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THEORIZING DIFFERENCE FROM
MULTIRACIAL FEMINISM

MAXINE BACA ZINN and BONNIE THORNTON DILL

Women of color have long challenged the hegemony of femi-
nisms constructed primarily around the lives of white middle-
class women. Since the late 1960s, U.S. women of color have
taken issue with unitary theories of gender. Our critiques grew
out of the widespread concern about the exclusion of women of
color from feminist scholarship and the misinterpretation of
our experiences,' and ultimately "out of the very discourses, de-
nying, permitting, and producing difference."” Speaking simul-
taneously from "within and against" both women's liberation
and antiracist movements, we have insisted on the need to
challenge systems of domination,® not merely as gendered sub-
jects but as women whose lives are affected by our location in
multiple hierarchies.

Recently, and largely in response to these challenges, work
that links gender to other forms of domination is increasing. In
this article, we examine this connection further as well as the
ways in which difference and diversity infuse contemporary
feminist studies. Our analysis draws on a conceptual frame-
work that we refer to as "multiracial feminism." This perspec-
tive is an attempt to go beyond a mere recognition of diversity
and difference among women to examine structures of domina-
tion, specifically the importance of race in understanding the
social construction of gender. Despite the varied concerns and
multiple intellectual stances which characterize the feminisms
of women of color, they share an emphasis on race as a primary
force situating genders differently. It is the centrality of race, of
institutionalized racism, and of struggles against racial op-
pression that link the various feminist perspectives within this
framework. Together, they demonstrate that racial meanings
offer new theoretical directions for feminist thought.
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TENSIONS IN CONTEMPORARY
DIFFERENCE FEMINISM

Objections to the false universalism embedded in the concept
"woman" emerged within other discourses as well as those of
women of color.® Lesbian feminists and postmodern feminists
put forth their own versions of what Susan Bordo has called
"gender skepticism."

Many thinkers within mainstream feminism have respond-
ed to these critiques with efforts to contextualize gender. The
search for women's "universal" or "essential" characteristics is
being abandoned. By examining gender in the context of other
social divisions and perspectives, difference has gradually be-
come important—even problematizing the universal categories
of "women" and "men." Sandra Harding expresses the shift
best in her claim that "there are no gender relations per se, but
only gender relations as constructed by and between classes,
races, and cultures."’

Many feminists now contend that difference occupies center
stage as the project of women studies today.® According to one
scholar, "difference has replaced equality as the central concern
of feminist theory." Many have welcomed the change, hailing it
as a major revitalizing force in U.S. feminist theory.® But if
some priorities within mainstream feminist thought have been
refocused by attention to difference, there remains an "uneasy
alliance""! between women of color and other feminists.

If difference has helped revitalize academic feminisms, it
has also "upset the apple cart" and introduced new conflicts
into feminist studies.’? For example, in a recent and widely dis-
cussed essay, Jane Rowland Martin argues that the current
preoccupation with difference is leading feminism into danger-
ous traps. She fears that in giving privileged status to a prede-
termined set of analytic categories (race, ethnicity, and class),
"we affirm the existence of nothing but difference." She asks,
"How do we know that for us, difference does not turn on being
fat, or religious, or in an abusive relationship?'"

We, too, see pitfalls in some strands of the difference project.
However, our perspectives take their bearings from social rela-
tions. Race and class differences are crucial, we argue, not as
individual characteristics (such as being fat) but insofar as
they are primary organizing principles of a society which lo-
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cates and positions groups within that society's opportunity
structures.

Despite the much-heralded diversity trend within feminist
studies, difference is often reduced to mere pluralism: a "live
and let live" approach where principles of relativism generate
a long list of diversities which begin with gender, class, and
race and continue through a range of social structural as well
as personal characteristics." Another disturbing pattern,
which bell hooks refers to as "the commodification of differ-
ence," is the representation of diversity as a form of exotica, "a
spice, seasoning that livens up the dull dish that is main-
stream white culture."”® The major limitation of these ap-
proaches is the failure to attend to the power relations that ac-
company difference. Moreover, these approaches ignore the in-
equalities that cause some characteristics to be seen as "nor-
mal" while others are seen as "different" and thus, deviant.

