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aspects of theory development, theory and activism
continually inform and alter each other.
[1979]

NOTES

1. There are many approaches to theory, and those inter-
ested in exploring more about how theory is constructed
should look at the literature of political philosophy. A
model for ferninist theory similar to the one that I discuss
in this paper was developed by Judy Smith of the
‘Women’s Resource Center, in Missoula, Montana.

2. For more discussion of this problem and of nonaligned
feminism as a response to it, see Charlotte Bunch,
“Beyond Either/Or: Feminist Options,” Quest: A Feminist
Quarterly, vol. 3, no. 1 (Summer 1976), pp. 2-17.
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I AGREED TO TAKE PART in a New York University
Institute for the Humanities conference a year ago,
with the understanding that I would be comment-
ing upon papers dealing with the role of difference
within the lives of american women: difference of
race, sexuality, class, and age. The absence of these
considerations weakens any feminist discussion of
the personal and the political.

It is a particular academic arrogance to assume
any discussion of feminist theory without examin-
ing our many differences, and without a significant
input from poor women, Black and Third World
women, and lesbians. And yet, I stand here as a
Black lesbian feminist, having been invited to

*Comments at “The Personal and the Political Panel,” Sec-
ond Sex Conference, New York, September 29, 1979.

comment within the only panel at this conference
where the input of Black feminists and lesbians is
represented. What this says about the vision of this
conference is sad, in a country where racism, sex-
ism, and homophobia are inseparable. To read
this program is to assume that lesbian and Black
women have nothing to say about existentialism,
the erotic, women’s culture and silence, developing
feminist theory, or heterosexuality and power. And
what does it mean in personal and political terms
when even the two Black women who did present
here were literally found at the last hour? What does
it mean when the tools of a racist patriarchy are
used to examine the fruits of that same patriarchy?
It means that only the most narrow perimeters of
change are possible and allowable.

The absence of any consideration of lesbian con-
sciousness or the consciousness of Third World
women leaves a serious gap within this conference
and within the papers presented here. For example,
in a paper on material relationships between women,
I was conscious of an either/or model of nurturing ,~
which totally dismissed my knowledge as a Black
lesbian, In this paper there was no examination of
mutuality between women, no systems of shared
support, no interdependence as exists between les-
bians and women-identified women. Yet it is only in
the patriarchal model of nurturance that women
“who attempt to emancipate themselves pay perhaps .
too high a price for the results,” as this paper states.

For women, the need and desire to nurture each
other is not pathological but redemptive, and it is
within that knowledge that our real power is redis-
covered. It is this real connection which is so feared
by a patriarchal world. Only within a patriarchal .
structure is maternity the only social power open to
women.

Interdependency between women is the way to a
freedom which allows the I to be, not in order to be
used, but in order to be creative. This is a difference
between the passive be and the active being.

Advocating the mere tolerance of difference
between women is the grossest reformism. It is a
total denial of the creative function of difference in
our lives. Difference must be not merely tolerated,
but seen as a fund of necessary polarities between
which our creativity can spark like a dialectic.
Only then does the necessity for interdependency



16 PART I: WHAT IS FEMINIST THEORY? WHAT IS FEMINISM?

become unthreatening. Only within that interde-
pendency of different strengths, acknowledged and
equal, can the power to seek new ways of being in
the world generate, as well as the courage and sus-
tenance to act where there are no charters.

Within the interdependence of mutual (non-
dominant) differences lies that security which
enables us to descend into the chaos of knowledge
and return with true visions of our future, along
with the concomitant power to effect those changes
which can bring that future into being. Difference
is that raw and powerful connection from which
our personal power is forged.

As women, we have been taught either to ignore
our differences, or to view them as causes for sepa-
ration and suspicion rather than as forces for
change. Without community there is no liberation,
only the most vulnerable and temporary armistice
between an individual and her oppression. But
community must not mean a shedding of our dif-
ferences, nor the pathetic pretense that these differ-
ences do not exist.

