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Introduction

NACMIZACK

About the Title

The title, Women of Color and Philosophy, is intended to signal a
recognizable subject, or one that can at least be imagined, by all
philosophers, regardless of their race or gender. However, I arrived at
it through a process of compromise, which required that I relocate
some of my own ideas into a broader perspective. The idea for the
book sprang into my head (or out of it) all in one piece. It occurred to
me in the fall of 1997 that the work of existing women philosophers
who were not white and who did not work exclusively as feminists or
as scholars of race or ethnicity, would be worth collecting as a
professional document. I did not know how close to the center of the
field were the main scholarly interests of members of this group. The
women of color in philosophy with whose work I was already familiar
could not be categorized as mainstream philosophers. I wondered
about the ways in which women of color in philosophy believed that
their work was related to philosophy as it is understood by those
white male philosophers who appear to work in the center of the
discipline.

I invited and solicited essays from African, African-American,
Asian-American, Hispanic, Jewish-Arab, Native-American and, to
count myself, Mixed-Race, women philosophers.! My original call for
papers was titled, “Women of Color Do Philosophy.” The word “Do”
meant the action verb, and the syntax of the title was inspired by the
book title Men Doing Feminism.? I read in the title Men Doing Feminism
an intention to bring attention to the unlikely event of men working
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as feminists. It is of the same magnitude of unlikeliness for women of
color to work as philosophers.

The title “Women of Color Do Philosophy” soon made me
uncomfortable because I began to think that the label “of color” was
overused and metaphorical. Also, when I told several white male
philosophers about the project, they reacted playfully, as though
visualizing a chorus line of “women of color” executing an erotic
dance meme. I remembered that even now, some educated people still
project stereotypical attributes of unrestrained sexuality and stupidity
onto nonwhite women, in contexts where nonwhite women appear to
have social roles more advantaged and privileged than roles tradition-
ally assigned to them.?

I changed the title to “Nonwhite Women Do Philosophy.” As a
result of my work on race, I was more comfortable with “nonwhite”
than “of color.” I do not think that racial categories have the physical
reality they are assumed to have in common sense. There are no
general genes for race, there is greater variation within, than between,
any of the three or four major racial groups, and racial categories
change historically and geographically.* Racial categories are not only
socially constructed in the ascription of psychological and cultural
traits to biological difference, but the biological difference itsell does
not have the scientific foundation it is assumed to have at the folk
level. It therefore seemed to me that “nonwhite” was an accurate, no-
nonsense way of referring to all the ascribed categories of race, other
than the white one, with a minimum of socially-constructed connota-
tion. At any rate, simply listing all of the racial categories with which
the contributors identified would have made too cumbersome a title.

However, one African-American woman who was a potential
contributor to the anthology objected to the use of the term “non-
white” in the title, on the grounds that it was a negative designation
rather than a positive or affirmative one; it defined people in terms of
what they were not. I thought that this was how many whites,
including hard-nosed social scientists writing for the government,
labeled blacks, Asians, Indians, and Hispanics, and that insofar as all
of the racial categories were made up and ascribed, it was just as well
to use the most official label, which was also an inclusive one. But I
knew that not everyone presently doing philosophical work on race
agreed with me about the extent to which all racial categories are
ascriptive. One recurring objection to my emphasis of the biological
emptiness of race in previous publications has been that this emphasis
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seems to neglect the social importance of race, and the value to blacks,
Asians and Indians, of their phenomenological experience of their
racial identities as physically real.> The phenomenological experience
may be culturally constructed, and it has a history of being reactive
to white racist ascriptions of the false biological notions. But, in
conjunction with shared culture and group loyalty, the phenomeno-
logical physical reality of race is an important basis for ongoing
liberatory activism and scholarship. I therefore did not have a satisfac-
tory answer to the potential contributor who objected to the word
“nonwhite” in the title, and I thought that her article was an
important contribution to the anthology.

More problematic, several Latina potential contributors informed
me that they could not include their work in a collection with the
adjective “nonwhite” in the title, because they identified themselves as
racially white. I responded that I had read their references to them-
selves as “women of color” in previous publications. Their response to
me was that the terms “nonwhite” and “of color” were not synony-
mous, precisely because of the metaphorical connotations of the term
“of color.” I thought it ironic that some philosophers deliberately
chose metaphor for the sake of precision, whereas 1 had disciplined
myself to eschew metaphor. I did not think that a collection such as
this would be complete without the views of Latina or Hispanic
women philosophers.

[ figured out that there is, in this case, more to the deliberate choice
of metaphor than an avoidance of precision, so that what looked to
be a metaphor might be a more comprehensive term. The label
“metaphoric” for a racially white person’s self-designation as a person
“of color” is itself a metaphor. Not all people who are “of color” are
“nonwhite” because the term “of color” can be informatively applied
to a person who is racially white but does not share the culture of
white people who belong to the dominant groups of national origin in
American society. In broad parlance, “race” refers to biology and
“ethnicity” refers to culture (leaving aside the frequent use of “ethnic-
ity” as a euphemism for racial nonwhiteness). The term Hispanic is a
deliberate social construction that refers to members of ethnic groups
in the United States whose families are originally from Spain, South
America, Central America, Puerto Rico, Mexico, and other places.
Although it is recognized (demanded) on the census and other classi-
fying forms that “Hispanics” identify as “white” or “nonwhite,” the
dominant British and European ethnic groups in the United States