Maria C. Lugones expresses irritation at those feminists
who see only the problem of difference without recognizing dif-
ference.’ Increasingly, we find that difference is recognized.
But this in no way means that difference occupies a "privi-
leged" theoretical status. Instead of using difference to rethink
the category of women, difference is often a euphemism for
women who differ from the traditional norm. Even in purport-
ing to accept difference, feminist pluralism often creates a so-
cial reality that reverts to universalizing women:

So much feminist scholarship assumes that when we cut through all of the
diversity among women created by differences of racial classification, eth-
nicity, social class, and sexual orientation, a "universal truth" concerning
women and gender lies buried underneath. But if we can face the scary
possibility that no such certainty exists and that persisting in such a
search will always distort or omit someone's experiences, with what do we

replace this old way of thinking? Gender differences and gender politics
begin to look very different if there is no essential woman at the core."’

WHAT IS MULTIRACIAL FEMINISM?

A new set of feminist theories have emerged from the chal-
lenges put forth by women of color. Multiracial feminism is an
evolving body of theory and practice informed by wide-ranging
intellectual traditions. This framework does not offer a singu-
lar or unified feminism but a body of knowledge situating
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women and men in multiple systems of domination. U.S. mul-
tiracial feminism encompasses several emergent perspectives
developed primarily by women of color: African Americans, La-
tinas, Asian Americans, and Native Americans, women whose
analyses are shaped by their unique perspectives as "outsiders
within"-marginal intellectuals whose social locations provide
them with a particular perspective on self and society.”® Al-
though U.S. women of color represent many races and ethnic
backgrounds—with different histories and cultures—our femi-
nisms cohere in their treatment of race as a basic social divi-
sion, a structure of power, a focus of political struggle, and
hence a fundamental force in shaping women's and men's lives.

This evolving intellectual and political perspective uses sev-
eral controversial terms. While we adopt the label "multiracial,"
other terms have been used to describe this broad framework.
For example, Chela Sandoval refers to "U.S. Third World femi-
nisms,"* while other scholars refer to "indigenous feminisms."
In their theory text-reader, Alison M. Jagger and Paula M.
Rothenberg adopt the label "multicultural feminism."®

We use "multiracial" rather than "multicultural" as a way of
underscoring race as a power system that interacts with other
structured inequalities to shape genders. Within the U. S. con-
text, race, and the system of meanings and ideologies which ac-
company it, is a fundamental organizing principle of social re-
lationships.” Race affects all women and men, although in dif-
ferent ways. Even cultural and group differences among wom-
en are produced through interaction within a racially stratified
social order. Therefore, although we do not discount the impor-
tance of culture, we caution that cultural analytic frameworks
that ignore race tend to view women's differences as the prod-
uct of group-specific values and practices that often result in
the marginalization of cultural groups which are then per-
ceived as exotic expressions of a normative center. Our focus on
race stresses the social construction of differently situated so-
cial groups and their varying degrees of advantage and power.
Additionally, this emphasis on race takes on increasing politi-
cal importance in an era where discourse about race is gov-
erned by color-evasive language® and a preference for individ-
ual rather than group remedies for social inequalities. Our
analyses insist upon the primary and pervasive nature of race

This content downloaded by the authorized user from 192.168.52.69 on Fri, 30 Nov 2012 11:51:07 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions


http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

Maxine Baca Zinn and Bonnie Thornton Dill 325

in contemporary U.S. society while at the same time acknowl-
edging how race both shapes and is shaped by a variety of oth-
er social relations.

In the social sciences, multiracial feminism grew out of so-
cialist feminist thinking. Theories about how political economic
forces shape women's lives were influential as we began to un-
cover the social causes of racial ethnic women's subordination.
But socialist feminism's concept of capitalist patriarchy, with
its focus on women's unpaid (reproductive) labor in the home
failed to address racial differences in the organization of repro-
ductive labor. As feminists of color have argued, "reproductive
labor has divided along racial as well as gender lines, and the
specific characteristics have varied regionally and changed
over time as capitalism has reorganized."® Despite the limita-
tions of socialist feminism, this body of literature has been es-
pecially useful in pursuing questions about the interconnec-
tions among systems of domination.*

Race and ethnic studies was the other major social scientific
source of multiracial feminism. It provided a basis for compar-
ative analyses of groups that are socially and legally subordi-
nated and remain culturally distinct within U.S. society. This
includes the systematic discrimination of socially constructed
racial groups and their distinctive cultural arrangements. His-
torically, the categories of African American, Latino, Asian
American, and Native American were constructed as both ra-
cially and culturally distinct. Each group has a distinctive cul-
ture, shares a common heritage, and has developed a common
identity within a larger society that subordinates them.?

