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Introduction

Constance L. Mui and Julien S. Murphy

With the turn of the millennium, feminist philosophy enters its third decade.
Our thinking about gender struggles has evolved within the larger context of
a crisis in philosophy that has developed since the 1980s. It is a crisis that
centered on the debate over the end of philosophy, a debate that echoed spec-
ulations in the scientific community about whether an end of science, or at
least of scientific discovery, is near. Specifically, critics have.challenged the
nature, role, assumptions, and disciplinary boundaries of philosophy, and
questioned whether philosophy can continue to hold itself up as a mirror of
nature and arbiter of truth. Has philosophy, which, from Aristotle to Husserl,
has been hailed as “The Science,” “the science of all sciences,” and “the
all-encompassing science,” come to an end because the search for absolute,
objective truth is no longer thought to be possible? Does philosophy then
amount to a special genre of literature at best? At the forefront of this debate
is Richard Rorty, who sets out to dethrone philosophy by piercing the myth
of the philosopher king. Putting philosophy in what he takes to be its proper
place, Rorty characterizes it as nothing more than a style of writing or story-
telling. This view has quickly attracted a following both inside and outside
of philosophy, including many feminist theorists who see philosophy’s heavy
reliance on hard-core, analytical reasoning as a form of exclusion. As French
feminist Michelle LeDoeuff proclaims, the hegemony that institutional phi-
losophy has enjoyed over the ages is no more!

To be sure, postmodernism has played a major role in this crisis. By post-
modernism, we have in mind the collective strategies of influential thinkers
whose works have defined the prevailing paradigm of the past two decades.

1



2 Introduction

Besides Rorty, these thinkers include such prominent French figures as
Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault, along with the new French feminists
Luce Irigaray, Héléne Cixous, and Julia Kristeva. Like Freudianism or Marx-
ism before it, postmodernism (including poststructuralism) has become the
dominant theoretical construct against which other philosophical positions
are assessed and critiqued. These days, regardless of where they stand on the
“end of philosophy” debate, and whether they accept or reject the main ten-
ets of postmodernism, most philosophers would concede that Western philos-
ophy on the whole has actually benefited from the postmodernists’ relentless
and often devastating attacks. If nothing else, such criticisms compel philoso-
phers to take up the long-overdue task of questioning and rethinking the most
basic philosophical assumptions about truth and objectivity, about knowledge
and reality. Furthermore, feminists, including even those who do not identify
themselves as postmodernist, have found postmodern critique especially use-
ful in affirming their experience of Western philosophy as the philosophy of
privileged European white males.

Even in the midst of a crisis over the past two decades, or perhaps precisely
because of it, philosophy has undergone many positive developments due in
large part to postmodern challenge and influence. Its disciplinary boundaries
have bgeoméiless rigid as the canon has been opened up substantially to
ipetude the voiﬁ of women as well as non-Western, non-European thinkers.
In @’Qpirit of openness, the feminist call for interdisciplinarity and multicul-
tiralisms gei@rally perceived not as a threat but as a valuable asset to philos-
ophy. With the prodess of questioning and rethinking the entire philosophical
€riterpri¥e’ comegnew, ways of critiquing traditional assumptions and new
ngq@&'ls.oﬁgxdbrﬁndiﬁg. All told, what we have been witnessing, as we stand
at‘the’threshqld-of a newumillennium, is the radical reexamination, reconcep-
tuakizatjon, and gecqif€xthalization of many important philosophical catego-
ries that fernrwour Basic ftame of reference. Of these categories, gender,
powery agd speesh’most prominently stand out as central themes that have
engaged. tHezifhagination of-many feminist theorists. In these chapters, we
offer an éxammgation of the interplay among these categories, reconceptual-
ized and recdst in“the more recent feminist philosophical writings since the
1990s, in aff‘attempt to assess their new significance for our understanding of
many concrete issues related to gender struggles. In this way, our book is set
apart from other feminist anthologies, particularly those that provide general
historical surveys of feminist philosophy, or represent a broad selection of
essays spanning three or more decades, or adopt the usual political categories
of liberal, socialist, radical, and the like as an organizing principle. But there
is one other mark of distinction we hope to have achieved, and that is the
reintroduction of an emphasis on practical feminist issues amid the rich, dis-
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cursive framework of contemporary feminist theory. These are issues that
resonate immediately with all those who are immersed in the matters of daily

life.

