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those places where worlds meet. and the world-travelling
thinke: will always be ready to abandon familiar territory
when 1t seeqs reguired for human understanding and
communication.*’
It is evident from Bordo's reading of hooks that there is a future
for white feminists interested in issues of race, but hocks has
serious reservations concerning how we go about doing this. In her
chapter "Critical Interrogation talking race: resisting racism"
hooks criticizes the recent attention accorded multi-culturalism.
She claims that when scholars express an interest in ethnicity it
is too often separated from its political and historical context,
and scholars end up "divorcing” themselves from recognizing racism.
With the loss of an explicit anti-racist perspective scholars also
forget about how whites dominate blacks and how blacks continue to
suffer because of it. In her view, ethnic studies does not have
the same critical edge that black studies used to have because
whites tend to use such discussions as a starting point for white
self criticism.%

Similarly, she argues that when white feminists use postmodern
literary techniques to talk about racism they may lose sight of
what deconstruction means for black women. She wonders., for

example, what it means "when primarily white men and women are

producing the discourse around Otherness?" and she describes the

Nsusan Bordo, review of Yearnirng: Race, Gender, and Cultural
Politics, by bell hooks in Feminist Studies 18, no.l (Spring 1992):
166.

nhooks, Yearning, 20-21. Hooks borrows this idea from Michele
Wallace who calls this process "seeing African-American culture as
the starting point for white self criticism." Since hooks uses no
footnotes, I was unable to reference Wallace's observations.
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supposedly antiracist literature as both "racist™ and
. ¢ . . . .

"condescending” .-’ Ultimately in thooks' view, deconstruction

theory can be beneficial £for black <feminism. Post-modernist

deconstruction of the master narratives, for example, provides
black women with the opportunity to establish their own critical
voices that have been silenced feor too long. According to hocks,
it is only through this process of deconstruction that culture can
be transformed, and while hooks admits that it is risky business
because of the intense fragmentation that results, she feels
strongly that it is a risk worth taking.

In her article, "The Social Construction of Black Feminist
Thought,"” Patricia Hill Collins takes a more explicit stance on the
issue of subjectivity by arguing that black women must contrel the
development of knowledge that centres on them as subjects.30 Since
black women have experienced the things that they are talking about
directly, Collins concludes that black women's insights are more
credible than those of others whe have just read or thought about
it. Present day black feminist historians can better understand
past black women's experiences than white women because of the
resistance to authority that black women have shared across time.3l

In other words, the authority of experience extends back through

Brpid., 53.

Wpatricia Hill Collins, "The Social Construction of Black
Feminist Thought," Signs, 14:4(1989): 745-773.

nIbid., 745,746. Collins ignores vital social and economic
differences between blacks that might have influenced the degree of
resistance.
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time and there is a connection between contemporary black women and
their foremothers. "Thus,™ as Cellins poinits out, "concrete
experience as a criterion for credibility frequently is invoked by

an
"ol

Black women when making knowledge claims. Collins encourages
black women to create and control their own knowledge based on of
the theory that all thought reflects the interests of its creators.
Not only do black women's situations put them in a position to see
things differently, but they also must realize that empowered
groups have a vested interest in suppressing the development of
such thought.

In Collins' view it is also necessary that black women produce
their own thought because outsiders will not be seen as credible in
the eyes of other black women. To this end, Collins adds anotker
criterion for writing black feminist thought -- namely that
scholars possess a desire and a willingness to discuss their
research with ordinary people, especially people outside of
academia. In addition, scholars must reject a stance of
objectivity and become personal advocates for the subjects they
study. This means that they must accept personal responsibility
for the implications of their work.

Although Collins feels strongly that black women must control
the development of their own thought, she does provide a space from
which white women and men and black men can operate. In her view

outsiders should be encouraged to think about black women's issues.

-"She writes, "Black men, white women, and members of race, class,

321bid., 759.
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and gender groups should be encouraged to interpret, teach, and
critigue the Black feminist thought produced by African-American
women."™ For Collins the evidence that counts the most in the
creation of black feminist thougkt is the evidence of experience
that comes from living as a black woman.

