’s participation in religious organizations was
channeled into the nineteenth-century suffragist movement that cul-
minated in the nineteenth amendment to the Constitution granting
women the right to vote. Although the nineteenth-century religious-
based voluntary organizations themselves never questioned tradi-
tional gender roles, they enabled women to develop the skills needed
to contest such roles.

As a secular feminist, I have been struck by the powerful connec-
tion between religion and volunteerism in many women'’s lives and
the extent to which so many ideas and social movements [ value
owe much to nineteenth-century religious organizations. The church
did in fact function as a school for citizenship for nineteenth-century
white women, in the same way that the church functioned for
African-American men and women. The nineteenth-century suf-
fragist movement would probably not have developed when it did,
nor as powerfully as it did, had it not been for the skills women
developed through participation in religious organizations.

Women now have a range of opportunities in secular organizations
and are no longer dependent upon religious organizations as a means
of developing citizenship skills. Yet many women continue to volun-
teer for many of the reasons that no doubt also motivated nineteenth-
century women—spiritual sustenance and a sense of community. In
my interviews with women who are deeply involved in religious-
based volunteer work, one theme appears to predominate: religious
organizations provide a sense of an enduring community.

Certainly religious organizations provided this sense of commu-
nity for the women Cott (1977) described, but in a highly mobile
society in which family ties and friendships networks have become
increasingly fragile, the sense of what one women called a “perma-
nent community” becomes increasingly important. This woman, a
college administrator, who was involved in church-based volunteer
work, told me that she had a lot of disagreements with, and doubts
about, Catholic theology, but she continued to focus her volunteer
activities around the church because of what she called a sense of
“permanent community.”

Although she acknowledged that in a highly mobile society, mem-
bership in religious groups fluctuated, she contended that there was
much less fluctuation than she found in women’s consciousncss and
advocacy groups or in other “progressive” political organizations
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that were constantly changing, dissolving, and reforming in new
configurations. She found the religious-based organizations to be
more stable over time. As a secular feminist, I could not help but
feel a twinge of envy. I have sought a sense of community in a
variety of “progressive” organizations, but the sense of solidarity
was often fleeting and frequently did not persist over time.

Thus we can see an evolution in the social value of religious-based
volunteer activity. It is no longer the only socially acceptable outlet
for women seeking to enter public life, no longer the only vehicle
for learning civic skills. Yet religious-sponsored volunteerism retains
its function of providing a sense of community, which for so many
of us has become increasingly elusive and fragile.

The “Maternalist” Ethic and Women’s Participation
in Voluntary Organizations

A sense of community, of solidarity, is a recurring theme in
women'’s accounts of their motivations for participation in voluntary
organizations, a theme that is mostly likely to recur in accounts of
participation in religious-based organizations and in those organiza-
tions that can in some sense be called “maternalist.” 1 intend to
explore both the accomplishments and the dangers of movements
that have mobilized women as mothers and as potential mothers.

Maternalism has been something of a double-edged sword and
contemporary feminists have rightly become increasingly distrustful
of maternalist rhetoric. Nineteenth-century American feminists did
not share this suspicion of maternalism and generally recognized the
strategic value of organizing women explicitly as mothers. Such
recognition has a long history as Gerda Lerner (1993) has demon-
strated. Lerner notes that “even the first major feminist theoretician,
Mary Wollstonecraft, appealed to women as a group mainly in terms
of their motherhood . . . again and again conflating women’s citizen-
ship with motherhood”(p. 136). According to Lerner, until very
recently, “the main concept through which women could conceptu-
alize their group identity was their common experience of mother-
hood. This experience allowed them to make claims of equality long
before the concept of sisterhood could develop”(p. 137).

Motherhood was the banner under which American women in
the midnineteenth century, turned their efforts toward reforming
society’s morals, crusading against prostitution and drink. Their ac-
tivism was usually self-defined as an extension of women’s tradi-
tional role rather than as an encroachment on the male sphere.
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Such an insistence on their role as mothers was certainly on one
level a defensive reaction, a means of countering the considerable
prejudice against women who participated actively in public life.
However, the maternalist rhetoric was certainly not a mere public
relations ploy; most nineteenth-century women did see themselves
as primarily mothers, fighting to make the world safe for their chil-
dren. There is a direct line from the early nineteenth-century crusad-
ers against prostitution and temperance organizations to twentieth-
century organizations such as Mothers Against Drunk Driving
(MADD).

Maternalist movements were often characterized by a broadening
of social concern beyond the original project. Although the
nineteenth-century campaign to eradicate prostitution was not par-
ticularly successful, middle-class women did learn a good deal about
the problems of working-class women. Organizations originally de-
voted to stamping out prostitution evolved into shelters and employ-
ment agencies for poor women.

Unlike the crusade to end prostitution, the temperance movement
did have some remarkable successes and attracted some very talented
female organizers. Susan B. Anthony began her activist career as a
Daughter of Temperance; she was “converted to women’s rights
when the men in a Sons of Temperance Convention announced that
women were there to learn, not to talk” (Scott, 1991, p. 45). The
Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), despite its origins
in church-based networks, “was an organization in which women,
not male preachers, were in charge of meetings and rituals” (Skop-
col, 1992, p. 326). The strong-willed women of the WCTU took
to the streets with their axes and hatchets and at least for a time put
many saloon-owners out of business. And in the process of fighting
the saloons many of these women were redefining the role of women
in public life.

Such a redefinition of the female role was rarely explicit and virtu-
ally all women in the temperance movement clung to the maternalist
justification of their actions as merely an extension of their domestic
role. The antiprostitution and temperance movements can be charac-
terized as founded on the assumptions of “difference feminism” or
“cultural feminism”—that is, women by virtue of their special attri-
butes as women, and as mothers, are particularly well-equipped to
improve the moral fiber of society.

Yet in these nineteenth-century movements, there is never a clear
separation between “difference feminism” and “equal rights femi-
nism” that challenged sex discrimination and that demanded equality
for women. Training in maternalist organizations often was put to
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use in more radical movements, and women who began as temper-
ance crusaders sometimes ended up as suffragists. Nineteenth-
century feminists were untroubled by any tension between, on the
one hand, celebrating women’s different voices, different values and,
on the other hand, arguing that since men and women were funda-
mentally similar, social or legal distinctions based on gender must
be abolished. As Nancy Cott (1988) demonstrates in The Grounding
of Modern Feminism, nineteenth-century women advanced arguments
stressing likenesses and differences “almost in the same breadth,”
untroubled by contradiction. Cott argues that the movement as a
whole maintained “a functional ambiguity rather than a debilitating
tension,” bequeathing to its successors a “Janus face™ (p. 19).

The equality/difference dilemma that has been at the center of
much contemporary feminist thought can perhaps best be seen in
Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s writings. In most of the documents col-
lected in the The History of Woman Suffrage, edited by Stanton, Susan
B. Anthony, and Matilda Joslyn Gage (1881-86), the cultural frame-
work is the liberal enlightenment tradition with its focus on the
natural rights of the individual, rights that have been denied to
women. “The sexes are alike,” Stanton confidently asserts and thus
women are entitled to equal rights (1:604).

Much of Stanton’s Woman’s Bible (1895), however, reads like con-
temporary cultural feminism with an emphasis on women'’s “differ-
ence.” Stanton introduces the theory of an original matriarchal state
and claims that women have certain special attributes that make them
especially well-suited to govern. Stanton tends to focus on women
as mothers, arguing that mothers have special experiences and attri-
butes that lead them to espouse a life-affirming, nonmilitarist
worldview. In the “Matriarchate” (1891), Stanton argues that all the
early accomplishments of civilization—agriculture, the domestica-
tion of animals, and medicine—were the work of mothers concerned
about protecting and nurturing their children. She confidently as-
serts: “The necessities of motherhood were the real source of all the
earliest attempts at civilization” (1891, p. 144).

Stanton could easily shift from a “minimizer” to a “maximizer”
stance without any sense of contradiction; one moment the sexes are
alike; the next moment, women are “special” or “different.” The
difference argument both rang true to women'’s experience and was,
of course, politically useful—more useful than perhaps most histori-
ans have acknowledged.

Theda Skocpol (1992) in Protecting Soldiers and Mothers: The Politi-
cal Origins of Social Policy in the United States has argued that women's
voluntary organizations were primarily responsible for setting up
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the infrastructure of the American welfare state—to be sure, by Eu-
ropean standards a woefully inadequate welfare state. Skocpol argues
that “America came close to forging a maternalist welfare state, with
female dominated public agencies implementing regulations and
benefits for the good of women and children. From 1900 through
the early 1920s, a broad array of protective labor regulations and
social benefits were enacted by state legislatures and the national
Congress to help adult American women as mothers”(p. 2).

Skocpol (1992) traces the work of federations of women’s clubs
as they worked for enactment of mothers’ pensions and “protective”
labor regulations designed to ease the burdens on working women.
In 1912, women’s groups succeeded in getting the federal govern-
ment to establish a children’s bureau run by reform-oriented profes-
sional women. In contrast to the “maternalist” social policies that
American women’s groups advocated, the emerging welfare states
of northern and western Europe were organized around what Skoc-
pol characterizes as “paternalist” policies organized around the needs
of male wage earners, policies that strengthened male trade unions
and that channeled benefits to women and children through male
wage earners. Recent feminist scholarship has drawn attention to
this “maternalist” protowelfare state overlooked by historians who
analyzed the United States’ fledgling attempts at the creation of a
welfare state in terms of the “paternalist” European model.

Although the efforts of many organized women’s groups to ease
the lot of poor women and children met with at least partial success,
the legacy of the maternalist movements has been viewed by many
feminist scholars as a mixed one. Organizing as mothers may at
times have been an effective political strategy, but it is nonetheless
a strategy that reinforces gender stereotypes. Nancy Cott (1988) has
argued in The Grounding of Modern Feminism that the struggle for
protective labor legislation sought by many late nineteenth- and
early twentieth-century women’s groups contributed to the perpetu-
ation of inequalities.

Many contemporary feminists share Cott’s unease with “mater-
nalist” social movements grounded in notions of women'’s special
needs and special virtues. Recent controversies such as the 1986 legal
battle between the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission
and Sears, Roebuck certainly alerted many feminists to the dangers
of a focus on women'’s specialness. Sears successfully defended itself
against charges tha. its employment policies discriminated against
women by citing the work of “difference” feminists such as Carol
Gilligan (1982). Sears’ lawyers argued that because of women'’s con-
cerns with relationships and “connectedness,” they were less inclined
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to seek high-pressure, competitive, and hence more lucrative jobs.
The clustering of women in low-paid jobs was thus a result of
women’s free choices dictated by their “different” values.

The assumptions of specialness underlying maternalist social
movements clearly have their dangers, yet it is undeniably true that
maternalist voluntary organizations have accomplished a great deal
to improve the lives of women and children. Under the protective
guise of motherhood, women have been able to raise controversial
issues and to gain a hearing for radical views. Amy Swerdlow (1993)
In Women Strike for Peace: Traditional Motherhood and Radical Politics
in the 1960’s describes the political mobilization of white middle-
class women employing traditional maternalist rhetoric to advance
their crusade against the nuclear arms race and the Vietnam War.

Swerdlow (1993) credits Women Strike for Peace with creating
the climate of opinion leading to the partial Test Ban Treaty of 1963.
Women Strike for Peace was the first U.S. group to travel to Hanoi
on a peace mission. The organization clearly made a contribution
toward swaying “responsible” middle-class opinion against the Viet-
nam War. To a large extent, their effectiveness had much to do with
their identification as wives and mothers who would be eager to
return home to their families and to their traditional roles—after
they cleaned up the mess made by the U.S. military establishment.

One could perhaps argue that the Children’s Defense Fund is a
continuation of the maternalist tradition. Leaders of the fund such
as Hillary Clinton and Marion Wright Edelman do not use explicit
maternalist rhetoric to advance children’s causes, yet there is a mater-
nalist subtext—women who are themselves mothers, who are de-
voted to their children, are trying to make the world a better place
for all children. In our taxaphobic society, the only way to advance
redistributionist policies and to improve the lives of poor people
may be through an emphasis on children, with women who are
themselves devoted mothers leading the charge.

“Motherhood” continues to retain its power as a vehicle tor orga-
nizing women across class and ethnic lines, despite increasing aware-
ness of the dangers of maternalism and challenges to its fundamental
premises. Mary Frances Berry (1993) has argued in The Politics of
Parenthood: Child Care, Women’s Rights, and the Myth of the Good
Mother that, contrary to received opinion, “during the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, first in the colonies and then in the United
States, fathers had primary responsibility for child care beyond the
early nursing period. They not only directed their children’s educa-
tion and religious worship but often decided what they would eat,
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played with them, and hushed them to sleep when they awakened
in the night” (p. 42).

Yet despite the feminist attempt to distinguish between gender-
neutral “nurturing” behavior and gender-specific “mothering,” ap-
peals to women as mothers have continued to resonate, and the
underlying assumptions of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
maternalist movements live on in the “cultural feminism” of the late
twentieth century. Sara Ruddick’s 1980 exploration of the personal
and social consequences of mothering restates the maternalist ideol-
ogy of Elizabeth Cady Stanton (1895) in The Woman’s Bible.

The skill with which antifeminist movements (e.g., Phyllis
Schlafley and the “Moral Majority”) have used “motherhood” to
rally women in support of an antifeminist agenda has certainly con-
tributed to heightened awareness of the dangers of appeals to women
as mothers. Sara Ruddick (1992) has modified her earlier celebration
of motherhood and now argues for a “mother respecting feminism”
(p. 150) which can include men as possible mothers. As Theda Skop-
col (1992) has noted, in the political context of the late twentieth
century “the unproblematic connections of womanhood and moth-
erhood” (p. 538) which characterized late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century maternalist movements is no longer possible.

Women Organizing to Help Themselves:
Self-Improvement and Women’s Voluntary
Organizations

Although much of the history of women’s participation in volun-
tary activities has been in the maternalist tradition, a more individu-
alistic “countertradition” does exist. Up until fairly recently, this
countertradition was largely muffled by the dominant chord—that
is: women professing the selfless, altruistic motives associated with
the “good mother.” This self-effacing note, particularly characteris-
tic of self-consciously maternalist movements, crops up in a wide
variety of contexts and organizations.

Anne Firor Scott (1991) describes the insistence of many women
involved in Civil War relief efforts that they were engaged in war
relief for purely altruistic motives. The Northern Ohio Soldier’s Aid
Society: “vehemently denied a rumor that the women who ran the
organization were paid; only the draymen and porters [they] asserted
got any wages at all”(p. 61). One women paid tribute “to a leader
of the Northern Ohio Soldier’s Aid Society by describing how she
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“spent most of her time and income in the relief of the unfortunate;
yet she is entirely free of personal ambition. . . .”(p. 62).

After reading the testimonies of these nineteenth-century Mother
Teresas, 1t is something of a relief to turn to the history of women’s
self-improvement efforts. Denied access to formal education in the
late nineteenth-century, many women’s groups embarked on self-
education programs. Anne Firor Scott (1991) describes the postbel-
lum growth of ladies literary societies—a kind of voluntary organi-
zation that in the antebellum years had principally been developed
by Black women. According to Scott (1991), “The white women
who flocked into literary societies in the late nineteenth-century gave
no sign of knowing about the precedent set by the tiny antebellum
community of free black women in eastern cities” (p. 112).

Many of these women sounded a distinctly new note in the history
of voluntary activity. Scott (1991) describes the women of Sorosis,
New York’s first women’s club, as “educated and ambitious [women
who] insisted that they were not concerned with benevolence or
reform, but only with their own development” (p. 117). The indi-
vidualistic note sounded by some of these women may appear callous
viewed from the perspective of late twentieth-century America, a
society in which individualism often appears to have to have tri-
umphed over any sense of fellow-feeling. Yet in the context of the
self-denying, self-effacing culture of most nineteenth-century
women’s organizations, the sentiments of the women of Sorosis
are refreshing.

However, this self-assertion was difficult for many nineteenth-
century women to maintain. Scott (1991) tells us, “Though persist-
ently denying any charitable object, the club in its early days could
not escape the expectations that women’s societies would engage in
welfare work and found itself contributing to the Children’s Aid
Society, the Working Women'’s Protective Union, and the Hampton
Institute” (p.117). The self-improvement groups clearly felt the tug
between “equal rights feminism” grounded in individualist ideas of
personal freedom and personal development and “cultural teminism™
closely allied with the maternalist ethic and grounded in communi-
tarian values.

Women’s self-improvement groups have also frequently func-
tioned as support networks and thus the impulse to help oneselt is
never clearly separated out from the impulse to help others. The
dichotomy between self-help and helping others dissolves in the no-
tion of mutual support. This conception of mutual support clearly
links these nineteenth-century self-improvement groups with the
women'’s consciousness-raising groups of the 1970s.
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Women’s Voluntary Activities Across the Class
and Racial Divides

Certainly a heightened awareness of the diversity of women’s ex-
perience among contemporary feminist scholars has contributed to
increased attention to the ways in which activist women could (or
could not) reach out against class and racial divides. Participation in
voluntary organizations, like everything else in American society,
was sharply divided along racial and class lines: poor women were
much more likely to be involved in informal volunteering, while
affluent women were more likely to belong to the organized chari-
table groups.

Some historians, such as Nancy Cott (1977) in The Bonds of Wom-
anhood: Women’s Sphere in New England, 1780-1835, have viewed
women’s participation in voluntary organizations as a step toward
developing a sense of gender solidarity. Yet there is much in the
historical record to suggest that women'’s participation in voluntary
organizations was more likely to reinforce class divisions than to
promote gender solidarity. Anne Firor Scott (1991) in her case study
of an elite nineteenth-century charitable organization, the Boston
Fragment Society, describes a sorry record of class insensitivity and
further notes that the members of the society “continually deplored
the existence of poverty . . . but rarely attempted any careful analysis
of its causes. . . . The members always saw alcohol as the chief cause
of poverty” (p. 36).

Nancy Hewitt (1984), in Women’s Activism and Social Change: Roch-
ester, New York, 1856-1872, describes the callous treatment of work-
ing-class Irish Catholic immigrants by women active in charitable
organizations. In the 1850s, at the height of a wave of anti-
immigrant sentiment, the good ladies of Rochester closed the orphan
asylum and the Home for Friendless and Virtuous Females to all
Catholics, however needy. Hewitt (1984) views the anti-Catholic
sentiment as very much a function of class prejudice: “Anti-
Catholicism might have arisen earlier . . . except that it was not
until mid-century that ‘Popish’ religion was linked with poverty and
intemperance in the minds of Rochesterians”(p. 237).

Yet although there is no denying the unpleasant side of the “Lady
Bountiful” ethic, there is at least some evidence that women’s groups
were more sensitive to class issues and significantly more willing to
reach out to form cross-class alliances than were men’s organiza-
tions. Not all the women activists in Rochester turned their backs
on working-class immigrants. Hewitt describes other nineteenth-
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century women'’s groups in Rochester that did reach out across the
class divide. Similarly, Kathryn Kish Sklar (1985) has documented
cross-class coalitions of middle- and working-class women in the
lllinois Women’s Alliance and at Hull House in Chicago and in the
1890s.

Ken Fones-Wolf has described a confrontation between young
middle-class women in the Philadelphia Young Women’s Christian
Association who wanted to help factory workers organize unions
and older women in the association who were opposed to the idea.
Ultimately, the young women won. However, in the Philadelphia
Young Men’s Christian Association, where a similar conflict devel-
oped, local business leaders on the board managed to stamp out the
prounion sentiment. According to Fones-Wolf, unlike the women
reformers, the “male reformers were not involved in building cross-
class alliances on gender-related issues and therefore were more eas-
ily split off from their working-class allies” (quoted in Scott, 1991,
p. 109).

On class issues, the historical record is mixed and there at least
exists some evidence that women in voluntary organizations had
partial success in reaching across class barriers. Crossing the racial
barrier, however, was far more problematic, and the history of
women'’s efforts in this area far less edifying. True, there were the
female giants of the antislavery movement, but unfortunately many
of these carly feminists did not maintain their concern about the
plight of black women. Some, like Elizabeth Cady Stanton, engaged
in ugly racist rhetoric as a consequence of the failure of many male
abolitionists to support suffrage for women. As Anne Firor Scott
(1991) has put it, “The white women who believed in crossing racial
barriers constituted a small minority . . . for the most part the social
justice train ran on two tracks, one white, one black” (p. 69). She
further notes, “The few exceptions were almost always members of
organizations with a strongly religious orientation”(p. 180).

The historical record clearly indicates that racism was an even
more potent barrier to gender solidarity than was class. Historically,
this has been as true for “equal rights feminists” as it has been for
“cultural feminists.” Perhaps this record should be no surprise given
the virulence and persistence of racism in American society. It is at
least arguable that with the increasing multiculturalism of American
society, with the breakdown of racial barriers and the consequent
growth of the black middle class in post civil rights movement
America, that race is no longer a more potent barrier to gender
solidarity than is class. Historically, however, race was clearly the
greater barrier.
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Conclusion

A review of women’s participation in voluntary organizations re-
veals that contemporary feminist debates have deep cultural roots.
Nineteenth-century feminist activists may not have felt the need for
theoretical consistency, but they certainly did feel the pull of oppos-
ing tendencies, sometimes advancing arguments supporting
women’s fundamental similarities to men and at other times empha-
sizing their fundamental differences—what Nancy Cott (1988) has
called “a functional ambiguity rather than a debilitating tension”
(p. 19). Certainly the historical record demonstrates the extent to
which the tension was in fact “functional.” In some contexts the
most powerful argument for equal rights for men and women was
that advanced by Elizabeth Cady Stanton (1881, 1:604): “The sexes
are alike” and by Sarah M. Grimke (1838, p. 60): “Intellect is not
sexed . . . strength of mind is not sexed.” In other contexts, the
maternalist stance, stressing women’s “special” attributes, enabled
women to make gains that might have been extraordinarily difficult
to achieve without its protective coloration.

The strategic advantages of maternalist movements are certainly
one reason for the persistence of organizations appealing to women
as mothers. The history of women’s voluntary activities reveals the
extent to which old patterns persist in new forms. Just as religious-
based volunteerism continues, despite the existence of many more
outlets for women'’s social concerns, so maternalist organizations
continue despite decreasing numbers of women who ground their
sense of self in the concept of motherhood. Even among women
who are familiar with, and sympathetic to, the feminist deconstruc-
tion of motherhood, bonding with women as mothers retains its
appeal—and not just for strategic reasons. As one white middle-class
feminist activist I interviewed expressed, “When I had a child I fi-
nally felt a real connection with low-income women and women of
color. Outreach and coalition building seemed easier, more natural.”

Class and ethnic tensions have historically been a major, although
frequently not fully acknowledged, part of the story of women'’s
participation in voluntary activities. Although there were some at-
tempts at cross-class coalition building among nineteenth-century
women reformers, it is only in the late twentieth century that sig-
nificant numbers of feminist activists have tried to build cross-class
and multiracial coalitions. Among the divisions that have under-
mined such efforts at gender solidarity are the often sharply con-
trasting positions on traditional service-based volunteerism. Is it “a
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class-privileged concept” to denigrate such “caregiving [as] a
women’s disease and not an ethic to be honored” as Mary Frances
Platt (1994, p. 27) has charged?

The argument continues: Is valuing “caring and connection” a
trap—the “compassion trap” as Margaret Adams (1971) has called
it? Or 1s the “competitive individual achievement” ethic a greater
trap? Is the woman who organizes much of her life around her vol-
unteer work and puts community involvement before career goals
buying into stereotyped notions of “true womanhood?” Is her choice
to be valued less than that of the feminist corporate lawyer working
an eighty-hour week and poised to break through the glass ceiling?
Can we continue to value traditional volunteer work still performed
by many women without reaffirming sexist stereotypes? Are there,
as Theda Skocpol (1992) suggests, lessons that contemporary femi-
nists can learn from the “maternalists of old who, in their selt-
conceptions and public rhetoric, stressed solidarity between privi-
leged and less privileged women and honor for the values of caring
and nurturance?” (p. 538).

Traditional service-oriented volunteerism informed by an “ethic
of care,” like the maternalist ideology with which it was closely
allied, was once a unifying value among women, shared by women
of all social classes. Many working-class and middle-class women
continue to value an “ethic of care,” and in some cases, see it as an
explicitly feminist project. However, with the opening of what were
once exclusively male professions to middle-class women, increasing
numbers of women have joined men in pursuit of individual fulfill-
ment and success. As a result of these occupational and social
changes, along with a powerful feminist critique of traditional gen-
der roles, the “ethic of care” is less of a unifying concept among
women—to some extent a class, as well as a theoretical, fault line.

Our attitudes toward women’s volunteer activities are very much
bound up with our theoretical stance—gender minimizers versus
gender maximizers; individualists versus communitarians. The con-
temporary theoretical disputes can be a useful lens for exploring the
history of women’s participation in voluntary activities; the rich (and
yet to be fully explored) historical record can be a useful vehicle for
helping us to clarify—if not resolve—the theoretical issues.
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Gathering Rage: The Failure of Twentieth-
Century Revolutions to Develop a Feminist
Agenda. The Case of Nicaragua

MARGARET RANDALL

Sociavism, the first system 1n history to claim that it would bring
cquality for all, has moved trom theory into practice in our century.
In different ways, in numerous of its experiments, it succeeded in
showing that economies could in fact be harnessed for need rather
than for profit. Over the past several years, however, we have
watched one after another of these socialist experiments come down.
We—meaning the United States—have won the cold war; that's the
way our news media explains the collective event; “treedom and
democracy” have been restored from East Germany to the former
Soviet Union, from Romania to Nicaragua.

Now that the initial fanfare has subsided, though. now that these
points across our globe have ceased to be the tocus of every nighty
newscast, cach can be seen tor what it is: a nation struggling wich
loss as well as gain. Tight controls have been loosened. Dogmas
have fallen away. Critical thinking begins to enjoy a rebirth. In some
cases extreme corruption and stagnation have been revealed. But
human beings have also lost jobs, sccurity, a way of lite. Social
services—such as state-subsidized health care and tree and universal
education—have been decimated. And women, especially, have be-
gun to speak out about the ways in which socialism freed but also
stifled their lives. In the context of these contradictions, witness
Poland’s recent reinstitution of extreme antiabortion legislation,
among other setbacks for women.

In these pages I will explore a single one of these experiments,
the ten years of Sandinista administration in Nicaragua. [ will show
how women, in particular, have been attected by a serious war, by
a decade of people’s government, by the eventual (and surprising)
defeat of that government, and by the several years since. I will show
how a revolution became vulnerable and eventually was defeated—
among other reasons—because 1t did not reflect the needs of more
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than half of its population. And I will use this example to put forth
my conviction that the failure of twentieth-century revolutions to
develop a feminist agenda is proving also to be a systemic failure.
Revolutions, if they are to succeed, must be for everyone. Other-
wise, they will not belong to everyone, and not everyone will defend
them in times of attack.

Nicaragua’s Sandinista revolution was not a socialist experiment in
the classic sense of that term. But it contained enough of its tenets—
land reform, the nationalization of major resources, equality of op-
portunity, and a redistribution of goods and services—to be useful
to our discussion. Nicaragua is close and familiar. And it lends itself
to examination, among other reasons, because its people moved
from dictatorship to revolution, on to a new form of social organiza-
tion, and to the defeat of that new social order, all in less than
two decades.

In pre-Colombian Nicaragua, men attended to agriculture; they
fished, and took care of the home. Women were in charge of com-
merce. Only in one other part of Latin America, on the Isthmus of
Tehuantepec (southern Mexico), did women control the economy
in this way.! Chroniclers described Nicaraguan women as the most
beautiful among the New World natives. Some believe it was their
fierce sense of independence that made them seem more beautiful.

A woman’s virginity was regarded quite differently than it has
been since Spanish Catholicism took hold. Men are said to have
preferred women with sexual experience. Rape was punished by
making the rapist a slave in the service of the victim’s parents.? Still,
it would be a mistake to assume that the original inhabitants of
Central America respected women’s power or place in society—
anymore than patriarchy does today.

Contrary opinions exist, about how women did live in ancient
Mesoamerica, but it is clear that—then as now—they existed largely
for men. The Spanish invaders found gender relations in the lands
they colonized to be not that different from their own. They claimed
the land, looted precious metals and other resources, disrupted or
destroyed whole social systems, and reviled spiritual traditions. And,
because Spanish women didn’t join them in the crossing, nor did
they come in any numbers for approximately one hundred years,
these men established relations of use and domination over the native
women that continue to define gender (and race) relations today.

I link gender and race because the two are inseparable on a conti-
nent where the vast majority of peoples are mestizo: of mixed race.
There is a story that illustrates, perhaps better than any other, the
connection between race and gender oppression in the history of
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Mesoamerica. It is the story of La Malinche.” The year was 1519,
and a young Indian girl was given as a slave to Hernan Cortéz, the
Spanish conqueror of ancient Mexico. She became his translator,
first from Nahuatl into Mayan and later into Spanish. The term
malinchismo has come to mean betrayal, a fascination with that which
is foreign and a disgust for, or dismissal of, one’s origins. In fact,
in most cultures a woman'’s nature 1s linked to this idea of the deceit-
ful or traitorous.

But if we examine the story of La Malinche from a feminist point
of view, it is immediately apparent that this fifteen-year-old girl was
not betrayer but betrayed. From birth she had been used and abused.
Her father died when she was still quite young; her mother then
remarried and had a son. In order for the family wealth to be passed
onto the male heir, the girl’s mother sold her into slavery. By the
time she was fifteen, La Malinche had been betrayed and disavowed
by her parents, displaced from her family inheritance by her half
brother, sold several times as a slave, and then given to the white
male invader. And not a man from her family, her ethnicity, or her
culture protested.

