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Prologue 

(In an Hispana voice) 

A veces quisiera mezclar en una voz el sonido 
canyenge, trist6n y urban0 de1 portetiismo que llevo 
adentro con la cadencia apacible, serrana y llena de 
corage de la hispana nuevo mejicana. Contrastar y 
unir 

el piolfn y la cuerda 
el trat y el pep6name 
el cami6n y la troca 
la lluvia y el llanto 

Pero este querer se me va cuando veo que he 
confundido la solidaridad con la falta de diferencia. 
La solidaridad requiere el reconocer, comprender, 
respetar y amar lo que nos lleva a llorar en distintas 
cadencias. El imperialism0 cultural desea lo con- 
trario, por eso necesitamos muchas votes. Porque 
una sola voz nos mata a las dos. 

No quiero hablar por ti sino contigo. Pero si no 
aprendo tus modos y tu 10s mios la conversaci6n es 
s610 aparente. Y la apariencia se levanta corn0 una 
barrera sin sentido entre las dos. Sin sentido y sin 
sentimiento. Por eso no me debes dejar que te dicte 
tu ser y no me dictes el mio. Porque entonces ya no 
dialogamos. El dialog0 entre nosotras requiere dos 
votes y no una. 

Tal vez un dia jugaremos juntas y nos hablaremos 
no en una lengua universal sino que vos me hablaras 
mi voz y yo la tuya. 

Preface 

This paper is the result of our dialogue, of our 
thinking together about differences among women 
and how these differences are silenced. (Think, for 
example, of all the silences there are connected with 
the fact that this paper is in English-for that is a 
borrowed tongue for one of us.) In the process of 
our talking and writing together, we saw that the 
differences between us did not permit our speaking 
in one voice. For example, when we agreed we 
expressed the thought differently; there were some 
things that both of us thought were true but could 
not express as true of each of us; sometimes we 

could not say ‘we’; and sometimes one of us could 
not express the thought in the first person singular, 
and to express it in the third person would be to 
present an outsider’s and not an insider’s perspec- 
tive. Thus the use of two voices is central both to the 
process of constructing this paper and to the 
substance of it. We are both the authors of this 
paper and not just sections of it but we write 
together without presupposing unity of expression 
or of experience. So when we speak in unison it 
means just that-there are two voices and not just 
one. 

I. INTRODUCTION 

(In the voice of a whitelAng woman who has been 
teaching and writing about feminist theory) 

Feminism is, among other things, a response to the 
fact that women either have been left out of, or 
included in demeaning and disfiguring ways in what 
has been an almost exclusively male account of the 
world. And so while part of what feminists want and 
demand for women is the right to move and to act in 
accordance with our own wills and not against them, 
another part is the desire and insistence that we give 
our own accounts of these movements and actions. 
For it matters to us what is said about us, who says 
it, and to whom it is said: having the opportunity to 
talk about one’s life, to give an account of it, to 
interpret it, is integral to leading that life rather than 
being led through it; hence our distrust of the male 
monopoly over accounts of women’s lives. To put 
the same point slightly differently, part of human 
life, human living, is talking about it, and we can be 
sure that being silenced in one’s own account of 
one’s life is a kind of amputation that signals 
oppression. Another reason for not divorcing life 
from the telling of it or talking about it is that as 
humans our experiences are deeply influenced by 
what is said about them, by ourselves or powerful 
(as opposed to significant) others. Indeed, the 
phenomenon of internalized oppression is only 
possible because this is so: one experiences her life 
in terms of the impoverished and degrading 
concepts others have found it convenient to use to 
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describe her. We can’t separate lives from the 
accounts given of them; the articulation of our 
experience is part of our experience. 

Sometimes feminists have made even stronger 
claims about the importance of speaking about our 
own lives and the destructiveness of others pre- 
suming to speak about us or for us. First of all, the 
claim has been made that on the whole men’s 
accounts of women’s lives have been at best false, a 
function of ignorance; and at worst malicious lies, a 
function of a knowledgeable desire to exploit and 
oppress. Since it matters to us that falsehood and 
lies not be told about us, we demand, of those who 
have been responsible for those falsehoods and lies, 
or those who continue to transmit them, not just 
that we speak but that they learn to be able to hear 
us. It has also been claimed that talking about one’s 
life, telling one’s story, in the company of those 
doing the same (as in consciousness-raising ses- 
sions), is constitutive of feminist method.* 

And so the demand that the woman’s voice be 
heard and attended to has been made for a variety of 
reasons: not just so as to greatly increase the 
chances that true accounts of women’s lives will be 
given, but also because the articulation of experi- 
ence (in myriad ways) is among the hallmarks of a 
self-determining individual or community. There 
are not just epistemological, but moral and political 
reasons for demanding that the woman’s voice be 
heard, after centuries of androcentric din. 