“PRACTICAL” FEMINISM AND FEMINIST THEORY

Postmodernism, like the long tradition of philosophy before it, tends to place
its emphasis on theory. In its attempt to pull us out of our modernist theoreti-
cal frame of reference to challenge modernist assumptions, postmodernists
stretch the elasticity of language to scrutinize the nature of language itself. In
so doing, they compel us, sometimes unwittingly, to think about the limits of
theory and the future of philosophy. Such musings are valuable in them-
selves, as they may continue to play a significant role in shaping the course
of philosophy for some time to come. But what is less known about contem-
porary feminist theory and postmodernism is that they have also left their
mark on how we think about practical matters, such as the old and new forms
of gender struggles that many women confront in their daily lives.

To bring out this point, we have put together this volume to address some
relevant questions: What is practical feminism in a postmodern world? How
has our thinking about practical gender struggles been shaped by the larger
context of a crisis in philosophy? How does rethinking old categories affect
the way we understand practical issues that we confront daily? What new
forms of freedom, autonomy, subjectivity, social welfare, motherhood, public
and private space, and political resistance have emerged from that? Together,
the chapters in this volume represent many different voices of feminists who
boldly take up familiar, everyday concerns from many unorthodox vantage
points within new conceptual and theoretical framewarks. The authors take
up practical issues, such as those associated with our choice, our work, our
home, our bodies, our family, our identity, and our speech, and invite us to
think about them differently, in new paradigms that break.with tradition.

Indeed, when we speak of practical ethics or practical feminism or even
practical matters, we should put quotation marks around the word “practical”
to call attention to the ways in which it has become problematized by post-
modernists. By “practical feminism,” we do not mean to invoke any artificial
dualism between theory and practice—that is, between thinking and doing,
between the abstract and the concrete, between what’s speculative and what’s
relevant, and so on. The danger of any dualism of this kind is that it misleads
us into thinking that “theory” and “practice” can be divided neatly into two
separate, independent, self-contained realms of “reality.” But can they really
be so divided? Like the postmodernists, we suspect that rigidifying such a
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split could only limit and distort our understanding of the world around us.
As we have often pointed out to our students, even a committed dualist like
Plato had declared at the start of philosophy that daily practices are thor-
oughly imbued with theoretical assumptions, just as tables and chairs partici-
pate in formal structures. And yet, in the scholarship we have surveyed, we
find that the mechanical split between “theory” and “practice” can be subtly
and inadvertently reinforced by feminist philosophy that is not directly teth-
ered to the concerns of everyday life. With this in mind, one of our main
focuses in this volume is to emphasize the inherent connection and reciproc-
ity between “theory” and “practice.” Our objective is to show how feminist
rethinking or “re-visioning,” to borrow Linda Williams’s term, of traditional
theories about power, language, rights, gender, the self, the body, and so on,
is invariably translated into positions and actions we take in our everyday
struggles against violence, harassment, inequality, and restrictions on free-
dom. At the same time, our personal engagement in gender struggles also
gives us unique perspectives from which to reconceptualize our own reality.
In bringing to light these recent writings on gender struggles, we strive for a
more complete picture of the contributions of contemporary feminist philoso-
phy, one that provides a more comprehensive assessment of both the influ-
ences of postmodernism itself and what it has to offer in the way of
“practical” ethics.