In legend, La Malinche has become a malignant goddess, the cre-
ator of a new race—the mestizo—which projects her as mother/
whore, bearer of illegitimate children, destroyer of a free and glori-
ous past. Such distortion lies at the root of the mother-blame or
woman-blame so common throughout Latin America’s mestizo soci-
ety. Historically, women are made to bear the guile of their own
victimization; therein the male is exonerated.

In Latin America, to call someone hijo de la chingada (child of the
raped one) is a terrible and common offense. This is a single example
of the ways in which, in the language itself, women continue to be
made responsible for the crimes of both patriarchy and conquest.

In Nicaragua, as was true for most of the region, freedom from
Spanish domination was eventually won, only to be quickly replaced
by the period of subservience to, and dependence upon, the United
States. Nicaragua offers one of the longest continuous examples of
U.S. intervention in our hemisphere. Invasions took place in 1853,
‘54, ’57, 94, ’98, 99, 1912-25, and 1926-33.* The United States,
with its doctrine of Manifest Destiny, considered it within its right
to invade, occupy, humiliate, and control.

Imperialism has been brutal in Nicaragua. For a few years, in the
last century, the North American William Walker was even ap-
pointed president. Franklin Roosevelt once said of the first Somoza:
“He may be a son of a bitch, but he’s our son of a bitch.” It is not
surprising that Nicaraguans are virtually born with the sentiment—
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the collective memory—of anti-imperialism. The word yanqui be-
came the equivalent of “thug,” even in the discourse of those living
in remote mountainous regions. And women from the United States
were called yankas, their children yanquitos.

It is against this outrage of imperialism that a man named Augusto
Sandino, peasant/worker/general of the twenties and thirties, orga-
nized his war of liberation.® In my field work over the years, I have
come across a number of women who testify to the deep connections
between Sandino’s campaign and the more recent Sandinista strug-
gle, connections alive in their personal experience. I want to share
one of them with you. Maria Lidia is a veteran of both wars, and a
link between them. A peasant-woman from Chinandega, she was
sixty-eight when we spoke:

I'll tell you, my Segovia, those pine trees, those mountains were our
friends, do you know? That’s the way it was for us with Sandino. We
simply said light and shadow, and then we said beautiful Nicaragua:
your lakes speak for you and your children call you, always. Here there
were no chiefs, no generals; here we were all Nicaraguan soldiers, to-
gether against the Machos.®

Maria Lidia’s use of the term Macho to describe the invading soldiers
1s linguistically interesting. She and her generation resisted a foreign
army embodying both political intervention and male domination.

Sandino succeeded in ousting the U.S. Marines in 1934, but he
was betrayed and murdered before he could establish the independ-
ent society he envisioned. His death ushered in an increasingly re-
pressive period in Nicaraguan history: the dynasty of the Somozas.
This was a family regime—over almost half a century—that required
increasingly terrorist tactics simply to stay in power. The country’s
economic model, based on capitalist agro export, meant ongoing
underdevelopment and dependence upon the United States. Peasants
were robbed of greater and greater amounts of land; and the rural
and urban poor were superexploited. Much of the population existed
at bare subsistence levels.

By the 1950s and 1960s, the violence that accompanies this type
of economy increased the destitution faced by Nicaraguan women
and children. As the decade of the seventies came to a close, women
were only 51 percent of the population but constituted two-thirds
of those living below the poverty line. While the national illiteracy
rate was 50.35 percent (1979), 93 or in some places 100 percent of
rural women could neither read nor write.”

Nicaragua is a largely agricultural country and in the countryside,
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espectally, living conditions are inhuman. In the seventies. 47 percent
ot the country’s homes were without electricity; Y0 percent lacked
potable water. Malnutrition, which also engulfed two-thirds of the
population, aftected women in special ways, as their lives were an
almost permanent cycle of pregnancy, birthing, and nursing their
young. Statistics in 1975 showed rural women bearing an average
of 7.8 children, while in the urban centers it was 6.2.% Impoverished
living conditions often meant as high as a 50-percent mortality rate
among the offspring of the poor.

The idea that women'’s incorporation into the labor torce necessar-
ily brings equality, breaks down in a country like Nicaragua (as it
does throughout the dependent world); female workers generally
remain exploited and oppressed in the most degrading and worst-
paid jobs. Again, numbers reveal the trend: in 1950, 27 percent of
the country’s economically active population was female; the figure
had risen to 35 percent by 1971; and to 40 percent in 1977—two
years before the Sandinistas took power. These statistics are for
mostly urban manufacturing and services. But even in the country-
side, toward the end of the seventies Nicaraguan women made up
29 percent of all fieldworkers, a much higher percentage than in
Latin America overall.”

The contemporary Nicaraguan family was constructed from the
cultural clash between the indigenous model—with its strong tribal
and matrilineal characteristics—and those patriarchal values imposed
by colonialism during more than three centuries of Spanish domina-
tion. The family structure developed within the history of Nicara-
guan agriculture, and was marked by its inability to create a model
that included the stable presence of a man in the home.

This type of agro-capitalist development, imposed by the United
States, brought with it the exploitative social structures needed to
keep it in place. These affect women in particularly debilitating
ways. Paternal irresponsibility—a man making one woman preg-
nant, then leaving her with a child or children, and going off to
repeat his performance elsewhere—is a serious problem. In Nicara-
gua, these abandoned mothers migrated in ever larger numbers to
urban areas in search of a better living. They generally ended up in
domestic service, selling fruit or trinkets on the streets, or in
prostitution.

By the late seventies, even the formal urban female labor force
(which does not include either domestic service or prostitution)
broke down as follows: 75 percent of all employed women were in
commerce or the service sector, and only 19 percent in manufactur-
ing.'” The first serious urban employment census in Nicaragua was
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carried out by the Sandinistas in 1980. It showed almost half of all
women of working age laboring outside the home.!

Add to this economic picture the cultural legacy of conquest.
Spain’s Catholic tradition has been rife with mixed messages for
Nicaraguan women. A strong Marianist tradition promoted Mary
Mother of God as an example that was eventually also adopted by
Christian revolutionaries who claimed Mary as a figure of liberation
rather than of submission. Still, there are limits on the usefulness of
a figure whose own sexuality was denied, who was “used by God
as a vessel to bring forth His Son.” Nicaraguan girls grow up with
all the strictures Catholicism imposes; they are taught to be chaste,
submissive, pliable, forgiving, and to lead lives of service to others,
most prominently their men. Before the Sandinistas came to power,
they were often chaperoned, sometimes until they passed from father
to husband.

The Sandinista National Liberation Front (rsLN) was founded in
1961. A small group of young men, armed with nothing more than
Sandino’s example and their own defiant rage, were determined to
turn their country around. Having survived devastating military de-
feats throughout the early sixties, the FSLN turned its attention to
political education among the various social sectors: peasants, work-
ers, students, and women. Concurrently, the new wave of interna-
tional feminism began to make itself felt. It was essential to the
way in which the rsLN would develop, that feminist ideas eventually
became important to a number of its female members.

In 1966 the FSLN made an attempt to bring women together in the
Patriotic Alliance of Nicaraguan Women. Its purpose was to organ-
ize women from the popular sectors—peasants, laborers, and stu-
dents—to agitate for better working conditions, equal pay for equal
work, unionization for the female labor force, day care, and like
demands. The alliance, like AMPRONAC (Association of Women Fac-
ing the Problems of the Nation) and AMNLAE (Luisa Amanda Es-
pinosa Nicaraguan Women’s Association) in years to come, was part
of an overall plan of struggle, and ultimately reported to the FSLN’s
top-level all-male leadership. In retrospect, it is easy to see how this
lack of autonomy in a succession of women’s organizations stifled
or submerged the development of a truly feminist movement.

During the early seventies, however, the FSLN as a mixed move-
ment began to have a profound influence on women’s lives. Some
joined the organization. Many more began mobilizing around spe-
cific issues. They denounced the dictator’s human rights violations;
supported the university students in their various political cam-
paigns; and protested price hikes of milk, gasoline, and other necessi-
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ties. These women came forward because their children were in
prison, because as heads of houscholds they were hard-hit by the
economic and political crises, or because as citizens they wanted
nothing more than to force Somoza from power.

Older women maintained a particularly moving presence. As has
been true before and since in other parts ot the world, the mothers
and grandmothers of mostly very young and totally involved sons
and daughters often followed their children’s examples, becoming
courageous and trustworthy political activists. It is interesting that
older women vastly outnumbered their husbands in this type of
participation. In fact, separation or divorce were not uncommon
when a mother gave herself to her children’s struggle. otten against
her spouse’s will. The adult men, as their oftspring reterred to them,
tended toward conservatism and personal fear: the adult women
were more courageous, more able to assume a radical polincal
position.

These older women formed a Committee of Mothers that was
increasingly active throughout the seventies. Its members visited
Somoza’s prisons, became an important link between the prisoners
and those on the outside, protested unfair treatment, went on hunger
strikes, and occupied the national cathedral and the local oftice of
the United Nations. This group eventually evolved into the Mothers
of Heroes and Martyrs, which was active throughout the Sandinista
administration and remains so today. Significantly, since the 1990
clectoral defeat, these women—working with the mothers of the
contras—have been pioneers in a new movement of national
reconciliation.

But I'm getting ahead of myself. By 1977 the new revolutionary
struggle was irreversible. In its desperate attempt to control the
population that was everywhere becoming involved, the dictatorship
declared a state of siege. It was then that the rsLN finally succeeded
in organizing women across lines of class, age, and activity with
AMPRONAC.

Why did AMPRONAC take off while the earlier attempts failed? In
the first place, the liberation movement itself had accumulated
greater experience. By this time the general level of misery and
corruption was so high, and the repression against those who re-
belled so intense, that many felt they had little to lose but the dicta-
torship itself. Women and others actively searched out structures in
which to participate. At the same time, by the late 1970s feminism
had made its mark in Nicaragua. In an atmosphere at least somewhat
influenced by feminist movements in other parts of the world, the
time was right for Nicaraguan women to come together in an orga-



64 SECTION 1: FEMINIST THEORY

nization they could call their own. Getting rid of the dictatorship
had become a feminist issue—at the time the most urgent of them all.

Market women hid weapons under fruits and vegetables and
transported them in the great baskets balanced on their heads. Catho-
lic sisters smuggled radio equipment into the country inside the
hollowed-out bodies of plaster saints and virgins. I've already
touched on the role of mothers; one discovered that her daughter
was involved and the daughter realized the same of her mother when
they came upon one another, blindfolded and handcuffed, in the
dictator’s own personal dungeon—beneath a dining room where
statesmen and their cronies nightly sipped expensive wines. Crimi-
nality and cruelty within the Somoza government had by then
reached levels that recall ancient Rome, Nazi Germany, or the more
recent Bosnia—such as mass rape, or a blindfolded woman-prisoner
being tossed around a cell as if she were a ball. The few who survived
those years of brutality have testified that, as an after-dinner pastime,
Somoza and his buddies often came down to rape and torture the
women-prisoners.

The last months and even years of war in Nicaragua saw a number
of extraordinary women taking a type of leadership and successfully
carrying out tasks unheard-of to that point in the history of women'’s
revolutionary participation. The FSLN, among the revolutionary
movements and organizations of the 1970s, did promote a relatively
high level of female participation. There are hundreds of storics.
Here is one of them, the story of Nora Astorga:

Nora was a daughter of the bourgeoisie, a lawyer who worked
for an important construction company during the last years of the
dictatorship. Like so many of her sisters, she at first became involved
in support work: exacting information from her conservative busi-
ness contacts and making it available to her comrades in the FsLN.
Then a set of fortuitous circumstances and her own personal com-
mitment led to her protagonist’s role in one of the organization’s
most publicized actions—and one with particular significance for
women.

It was International Women’s Day, 8 March 1978. The notorious
torturer, Gen. Reynaldo Pérez Vega, had been a client of Astorga’s
for more than a year. During that time, and in line with his assump-
tion that he could quite simply take to bed any woman he wanted,
he had beseiged the beautiful lawyer with sexual demands. She con-
tinued to refuse him, while skillfully keeping him interested and
reporting his advances to her comrades. By March the necessary
conditions had been created. Nora called the general, told him she
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had decided to give him what he wanted, and arranged for them to
meet that evening at her home.

Pérez Vega was known as “The Dog” among his victims and their
families. The revolutionaries planned on taking him hostage and
exchanging him for important political prisoners. Astorga quickly
led him to her bedroom. She undressed him and then, at a prear-
ranged signal, two comrades sprang from a closet. They tried to
overpower the man but he was immensely strong and oftered unex-
pected resistance. This forced them to shoot him instead. thereby
writing a different ending to the operation. The population, how-
cver, could not have been more pleased; one of its most infamous
torturers would torture no more.

As a result of this action, Astorga had to leave her own children
and go underground where she would continue to participate safe
from the possibility of reprisal. She spent the rest of the war on the
southern front. After the Sandinista victory of 1979, she worked for
a time as special attorney general in charge of prosecuting the more
than seventy-five hundred ex-guards who hadn’t managed to get
away. Later she was named ambassador to United States, but Reagan
refused to accept her credentials because of her involvement in the
Pérez Vega affair. It seemed the general had also worked for the cia.

Astorga eventually became Nicaragua's ambassador to the United
Nations, where she played a significant role during the first difficult
years of covert U.S. military intervention. She was an outstanding
diplomat, making a lasting impression on Nicaragua’s powertul ene-
mies as well as on its friends. She used to send a single red rose to
her adversaries the day before a particularly difficult debate. Even
as she was being weakened by breast cancer, she continued as the
Sandinistas’ compassionately human and politically brilliant voice
through one last General Assembly. She died in February of 1988 at
the age of forty-two. Almost ten years had gone by since that action
that had vindicated abused and humiliated women the world over.!?

Many women like Astorga participated in the Sandinista war of
liberation. Many worked in their country’s reconstruction, some in
positions of importance. But a decade later, one thing was painfull\'
clear: the proverbial glass ceiling was stxll in place. The FSLN, in spite
of its progressive position on women'’s rights, had failed to promote
its extraordinary female cadre the full distance.

During the Sandinista administration there were few women-cabi-
net members.' Never more than a fourth of the legislative body
was female. Men held the vast majority of top-level posts—in gov-
ernment, in the party, and in the armed forces. And during and for
some years after the decade of Sandinista government, no woman
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was admitted to the FSLN’s national directorate, the organization’s
highest decision-making body. In May of 1994, the Sandinistas held
an extraordinary congress, their second since the electoral defeat. At
that meeting the national directorate was enlarged from the tradi-
tional nine to fifteen members. A couple of the men were changed,
and five women were added, that is, a third of the body. These
women are Modnica Baltodano, Mirna Cunningham, Benigna Men-
diola, Dora Maria Téllez, and Dorotea Wilson.

At that same extraordinary congress, a group of women calling
themselves the autoconvocadas (self-selected) actively fought for a
quota system among party leadership at all levels. They wanted 50
percent of party positions to be filled by women. The congress
wouldn’t go that far, but did approve a 30 percent quota. Nicaraguan
feminists know that the problem is deeper than quotas; 30 percent
female leadership is still a concession, made by the men in power to
placate the women. It may be a beginning, but conceptually speaking
it’s still nowhere near the radical change that must come if women
are to achieve equality.

In the 1980s, and compared with other countries, percentages such
as one-fourth of the legislature did seem encouraging. Many of us
who followed the Nicaraguan process believed women’s full equality
to be a matter of time. But in retrospect one thing is clear: those
female combatants who were able to most completely assume an
analysis and conduct considered to be male, were the ones who rose
in the ranks. The problem, of course, is not simply that women
were not admitted to the inner circles of power, or that a male-
dominated party kept its women’s association under tight scrutiny
and control. These were not causes, but symptoms of the revolution-
ary movement’s failure to allow a truly feminist discourse or femi-
nist agenda to develop.

With the 1979 victory, women as a group had enormous expecta-
tions of how the new people’s government would change their lives.
Some articulated these expectations in immediate demands; others
just felt something had shifted, that new relationships were possible.
Few who had been involved at any level of struggle believed that
women would go back to their conventional roles. At the end of
1979 and throughout 1980 one frequently heard some version of the
pronouncement: When women take up arms and fight alongside
their men, they elicit a different sort of respect.

What may not have been understood was the fact that the men
weren’t theirs, but that they belonged to the men—in every spoken
and unspoken aspect of the patriarchal model. Male leaders of the
FSLN, the most conscious of whom had only timidly questioned gen-
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der roles, set about to reorganize society. Despite affirmations by
women and others that the level of female incorporation within the
Sandinista process was irreversible, despite early protests that
women would never return to subservient positions in the home,
traditional gender inequality did remain and resurface during those
ten extraordinary years. It had never really been challenged, at least
not radically enough to have permitted qualitative change.

One important reason for this failure was the inability, on the part
of Nicaraguan women as well as of their vanguard party, to develop
a truly autonomous feminist movement. The history of the AMNLAE
offers important lessons in this respect.

The new women’s organization was born in September of 1979,
a few months after the Sandinista victory. It took its name from
Luisa Amanda Espinosa, believed to have been the first woman to
die in the revolutionary struggle.' AMNLAE’s line was clear: Building
the New Nation We Give Birth to a New Woman. The theory of
women'’s social insertion popular in Latin America at the time was
alive and well in the concept the organization had as its priority goal:
integrating women into the overall revolutionary process as a way
of bringing about the desired changes in their social condition.

During its first two years, AMNLAE put all its energies into mobiliz-
ing women for the most urgent tasks of reconstruction, and then—
as the threat from the United States materialized—for defense.
Women were encouraged to take part in the literacy crusade and to
join the militia. They gravitated toward such areas as education,
preventative medicine, and the equitable distribution of basic neces-
sities. A number of women’s agricultural projects sprang up. Market
women began struggling for their rights. In a few pilot projects,
prostitutes were learning other trades. And the mostly female do-
mestic service sector organized around such demands as the ten-
hour day. AMNLAE supported all these efforts.

Women were conscious of their need to educate themselves. Of
the 406,441 Nicaraguans who learned to read and write as a result
of the 1980 Literacy Crusade, almost half—195,688—were women.
Young women made up fully half of those who left their families,
school, or work, to spend five months teaching literacy in the moun-
tains. The women’s association organized the 30,000 brigadists
teaching literacy in the cities.!s

AMNLAE women also provided the traditional female support for
the crusade; they sewed knapsacks, raised money, dropped in on
the brigadists’ parents while their children were away, created small
libraries, and in many other ways contributed to the project’s suc-
cess. This, after all, was what women did: created the infrastructure
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without which the crusade would not have run as smoothly as it
did. And when the illiteracy rate had been successfully reduced,
adult education was the logical next step. Here, too, women gave
generously of their time and talent. They were 44 percent of the
students and 55 percent of the volunteer teachers.'®

Meanwhile, the United States was not about to let the young
revolution survive. The contra war was heating up, the countryside
especially was beginning to suffer increased incidents of sabotage
and armed incursions, and more and more troops were needed for
defense. Women, who during the war had made up a third of the
Sandinista army, had gradually been relieved of duty—or relegated
to noncombat positions. By 1982 there were only two mixed battal-
lons, with women never accounting for more than 10 percent of
their members. Nevertheless, women flocked in great numbers to
the voluntary militia.

AMNLAE’s development defined its constitueney. The kinds of is-
sues it addressed and the types of activities it sponsored attracted
housewives, market women, and—to a lesser degree—teachers and
nurses. The mothers and wives of Sandinista soldiers gravitated to-
ward the organization because of the support it offered with their
sons and husbands away at the front. Peasant women became mem-
bers in significant numbers after a December 1979 assembly attended
by more than seven hundred women from remote mountain areas.

A Ministry of Labor study, carried out at the beginning of 1981,
polled 4,892 working women; it revealed that AMNLAE had made no
headway at all among the superexploited female laborers in the ba-
nana fields or in tobacco or coffee harvests. Neither had the organiza-
tion touched women in manufacturing: in the textile mills, match
or shoe factories. These women-workers were more likely to try to
get their demands met through the farmers’ association or union
participation.!” And professional women, generally more sophisti-
cated and more open to feminist ideas, wanted to begin to deal with
the sexism that is so much a part of the Nicaraguan (and Latin
American) social fabric. AMNLAE wasn’t feminist enough for these
women.

Throughout its history it has been difficult, if not impossible, for
AMNLAE to understand or accept feminism as a necessary component
to change for women. The word has frequently been used as an
epithet, with implications that go from elitist and petit bourgeois to
foreign and out of touch with local reality. It wasn’t until a strong
independent feminist movement surfaced just before the 1990 clec-
tions, that AMNLAE was finally forced to take feminism into account.

A major problem for the women'’s organization has been the fact
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that women’s issues, at least in the beginning. were considered sec-
ondary, superfluous, outranked by the priority struggles around
cconomy and defense. A feminist analysis would have shown how
women and women'’s rights fit into an overall strategy tor change.
As it was, this analysis was not accepted, in fact was vilified, during
the Sandinista administration. As a result, many of the strongest
women—those who are models of feminist leadership. whether or
not they choose to speak in such terms—put their energies
clsewhere.

In December of 1981, after almost a year of reevaluation. the
association decided to stop existing as a mass organization and to
articulate itself as a movement. It was moving away from the Cuban
model. What this meant was that AMNLAE would no longer concen-
trate on recruitment. Instead, it would generate small working com-
mittees of women within the different areas and organizational
frameworks. For example, women in a factory or school might get
together as AMNLAE. Women in a labor union or military unit might
meet, if they were concerned, to deal with gender-specific problems
in their particular sector.

The idea was that AMNLAE, without continuing to mobilize women
throughout the country, could be everywhere. We Are AMNLAE was
the slogan. For a while it looked like this change might save the
organization. But the conceptual problems remained. It wasn't AM-
NLAE itself that was at fault so much as the political vision that had
engendered it. Women became frustrated that their organization
proved unable to address their problems as women. Real autonomy
wasn’t considered.

Throughout the Sandinista administration, AMNLAE did lead a
number of vigorous campaigns for legislation beneficial to women
and children. Just after its victory, the new government issued a
decree making it illegal to use images of women’s bodies in commer-
cial advertising. The FSLN also established a Fundamental Statute in
August of 1979, providing the framework for full equality between
the sexes. In subsequent years, a number of reforms to the Civil
Code were proposed; some passed; others failed. When they threat-
ened “traditional family values,” there was always a backlash of pro-
test from the hierarchical church.

Responsible paternity was a goal, and an Office of Family Protec-
tion was set up where abandoned mothers could go to get financial
help from the fathers of their offspring. If the father held a job and
had a salary that could be attached, this was often productive. Free
union (cohabiting parents and their children) was recognized and
a series of women'’s rights were established. A new adoption law
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eliminated the easy buying and selling of children that had existed
in the past; men as well as women could adopt, without the
prerequisite of a legally constituted marriage.

All of this legislation generated tremendous, and at times virulent,
discussion. Where male dominance was most threatened, charges
such as “destroying the family” or “endangering the unity of the
people” were most loudly heard. The very real rigors of war, as
well as increased economic crisis, made the arguments ever more
complex. AMNLAE, as an organization, began to lose meaning for
many revolutionary women who felt their most urgent needs were
being addressed in more immediate and practical ways by the Associ-
ation of Small Farmers, by the Confederation of Professional People,
by their respective unions, or by the party itself. Since the women’s
organization proved incapable of the one thing uniquely within its
province—that is, doing battle around gender-specific issues like
abortion and violence against women—it became less and less im-
portant in women'’s lives.

The organized Right, with all its well-calculated propaganda,
stepped into this vacuum created by AMNLAE’s failure to develop a
feminist agenda. The Right’s propaganda is always rooted in tradi-
tions that are more familiar and so seem more comfortable. It is
often easier to retreat into a known space than to risk the social
pressures and marginalization of uncharted terrain.

Statistics on women'’s voting patterns in both the 1984 and 1990
elections show that the Sandinistas increasingly proved incapable of
organizing women to vote for them.!® [t may be useful to examine
the FSLN’s preelection expectations and the type of propaganda the
party directed at women in 1990. Slogans such as “Daniel es mi
gallo!” (Daniel Is My Cock!) referring to Daniel Ortega, the FSLN’s
presidential candidate, say it all. On a recent visit to Nicaragua, I
heard a number of women exclaim: “One cock at home was quite
enough, thank-you!”

Such an overtly sexist campaign, the failure to address issues im-
portant to the female sector, and the dramatic results that failure
obtained, surely contributed to the FSLN’s defeat. As we will see,
however, Nicaraguan feminists did not allow the Right to take over
their lives. A strong and progressive independent women’s move-
ment was brewing.

With the advent of the feminist movement and the new theoretical
and psychological breakthroughs it has engendered, we are begin-
ning to define new parameters for talking about ourselves. Patri-
archy, with its powerful checks and balances, has long stifled or
distorted such discussion. There have been numerous moments in
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history when such analysis has pushed itself to the surface, burt it
has always been quickly discredited. To preserve the balance of
power, the men in control have called women who dared explore
such issues “witches,” “demons,” “hysterics,” “castrating females.”
“crazy,” and troublemakers, Malinches.

Women often suffer from what we now understand as post-
traumatic stress syndrome. As Judith Lewis Herman pomts out, so-
ciety periodically pulls back from examining and attempting to deal
with the reality of endemic and epidemic violence against women—
precisely because doing so challenges patriarchy.!” Similarly, our so-
called experts have resisted examining what we once termed shell
shock, because it means questioning “male virtues” of virility, manli-
ness, and honor.

As a group, Nicaraguan women have been severely victimized by
the duel phenomena of woman abuse and the traumas of war. As
guilt-ridden mestizas, as victims of Christianity’s traditional double
message (virgin/whore), as abandoned mothers, and as females lured
onto the front lines of struggle and politics onlv to tind themselves
restrained by conventional expectations every time real equality
scemed possible, they suffer from an intense and collective post-
[raumatic stress.

Like women everywhere, Nicaraguan women have long been
weighted down by a legacy of domestic violence. Earlier political
systems legitimized and protected the abusive power relations that
became “acceptable™ in their lives. The Sandinista administration
proved unable to address these relations or to change them in any
meaningful way. Like women in Vietnam, southern Africa, El Salva-
dor, Guatemala, and so many other places where war has for too
long remained a fact of everyday life, women in Nicaragua also share
the plight of a battle-worn population. They suffer from the stress-
producing symptoms usually reserved for men who have been forced
to endure prolonged combat situations, plus the special suffering
reserved for women.

The initial years of the Sandinista administration treed women's
psyches, but certainly not for long, nor radically enough to signifi-
cantly reduce the level of collective trauma. The years 1984-85 seems
to mark the turning point. At the same time, economic pressure
from the United States and the contra war combined to heighten
tensions. Finally, the 1990 electoral loss brought with it—for the
Sandinistas especially—a profound identity crisis.

But Nicaraguan feminists do not simply share the trauma; their
feminism has made them partners in their own recovery. They are
no longer simply victims, but survivors in the most profound mean-
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ing of the term. It takes women coming together to develop a lan-
guage and a therapeutic practice outside the patriarchal profession and
its canon for there to be a real understanding of what has been perpe-
trated and how best to deal with it. Paradoxically, the challenge to
their identity, suffered in the wake of the 1990 electoral loss, shook
the consciousness of many Sandinista women and some men. They
face an experience of collective defeat and are free to begin building
upon a movement that had already burst through the strictures of
official disapproval. Revolutionary feminists in Nicaragua are cur-
rently engaged in a powerful coming together—outside the tradi-
tional parameters of patriarchal society, and outside the parameters
of a male-dominated revolutionary practice as well. Because the vast
majority of Nicaraguan feminists have come to their feminism
through years of political struggle, they are able to validate collective
feelings within a context of understanding how society functions.
Since the electoral loss, revolutionary women have been able to
break through the bind of allegiance to male-oriented party politics.

With an economy in shambles, with a conservative government in
office, and amid a generalized collective depression that has seriously
threatened everyone’s sense of self, Nicaraguan women are getting
together, questioning absolutely everything, developing new ways
of looking at their reality, and organizing to change it. Touching
upon, influencing, and being influenced in turn by other important
struggles—such as the movements for ethnic autonomy, against ra-
cial discrimination, and for gay rights—feminism in Nicaragua offers
a particularly useful example of feminist struggle.

Nicaraguan feminists, tired of trying to get AMNLAE to understand
and respect their positions, are creating an independent, broad-
based, cross-class, and internationally connected movement that cur-
rently includes a number of research and education foundations, sev-
eral excellent publications, and a guerrillalike networking system.
Most of the women involved consider themselves Sandinistas; they
either continue to be members of the FSLN or are sympathizers. Many
of them speak emotionally about their development within the party
and say they would not be where they are today without it. But
they also feel it is time to discard the male leadership that has so
overwhelmingly refused to address their concerns.

The lesbian movement in Nicaragua is both feminist and revolu-
tionary, setting it apart from similar movements in the industrialized
countries. It also functions in close coordination with the gay male
movement and with sisters and brothers who identify as bisexual.
Lesbians run foundations promoting women'’s health work, the pub-
lication of nonsexist educational materials, AIDs outrecach and advo-
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cacy, and consciousness-raising inside and outside their community.
When the new conservative government pushed through an unusu-
ally comprehensive antisodomy law in June of 1992, the lesbian
movement initiated the struggle that still rages against it.?"

After more than a year of preparation, in January of 1992, Nicara-
gua’s independent feminists hosted a gathering of women in Mana-
gua. The theme was “United in Diversity.” The organizers expected
an attendance of 300, but more than 800 showed up to fill the capital
city’s largest convention center. Women attending were indeed di-
verse: working women, professionals, Miskitos, and other indige-
nous women from the Atlantic Coast, feminists and those who had
never heard the term, peasants, students, religious sisters, teenagers.
grandmothers, Sandinistas, and even a few conservative members
of the nation’s extreme Right. The organizers invited AMNLAE to be
a part of the conference’s planning phase, but AMNLAE refused. When
it became apparent that it was going to be such a success, however,
some 50 AMNLAE women decided to attend as individuals.