But what more exactly is the feminist demand that 
the woman’s voice be heard? There are several 
crucial notes to make about it. First of all, the 
demand grows out of a complaint, and in order to 
understand the scope and focus of the demand we 
have to look at the scope and focus of the complaint. 
The complaint does not specify which women have 
been silenced, and in one way this is appropriate to 
the conditions it is -a complaint about: virtually no 
women have had a voice, whatever their race, class, 
ethnicity, religion, sexual alliance, whatever place 
and period in history they lived. And if it is as 
women that women have been silenced, then of 
course the demand must be that women as women 
have a voice. But in another way the complaint is 
very misleading, insofar as it suggests that it is 
women as women who have been silenced, and that 
whether a woman is rich or poor, Black, brown or 
white, etc. is irrelevant to what it means for her to 
be a woman. For the demand thus simply made 
ignores at least two related points: (1) it is only 
possible for a woman who does not feel highly 
vulnerable with respect to other parts of her 
identity, e.g. race, class, ethnicity, religion, sexual 
alliance, etc., to conceive of her voice simply or 
essentially as a ‘woman’s voice’; (2) just because not 
all women are equally vulnerable with respect to 

’ For a recent example, see Mackinnon (1982). 

race, class, etc., some women’s voices are more 
likely to be heard than others by those who have 
heretofore been giving-or silencing-the accounts 
of women’s lives. For all these reasons, the women’s 
voices most likely to come forth and the women’s 
voices most likely to be heard are, in the US 
anyway, those of white, middle-class, heterosexual 
Christian (or anyway not self-identified non- 
Christian) women. Indeed, many Hispanas, Black 
women, Jewish women-to name a few groups- 
have felt it an invitation to silence rather than 
speech to be requested-if they are requested at 
all-to speak about being ‘women’ (with the plain 
wrapper-as if there were one) in distinction from 
speaking about being Hispana, Black, Jewish, 
working-class, etc., women. 

The demand that the ‘woman’s voice’ be heard, 
and the search for the ‘woman’s voice’ as central to 
feminist methodology, reflects nascent feminist 
theory. It reflects nascent empirical theory insofar as 
it presupposes that the silencing of women is 
systematic, shows up in regular, patterned ways, and 
that there are discoverable causes of this widespread 
observable phenomenon; the demand reflects 
nascent political theory insofar as it presupposes 
that the silencing of women reveals a systematic 
pattern of power and authority; and it reflects 
nascent moral theory insofar as it presupposes that 
the silencing is unjust and that there are particular 
ways of remedying this injustice. Indeed, whatever 
else we know feminism to include-e.g. concrete 
direct political action-theorizing is integral to it: 
theories about the nature of oppression, the causes 
of it, the relation of the oppression of women to 
other forms of oppression. And certainly the con- 
cept of the woman’s voice is itself a theoretical 
concept, in the sense that it presupposes a theory 
according to which our identities as human beings 
are actually compound identities, a kind of fusion or 
confusion of our otherwise separate identities as 
women or men, as Black or brown or white, etc. 
That is no less a theoretical stance than Plato’s 
division of the person into soul and body or 
Aristotle’s parcelling of the soul into various 
functions. 

The demand that the ‘woman’s voice’ be heard 
also invites some further directions in the explora- 
tion of women’s lives and discourages or excludes 
others. For reasons mentioned above, systematic, 
sustained reflection on being a woman-the kind of 
contemplation that ‘doing theory’ requires-is most 
likely to be done by women who vis-a-vis other 
women enjoy a certain amount of political, social 
and economic privilege because of their skin color, 
class membership, ethnic identity. There is a rela- 
tionship between the content of our contemplation 
and the fact that we have the time to engage in it at 
some length-otherwise we shall have to say that it 
is a mere accident of history that white middle-class 
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women in the United States have in the main 
developed ‘feminist theory’ (as opposed to ‘Black 
feminist theory’, ‘Chicana feminist theory’, etc.) and 
that so much of the theory has failed to be relevant 
to the lives of women who are not white or middle 
class. Feminist theory-of all kinds-is to be based 
on, or anyway touch base with, the variety of real 
life stories women provide about themselves. But in 
fact, because, among other things, of the structural 
political and social and economic inequalities among 
women, the tail has been wagging the dog: feminist 
theory has not for the most part arisen out of a 
medley or women’s voices; instead, the theory has 
arisen out of the voices, the experiences, of a fairly 
small handful of women, and if other women’s 
voices do not sing in harmony with the theory, they 
aren’t counted as women’s voices-rather, they are 
the voices of the woman as Hispana, Black, Jew, 
etc. There is another sense in which the tail is 
wagging the dog, too: it is presumed to be the case 
that those who do the theory know more about 
those who are theorized than vice versa: hence it 
ought to be the case that if it is white/Anglo women 
who write for and about all other women, then 
white/Anglo women must know more about all 
other women than other women know about them. 
But in fact just in order to survive, brown and Black 
women have to know a lot more about white/Anglo 
women-not through the sustained contemplation 
theory requires, but through the sharp observation 
stark exigency demands. 

(In an Hispana voice) 
I think it necessary to explain why in so many 

cases when women of color appear in front of 
white/Anglo women to talk about feminism and 
women of color, we mainly raise a complaint: the 
complaint of exclusion, of silencing, of being inclu- 
ded in a universe we have not chosen. We usually 
raise the complaint with a certain amount of 
disguised or undisguised anger. I can only attempt to 
explain this phenomenon from a Hispanic viewpoint 
and a fairly narrow one at that: the viewpoint of an 
Argentinian woman who has lived in the US for 16 
yr, who has attempted to come to terms with the 
devaluation of things Hispanic and Hispanic people 
in ‘America’ and who is most familiar with Hispano 
life in the Southwest of the US. I am quite 
unfamiliar with daily Hispano life in the urban 
centers, though not with some of the themes and 
some of the salient experiences of urban Hispano 
life. 