In rejecting an artificial dualism of theory and practice, we also reject any
assumption of relevance that privileges the practical over the theoretical.
Under such an assumption, practical matters concerning, say, our work, our
choices, or our interpersonal relationships are considered to be more relevant
and important because they are regarded as the products of direct experience
rather than theoretical speculation. But just as the historian Joan Scott has
used postmodernism to challenge our notions of direct experience, so too
must we scrutinize critically traditional notions of relevance that place experi-
ence over thought. In as much as the chapters in this volume demonstrate the
two to be fundamentally and inextricably intertwined, any attempt to privi-
lege one over the other is misguided.

Finally, when we speak of practical feminism in a postmodern world, we
do not mean to imply that postmodernism is prevalent in every corner of the
world, or that it is the only viable theory that is shaping contemporary femi-
nist writings. However, like many of our contemporaries, we believe that
postmodern thought at once emerges out of and reflects major changes sur-
rounding postindustrialization and increasing globalization, changes that
have left a considerable impact on existing gender struggles. While we do not
yet know which direction postmodernism will take from here on, we can at
least pause at this juncture and assess the initial transformations it has
sparked for feminist philosophy. With this in mind, the chapters chosen for
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this volume revolve around four prevailing themes in recent feminist writings
on gender struggles: reconceptualizing basic feminist categories, deconstruct-
ing women’s and men’s work, examining the language of gender violence,
and carving out new, strategic spaces of resistance. While not all of our
authors would label themselves as postmodern, each in her own way invites
us to think about gender struggles in a new sphere, beyond the boundaries set
by conventional categories and paradigms. Thus our volume represents an
overall feminist re-visioning of a wide range of issues in gender struggles,
from the more familiar ones that, for the past thirty years, have been the
mainstay of feminist scholarship, such as motherhood, beauty, and sexual
violence, to new topics inspired by postindustrialization and multicultur-
alism, such as the welfare state, cyberspace, hate speech, and queer politics,
and finally to topics that traditionally have not been seen as appropriate sub-
jects for philosophizing, such as adoption, care work, and the home.

RECONCEPTUALIZING FEMINIST CATEGORIES

Feminists have assessed women’s historical exclusion from the public sphere
as a problem of self-representation. According to them, since the devaluation
of everything labeled as feminine, and thus the relegation of women to the
second sex, are part of the patriarchal construction of ‘woman,’ it is up to
women themselves to reconstruct that reality. Thus, a common thread that
runs through contemporary feminist philosophy is the need for women to
reconstruct their own reality. Now to reconstruct their own reality is to chal-
lenge the restrictive parameters of choice as well as the warped perceptions
of women’s worth based on the existing ideology of femininity, which is an
important first step toward making practical changes in women’s lives.

But since reality is, for the postmodernist, never a given but is always and
necessarily constructed, women’s struggle to reconstruct their own reality
must be carried out on the basis of their specific situation, culture, and his-
tory. Because situations, cultures, and histories can and often do vary from
individual to individual, there is not a single “women’s reality” that would
represent all women. Indeed, there is no ‘woman’ as a natural or universal
category, no ‘subjectivity’ as a sovereign, unified consciousness. Each
woman can reconstruct her own reality only from her own unique perspective
and on the basis of her individual, concrete experience. Maintaining that
women do not make up one voice but many different voices (hence the value
of personal narratives), feminist theory in the last decade frequently employs
the term ‘feminisms.” Its antifoundationalist assumptions about reality have
fostered an atmosphere of openness to diverse views and experiences, with-
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out rendering any experience to be more valid than the others. It should be
stressed that, even though the postmodernist position on ‘woman’ as social
construction is by no means original (Wollstonecraft and Beauvoir, for exam-
ple, have made similar antiessentialist claims, from the perspectives of liber-
alism and existentialism, respectively), it is postmodern feminists who insist
that such concepts as ‘woman’ and ‘women’ are by no means monolithic.
Indeed, after the 1990s, we now use those terms quite critically and cau-
tiously as we understand social construction in terms of traditional hierarchies
and historical exclusions.