The event produced a great number of initiatives, chief among
them a series of networks in which women may work together
around issues of health, education, sexuality, violence against
women, and the economy. Decisions were also taken to support
the celebration of Gay Pride Day in Nicaragua; revive the deposed
government’s program of preventative medicine (especially as it can
service women'’s needs); promote nonsexist sex education at all lev-
els; and initiate a campaign to bring back free, secular, and (for the
different ethnicities) bilingual education. This is all very important
under the current rightist regime, in which Sandinista social gains are
being rolled back and public schools no longer offer sex education.

This January gathering showed the rsLN, the general public, and
women themselves that Nicaraguan feminism is to be reckoned
with; that it is not an import or a fad, but an indigenous movement
reflecting the urgent needs of diverse women. Two months later
the independent women'’s movement hosted a meeting ot Central
American feminists at a beach resort outside Managua, and since
then feminists from many Latin American countries have met in a
variety of forums. There is ample evidence that Nicaraguan femi-
nists are engaged in their own profound analysis of their history,
their recent past, and the ways in which patriarchy continues to
distort their perception of the world.

I hope this brief overview offers some sense of the strength, ex-
citement, and vision of Nicaraguan women. It would be incorrect
to underesrimate the liberating eftect that Sandinism has had on gen-
eration’s of women'’s lives. Now they must make a more radical
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departure. I'd like to close with another story; it concerns Vidaluz
Meneses: poet, head of Nicaragua’s library system for most of the
Sandinista administration, now dean of arts and letters at Managua’s
Jesuit University. The story is about how Vidaluz got the position
she holds.

The president of the university approached her one day, and of-
fered her the post. But Vidaluz didn’t accept, not right away. Instead
she said she’d have to think about it and would get back to him in
a week or so. When a couple of weeks had passed and he’d heard
nothing, the university president called her again. “I'll give you my
answer in a few days,” Vidaluz said. “I’'m attending a conference
this weekend where a number of other women will be, and I want
to confer with them.”

Finally, the following Monday, Vidaluz responded to the presi-
dent’s offer: “I've been talking it over with other women on cam-
pus,” she told him, “and I've found at least three who could do the
job as well as I. The four of us feel fine about it being given to any
one of us. But whoever you choose, the other three must be named
her top-ranking advisors, so we can work closely together.”

This is how Vidaluz insisted upon a team of strong and talented
women, not simply a token appointment. The president agreed, and
these four women-comrades are now reorganizing the university.
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Transforming Feminist Theory and Practice:
Beyond the Politics of Commonalities and
Differences to an Inclusive Multicultural
Feminist Framework

BrancHE RADFORD CURRY

Introduction

Ass we enter the twenty-first century, most mainstream white femi-
nist theory and practice remain steadfast in marginalizing the experi-
ences of women of color, working-class women, and women of
non-Western cultures, as well as excluding these same women from
the process of building a shared feminist theory and practice that
claims to be about and for them.! The mainstream American model
of feminist theory and practice, based on the experiences of “white
middle class, heterosexual Christian women,” the experiences of
which “generic woman” are assumed to mirror, is rooted in Greek-
derived essentialism? and historical realities of unequal power and
opportunity among women (Lugones and Spelman, 1983).

Addressing the problems of essentialism and of the reality of dif-
ferences in an effort to transform the mainstream American model
of feminist theory and practice has been the recent focus of feminist
critics.> Challenging essentialism has not been casy, according to
Elizabeth V. Spelman, because traditional understandings of the con-
cept of “woman” are based on Greek-derived essentialist logic,
which leads us to seek out shared, universal features of the instances
of “woman” and to ignore other characteristics of individual women
as features of their woman-ness as such (1988). At the same time,
challenges to the language of women’s commonalities are viewed
by many feminists as counter to urgently needed political work in
common cause.

Common to these critiques is an objection to the presumption to
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speak about and for all women in supposedly universal generaliza-
tions that do not reflect the experiences and priorities of women ot
color (Lugones, 1991). This umversalist voice ignores the impor-
tance of recognizing sxgmtlcant power-structured ditterences
among women, minimizing them into invisibility under a theoretical
model of universal essential woman-ness (Lugones and Spelman.
1983). Despite a compelling combination ot both methodological
and moral arguments to halt ongoing perpetuation ot this presump-
tion in American feminist theory and practice, the echoes ot this
model are still nnging. While I agree that a major tocus tor trans-
forming American feminist theory and practice is related to the
“problem” of essentialism and differences, it is my position that
substantial analysis of the dynamics of presuming commonalities and
ignoring differences (essentialism) is needed if we are to change the
way we do things. Among these dynamics, I explain, are the tollow-
ing: conceiving differences as inferior, other, and threatening; foster-
ing “blame games,” shame, and guilt that empower negative identity
politics, rather than secing differences as sources of strength; and
alternatively, practicing acceptable appropriations of another’s ex-
perience; recognizing the “hidden” politics of asserting commonali-
ties over difterences—politics of power; acknowledging lived reality;
and being accountable for our actions.

Since 1979, many substantial critical analyses have challenged
some of these essentialist theoretical constructions that hinder inclu-
sive multicultural feminist theory and practice. Barbara Smith (1979)
presents a powerful argument for rejecting “additive” and “olympic”
views of oppression. Margaret A. Simons (1979) strongly reminds
us of the importance of critiquing feminist theory, and of bridging
theory and practice. Bonnie Thornton Dill (1979) brilliantly outlines
the “dialectics of African American experience,” and Adrienne Rich
(1979) boldly points out [the pervasiveness of] “white solipsism.”
Audre Lorde (1984) addresses a related problem in her notable dis-
cussion of the “outsider-within.” Deborah K. King (1988) further
strengthens the discussion with her excellent examination of the phe-
nomenon of “both/or”* orientation for African-American women.
Johnetta B. Cole (1986 and 1993) offers another insightful example
in her work on (the) “lines that divide us (and the) ties that bind
us,” and “when differences will no longer make a difference.” There
is also bell hooks (1990), whose work significantly challenges us to
wake up to the reality of cultural politics.

Other recent works by African-American feminists and others
provide meaningful analyses of various aspects of the dynamics of
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mistakes in theorizing about commonalities and differences that are
important to solving the problem. Patricia Hill Collins’s (1990) valu-
able work reminds us that epistemology is important to discussions
about commonalities and differences. Who are the authorities; who
defines the parameters of oppression; who possesses knowledge, that
is, power? Epistemology weighs heavily on feminist theory and
practice; yet knowledge is often a matter of position. How we know
affects our character, values, and ethics. Collins calls for an “ethics
of personal accountability,” a moral obligation toward acting justly
and accordingly from a dynamic perspective of experience. “Not
only must individuals develop their knowledge claims through dia-
logue and present them in a style proving their concerns for their
ideas, but people are expected to be accountable for their knowledge
claims” (Collins, 1990). In a related vein, Bettina Aptheker (1989)
and Elsa Barkley Brown (1990) elaborate a dynamic epistemological
framework that allows feminists to consider each other’s standpoints
without either giving up one’s own or denying another, allowing
space for each of us. Judith Mary Green and I (1991) offer a compre-
hensive model for seeing women as a multiplicity of differing group-
related experiences and accordingly, feminism as remaining in flux,
dynamic, and multiple. All of these theorists agree that once the
theory is right, it is possible to practice it; to do the right thing!

The work of these feminists represents a notable and expanding
construction of collaborative multicultural feminist theory and prac-
tice in the development of which African-American feminists have
played a major role.? It is a paradigm of feminist theory and practice
that originates from the construction of black feminist theory and
practice.® Nonetheless, our urgent need of a new paradigm of femi-
nist theory and practice that respects women speaking in their own
culturally different voices, separately if they prefer to do so, or in
equal cross-cultural collaboration if they presume to comment on
each other’s lives and call each other to a common cause (Lugones
and Spelman, 1983; Green and Curry, 1991) will continue to be
unfulfilled until we understand and effectively impact the dynamics
of commonalities and differences. We need to realize that there is
not one Big Sameness that any group of people share that is more
important than all others, unless it is common humanity. Differences
in race, gender, culture, class, character, and temperament intersect,
and all are Big Differences. We can learn to recognize commonalities
while appropriately acknowledging and learning from our differ-
ences (Curry and Green, 1994).

In examining the dynamics of commonalities and differences, and
elaborating on why acknowledging differences is important, multi-
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culturalism’ is a clarifying perspective that can help us to re-create
an inclusive feminist theory and practice. With the assistance of a
multicultural perspective, we can get from here to there—trom ex-
clusive feminist theory and practice to inclusive feminist theory
and practice.

Commonalities and Differences

Getting there from here involves understanding the dynamics of
“commonalities” and “differences.” Are considerations of differences
important?—Yes. Do considerations of difterences undermine our
commonalities?—No. Do differences strengthen the feminist com-
munity or weaken it?—They strengthen it. Let us begin with analyz-
ing widespread misconceptions of differences. as inferior, debased.,
lacking, and not as strengths, that is, our belief in the superiority ot
our own ethnic group—our ethnocentrism. What is the meaning ot
ethnic>—Cultural distinctiveness. What is the meaning of culture?—
All that a people have learned and shared, including skills, knowl-
edge, language, values, perceptions, motives, and symbols. What is
the meaning of differences?—Variety, diversity, race, culture, gen-
der, and the like. Descriptively speaking, cultural diversity® is a so-
ciological reality within our nation’s population and to a lesser
extent, within our schools and work force, depending on the status
of given schools and businesses.” Cultural differences are viewed as
valuable by some, while as problematic for others. We are reminded
by Peter McLaren (1993) that “difference is always a product of
history, culture, power and ideology.” J. Elsea (1984) explains:

The way we process information about cach other when meeting one
another for the first time focuses on what we can sce: Our ditferences.
We see: Color of skin, gender, age, appearance, facial expressions, eye
contact, movement, personal space and touch. Social scientists disagree
on the precise sequence of this processing, but agree otherwise.

Although this is a normal experience for many, it is not universal.
Many of us perceive people in their commonalities and argue for
the alternate need of seeing both commonalities and differences as
the ideal norm.!” Too often, however, the differences we see involve
negative stereotypes— "“pictures in our heads” that we do not acquire
through personal experience. This is a limited sense of “differences.”
We frequently prefer that friends, family, co-workers, and colleagues
think and feel and act like we do.
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Too frequently, many white feminists ignore important differ-
ences in order to emphasize similarities between women of color
and white women. Margaret S. Simons (1979) notes:

Analyses by white feminists often de-emphasize the differences in
women'’s situations in an cffort to point out the shared experiences of
sexism. Too often white feminist theorists draw analogics between the
situations of oppressed minorities and whitc women without sufficient
attention to the dissimilarities . . . .

This tendency is related to what Adrienne Rich (1979) has termed
white solipsism:

[T]o think, imagine and speak as if whiteness described the world . . . not the
consciously held belief that one race is inherently superior to all others,
but a tunnel-vision which simply does not see nonwhite experience or existences
as precious or significant, unless in spasmodic, impotent guilt-reflexes,
which have little or no long-term continuing momentum or political
usefulness. !

Whether we accept “white solipsism” as the explanation and/or addi-
tionally claim that white feminists consciously exclude African-
American feminists’ differences, both are problematic. As Audre
Lorde (1984) reminds us, “. . . it is not [the] differences between us
that are separating us. It is rather our refusal to recognize those
differences.” I contend that the refusal to recognize the value of dif-
ferences is an additional layer of the problem. We need to remember
Lorde’s open letter to Mary Daly about her failure to recognize the
differences between lesbians of color and white lesbians. Our failure
to recognize the differences among ourselves overlooks important
dimensions about ourselves. African-American feminists have expe-
riences of domination, subjugation, devaluation, and dismissal that
are quite different from those of white feminists. Similarly, white
feminists easily recognize one system of domination, for instance,
sexism, and not another, for instance, racism, or the interconnections
between dominating systems of oppression. While Margaret Simons
reminds us of white feminists’ de-emphasis of racism, Gerda Ler-
ner’s remark about the nature of the oppression of black women
under slavery demonstrates Simons’s point. Lerner (1973) states:
“Their work and duties were the same as that of men, while
childbearing and rearing fell upon them as an added burden.” As
Angela Davis (1981) has pointed out, in recent times, the mother/
housewife role (even the words seem inappropriate) does not have
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the same meaning for women who experience racism as it does for
those who are not so oppressed.

In accord with Angela Davis’s (1981) point, that even the words
scem inappropriate, a further problem of white feminists’ frequent
focus on commonalities and de-emphasis of differences between
themselves and women of color is unacceptable forms of appropria-
tions. Catherine Stimpson (1971) discusses the “strenuous analogies™
white women draw between the women’s civil rights and black civil
rights movements citing examples like:

Women, like black slaves, belong to a master. They are property and
whatever credit they gain rebounds to him. Women like blacks, get
their identity and status trom white men. Women, like blacks, are badly
cducated. In school they internalize a sense of being inferior. shoddy,
and intellectually crippled. In general, the cultural apparatus—the profes-
sion of history, for example—ignores them. Women, like blacks, sce a
Tom image of themselves in the mass media.

In addition to pointing out how the rhetorical haze of such analogies
evades white women’s racism, Stimpson explains that white women
comparing themselves so freely to blacks “perpetuates the depressing
habit white people have of first defining the black experience and
then making it their own. . . .” It is this kind of comparison that
poses a problem of unacceptable forms of appropriations of another’s
experience. Elizabeth V. Spelman (1991) argues that experiences are
not the property of only one group; in fact experiences are not the
property of anyone, nor can one's experiences be taken from them.
On the other hand, she states that there are some experiences that
one can have and that others cannot, just as there are certain kinds
of experiences that only some people should have. Acceptable appro-
priations of another’s experience involves acknowledgment, respect,
and compassion for the other person’s situation, as well as recogni-
tion of the differences in choices available to us.!?

This tendency to overlook “differences” is related to understand-
ing differences as a threat to our being—to the belief that to acknowl-
edge another person as different from oneself is to undermine one’s
own being—that the recognition of “differences” leads to inferiority,
for instance, of someone’s (mine or theirs) family, community, spir-
itual, educational, social, and political values. Such mind-sets are the
“hidden politics” of commonalities and difference, the status quo ot
“power.” Whose values are important? What does it mean to accept
their values? Too often when African-American feminists address the
importance of their difterences, white feminists respond that such
focus undermines African-American and white feminists’ need to
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address the commonalities that we share. Presumably, their assump-
tion is that emphasizing the latter would further enable us to
strengthen empowerment for each of us. However, as generally re-
flected by white feminist theory and practice, such focuses on our
commonalities negate African-American feminists to the point of
marginalization, if not invisibility, in both theory and practice.
Many shared commonalities, for instance, sexism, work, and vio-
lence, are frequently expressed in ways that are more representative
of the experience of white feminists insofar as important experiential
differences for African-American feminists are de-emphasized. Ac-
cordingly, the values of mainstream white feminists are rendered more
important than those of African-American feminists, which in turn
places them in a significant position of power not available to African-
American feminists. It is a position of hierarchical power, domi-
nating power that subordinates others, the same power inflicted
upon others by their white male counterparts throughout history as
well as today. These issues of power relations are usually ignored
and obscured by white feminists.
Why this power of hierarchy, domination, and subordination?
Peter McLaren (1993) reminds us that

Anglos somehow see themselves as free of ethnicity, as the true custodians
. . . keepers of civility and rationality. . . . Whiteness . . . becomes an
invisible marker against which the Other is constituted and judged.*?

This also remains true for many white feminists. As such, these
white feminists see themselves as the “keepers” of feminist theory
and practice that they justify on the basis that African-American
feminists’ differences are unimportant or less important than other
concerns. Such white feminists’ devaluation of African-American
feminists differences serve to mask their view of differences as threat-
ening, lacking, Other. Likewise, it serves as a guise to affirm their
values over those of African-American feminists; to validate their sig-
nificant position of power denied to African-American feminists. The
continuation of such inequalities of power and privilege significantly
impedes efforts to challenge the “five faces” of oppression described
by Iris Marion Young (1992): exploitation, marginalization, cultural
imperialism, powerlessness, and violence.

Transformative Actions

Why not value and work to dcvelbp power that is shared legiti-
mately by all? To acknowledge differences—to recognize Others—
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does not minimize one’s own self. It is not an either/or matter; it
need not imply dichotomies of duality, and/or polarity. Such options
do not represent our lived experiences of identities that are composed
of multple mterwoven and interconnected variables. There 1s an
alternative perspective to understanding difterences as a threat. Cath-
erine A. MacKinnon (1987) reminds us that differences cut both
ways: just as you are different from me, I am different from you. It
is the idea that differences are simply differences. no more or less.
Elsa Barley Brown (1990) explains that

All pcople can learn to center in another experience, validate 1t, and
judge it by its own standards without need of comparison or need to
adopt that framework as their own. Thus, one has no need to “de-
center” anyone in order to center someone clse; one has only to con-
stantly appropriately, “pivot the center.”

In order for us to adopt an alternative perspective of valuing difter-
ences, it is necessary that we make the choice to confront the “hidden
politics” of commonalities and differences. It is not enough for us
to know of this misconception of difterences. We must go beyond
knowing to acting upon our knowledge. This involves what Patricia
Hill Collins (1990) calls an “ethics of personal accountability™:

[P]eople are expected to be accountable for their knowledge claims. . . .
It is cssential for individuals to have personal positions on issues and
assumc full responsibility for arguing their validity. . . . It involves uti-
lizing emotion, ethics, and reason as interconnected, essential compo-
nents in assessing knowledge claims.

Likewise, Margaret A. Simons (1979) argues that

[E]fforts on a theoretical level are not sufficient. We must extend our
cfforts to a personal and practical level as well. . .. As feminists, we
must . . . confront racism, . .. as well as sexism, on both a personal
and a theoretical level. . . .

As we get better about confronting the mind-set of differences as
inferior, Other, a threat, it will become apparent that our differences
represent multiple strengths that complement our commonalities.
Maria Lugones and Elizabeth A. Spelman (1983) point out the urgent
need for new transformative models to accommodate the rapidly
changing circumstances of our society. Our identity is complex. We
are individuals, as well as members of a certain ethnic group or
groups. As individuals our identity includes certain attributes related
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to our ethnic background(s)—certain values, language(s), beliefs,
artistic forms, processes, great works, morals, customs, social con-
ditions, and the like. Similarly, as individuals, we do not necessarily
reflect all of our ethnic attributes. And we share various attributes
associated with ethnic groups different from our own. We recognize
commonalities and differences among the elements of our own iden-
tity. Such is the lived experiences of our multiple identities, which
may be greater for some persons born of two cultures, but is com-
mon to all of us. W. E. B. Du Bois was often noted for explaining
himself as the offspring of combined French, Dutch, white, and
black heritages as he expressed pride in his black heritage, and so do
we also today have many persons of multiple cultural backgrounds. '
Moreover, when we add other kinds of differences, for instance,
class and religion, it does not appear unusual for a woman to be
simultaneously African-American, white, Native American and
Chinese; or to feel more like one or the other on a given day, de-
pending on the circumstances.!® Valuing differences requires us to
enhance our cross-cultural understanding with an emphasis on
shared ideas, traditions, and values, along with emphasis on, respect
for, and interest in those that we do not hold in common (Park
and LaRocque, 1992). As Fred Naylor (1991) explains, we must
distinguish between respecting another’s culture and the right of that
person to their own culture. Respecting another’s culture does not
mean that we agree with it, but that we understand the person’s
right to their culture. Clearly, our current status of cross-cultural
understanding is bleak, given the minimal achievements in coalition
building between African-American feminists and white feminists. !
We must begin to heighten our crossing of cultural borders and to
work to experience understanding of another’s culture; on this basis,
we can improve our ability and our desire to negotiate, reconcile,
or transcend our cultural differences (Park and LaRocque, 1992).
Experience is crucial to one’s direction and emphasis in driving the-
ory, along with morality and honesty (bell hooks, 1994). For in-
stance, one could reflect on a “cultural collision” one has encountered
and on how previously engaging in crossing of cultural borders—
experiencing understanding of another’s culture—could have pre-
vented that “cultural collision.”!” We need more theorizing of multi-
culturalism, as well as living of it. Peter McLaren (1993) explains
that, multiculturalism teaches us to displace dominant knowledge
that oppresses, that tyrannizes, that infantilizes, and alternatively, to
imagine possible worlds, to create new languages, and to design
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new institutional and social practices. He also explains the need for
positive, affirmative discourses on race, ethnic identity, multicul-
turalism, and gender.”™ Of further importance, McLaren points out.
is the need to deconstruct and redefine the Anglocentric version of
U.S. culture—thereby providing opportunities for expressing and
shaping alternative realities. As Alice Kessler-Harris (1992) explains:
“We need to understand American identity as ever-changing. not
the static version of Western civilization that some people champion
today.” For Lorraine Cole (1989), our nation’s motto From Many.,
One describing the homogenization of most people in our nation
since the Declaration of Independence would be more accurate as
From Many, Many."” The definition of American culture needs to
be expanded and understood not as negating a national idenuty. but
as addressing the reality of diversity and a new pluralism. Indeed.
to change 1s often not to loose our identity, but to find it just as
acknowledging the history and culture of others often enables us to
know ourselves better.”

As Shelly M. Park and Michelle A. LaRocque (1992) suggest.
multiculturalism is a synthesis of unity and diversity—shared com-
munity that maintains the integrity of the different groups that com-
prise it. It balances tension between the one and the many within a
pluralistic society and strengthens the political movement tor a truly
inclusive democratic society. It develops moral education skills for
instilling values necessary for living in and contributing to the larger
society; and insofar as the ways of various cultures provide improved
techniques for the ways that another culture may approach a task,
we also learn intellectual skills.?! As feminists committed to inclusive
multicultural feminist theory and practice, it is necessary that we see
“Through and Beyond Identty Politics, ™ as explained by bell hooks
(1994) in her keynote address at the University of Delaware
Women'’s Studies Conference, ' “Interdisciplinarity and Identity,”
where this essay was first presented. We must break with liberal
feminist praxis that forsakes or ignores diversity in pursuit of an
assimilationist ideal rooted in myths of liberalism. Nor can we suc-
cumb to postmodern feminist praxis that forsakes community in
pursuit of the ideal of “difference” (Park and LaRocque, 1992). While
feminists of color and white feminists are conjointly concerned about
equal pay for equal work, the right to choose abortion, legal protec-
tion against domestic violence and rape, status of the homeless, ade-
quate health care, federally subsidized day care, entry into traditional
male careers, quality education for all children, and the threat of
nuclear war, we must acknowledge the differences between us that
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impact our commonalities. We must commit to the words of the
poem, “First Thoughts”:

FIRST THOUGHTS

You and [—
We meet as strangers, each carrying a mystery
within us. I cannot say who you are.
I may never know you completely.

But I trust that you are a person in your own
right, possessed of a beauty and value that are
the Earth’s richest treasures.

So I make this promise to you
I will impose no identities upon you, but will
invite you to become yourself
without shame or fear.

I will hold open a space for you in the world and
allow your right to fill it with an authentic
vocation and purpose. For as long as your search
takes, you have my loyalty.

—Author Unknown?

African-American feminist sisters and white feminist sisters must
remain steadfast in exposing the dynamics of commonalities and dif-
ferences if we are to develop an inclusive multicultural feminist
framework. Moreover, the challenges presented by these dynamics
reaffirm the need for new scenarios and continued efforts from us
to confront these challenges.

Notes

1. The reality of life in the academy is that real multicultural feminism is genu-
inely transformed by feminists of color and not seen as a priority by many white
feminists who take the position that this concern is overstated—that we have been
there—that we have done that. On the contrary however, many feminists of color
recently expressed their invisibility at the notable first national conference on Black
Women in the Academy: Defending Our Name, 1894-1994, Massachusetts Institute
of Technology, 13-15 January 1994.

2. Essentialism means the ignoring of differences. See Elizabeth V. Spelman
(1988) for a detailed discussion of essentialism and for further claboration of Aris-
totle’s version of essentialism, which is the Greek root of essentialism in feminist
theory and practice.

3. For notable examples of the feminist self-criticism literature on the problem
of essentialism, the need to be inclusive of women of color's differences in the
theorizing process, and some preliminary suggestions about how to do so, see bell
hooks (1981, 1984, 1990); Maria Lugones and Elizabeth V. Spelman (1983), Spelman
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(1988), Lugones (1991); Patricia Hill Collins (1990); Linda J. Nicholson (1989); Iris
Marion Young (1990); and Green and Curry (1991).

4. King’s idca of “both/or” orientation is related to the lived experience of
African-American women being viewed as a part of two groups simultancously,
for instance, African-American and female when obtaining employment objectives
in hiring and firing. Similarly, African-American women are tied to both the civil
rights movement and the woman’s movement. The “or,” however, is African-
American women being viewed as a part of one or the other of a given group. "It
is a state of belonging and not belonging—[the] act of being simultaneously a
member of a group and yet standing apart from it.”

5. The collaborative and coalition work of white feminist sisters with African-
American feminist sisters and other feminist sisters of color is important. Such
work is essential insofar as it allows us to validate and correct our positionalities
for the given concerns in question. At the same time, collaborative rescarch (other
than in the field of science) is not widely recognized as primary scholarship for
cither or any of the collaborative authors. Accordingly, such scholarship is not
cncouraged in academe. It is important to me, as an African-American feminist to
acknowledge in theory and practice the courage of such white feminist sisters like
those cited in this essay because this encourages other white feminist support. More-
over, there is the psychological dynamic of white feminists “hearing” other white
feminist allies of African-American feminists.

6. The use of “black” here is meant as inclusive of women of color, whereas
African-American women represent only one of many women of color. Often
reference to “black feminist thought” is intended to encompass not only African-
American feminists, but other women of color too. It reflects a practical and political
meaning of “black.” A recent example of this emphasis was expressed at the Black
Women in the Academy: Defending Our Name, 1894-1994, national conference,
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, January 1994. The conference was an explicit
move to invite women of color to embrace other women of color under the um-
brella of black feminist thought. One objection to this emphasis tocuses on the de-
emphasis of diversity among women of color in grouping them under the umbrella
of black women; a polarization of women as simply black and white. Another one
focuses on the use of race as a questionable category for identifying ourselves. See
Namoni Zack (1993). A detailed consideration of such objections to the emphasis
of “black” here is beyond the focus of this essay.

7. Multiculturalism is realizing that we can no longer attord to think ot one
race only or of simply black and white, that we need to go beyond the bipolarity
of black and white and embrace all cultures. It is a true synthesis of the many and
one—diversity amid unity. Sce tootnote 19 tor further claboration.

8. Current literature distinguishes between cultural diversity, group difterence,
cross-culture, pluralistic multiculturalism, particularistic multiculturalism, internal
multiculturalism, and external multiculturalism. Cultural diversity emphasizes
group differences. Cross-cultural emphasizes the ability and desire to “negotiate,
reconcile or transcend our cultural difference.” Multiculturalism emphasizes synche-
sis of unity and diversity. For a morce detailed discussion of these distinctions see
Diane Ravitch (1990), Francis P. Crawley (1994), and Shelly M. Park and Michelle
A. LaRocque (1992).

9. The cultural diversity of specific businesses and schools can depend upon the
regional and urban versus rural location of schools and businesses along with their
position of power.

10. For a further discussion of this idea see Green and Curry (1991).
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11. Iralics mine.

12. For a further discussion of acceptable and unacceptable appropriations of
another’s experience see Curry and Green (1994).

13. Empbhasis is mine. Also see Frantz Fanon’s (1967) analysis of this somehow as
related to a “warped” sense of what it means to be a person that in turn leads to
false notions of the superiority of inferiority.

14. See Edelman’s (1992) discussion of balancing her children’s double culture
backgrounds.

15. A further implication here is the idea that it is becoming very difficult if not
impossible to speak of people having only one cultural heritage. The related example
was cited by an African-American woman at the “Black and White Perspective
on the American South” Conference, University of Georgia, Athens, Georgia,
September 1994.

16. Cross-cultural understanding within our educational institutions is at a crisis
level as reflected by the incidents of high sexual and racial harassment and violence.
As we consider our positionalities as intellectual and social agents of transformative
valuable change, we can have an encouraging impact on this crisis. For further
discussions of coalition building and shared power, see Guinier (1994), West (1993)
Green and Curry (1991), and Evans and Boyte (1986).

17. One frequent example of the positive incidence of crossing cultural borders
includes eating different cultural food. On the other hand, this can create a cultural
collision. See Brenda Williams’s (1994) story, “Accepting Another Culture Can
Sometimes Be Hard to Swallow: Agouti” that focuses on an African-American
female not being able to partake of the culturally special dish prepared by her
fiancée’s mother at great financial expense to the family. Uscful assessments of
border-crossing skills include ones like: “Diversity Self-Assessment: How Well Do
You Value Diversity?” “Intercultural Skills That Make a Difference,” and “Im-
portant Tips in Working with Different Cultural Backgrounds.”

18. For other exceptional discussions of multiculturalism and education, scc
Raechele L. Pope (1993); Shelly M. Park and Michelle A. LaRocque (1992); Green-
man et al. (1992); Ronald Takaki (1993); and Vincent G. Harding (1994). For excel-
lent discussions on an objective understanding of race, see Boyce Rensberger (1994),
who discusses the physical anthropological perspective of race, and Alain Locke
(Harris, 1989), who addresses the contribution of race to culture and what humans
have in common. Johnnetta B. Cole (1990) discusses ways in which women can
assertively address racism.

19. Some persons argue that Lorraine Cole’s position is a misinterpretation.
Their point is that “From Many” represents our diversity, while “One” represents
our unity. Clearly, such an interpretation is plausibly possible. However, Lorraine
Cole’s position speaks to the lived interpretation of our nation's motto rather than,
for instance, Alain Locke’s discussion of diversity amid unity (Harris, 1989).

20. See Taylor and Wolf (1992) for a further discussion of this idea and related
issues.

21. Two examples of the idea here include Kenyans as very “service” oriented
and Japanese as very “space efficiency” oriented.