When I say ‘we’,* I am referring to Hispanas. I am 

’ I must note that when I think this ‘we’, I think it in 
Spanish-and in Spanish this ‘we’ is gendered, ‘nosotras’. I 
also use ‘nosotros’ lovingly and with ease and in it I include 
all members of ‘La raza cosmica’ (Spanish-speaking people 
of the Americas, la gente de colores: people of many 

accustomed to use the ‘we’ in this way. I am also 
pained by the tenuousness of this ‘we’ given that I 
am not a native of the US. Through the years I have 
come to be recognized and I have come to recognize 
myself more and more firmly as part of this ‘we’. I 
also have a profound yearning for this firmness since 
I am a displaced person and I am conscious of not 
being of and I am unwilling to make myself 
of-even if this were possible-the white/Anglo 
community. 

When I say ‘you’ I mean not the non-Hispanic but 
the white/Anglo women that I address. ‘We’ and 
‘you’ do not capture my relation to other non-white 
women. The complexity of that relation is not 
addressed here, but it is vivid to me as I write down 
my thoughts on the subject at hand. 

I see two related reasons for our complaint-full 
discourse with white/Anglo women. Both of these 
reasons plague our world, they contaminate it 
through and through. It takes some hardening of 
oneself, some self-acceptance of our own anger to 
face them, for to face them is to decide that maybe 
we can change our situation in self-constructive ways 
and we know fully well that the possibilities are 
minimal. We know that we cannot rest from facing 
these reasons, that the tenderness towards others in 
us undermines our possibilities, that we have to fight 
our own niceness because it clouds our minds and 
hearts. Yet we know that a thoroughgoing harden- 
ing wcdd dehumanize us. So, we have to walk 
through our days in a peculiarly fragile psychic state, 
one that we have to struggle to maintain, one that 
we do not often succeed in maintaining. 

We and you do not talk the same language. When 
we talk to you we use your language: the language of 
your experience and of your theories. We try to use 
it to communicate our world of experience. But 
since your language and your theories are inade- 
quate in expressing our experiences, we only suc- 
ceed in communicating our experience of exclusion. 
We cannot talk to you in our language because you 
do not understand it. So the brute facts that we 
understand your language and that the place where 
most theorizing about women is taking place is your 
place, both combine to require that we either use 
your language and distort our experience not just in 
the speaking about it, but in the living of it, or that 
we remain silent. Complaining about exclusion is a 
way of remaining silent. 

You are ill at ease in our world. You are ill at ease 
in our world in a very different way that we are ill at 
ease in yours. You are not of our world and again, 

colors). In the US, I use ‘we’ contextually with varying 
degrees of discomfort: ‘we’ in the house, ‘we’ in the 
department, ‘we’ in the classroom, ‘we’ in the meeting. 
The discomfort springs from the sense of community in the 
‘we’ and the varying degrees of lack of community in the 
context in which the ‘we’ is used. 
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you are not of our world in a very different way that 
we are not of yours. In the intimacy of a personal 
relationship we appear to you many times to be 
wholly there, to have broken through or to have 
dissipated the barriers that separate us because you 
are Anglo and we are raza. When we let go of the 
psychic state that I referred to above in the direction 
of sympathy, we appear to ourselves equally whole 
in your presence but our intimacy is thoroughly 
incomplete. When we are in your world many times 
you remake us in your own image, although some- 
times you clearly and explicitly acknowledge that we 
are not wholly there in our being with you. When we 
are in your world we ourselves feel the discomfort of 
having our own being Hispanas disfigured or not 
understood. And yet, we have had to be in your 
world and learn its ways. We have to participate in 
it, make a living in it, live in it, be mistreated in it, 
be ignored in it, and rarely, be appreciated in it. In 
learning to do these things or in learning to suffer 
them or in learning to enjoy what is to be enjoyed or 
in learning to understand your conception of us, we 
have had to learn your culture and thus your 
language and self-conceptions. But there is nothing 
that necessitates that you understand our world: 
understand, that is, not as an observer understands 
things, but as a participant, as someone who has a 
stake in them understands them. So your being ill at 
ease in our world lacks the features of our being ill at 
ease in yours precisely because you can leave and 
you can always tell yourselves that you will be soon 
out of there and because the wholeness of your 
selves is never touched by us, we have no tendency 
to remake you in our image. 