Collins rejects postmodernism by completely avoiding it.
Since Collins draws on existing models of scholariy inquiry, she is
unsuccessful in challenging existing assumpticvns of difference.
While she takes a radical position, the form, structure and
orgarization of her findings resemble more orthodox modes of
inguiry. Joan Scott has advanced a similar c¢ritigue of the
problems created when the evidence of experience is offered as
proof. She feels that the "critical thrust™ of any history of
difference is weakened when historians rely on experience because
it appeals to readers as uncontestable evidence and tends to become
the basis for all further interpretations. Even more problematic
is the fact that these historians "take as self-evident the
identities of those whose difference is being documented and thus

naturalize their difference.“34

Not only does postmodern theory
challenge existing boundaries of difference. It also examines how
difference gets constructed in the first place.

Hooks' and Collins' attachment to the evidence of experience,

is closely tied to their open political goals, since common black

experience seems to them the basis of resistance to oppression. BAs

31pid., 770.

#30an Scott, "Experience," 776.



Sonya Rose notes, "the feminist analyses by women of coler are
often deliberately political and are coriented to empowering the
people of their communities and to dismantling structures of
domination.™? Since they advocate experience as a requirement of
black feminist writing, I think they lose the possibility of
creating a new kind of consciousness about difference. Another
matter black feminists like hooks and Collins should address is tie
relationship between essentialism and the call £for concrete
experience.

Some white feminists also hold a similar attachment to the
importance of experience in driving feminist studies. Whereas
Collins feels that black feminist theory should be left to black
women, white historian Ruth Roach Pierson, in "Experience,
Difference, Dominance and Voice in the Writing of Canadian Women's
History,” suggests that rather than exclude white women £rom
writing about less advantaged women, each work should be judged for
itself. If writers can engage with their subjects in an
enlightening manner, than they should continue to publish their
findings. Like Collins, however, Pierson relies heavily on the
evidence of experience and recognizes the problems that are created
when scholars are not personally connected to the experience of
their sﬁbjects. For example, Pierson cautions men against leading

feminist scholarship noting that some male historians have not

demonstrated a personal connection between themselves and the women

35Sonya Rose, "Is Feminist Scholarship Losing Its Critical
Edge," 91.
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they study.ﬁ tn the other hand, Pierson argues that some
privileged white women, like Canadian feminist historian Sylvia Van
Kirk, can credibly write about less advantaged women, as
demonstrated in Van RKirk's study of Native women, Many Tender Ties:
Women in Fur Trade Society, 1670-1870.

Although Van Kirk is "distanced"” from her subjects by race and
time, just as men are distanced from writing about women by gender
and time, in Pierson's view Van Kirk writes successfully about her
subjects because she is attached to her subjects by both gender and

her own personal convictions.!’

The goal for feminist historians,
argues Pierson, is to put the voices of women in a context that
exposes their discursive reality so that we may come to know what
influenced them and how they lived.

Pierson recognizes that 1in certain "political moments”
privileged feminists must embrace a kind of "epistemic humility"™
whereby they step aside and let less advantaged women tell their

18

own stories. At the same time she insists that to prevent white

35Ruth Roach Pierson, "Experience, Difference, Dominance and
Voice in the Writing of Canadian Women's History," in Karen Offen,
Ruth Roach Pierson, and Jane Rendall, eds. Writing Women's History:
International Perspectives. London: Macmillan; Bloomington and
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 19%1.

33t the same time Pierson notes that some men have been
successful at writing feminist history. Canadian historian Angus
McLaren, for example, has been enormously successful at writing on
birth control and childbirth because he does not attempt to speak
for women, focusing instead on contextualizing the many social
aspects of women and their bodies.