22. Author unknown as is true of so many other provocative noteworthy poems
from which we can learn so much. Italics mine.
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Identification and Self-Definition: A Twenty-
First Century Agenda for Interdisciplinary
and International Women’s Studies

ALMA VINYARD

Tue universal generalization is that historically and culturally
women have been identified with, and defined by, terms of inferior-
ity and subordination. To this end, women have been socialized to
fill subordinate and restricted roles in most world societies. Stereo-
types of women, as less than men, prevail in the literature and mores
of many cultures; these myths serve as strong, sometimes detrimen-
tal, influences on the perceived value of women. The most widely
accepted definition of a good woman is one who is nonassertive and
who conforms to self-sacrificing and passive patterns of behavior.
These roles are idealized and revered in both modern industrial socie-
ties and in less developed and developing societies. The globalization
of feminism in interdisciplinary women'’s studies programs is onc
significant step toward obliterating stereotypes and toward replacing
them with paradigms for self-identification and self-definition.

All of us who have experienced any human interaction are faced -
with the constant multifaceted nature of definition. We are defined
by ourselves, by others, and by many external perceptions of what
we are, what we do, where we live, what we wear, and the list
goes on. Women have been victimized by the war of definitions
throughout the history of civilization. For this reason, it is impera-
tive to examine this legacy of definition. Many women'’s studies
scholars are working across disciplines to revisit the most crucial
elements of the defining process: looking at the purposes, institu-
tions, and people, and the impact of definition on those who define
and those who are defined.

Women’s studies leads the trend toward multiculturalism because
it strives to include an intensive critical analysis of the oppression(s)
of racism, sexism, classism, and the diverse cultural environments
of the intersection of these oppressions in order to be viable in the
global society of the twenty-first century. Women'’s studies must

92
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cttectively combine theory and activism; local, national and interna-
tional concerns; embracing well-established and new disciplines; as
well as including new technologies.

Scholarship and teaching in women’s studies encourages respect
and support for the world’s many and varied movements. Women'’s
studies research includes exploring national and international health
care systems; implementation of local, national, and international
laws; and expansion of women’s studies programs into global arenas.
As women begin to share information, worldviews, resources, and
perceptions of the future, a chorus of international voices, if heard
and heeded, will change the course of the world. This task 1s inextri-
cably linked to the pursuit of identity and definition. This quest for
identity and definition necessitates a systematic and persistent perusal
of the facts and reporting of the cultural histories of women's strug-
gles. A women’s studies program that focuses on themes of identifi-
cation and definition in all courses offered, across varied disciplines,
fosters an understanding of interdisciplinarity within women'’s stud-
tes. Consequently, it is incumbent upon women'’s studies to educate
students about the contributions of all women, to the gains of
women’s movements, and to increase the interest in, and support of,
these programs by expanding their cultural, academic, and gender
parameters. Women’s issues are not confined by national boundaries
nor disciplinary ideologies.

To develop and maintain strong and eftfective women's studies. it
is my contention that

1. Extensive research and analysis be undertaken to reveal the impact of
race, social class, and culturce as well as gender, and definitions.

2. Women writers and theorists must examine the extent to which rac-
ism, classism, cthnocentrism, and other oppressive ideologies are
manifested in the arbitrary treatment and/or exclusion of Africana
women, other Third World women, and poor women from their
works.

3. Course offerings on Africana women and women of diverse cultures
and backgrounds must be included in women’s studies curricula and
given the same status and academic rigor of all other departmental
offerings.

4. Women'’s studies curricula should be augmented by extensive research
and study of Africana women and of other nonmainstream women
and of many opportunities for women of diverse backgrounds to
share their experiences and intellectual thought. Students should have
access to persons, regardless of gender, who espouse the identification
and decfinition tenets of a liberationist movement. These tencts are
the ideologies that will not allow artificial boundaries created by



94 SECTION 1: FEMINIST THEORY

others (and sometimes ourselves) for purposes of oppression to limit
and obscure the commonalities that bind all women in a liberation
movement. Finally, the ideal program will provide a diversity of
disciplines, political ideologies, instructional methodologies, and as-
sociated activities that allow flexibility and growth in an academic
and world community setting.

5. Women’s studies should be interdisciplinary in structure and
ideology.

Because women’s studies around the world exists in various stages
of development, from offering some courses at the University of
Nigeria, Nsukka, to the University of Delaware offering both a
minor and a major, to offering a graduate degree at Clark Atlanta
University, the curricula reflect those programmatic differences re-
lated to enrollment, budgets, and other logistic factors. Whatever
the level of women’s studies offerings, programs should invoke
women’s perspectives from diverse positions and viewpoints on
world issues. The growth of women’s studies has attracted students
from various backgrounds, disciplines, orientations, religions,
socioeconomic status, and varying degrees of activism. Some have
little or no knowledge of political theory or participation in social
movements based on radical politics. Others have participated in
protest rallies, voter registration campaigns, and run for campus or
political office. Still other scholars are simply drawn to women’s
studies by the diversity of issues related to womeén, but are not
compelled to engage in social revolution. Women'’s studies seeks
students from a variety of backgrounds to enrich the dialogue and
critique within our programs. Students in women’s studies often
benefit from both the academic content of courses and the forums
and programs offered. Women’s studies programs like those at the
University of Pennsylvania, the University of Delaware, and Temple
University, are all good examples of programs that offer in addition
to courses, public lectures, dinner series, film series, special semi-
nars, and regional programming to further enrich students and fac-
ulty with women’s studies interests.

Many programs strive to give students an understanding of the
historical development of women. Initially women activists were
concerned about nonsexist education and, in some cities, taught
classes for adults that offered a variety of courses from self-defensc
to women's literature and history. As interest increased and as the
need for the intrinsic importance of women as subjects for scholarly
study and research became apparent, many of these feminist activists
became academics and pioneered women’s studies on college cam-
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puses. Since those beginnings, women’s studies has taken many
shapes, forms, and realities. Initially, most of these programs began
with a monolithic focus; but growing interests mandated chmges
Because so many different issues and views are inherent in women's
studies, interdisciplinary women’s studies embrace, multiple femi-
nist theories when exploring women’s lives. Controversies about
theories and tactics should be viewed as subjects of academic inquiry
and curriculum content, rather than as factions for program divi-
sions. Diversity is the strength of an academically sound program.

Within most departments, there is generally a wide range of theo-
retical orientations and positions. Many scholars pride themselves on
the differences in ideological identifications within their disciplines;
universities usually support these differences and departments assure
their reflection in the curriculum. Interdisciplinary women'’s studies
must likewise welcome these differences among its constituents.
Such inclusion in the academic program allows students and faculty
to identify their own interests in gender scholarship and to clarify
their own defining parameters.

As with any movement, there is much controversy about the
goals, strategies, and gains of the feminist movements. In the midst
of controversy and what sometimes resembles chaos, identity and
definition arise as crucial aspects of the movement that must be
continually addressed by students and faculty in women'’s studies.
Margaret C. Hall (1990) offers some propositions that may serve
as a rationale for focusing on identity as one of the tenets in an
interdisciplinary, international women’s studies program. She
postulates:

Identity results from choices. The clarity and effectiveness of our identity
depends on whether or not we are aware of the choices we make. Identity
is our closest personal link with social values. Due to the depth and
intensity of interactive influences between self and values in identity
processes, identity motivates behavior to achieve goals.

Women’s heightened awareness of their values and identity allows
them to become more autonomous in their decision-making. Their rec-
ognition of the conflict of values in their social milieus increases, and
they identify more deliberately with values that have the most powerful
personal and social, (and political) meanings for them. (Hall, 1990, p. 14)

If we accept Hall’s notion, then clearly, women'’s studies programs
that provide the most choices for identification by faculty, students,
and the university community are the most effective in achieving the
goals of inclusion. Women'’s studies must embrace a commitment to
enlarge the realm of participation. Women'’s studies programs and
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departments throughout the United States have borrowed from
other academic units the tools to enlarge our participation. National
and regional conferences, recruitment activities aimed at students
and faculty, and the development of program endowments are but
a few that are being employed. Efforts to further develop programs
and to gain firmly financial footings are met with mixed results.
Some programs flourish while others attempt to hold on.

Our mixed successes make it even more important that we have
a clear sense of self. Definitions are inextricably linked to the valua-
tions, expectations, and worldview of women’s studies theory and
curricula. Patricia Hill Collins (1990) offers an explanation of the
importance of identification and self-definition in black feminist ide-
ologies and programs that I contend can be generalized and extended
to all women’s studies.

“Black groups digging on white philosophies ought to consider the
sources. Know who's playing the music before you dance,” cautions
poet Nikki Giovanni. . . . We Black women are the single group in the
West intact. And anybody can see we're pretty shaky. We are . . . the
only group that derives its identity from itself. I think its rather uncon-
scious but we measure ourselves by ourself, and I think that’s a practice
we can ill afford to lose.” (quoted in Collins, 1990). Black women'’s
survival is at stake, and creating self-definitions reflecting an independent
survival stake, and creating self-definitions reflecting an independent Af-
rocentric feminist consciousness is an essential part of that survival.
(p. 104)

Self-definition is an essential aspect of any women'’s studies program.

“Feminism is usually defined as an active desire to change
women’s position in society. . . . Feminism is an ideological oft-
spring of certain economic and social conditions. It both abets critical
change and envisages it with an imagination that goes beyond it”
(quoted in Mitchell and Oakley, 1986). Feminist theories range from
biological determinism to ethnic and parochial ideas to inclusive lib-
erationist thought. Students must be able to recognize themselves in
the theories, curriculum subject matter, activities, and outcomes of
women’s studies; such programs cannot homogenize the identities
of women. Naming and defining empowers the person who names
and defines. If a movement is to survive, from time to time it must
reevaluate its missions, goals, scope, and definitions. So it is with
the feminist movements, especially with the emergence and expan-
sion of women’s studies globally.

Africana women have claimed the mandate to record their experi-
ences with the triple oppression of race, sex, and class and with the
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tersection of cultural biases on this oppression. For the most part,
Africana women have been absent from the annals of the women’s
movement, but some have assumed prominent places in the
women’s movement and given their voices to the process ot iden-
tifying and defining. Collins (1990) explains, “Feminists are seen as
ranging from biologically determined—as is the case in radical femi-
nist thought, which argues that only women can be feminist—to
notions of feminists as individuals who have undergone some type
of political transformation theoretically achievable by anyone.” She
extends this analysis to the concept of Black feminists and suggests
the following definition:

[ suggest that Black feminist thought consists of specialized knowledge
created by African-American women which clarifies a standpoint of and
for Black women. In other words, Black feminist thought encompasses
theoretical interpretations of Black women'’s reality by those who live
it. (Collins, 1990, p. 22)

Like Collins and others, I call attention to a way of understanding
the issues of interdisciplinarity, identification, and definition in
women’s studies. Many women-writers who address the future of
women’s studies focus on those three important aspects of their
realities. The postulations offered here are not new concepts; I am
convinced that a multidisciplinary and multicultural approach to
women'’s studies is a concept of inclusion that should be given sig-
nificant and persistent consideration. Identification and definitions
must be broad enough to account for diverse perspectives on the
dialectics of gender roles, class, race, sex, and cultural ethnicity. 1
have made a personal commitment to be the voice of the conscious
reminder, lest some forget and regress to exclusion practices of the
past. I have come to this decision because I was actively involved in
two women’s studies programs. Neither of the programs sought to
validate the experience of every woman. One was exclusively based
on race, ethnicity, and class; the other excluded students and faculty
along lines of political values and academic disciplines. The exclu-
siveness in both instances was relegated to informal power networks
(of students and faculty) based on friendship and elitism.

In cases where there is exclusion of any kind, we must realize that
certainly there is genuine stratification among people and among
women; but that reality must inform our scholarship and our social
and political action, not segment us. We can accentuate the positive;
celebrate our commonalities and our differences by offering realistic
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introspection of our strengths and weaknesses. Women'’s studies
must advocate sisterhood without advocating sameness.

Identity, definition, and inclusion also predict the parameters of
international women'’s studies. Oftentimes the degree to which pro-
gram objectives are inclusive or exclusive will determine the thrust
of interdisciplinary programs. Future women’s studies programs
must recruit and accommodate scholars who are able to bring di-
verse academic backgrounds and feminist orientations into pro-
grams. Feminist writers recognize this dilemma and offer
recommendations. Kum-Kum Bhavnani (1993, p. 28) declares,
“Women’s Studies is thus a challenge to much academic work; how-
ever to write about a feminism which analyzes and challenges [only]
capitalism and patriarchy implies that women have common inter-
ests. These assumed similarities of interest are defined in such a way
that they override the differences of interests amongst us” (Italics
mine).

Similar sentiments are asserted by Victoria Robinson (1993):
“What and how we teach is reflected on by ourselves, and in our
classrooms.” She further points out:

If the 1980’s revealed to us that Women'’s Studies could be seen as white
and Eurocentric in its theories and approaches, and the situation of
women worldwide refutes the myth of post-feminism, then one of the
most important tasks of Women’s Studies is to be aware of its develop-
ment internationally and the diversity of women’s experience.

Other Africana women'’s ideas have also influenced the complexity
of the multiplicity of theories, traditions and critiques of women'’s
movements. Hudson-Weems (1994) discusses the differences be-
tween mainstream feminism and the Africana womanist and the
importance of the intersection of identification and self-definition in
these movements. She explains:

There is no need to defend the legitimacy or viability of the feminist in
society. Clearly the needs of the white woman are just as real and valid
for her as are those for the Africana womanist. However, when one
considers that Africana women suffer from the triple marginality, one
must also consider the order in which to attack those problems. This is
not to suggest that any one is insignificant. Instead, the intent here is to
point out the need for Africana women themselves to (identify) their
special interests, to define their reaction to their plight, and to take charge
in their lives by dealing with first things first.

bell hooks also discusses the pitfalls and the monolithic identifica-
tion with, and definition of, the feminist movement. In reference
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to the impact of Betty Friedan and The Feminine Mystique on the
contemporary feminist movement, hooks presents this scenario of
identification and definition exclusion within that movement:

Like Friedan before them, white women who dominate feminist dis-
course today rarcly question whether or not their perspective on
women'’s reality is true to lived experiences of women as a collective
group. Nor arc they aware ot the extent to which their perspectives
reflect race and class biases, although there has been a greater awareness
of biases in recent years. (hooks, 1984, p. 3)

Collins (1990) defines black feminism as the recurring humanist
vision and suggests that, “a wide range of African American women
intellectuals have advanced the view that Black women'’s struggles
are part of a wider struggle for human dignity and empowerment.”

Alice Walker also sees women'’s struggles as a human struggle.
By redefining all people as “people of color,” Walker universalizes
what are typically seen as individual struggles while simnultaneously
allowing space for autonomous movements of self-determination
(quoted in Collins, 1990, p. 38).

This humanist vision is also reflected in the growing prominence
of international issues and global concerns in the works of contem-
porary Africana women intellectuals. This perspective should also
be incorporated in women’s studies to make it relevant for the
twenty-first century. Some mainstream feminists have begun to look
at the efficacy of black feminist theory—"its Afrocentric, post colo-
nial, and post-modernist moments—which seemed to cohere use-
fully in the paradigm ‘feminist theory in the flesh’” (Collins, 1990).

It is in such a context that Nancie Caraway (1991) proposes in
Segregated Sisterhood: Racism and the Politics of American Feminism a
multicultural feminism that draws on some aspects of identity poli-
tics and that allows for diverse definitions of women'’s experience.
In the conclusion of her book, she delineates the important concepts
that are endorsed as a part of the polemics of mainstream feminism
and multicultural feminism. In the final pronouncements, she advises
white feminists to “keep alive the politics of memory” and become
accountable for those “silences which denied the feminist spirit” of
women to bond with multicultural feminism. Her analysis is that
multicultural feminism demonstrates an “inherent commitment to
and appreciation for many social densities beyond those to which our
specific skin color and history consign us” (Caraway, 1991, p. 203).

After careful perusal of the works of some of the many black
women writers/intellectuals, I hope that feminist movements em-
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brace the ultimate findings of Caraway and of other white feminists
who are moving toward a new wave of feminist solidarity. The
impetus for this modified feminist thinking is ensconced in Patricia
Hill Collins’s (1990) definition of black feminism “as a process of
self-conscious struggle that empowers women and men to actualize
a humanist vision of community.” bell hooks (1984) provided the
explanation for perceiving Africana women’s thought as a key con-
tributor to a broader-based feminism and explained her continuous
challenge to feminist theory as a unique and valuable contribution
to the formation of a liberatory theory and praxis long before the
recent attention to multicultural feminism. In “Black Women: Shap-
ing Feminist Theory,” she concludes:

Though I criticize aspects of the feminist movement as we have known
it so far, a critique which is sometimes harsh and unrelenting, I do so
not in an attempt to diminish feminist struggle but to enrich, to share
in the work of making a liberatory ideology and a liberatory movement.
(hooks, 1984, p. 15)

Inclusive women’s movements of identity and definition are rudi-
mentary in multidisciplinary international women'’s studies agendas.
Again, women have written about the significance of these precepts.
Rona Fields (1985) contends that the contemporary women’s move-
ment early recognized the importance of allowing definitions of real-
ity through discussion and talk. For this reason, one of the triumphs
of the contemporary women’s movement is that more women are
ceasing to speak in muted voices. Bhavnani envisions a global sister-
hood that requires struggle. She continues, “It has to be a goal rather
than a starting point.” At the same time, the Hunter College
Women’s Studies Collective (1983) views definitions as starting
points or building blocks (1983, p. 60). Hall insists that the most
important commitment women make to enhance their life satisfac-
tion is to maintain efforts to increase their awareness of identity and
its implied goals.

It is evident that women have given thought, voice, and pen to
the ideals of identity, definition, and global feminism. The question
still remains, however, are these conceptions actualized? On the
brink of the twenty-first century, women’s studies scholars must
ensure that all of the talking and writing was not in vain. Interdisci-
plinary and international women’s studies can be the conduit
through which women shape the future domains of their identifica-
tion and definition.
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Introduction

KATHLEEN DOHERTY TURKEL

Tue spring/summer 1996 issue of Social Text carried an article by
Alan Sokal. In this article, Sokal reviewed a number of current ideas
in mathematics and physics. He criticized these ideas in a way that
he believed would appeal to those academics who question the claim
to scientific objectivity, among them those who argue that scientific
research exhibits gender, class, and race bias.

The article turned out to be a hoax. Sokal admitted the hoax once
the article was published and said that he had submitted the article
to demonstrate the level to which standards of academic research
had sunk. He picked Social Text as a target because he saw it as a
journal that was particularly guilty of publishing nonsensical aca-
demic work (Weinberg, 1996).

The Sokal hoax drew many and varied responses. On the one
hand, there were those who supported his views regarding a decline
in academic vigor, the pretension of contemporary social criticism,
and the emptiness of critiques of traditional scientific methods. On
the other hand, there were those who believed that Sokal had vio-
lated the trust of the editors of Social Text who were led to believe
on the basis of his own academic credentials that his work was legiti-
mate. Still others were left wondering what, if anything, the Sokal
hoax proved beyond embarrassing the editors of Social Text.

To be sure, Sokal’s hoax does raise some legitimate questions
about overblown claims made in the name of critical inquiry. Indeed,
long before Sokal, Karl Marx warned against “critical critics” who
gave their trivial analyses the aura of great importance. Yet Sokal’s
hoax neglects and obscures the failures and underlying problems
with traditional theories and methods.

Feminist scholars, in particular, point to the limitations of tradi-
tional disciplines and traditional modes of inquiry for doing feminist
research. These researchers have argued that traditional research
methods have excluded the experiences of women and denied that
women could be agents of knowledge. Feminist researchers have
proposed alternative theories of knowledge that legitimate women’s
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experiences and give voice to women as knowers. While feminist
scholars may incorporate traditional research methods into their
work, they often use these methods in new or varied ways (Har-
ding, 1987).

Harding argues against the idea of a single distinctive feminist
method on the grounds that a preoccupation with method obscures
what is so interesting and powerful about feminist research. In Har-
ding’s view, feminist research offers three distinctive features that
contribute to its power: (1) women’s experiences as new empirical
and theoretical resources; (2) new purposes for research by focusing
on issues important for women; and (3) locating the researcher in
the same critical plane as the subject matter.

The four essays in this section demonstrate the broad range of
research methods and knowledge generated by recent feminist schol-
arship. The subject matter covered varies widely from the experi-
ences of nineteenth-century African-American speakers and writers
to recent feminist scholarship on music, from the work of con-
structing a feminist theological approach to racism and sexism expe-
rienced by college women. What these essays share is an
interdisciplinary research approach, a frustration with the limitations
of traditional disciplines and methods, and the use of innovative
methodological approaches for understanding women’s experiences.

In Carla Peterson’s essay, “Subject to Speculation: Assessing the
Lives of African-American Women in the Nineteenth Century,” she
reflects upon the methodological issues she faced while writing her
book, Doers of the Word: African-American Speakers and Writers in the
North, 1830-1880. Peterson found she was interested in more than
purely literary considerations. She wanted to investigate how writ-
ing was part of a broader social activism in which these writers were
engaged. Beyond this Peterson wanted to explore how recovery of
the past can enhance an appreciation of African-American cultural
traditions in the formation of African-American identity. This led
Peterson to include forms of cultural activism, such as public speak-
ing, community activism, and newspaper editorship in her investiga-
tion. She found that the traditional methods of literary criticism
were inadequate because of their exclusionary and hierarchical na-
ture. Instead, Peterson relied on more interdisciplinary approaches.
She found, however, that even an interdisciplinary approach could
not answer all of her concerns since much of what she wanted to
know about the writers and speakers she was studying was missing
from the historical record. She found herself engaging in speculation
about aspects of the lives of the women she was studying. She argues
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that speculation is liberating for the feminist researcher and mayv well
be a feminist activity.

Victoria O’Reilly surveys feminist scholarship in music, high-
lighting accomplishments since the 1970s. She argues that method-
ologies developed by feminist scholars in other tields have influenced
the creation of feminist music research. Traditional musicology ex-
cluded most women’s activity from the historical record. An inter-
disciplinary approach grounded in feminist theory makes it possible
to extend traditional methodologies of music and to raise research
questions that transcend traditional boundaries. O'Reilly argues that
there is a need for more work from a diversity ot feminist perspec-
tives as well as a need to revisit carlier work in light of recent
findings.

Joy Bostic describes the role of interdisciplinarity in “It's a Jazz
Thang: Interdisciplinarity and Critical Imagining in Constructing a
Womanist Theological Rescarch Method.” Like the other authors in
this section, she speaks of the limitations of traditional methodolo-
gies to document and analyze the experiences of women. The di-
chotomous thinking characteristic of traditional methodologies has
produced scholarship that is often ahistorical and acontextual, thus
removing it from women'’s lived experiences. Bostic also discusses
the limitations of both teminist theology and black liberation theol-
ogy in analyzing the experience of black women. The black aesthetic
tradition, Bostic argues, provides womanist theologians with the
basis for constructing methodologies rooted in reciprocity, mutual-
ity, and relatedness. Such methodologies make it possible to ask
new questions and to imagine new alternatives to oppressive ideol-
ogies and institutional structures.

Mary Morgan analyzes the ways in which college women perceive
racism and sexism as sources of oppression in their own lives. Mor-
gan argues In favor of a research approach that can overcome the
limitations of traditional methodologies. She uses a critical science
approach to analyze the experiences of women in her study and
explains that she chose this approach because its purpose is to cri-
tique the status quo and to build a more just society. It is also an
approach that uses dialogue to gather information. Morgan sees dia-
logue as important in her research because it opens the possibility
for the black women in her research to create a collective experience
and a shared understanding. It enabled Morgan, as a white re-
scarcher, to gain insight into the pervasiveness of racism in the lives
of the women she was studying.

Each of the authors in this section demonstrates the ways in which
feminist researchers question traditional research assumptions and
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traditional methods of research. They document the limitations of
traditional methods, at the same time that they demonstrate the im-
portance of reformulating research questions and methods so that the
experiences of women can be discovered, explored, and analyzed.
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Subject to Speculation: Assessing the Lives of
African-American Women in the Nineteenth
Century

CARrLA L. PETERSON

Ths brief essay is intended as a retrospective meditation on some
of the methodological problems I encountered—specifically, my in-
ability to answer questions that I had posed for myself—while writ-
ing my book “Doers of the Word”: African-American Women Speakers
and Writers in the North (1830-1880), published in 1995. It consti-
tutes, so to speak, a speculation on speculation. The book is a study
of ten nineteenth-century northern African-American women—
among them the religious evangelists, Sojourner Truth and Jarena
Lee; the travel writer, Nancy Prince; the journalist, Mary Ann Shadd
Cary; the antislavery lecturer, Sarah Parker Remond; the poet,
Frances Ellen Watkins Harper; and the slave narrator, Harriet Ja-
cobs—who turned to social work, public oratory, and writing in
order actively to participate in the most important reform move-
ments of their time. It argues that these women were routinely ex-
cluded from official positions of power within the national
institutions of the black male elitenamely freemasonry, the
church, the press, and the convention movement in which African
Americans met on an annual basis to debate issues of vital concern
to their communitics. Although they were sometimes able to find
(temporary) authority in unofticial relations with male leaders, 1
contend that they also sought sites of power in the liminal spaces of
religious evangelicism, travel, public speaking and, finally, fiction-
making. Their experiences on the margins as well as their literary
representation of these experiences are highly complex, suggesting
both power and pain, radical subversion, and a desire for
legitimation.

When I started this project many years ago, my initial plan had
been to examine the specitically “literary” production ot these black
women. | soon discovered, however, that my interests went well
beyond purely literary considerations to an investigation of how the
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act of writing was in fact part of a much broader social activism
engaged in by these women, how this social activism itself is consti-
tutive of a long tradition of black civil rights and liberation move-
ments that still continues today; and finally, how such a recovery of
the past can enhance our appreciation of African-American cultural
traditions, enable the formation of identity, and thereby encourage
us to claim agency as historical subjects. I thus sought to broaden
my field of investigation to include forms of cultural work other than
the purely literary—public speaking, community activism, religious
proselytizing, newspaper editorship, and so forth. I also found that
I needed to abandon the more traditional methods of my discipline—
literary criticism—that are still marked by exclusionary and hierar-
chical practices in order to adopt more interdisciplinary approaches.

In recent years, critical work in the humanities has offered us
cultural studies as a model of interdisciplinary scholarship. Indeed,
as certain theorists have maintained:

Cultural studies is an interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary, and sometimes
counter-disciplinary ficld that opcrates in the tension between its tenden-
cies to embrace both a broad, anthropological and a more narrowly
humanistic conception of culture. It . . . argues that all forms of cultural
production need to be studied in relation to other cultural practices and
to social and historical structures. Cultural studies is thus committed to
the study of the entire range of a society’s arts, beliefs, institutions, and
communicative practices.

These theorists have further argued that cultural studies cannot be
viewed simply as a “chronicle of cultural change but [rather] as an
intervention in it,” as politically engaged activity. As a consequence,
they have begun to worry that in its current setting in the United
States “the institutional norms of the American academy [might]
dissolve its crucial political challenges.”!

In her keynote address “Through and Beyond Identity Politics”
at the University of Delaware’s Women'’s Studies Conference “Inter-
disciplinarity and Identity,” bell hooks recalled how both feminist
studies and black studies are in fact interdisciplinary fields that ante-
date the contemporary cultural studies movement.? Both fields came
of age in the 1960s under intense pressure for radical political and
social change. Both fields have insisted on the need to analyze the
lives, thought patterns, modes of behavior, and cultural production
of women and African Americans by relying on methodologies from
disciplines as diverse as history, sociology, political science, econom-
ics, and literary criticism. And both are explicitly political fields of
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study as they conceive of scholarship as a tool for understanding the
past and present in order to plan for a better future.

My book embraces such a commitment to interdisciplinarity as 1t
mnsists on (1) a historical specificity that places the women studied
within American, and especially African-American, “social and his-
torical structures” of the period; (2) anthropological perspectives that
terpret the work of these women in relation to their “beliefs, insti-
tutions, and communicative practices”’; and (3) a literary criticism
that not only analyzes the themes and narrative/rhetorical strategies
found in these women’s writings, but also examines how these were
shaped by a politics of publication (access to mainstream publishing
houses, self-publication, and white abolitionist patronage) and a
politics of reception (multiple audiences, consequent audience con-
straints, and the need to negotiate this divided readership). And, as
noted carlier, my project is explicitly political in its commitment to
recovering aspects of our African-American past in order to rethink
ourselves as historical subjects and claim agency. As a consequence,
such an interdisciplinary approach comes to significantly transtorm
“literary criticism” itself.

As | proceeded to carry out such interdisciplinary work, however,
I found myself repeatedly asking questions about the activities of
these nineteenth-century African-American women cultural workers
to which the historical record was unable to provide answers.
Searching unsuccessfully for written accounts that would detail the
lives of these women, I soon found myself repeatedly engaging in
acts of speculation, obliged to theorize about these women without
having garnered sufficient evidence that would have enabled me to
present conclusions with unquestioned authority. Such speculative
activity ultimately led me to reflect on my own subjective position
and agency as a black intellectual working in the white academy at
the end of the twentieth century.

Although I could offer any number of examples of my need to
speculate, those that [ would like to concentrate on here concern the
relationships that these nineteenth-century black women might have
had with other black leaders of the period—male or temale—and
also with each other; they point to an apparent model of working
in relative independence from other leaders once outside the local
community, and raise questions about gender relations, audience
reception, and interiority. Yet, how to interpret this model remained
unclear to me. Should it be seen as a position of disempowerment
or as a radical challenge to existing social structures?