We recognize, of course, certain problems inherent in an un-
critical use of the multiracial label. First, the perspective can
be hampered by a biracial model in which only African Ameri-
cans and whites are seen as racial categories and all other
groups are viewed through the prism of cultural differences.
Latinos and Asians have always occupied distinctive places
within the racial hierarchy, and current shifts in the composi-
tion of the U.S. population are racializing these groups anew.*

A second problem lies in treating multiracial feminism as a
single analytical framework, and its principle architects, wom-
en of color, as an undifferentiated category. The concepts "mul-
tiracial feminism," "racial ethnic women," and "women of color"
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"homogenize quite different experiences and can falsely uni-
versalize experiences across race, ethnicity, sexual orientation,
and age."” The feminisms created by women of color exhibit a
plurality of intellectual and political positions. We speak in
many voices, with inconsistencies that are born of our different
social locations. Multiracial feminism embodies this plurality
and richness. Our intent is not to falsely universalize women of
color. Nor do we wish to promote a new racial essentialism in
place of the old gender essentialism. Instead, we use these con-
cepts to examine the structures and experiences produced by
intersecting forms of race and gender.

It is also essential to acknowledge that race is a shifting and
contested category whose meanings construct definitions of all
aspects of social life.” In the United States it helped define citi-
zenship by excluding everyone who was not a white, male
property owner. It defined labor as slave or free, coolie or con-
tract, and family as available only to those men whose mar-
riages were recognized or whose wives could immigrate with
them. Additionally, racial meanings are contested both within
groups and between them.*

Although definitions of race are at once historically and geo-
graphically specific, they are also transnational, encompassing
diasporic groups and crossing traditional geographic bound-
aries. Thus, while U.S. multiracial feminism calls attention to
the fundamental importance of race, it must also locate the
meaning of race within specific national traditions.

THE DISTINGUISHING FEATURES OF
MULTIRACIAL FEMINISM

By attending to these problems, multiracial feminism offers a
set of analytic premises for thinking about and theorizing gen-
der. The following themes distinguish this branch of feminist
inquiry.

First, multiracial feminism asserts that gender is construct-
ed by a range of interlocking inequalities, what Patricia Hill
Collins calls a "matrix of domination."® The idea of a matrix is
that several fundamental systems work with and through each
other. People experience race, class, gender, and sexuality dif-
ferently depending upon their social location in the structures
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of race, class, gender, and sexuality. For example, people of the
same race will experience race differently depending upon
their location in the class structure as working class, profes-
sional managerial class, or unemployed; in the gender struc-
ture as female or male; and in structures of sexuality as het-
erosexual, homosexual, or bisexual.

Multiracial feminism also examines the simultaneity of sys-
tems in shaping women's experience and identity. Race, class,
gender, and sexuality are not reducible to individual attributes
to be measured and assessed for their separate contribution in
explaining given social outcomes, an approach that Elizabeth
Spelman calls "popbead metaphysics," where a woman's identi-
ty consists of the sum of parts neatly divisible from one anoth-
er.* The matrix of domination seeks to account for the multiple
ways that women experience themselves as gendered, raced,
classed, and sexualized.

Second, multiracial feminism emphasizes the intersectional
nature of hierarchies at all levels of social life. Class, race, gen-
der, and sexuality are components of both social structure and
social interaction. Women and men are differently embedded
in locations created by these cross-cutting hierarchies. As a re-
sult, women and men throughout the social order experience
different forms of privilege and subordination, depending on
their race, class, gender, and sexuality. In other words, inter-
secting forms of domination produce both oppression:and op-
portunity. At the same time that structures of race, class, and
gender create disadvantages for women of color, they provide
unacknowledged benefits for those who are at the top of these
hierarchies—whites, members of the upper classes, and males.
Therefore, multiracial feminism applies not only to racial eth-
nic women but also to women and men of all races, classes, and
genders.