33Sylvia Van Kirk, “Many Tender Ties': Women in Fur Trade
Society in Western Canada, 1670-1870 (Winnipeg, Manitoba: Watson &
Dwyer Publishing Litd., 1980).
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feminist writers from narrating the histories of nonwhite women
because they have not "lived” that experience is to suggest a kind
of "naive empiricism” that implies the aim of the historian is to
reclaim voices. Pierson comes to +the conclusion that white
feminists must be prepared to listen with humility to a chorus of
different voices."
Like Pierson, Joan Scott criticizes the argument that only
African-Americans can teach African-American history, and Scott's
analysis is also based on a critique of experience. In

"Multiculturalism and the Politics of Identity,"” Scott offers an

¥  What is so brilliant about

insightful discussion on racism.
Scott's analysis is that it forced me to reflect on the ways im
which racism is produced in this society. She did not Jjust
describe how racist we all are and how miraculous it is that black
people have survived this oppression, or suggest that whites are
somehow wounded by processes of discrimination in the same way as
blacks. Instead, Scott criticizes the recent attention accorded
multiculturalism and the conception of identity groups in pluralist
terms as part of the legacy of individualism.

The ideology of individualism is a set of assumptions and
principles that claims all individuals are equal units. Proponents
of this theory:who were pdwerful during the Reagan and Bush

administrations, boast that public policy and court decisions are

designed to protect the rights of individuals and that no

3“'Piex:son, "Experience, Difference, Dominance and Voice," 94.

30an Scott, "Multiculturalism and the Politics of Identity.,”
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individual should have more rights than any other. Scott points to
problems with this logic in the recent administrations of Reagan
and Bush. Under Reagan and Bush the courts reversed affirmative
action decisions, vetoced Civil Rights legislation and denied
analysis and policies based on discrimination against groups and
defended themselves by saying that these acts were done in the name
of justice to individuals. But thev ignored the reality of
systemic domination and oppression against categories of people.

Multiculturalism was similarly conceived within the context of
individualism. An emphasis on diversity is not a new way of
thinking about "Others™ but an application of old logic and its
extension to all groups. Advocates of the new multiculturalism
emphasize the great diversity and variety that exist in the U.S.
but downplay the contradictions and crnflict and differences of
power that exist among groups. They focus on improving one's
personal behaviour rather than recogniziug thhe systems of
subordination that are at work.!!

While Scott is certainly not the first feminist scholar to
criticize individualism, her critique is distinct because she makes
unpopular criticisms against all groups who use individualism
whether as a basis for their support or for a critique of

multiculturalism. She points out that individualism is the

ilgcott refers to Kenneth Jackson, who argues that with the
exception of slavery America has always been welcoming to
immigrants, and Arthur Schlesinger Jr., who thinks we should focus
on assimilation rather than difference. He wants to uphold
individualist principles and ignore the process which sets up
difference. Ibid., p. 7.
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justification for right-wing opposition to multiculturalism, for
the liberal universities' concession %to subscribe ito iis newly
diverse population, as well as for the identity pelitics of
minority groups.“ Whereas in the early days of identity polities
groups used the term experience to mean something historically
produced, today, in an age of increasing conservatism, they often
use the term "experience” in an essentialist way to suggest that
their view point "comes from deep down inside".¥
This process of individualizing discrimination has led to an
increasing reliance on direct experience as the only form of true
knowledge. While less advantaged groups like African-Americans
object to contemporary history curricula which leave them out,
Scott disagrees with the criticism that if whites do include
stories about blacks, they are inevitably racist. As an
alternative to identity politics Scott proposes that we must work
to understand why African-Americans have béen ignored and what the
consequences of their exclusion are. This approach will expose
"the process by which difference has been created and
maintained.” she argues, moreover, that the premise of identity
politics is merely an imitation of the strategy of dominant groups
who keep power by producing epistemologies that insist on
separatism. In Scott's view, an approach that seeks to understand

the complexities of difference by creating sophisticated theories

21pid., 8.
1pig., 9.
#1pig., 10.
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such as her own is a much more adegquate way o¢f understanding
polities than the liberal pluralism that currently dominates
thinking on race. Scott suggests that in the current situation in
which progressive policies are jeopvardized by reactionary groups,
her approach "might be all to the good."45