But you theorize about women and we are 
women, so you understand yourselves to be 
theorizing about us and we understand you to be 
theorizing about us. Yet none of the feminist 
theories developed so far seem to me to help 
Hispanas in the articulation of our experience. We 
have a sense that in using them we are distorting our 
experiences. Most Hispanas cannot even understand 
the language used in these theories-and only in 
some cases the reason is that the Hispana cannot 
understand English. We do not recognize ourselves 
in these theories. They create in us a schizophrenic 
split between our concern for ourselves as women 
and ourselves as Hispanas, one that we do not feel 
otherwise. Thus they seem to us to force us to 
assimilate to some version of Anglo culture, 
however revised that version may be. They seem to 
ask that we leave our communities or that we 
become alienated so completely in them that we feel 
hollow. When we see that you feel alienated in your 
own communities, this confuses us because we think 
that maybe every feminist has to suffer this aliena- 
tion. But we see that recognition of your alienation 
leads many of you to be empowered into the 
remaking of your culture, while we are paralyzed 

into a state of displacement with no place to go. 
So I think that we need to think carefully about 

the relation between the articulation of our own 
experience, the interpretation of our own experi- 
ence, and theory making by us and other non- 
Hispanic women about themselves and other 
‘women’. 

The only motive that makes sense to me for your 
joining us in this investigation is the motive of 
friendship, out of friendship. A non-imperialist 
feminism requires that you make a real space for our 
articulating, interpreting, theorizing and reflecting 
about the connections among them-a real space 
must be a non-coerced space-and/or that you 
follow us into our world out of friendship. I see the 
‘out of friendship’ as the only sensical motivation for 
this following because the task at hand for you is one 
of extraordinary difficulty. It requires that you be 
willing to devote a great part of your life to it and 
that you be willing to suffer alienation and self- 
disruption. Self-interest has been proposed as a 
possible motive for entering this task. But self- 
interest does not seem to me to be a realistic motive, 
since whatever the benefits you may accrue from 
such a journey, they cannot be concrete enough for 
you at this time and they not be worth your while. I 
do not think that you have any obligation to 
understand us. You do have an obligation to 
abandon your imperialism, your universal claims, 
your reduction of us to your selves simply because 
they seriously harm us. 

I think that the fact that we are so ill at ease with 
your theorizing in the ways indicated above does 
indicate that there is something wrong with these 
theories. But what is it that is wrong? Is it simply 
that the theories are flawed if meant to be universal 
but accurate so long as they are confined to your 
particular group(s)? Is it that the theories are not 
really flawed but need to be translated? Can they be 
translated? Is it something about the process of 
theorizing that is flawed? How do the two reasons 
for our complaint-full discourse affect the validity 
of your theories? Where do we begin? To what 
extent are our experience and its articulation affec- 
ted by our being a colonized people, and thus by 
your culture, theories and conceptions? Should we 
theorize in community and thus as part of com- 
munity life and outside the academy and other 
intellectual circles? What is the point of making 
theory? Is theory making a good thing for us to do at 
this time? When are we making theory and when are 
we just articulating and/or interpreting our 
experiences? 

II. SOME QUESTIONABLE ASSUMPTIONS 
ABOUT FEMINIST THEORIZING 

(Unproblematically in Vicky’s & Maria’s voice) 
Feminist theories aren’t just about what happens 

to the female population in any given society or 
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across all societies; they are about the meaning of 
those experiences in the lives of women. They are 
about beings who give their own accounts of what is 
happening to them or of what they are doing, who 
have culturally constructed ways of reflecting on 
their lives. But how can the theorizer get at the 
meaning of those experiences? What should the 
relation be between a woman’s own account of her 
experiences and the theorizer’s account of it? 

Let us describe two different ways of arriving at 
an account of another woman’s experience. It is one 
thing for both me and you to observe you and come 
up with our different accounts of what you are 
doing; it is quite another for me to observe myself 
and others much like me culturally and in other ways 
and to develop an account of myself and then use 
that account to give an account of you. In the first 
case you are the ‘insider’ and I am the ‘outsider’. 
When the outsider makes clear that she is an 
outsider and that this is an outsider’s account of your 
behavior, there is a touch of honesty about what she 
is doing. Most of the time the ‘interpretation by an 
outsider’ is left understood and most of the time the 
distance of outsidedness is understood to mark 
objectivity in the interpretation. But why is the 
outsider as an outsider interpreting your behavior? 
Is she doing it so that you can understand how she 
sees you? Is she doing it so that other outsiders will 
understand how you are? Is she doing it so that you 
will understand how you are? It would seem that if 
the outsider wants you to understand how she sees 
you and you have given your account of how you see 
yourself to her, there is a possibility of genuine 
dialogue between the two. It also seems that the lack 
of reciprocity could bar genuine dialogue. For why 
should you engage in such a one-sided dialogue? As 
soon as we ask this question, a host of other 
conditions for the possibility of a genuine dialogue 
between us arise: conditions having to do with your 
position relative to me in the various social, political 
and economic structures in which we might come 
across each other or in which you may run face to 
face with my account of you and my use of your 
account of yourself. Is this kind of dialogue neces- 
sary for me to get at the meaning of your experi- 
ences? That is, is this kind of dialogue necessary for 
feminist theorizing that is not seriously flawed? 