For example, as I started to investigate the life of Sojourner Truth,
I was struck by the degree to which she appeared in her adule life
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to have had an ambiguous relationship with the larger northern black
community of social activists, affiliating instead primarily with
whites. Indeed, following her emancipation from slavery Truth
joined two white experimental communities—first the religious
kingdom Matthias and; after its demise, the socialist Northampton
Association. After the failure of this latter organization, Truth affili-
ated with the Garrisonian antislavery movement. From the mid-
1840s to the Civil War, she often lectured on its behalfas well as on
that of the nascent women’s rights movement led by Stanton and
Anthony. Was it Truth’s nonconformism, the black elite’s disdain
for this “uncultured negro” as Frederick Douglass once referred to
her, or a combination of both, that separated her from the commu-
nity of black reformers?®> And how did she feel about her margin-
alized status within white organizations? Finally, what was I to make
of the reactions of white auditors to Truth’s public speeches that
almost unanimously labeled her oratorical style as eccentric, peculiar,
and idiosyncratic? Must we simply concur that Truth’s English was
faulty or may we read into these assessments the troubling presence
of a double discourse, in which the language of the dominant culture
is shot through with Africanisms, thus allowing Truth to reach be-
yond her immediate white audience to speak to those of her race
and, following Benedict Anderson’s formulation, “imagine
community” ?*

I was equally struck by other apparent forms of unconnectedness
in the lives of still other women. For example, Frances Watkins
Harper became active in black reform movements in the early 1850s
shortly after her uncle, William Watkins, had left these movements
but at a time when his son, William J. Watkins, had emerged as a
leading spokesman. Yet I could uncover no evidence that might have
indicated the kind of collaborative work that might have occurred
between Watkins Harper and her male relatives. Given the fact that
both men explicitly condemned the black community’s apathy to-
ward reform work, it would be reasonable to suppose that they
welcomed and encouraged Watkins Harper’s social activism. Yet it
is also possible that given the negative attitudes of many men of the
black elite toward women’s activities in the public sphere, they
might have felt quite uncomfortable with her presence. Indeed, femi-
ninity does not appear to be congruent with William J. Watkins’s
concept of the social reformer: “The bold and dashing Reformer,
who walks to and Tro, with the besom of destruction in his right
hand . .. comes with flaming sword, and must penetrate, if he
would be successful in the end, the incrustations of ignorance, in
which he finds imbedded, man’s mental and moral organism.”
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Yet, perhaps the most perplexing aspect ot these women's rela-
tonships was what appears to have been their relative msttutional
independence from one another as they carried forth their social
activist goals outside their local communities. Why did concerted
black female activism remain on the local level until the Civil War?
To what extent were black women able to forge a group authority
as they participated in national reform organizations that were either
racially mixed or led by white women? Given their exclusion from
positions of power in black national institutions, why didn’t black
women, or why could they not, band together to form national
organizations of their own?

Burdened by such speculative pressures, my narration ot the social
activism and cultural production of these women-reformers may be
seen to break down at certain textual junctures. At such moments,
my narrative 1s disrupted by unanswered questions that mark the
loss of a professional authority traditionally granted literary critics
or historians and of the single interpretive reading that they produce.
Confronting such an authorial breakdown, I was forced to wonder
whether I was faced here with an instance of the “postmodern turn,”
through which postmodernism critiques modernist notions of au-
thorial power claiming “that the very criteria demarcating the true
and the false, as well as such related distinctions as science and myth
or fact and superstition, are internal to the traditions of modernity
and cannot be legitimized outside of those traditions.”® Yet I also
worried that the postmodern questioning of the coherent social sub-
ject, of the commensurability of language, and of the meaning of
value may finally be of little help to the researcher who remains
committed to empiricist methods and points of view to bring about
political and social change.

More pertinently, does such speculative activity take place under
the sign of woman—woman as both the object and the subject of
speculation? Indeed, as I proceeded in my research 1 became aware
that the necessity of resorting to speculation resided in large part in
the fact that the historical figures I had chosen to study were women.
Had I decided to focus on their male counterparts—Frederick Doug-
lass, Henry Highland Garnet, Martin Delany, and Alexander Crum-
mell, for example—a wealth of written historical documentation
would have been available to me to help shape my narrative. But |
had chosen to study women, specifically black women, and discov-
ered that history—both historical events and historical writing—had
shrouded them in silence and invisibility in several important ways.
First, because they were women they had been excluded from as-
suming official positions of power, and often even from partici-
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pating, in the most important national institutions of the period
whose history was even then being recorded, obliged instead to seek
sites of empowerment in liminal spaces that lie outside the economy
of writing. Second, because they were women, researchers have not
until recently deemed the cultural work that they engaged in to be
important, but have allowed whatever existing written record of
their activities to remain buried in silence.

Finally, as black women living in the nineteenth century these
women seemed to have blocked any easy access to the interiority of
their lives even through our reading of their personal letters and
diaries. The prevailing cult of sentimentality popular among antebel-
lum middle-class white women had situated women within a domes-
tic sphere characterized by values of privacy, interiority, and feeling,
which are made public through the act of literary composition. In
contrast, slave culture and the slave narrative are marked by a kind
of textual opacity, a refusal to speak or to interpret the secret facts
of African-American folkways. The women-reformers [ studied ap-
pear to have adopted this latter rhetorical strategy such that their
absence both from national institutions and from historical records is
compounded by their decision to maintain their interior lives secret.
Given this lack of documentation, speculation then becomes the only
alternative to silence, secrecy, and invisibility.

If speculation in my book was initiated because woman was its
object, it was also prompted by the fact that woman—muyself as
researcher—was its subject as well, suggesting that I needed to
speculate about the possibilities of speculation as a feminist activity.
Indeed, speculation may be viewed as one aspect of that broader
feminist epistemology that questions masculinist modes of inquiry
and knowledge stemming from the Enlightenment—modes that as-
sert the existence of a transcendent, generalized perspective con-
vinced of its power to reveal “general, all-encompassing principles
which lay bare [and explain] the basic features of natural and social
reality,” and its consequent ability to construct narratives whose
adequacy would be independent “from the historical context of
their genesis.”’

The standpoint of speculative activity lies in the “I.” On the one
hand, the use of the “I”—the statement of personal opinion, the
description of personal experience—has been interpreted negatively
as trivial, banal, nontheoretical, and thus has been associated with
female discourse. On the other hand, critics such as Barbara Sichter-
mann have suggested that “personal view” carries with it its own
authority and generates privileged meanings that guarantee the
writer an audience, “favored status,” and “self-importance”; this au-
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thority is of course typically gendered as male. Sichtermann further
argues that the articulation of personal view is a form of speculative
activity that most often takes place outside of institutions and 1s thus
bereft of institutional legitimation; if its enactment is a challenge to
men, it is all the more problematic for women for whom the permis-
sion to speak and the ability to be heard has always been ditticule.®

I would like to suggest, however, that for the woman willing to
take the risk, speculation may in fact be liberatorv. Speculative activ-
ity may place the teminist researcher in liminal spaces on the margins
of established institutions where she may come to test and challenge
institutional conventions and constraints. Refusing to allow thought
to be disciplined, speculation may encourage the rescarcher to cast
aside disciplinary rules and to crc;ltc hcr own methodologies, and
perhaps even to claim the personal “I” as its own authority. In my
own particular case, simply claiming speculanon as a pOSblb]L meth-
odology allowed me to reflect on my own position not only as a
teminist researcher but as a black intellectual—as a black feminist
critic. Paraphrasing Cornel West, the dilemma of black intellectuals
today is that we are no longer “organically linked” to the Atrican-
American community; we have lost those “strong institutional chan-
nels™ that foster “serious intellectual exchange™ and “sustain tradi-
tion,” and we engage in activities that remain marginal to, and
delegitimated by, the white academies in which we work. West sug-
gests that we need to question current “res.,imcs of truth™ and to

dlslodgc prevailing discourses and powers” in order to ‘umb al-
ternative perceptions and practices” that might then lead to “mean-
ingful societal transformations.”’

In my case, to the extent that [ was able to free myself from the
institutionalized rules of my discipline and to engage in speculative
activity, 1 found that I was able to make common cause with the
black women cultural workers that I had been studying. For, as |
noted earlier, these women had themselves been excluded from ofti-
cial positions of authority in the national institutions ot the black
male leadership and had thus been obliged to seck sites of empow-
erment outside of institutions in liminal sites such as the “clearing”
of the Second Great Awakening or the platform of the public lecture
hall where they encountered that difficulty of being heard described
by Sichtermann. Yet, despite this they had made themselves heard.

How, then, did I proceed in the writing of my book? From the
outset, I acknowledged the constructed nature of my narration of
the lives, social activism, and cultural production of these black
women. I acknowledged the political agenda embedded in my recov-
ery of these aspects of our cultural past. I acknowledged the limita-
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tions to what I could factually know on the basis of reading books
and doing archival research. I refused to invent an interior life for
these women, leaving this task to fiction writers such as Toni Mor-
rison who has stated that she wrote Beloved because nowhere in their
narratives could she find a record of the inner life of slaves. At the
same time I rejected the temptation to offer conclusive interpreta-
tions, but left open the possibility that Sojourner Truth miight, of
might not, have constructed her oratorical style in order to reach
beyond her present audience of whites to a broader audience of
blacks and thereby “imagine community”; that Frances Watkins
Harper might, or might not, have gained the approbation of her
male relatives and worked collaboratively with them to achieve racial
uplift; that these women might have deliberately chosen, or might
have been forced by economic and political circumstances, to work
without the benefit of strong organizational networks outside of
their local communities.

Throughout this process, I was well aware of the fact that the
selection of one or the other of these alternatives might have led to
the construction of a-specific kind of narrative, each one of which
would have been fraught with its own political ideology—the one
emphasizing what might loosely be called “agency,” the other “op-
pression.” This is not to say that my work is then ideologically pure,
eschewing political positionalities. Far from it. But by maintaining
an approach that encourages speculation and resists closure, my nar-
rative points to the ways in which nineteenth-century African-
American women “doers of the word” were neither totally accom-
modationist nor totally subversive, but repeatedly negotiated agency
and oppression, institutions and liminiality, and subversion and le-
gitimation. As a black feminist working largely within the white
academy but engaged in speculative activity, I like to think of myself
as an heir to these doers of the word chosen to carry their legacy
forward.
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Creating/Reclaiming Herstory in Concert:
Twenty Years of Feminist Musical Research

Victoria O’REILLY

Thas essay surveys feminist scholarship in music and highlights ac-
complishments of women working in the varied aspects of musical
life from the early 1970s forward within the United States. Three
major developments are examined:

* the rediscovery of women’s musical heritage;

* efforts to advance awareness of this heritage and to perpetuate
it through both traditional and alternative institutions; and

* the creation of a substantial body of feminist research in music
by extending the traditional methodologies of music’s subdisci-
plines using perspectives and tools developed by feminist schol-
ars in other fields.

The feminist musicologist Jeannie G. Pool has urged the docu-
mentation of women’s work in music “to insure that each generation
of women musicians need not ‘remake the wheel’.”! In this spirit,
it seems appropriate and necessary to begin to construct a historiog-
raphy (or herstoriography?) documenting the work of the past quar-
ter century and its contributions both to music and women’s studies.
This essay offers an initial framework for that larger analysis.

Sandra Harding observes that, “. . . every discipline has a history
which is taught—formally or informally—to its students.”? The for-
mal study of history is central both to the discipline of music and
to that of women’s studies. The respective histories of these fields
also play a central part in musical life and in the women’s movement
outside of the academy. The interdisciplinary history of feminist
music scholarship and of women’s work in music reflects the inter-
section of both fields. This history has been shaped in part by the
limits placed on women’s participation and recognition in music
history and practice, and by the emergence of women’s studies

118
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within the academy. I will discuss each of these factors briefly betore
turning to the research and actions they influenced.

Feminist musicologist Eva Rieger has said, "Musicology has the
reputation of being an extremely conservative discipline—even more
so than theology.”? Symptomatic of the discipline’s conservativism
has been its exclusion of most of the record of women's activity
from the traditional account of Western music history. Feminist mu-
sicologists Jane Bowers and Judith Tick note that “[o]ne reason for
such neglect has to do with the nature of musicology as it has devel-
oped in this century. Musicologists have paid little attention to the
sociology of music, . . .”* Music history has given insufticient atten-
tion both to the forces that define “appropriate” roles in music based
on sex, class, and race, and to women’s activity within those spheres
of musical activity that have been considered acceptable for particular
groups of women. These gaps reflect the fact that, as musicologist
Ruth A. Solie states,

. the formulation of the most basic questions about what pieces of
music can express or reflect of the people who make and use them, and

thus of the differences between and among those people . . . have not
traditionally been central questions in musicology—a fact which bewil-
ders many historians and critics in other fields. . . ."°

The exclusions and limitations of music’s history and ot its institu-
tions influenced the course of women’s reclaiming process in recent
decades. In response to the limits that sexism imposed, many women
were prompted to look beyond traditional musicology and musical
nstitutions to identify their musical heritage and to construct new
opportunities for artistic expression and development, as well as
means of advancing their careers in the musical mainstream. Their
efforts have shown that “[t]he absence of women in the standard
music histories is not due to their absence in the musical past.”®

Though women have played a part in this past, efforts to construct
a larger view of women’s collective musical life, and to systemati-
cally analyze the implications of limitations placed on acceptable
roles for women in musical life for women and for music, have not
always been present. Such endeavors have been tied to larger
women’s movements. Bowers and Tick note that “[w]hen cultural
feminism surfaced around the turn of the century, we find women
organizing concerts of women’s music, compiling handbooks and
dictionaries about women musicians, and writing articles about the
‘woman question’ in music, much as we do today.”™’

While the research and actions documented in this essay from 1970
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to date have clear precedents in the late nineteenth century and in
the first half of this century, they are distinguished from earlier ac-
tivities by the advent of women’s studies. Bowers and Tick place
more recent efforts in context, stating:

Although musicians and musicologists such as Ethel Smyth, Yvonne
Rosketh, Marie Bobillier (Michel Brenet, pseud.), Kathi Meyer,and So-
phie Drinker—pioneers to whom the present gencration is in debt—gave
the study of women in music its essential impulse, the current activity
is part of the new feminism and the larger field of women’s studies that
began to emerge in the 1960s and 1970s.8

The actions of earlier generations of women musicians advanced
women’s status in many aspects of music by the late 1970s (a notable
example being the inclusion of women in mainstream orchestras
during and after World War II, following on the success of all-
women orchestras formed in the 1920s and 1930s), yet women con-
tinued to encounter barriers. Writing in 1986, Bowers and Tick ac-
knowledged progress but observed,

Nevertheless, pressure from the disparity between the numbers trained
and the numbers recognized, hired, or advanced equally has led to an-
other wave of cultural feminism. Within the last decade or so there has
been a resurgence of women’s performing groups, concerts and festivals
of women’s music, and feminist organizations formed to promote pro-
fessional advancement.’

The activities cited by Bowers and Tick, and in the following
pages, can be read as a direct, strategic response to limits inscribed
by sexism. The particular expressions and forms of these musical
actions and the course of feminist research in music over this period
has been shaped both by the women’s movement and by the devel-
opment of feminist methodologies across disciplines.

Following a synopsis of significant activities and trends by decade,
I will conclude with a discussion of the major influences and strate-
gies that shaped the period and of anticipated directions for the fu-
ture. A selective chronology of events and a brief list of resources
complements the essay.

1970s

Women having, until very recently, been virtually denied their history
as musicians, everyone was starting from the same position of ignorance
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and was discovering something of that history for the first time together.
A real sense of community developed in the class.
(Jane Bowers, on first teaching a course entitled
“Women-Musicians and Composers™ in 1976)"

In the early and mid-1970s feminist musicologists restated the
question posed by art historian Linda Nochlin in her 1971 essay,
“Why Are There No Great Women Artists?”!! They began to exam-
ine women’s work as composers and performers, redefining assump-
tions behind the question as they formed their responses. Through
research, they reconstructed the lives and music of their musical
foremothers, mostly within the Western music tradition. They also
began to perform, publish, and record this music.

Most of the initial work undertaken on this subject was by women
and took the form of “. . . attempts to ‘add women’ to traditional
analyses.”!? Pianist and music professor Barbara Rogers recently re-
called, “At first it was largely a matter of discovering ‘forgotten’ or
unheralded female composers.”!> The majority of entries in a 1975
blbhography of “Recent Research and Popular Articles on Women
in Music” complled by Jane Bowers are studies of individual women
active as musicians or composers in Western music from the Middle
Ages to the twentieth century. Similarly, Bowers notes that “several
extensive lists of women composers are currently being compiled
or revised.”!* The 1974 documentary film Antonia: A Portrait of the
Woman illustrated the limits faced by an exceptional female musical
talent, the conductor Antonia Brico, despite her early successes in
the 1930s.'> Leonarda Productions, founded in 1979, produced rec-
ordings of works by women composers.!® The decade of the 1970s
culminated with a major achievement in documenting women’s
work in music in this country and in identifying resources on this
topic: publication of Adrienne Fried Block and Carol Neuls-Bates’s
Women in American Music: A Bibliography of Music and Literature."’
The first comprehensive research guide to this subject, it remains a
valuable reference source.

At the same time, women'’s music was defining itself as a cultural
and art form with a political agenda. Presentation of women’s music
was increasingly formalized through festivals, marketing, and com-
munications tools. In 1975, the first Michigan Womyn’s Music Festi-
val was held. The 1970s also saw publication of Paid My Dues, a
national journal focused primarily on women’s music but providing
some coverage of women’s work in other musical styles. Ethnomu-
sicologist Carol E. Robertson has noted the development of the
D.C. Area Feminist Chorus, founded in 1976, and its changing rela-
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tion to women’s networks and culture in the Washington, D.C.,
area.'® Similar ensembles were formed in other communities. The
1976 advent of Ladyslipper, a women-run, music distribution service
based in North Carolina, provided a vehicle for the national market-
ing of recordings and other materials produced by women’s music
performers and women artists in other musical genres.

Women also came together around their roles in the field of music
to document and mutually advance their status. At the 1972 meeting
of the College Music Society (cms), a professional organization for
college music faculty, “a group of women formed a Committee on
the Status of Women whose initial purpose was to discover how
women fare in college music.”!” Three years later several papers
given at the cMs annual meeting presented initial findings on women
in the profession. These were collected and published by the cms.?

Two organizations formed in this decade to unite and offer mutual
support to women composers: the League of Women Composers in
1975 and the American Women Composers (awc) in 1976. Com-
poser Jeanne Singer was affiliated with both groups. A charter mem-
ber of the league, she was also a founding member and board
member of the awc. She later described the importance of her
involvement in these groups to her identity as an artist: “From the
age of 5, I wrote music but never considered myself a legitimate
composer (no role models) until I became an activist in the women
composer groups that started in the '70s after the United Nations
proclaimed the Decade of Women (1975-85).”%

Formation of the New England Women’s Symphony, with Kay
Gardner as conductor, offered a forum in Boston for the work of
women composers, conductors, and many women musicians. The
group issued one recording that includes a performance led by An-
tonia Brico. In the field of jazz, the first of what was to become an
annual Women'’s Jazz Festival was held in Kansas City, Missouri.

1980s

I hope this is encouragement for other women. It’s kind of a good sign

for the world. We're not that far away from the days when orchestras

resisted having women players. I'd like to think I won for my picce, not
as a symbol. But I don’t mind being a positive symbol.

(Ellen Taaffe Zwilich on winning the Pulitzer Prize

for music, becoming the first woman to do so)®

The awarding of the 1983 Pulitzer Prize in music to Ellen Taaffe
Zwilich for her Symphony No. 1 marked a musical milestone for
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women, as Heidi Waleson later wrote in the New York Times, “a
woman had finally acquired a credential that could not be ignored.™
Interpretations of just how much change within the music world
Zwilich’s prize symbolized varied, as Waleson succinctly noted:

To some, Ms. Zwilich’s prize indicated that women, spurred and aided
by the feminist movement had made their way into mainstream compo-
sition; to others, it seemed a belated, isolated recognition, not really
indicative of anything more than a slight, grudging change ot atttude
in the concert music world.?

Reflecting these differing views, work on and by women in music
in the 1980s employed a dual strategy akin to that arrculated by
Catharine Stimpson and Nina Kressner Cobb in their assessment of
women’s studies at that time: “The women’s studies movement is
correct in wanting its own independent structures, . . . and the in-
corporation of its goals within less women-specific structures.”

Musical academe and the music industry atforded ample “less
women-specific structures” into which feminist scholars and women
performers and administrators sought to introduce their work. Their
cfforts occasioned a stronger presence in the field and greater recog-
nition of women’s achievements, while falling short of full incorpo-
ration. At the same time, many of the organizations and networks
established in the 1970s to advance the work of women pertformers
and to further scholarship on women in music continued to evolve
and new ones were formed. Together, these trends generated an
increase in published and recorded information on women in music,
both in music and in women'’s studies, and the continued develop-
ment of institutional support, through separate institutions and
within existing academic structures. Opportunitics for performances
of music by women also grew. As Wang An-Ming, a Chinese-born
composer active in the United States in this period observes,

I definitely feel participation in women's groups[s] helps me in getting
my music across. Being a minority enables me to have my music repre-
sented in a variety of programming which otherwise may not happen.™

Collectively, books published on women in music in the 1980s
(which grew significantly in number over the previous decade),
demonstrate the coexistence of three major types of feminist scholar-
ship in music described by Ruth Solie and Gary Tomlinson in
1988 as:
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* . . . recovery and documentation projects, still vitally necessary
in a field that has yet to establish much of its female past,
* . . . rereadings of familiar works and ways of conceiving music,

exploring in the process phenomena of cultural representation
and gender construction; and

* . .. rais[ing] methodological and historiographic questions, to
date the least developed area of feminist work in musicology.?

(These approaches are neither mutually exclusive nor do they repre-
sent a hierarchy of value.)

As in the 1970s, new checklists, directories, and bibliographies
were published and continued to serve the essential function of help-
ing scholars and musicians identify women active in the field and to
locate recordings, compositions, records, and other resources. One
example is Diane Peacock Jezic’'s Women Composers: The Lost Tradi-
tion Found (1988) which brought together biographical information,
musical analysis, and discographical and bibliographic listings on
twenty-five women composers active in Western music from the
medieval period into the 1980s.%

Most works written in this period contributed to recovery and
documentation in some measure because they were often the first
texts (or at least the first modern texts) on their subject. Nancy B.
Reich’s Clara Schumann: The Artist and the Woman (1985) is a good
example. It overlaps the first two approaches, reexamining the life
of a “woman worthy” and in the process offering a rereading of
musicology’s traditional account of Clara and Robert Schumann’s
lives and art. The work received critical recognition for its valuable
contributions to music history and to women’s history.?

Research also expanded into topics beyond white women working
in Western classical music. Four titles that illustrate this direction are
D. Antoinette Handy's Black Women in American Bands and Orchestras
(1981); Linda Dahl’s Stormy Weather: The Music and Lives of a Century
of Jazzwomen (1984); Ellen Koskoff’s anthology Women and Music in
Cross-Cultural Perspective (1987); and Judith Vander’s Songprints: The
Musical Experience of Five Shoshone Women (1988).% Handy’s study
of black women musicians recovers and documents an important
part of women’s work in music and of African-American musical
life, another active field of research in this time period. Stormy
Weather identifies numerous jazzwomen, famed and forgotten;
Dahl’s inquiry into the relations between the art form and gender
roles offers new insights for jazz history and women'’s studies. Both
Handy and Dahl by their focus on women whose identities and/or
art forms are beyond the bounds of mainstream musicology inher-
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ently raise methodological questions for feminist musical research.
Similarly, Koskoftf and Vander’s books raise questions about the lim-
its and possibilities of the interdisciplinary techniques of ethnomusi-
cology for feminist research.*

Notable both for insightful “rereadings” and for raising methodo-
logical questions are essays written by Susan McClary between 1987
and 1989. Described by McClary as “the beginnings of a feminist
criticism of music,” the essays grapple directly with issues of gender
construction and sexual politics in works by an eclectic mix of musi-
cians, including Monteverdi, Beethoven, Laurie Anderson, and
Madonna.?!

The body of literature created and published in journals and books
on women in music increased throughout the 1980s. Feminist jour-
nals such as Signs carried articles and book reviews bringing knowl-
edge of women's work in music to an audience of women's studies
scholars. Feminist arts journals incorporated the work of women in
music: Heresies published a Women in Music issue in 1980; Helicon
Nine included an interview with Nancy Reich in its winter 1986
issue, as well as a recorded insert of Clara Schumann songs. Hot
Wire followed in the path of Paid My Dues as a periodical focused
on women'’s music and culture.

As with women'’s studies journals, some books on women’s stud-
ies incorporated material on women in music. Ora Williams,
Thelma Williams, Dora Wilson and Ramona Matthewson contrib-
uted a bibliography on “American Black Women Composers” to
All the Women Are White, All the Blacks Are Men, But Some of Us Are
Brave: Black Women’s Studies (1982).%2

The growing number of women’s studies programs created a
supportive climate for feminist work in music. Sharon Shafer, a
performer, composer, and music professor, recently commented,
have had more support from Women’s Studies Programs, . . . than
from music departments in academic institutions for my research in
women composers.

Although some of the performance showcases created in the 1970s
disappeared in the 1980s, women continued to build organizations
and networks to sustain their efforts. The New England Women'’s
Symphony folded, m part due to financial difficulties; however the
formation of women'’s orchestras continued to be a strategy used by
women to advance the work of women composers, performers, and
conductors. The best-known ensemble is the Bay Area Women’s
Philharmonic (Bawp), founded in 1980. It has grown to offer a sub-
scription season and recordings. In the late 1980s, the BAwP estab-
lished a sister organization, the National Women Composers
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Resource Center. The center maintains a library of scores by women
composers and facilitates research on women composers and pro-
gramming of their music. The Maryland Women’s Symphony was
founded in 1985 by conductor Deborah Freedman and the pianist
Selma Epstein. In its early seasons the ensemble presented music by
women composers as well as by lesser-known works by men. By
1989, the ensemble was renamed the Women Composers Orchestra
and led by the conductor Antonia Joy Wilson. Its repertoire focused
more exclusively on works by women composers.>*

Conferences were another strategy used to strengthen the network
of women in music and to disseminate their research findings
through papers and performances. Conferences focused specifically
on women in music included:

* the 1981 First National Congress on Women in Music, forerun-
ner of the International Congress on Women in Music, coordi-
nated by Jeannie G. Pool and sponsored by New York
University’s music department; and

* the 1986 American Women Conductor/Composer Symposium
sponsored by the School of Music and the Center for the Study
of Women in Society of the University of Oregon at Eugene.

Feminist scholars also used existing professional conferences to
gain a greater audience for their work. In what Solie and Tomlinson
described as “an unprecedented burgeoning of women’s musical
studies,” the 1988 annual meeting of the American Musicological
Society (ams) included at least fifteen papers on women in music
and/or feminist methodology.? The 1989 Ams conference included
two sessions specifically linking feminist theory and music: “Femi-
nist Scholarship and the Field of Musicology,” organized by Jane
Bowers and others; and “The Implications of Feminist Scholarship
for Teaching,” organized by Susan Cook; as well as other papers on
women in music.

In addition to making inroads in academe, women gained a greater
presence as composers, conductors, and performers in the main-
stream of musical life during the decade. As just noted, composer
Ellen Taaffe Zwilich received the Pulitzer Prize in 1983. While no
similar level of recognition was accorded women orchestral conduc-
tors, they continued to advance their individual careers. Beyond the
symphonic music world, women performers increased their com-
mercial success and received media attention for their work as
women. Holly Near founded her Redwood Records label, initiating
a new phase in women’s music, commercially and artistically. Two
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Newsweek stories in 1985 focused on the success ot women working
m country and rock music, respectively, the latter with a cover pro-
claiming “Rock and Roll: Woman Power.”3

1990s

the structures graphed by theorists and the beauty celebrated by
aestheticians are often stained with such things as violence, misogyny,
and racism. And perhaps more disturbing still to those who would pres-
ent music as autonomous and invulnerable, it also trequentdy betrays
fear—fear of women, fear of the body.

It is finally feminism that has allowed me to understand both why the
discipline wishes these to be nonissues, and also why thev need to be
moved to the very center of inquiries about music.

(Susan McClary, introduction to Feminine Endings:
Music, Gender and Sexualiry [1991])"7

Three trends emerged in the early 1990s that indicate the directions
that feminist scholarship and the actions of women working in music
will take through this decade. First, feminist music scholarship in-
creasingly defines its focus as nothing less than restructuring the
traditional field of musicology using feminist theories and criticism.
The first major national conference to focus exclusively on the links
between feminist theory and music, titled “Feminist Theory and
Music: Toward a Common Language,” was held at the University
of Minnesota at Minneapolis in 1991. The conference announcement
stated: “The study of music from the perspective of feminist theory
raised significant questions that transcend the methodologies of any
one subdiscipline of music.” The conference provided the first sub-
stantial, public forum in which to address these questions. ™

The 1993 anthology Musicology and Difference: Gender and Sexualiry
in Music Scholarship, edited by Ruth Solie is an important contribu-
tion to this line of inquiry. As Solie states, “This 1s, to my knowl-
edge, the first book about musicology and difference, . . .” It ofters
analytlc perspectives critical to understanding * what roles
musics play in the construction and reinforcement of ideologies of’
difference and, conversely, how they may challenge or resist those
ideologies.” Solie suggests that “. . . the musicological disciplines

. |are in the process ot] reorient|ing] their focus of attention,
to encompass such issues. ™

This first goal is accompanied by more direct ties between feminist
scholarship in music and women'’s studies generally. Feminist musi-
cologists continue to acknowledge that their development as feminist
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scholars and the methodologies they evolve for their work are influ-
enced by feminist theory and methodology in other disciplines.
Shafer has said, “Feminist theories and methodologies have made it
possible to have some of the discussions that are necessary in order
to discover ‘A History of Their Own’.”* These ties are becoming
more evident. For example, the inclusion of J. Michele Edwards’s
essay “All-Women’s Musical Communities: Fostering Creativity and
Leadership” in the 1990 anthology Bridges of Power: Women’s Multi-
cultural Alliances presents an aspect of women’s work in music in the
larger context of feminist research and action, affirming that
women’s work in music is an integral part of feminist inquiry and
struggles.*!