Observing such problems surrounding the very concept of woman, we
begin with two chapters that are devoted specifically to the reconceptualiza-
tion of two central, basic feminist categories: namely, gender and autonomy.
In chapter 1, Linda M. G. Zerilli takes up the question of whether feminist
praxis is possible in view of the postmodernist rejection of ‘women’ as a via-
ble philosophical category. She begins by asking whether it is possible to
engage in feminist political activism without first positing a subject, and
whether that can be done without exclusion. Don’t we have to lay down foun-
dations about knowing who “we” are and what “we” want before acting
politically to improve women’s lives? To assess this problem Zerilli examines
the conventional foundationalist categories of ‘women’ and ‘men.” From
early childhood we have acquired what Monique Wittig calls the “straight
mind”: a basic mind-set of sexual dimorphism that has a powerful hold on
our subjectivity and our actions. Zerilli argues that the feminist project is not
to refute or to reconstruct this pervasive “straight mind” via philosophical
arguments. It is, as Irigaray insists, to establish another “syntax™ altogether,
one that seeks to create a new “space” beyond our familiar world-picture in
which we can apply our imagination and our actions “to see differently what
is there all along.” Zerilli believes it is only in such a space that we can make
political claims about “what women want” without adhering to some founda-
tionalist, straight-mind notion of ‘women.’ In this new syntax, ‘women’ is
not a fixed category, but its meaning for each person in each context would
be “a matter of who speaks (when and where) and to whom.”

A second challenge to gender struggles in daily life has to do with how we
conceptualize autonomy in the context of patriarchy. All too often feminist
efforts to improve women’s lives are stymied by a simplistic appeal to indi-
vidual choice, which basically holds that certain practices, no matter how
sexist feminists find them, are acceptable so long as women themselves have
chosen to accept them. The notion of choice is thus understood categorically
as an absolute. In chapter 2, Nancy J. Hirschmann employs the social con-
structivist model to examine the complexity of women’s personal choices.
According to this model, human beings are socially constructed. In patriar-
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chy, this means male domination is and has been an important part of that
construction. Men have created external barriers to women’s freedom by set-
ting up restrictive laws, customs, and social rules. This social reality, to the
extent that it has been instrumental in shaping women’s self-definition, pref-
erences, and desires, in turn becomes part of women’s psyche, creating an
internal barrier, as it were, to women’s freedom. Hirschmann thus observes
that “men create an entire cultural context that makes women seem to choose
what they in fact are restricted to.” To understand the complexity of women’s
freedom, one needs to see the reciprocity between external factors and inner
feelings that form the overall context in which women choose.

One problem with the social constructivist model is whether it is possible
for feminists, who are themselves products of patriarchal constructions, to
conceptualize alternatives to the existing reality, to talk about “women’s free-
dom,” or even “women,” outside of patriarchal language and knowledge.
Hirschmann finds a way out of this dilemma by adopting a poststructuralist
understanding of language and knowledge. For the poststructuralist, every
discourse, including patriarchy, has aporia within which exist alternative dis-
courses and counterdiscourses. Like Zerilli, Hirschmann recognizes the need
to create a new context that will enable women first to generate from patriar-
chal language and epistemology a set of countermeanings, and then to form
a critical perspective on patriarchy on the basis of such countermeanings.
Hence, the emphasis on language and discourse is important not only in post-
modern theory but in all contemporary writings that address gender struggles.