Obviously the most dangerous of the under- 
standing of what I-an outsider-am doing in 
giving an account of your experience is the one that 
describes what I’m doing as giving an account of 
who and how you are whether it be given to you or 
to other outsiders. Why should you or anyone else 
believe me; that is why should you or anyone else 
believe that you are as I say you are? Could I be 
right? What conditions would have to obtain for my 
being right? That many women are put in the 
position of not knowing whether or not to believe 

outsiders’ accounts of their experiences is clear. The 
pressures to believe these accounts are enormous 
even when the woman in question does not see 
herself in the account. She is thus led to doubt her 
own judgment and to doubt all interpretation of her 
experience. This leads her to experience her life 
differently. Since the consequences of outsiders’ 
accounts can be so significant, it is crucial that we 
reflect on whether or not this type of account can 
ever be right and if so, under what conditions. 

The last point leads us to the second way of 
arriving at an account of another woman’s experi- 
ence, viz. the case in which I observe myself and 
others like me culturally and in other ways and use 
that account to give an account of you. In doing this, 
I remake you in my own image. Feminist theorizing 
approaches this remaking insofar as it depends on 
the concept of women as women. For it has not 
arrived at this concept as a consequence of dialogue 
with many women who are culturally different, or by 
any other kind of investigation of cultural differen- 
ces which may include different conceptions of what 
it is to be a woman; it has simply presupposed this 
concept. 

Our suggestion in this paper, and at this time it is 
no more than a suggestion, is that only when 
genuine and reciprocal dialogue takes place between 
‘outsiders’ and ‘insiders’ can we trust the outsider’s 
account. At first sight it may appear that the 
insider/outsider distinction disappears in the 
dialogue, but it is important to notice that all that 
happens is that we are now both outsider and insider 
with respect to each other. The dialogue puts us 
both in position to give a better acount of each 
other’s and our own experience. Here we should 
again note that white/Anglo women are much less 
prepared for this dialogue with women of color than 
women of color are for dialogue with them in that 
women of color have had to learn white/Anglo ways, 
self-conceptions, and conceptions of them. 

But both the possibility and the desirability of this 
dialogue are very much in question. We need to 
think about the possible motivations for engaging in 
this dialogue, whether doing theory jointly would be 
a good thing, in what ways and for whom, and 
whether doing theory is in itself a good thing at this 
time for women of color or white/Anglo women. In 
motivating the last question let us remember the 
hierarchical distinctions between theorizers and 
those theorized about and between theorizers and 
doers. These distinctions are endorsed by the same 
views and institutions which endorse and support 
hierarchical distinctions between men/women, 
master race/inferior race, intellectuals/manual 
workers. Of what use is the activity of theorizing to 
those of us who are women of color engaged day in 
and day out in the task of empowering women and 
men of color face to face with them? Should we be 
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articulating and interpreting their experience for 
them with the aid of theories? Whose theories7 

III. WAYS OF TALKING OR BEING TALKED 
ABOUT THAT ARE HELPFUL, ILLUMINATING, 

EMPOWERING, RESPECTFUL 

(Unproblematically in Maria’s & Vicky’s voice) 

Feminists have been quite diligent about pointing 
out the ways in which empirical, philosophical and 
moral theories have been androcentric. They have 
thought it crucial to ask, with respect to such 
theories: who makes them? for whom do they make 
them? about what or whom are the theories? why? 
how are theories tested? what are the criteria for 
such tests and where did the criteria come from? 
Without posing such questions and trying to answer 
them, we’d never have been able to begin to mount 
evidence for our claims that particular theories are 
androcentric, sexist, biased, paternalistic, etc. 
Certain philosophers have become fond of-indeed, 
have made their careers on-pointing out that 
characterizing a statement as true or false is only one 
of many ways possible of characterizing it; it might 
also be, oh, rude, funny, disarming, etc.; it may be 
intended to soothe or to hurt; or it may have the 
effect, intended or not, of soothing or hurting. 
Similarly, theories appear to be the kinds of things 
that are true or false; but they also are the kinds of 
things that can be, e.g. useless, arrogant, disrespect- 
ful, ignorant, ethnocentric, imperialistic. The 
immediate point is that feminist theory is no less 
immune to such characterizations than, say, Plato’s 
political theory, or Freud’s theory of female psycho- 
sexual development. Of course this is not to say that 
if feminist theory manages to be respectful or 
helpful it will follow that it must be true. But if, say, 
an empirical theory is purported to be about 
‘women’ and in fact is only about certain women, it 
is certainly false, probably ethnocentric, and of 
dubious usefulness except to those whose position in 
the world it strengthens (and theories, as we know, 
don’t have to be true in order to be used to 
strengthen people’s positions in the world). 

Many reasons can be and have been given for the 
production of accounts of people’s lives that plainly 
have nothing to do with illuminating those lives for 
the benefit of those living them. It is likely that both 
the method of investigation and the content of many 
accounts would be different if illuminating the lives 
of the people the accounts are about were the aim of 
the studies. Though we cannot say ahead of time 
how feminist theory-making would be different if all 
(or many more) of those people it is meant to be 
about were more intimately part of the theory- 
making process, we do suggest some specific ways 
being talked about can be helpful: 

(1) The theory or account can be helpful if it 
enables one to see how parts of one’s life fit 
together, for example, to see connections among 
parts of one’s life one hasn’t seen before. No 
account can do this if it doesn’t get the parts right to 
begin with, and this cannot happen if the concepts 
used to describe a life are utterly foreign. 

