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“THEORY AS LIBERATORY PRACTICE”

I came to theory because I was hurting—the pain
within me was so intense that I could not go on living.
I came to theory desperate, wanting to comprehend—
th_grasp what was happening around and _me.
Most importantly, I wanted to make the hurt go away.
I saw in theory then a location for healing,

I came to cheory young, when I was still a child. In
The Significance of Theory Terry Eagleton says:

Children make the best theorists, since they have not yet
een educated into accepting our routine social practices
as “natural,” and so insist on posing to those practices the
most embarrassingly general and fundamental questions,

regarding them with a wondering estrangement which
we adults have long forgotten. Since they do not yet
grasp our social practices as inevitable, they do not see
why we might not do things differently.

Whenever I tried in childhood to compel folks
around me to do things aifTerently, to look at the

world differently, using theory as intervension, 8.

way to challenge the status wd' Lee

member trying to explain at a very young 8¢ f‘o
Mama why I thought it was highly inappropria® ;Z
Daddy, this man who hardly spoke to me, to have t,[h
right to discipline me, to punish me physically ¥

Reprinted from Teaching to Trans
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whippings- He.r response was to suggest I was losing
my mind and in need of more frequent punishment.
[magine if you will chis young black couple strug-
gling first and foremost to realize the Patriarchal norm
(that is of the woman staying home, taking care of the
pouschold and children while the man worked) even
chough such an arrangement meant that economicagil—y,
@ld always be living with less. Try to imagine
what it must have been like for them, each of them
working hard all day, struggling to maintain a family
of seven children, then having to cope with one bright-
eyed C,I!i—l‘l relentlessly questioning, daring to challenge
male authority, rebelling against the very patriarchal

/——'—_7 . B E: - -
porm they were trying so hard to institutionalize.

— .. How I envied Dorothy her journey in The
Wizard of Oz, that she could travel to her worst fears
and nightmares only to find at the end that “there is no
place like home.” Living in childhood without a sense
" L of home, I found a place of sanctuary in “theorizing,”
in making sense out of what was happening. I found a
pﬁhere I could imagine possible futures, a place
1 where life could be lived differently. This “lived” expe-
rience of critical thinking, of reflection and analysis,
because a place where I worked at explaining the hurt’
and making it go away. Fundamentally, I learned from
this experience that theory could be a healing place.
Psychoanalyst Alice Miller lets you know in her in-
troduction to the book Prisoners of Childhood that it was
her own personal struggle to recover from the wounds
of childhood that led her to rethink and theorize anew
prevailing social and critical thought about the mean-
ing of childhood pain, of child abuse. In her adult life,
through her practice, she experienced theory as a heal-
ing place. Significantly, she had to imagine herself in
the space of childhood, to look again from that per-
spective, to remember “crucial information, answers to
questions which had gone unanswered throughout
[her] study of philosophy and psychoanalysis.” When
our lived experience of theorizing is fundamentally
y { inked to processes of sell-recovery, of collective libera-

\’\)(. ion, no gap exists between theory and practice.

Indeed, what such experience makes more evidens is
the bond berween the two—that ultimately reciprocal
Process wherein one enables the other.
—— . -

Theory 1s not inherently healing, liberatory, or revo-
lutionary, It fulfills chis function only when we ask that
X do 50 and direct our theorizing towards this end.
When T was a child, I certainly did not describe the

a process or practice into being; concurrently one may
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processes of thought and critique [ engaged in as “theo-
rizing.” Yet, as I suggested in Feminist Theory: From
Margin to Center, the possession of a term does not brin

v

practice theorizing without_ever knowing/possessing
the term, just as we can live and act in feminist resis-
tance without ever using the word “feminism.”
- Critical reflection on contemporary productio
of feminist theory makes it apparent that the ghift
from early conceptualizations of feminist theory (which
insisted that it was most vital when it encouraged
and enabled feminist_pracrice) begins to occur or at
least becomes most obvious with_the segregation and
institutionalization of the feminist thearizing process
in the academy, with the privileging of written feminjst
thought/theory over oral narratives. Concurrently, the
efforts of black women and women of color to challenge
and deconstruct the category “woman”—the insistence
on recognition that gender is not the sole factor derer-
mining constructions of femaleness—was a critical in-
tervention, one which led to a profound revolution in
feminist thought and truly interrogated and disrupted
the hegemonic feminist theory produced primarily by
academic women, most of whom were white.