Scott’s piece is an example of how post-structuralism works in
the new way of thinking about history. Rather than search for
findings that tell ™wie es eigentlich gewesen"™ (how it really
happened), Scott c¢rosses disciplinary boundaries and borrows
findings from 1literary theory that the "real”™ can only be
discovered by understanding language and systems of meanings.
Crossing disciplinary boundaries as Scott has, however, does not go
far enough because she does not insist that scholars must likewise
explore how their own point of view has been produced and account
for how they came to the subject. Many scholars, especially those
who write about different races, classes and genders, need to
explain their vantage point to make their findings more
understandable and Scott should do likewise.

Vron Ware's recent Beyond The Pale is an excellent example of
how much more successful history is when authors tell about their
point of view. Ware declares the stakes in her findings by asking
the question, "What exactly has racism got to do with white

women?“‘5 As a white woman, Ware wants to know her reole in systems

S1pid., 11.

$yron Ware, Beyond the Pale: White Women, Racism and History,
{(London, 1992): 25.



of discrimination which both construct identities £feor people and
than exclude them £from power. She speaks candidly about the
hostility generated among black women when white women address
racism and makes it clear that she is not speaking on behalf of
other less advantaged women who have experienced racism Jdirectly.
Her aim is to address the social relations that produced the racism
and discrimination. In other words, Ware is not claiming knowledge
of other women's lives. She recounts the criticisms made against
her for interest in race and argues that race as a category of
analysis does not belong to black people.

While white women move to the forefront of poststructural
analysis and <continue to interpret their experiences in
increasingly sophisticated ways, many of their attempts to include
race (with the exception of Ware, Scott and Pierson) remain rooted
in racist thinking as they often amount to little more than

tokenism.”

The concept of gender itself, with its freguently
monolithic outlook on sex roles has often excluded less advantaged
women because seminal studies that used it made generalizations
that did not take into account the experiences of black women.
Black feminist historian Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, for example,

has argued that the cult of domesticity was mostly embraced by

white middle-class women and that it tells us almost nothing about

uEvelyn Brooks Higginbothom, "African-Zmerican's Women's
History and the Metalanguage of Race," Signs 17(Winter, 1992) 251.
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black women's lives."

Jane Plax attempts to expand her awareness of gender to
include race within a postmodern framework. in "The End of
Innocence",ﬂ she rpoints out some of the limits of the uses of
poststructuralism in contemporary feminist theory but is convinced
that it is a useful tool in historical research. One advantage of
postmodern theory is that it links black feminist £findings with
postmodern theory. Like postmodernism, writings by women of colour
also expose problems with difference and the relations of
domination that white feminist theorists have apprehended as the
basis for their own theories.

The major problem that she has with postmodernism is her
feeling that there are still elements of structural racism present
in white feminists discussions on postmodernism. According to
Flax, postmodern discourse centres on the problem with the category
of difference because white feminists are uneasy about
reconstituting our knowledge of difference and the "nature” of
feminist theorizing. Closer examination reveals that white
feminists are still bitter about how the "others" and their claims
of difference destroyed the illusion of an all-inclusive
sisterhood. She writes, "Since directly attacking women of colour

or voicing our resentment of them (in public) would be politically

48Evelyn Brooks Bigginbotham, "Beyond the Sound of Silence:
Afro-American Women's History," Gender and History 1, no. 1(1989):
50-67.