(2) A useful theory will help one locate oneself 
concretely in the world, rather then add to the 
mystification of the world and one’s location in it. 
New concepts may be of significance here, but they 
will not be useful if there is no way they can be 
translated into already existing concepts. Suppose a 
theory locates you in the home, because you are a 
woman, but you know full well that is not where you 
spend most of your time? Or suppose you can’t 
locate yourself easily in any particular class as 
defined by some version of,marxist theory? 

(3) A theory or account not only ought to 
accurately locate one in the world but also enable 
one to think about the extent to which one is 
responsible or not for being in that location. 
Otherwise, for those whose location is as oppressed 
peoples, it usually occurs that the oppressed have no 
way to see themselves as in any way self-deter- 
mining, as having any sense of being worthwhile or 
having grounds for pride, and paradoxically at the 
same time feeling at fault for the position they are 
in. A useful theory will help people sort out just 
what is and is not due to themselves and their own 
activities as opposed to those who have power over 
them. 

It may seem odd to make these criteria criteria of 
a useful theory, if the usefulness is not to be at odds 
with the issue of the truth of the theory: for the focus 
on feeling worthwhile or having pride seems to rule 
out the possibility that the truth might just be that 
such-and-such a group of people has been under the 
control of others for centuries and that the only 
explanation of that is that they are worthless and 
weak people, and will never be able to change that. 
Feminist theorizing seems implicitly if not explicitly 
committed to the moral view that women are 
worthwhile beings, and the metaphysical theory that 
we are beings capable of bringing about a change in 
our situations. Does this mean feminist theory is 
‘biased’? Not any more than any other theory, e.g. 
psychoanalytic theory. What is odd here is not the 
feminist presupposition that women are worthwhile 
but rather that feminist theory (and other theory) 
often has the effect of empowering one group and 
demoralizing another. 

Aspects of feminist theory are as unabashedly 
value-laden as other political and moral theories. It 
is not just an examination of women’s positions, for 
it includes, indeed begins with, moral and political 
judgements about the injustice (or, where relevant, 
justice) of them. This means that there are implicit 
or explicit judgements also about what kind of 
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changes constitute a better or worse situation for 
women. 

(4) In this connection a theory that is useful will 
provide criteria for change and make suggestions for 
modes of resistance that don’t merely reflect the 
situation and values of the theorizer. A theory that 
is respectful of those about whom it is a theory will 
not assume that changes that are perceived as 
making life better for some women are changes that 
will make, and will be perceived as making, life 
better for other women. This is NOT to say that if 
some women do not find a situation oppressive, 
other women ought never to suggest to the contrary 
that there might be very good reasons to think that 
the situation nevertheless is oppressive. But it is to 
say that, e.g. the prescription that life for women 
will be better when we’re in the workforce rather 
than at home, when we are completely free of 
religious beliefs with patriarchal origins, when we 
live in complete separation from men, etc., are seen 
as slaps in the face to women whose life would be 
better if they could spend more time at home, whose 
identity is inseparable from their religious beliefs 
and cultural practices (which is not to say those 
beliefs and practices are to remain completely 
uncriticized and unchanged), who have ties to 
men-whether erotic or not-such that to have 
them severed in the name of some vision of what is 
‘better’ is, at that time and for those women, absurd. 
Our visions of what is better are always informed by 
our perception of what is bad about our present 
situation. Surely we’ve learned enough from the 
history of clumsy missionaries, and the white suf- 
fragists of the 19th century (who couldn’t imagine 
why Black women ‘couldn’t see’ how crucial getting 
the vote for ‘women’ was) to know that we can 
clobber people to destruction with our visions, our 
versions, of what is better. BUT: this does not mean 
women are not to offer supportive and tentative 
criticism of one another. But there is a very 
important difference between (a) developing ideas 
together, in a ‘pre-theoretical’ stage, engaged as 
equals in joint enquiry, and (b) one group develop- 
ing, on the basis of their own experience, a set of 
criteria for good change for women-and then 
reluctantly making revisions in the criteria at the 
insistence of women to whom such criteria seem 
ethnocentric and arrogant. The deck is stacked 
when one group takes it upon itself to develop the 
theory and then have others criticize it. Categories 
are quick to congeal, and the experiences of women 
whose lives do not fit the categories will appear as 
anomalous when in fact the theory should have 
grown out of them as much as others from the 
beginning. This, of course, is why any organization 
or conference having to do with ‘women’-with no 
qualification-that seriously does not want to be 
‘solipsistic’ will from the beginning be multi-cultural 
or state the appropriate qualifications. How we 

think and what we think about does depend in large 
part on who is there-not to mention who is 
expected or encouraged to speak. (Recall the boys 
in the Symposium sending the flute girls out.) 
Conversations and criticism take place in particular 
circumstances. Turf matters. So does the fact of who 
if anyone already has set up the terms of the 
conversations. 