Third, multiracial feminism highlights the relational nature
of dominance and subordination. Power is the cornerstone of
women's differences.®? This means that women's differences are
connected in systematic ways.® Race is a vital element in the
pattern of relations among minority and white women. As
Linda Gordon argues, the very meanings of being a white wom-
an in the United States have been affected by the existence of
subordinated women of color: "They intersect in conflict and in
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occasional cooperation, but always in mutual influence."*

Fourth, multiracial feminism explores the interplay of social
structure and women's agency. Within the constraints of race,
class, and gender oppression, women create viable lives for
themselves, their families, and their communities. Women of
color have resisted and often undermined the forces of power
that control them. From acts of quiet dignity and steadfast de-
termination to involvement in revolt and rebellion, women
struggle to shape their own lives. Racial oppression has been a
common focus of the "dynamic of oppositional agency" of wom-
en of color. As Chandra Talpade Mohanty points out, it is the
nature and organization of women's opposition which mediates
and differentiates the impact of structures of domination.®

Fifth, multiracial feminism encompasses wide-ranging
methodological approaches, and like other branches of feminist
thought, relies on varied theoretical tools as well. Ruth Fran-
kenberg and Lata Mani identify three guiding principles of in-
clusive feminist inquiry: "building complex analyses, avoiding
erasure, specifying location."* In the last decade, the opening
up of academic feminism has focused attention on social loca-
tion in the production of knowledge. Most basically, research
by and about marginalized women has destabilized what used
to be considered as universal categories of gender. Marginal-
ized locations are well suited for grasping social relations that
remained obscure from more privileged vantage points. Lived
experience, in other words, creates alternative ways of under-
standing the social world and the experience of different
groups of women within it. Racially informed standpoint epis-
temologies have provided new topics, fresh questions, and new
understandings of women and men. Women of color have, as
Norma Alarcon argues, asserted ourselves as subjects, using
our voices to challenge dominant conceptions of truth.*

Sixth, multiracial feminism brings together understandings
drawn from the lived experiences of diverse and continuously
changing groups of women. Among Asian Americans, Native
Americans, Latinas, and Blacks are many different national
cultural and ethnic groups. Each one is engaged in the process
of testing, refining, and reshaping these broader categories in
its own image. Such internal differences heighten awareness of
and sensitivity to both commonalities and differences, serving
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as a constant reminder of the importance of comparative study
and maintaining a creative tension between diversity and uni-
versalization.

DIFFERENCE AND TRANSFORMATION

Efforts to make women's studies less partial and less distorted
have produced important changes in academic feminism. In-
clusive thinking has provided a way to build multiplicity and
difference into our analyses. This has led to the discovery that
race matters for everyone. White women, too, must be recon-
ceptualized as a category that is multiply defined by race,
class, and other differences. As Ruth Frankenberg demon-
strates in a study of whiteness among contemporary women,
all kinds of social relations, even those that appear neutral,
are, in fact, racialized. Frankenberg further complicates the
very notion of a unified white identity by introducing issues of
Jewish identity.® Therefore, the lives of women of color cannot
be seen as a variation on a more general model of white Amer-
ican womanhood. The model of womanhood that feminist so-
cial science once held as "universal" is also a product of race
and class.

When we analyze the power relations constituting all social
arrangements and shaping women's lives in distinctive ways,
we can begin to grapple with core feminist issues about how
genders are socially constructed and constructed differently.
Women's difference is built into our study of gender. Yet this
perspective is quite far removed from the atheoretical plural-
ism implied in much contemporary thinking about gender.

Multiracial feminism, in our view, focuses not just on differ-
ences but also on the way in which differences and domination
intersect and are historically and socially constituted. It chal-
lenges feminist scholars to go beyond the mere recognition and
inclusion of difference to reshape the basic concepts and theo-
ries of our disciplines. By attending to women's social location
based on race, class, and gender, multiracial feminism seeks to
clarify the structural sources of diversity. Ultimately, multira-
cial feminism forces us to see privilege and subordination as
interrelated and to pose such questions as: How do the exis-
tences and experiences of all people-women and men, different
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racial-ethnic groups, and different classes—shape the experi-
ences of each other? How are those relationships defined and
enforced through social institutions that are the primary sites
for negotiating power within society? How do these differences
contribute to the construction of both individual and group
identity? Once we acknowledge that all women are affected by
the racial order of society, then it becomes clear that the in-
sights of multiracial feminism provide an analytical frame-
work, not solely for understanding the experiences of women of
color but for understanding all women, and men, as well.
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