$7ane Flax, "End of Innocence," in Judith Butler and Joan
Scott eds. Feminists Theorize The Political, (New York, 1992): 445-
463.
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unthinkable, is it easier and more acceptable for white women to
express our discomfort with difference discourses and the politics
cf knowledge claims by categorically rejecting postmodernism and
branding it politically incorrect?"¥

ARs a practising psychotherapist,Sl Flax provides thoughtful
insight into the ways academics privilege the social scientific
approach to mask discomfort and guilt about our own theorizing.sz
I also agree with her solution that the best way to stop the
exclusion of black women is to deconstruct the systems of
domination in the production of epistemologies. In this way,
postmodernism discloses the racist thinking that is concealed in
more orthodox approaches to theory.

although Flax addresses black women, she does so only in her
conclusion. It is evident that she tco, has not fully appreciated
the importance of race. For instance, she only refers to women as
white in relation to her discussion of black women and fails to
clarify the racial identity of her subjects when she talks about
"feminists". This is known as "marking” and "non-marking"™. By not
providing the gqualifying adjective black or white, Flax sets up the
unmarked term as the norm and the subject is assumed to be white

unless marked otherwise. For the most part, in the rest of the

Nrpid., 459.

susan Bordo, "Postmodern Subjects, Postmodern Bodies," review
of Thinking Fragments: Psychoanalysis, Femznism, and
Postmodernism(104~\+* (Contemporary West, by Jane Flax in Feminist
Studies 18, no.l(Spring 1992): 162,163.

52Flax, "Innocence,” 459.
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text when Flax writes feminists, she means white feminists and only
uses white 1if she uses black. If postmodernism creates a
consciousness about difference, than we have to begin to
decanstruct whiteness by thinking about race outside of situations
when we are talking about black women. We must likewise begin to
read black writers for issues that transcend their claims of
otherness. In this way, postmodernism c¢an become a place to begin
this process.

The recent book Sisters of the Yam: Black Women and Self-
Recovery (1993) by bell hooks has heiped me to confront my
hostility about discussions that fail to adeguately address race.
While the book is written primarily for black women as a guide to
self-examination and healing the inner-self, her methodology left
a sharp impression on me. I realized that in my struggle to
confront the question of expropriation, I became so self-absorbed
that I at times lost my grasp of what the process was all about.
Hooks' new book restored the meaning that this project originally
had for me by reminding me that the issue of authorship is
important because as a white woman I am writing from a privileged
point of view and the desire to write about less advantaged women
has to be addressed with this in mind.

In her book, hooks teaches about forgiveness and understanding
and reminds me that the aim of black feminist inguiry is to empower
black women in their fight against racism and sexism. The
discussion over authorship is not intended to raise consciousness

that point of view matters. Who wrote the piece, their racial
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identity, personal agenda, and ideology have a direct bearing on
how we interpret what is put before us.

As a white woman doing black women's history I can never live
the experience of being a black women. As Ruth Roach Pierson
points out, since white women are in a position of dominance, they
are apt to be ambivalent at times about the "lived experience” of
black women and the fact that dominance is central to their

53 the project of writing about black women or white

experience.
women and racism should be aimed at getting black women's voices to
be heard or at analyzing the meaning of race in white women's
lives. For the most part these discussions about whether or not
white women can write about blacks are presented as an issue for
whites to consider and end up being more about whites than blacks.

The race issue that split the Women's Press in Toronto
exemplifies how white feminists' insensitivities can cause serious
damage when they fail to see the reality of lived oppression,
especially within their own circles. To dismiss the charges of
racism is to fail to respect deeply held perceptions by a number of
black women, and that, surely, does nothing to advance the
dialogue. The opponents of the Press' decision took refuge behind
the principle of artistic freedom rather than continue to engage in
a dialogue with the other women. As Pierson notes, the request

that comes from the Women's Press can be interpreted as a view of

racism that argues anti-racist literature can be veiced only by

Bpierson, "Experience, Difference, Dominance and Voice,"™ 93.
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N . . R:
those who have directly lived racism.™™

But it can also be applied
to historical inquiry as a request that women's historians
acknowledge in their research and findings the position of their
own voice and proceed with epistemic humility.SS

Throughout this project I have struggled with my own authority
as a white Teminist doing black women's history. Marlene Nourbese
Philip points out, however, that the issue at stake is not whether
white women have a right to make black women their subjects.
Rather, the problem, in her view, relates to the fact that women of
colour seldom have the resources required to allow or permit "any
sort of writing to take place, let alone writing from a particular

point of view. "