Women'’s studies conferences now commonly include sessions
presenting women’s work in music in the context of feminist analy-
sis and action, as well as performances. The 1993 National Women'’s
Studies Association conference presented two panels on music:
“Women’s Lives in Music” and “Feminist Perspectives on Opera,”
in addition to performances by folk-artist Anne Feeney, Saffire: The
Uppity Blues Women, and the women’s trio Reel World String
Band. The present conference on “Interdisciplinarity and Identity”
featured an earlier session titled “Women in Art and Music: An Inter-
action” in addition to this panel, “Women and Music: Redefining
the Center.”

A third trend is the strengthening of women’s separate musical
institutions and of the role of women in mainstream musical organi-
zations. Women'’s orchestras remain active, generating audiences for
the work of women composers, conductors, and musicians. The
Bay Area Women’s Philharmonic celebrated its tenth anniversary in
1990. In 1992, the National Women’s Symphony of Washington,
D.C., gave its premiere concert under the direction of Amy Mills,
who continues to lead the group.

Conductors and administrators of symphony orchestras continue
to advance their careers. For example, in 1990, conductor Marin
Alsop debuted as music director of the Long Island Philharmonic.
She also continues to lead her own New York City-based ensemble,
Concordia, and to conduct a summer festival in Eugene, Oregon,
among other activities. Alsop’s career highlights what appear to be
improved possibilities for women who have the talent and training
to enter this demanding field to build careers in the same manner as
their male colleagues: complementing a roster of appointments at
smaller symphonies with guest conducting and residency opportuni-
ties that propel them forward to gain permanent posts with more
widely recognized orchestras. No woman has yet broken through
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the glass ceiling to capture the music directorship of a major
orchestra. .

The 1991 appointment of Deborah Borda as managing director of
the New York Philharmonic marked the first time that a woman
held a top administrative post with a major orchestra. While Borda’s
appointment was an important first, a noteworthy “second” also
occurred in 1991 when the Pulitzer Prize in music was awarded
for only the second time to a woman, Chicago-based composer
Shulamit Ran.

Women performers have made gains in the 1990s but inequities
persist. As one instrumentalist expressed it, “Women are no longer
being excluded, yet we are not yet on equal footing. Perhaps this
will change.”#

Conclusion

This brief survey of feminist scholarship in music and of women'’s
work in music in the United States from 1970 forward provides an
initial framework for discussion of the major influences that have
shaped research approaches, as well as the strategies used to advance
this resecarch and women’s status in the field. It also suggests areas
that merit further attention and the directions in which future temi-
nist research and action will likely lead. Feminism and women’s
studies have had a major influence on the development of research
and theory by feminist scholars in music. Just as women’s work in
music provides a microcosm that parallels women’s experiences in
the larger world, the course of research on women in music has
paralleled that of feminist research in other disciplines. The three
research approaches outlined in this essay—re[dis]covery, reread-
ings, and raising methodological questions—all are necessary and
will continue to be used by teminist scholars of music as the decade
progresses. However, feminist research in music increasingly raises
questions characteristic of the latter approach. Though these ques-
tions differ from those asked by most research in the early 1970s,
they clearly flow from the combination of those studies and from
the intervening investigations and writings of feminist scholars on
musical life. This approach shares essential attributes with McClary’s
proposals for feminist criticisms: techniques and points of view from
women'’s studies and feminist theories are at the center of the inquiry
and analysis, rather than the methodologies and values of traditional
musicology and criticism. Raising questions leads to the redefinition
and re-creation of methodologies.
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One of the most pervasive strategies used to advance research on,
and the status of, women in music has been the construction of a
sense of community. This community-building has been accom-
plished by means of publications, recordings, performance show-
cases and ensembles, and conferences. It has been employed in
mainstream musical and academic settings and in separate, women-
focused contexts.

Looking backward, the course of the study and advancement of
women’s work in music, with its parallels to women’s studies re-
search and familiar community-building strategies, may seem pre-
dictable. How could it have been otherwise? However, given that
just a little over twenty years ago most of the research and means
just cited, as well as the methodologies and strategies needed to
realize them, were (for the most part) only beginning to take shape,
the accomplishments of this period are considerable. The research,
organizations, and performances created and presented since 1970
constitute an impressive oeuvre and valuable resource for future
efforts.

It must be acknowledged, however, that feminist musical research
has too often been bounded by the limits of traditional musicology.
This has re-created some of the gaps common m music research
around questions of whose music is considered “art” and whose
voices guide the analysis.* It has also left largely intact taboos in
both the academic and commercial music worlds against crossing
genre categories. Feminist cultural critic Michele Wallace’s analysis
of the limits of white middle-class feminist scholarship in the visual
arts speaks to similar limits in music. Taking as her starting point
Linda Nochlin’s essay on art history, cited earlier in the discussion
of the 1970s, Wallace states,

Her [Nochlin’s] article shared a parallel conceptual framework with
other initiatives taking place around gender issues across a varicty of
discourses in the social sciences, the humanities, and the other arts. This
moment founded a new kind of feminist scholarship and criticism . . .
upon which alternative institutions and alternative critical practices are
built.

Now the problem with all of this, as we well know, was that it proved
to be a very white middle-class affair; and even for those who were white
and middle-class, this feminist scholarship was and is still experienced as
alienating and too abstract.

. But the most radical elements of that very institutionalization
have not managed to graduate from their rather tenuous foothold on the
margins of the art world and the academic establishment.*
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There 1s a need for more work that breaks through boundaries and
taboos from diverse feminist perspectives. As in any active tield.
there is also a need to revisit earlier research in light of recent tindings
and to continue the performance and recording of works by women,
adding a newly discovered (and written) repertoire, updating perfor-
mance techniques and technology as appropriate, and reaching new
audiences. Finally, there remain many unanswered questions, and
others not yet posed.
As Susan McClary observes,

music and its procedures operate as part of the political arena—not sim-
ply as one of its more trivial reflections. . .. Struggles over musical
propriety are themselves political struggles over whose music, whose
images of pleasure or beauty, whose rules of order shall prevail. *®

The work of feminist musicologists, and of women performers
and composers in all musical styles, from the 1970s forward, has
created supportive scholarly networks and creative communities
within music, as well as in the discipline of women’s studies and
among feminists more generally, which will continue to nurture
those engaged in these struggles. I look forward to reading and
hearing their work in the coming decade—and to reporting on their
successes when we gather to mark the thirtieth anniversary of the
University of Delaware’s women's studies program.

Chronology
1970

Pauline Oliveros, “And Don’t Call Them ‘Lady’ Composers,” New York Times, 13
September 1970, sec. 2, pp. 23 and 30.

1972

Willia E. Daughtry, “Sissieretta Jones: Profile of a Black Artist,” Musical Analysis
1, no. 1 (winter 1972): 12-18.

1973

Judith Rosen and Grace Rubin-Rabson, “Why Haven't Women Become Great
Composers?” High Fidelity and Musical America 23, no. 2 (February 1973): 46-52.

“Available Recordings of Works by Women Composers,” High Fidelity and Musical
America 23, no. 2 (February 1973): 53.

Judith Tick, “Women as Professional Musicians in the United States, 1870-1900,"
Yearbook for Inter-American Musical Research 9 (1973): 95-133.
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1974

Antonia: A Portrait of the Woman, Made by Jill Godmilov and Judy Collins. Film
documentary of the life of the conductor Antonia Brico (1902-89).

1975

League of Women Composers founded.

First Michigan Women’s Music Festival.

Meeting on Women in the Profession, College Music Society annual meeting, lowa
City, February 1975.

Don. L. Hixon and Don Hennessee, Women in Music: A Biobibliography (Metuchen,
N.J.: Scarecrow Press, 1975).

1976

American Women Composers, Inc. founded.
Ladyslipper formed.

1977

Jane M. Bowers, “Teaching about the History of Women in Western Music,”
Women's Studies Newsletter 5, no. 3 (summer 1977): 11-15.

1978

Anya Laurence, Women of Note: 1,000 Women Composers Born Before 1900 (New
York: Richards Rosen Press, 1978).

First Women’s Jazz Festival, Kansas City, Miss.

First concert of the New England Women’s Symphony, Sander’s Theater, Cam-
bridge, Mass., 3 December 1978. Kay Gardner, conductor.

Paid My Dues: Journal of Women and Music, in publication.

1979

Women in Music Feature in Music Educators Journal 65, no. 5 (January 1979), Includ-
ing Jeannie G. Pool, “Up from the Footnotes,” pp. 28-41.

Adrienne Fried Block and Carol Neuls-Bates, compilers and eds., Women in Ameri-
can Music: A Bibliography of Music and Literature (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood
Press, 1979).

1980

Heresies #10: Women and Music.

Christine Ammer, Unsung: A History of Women in American Music. Contributions
in Women's Studies, no. 14 (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1980).

Bay Area Women’s Philharmonic founded by Miriam Abrams, Nan Washburn,
and Elizabeth Min.
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1981

D. Antoinette Handy, Black Women in American Bands and Orchestras (Metuchen,
N.J.: Scarecrow Press, 1981).

Judith Zaimont and Karen Famera, eds., Contemporary Concert Music by Women: A
Directory of the Composers and Their Works (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press,
1981), pp. x, 355.

First National Congress on Women in Music, New York City. Organized by Jean-
nie Pool.

1982

Ora Williams et al., *American Black Women Composers: A Sclected Annotated
Bibliography,” in Gloria T. Hull, Patricia Bell Scott, and Barbara Smith, eds.
All the Women Are White, All the Blacks Are Men, But Some of Us Are Brave: Black
Women’s Studies (Old Westbury, N.Y.: Feminist Press: 1982), pp. 297-306.

1983

Composer Ellen Taaffe Zwilich awarded Pulitzer Prize for music, first woman
so honored.

Judith Tick, American Composers Before 1870, Studies in Musicology 57 (Ann Arbor:
uMr Research Press, 1983), pp. xix, 283.

Film: “Gotta Make This Journey: Sweet Honey in the Rock,” 1983, 58 minutes by
Michelle Parkerson.

1984

Linda Dahl, Stormny Weather: The Music and Lives of a Century of Jazzwomen (New
York: Limelight Editions, 1984).

1985

David Gates, “Nashville’s New Class,” Newsweek, 12 August 1985, pp. 58-61.

Newsweek, 4 March 1985. Cover story: Rock and Roll: Woman Power.

Jim Miller et al., “Rock’s New Women,"” pp. 48-54, 57.

Cathleen McGuigan and Tony Clifton, “The Sexy Godmother of Rock,”

pp. 50-51 (Tina Turner).

Bill Barol, “Women in a Video Cage,” p. 54.

Nancy B. Reich, Clara Schumann: The Artist and the Woman (Ithaca: Cornell Univer-
sity Press, 1985).

Maryland Women’s Symphony is active (by the 1992-93 scason becomes the
Women Composers Orchestra).

1986

American Women Composers, Inc., Tenth Anniversary Celebration (13 April
1986-15 February 1987).
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Jane Bowers and Judith Tick, Women Making Music: The Western Art Tradition,
1150-1950 (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1986).

Hot Wire, The Journal of Women’s Music and Culture in publication (continues at
least through fall 1991).

American Women Conductor/Composer Symposium, 21-23 February 1986, Uni-
versity of Oregon. Sponsored by the Center for the Study of Women in Socicty
of the University of Oregon School of Music, Eugene.

Ellen Koskoft, ed., Women and Music in Cross-Cultural Perspective (Urbana and Chi-
cago: University of Illinois Press, 1987).

Frank C. Taylor with Gerald Cook, “Blues Singer Alberta Hunter: The Forgotten
Years,” Ms. (March 1987): 46-48, 71, 72.

National Museum of Women in the Arts opens March 1987. Premicre of Ellen
Taaffe Zwilich, Images for Two Pianos and Orchestra, Leanne Rees and Stephanice
Stoyanoff, duo-pianists. National Symphony Orchestra, Fabio Mechitti, conduc-
tor. Commissioned by NMwA with NEA assistance.

Mademoiselle: A Portrait of Nadia Boulanger, produced by Dominique Parent-Altier,
Crocus Films, Inc. 56 minutes, color, %" vus, %" U-matic. Indiana University
Audio-Visual Center Field Services Dept. 1-800-552-8620.

Diane Peacock Jezic, Women Composers: The Lost Tradition Found (New York: Femi-
nist Press, 1988). Foreword by Elizabeth Wood.

1990

J. Michele Edwards, “All-Women’s Musical Communities: Fostering Creativity
and Leadership,” in Bridges of Power: Women’s Multicultural Alliances, eds. Lisa
Albrecht and Rose M. Brewer (Philadelphia: New Society Publishers, 1990),
pp. 95-107.

Margaret Ericson, “Women and Music 1988/89: A Selective Bibliography on the
Collective Subject of Women in Music.”

Susan McClary, Feminine Endings: Music, Gender, and Sexuality (Minnesota: Univer-
sity of Minnesota Press, 1990).

Marin Alsop, 1990-91 in first season as music director, Long Island Philharmonic,
Melville, N.Y.

Catherine Comet appointed music director of the American Symphony Orchestra.

1991

Deborah Borda appointed managing director, N.Y. Philharmonic.

“Feminist Theory and Music: Toward a Common Language,” conference, 1991
June 23-30, School of Music, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis.

1992

National Women’s Symphony premiere concert, 14 June 1992, Washington, D.C.
Amy Mills, music director and conductor.
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1993

Ruth A. Solie, ed., Musicology and Difference: Gender and Sexuality in Music Scholar-
ship (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1993).

This document may be reproduced and/or cited without the author’s permission.
Please credit appropriately.

Resources
Ladyslipper
P.O. Box 3124
Durham, N.C. 27715
(BO0Y 634-6044
Recordings of music by/for/about women

William Grant Still Music

4 S. San Francisco Street, Suite 422

Flagstaft, Ariz. 86001-5737

(602) 526-9355

Recordings and writings by minority composers and writers, as well as women
composers

Arsis Press

1719 Bay Street, SE

Washington, D.C. 20003

(202) 544-4817

Publishes music by women composers

Sce also the Directory of Women’s Media published by the National Council on Re-
scarch for Women for a listing of organizations related to women in music.
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It’s a Jazz Thang: Interdisciplinarity and
Critical Imagining in the Construction of a
Womanist Theological Method

Joy BosTtic

Introduction

Ass scholars of an emerging discipline, womanist theologians as well
as biblicists, ethicists, historians, and so forth are constructing meth-
odological approaches that enable us to speak to Black women'’s
experiences. Traditional methods of scholarship hold inadequate
methodologies to address Black women’s multidimensional experi-
ences. Even contemporary liberation theologies are limited in their
ability to address black women'’s concerns. In this essay I will work
toward the development of a womanist theological methodology
that will (1) explicate the sociohistorical experiences of Black women
and (2) enable womanist theologians to engage in activist struggles
against the system of domination that affects the lives of African-
American people, particularly African-American women. First, |
will explore the meaning of the term womanist. Secondly, I will
discuss the problems of traditional methods of scholarship as well
as of contemporary white feminist and Black liberation methods.
Finally, I will suggest a framework and strategies for a womanist
theological method.

Defining Womanist

The term womanist was first introduced by Alice Walker in the
early eighties. She may have first used the term in her short story
“Coming Apart: A Way of Introduction to Lorde, Teish and Gard-
ner” found in her book You Can’t Keep a Good Woman Down pub-
lished in 1981.! In Walker’s book of “womanist prose,” In Search of
Our Mothers’ Gardens,? she provides a dictionary-style definition of
womanist and discusses the term in her review “Gifts of Power: The

138



IT'S A JAZZ THANG 139

Writings of Rebecca Jackson.” I develop my understanding of the
term womanist within the context of these writings.

Walker identifies a womanist as a “black feminist” in "Coming
Apart.” This story portrays a black woman who develops a black
feminist consciousness after she begins to question the images she
sces of women and begins to resist being objectitied particularly as
an African-American woman. This woman objects to her husband’s
use of pornographic magazines. At one point she attempts to verbal-
ize her objections.

“Why do you need these?” she asks.

“They mean nothing,” he says.

“But they hurt me somechow,” she says.

“You arc being a.) silly, b.) a prude, and c¢.) ridiculous,

he says. “You know I love you.”

... She cannot say . . . that she feels invisible. Rejected.
Overlooked. She says instead, to herself: He is right. T will
grow up. Adjust. Swim with the tide.*

As a female who is expected to be dependent, subordinate, and
deferential her concerns have been trivialized and she has been char-
acterized as childish and foolish. However, despite the dismissal of
her feelings the woman continues to raise questions as she 1s further
exposed to the way in which women, particularly African-American
women, are depicted in a racist, patriarchal society. The woman
begins to read the works of black feminists Audre Lorde, Luisah
Teish, and Tracey A. Gardner. Not only does she read these works
but she also reads them to her husband. While both the husband and
the wife are at first in denial regarding the oppression of African-
American women as black and as women, both of them are com-
pelled to think more critically as they digest the black feminist litera-
ture and reflect upon their circumstances. Finally a gradual but
definite transformation takes place. They come to understand how
racist, sexist structures perpetuate destructive images of them both.
They both begin to realize that they are connected in the struggle
against oppression.

Walker tells the reader that “the wife has never considered herself
a feminist—though she is, of course, a womanist.”® According to
Walker the term womanist approximates a “black feminist” and she
identifies herself as one.® Walker states that a “womanist is a feminist,
only more common.”” This black woman while being characterized
as childish, takes responsibility for developing her own conscious-
ness and finally refuses to be objectified. Her resistance activity not
only affects her own sense of identity and ways of being, but also
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her struggle against racist patriarchal images and structures also af-
fects the consciousness of others—namely her husband.

In her essay Gifts of Power: The Writings of Rebecca Jackson, Walker
writes about a black female mystic of the nineteenth century. In her
home and church Jackson had been expected to fulfill roles pre-
scribed by dominant males. Followmg a conversion experience,
Jackson discovered that she had “spiritual gifts” and subsequently
was compelled to follow the voice of the Spirit within her. She went
out preaching the gospel and she dreamed dreams and saw visions
that were filled with symbols and imagery.

After joining a group of white Shakers, Jackson’s inner voice told
her to minister to her own people. While the Shakers were resistant
to this, Jackson followed the Spirit and ministered to black people.
Later she established a Shaker settlement and lived in this group of
women until her death. Walker lifts up Jackson as a woman who
loves the Spirit. The Spirit directed Jackson in how “to live her own
life, creating it from scratch.”® It is the Spirit that empowers Jackson
to transcend the barriers and limitations of the roles she was expected
to play in a patriarchal culture and to exercise autonomy and to carry
out her own way of being in the world.

In this review Walker suggests the term womanist to name Jack-
son’s way of being. Walker goes on in this essay to emphasize the
critical need for black women to develop our own language and to
name our own experiences as an act of freedom in itself. She argues
that whatever language black women appropriate to name the expe-
riences of women like Rebecca Jackson this language should be char-
acteristic of the reality of black women’s experiences. This language
should not reflect a static reality but should be organic and dynamic,
reflecting both the spiritual and the concrete and rooted in African-
American cultural traditions and values.

Walker provides a dictionary-like definition of “womanist” in her
book In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens:

Womanist 1. From womanish. (Opp. of “girlish,” i.c., frivolous, irre-
sponsible, not serious.) A black feminist or feminist of color. From thc
black folk expression of mothers to female children, “You acting wom-
anish,” i.e., like a woman. Usually referring to outragcous, audacious,
courageous or willful behavior. Wanting to know more and in greater
depth than is considered “good” for onc. Interested in grown-up doings.
Acting grown up. Being grown up. Interchangcable with another black
folk expression: “You trying to be grown.” Responsible. In charge.
Serious.

2. Also: A woman who loves other women, scxually and/or nonsexu-
ally. Appreciates and prefers women’s culture, women’s emotional
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flexibility (values tears as natural counterbalance of laughter), and
women'’s strength. Sometimes loves individual men, sexually and/or
nonsexually. Committed to survival and wholeness of entire people,
male and female. Not a separatist, except periodically, for health. Tradi-
tionally universalist, as in: “Mama, why are we brown, pink, and yellow,
and our cousins are white, beige, and black?” Ans.: "Well, you know
the colored race is just like a flower garden, with every color flower
represented.” Traditionally capable, as in: “Mama, I'm walking to Can-
ada and I'm taking you and a bunch of other slaves with me.” Reply:
“It wouldn’t be the first time.”

3. Loves music. Loves dance. Loves the moon. Loves the Spirit. Loves
love and food and roundness. Loves struggle. Loves the Folk. Loves
herself. Regardless.

4. Womanist is to feminist as purple to lavender.”

In this definition Walker appropriates the term womanist trom Black
folk expression and again makes it synonymous with being a Black
feminist or feminist of color. According to Walker, a womanist is
one who loves—loves women and men, sexually or nonsexually,
loves dance, loves the Folk, and loves the Spirit. She describes a
woman who is connected—connected to the activist tradition of
Black women, connected and committed to community, as well as
to all of humanity.

Thus, within the context of these writings Walker uses the term
womanist as a way to name Black women who develop a Black tfemi-
nist consciousness, to exercise radical subjectivity and autonomy
while being committed to the survival and wholeness of our own
communities as well as all of humanity, value African-American
(particularly African-American women'’s) cultural traditions, affirm
the reality of the authority and power of the Spirit in the lives of
African-American people, recognize dreams and visions as ways ot
knowing, and engage in activist struggle against oppressive systems,
structures, and images. These women subvert traditional notions of
womanhood and femininity in which women are expected to be
childlike, dependent, passive, silent, and deferential. Instead.
womanists are “‘courageous, “audacious,” “willtul,” “serious,” “re-
sponsible,” and “in charge.” What Walker is articulating is a style,
an cthos, and a spirituality that arises out of the peculiar socio-
historical location of black women.

Black women-theologians, biblicists, ethicists, historians, and
other scholars have appropriated the term womanist in order to name
the particular sociohistorical experiences of African-American
women. Womanist theology has emerged as a discipline that places
black women’s experiences at the center of theological discourse.
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These experiences are defined by multiple forms of oppression such
as sexism, racism, classism, and homophobia. Because of the multi-
dimensional nature of black women’s experiences womanist theolo-
gies hold great potential for developing methodologies. Womanist
theologian Jacquelyn Grant articulates the significance of womanist

thought.

Womanist theology begins with the experiences of Black women as
its point of departure. . . .

Those experiences had been and continue to be defined by racism,
sexism and classism and therefore offers a unique opportunity and a
new challenge for developing a relevant perspective in the theological
enterprise. . . .

... . Black women must do theology out of their tridimensional ex-
perience of racism/sexism/classism. To ignore any aspect of this experi-
ence is to deny the holistic and integrated reality of black womanhood."

Because of the interconnected reality of black women's experiences
womanists must be committed to an integrated analysis of the vari-
ous dimensions of oppression'' that effect the lives of African-
American women. As Grant suggests, failure to conduct an inte-
grated analysis of Black women’s experiences would in effect mar-
ginalize black women’s experiences and be tantamount to our
acquiescence to a racist, patriarchal system. Kelly D. Brown argued
in her article “God Is as Christ Does: Toward a Womanist Theology”
that the appropriation of the term womanist by black women has
been symbolic of black women’s resistance to the multidimensional
nature of our oppression.'? As womanists we must develop method-
ologies that facilitate resistance activity against the manifold forms
of oppression that pervade the lives of our people.

Critique of White Masculinist, White Feminist, and
Black Male Liberation Methodologies

This resistance to our multidimensional oppression is a critical
task for black women living in a racist, patriarchal culture. Elite
white males have historically monopolized and exerted the power
to interpret and define history, control modes of discourse and the
production of knowledge in ways that justify, protect, perpetuate,
and legitimize a racist patriarchal system of domination. These white
men have particularly exercised this power in the academy. Histori-
cally elite white men have produced scholarship that has been based
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upon what Patricia Hill Collins calls a “Eurocentric masculinist”
approach." This traditional approach to scholarship is rooted in di-
chotomous, either/or thinking. In dichotomous, either/or thinking
an oppositional and hierarchical relationship 1s assumed between
such categories as white/black, male/female, rich/poor.™ Thus, tra-
ditional methodologies of white male scholars have contributed to
“maintaining interlocking systems of oppression”!® based on such
dynamics as race, gender, and class. Because of black women’s
multidimensional reality black women, in particular, are affected by
these interlocking systems.

The dichotomous thinking underlying traditional methodologies
extends to such aspects of reality as the abstract and the concrete,
reason and imagination, the material and the spiritual, intellect and
emotion, and thought and action in ways that tragment and distort
a holistic reality. This dualistic and fragmented understanding ot
reality has also led white male scholars to confine so-called legitimate
scholarship within the boundaries of particular disciplines. Scholar-
ship based upon this kind of dualism and fragmentation has otten-
times been acontextual and ahistorical.

Much of traditional theological scholarship has also been based
upon a white masculinist approach. Rooted in a Western philosophi-
cal tradition of either/or, dualistic thinking, the traditional method-
ologies of white male theologians have assumed hierarchy as
normative. Because these theologians also have valued the rational
over the intuitive, the intellect over the emotions, thought over ac-
tion, and the abstract over the concrete, their theological work has
been removed from the sociohistorical experiences of African-
American women. Therefore, traditional theological methods ex-
clude the experiences of black women from the interpretive circle
of the theological enterprise. These theological methods fail to chal-
lenge, and in many ways help to perpetuate, the interlocking struc-
tures of oppression operating within a racist, patriarchal system of
domination.

Based upon assumptions of hierarchy and opposition, white male
theologians have constructed and legitimized symbols, images, para-
digms, ideologies, doctrine, rituals, biblical interpretations, and tra-
ditions that often justify, perpetuate, and legitimize a racist,
patriarchal system of domination and serve to control, define, and
objectify marginalized people—particularly black women. These
symbols, images, biblical interpretations, doctrine, and so forth are
in many ways internalized by the marginalized. What is particularly
insidious about the theological work of white masculinist theolo-
glans is that it is often legitimized and even sacralized by claims to



144 SECTION 2: FEMINIST METHODOLOGY

be doing theology from a “universal,” “objective” perspective and
from appeals to divine authority. In making these claims of univer-
salism, objectivity, and divine authority, white masculinist theolo-
gians are able to fix the parameters as well as the particular
articulations of Christian theology.

Traditional approaches to scholarship that are based upon dichot-
omy, opposition, and hierarchy are antithetical to black life. In these
methodologies our experiences as black women are marginalized
and even rendered invisible. A white masculinist approach, then,
must be rejected as a methodology for womanist theologians who
are committed to resistance activity against a racist, patriarchal
system.

While womanist theology arose as a challenge to white masculinist
ideology, it also arose as a response to the limitations of so-called
feminist theology and black liberation theology in speaking to the
experiences of Black women. Womanists have argued that feminist
theology has involved sources that refer almost exclusively to white
women’s experiences, yet feminist theology has presumed to speak
to all women’s experiences. Black women'’s experiences differ mark-
edly from white women'’s experiences and womanists critique femi-
nist theology because white feminists often ignore those differences
even as they claim to speak on behalf of all women.!® Feminist theol-
ogy then should be more appropriately referred to as white femi-
nist theology.!”

The womanist critique of black liberation theology has been that
while black male liberation theologians have claimed to speak to the
African-American experience, the particular experience of Afrlcan-
American women is often ignored by black liberation theologians.'®
Finally, womanists also point to the tendency of white feminist the-
ology and black theology to be primarily concerned with one dimen-
sion of oppression. For white feminists gender is predominant and
for the black male liberation theologian race is the primary issuc.
Thus white women may ignore the way in which they are privileged
by their whiteness and black men are able to ignore the ways in
which they are privileged by their maleness. Methodologies that
focus upon one dimension of oppression fail to address the intercon-
nectedness of oppression and fail to overcome fully the dichotomies
established by white masculinist ideologies. Therefore, black women
remain objectified as the Other. Even if white feminist or black male
liberation theologians reject some aspects of the white masculinist
approach, their methodologies may still be inadequate in allowing
for an integrated analysis of the interlocking systems of gender, race,
and class that are characteristic of black women’s experiences.
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Because of the failure of the traditional theological methods ot
white men, and the limitations of white feminist, and black male
liberation theological methods, womanist theologians must develop
our own methodologies. In developing our own methodologies we
are engaging in resistance activity that subverts the very racist, patri-
archal system that has dominated our lives and the lives of our peo-
ple. The question then becomes how do we construct alternative
womanist methodologies that transcend the dichotomies of white
masculinist ideology as well as overcome the limitations of white
feminist, and black male liberation theological methods?

The Black Aesthetic Tradition as a Basis for
Developing a Womanist Theological Method

First of all, in order for us as womanists to overcome the limita-
tions of a white masculinist approach we must locate the basis for
our theological work within an alternative framework. Because a
dichotomous, either/or perspective objectifies black women as the
Other, a womanist theological method must be based in an inclusive
“both/and conceptual orientation.”!” According to Collins, black
women have rejected dichotomous thinking throughout history be-
cause of its inconsistency with black women’s experiences.?’ Instead,
black women have often embraced a both/and conceptual system
because of our multidimensional experiences. To accept dichoto-
mous ways of thinking would be absurd as this acceptance would
be a denial of black women’s multidimensional realities and would
serve as an obstacle to our full human liberation. Rather than ac-
cepting the dichotomies assumed by white masculinist theologians,
a womanist theological method should affirm the interdependence
between emotion and the intellect, spiritual and material, abstract
and concrete, reason and imagination, thought and action as parts
of a holistic human reality.

A womanist theological method that would allow for an integra-
tive, holistic understanding of reality, then, must be based upon a
framework rooted in a both/and conceptual system. Where do we
find resources that will accommodate an inclusive both/and orienta-
tion? In her autobiography To Be Young, Gifted and Black, Lorraine
Hansberry provides some clues that could assist us in locating an
alternative framework for a womanist theological method in the
chapter entitled “The Bridge Across the Chasm.”?!