In the wake of this disruption, the assault on white
supremacy made manifest in alliances between white
women academics and white male peers seems to have
Been Tormed and nurcured around common efforts to
formulate and impose standards of critical evaluation
that would be used to define what is theoretical and
what is not. These standards often led to appropriation

hiey

S

e ————

and/or devaluation of work that did not “fit,;” that was ) Lﬂ.\‘
suddenly deemed not theoretical—or not theoretical =
enough. In some circles, there seems to be a direct con- a‘icjj:ﬁ

nection between white feminist scholars turning to-
wards critical work and theory by white men, and the
turning away of white feminist scholars from fully re-
specting and valuing the critical insights and theoretical

offerings of black women or women of color.

— Work by women of color and marginalized groups {Jo¢
of white women (for example, lesbians, sex radicals), —¢
especially if written in a manner that renders it acces- Kong

sible to a broad reading public, is often de-legitimized
in academic settings, even if that work enables and
promotes feminist practice. Though such work is often
appropriated by the very individuals setting restrictive
critical standards, it is this work that they most often
claim is not really theory. Clearly, one of the uses these
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individuals make of theory is instrumental. They use it
to set up unnecessary and competing hierarchies of
thought which reinscribe the politics of domination by

\o Qa«\QMU 6“‘2/\%&4:\1(;{,\, '

Wy
of their sense of value? Clearly, a feminjg, :
can do this may function to legitimize Women’s S‘hat

i and feminist scholarship in tw

designating work as either inferior, superior, or more of
less worthy of attention. King emphasizes that “theory
finds different uses in different locations.” It is evident
that one of the many uses of th in academic loca-
tions is in the production of an intellectual class hierar-
chy where the only work deemed truly theoretical is
work that is highly abstract, jargonistic, difficult to
read, and containing obscure references. In Childers
and hooks’s “A Conversation about Race and Class”
(also in Conflicts in Feminism) literary critic Mary Childers
declares that it is highly ironic thac “a certain kind of
theoretical performance which only a small cadre of
people can possibly understand” has come to be seen as
representative of any production of critical thought that
will be given recognition within many academic circles
as “theory.” It is especially ironic when this is the case
with feminist theory. And, it is easy to imagine differ-

ent locations, spaces outside academic exchange, where
such theory wonld nly be se eless, but as

politically nonprogressive, a kind of narcissistic, self-
indulgent practice that most seeks to create a gap be-

tween theory and practice so as to perpetuate class
elitismp. There are so many settings in this country

where the written word has only slight visual meaning,
3’9’ where individuals who cannot read or write can find no
a

®

use for a published theory however lucid or opaque.
that cannot be shared in everyday
the public.

Hence, any theo

Imagine whata change has come about within femi-
nist movements when students, most of whom are

fernale, come to Women's Studies classes and read what
€ 4

they are told is feminist theory only to feel that what

hev are reading has no meaning, cannot be understpod,
they

derstood in no way connects to hved. et
or when un lassroom. As feminist activists we

of what use is feminist theory that
es of women struggling to

ve yoke? We migh ask
. chy's Op ive yo :
throw off P?:;z :se is feminist theo%'y dljt ht‘jﬂz
ourselves, 0 down, leaves them SMPI.Ingd t?:er])i,ngyas
beats tlhemoom se’ttings feeling humiliate ';1g room Of
from classT

though they 0%

1d easily be sranding ina livi
bedroom somewh

g g ? ]
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: ch
assaules the fragile psy press

t strips them

patriarchy, but it undermines and subver . .8

E 2 1n;
movements, Perhaps it is the ﬂlsten%m
movements. |

highly visible feminist theory that compels 0 rafl
about the gap between theory and practice, For it i
indeed the purpose of such theoty to divide, sez
— d' A d b i e.
exclude, keep at a distance. And because this th
continues ro be used to silence, censor, and devalue var;.
P z i ] 1

ous feminist theoretical voices, we cannot simply ignore

it. Yet, gespite its-uses as an instrument of domina;im,

it may also contain important ideas, thoughts, visions,‘@
thar could, if used differently, serve a healing, libery.
tory function. However, we cannot ignore the dangers

it poses to feminist struggle which must be rooted in3
theory that informs, shapes, and makes feminist prac-
tice possible.