She is critical that in the media hype
surrounding the split, the press became obsessed with the gquestion
of the role of white women and none of the exchange focused on how
to create ways to get more black women into print or how to make
writing projects non-racist. Reading Philip, I came to an
understanding that the debate over expropriation is flawed in that
it is too often presented in terms of how it relates to white
women. She is right when she says we have to focus on ways of

providing less advantaged groups with equal access to all of the

resources that society has to offer. While Philip finds plenty of

54Pierson, "Experience, Difference, Dominance and Voice,” 93.

Btpid., 93.

%¥Marlene Nourbese Philip, "The Disappearing Debate: Racism and
Censorship™ in Libby Scheier, Sarah Sheard and Eleanor Wachtel
eds., Language in Her Eye: Writing and Gender, Views by Canadian
Women Writing in English, (Toronto, 1990): 213. :

3
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reasons to ban white authorship, she still finds this solution teo
be an unsatisfactory approach to the problem. Besides bheing
completely unenforceable, prohibiting whites from making blacks
their subjects does not address structural racism, and more
importantly, as the hard lesson of the split at the press
illustrates, it gives the people who are insensible about living
with oppression a red-herring to "sink their anti-censorship teeth
into."¥

It is significant to note that the anthology in which Philip's
work appears, came after the Women's Press conflict. Language In
Her Eye (1990), was edited by Libby Scheier and Sarah Sheard, two
of the most outspoken critics of the Women's Press' antiracist
guidelines. At the time of the split Scheier worried that the
guidelines violated freedom of speech. 1In her view, while the
guidelines didn't censor writers, the logic of that approach made
censorship possible. "It's not censorship,” said a troubled
Scheier, "but it adds %o an atmosphere that makes censorship

possible.““

While Philip opposed the guidelines because they
excluded white women from writing about race, she was supportive of
the courage it took to make the decision to take a tougher stance
on racism. Since Philip is still a member at the Press, it is
important that Scheier and Sheard included her in the anthology

because it opens the possibility for more thoughtful and insightful

dialogue.

57Philip, "The Disappearing Debate,”™ 213.

mCole, "Writing out Racism," 1l.
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I agree with Philip's position because she is locking at the
structural problems that prevent black women from writing in the
first place. She feels that the Press' guidelines should be aimed
at encouraging women of colour to write. White women and men still
dominate the publishing world and with black discrimination so
obvious black women still need to find a way to improve the
resources available to them and make their voices heard.

While there are distinct differences between what hooks,
Collins and Philip are advancing in comparison to Pierson, Scott
and Ware, black feminist theory and feminist postmodernism have
more in common than not and are both useful in advancing anti-
racist scholarship. I think that black feminists should examine
more closely how their scholarship perpetuates an unchanging
concept of identity but on the other hand white feminists need more
empathy when critiquing the voices of their black sisters.

Representing the voices of the less advantaged is a risky
business. Examining the motives and identifying point of view is
the safest way to proceed because it engages white writers in a
dialogue with themselves about privilege. It also encourages a
rethinking of concepts such as freedom of speech, artistic
creativity and censorship. In a small way, if whites embrace this
process, they are made aware of how operating from their own
privilege, whether intentionally or not, limits the access that
less advantaged women have to publishing. Pierson’'s and Philip's
call for epistemic humility and Susan Bordo's recommendations for

the world-travelling thinker are likewise responsible guidelines to
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get past the self-aksorption this issue generates, to confront the
guilt surrounding their positicns of dominance, and to get on with

the business of feminist analysis.
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CONCLUSION:

I must admit that it upset me when bell hooks suggested that
7 had better explain my interest in black women. I felt that no
one had gquestioned me when I was an undergraduate and I wanted to
research the Holocaust, or later as a graduate student when I
studied the concept of love in medieval marriage. So why did I
have to explain my interest in black women? Her criticism made me
realize the importance of point of view and lead me to the
understanding that the personal interests of individuals don't come
from deep inside them, they are shaped by outside forces like
class, race and gender. Who I am not only determines what I am
interested in but it also structures how I approach it. 1In short,
what I had taken for granted as a natural interest in black women
was really part of a much larger process that involved a shift in
attitude about less advantaged groups.