Those of us who stand outside the circle of this
society’s definition of acceptable women; those of
us who have been forged in the crucibles of
difference—those of us who are poor, who are les-
bians, who are Black, who are older—know that
survival is not an academic skill. It is learning how to
stand alone, unpopular and sometimes reviled, and
how to make common cause with those others iden-
tified as outside the structures in order to define and
seek a world in which we can all flourish. It is learn-
ing how to take our differences and make them
strengths. For the master’s tools will never dismantle
the master’s house. They may allow us temporarily to
beat him at his own game, but they will never enable
us to bring about genuine change. And this fact is
only threatening to those women who still define the
master’s house as their only source of support.

Poor women and women of Color know there is
a difference between the daily manifestations of
marital slavery and prostitution because it is our
daughters who line 42nd Street. If white american
feminist theory need not deal with the differences
between us, and the resulting difference in our
oppressions, then how do you deal with the fact that
the women who clean your houses and tend your
children while you attend conferences on feminist

theory are, for the most part, poor women and
women of Color? What is the theory behind racist
feminism?

In a world of possibility for us all, our personal
visions help lay the groundwork for political action.
The failure of academic feminists to recognize differ-
ence as a crucial strength is a failure to reach beyond

the first patriarchal lesson. In our world, divide and

congquer must become define and empower.

Why weren’t other women of Color found to
participate in this conference? Why were two phone
calls to me considered a consultation? Am I the
only possible source of names of Black feminists?
And although the Black panelist’s paper ends on
an important and powerful connection of love
between women, what about interracial coopera-

tion between feminists who don’t love each other?*

In academic feminist circles, the answer to these
questions is often, “We did not know who to ask.”
But that is the same evasion of responsibility, the
same cop-out, that keeps Black women’s art out of
women’s exhibitions, Black women’s work out of
most feminist publications except for the occasional
“Special Third World Women’s Issue,’ and Black
women’s texts off your reading lists. But as Adrienne
Rich pointed out in a recent talk, white feminists
have educated themselves about such an enormous
amount over the past ten years, how come you
haven’t also educated yourselves about Black women
and the differences between us—white and Black—
when it is key to our survival as a movement?

Women of today are still being called upon to
stretch across the gap of male ignorance and to
educate men as to our existence and our needs.
This is an old and primary tool of all oppressors to
keep the oppressed occupied with the master’s con-
cerns. Now we hear that it is the task of women of
Color to educate white women—in the face of
tremendous resistance—as to our existence, our
differences, our relative roles in our joint survival.
This is a diversion of energies and a tragic repeti-
tion of racist patriarchal thought.

Simone de Beauvoir once said: “It is in the
knowledge of the genuine conditions of our lives
that we must draw our strength to live and our rea-
sons for acting.”

Racism and homophobia are real conditions of
all our lives in this place and time. I urge each one of
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us here to reach down into that deep place of knowledge
inside herself and touch that terror and loathing of any
difference that lives there. See whose face it wears. Then
the personal as the political can begin to illuminate
all our choices.
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PROLOGUE

(In a Hispana voice) A veces quisiera mezclar en
una voz el sonido canyenge, triston y urbano del
portefiismo que llevo adentro con la cadencia
apacible, serrana y llena de corage de la hispana
nuevo mejicana. Contrastar y unir

el piolin y 1a cuerda
el raé y el pepéname
el camion y la troca
la lluvia y el llanto

Pero este querer se me va cuando veo que he con-
fundido la solidaridad con la falta de diferencia.
La solidaridad requiere el reconocer, comprender,
respetar y amar lo que nos lleva a llorar en distin-
tas cadencias. El imperialismo cultural desea lo

contrario, por eso necesitamos muchas voces,
Porque una sola voz nos mata a las dos.

No quiero hablar por ti sino contigo. Pero si no
aprendo tus modos y tu los mios la conversacién es
solo aparente.Y la apariencia se levanta como 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 didlogo entre nosotras requiere dos
voces y no una.

Tal vez un dia jugaremos juntas y nos hablare-
mos 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 dif-
ferences 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 sub-
stance 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.

INTRODUCTION

(In the voice of a white/Anglo 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