(5) Theory cannot be useful to anyone interested 
in resistance and change unless there is reason to 
believe that knowing what a theory means and 
believing it to be true have some connection to 
resistance and change. As we make theory and offer 
it up to others, what do we assume is the connection 
between theory and consciousness? Do we expect 
others to read theory, understand it, believe it, and 
have their consciousnesses and lives thereby trans- 
formed? If we really want theory to make a 
difference to people’s lives, how ought we to present 
it? Do we think people come to consciousness by 
reading? only by reading? Speaking to people 
through theory (orally or in writing) is a very specific 
context-dependent activity. That is, theory-makers 
and their methods and concepts constitute a com- 
munity of people and of shared meanings. Their 
language can be just as opaque and foreign to those 
not in the community as a foreign tongue or dialect.3 
Why do we engage in thh activity and what effect do 
we think it ought to have? As Helen Longino has 
asked: ‘Is “doing theory” just a bonding ritual for 
academic or educationally privileged feminists/ 
women?’ Again, whom does our theory-making 
serve? 

IV. SOME SUGGESTIONS ABOUT HOW TO DO 
THEORY THAT IS NOT IMPERIALISTIC, 

ETHNOCENTRIC, DISRESPECTFUL 

(Problematically in the voice of a woman of color) 

What are the things we need to know about 
others, and about ourselves, in order to speak 
intelligently, intelligibly, sensitively, and helpfully 
about their lives? We can show respect, or lack of it, 
in writing theoretically about others no less than in 
talking directly with them. This is not to say that 
here we have a well-worked out concept of respect, 
but only to suggest that together all of us consider 
what it would mean to theorize in a respectful way. 

When we speak, write, and publish our theories, 
to whom do we think we are accountable? Are the 
concerns we have in being accountable to ‘the 
profession’ at odds with the concerns we have in 

3 See Bernstein (1972). Bernstein would probably, and we 
think wrongly, insist that theoretical terms and statements 
have meanings not ‘tied to a local relationship and to a 
local social structure’, unlike the vocabulary of, e.g. 
working-class children. 

579 



580 Marfa C. Lugones and Elizabeth V. Spelman 

being accountable to those about whom we 
theorize? Do commitments to ‘the profession’, 
method, getting something published, getting 
tenure, lead us to talk and act in ways at odds with 
what we ourselves (let alone others) would regard as 
ordinary, decent behavior? To what extent do we 
presuppose that really understanding another 
person or culture requires our behaving in ways that 
are disrespectful, even violent? That is, to what 
extent do we presuppose that getting and/or pub- 
lishing the requisite information requires or may 
require disregarding the wishes of others, lying to 
them, wresting information from them against their 
wills? Why and how do we think theorizing about 
others provides understanding of them? Is there any 
sense in which theorizing about others is a short-cut 
to understanding them? 

Finally, if we think doing theory is an important 
activity, and we think that some conditions lead to 
better theorizing than others, what are we going to 
do about creating those conditions? If we think it 
not just desirable but necessary for women of 
different racial and ethnic identities to create 
feminist theory jointly, how shall that be arranged 
for? It may be the case that at this particular point 
we ought not even try to do that-that feminist 
theory by and and for Hispanas needs to be done 
separately from feminist theory by and for Black 
women, white women, etc. But it must be recog- 
nized that white/Anglo women have more power 
and privilege than Hispanas, Black women, etc., 
and at the very least they can use such advantage to 
provide space and time for other women to speak 
(with the above caveats about implicit restrictions 
on what counts as ‘the woman’s voice’). And once 
again it is important to remember that the power of 
white/Anglo women vis-a-vis Hispanas and Black 
women is in inverse proportion to their working 
knowledge of each other. 

This asymmetry is a crucial fact about the 
background of possible relationships between white 
women and women of color, whether as political co- 
workers, professional colleagues, or friends. 

If white/Anglo women and women of color are to 
do theory jointly, in helpful, respectful, illuminating 
and empowering ways, the task ahead of white/ 
Anglo women because of this asymmetry, is a very 
hard task. The task is a very complex one. In part, to 
make an analogy, the task can be compared to 
learning a text without the aid of teachers. We all 
know the lack of contact felt when we want to 
discuss a particular issue that requires knowledge of 
a text with someone who does not know the text at 
all. Or the discomfort and impatience that arise in us 
when we are discussing an issue that presupposes a 
text and someone walks into the conversation who 
does not know the text. That person is either left out 
or will impose herself on us and either try to engage 
in the discussion or try to change the subject. 

Women of color are put in these situations by 
white/Anglo women and men constantly. Now 
imagine yourself simply left out but wanting to do 
theory with us. The first thing to recognize and 
accept is that you disturb our own dialogues by 
putting yourself in the left-out position and not 
leaving us in some meaningful sense to ourselves. 

You must also recognize and accept that you must 
learn the text. But the text is an extraordinarily 
complex one: viz. our many different cultures. You 
are asking us to make ourselves more vulnerable to 
you than we already are before we have any reason 
to tNSt that you will not take advantage of this 
vulnerability. So you need to learn to become 
unintrusive, unimportant, patient to the point of 
tears, while at the same time open to learning any 
possible lessons. You will also have to come to terms 
with the sense of alienation, of not belonging, of 
having your world thoroughly disrupted, having it 
criticized and scrutinized from the point of view of 
those who have been harmed by it, having important 
concepts central to it dismissed, being viewed with 
mistrust, being seen as of no consequence except as 
an object of mistrust. 