I also realize that as a white Canadian feminist who 1is
interested in African-ABmerican history I am in an awkward position
to write about the issue of authorship. Not only does my vantage
point as a white woman put me outside of African-American
experiences, but I am also writing from a position of privilege.
Without a2 doubt I am an outsider to this discussion. While I
cannot change my point of view, it is a useful starting point to
state my position so that readers will at least know where I am
coming from. The discussion itself remains an important one
because it has direct relevance on the future of historical writing

and how historians can adequately approach subjects who are
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different from themselves. To some extent the past is a lost world
for all historians who are always separated from their subjects by
time and place. With this in mind, I believe that the guestion is
relevant for all  thistorians who for the sake of Dbetter
understanding need to clarify their relationship to what it is that
they study, whether it be in the study of modern Europe, medieval
times, or Native history scholars need to be more accountable for
the history that they produce.

The recent attention accorded black women by white women has
produced mixed results. Hooks is rightly sceptical about dominant
groups' desire to construct the discourse centred around otherness
because whites are often only interested in-so-far as it is a
starting point for white self-criticism. Reading hooks has also
made me aware of how completely this issue has been underlined by
Anglocentrism. Too often the discussion focuses on how the issue
affects whites with scant attention being paid to how it affects
blacks. Black interests have only been represented in-so-far as
describing their role in the making of the argument and few white
scholars understand their commitment to this issue. White writers
prefer to focus on the issue as a violation of freedom of speech.
The debate surrounding authorship is continually presented as an
issue for whites to consider and none of the discourse seems to be
1

about addressing the concerns of black writers.

I also think that the increase in interest about black women

lphe split at the Toronto Women's Press is a good example of
how the press and publishing community focused on the subject as if
it were exclusively an issue that concerned white writers.
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is to the good. There have been, for example, changes in many
institutions' recruiting policies both in Canada and in the U.S..
Many universities and government institutions are committed to
hiring and promoting less advantaged groups as evidenced by the
increasing number of white and black women being hired by history
departments. While there is still great resistance to these
changes, these commitments far exceed past attempts that amounted
to little more than tokenism. In sum, a discourse about difference
reflects a change in consciousness in contemporary society that is
committed to improving the status of less advantaged groups and is
making a difference.

Reflecting on my overall conclusions about the right of whites
to write African-American history I realize how torn I have been
over the issue. What message did the image of white men teaching
and writing black history send to students? On the one hand,
nationalists rightly challenged whites teaching and writing black
history because so many works were written by whites and they
tended to be racist.! After the Civil Rights movement and the rise
of social history many white historians belonging to the New Left
were more aware of the black perspective. Eugene Genovese's Roll,
Jordan, Roll (1974) tried to tell about the lives of slaves but

ended up telling more about the ruling class. On the other hand,

’see, for example U.BR. Phillips' Life and Labor in the 0ld
South (1929). While not racist, Kenneth Stampp's Peculiar
Institution: Slavery in the Ante-Bellum South (1956) and Stanley
Elkins's book The Peculiar Institution: A Problem in American
Intellectual Life (1956) were also limiting as they were quite
paternalistic in their approach.
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Herbert Gutman's bock The Black Family in Slavery and Freedom 1750-
1925 (1976) suggested that it was possible for whites to write
about slavery because his approach locked specifically at how
slavery affected blacks and their families. While Gutman's effort
was an attempt to understand slavery from the inside out, his book
did nothing to challenge the fact that whites dominated studies on
slavery. Whites teaching black history, even when sympathetic,
perpetuated the status quo in which blacks were overwhelmingly
culturally disempowered. In addition, by the early 1980s not only
did whites dominate the history of slavery but also the ideological
pendulum had swung back to the right and many histories about
blacks lacked the obvious political commitment and contemporary
relevance that earlier works written by nationalists had.’
Similarly, although the issue posed a different problem in the
writing of women's history which has only come of age recently, the
writing of black women's history by white women also left me
divided. Feminists were initially concerned with why women had
been excluded from history bocks and in most cases the concern
focused around the invisibility of white women. Most of the time
black women didn't show up in ‘early women's history. By the time
white women responded to the exclusion of black women, black women