In a dialogue that takes place between a white man and a black
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woman Hansberry illustrates the differences between the assump-
tions of elitist white male thinking and black women’s perspectives.
The white man is critical of black artists who incorporate black
idiomatic expressions to their work (even while he assumes the le-
gitimacy and value in the English idioms of his own tradition), ar-
gues that black artists should “transcend” racial matters and address
more universal “human” issues, and he discounts emotions as incon-
sistent with intellectualism. This man is operating out of an either/
or perspective. The black woman, in contrast, operates out of a
both/and conceptual orientation. She affirms the importance of black
artists remaining rooted in the culture of their communities, and
recognizes the connectedness between the emotions and the intellect
as well as the spirituality and material conditions of black people.
For her black art becomes the conduit for making these connections.

. . .I could see the bridge across the chasm. It was made up of a band
of angels of art, hurling off the souls of twenty million. I saw Jimmy
Baldwin and Leontyne, and Lena and Harry and Sammy. And then there
was Charlie White and Nina Simone and Johnnie Killens and—Lord have
mercy, Paul was back! Langston and Julian Mayficld coming on the run.
There was Odetta and Josh and Sidney acting all over the place; and lo
Sister Eartha had gotten herself together and was coming too! And there
was Ralph Ellison and Pearly Mae had Frank Yerby by the hand, bring-
ing him too!

Oh, it was a wondrous thing I could sce. On and on they came, Sarah
and the Duke and Count and Cannonball and Louis himself, wearing
the crown that Billie gave him before she died. Oh yes, there they were,
the band of angels, picking up numbers along the way, singing and
painting and dancing and writing and acting up a storm! and the golden
waves rose from their labors and filtered down upon the earth and
brought such heavenly brightness. . . .2

Here “angels of art” serve as revelatory agents bridging the chasm
between the abstract and the concrete, the emotional and the intellec-
tual, the spiritual and the material. Thus it is within the context of
the black aesthetic tradition that synthesis of what has been deemed
by a white masculinist approach as oppositional categories occurs.
The black aesthetic tradition takes seriously an inclusive understand-
ing of human reality. Art produced out of the black aesthetic tradi-
tion not only affirms the inclusivity of life, but it also reflects and
speaks to the sociopolitical conditions of black people.

The black aesthetic tradition has in many ways articulated alternate
views of life and thought to those of white masculinist traditions.



IT'S A JAZZ THANG 147

The writer Toni Cade Bambara notes the differences between the
concerns of Western and African-American traditions.

Our tradition tends to be dynamic. Our art is not a scparate
entity, reflecting the immortal aspects of the human condition. the “uni-
versality” of men; it is, rather, a literate attempt to otter up an ample
moral vision, to articulate that life fluctuates trom day to day. It is, then.
timely rather than “fixed.” For our needs and our perspectives shitt.

Therefore, the black aesthetic tradition has not been a tradition that
has been marginal to the material reality of our people; rather, black
art, literature, music, story, and so forth have served as primary
vehicles for resistance activity. For womanist theologians developing
methodologies that affirm a both/and conceptual system, value Afri-
can American cultural traditions, recognize reality as inclusive and
dynamic, and enable us to engage in resistance activity the black
aesthetic tradition could give rise to a theo-philosophical framework
for a womanist theological method.*

It’s a Jazz Thang: Jazz as a Framework for a Womanist
Theological Method

The black aesthetic tradition provides us as womanist theologians
with rich and varied resources for constructing our methodologices.
The myriad of artistic forms that we have used to express our experi-
ences such as poetry, story, myth, dance, drama, sermons, narra-
tives, and visual arts as well as the forms that we have created out
of our experiences as Africans in this country such as the spirituals,
blues, and jazz are all sources for a womanist theological method.
For example, jazz is an art form rooted in the black aesthetic tradition
that could provide a framework for a theological method.

Rather than hierarchy, dualism, and opposition, the norms ot jazz
are reciprocity, mutuality, and relatedness. The highest value of the
Jam session is improvisation (1nd1v1dual and collective). 3 In the jam
session no composition is fixed in its presentation; however, through
improvisation there are unlimited possibilities in the way in which
compositions can be played. Rather than a static universe, jazz af-
firms a dynamic, interactive, inclusive reality where individual free-
dom and autonomy are valued within the context of a community.
Rather than being ahistorical or acontextual jazz composers and mu-
sicians improvise—create and re-create in a present moment—out
of the tradition established by those who have gone before them.
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The principles and norms of jazz subvert the racist, patriarchal sys-
tem of domination that is maintained by white masculinist thinking
and by the assumptions of Western theological and philosophical
traditions. The principles of jazz are also consistent with the
womanist principles discussed throughout this essay. Jazz, then, has
potential for serving as a theo-philosophical framework. for a
womanist theological method.

In appropriating jazz as a theo-philosophical framework or con-
ceptual system for a womanist theological method, we can look
further to formulating strategies that we could use within this frame-
work to accomplish what we perceive to be our tasks as womanist
theologians and the purpose of a womanist methodology. A
womanist theological method must take seriously the multidimen-
sional experiences of black women as a primary source for our theo-
logical enterprise. A womanist theological method should also assist
African-American women in particular as well as African-American
men and the wider society in developing critical consciousness re-
garding the ways in which we have internalized racist, patriarchal
ideology and how interlocking oppressive structures affect our lives.
This method should also equip us to resist systems of oppression.
A womanist theological method, then, which would facilitate an
integrative analysis of black women’s sociohistorical experiences,
counter the images, interpretations, paradigms, and symbols created
by white masculinist thinking, and contribute to critical conscious-
ness regarding the ways in which white masculinist thinking main-
tains and perpetuates a system of domination, should incorporate
both analytical-interpretive and dialogical-pedagogical strategies.

Analytical-interpretive strategies would assist us in exploring the
multidimensional realities of black women and interlocking systems
of oppression, and also enable us to engage in creative reflection on,
and interpretation of, black women’s experiences. These analytical-
interpretive strategies would help us deconstruct the images, para-
digms, and interpretations constructed out of a white masculinist
approach that distort our human reality. These strategies would also
help us to construct alternative interpretations, paradigms, represen-
tations, and so forth that provide a more accurate understanding not
only of black women’s sociohistorical experiences, but also of the
wider sociohistorical reality.

In order for our methodologies to be effective in bringing about
change, we must develop strategies that build upon black women’s
activist tradition of liberation struggle with and among the masses.
These strategies must be consistent with a theo-philosophical frame-
work rooted in a both/and conceptual system and allow for inter-
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active, dynamic, and creative activity among the masses, and for
the bringing together of thought and action, emotion and intellect,
spiritual and material, abstract and concrete. A womanist theological
method should include dialogical-pedagogical strategies that would
engage people across lines of age, class, or status in transformative,
creative and critical dialogue, reflection, and articulation. Therefore,
as womanists we must incorporate dialogical-pedagogical strategies
that would be effective not only in the classrooms of the academy
but also in high schools, elementary schools, churches, synagogues,
shelters, community centers, college campuses, and prisons. Both
our analytical-interpretive, and our dialogical-pedagogical strategies
should be informed by the norms and principles of our theo-
philosophical framework.

Interdisciplinary Analysis and Critical Imagining:
Analytic-interpretive and Dialogical-Pedagogical
Strategies for a Womanist Theological Method

The legal scholar Patricia J. Williams discusses a methodological
approach used in her book The Alchemy of Race and Rights*® that
suggests analytical-interpretive and dialogical-pedagogical strategies
for a womanist methodology. Williams’s approach is an alternative
to the methodology of traditional legal scholarship. Her approach is
twofold. Recognizing reality as dynamic, “multilayered” and com-
plex, Williams contends that interdisciplinary analysis is necessary
in order to bridge the gap between theory and practice and to tran-
scend the limitations of traditional legal scholarship that she argues
produces “a narrow, simpler but hypnotically powertul rhetorical
truth.”?” Williams incorporates insights from other disciplines such
as sociology, history, psychology, philosophy, and criticism as an
“analytic technique” in order to bring experiences to the interpretive
circle that have formally been excluded. ™

In order to deconstruct the claims of traditional legal scholarship,
Williams uses literary devices such as story, parable, poetry, and
metaphor to reveal the subjective nature of legal rhetoric. She invites
the reader/listener to consciously participate in the construction of
meaning. Through the text, the reader/listener is able to make con-
nections with the text itself and between “lived experience” and
social perceptions. This process empowers the reader/listener to act
as subject and be transformed.”

Interdisciplinary analysis is critical to conducting an integrative
analysis of the multidimensional reality of black women's experi-
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ences. As Williams contends, scholarly methods that demand adher-
ence to strict disciplinary boundaries marginalize and render invisible
the experiences of oppressed people, particularly black women.
Through interdisciplinary analysis we as womanist theologians are
able to engage in integrative analyses that unravel the interlocking
systems of oppression and expose the ways in which images, inter-
pretations, doctrines, traditions, and symbols of white masculinist
ideologies maintain these systems.

If we are to gain a clearer understanding of black women’s multi-
dimensional experiences as sources for doing womanist theology, it
is critical that we not be confined to the artificial boundaries of
discipline but that we reach across the various disciplines in order to
provide nuanced analyses and interpretations. This interdisciplinary
approach would not only include those disciplines traditionally
linked with theology such as biblical studies, ethics, and history, but
this methodology would also include analysis across other fields such
as psychology, law, philosophy, sociology, and economics.

In conducting our interdisciplinary analysis we must be in dia-
logue with black feminist/womanist scholars across the various dis-
ciplines. As we are in dialogue with other black women-scholars we
can affirm, challenge, and inform one another’s work. It is out of
this interactive context that we can discover and create sources,
norms, and themes that will inform our analyses and interpretations.
For womanist theologians using jazz as a theo-philosophical frame-
work, black women-scholars working in various disciplines make
up a jazz community. In this community black women-scholars par-
ticipate together in the creative, interactive environment of the jam
session. Through the dynamic process of individual and collective
improvisation themes, norms, and styles emerge that fit the pres-
ent moment.*

As black women-scholars working in the academy we must resist
the temptation to assimilate by adopting white masculinist ap-
proaches to scholarship and teaching that are disconnected from the
real lives of people. Instead, we must develop dialogical-pedagogical
strategies that are consistent with black women'’s activist tradition.
These strategies must engage “the Folk”—the masses of African-
American women, men and children—in the process of critical re-
flection, and theological interpretation. Moreover, these dialogical-
pedagogical strategies must bridge the gap between thought and
action, abstract ideas and concrete reality, emotion and intellect,
reason and the imagination in order to translate the fruit of our
analytical-interpretive work to the masses, and provide a context for
dialogue and interaction that can lead to creative transformation. It
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1s within this context that we participate together in an activist strug-
gle to resist an oppressive racist, patriarchal system ot domination
and affirm and create our own traditions.

As Patricia Williams has suggested, the use of these artistic/literary
forms will enable persons to engage in processes of critical analysis
and creative interpretation of our sociohistorical experiences. This
process can effect individual and collective psychological and spirit-
ual transformation that can lead to sociopolitical liberation. As An-
gela Y. Davis suggests art can have personal and social impact that
can empower us to resist a system of domination.

Progressive art can assist people to learn not only about the objective
forces at work in the society in which they live, but also about the
intensely social character of their interior lives. Ultimately, it can propel
pcople toward social emancipation.?!

Thus, literary/artistic forms such as story, poetry, and music that
are highly valued within the African-American context, nuanced
with the black idioms, cultural references, and memories of the black
aesthetic tradition can serve as effective mediums to engage “the
Folk™ in the process of critical, theological reflection, and construc-
tion. Story, poetry, song, and music can serve as mediums through
which we bring together the abstract and the concrete, the emotions
and the intellect, ideas, and experience. Ivan Van Sertima describes
the effect that such artistic forms as storytelling can have upon the
consciousness.

The object of this highly imaginative exercise is to demonstrate the
capacity of the human spirit and substance to recreate itself to feel its way
toward a Consciousness that breaks down and breaks through apparently
fixed and frozen, partial and polarized, states of being and belief. The
revolution implied here is a revolution of the imagination, a revolution
in consciousness, a fundamental revision and reassessment of static and
ritualized modes of sceing, thinking, tecling. . . *

In incorporating literary/artistic sources rooted in a black aesthetic
tradition we as womanist theologians can counter and transcend the
seemingly fixed and static definitions, doctrines, traditions, symbols,
and images that have sustained a racist patriarchal system ot domina-
tion. As a dialogical-pedagogical strategy the use of literary/artistic
texts can enable us to ask new questions and imagine new alterna-
tives to racist, sexist, classist, and homophobic ideologies, assump-
tions and interpretations.

If we are to use literary/artistic sources from the black aesthetic
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tradition, then we must affirm, recover, and be well versed in these
sources. As Walker declares we must become “revolutionary artists”
who are able to “drag it out and recite it” as we participate with the
Folk in dialogue, reflection, and re-creation.

For that is also the role of the black revolutionary artist. [She] must
be a walking cabinet of poems and songs and stories, of people, of places,
of deeds and misdeeds.>*

However, as womanists we must also be critical of those African-
American cultural traditions and sources that reflect racist, sexist,
classist, or homophobic thinking. As we recover our cultural tradi-
tions we must also evaluate them in light of our critical analyses
and interpretations based upon a theo-philosophical framework that
values reciprocity, mutual respect, inclusivity, improvisation, and
individual autonomy within the community and that recognizes real-
ity as dynamic and interactive. Thus as womanists we engage in
“critical imagining” by lifting up cultural traditions, stories, and
images that counter oppressive structures.

Critical imagining also involves the critique of African-American
cultural traditions, stories, literature, poetry, and so forth revising
some while rejecting those that are oppressive and cannot be re-
deemed. Critical imagining, then, is improvisational activity. In our
critical imagining we also create new myths, stories, images, and
paradigms as alternative imagery. As womanists we must also con-
struct new biblical interpretations, and write our own stories, litur-
gies, prayers, plays, monologues, and songs that aid in the
revisioning of human relationships within the context of our own
communities as well as in the wider world community. Not only
do we recover our cultural traditions and create new resources but
also as artists we are the dramatic artists, storytellers, dancers, sing-
ers, and poets who serve as mediums for challenging the imagina-
tions of people.

Critical imagining rooted in the black aesthetic tradition with jazz
as a theo-philosophical framework, then, can serve as a dialogical-
pedagogical strategy for a womanist theological method. In our criti-
cal imagining we, like the jazz musician, engage in improvisational
activity in our theological work. In describing the work of Toni
Cade Bambara, Eleanor W. Traylor describes this activity.

The vitality of the jazz musician, by analogy, is this ability to com-
pose, in vigorous images of the most recent musical language, the contin-
gencies of time in an examined present moment. The jam session, the
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ultimate formal expression of the jazz musician, is, on one hand a presen-
tation of all the various ways, past and present, that a tune may be heard:
on the other, it 1s a revision of the past history of a tune, or of its
presentation by other masters, ensuring what is lasting and valuable and
uscful in the tunc’s present moment and discarding what is not. ™

In the jazz community womanists participate 1 resistance activity
and re-create language, images, and symbols that counter the ideol-
ogies, rhetoric, images, and paradigms that have worked to maintain
a racist, patriarchal system of domination that has oppressed black
women and our communities. In this way black women-scholars as
the jazz community are discordant voices in the academy. church,
and in society.® In the book Wild Women in the Whirlwind: Afra-
American Culture and the Contemporary Literary Renaissance, Andrée
Nicola McLaughlin’s description of “wild women in the whirlwind”
accurately articulates the resistance activity of womanist theologians
operating out of a jazz framework.

To establish a new relationship to the planet and cosmos, black women
are . . . redefining themselves in their entirety and, hence, the men,
children, Earth, and the universe. By symbolmaking, idea making, and
worldmaking, they are creators in the preeminent sense. Through this
activity, Black women, . . . expose the truths of their existence. De-
mythified by the intensity of their own actions, they turn Western im-
agery of black women and their experience on its head . . . these Wild
Women in the Whirlwind make real change in the real world through
rcal means.’
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The Process of Critical Science in
Exploring Racism and Sexism with Black
College Women

MARY MORGAN

My interest in women’s perceptions of their own oppression and
belief in the process of empowerment through critical reflection
grew out of a course I regularly teach. This course focuses on the
inequalities women experience in their relationships and in their
work roles and on ways to create change. What I consistently ob-
served from the students, primarily from female seniors in female-
dominated majors, was the resistance of many to the notion of
women’s oppression and to the empowerment realized by some
through a focus on their own personal experience. Thus I was led
to more systematically investigate the ways in which college women
perceive and understand the presence of sexism and racism as agents
of oppression in their lives and to explore the meaning of oppression
through an interpretation of their personal experiences.

Critical science was the mode of inquiry I chose because its pur-
pose is to critique the status quo and to build a more just society
(Lather, 1986) by freeing people from oppressive ideological beliefs
(Brown, 1989). Critical science is directed toward unjust social situ-
ations that people, through their misunderstanding, unknowingly
support by accepting the existing reality as the way things are sup-
posed to be (Brown, 1989). According to Yamato (1990), oppression
1s internalized when members of an oppressed group “are emotion-
ally, physically, and spiritually battered to the point that they begin
to actually believe that their oppression is deserved, is their lot in
life, is natural and right, and that it doesn’t even exist” (p. 20). In
critical science research thoughts and actions that perpetuate domina-
tion—such as upholding norms that only serve the interest of a
special group or believing certain societal outcomes or social ar-
rangements are naturally occurring—are identified, documented,
and critiqued (Brown, 1989). Critical science assumes that people
are potentially capable of altering repressive forces that inhibit their
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development through self-reflection and a deeper understanding of
their own oppressive realities (Lather 1986).

Research from “a critical, praxis-oriented paradigm,” according
to Lather (1986) 1s “concerned both with producmg emancipatory
knowledge and w1th empowering the researched” (p. 258). Emanci-
patory knowledge empowers the researcher by increasing their
“awareness of the contradictions hidden or distorted by everyday
understandings” and by directing their attention “to the possibilities
for social transformation” (p. 259). This is an important outcome
tor black college women, who experience oppression on various
levels, and for white researchers, who need more understanding of
the issue of racism for black women. As A. Hurtado (1989) states,

White feminist theory has yet to integrate the facts that for women of
Color race, class, and gender subordination are experienced simultane-
ously and that their oppression is not only by members of their own
group but by whites of both genders. White feminist theorists have failed
to grasp fully what this means, how it is experienced, and, ultimately,
how it is fought. (p. 839)

Thus, my intent was to engage in emancipatory research that would
generate knowledge about black college women’s experiences with
oppression and that help the participants better understand and chal-
lenge oppressive situations.

[ asked for volunteers from a women'’s studies course I was teach-
ing in the fall of 1991, and three black women agreed to participate
in out-of-class group conversations based on class readings. As I
approached the study, a dilemma for me as a white woman con-
cerned my ability to understand the issues of racism for black
women, quite apart from trying to create an environment to facilitate
their own empowerment. How does a white woman understand
what racism and sexism means to a black college woman? How
could I describe these experiences for black women? Should I? Even
more difficult was the issue of authenticity. How does a white
woman engage black women in a critical science process designed
to empower them regarding the oppression they experience in their
lives? Some black feminists argue that black women are the ones
who should be researching black women’s experiences. I shared with
the black women my hesitation and they responded, “But if you
don’t, who will?” So we proceeded together.

The research project’s three primary objectives were to provide
opportunities: to explore the black women’s experiences with sexism
and racism as agents of oppression in their personal lives; to analyze
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the ways in which those experiences were connected to the dominant
social culture; and to generate possibilities for change by identifying
characteristics of an alternative paradigm. Sexism and racism in this
study were broadly defined as gender- and race-based inequalities as
evidenced in behavior, conditions, and/or attitudes. The purpose of
this essay is to illustrate that process for the black participants and
for me as a white researcher: to describe the ways in which we
interacted with each other and to note the ways in which we were
empowered by the process.

Critical Science as Feminist Emancipatory Research

From a feminist perspective, critical science research uses women’s
own experiences as a fundamental basis for knowledge and through
reflection analyzes their experience as “a way of appropriating real-
ity” (Hartsock, 1986, p. 12). This is a way for women to claim their
own reality as opposed to that which has been socially constructed
for them to believe. Enabling women to connect their everyday lives
with an analysis of the social institutions that shape their lives leads
them to an understanding of social process and to “the realization
that we not only create our social world but can change it” (Hart-
sock, 1986, p. 13).

The method of critical science research is dialogue. Dialogue is
essential “to heighten its subjects’ awareness of their collective poten-
tial as active agents in history” (Comstock, 1982, p. 371). For the
black women in my group, dialogue served to create a collective
experience, a shared understanding and support, and subsequently
a change in perspective and strategies for dealing with racism and
sexism. During ten, one-hour sessions we explored the ways in
which sexism and racism affected them, how they felt about those
experiences, and how they reacted to those experiences. Sometimes
I gave them assignments to think about ahead of time (i.e., What
are some ways in which sexism/racism affects you?) and many times
we drew from what we had discussed in class that week.

The critical science research process from a feminist perspective
must be collaborative. “The full articulation of black feminist
thought,” Collins (1989) writes, “requires a collaborative enterprise
with black women at the center” (p. 25). Lather describes it as in-
volving “the researched in a democratized process of inquiry charac-
terized by negotiation, reciprocity, empowerment” (1986, p. 257).
I collaborated with the participants by facilitating dialogue and by
generating interpretations for their consideration. My own under-
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standing was part of the process, just as the women were actve
participants rather than passive subjects. Oakley (1981) writes. "A
feminist interviewing women is by definition both ‘mnside’ the cul-
ture and participating in that which she 1s observing™ (p. 537). To-
gether, we negotiated meaning from their experiences and gained a
shared understanding of the phenomenon of oppression in their
lives.

I shared my own experiences as I thought it would help in our
understanding theirs. My goal was to engage in what Du Bois (1983)
calls “passionate scholarship.” This follows Oakley’s (1981) belief
that there is “no intimacy without reciprocity” and that personal
involvement is “the condition under which people come to know
each other and to admirt others into their lives™ (p. 38).

The criteria of validity for critical science research is reasoned
reflection and change (Jax, 1985). According to Fay, however, “Not
only must a particular theory be offered as the reason why people
should change their self-understandings, but this must be done in
an environment in which these people can reject this reason” (1977,
p. 227). Participants in critical science research must feel sate to say
anything. They must feel free to openly contribute to the discussions
by originating, examining, and developing analyses of the social
culture and its influence on their lives. Ultimately, they must be free
to accept or reject these analyses and their implications for change.
Throughout the process I struggled with this central challenge of
praxis-oriented research: “how to maximize the researcher’s media-
tion between people’s self-understandings and transformative social
action without becoming impositional” (Lather, 1986, p. 269).

The dialogue and discussion that follow illustrate ways in which
we, as participants and researcher, were empowered through this
research. The separation of the process of empowerment for them
and for me is for the purpose of focusing the discussion only, as the
significance for all of us was interwoven throughout the dialogue.

Process of Empowerment
For Black Participants

Initially these black women said that they could not readily iden-
tify experiences of sexism or racism. In the first session, Emma said,
“I had a hard time thinking of a sexist experience.” Yet from the
beginning they offered numerous examples of sexism and racism
from their own lives. Sexist experiences related to the car repair
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shop (“I don’t think they listen and it makes me mad every time |
go”); “sexist remarks” on television and in advertising, not being
able to go to the mall alone or to feel safe walking on campus,
gender-based housekeeping responsibilities, and segregated male/
female roles in the church. Several examples related to their relation-
ships with men, such as: Birth control is “my responsibility, he
doesn’t feel he should be responsible for it”; “If we wanted to be
together, usually he was the one that decided”; and “I'm not allowed
to speak my mind.”

Racist examples emerged throughout the sessions, but during the
sixth session we focused almost entirely on racism. The following
are excerpts from the dialogue that day to show the variety of exam-
ples two of these women shared, their feelings, and how the experi-
ence of sharing changed their perceptions of racism. To initiate
discussion I asked them to share times they remembered being dis-
criminated against, and Sina began by telling about going to a recre-
ation center in her neighborhood:

I remember on our way back we stopped at a little convenience store
and went in and the man said, “I'm sorry, but we won’t serve you all
here.” And I know I was no more than 8 years old then. And I kept
sayin’, “Why not? Why didn’t we stay?” I was just totally confused! And
the teenagers were all ranting and raving, and I was like, “What's going
on?” [She laughs] I was like the dumb one!

Emma explained that her first experience with racism was hard
to remember, and she wondered if her mom and grandmother had
tried to lessen its effect on her. But she told about the first time she
had seen the KkKK:

[ was a sophomore in college, and it made me so mad. I went home and
I was just cryin’ and my grandmother kept sayin, “It's okay.” And I'd
keep thinkin’ about how in the 50’s and the 60’s when all the lynchings
went on, how strong everyone else was. | wanted to be able to be that
way: for someone just to come and get in your face, and you just stand
there and not do anything.

These are not new or unique experiences for black women, yet the
fact that we still see these examples of racism as we approach the
twenty-first century is powerful.

The sharing of these experiences exposed the prevalence of racism
in our culture and some of the consequences for these women. They
recognized the prevalence of racism through negative stereotypes
that abound—in the news, in the job market, and so forth. Conse-
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quently, they felt a need to overachieve in order to overcome the
cttects of these negative images and beliets. Emma remarked about
the difference in news coverage for blacks and whites and her
response:

You can always tell when it’s a Black person. If they don't have a picture.
they'll say “a Black male,” and if they don’t say Black male. then vou
know it's a white person. 1 figured it out, all the news channels do it
... And that frustrates me. . . . It’s like you have to overachieve just
so you can say, “Well, I'm sorry, but I'm not what you think I am.”

Sina concurred:

I remember even when I was small, my mom would always say, “You
have got to do your very best because if you ever apply tor a job—and
she always used this example—and you and a white person go in, and
you're equal, you may think you're equal, but you're not equal, vou
know, cause normally a white person is doing the hiring.” And she said,
“You always neced an edge . . . because they always have that edge,
color is always an cdge for them, but you need something else to equal
that out.”

Another consequence of racism they recognized was the strain it
placed on interpersonal relationships. With black friends, blackness
itself became an issue. Emma had noticed an ad for ditferent shades
of black dolls, all with white teatures, which reminded her of studies
where black children preferred white dolls. She said softly,

I don’t know, it scems like they’re not changing at all, and it’s sad in the
1990’s that for a Black kid to be playing with a white doll is good and
a Black doll is not good.

She realized how this connects to adult life when she recalled a con-
versation with a friend. Her friend had read an article that stated
that men were “going back to the old stereotype that lighter skin
females are better than darker skinned ones.” The friend said she
believed it, and Emma lamented, “Some people still buy into the
skin color thing.” This highlights the way in which racism is played
out in their personal relationships.

Experiences with “sympathetic” white friends sometimes made
them question their own interpretations of events. They weren't
always sure how to label experiences except that they didn't feel
good about them. Sina recollected an encounter with a restaurant
manager and a “really close” friend of hers who was white. Her
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friend had placed a special order and when the waitress couldn’t
comply, her friend asked to speak to the manager. Sina continued,

So the manager comes out and he looks at me first; he says, “Yes
ma’am?” At that time she opened her mouth to speak, so—[M: So tell
me how that made you feel then?] Well, I didn’t say anything cause she
and I talk race stuff all the time, and I never, I don’t quite know the way
it made me feel. I mean [ know it wasn’t a good feeling, but [ can’t put
my finger on it. Cause I was even wondering, I don’t know, she probably
didn’t even notice, but I noticed. [M: She didn’t have to notice.] It was
just, I mean, she’s very, when it comes to a lot of Black issucs, I know
she’s not Black, but she understands a lot, cause she’s taken Black studics
courses, and her eyes are open more so than a lot of white people eyes.
But I noticed that he looked at me first. [M: Would you have felt com-
fortable making that request yourself?] Like she did? I probably, I don't
know, because I told her, cause I kind of looked at her, and she said,
“Did I embarrass you?” And I said, “No, you handled it very well.” She
said to him, “I'm sorry,” and he says, “Okay, no problem.” But it did
make me wonder. Would he have been that willing and understanding
with me?

Part of Sina’s discomfort was clearly the perceived racism of the
manager. Another difficulty for Sina, it seemed, was acknowledging
the inability of her friend to understand the racism inherent in that
particular situation, and perhaps to comprehend racism as it is ex-
pressed in life experiences rather than in theory. This illustrates the
power of racism to create uncertainties about the legitimacy of what
ones knows and how one feels.

At this point in the conversation I asked, “So you experience
this (racism), you have experiences like this regularly?” Sina replied,
“Mm-hum, well, I guess you could say regularly.” I asked, “Every
week?” Sina replied: “I don’t think I could say every week.” Emma
replied: “Once or twice a month.” Sina replied: “Yeah.” Yet they
continued with stories for another forty minutes. At the end of the
hour, I commented, “I need to let you go, and Sina said, “Let mc
tell you about this” and laughed. “I mean things are coming to me
now.” Several examples later I asked, “It is everyday?” And Sina
replied, “Oh, yeah, if you think about that, it is everyday.” Well
past our allotted time, Emma exclaimed, “Oh, one more example,
then I’'m gonna have to go.” Their examples were indicative of the
way in which oppressed people are aware of “patriarchal politics
from their lived experience, just as they develop strategies of resist-
ance” even though they may be “unable to articulate the nature of
their oppression” (hooks, 1984, p. 10).
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Having talked together about their experiences gave Sina and
Emma a new perspective from which to dialogue in the next session
with Ida. They began with an exchange regarding the eftects of
subtle racism, and Emma said, “You're gonna be sittin’ there
thinkin’, ‘What’s wrong with me?’” Sina continued, “Cause when-
ever someone has negative feelings toward you, you always get
negative vibes from them. You always think, ‘Well, what did I do to
that person? Did I say something wrong?’” At that point Ida added,

Maybe that’s what I need to do then. Because I'm always savin', “What
did I do? And why did I make so and so do that?” Then I try to change
my ways so | can. Maybe if I did label 1t, it would probably relieve a
lot of stress.