DECONSTRUCTING WORK

Besides the category ‘woman’ and the concept of autonomy, recent feminist
philosophers have also taken up the task of reconfiguring notions of social
welfare in relation to women’s paid and unpaid labor. This has involved
deconstructing the sexual division of labor in light of the changing structures
of the family. For the most part, women’s unpaid work includes primarily the
work of dependent care for children, ill or disabled relatives, and the elderly.
Hence, deconstructing work invariably involves reconceptualizing notions of
dependency and dependent care that underlie much of women’s unpaid labor.
In the next two chapters, Nancy Fraser and Eva Feder Kittay offer provocative
analyses of women’s work. Fraser looks at wage labor in relation to new mod-
els of social welfare that reflect important changes in society. Kittay exam-
ines the often neglected area of dependency that arises in caring for severely
disabled children. Both authors raise the possibility of a viable feminist con-
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ception of social welfare and the notions of interdependency that such a con-
ception might require.

In chapter 3, Nancy Fraser uses an imaginative approach to analyze the
economic implications of the collapse of the family wage in Western socie-
ties. The family wage was a model that grew out of the industrial nuclear
family structure in which the husband-father was the primary wage earner
whose earnings were expected to buy the subsistence of the entire family.
Historically, this justified the inequity in earnings between male and female
workers in the marketplace. But in recent decades we have seen significant
changes both in the family and in the workforce: women are increasingly sin-
gle heads of households occupying a wide variety of positions in a labor mar-
ket that has become more technological and diversified than ever. All these
changes demand a new model for wage labor. Observing the value of feminist
theory in envisioning a truly egalitarian view of social welfare, Fraser
explores various possibilities for wage labor in postindustrial capitalism.

In a typically postmodern move, Fraser stretches the meaning of wage
labor to include psychological, social, political, and historical factors, making
it apparent that gender equity involves much more than simply the struggle
for fair wages. In keeping with this elaborate notion of gender equity, Fraser
maintains that any new model we construct would have to take into account
at least seven normative principles: antipoverty, antiexploitation, income
equality, leisure time equality, equality of respect, antimarginalization, and
antiandrocentrism. Furthermore, and again in a postmodern vein, Fraser cau-
tions against the wholesale application of any of these principles to ‘women’
as a homogeneous group, and proposes a nonpatriarchal, feminist model of
work, one that transcends the boundaries set by preconceived notions of
men’s (paid) work and women’s (unpaid) work.

In addition to challenging the sexual dichotomy between wage and unpaid
labor, many contemporary feminist theorists discern that deconstructing work
also requires reexamining marginalized forms of labor that are often not rec-
ognized as labor insofar as they are uncompensated in the labor market.
Indeed, no other form of work requires feminist revisioning as much as the
traditional work of parental caregiving. This all-consuming role, with its end-
less tasks and responsibilities, is made all the more difficult in cases involving
children with disabilities. In chapter 4, Eva Feder Kittay gives us a personal
narrative on a subject that feminists rarely touch upon: parenting a child with
severe mental and physical disabilities. Kittay describes the experience of
raising her daughter Sesha for nearly thirty years, revealing the daily hardship
of meeting her needs and attending to her many medical problems, as well as
the considerable cost of her care and the limitations placed on the family’s
mobility. But on the positive side, Kittay also writes about the tremendous
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joy and reward in raising a child who has a boundless capacity for love and
happiness. Sesha’s affectionate and trusting ways have made it easy for her
caregivers to form strong and lasting bonds with her. Mothering Sesha has
made Kittay more acutely aware of two issues. First, her choice to raise Sesha
in a loving home environment rather than in an institution reflects her class
privilege, which she calls her “moral luck.” Second, raising children with
special needs requires parents to carry out the task of “distributed mother-
ing” with reliable, long-term careworkers who could share in the intimacy of
bonding with and caring for them.