had already established a considerable influence over the contrel

3See, for example Sterling Stuckey, "Twilight of Our Past:
Reflections on the Origins of Black History." in John A. Williams
and Charles F. Harris, eds., Amisftad 2(New York, 1971): 261-295,
and Vincent Harding, "You've Taken My Nat and Gone,™ in John Henrik
Clarke, ed., William Styron's Nat Turner: Ten Black Writers Respond
(Boston, 1968): 22-33.
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and deve:opment of their own history.

Since black women helped form their own history, most of their
criticism focused on getting white women to include race in their
findings. Some attempts were better than others. Critics rightly
criticized Elizabeth Fox-Genovese's book Within the Plantation
Household (1988) for failing to incorporate the history of black
women on the plantation in the same illuminating way that she wrote
about white women's plantation experience. In contrast, Jacqueline
Jones set ferth an interpretation of ordinary black women's working
experiences that emphasized black women's agency, love of family
and how they coped with such oppressive working conditions. Though
not written by 2 black woman, Jones' approach expressed the
subjective experience of African-American women more thoroughly
than Fox-Genovese and led me to the conclusion that it is possible
for whites to write about blacks. Differences between Jones and
Fox-Genovese also confirmed that are better and worse ways for
white women to write about black women.

The arrival of postmodernism likewise gave me a mixed feeling
about authorship. Deconstructionist theory poses profound
conceptual problems for the question of authorship because it calls
into question the organization of knowledge and the ways in which
historians have traditionally approached the subjects they study.
Theorist Joan Scott, for example, objects to the use of experience

as a reguirement in the writing of history.‘ First, she points out

430an Scott, "Experience,” in Judith Butler's and Joan Scott's
Feminists Theorize The Political (New York, 1992): 22-40.
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that experience only exists so long as it is discursively produced.
Second, she exposes hcw a preoccupation with experience tends to
naturalize differences and she emphasizes the ways in which that
perspective reenforces the theory of essentialism.

How then to acknowledge differences in perspective? This
issue weighs hegvily on feminist scholars and has inspired a
multiplicity of responses. Jane Flax notes that just at the moment
that black feminist criticism begins to take shape in feminist
theory, post-structuralism emerges with a concentration on language
rather than difference and voice. She wonders too whether
postmodernism slows down the advancement of black women's criticism
with its focus on meaning and epistemologies.5 While
deconstructionism offers a way to see racist subtexts in a more
complex manner, at the same time it diminishes black women's
demands for changes since most postmodernist findings are directed
by white women. Whether or not white and black feminists agree to
use postmodernism as a means to understand the past, the theory is
dangerous if white feminists become so absorbed in its uses that
they forget about race.

In sum, nationalists and black feminists like bell hooks and
Patricia Hill Collins have raised some important questions. They
have rightly pointed out that the writing of history is a political
project.' In the past blacks have either been excluded from history

" books or stories about them were written in a racist way. In

Syane Flax, "End of Innocence,"™ in Judith Butler's and Joan
Scott's eds., Feminists Theorize The Political (New York, 1992):
445-463. '
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showing this they have challenged the right of whites to write
black history. The next step is to turn the focus back on the
concerns of black writers and look for ways to increase the access
that they have to the world of research and publ-:shing.
Establishing progressive policies that prohibits discrimination on
the basis of race and gender is one way to encourage blacks and
other less advantaged groups to enter college and in this way
universities will create fuller participation by less advantaged

groups.
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