Why would any white/Anglo woman engage in 
this task? Out of self-interest? What in engaging in 
this task would be, not just in her interest, but 
perceived as such by her before the task is com- 
pleted or well underway? Why should we want you 
to come into our world out of self-interest? Two 
points need to be made here. The task as described 
could be entered into with the intention of finding 
out as much as possible about us so as to better 
dominate us. The person engaged in this task would 
act as a spy. The motivation is not unfamiliar to us. 
We have heard it said that now that Third World 
countries are more powerful as a bloc, westerners 
need to learn more about them, that it is in their 
self-interest to do so. Obviously there is no reason 
why people of color should welcome white/Anglo 
women into their world for the carrying out of this 
intention. It is also obvious that white/Anglo 
feminists should not engage in this task under this 
description since the task under this description 
would not lead to joint theorizing of the desired 
sort: respectful, illuminating, helpful and empower- 
ing. It would be helpful and empowering only in a 
one-sided way. 

Self-interest is also mentioned as a possible 
motive in another way. White/Anglo women some- 
times say that the task of understanding women of 
color would entail self-growth or self-expansion. If 
the task is conceived as described here, then one 
should doubt that growth or expansion will be the 
result. The severe self-disruption that the task 
entails should place a doubt in anyone who takes the 
task seriously about her possibilities of coming out 
of the task whole, with a self that is not as fragile as 
the selves of those who have been the victims of 
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racism. But also, why should women of color 
embrace white/Anglo women’s self-betterment 
without reciprocity? At this time women of color 
cannot afford this generous affirmation of white/ 
Anglo women. 

Another possible motive for engaging in this task 
is the motive of duty, ‘out of obligation’, because 
white/Angles have done people of color wrong. 
Here again two considerations: coming into 
Hispano, Black, Native American worlds out of 
obligation puts white/Angles in a morally self- 
righteous position that is inappropriate. You are 
active, we are passive. We become the vehicles of 
your own redemption. Secondly, we couldn’t want 
you to come into our worlds ‘out of obligation’. That 
is like wanting someone to make love to you out of 
obligation. So, whether or not you have an obliga- 
tion to do this (and we would deny that you do), or 
whether this task could even be done out of 
obligation, this is an inappropriate motive. 

Out of obligation you should stay out of our way, 
respect us and our distance, and forego the use of 
whatever power you have over us-for example, the 
power to use your language in our meetings, the 
power to overwhelm us with your education, the 
power to intrude in our communities in order to 
research us and to record the supposed dying of our 
cultures, the power to engrain in us a sense that we 
are members of dying cultures and are doomed to 
assimilate, the power to keep us in a defensive 
posture with respect to our own cultures. 

So the motive of friendship remains as both the 
only appropriate and understandable motive for 
white/Anglo feminists engaging in the task as des- 
cribed above. If you enter the task out of friendship 
with us, then you will be moved to attain the 
appropriate reciprocity of care for your and our 
wellbeing as whole beings, you will have a stake in 
us and in our world, you will be moved to satisfy the 
need for reciprocity of understanding that will 
enable you to follow us in our experiences as we are 
able to follow you in yours. 

We are not suggesting that if the learning of the 
text is to be done out of friendship, you must enter 
into a friendship with a whole community and for 
the purpose of making theory. In order to under- 
stand what it is that we are suggesting, it is 
important to remember that during the description 
of her experience of exclusion, the Hispana voice 
said that Hispanas experience the intimacy of 
friendship with white/Anglo women friends as 

thoroughly incomplete. It is not until this fact is 
acknowledged by our white/Anglo women friends 
and felt as a profound lack in our experience of each 
other that white/Anglo women can begin to see us. 
Seeing us in our communities will make clear and 
concrete to you how incomplete we really are in our 
relationships with you. It is this beginning that forms 
the proper background for the yearning to under- 
stand the text of our cultures that can lead to joint 
theory-making. 

Thus, the suggestion made here is that if white/ 
Anglo women are to understand our voices, they 
must understand our communities and us in them. 
Again, this is not to suggest that you set out to make 
friends with our communities, though you may 
become friends with some of the members, nor is it 
to suggest that you should try to befriend us for the 
purpose of making theory with us. The latter would 
be a perversion of friendship. Rather, from within 
friendship you may be moved by friendship to 
undergo the very difficult task of understanding the 
text of our cultures by understanding our lives in our 
communities. This learning calls for circumspection, 
for questioning of yourselves and your roles in your 
own culture. It necessitates a striving to understand 
while in the comfortable position of not having an 
official calling card (as ‘scientific’ observers of our 
communities have); it demands recognition that you 
do not have the authority of knowledge; it requires 
coming to the task without ready-made theories to 
frame our lives. This learning is then extremely hard 
because it requires openness (including openness to 
severe criticism of the white/Anglo world), sensi- 
tivity, concentration, self-questioning, circum- 
spection. It should be clear that it does not consist in 
a passive immersion in our cultures, but in a striving 
to understand what it is that our voices are saying. 
Only then can we engage in a mutual dialogue that 
does not reduce each one of us to instances of the 
abstraction called ‘woman’. 
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