They were dealing with the power of racism to affect teelings about
themselves and were recognizing the temptation to internalize it. As
Yamato (1990) writes,

Internalized racism is what really gets in my way as a black woman. It
influences the way I see or don’t sce myself, limits what 1 expect of
myself or others like me. It results in my acceptance of mistreatment.
leads me to believe that being treated with less than absolute respect, at
least this once, is to be expected because I am black, because I am not

white. (p. 22)

Ida demonstrated the power of internalized oppression and how
she overcomes it in the following story. When things needed to be
done, her boss acted like she didn’t comprehend, and Ida asked,

Why does she tell me this? I already know how to do it. And it’s like
I'm dumb or somethin’; I don’t remember anything. So I guess that was
sexism. But I had never thought about that. My mom says, “It’s not
you; it’s her.”

It seemed to me that this was not “sexism” but “racism,” so | sug-
gested, “It may not be her perception of you as a person, but you
as a woman or you as a Black woman.” Ida continued,

Or not gettin’ stuff done. I can't do cverything by myselt—I tinally
realized that—but when things have to be done at the nursery, if I'm
not able to get to it or somethin’, she’s like, “Well, you're not doin’ this
and you need to do that.” [Ida now spoke faster and more forcefully]
And it’s makin’ me feel like she's tryin’ to say I'm lazy but I'm not lazy;
it’s just that I don’t have time to get to that. [Pause] Whoa. [and she
laughed softly]
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This was the woman who, a few minutes earlier, had said, “I don’t
see the racist part. If I do, I ignore it or something. I have a difficult
time pickin’ out racism right now.” Yet given opportunity to share
her own experiences and to interact with Sina and Emma, Ida
seemed to see the situation in a new light. It wasn’t about her “not
getting stuff done”; it was about an assumption that she was “lazy.”
It was as though she just got it; she realized there was something
going on outside herself. Ida concluded, “I think I better start lookin’
at those situations.” She was also able to connect the social view
with feelings about herself and about the value of labeling oppression
to change those feelings.

At times their understanding and articulation of the issues were
extraordinary. For example, Sina once related the distinction made
between groups of black women and white women: “Black girls are
making a scene, being loud; white girls are having fun. It’s always
like that.” Another excellent example of Sina facing racism, as well
as the pervasiveness of racism, is evidenced in this experience:

We all went to get the groceries [in Mississippi on the 4th of July]. . . .
We asked the cashier to subtotal it cause we had some things set aside that
we didn't necessarily need. She goes “okay” and when she’d finished, she
pressed the percentage thing—cause you know with food stamps you
still get a certain percentage taken off. Then we handed her the cash; she
was like, “Oh, I'm sorry.” I thought [Emma interjected quictly, “Oh
my God.”] And I thought about her, and I looked at the way, I was like,
“Are we dressed like we’re extremely poor?” Everyone was dressed really
nicely, I mean, our hair was combed, we were clean, we didn’t smell,
you know, you know? [M: The assumption is that you don’t have
money.] Oh, yeah, I mean everybody’s poor, I mean, I would say, I'm
not a wealthy person, but a lot of times I consider myself poor, but I
know how to carry myself so no one says, “Oh, you poor child [laugh-
ing], you know?” Or, “Oh, look at her, isn’t that pitiful.” I mean, the
kinds of things we say about homeless people. And sometimes I feel like
I'm kind of equivalent with a homeless person with that attitude, with
the attitudes we are given.

Sina’s telling of this story also revealed her internalized stereotypes
about class that were not explored in this session.

Their identification of racism and its effect was revealed in their
struggle to voice their thoughts. This is illustrated in Sina’s poignant
question that followed their complaint that loud music was always
associated with black people: “I mean do they really, do they only
see, do they really only ever see black men playing music loudly?”

Their struggle with the complexities of the issues and knowing
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how to respond was apparent after a discussion in another class about
children at risk and teenagers having babies. Sina reported that one
of the students had stated, “Tie their damn tubes!” She continued,

And then, I mean I was sitting there and it was like I just wanted to say
somethin’, but I couldn’t get it together, you know what I mean? And
another lady says, “I'm sorry, who are we and who are you to say, ‘Well,
look, you can’t have anymore babies’?” She was like, “Well, look, they
can’t take care of 'em; we’re takin’ care of them.”

Considering the implicit reference to black unwed mothers, I asked
Sina if this was a class issue or if she thought it was also a race issue.
Sina’s response was illustrative of her struggle, “Well that, see, I
couldn’t, I was tryin’ to, sittin’ there I was really into it tryin’ to
figure out which, which it was, or both.”

Much of the time they admitted that they did not challenge a
racist/sexist situation even when they are aware something inappro-
priate had occurred. Why? (1) Sina: It's not going to help anything.
(2) Ida: You don’t want to hurt the person’s feelings. (3) Ida: You
don’t want them to be mad at you. (4) Ida: It’s the wrong time. (3)
Sina: Or the wrong place. (6) Sina: Everybody’ll think you’re weird.
(7) Ida: Think you’re mean and won'’t talk to you. (8) Ida: I might
be overreacting. (9) Sina: I'm just so afraid that I'm gonna be too
blunt. These reasons are almost identical to those given by white
college women for why they did not challenge the sexist situations
they recognized (Morgan and Rhoden, in press).

For black women, of course, the situation is more complicated.
The instances are more frequent, more global, more difficult to as-
sess, more painful, more risky to confront. In the ninth session
Emma explained:

A lot of times I'm able to look over stupidity and ignorance. I've learned
to do that when a lotta of times I should probably stand up and say,
“Look, you’ve just offended me. I really wish you hadn't said that.™ . . .
Yeah, a lot of times you just slide by because you don't even want to
get in the hassle of goin’ through it. I know I do it personally because 1
just get so fed up and tired of it. It’s like the same stuff over and over
that a lot of times I can ignore it unless it just smacks me in the face.

Ida concurred:

Okay, my boyfriend says some days you don’t feel like goin' to work,
but you still go in with a smile. Or if somebody has upset you, you
don’t say anything to ’em.
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Ultimately Emma summed up much of their feelings when she re-
sponded very softly, “It’s sad, depressing, that even though it’s al-
most the year 2000, these things are still takin’ place, and it's
ridiculous, I think.” Their voices are testimony to the struggles they
experience as black women.

Changes. During the last session I asked them how being in the
group had affected them. Ida started, “It’s nice to know that I'm not
the only one who feels the way I feel. And I talk more now.” Emma
offered a similar view,

I’m more aware of certain things now. I can label it more readily as
racism or sexism. Before I could say, “Well, I don’t think this is right,”
but I really couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was. But now I'm able to
do that more. Before meeting with this group, I didn’t really think about
racism. Even though it’s smackin’ me in the face. But now, I'm able to
say, “Well, you know, I experienced this five minutes ago. ['m able to
point it out more now.”

I asked her how being “able to point it out” changed what she did
or how she felt, and Sina interjected,

I want to be at the point where when it happens I know what to say
right then rather than think about it and “Well, hmmmmm, next time
I'll say this.” . . . Here we are getting rcady to graduate from college
and we’re still having trouble just saying, “I didn’t appreciate what you
just said.”

Emma continued:

I think you just have to go with your gut feeling. If you're talkin’ to
someone, and if they say something that offends you or that you feel is
racist or sexist, if you identify it and tell them what it is, I think they
may come up with, “I didn’t mean anything by it" as a defense mecha-
nism when really deep down they did. But if you really feel that they
did, then I think you need to explore it, “Well, this time I felt"—

“Even though you say you didn’t mean anything by it,” Sina inter-
rupted, “this is the way it sounds. That sounded like a sexist remark,
or may be taken as being racist. So, I don’t think you should say
that type of thing anymore.”

Then Ida responded, “The question is: Will I do it?” This is often
the question, yet I believe the experience of having been in the group
will encourage the process to continue. As a result of this process
all of them were better able to identify racism and sexism, to recog-
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nize their own feelings about their experiences, and to respond to
oppressive situations i ways that were empowering to them.

The change that occurred was not only in them. The research
process was also empowering tor me. Reinharz (1992) states, “In
any research project . . . the researcher [should| learn about herself,
about the subject matter under study, and about how to conduct
rescarch” (p. 194). This critical science project with black women
provided me with the opportunity for learning in all these areas: the
next section illuminates some of my learning.

For a White Researcher

[ was struck by the pervasiveness of racism in their lives, and I
was made more aware of subtle racism when they provided examples
that had never occurred to me. For example, Sina once asked. "Why
do Black parents teach kids about Santa Claus? What white man is
gonna come to your house and give you all these things?”

I learned that being aware (as aware, perhaps, as an outsider can
be) that we live in a racist society was different from hearing personal
racist experiences from women you have a relationship with. Many
times [ was touched by their emotions and by their struggles in
dealing with these issues. Their willingness to share with me their
struggles connected me to their lives, and their ability to make me
laugh made me feel included. This is demonstrated in the tollowing
dialogue. Emma had been oftended by a white classmate who she telt
wasn’t willing to listen to the opinions of black authors and reported,

I don't think she even read the article. . . . When I started reading the
article, I really got into it. I couldn’t really believe what she said knowing
that it was about Black women. And I was thinkin’, “Well, just think
about all the stuff that we have to read that's by a white woman.”

At that point I asked Emma, “What would have made you feel better
about that situation?” She replied,

If she had maybe, [ don’t know . . . I don’t understand why she couldn’t
understand what they were saying, you know . . . I woulda fele better
if she hadda said, “Well, you guys, | had a problem with this article; |
couldn’t rcally understand where they were comin’ from or what they
were saying. Could you explain it to me?” And that’s why I asked them
if they had anything to say.

After a pause, | pressed the issue by asking, “Given where she was,
that she wasn’t really interested in trying to figure it out, then what
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would have made you feel better?” And Emma retorted, “Her shut-
tin” up. No, I don’t know.” Whereupon there was loud laughing.
As in this example, their sharing problems, revealing unedited
thoughts, and laughing together created for me a connection to them
that informed me more about the experiences of racism and sexism
than the facts themselves.

The experience also provided insight into the research process that
Edwards (1990) proposes we explore: “the interview situation in
which white researchers are asking Black women questions about
their lives” (p. 478). While I was often in awe of what they knew
and how they felt, I was still trying to facilitate their understanding
of their experiences—an awkward position for a white woman
whose research group is black women. I was sometimes uncertain
about how to approach a topic and explained to them my hesitancy
in making interpretations about their lives. Reinharz (1992) writes,

In feminist participatory research, the distinction between the rescarch-
er(s) and those on whom the research is done disappears. To achicve an
egalitarian relation, the researcher abandons control and adopts an ap-
proach of openness, reciprocity, mutual disclosure, and shared risk. Dif-
ferences in social status and background give way as shared decision-
making and self-disclosure develop.

Our meeting together as a group over several weeks served to
build cohesion and an egalitarian relationship from which to learn
from each other. This concurs with Lather’s (1988) belief, “Group
interviews provide tremendous potential for reciprocally educative
encounters” (p. 574). Being in class together also facilitated the proc-
ess by providing a common experience for us as well as a point of
departure for discussion. I encouraged self-disclosure, and thus a
sense of collaboration, by sharing my questions, feelings, experi-
ences with sexism, and observations of racism.

Another factor that helped in creating an environment of “open-
ness, reciprocity, and shared decision-making” was a belief held by
all of us that they were the experts. In fact, they admitted that they
were more conscious of trying to relate their feelings and ideas to
me because, as a white woman, I wouldn’t know. As Sina put it,

With a Black woman, some things that I thought about, I may say,
“Well, she probably already knows that.” [E: mm-hm] You know, we
may talk about it, but that may be it. But then, I kind of felt like,
“Well, I need to tell her about this cause she might not be enlightened
on this point!”
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I believe this helped balance our differences in race and position. My
assuming a learning, rather than teacher or researcher, role opened
the possibility for shared risk.

[ want to believe that there were positive consequences from my
being white yet I am both pleased and haunted by a statement trom
Emma who said, “It seems like when we've been talking, vou've
always been honest and open and sincere and not, you know, looking
down on us or anything like that.” I know that racism was present
in our interaction in ways none of us recognized.

[ was made aware of the “multilayered texture of black women's
lives” (Combahee River Collection, 1982, p. 17) and the difticuley
of facing “multiple jeopardy,” racism multiplied by sexism multi-
plied by classism (King, 1989). When asked, “What’s it like being a
black women?” these women acknowledged that they could not
differentiate between racism and sexism. Emma answered, “It’s hard
to separate bein’ a woman and bein’ a Black woman.” Sina ex-
plained, “You don’t know if it’s because of your race or because of
the sexism.” The Combahee River Collective states,

We bc]uvu that sexual politics under patriarchy is as pervasive in Black
women'’s lives as are the politics of class and race. We also often tind it
difficult to scparate race from class from sex oppression because in our
lives they are most often experienced simultaneously. We know that
there is such a thing as racial-sexual oppression which is neither solely
racial nor solely sexual. (p. 16)

These women’s experiences reflected this ditficulty. It was made
clearer to me how racism, sexism, and classism are interdependent
systems of control that together form an interactive model of oppres-
sion. At our last meeting, Sina added:

It’s a continuous struggle because I always feel like no matter what [ do,
I have to strive to do cven better simply because 1t it’s not criticized
because I'm a woman, then I'm going to be criticized because I'm Black.
But you know, the race comes first. Yeah. [ would think most of the
time race comes first.

This research process has influenced my teaching in that it has
empowered me to create a women'’s studies course that is more of
what one ought to bé, that is, focused on race and class as well as
gender. Following the research project in the fall of 1992, the interac-
tion between the black women and the white women in this course
was the most engaging it had ever been. They talked to each other,
asked questions, listened to each other, and laughed together. Some-
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times [ simply observed as they interacted. Although it certainly
may be attributed to that particular group of students, I realize that
it was at least partially due to a change in me because of the black
women in my research group: I was more focused on the issue of
diversity. I was more aware of the issues. [ was less uncertain about
how to approach the issues. I was more encouraging, demanding
even, that all voices be heard. I was a stronger advocate for those
whose voices are less often heard. These changes promoted an envi-
ronment in which student interaction could develop that approached
what the research group experienced in our intimate conversations.

My evaluations in fall 1993 spoke to my increased ability to inte-
grate issues of race and class into a course that had originally focused
primarily on gender. At the end of the semester some of the students
responses included: (1) “I had no idea that I would learn so much
about sexism, racism, and classism.” (2) “The course brought out
discrimination and prejudices we don’t normally notice.” (3) I ex-
pected this course to be on women in society; it met my expectations
even more by discussing race, class, and gender issues. (4) “We
looked at a wide area of inequality and injustice across the board—
not just white middle-class women.”

This research process was a learning experience for me in many
ways. | have an increased awareness of racism for black women and
an appreciation for the multilayered nature of their oppression. My
belief in the power of connection to women’s personal experience
to facilitate understanding has been confirmed and strengthened. |
have gained new insights into a process that provides emancipatory
research, insights that speak to the method itself and to the
researcher/participant relationship. All of these contribute to my
knowledge and skills in teaching as well as research.

Conclusion

Lather (1988) suggests, “For those wishing to use research to
change as well as to understand the world, conscious empowerment
is built into the research design” (p. 570). Critical science research,
which focuses on collaborative engagement in critical reflection and
dialogue, provides a vehicle. My goal in this project was to generate
knowledge about black college women’s experiences with oppres-
sion and to enable all of us (researcher and participants) to better
understand and challenge oppressive situations. As part of a collec-
tive, the black women in this study identified and critiqued thoughts
and actions that perpetuate oppression. Hence, through changes in
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perception, they became better able to “"name” racism, to discern
their feelings about their experiences, to connect their feelings and
experiences to the dominant culture, and to identify ways to trans-
form oppressive situations. Their openness with me provided in-
sights into the experience of being a black women I could not have
had otherwise. This in turn enables me to more effectively change
oppressive situtions, particularly in my role as teacher/researcher.
This process of change points to the importance of educators and
researchers understanding the variety of ways oppression works in
order to help students and ourselves understand and overcome its
pervasiveness.
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Introduction

KATE CoNwAY-TURNER

A significant accomplishment of feminist scholars has been the abil-
ity to utilize feminist theories and methodologies to tackle women's
“real-life” concerns. Calls to tackle “real issues” are not new. The
voices of Sojourner Truth, Margaret Sanger, and Eleanor Roosevelt
are a few of many distant voices that can still be heard as a reverberat-
ing echo reminding us that practical concerns must be addressed.
The scholars in this section represent authors who continue to hear
the voices of the past and present women and men who seek greater
understanding of concerns that face our communities. This section
will highlight several arenas where academics informed by feminist
frameworks have crossed disciplines, asked critical questions, and
addressed realistic concerns that impact the lives of women.

The first subsection examines scholarship dealing with medical
matters. Here three scholars seek to illuminate old and new issues
affecting women’s health. In “Breast Cancer: A Critical Evaluation
of the Current Advice to Women,” Suzanne Cherrin places herself
among the one hundred eighty thousand U.S. women who are diag-
nosed with breast cancer each year. The author critically explores
the current information provided to women facing this medical cri-
sis. She guides the reader through an exploration of the causes, treat-
ments, reactions, and psychobiological consequences of breast cancer
in an effort to provide information that enhances empowered
choices.

In “Crossing Boundaries: Bringing Life into Learning,” Ellen
Goldsmith and Sonja Jackson suggest that there are important bene-
fits in humanizing technological training. They present their experi-
ences of merging radiology techniques and poetry focusing on
women’s health concerns. In a unique curricular development, the
authors challenge radiology students to understand the impact of
illness by “hearing” and “empathizing” with women who are the
recipients of oftentimes cold radiological technology.

The concluding essay in this section, “Midwifery and the Medical
Model” by Kathleen Doherty Turkel, investigates the relationship
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between the midwifery model and the medical model as it exists
within the United States today. By examining scholarly literature
and primary interview data, the author explores what each model
offers the birth process, and the evolution of the relationship be-
tween these often competing models. As in the Goldsmith and Jack-
son essay, the author sees value in the “nonmedical” aspects of what
is often a technological process.

In each of these three essays, the reader is guided through a femi-
nist exploration in understanding critical issues that affect women’s
health or health choices. These articles assist in our present under-
standing of women’s medical concerns, and center them within a
series of evolving relationships.

The essays housed under “Math and Science,” examine how femi-
nist work has transformed issues within fields that traditionally were
unaccessible to women. In the first essay, “Addressing Eurocentrism
and Androcentrism in Mathematics: The Development and Teaching
of a Course on Mathematics, Gender, and Culture,” John Kel-
lermeier utilizes a feminist pedagogy to enlarge students’ under-
standing of mathematics and mathematicians. The article documents
how the author crossed disciplinary boundaries to create teaching
tools to enable students to explore sexism, racism, and elitism within
traditional mathematics courses. The result is students who are em-
powered to challenge mathematics to become a more inclusive field.

Sue Rosser, in “Interdisciplinarity and Identity: Women’s Studies
and Women in Science Programs,” also explores the impact of race,
class, and gender. This essay seizes the difficult question of under-
standing how feminist theorists, frameworks, and feminist pursuits
have impacted women’s interest in the scientific fields. The matura-
tion of various feminist tenets and how they have influenced the
evolution of programs to attract and retain women in science are
central issues that are addressed.

The sciences and mathematical disciplines have been slow to in-
clude women in representative numbers, but as evidenced by the
articles in this section movement continues to be made. Both essays
reinforce the importance of recognizing the impact of multiple
“isms” and finding new ways to address their effects in order to
change women’s roles within these spheres.

The section on “Family and Public Policy” challenges feminist
work to address these issues. Brenda Crawley, in “Twenty-First-
Century Sociocultt ‘al and Social Policy Issues of Older African-
American and Older African Women,” explores demographic pro-
files of African women and women of African descent. Crawley
focuses on aging as a feminist issue, and stresses the empowerment
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of resolutions that come directly from lived experiences that recog-
nize the heterogeneity of these women. The realities of aging tor
African descent women have direct relationships to public policy
development.

In “Interdisciplinarity in Research on Wife Abuse: Can Academics
and Activist Work Together?” Jacquelyn C. Campbell leads the
reader through a search to understand how varied committed femi-
nists address the issue of wife abuse. She both explores the talse
dichotomies that are often displayed when activists and academics
working within wife abuse come together, as well as presenting a
discussion of the importance of understanding the complexity of this
issue. Campbell concludes with concrete suggestions for healing the
rifts between academics and activists in order to develop an inclusive
effort to address violence against women.

Concluding this section, Bonnie Kime Scott interprets the work
of Rebecca West in “Rebecca West’s Traversals of Yugoslavia: Essen-
tialism, Nationalism, Fascism, and Gender.” In this piece. the author
addresses the impact of shifting political tides and the treatment of
women in West's writings. The importance of understanding the
contextual issues surrounding West’s work is central as Scott steers
the reader through the world West chronicled and suggests parallels
in current world affairs. West, an outspoken activist, crosses bound-
aries as she centers her work to do more than chronicle, but to
impact the public policy of her times.

In all cases these authors tackle issues that are tundamental to
understanding women, tamily, and public policy issues. This clari-
fies critical issues such as the importance of the heterogeneity of
women, the complexity of the issues that women tace. and how
such social relationships were developed.

These subsections taken together provide a caretul view ot temi-
nist scholarship impacting concerns that women face. Although the
authors in this section are drawn from a variety of singular and
mnterdisciplinary backgrounds, they have chosen to move toward
investigating complex issues, utilizing feminist frameworks and
methodologies, and crossing disciplinary boundaries. The success of
these authors’ works provides examples of feminist scholarship that
translate feminist academic work to action.



PAGINA EN BLANCO


Administrador
PaginaEnBlanco


MEDICINE



PAGINA EN BLANCO


Administrador
PaginaEnBlanco


Breast Cancer: A Critical Evaluation of the
Current Advice to Women

SuzANNE CHERRIN

Introduction

IN 19911 had a benign cyst removed from my left breast. I was told
I had “fibrocystic breast disease,” that [ might get more of these
cysts, and that I should eliminate caffeine from my diet. In 1992, I
read a controversial article about mammograms and elected not to
have one until 1993. In the spring of 1993, I could feel another lump
in my left breast, but my general practitioner told me she “wasn’t
worried,” and because I knew I had fibrocystic disease, I thought it
was that rather than cancer. I was wrong. In the summer of 1993, 1
had a modified radical mastectomy and had to face six months of
chemotherapy.

I, like approximately 180,000 U.S. women per year, became part
of the matrix that services breast cancer patients. I have come to
believe, however, that entry into the varied systems of advice and
opinions regarding the threat of breast cancer begins much earlier
in a woman’s life. If you are female, and have reached adulthood,
ready or not, you need to listen to the frightening, confusing, and
often contradictory statistics and recommendations surrounding the
disease of breast cancer. The stakes in a woman’s choice of action
in this issue are high. Approximately 45,000 women die each year
from complications of breast cancer (Brinker, 1990). The decisions
one makes may be the difference between life and death. This is the
primary concern, but there is an important secondary concern, one
that sometimes obscures clarity of insight in sorting out decisions
and treatment of breast cancer. A woman’s breast in this culture,
and many others, is something more than just another body part. It
is, in Dr. Susan Love’s words, “the external badge of our woman-
hood” (1991, p. xvii). It is both a source of nurturance, closely
connected to motherhood, and an aspect of sexual identity. The
eroticization of breasts is especially pronounced in this culture; there-
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fore the threat of, or real loss of, one’s breast assaults a woman’s
self-esteem. The disease threatens one’s sense of self in two ways:
the fear of death and the fear of loss of one’s sexual self.

Can a Woman Prevent Breast Cancer?

According to the current state of conventional wisdom there is
only one guaranteed method of preventing breast cancer—to have
bilateral total mastectomies. This solution is, of course, completely
unsatisfactory to the vast majority of women since it would destroy
the very organs they want to protect. Those who believe that cancer
is primarily a function of certain types of foods and food additives
believe that a macrobiotic diet will prevent, or even cure, breast
cancer. Those who believe that emotional stress and negative think-
ing can cause cancer recommend such practices as meditation, relax-
ation, and visualization to stay healthy or to reverse the disease.
Some of the suggestions contained within the less conventional
strategies may be beneficial; there are no scientifically proven meth-
ods of preventing cancer. Advice from the established medical com-
munity, often voiced through the American Cancer Society (Acs),
sounds like it is offering a method of prevention, but in actuality it
focuses on educating the public about known risk factors and advo-
cates early detection as the best offensive against breast cancer.

All women, but especially those who fall in a high risk category
(suspected causes of breast cancer will be discussed later in this essay)
are advised to participate in their own early detection program. Be-
cause there is seldom any pain associated with early stage breast
cancer, there are only three ways in which a woman may become
aware that she could have the disease: professional breast exam,
breast self-examination (BSE), and mammography.

Breast Self-Exam:

There is no question that BSE is very important in the detection
of breast cancer. Over 75 percent of malignant lumps are found
by women themselves through BSE or by accident (Hirshaut and
Pressman, 1992). Dr. Love (1991) states that women are rarely given
adequate information about what to look for and this causes much
needless anxiety. She reports that about 90 percent of her patients
do not perform BsEs, and most of the doctors and nurses that she
knows do not follow this practice either. Love hypothesizes that
much of the reluctance to touch and probe one’s own breast is a
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legacy from an era of sexual prudery that disapproved of anything
approaching masturbation. This may be a factor, but it seems just
as likely that the main reason why women fail to do BsEs is fear of
the lumps and contours that they do find. The reluctance may be
heightened for women who have “lumpy” breasts. Love advises: “In
general, what you’re looking for is one lump (or possibly two or
three—rarely more) that’s at least half an inch in size, stands out,
and is persistent and unchanging”™ (Love, 1991, p. 22). Breast self-
exam and professional tactile exams, with clear guidelines of what
to look for, should be stressed and explicated to a greater extent
by the American Cancer Society and by other ofticial sources of
information, as it remains the primary indication that breast cancer
might be present. The other type of detection method, mammogra-
phy, is much more controversial than tactile exams and has been
touted as the only way to detect breast cancer in the early stages.

Mammography:

During mammography an X-ray beam i1s passed through the
breast to produce a black-and-white, two-dimensional picture of the
tissues of the breast. Currently this technology is the only screening
indicator for the very early stages of breast cancer. It can reveal
abnormalities such as microcalcifications, tiny nonpalpable flecks of
calcium, which, if clustered in one area of the breast, would require
further investigation. A frequent recommendation is to come back
for another mammogram in three to six months, to see whether
there has been any change. However, the physician might also decide
that a biopsy (surgical removal and examination of the suspicious
breast tissue) is necessary. Sometimes this can be done through
needle aspiration, but the formal biopsy requires open surgery. If
the tumor is small, it can be removed completely and is called an
excisional biopsy; if only a portion is removed for examination, it
is called an incisional biopsy.

So the established order of inquiry to ultimately answer the ques-
tion “Is it cancer?” almost always utilizes mammography. The
American Cancer Society recommends that every woman have a
baseline mammogram at age thirty-five and then, starting at age
forty, to continue having them every one to two years. They recom-
mend having one every year starting at age fifty. One of the concerns
that women have about this advice involves the safety of the mam-
mogram itself. We know that low level radiation can be carcinogenic
and the possibility of radiation damage increases with accumulative
exposures. Therefore, a legitimate question is: What is the risk that
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exposure to radiation during the procedure—and from repeated
mammograms over the years—will itself cause cancer? The official
answer to this question about the risks of radiation from mammog-
raphy is that: “The risk has been greatly reduced in recent years as
mammography techniques have been improved. . . . The probabil-
ity of danger from mammography seems to be a great deal smaller
than the probability of danger from an undetected cancer” (Hirshault
and Pressman, 1992, p. 66). The authors go on to say that the risk
can not be reduced to zero and explains that younger women (in
their teens and twenties) would be most sensitive to low level radi-
ation. Before women accept the advice to be “good girls” and have
our yearly mammograms, there are other questions to ask: Do mam-
mograms save lives? Will my insurance cover it? Will it decrease the
need for extensive surgery and systemic treatment? Will it increase
or decrease anxiety?

Two recent studies assessed whether mammography saves lives
and the results were instrumental in a reversal of the advice of the
National Cancer Institute (Nc1). Unlike the recommendation of the
American Cancer Society, the NCI no longer recommends routine
mammograms for women in their forties. The results of the Swedish
studies involving 282,777 women were reported in The Lancet
(1993). With respect to women who had regular mammograms,
they conclude: “No trial has so far recorded convincing evidence of
a mortality reduction in women aged 40-49” (p. 974). The largest
reduction of mortality, due to mammograms, was in women aged
50-69. The Canadian National Breast Screening Study, released No-
vember 1993, studied 50,430 women in the 40-49 age group. In this
study there were actually more deaths from breast cancer in the
group receiving annual mammograms than in the “usual care”
group. They conclude that “screening with yearly mammography
and physical examination of the breasts detected considerably more
node-negative, small tumors than usual care, but it had no impact
on the rate of death from breast cancer up to 7 years’ follow-up
from entry” (Miller et al., 1992, p. 1460).

Although there is much controversy about the value of mammo-
grams, there is little doubt that there are at least some advantages
to them. The studies indicate that early detection through a mammo-
gram does save lives for women over fifty. Another benefit of carly
detection from mammography is that it is possible to catch a tumor
while it is still small enough to save one’s breast (by having a lumpec-
tomy rather than a mastectomy). Susan Reimer (1994), from the
Baltimore Sun, expresses the frustration of receiving mixed messages
about mammograms in an article about the Ncr’s reversal of policy.
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She forecasts monetary c