To be sure, Kittay makes the same point that Fraser makes in arguing that
society has a communal responsibility in raising children. Both philosophers
reconfigure social welfare in such a way that broadens the conventional
meaning of parenthood. Although Kittay does not, strictly speaking, fit the
label of a postmodernist, her piece is especially effective in demonstrating
why postmodern feminists have found narratives valuable. The use of the sub-
jective voice that is inherent in a narrative allows Kittay to create her own
space, away from “objective reason,” in which to philosophize about a pro-
foundly personal issue. Also evident in Kittay’s narrative is the power of
speech: constructing an open, critical, and thoughtful reflection on one’s lived
experience to share with others has the powerful effect of validating that
experience. Her coining of such terms as ‘dependency workers’ and ‘distrib-
uted mothering’ represents an attempt to redefine traditional notions of work
and motherhood in a new paradigm that transcends the rigid, artificial distinc-
tion between “real work™ and care (work), between “‘real mother” and baby-
sitter. Kittay demonstrates that care is “real work™ and that dependence is a
particular type of carework. Finally, Kittay’s treatment of reason and ratio-
nality represents a break from the modernist or Enlightenment view. In
regarding Sesha as a worthy, fully human person, Kittay effectively chal-
lenges the orthodox view of rationality as the determining criterion for per-
sonhood, a view that has dominated most of the history of philosophy. On a
more personal level, Kittay reveals that writing such a narrative has also chal-
lenged her own assumptions, in light of her training as a philosopher, about
the centrality of reason in human agency.

Together, the two chapters on deconstructing work reflect new ways of
envisioning social relationships in the workplace, the family, and the commu-
nity. Fraser and Kittay have redefined the concepts of work and motherhood
beyond their traditional and rather limiting boundaries by centering them on
women’s experience. Indeed, the challenge that these philosophers posed to
the conventional understanding of such concepts leads us to the larger issues
about language and the structure of society.
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THE LANGUAGE OF GENDER VIOLENCE

Much of contemporary feminist theory has centered on the language of the
body. This can be traced back to its roots in existential phenomenology, in
which the body is seen as that dimension of our being that is firmly situated
in the world. Using this as their starting point, postmodern feminists have
seized upon the body as a site of political discourse about gender struggles,
such as the fight for reproductive rights and the fight to end violence against
women, and so on. Thus, in the late 1980s, we have seen many signs in the
feminist movement that marked a postmodern shift in connecting the body
with gender struggles. For example, in the 1989 Pro-Choice March in Wash-
ington, artist Barbara Kruger’s famous work, Untitled (Your body is a battle-
ground), represents an effort to redefine the abortion debate on women’s
terms. In sharp contrast to the antiabortion poster featuring only a uterus
housing a fetus, Kruger writes her bold message on an image of a woman’s
face to remind people that the woman facing a reproductive choice is not a
uterus but a person. This image, along with the military metaphor of the body
as a “battleground,” makes explicit the body’s connection to language, gen-
der, and power.

In chapter 5, Kathryn Pyne Addelson shows how the postmodern spin on
the language of the body can radically transform the abortion debate. Instead
of refining abortion rights arguments, Addelson suggests that feminists con-
sider how abortion has come to be a public moral problem in the first place.
Following Bruno Latour, Addelson invites us to consider the fetus as a “char-
acter in a story,” in an effort to recast the abortion issue in the metaphor of
a script in which the fetus is “a participant in an ensemble case along with
other participants.” This highly unconventional approach to abortion allows
Addelson to analyze the issue without having to reenter the debate about the
personhood of the fetus, thus circumventing all philosophical and scientific
assumptions about its status. These are assumptions that have, on Addelson’s
view, “polluted feminist discussion of the public problems involving
fetuses.” Like any postmodern script of public discourse, the abortion script
is based on history, politics, and personal narratives; its “truth” is constituted
from different angles by different social participants. Recognizing that,
Addelson explores early scientific “truths™ about the fetus and the historical
purposes served by this rhetoric, such as the need to control immigration or
to discipline doctors. In describing how abortion emerged as a public moral
problem, Addelson shows the inseparability of theory and practice: under-
standing the abortion debate as a script constituted by different social partici-
pants allows feminists to see the importance of their own role as key political
participants in that ongoing script.