Within feminist circles, many women have responded
to hegemonic feminist theory thar does not speak clearly
to us by trashing theory, and, as a consequence, further

romoting the false dichotomy between theg
practice. Hence, they collude with those whom they *
‘would oppose. By internalizing the false assumption
that theory is not a social practice, they promote the for-

mation within feminist circles of a potentially oppressive

hierarchy where all concrete action is viewed as more im-

oreant than any theory written or_spoken. Recently,
I went to a gathering of pre ominantly black women
where we discussed whether or not black male leaders,

sucl.l as Martin Luther King and Malcolm X, should be
subjected to feminist crip: )

me t()geth

. er

issues of race, gender, clyqq ang
>

I did not know where she w.
suggested that the discugs;

i
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in a process of critical dialogue and theorizing thar has
Jong been taboo. Hence, from my perspective we were
charting new journeys, claiming for ourselves as black
women an intellectual terrain where we could begin
che collective construction of feminist theory.

In many black settings, I have witnessed the djs-
missal of intellectuals, the putting down of theory,
and remained silent. I have come to see that silence js

T We CATT engage in revolutionary black liberation
'gﬁa/:}_’e_n_n_mst st.ruggle without theory. Like many in-
surgent black intellectuals, whose intellectual work
and teaching is often done in predominantly white
sectings, I am often so pleased to be engaged with a
collective group of black folks that I do not want to
make waves, or make myself an outsider by disagree-
ing with the group. In such settings, when the work of
intellectuals is devalued, I have in the past rarely con-
tested prevailing assumptions, or have spoken affirma-
tively or ecstatically abour intellectual process. I was
afraid that if I took a stance that insisted on the im-
portance of intellectual work, particularly theorizing,
or if I just simply stated that I thought it was impor-
tant to read widely, I would risk being seen as uppity,
or as lording it over. I have often remained silent.
These risks to one’s sense of self now seem trite
when considered in relation to the crises we are facing
as African Americans, to our desperate need to rekindle
and sustain the flame of black liberation struggle. At
the gathering I mentioned, I dared to speak, saying in
response to the suggestion that we were just wasting
our time talking, that I saw our words as an action,
that our collective struggle to discuss issues of gender
and blackness without censorship was subversive prac-
tice. Many of the issues that we continue to confront
as black people—low self-esteem, intensified nihilism
and despair, repressed rage and violence that destroys
our physical and psychological well-being—cannot be
addressed by survival strategies that have worked in
the past. ] insisted that we needed new theories rooted
in an artempt to understand both the nature of our
contemporary predicament and the means by which we
might collectively engage in resistance that would
Tamsfor our carrent reality. 1 was, however, not as
1g0tous and retentless as Twould have been in a differ-
®Nt setting in my efforts to emphasize the importance
of intellectual work, the producti 1
{’fit_ici that can be liberatory. Though not afraid to

an act of complicity, one that helps perpetuate the ideg
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speak, I did not want to be seen as the one who “spoiled”
the good time, the collective sense of sweet solidarity
in blackness. This fear reminded me of whar it was like
more than ten years ago to be in feminist setrings,
posing questions about theory and practice, particu-
larly about issues of race and racism that were seen as
potentially disruptive of sisterhood and solidarity.

It seemed ironic that at a gathering called to honor
Martin Luther King, Jr., who had often dared to speak
and act in resistance to the status quo, black women
were still negating our right to engage in oppositional
political dialogue and debate, especially since this is
not a common occurrence in black communities. Why
did the black women there feel the need to police one
another, to deny one another a space within blackness
where we could talk theory without being self-conscious?
Why, when we could celebrate together the power of
a black male critical thinker who dared to stand
apart, was there this eagerness to repress any view-
point that would suggest we might collectively learn
from the ideas and visions of insurgent black female
intellectuals/theorists, who by the nature of the work
they do are necessarily breaking with the stereotype
that would have us believe the “real” black woman is .
always the one who speaks from the gut, who righ-
teously praises the concrete over the abstract, the ma-
terial over the theoretical?

Again and again, black women find our efforts to
speak, to break silence and engage in radical progres-
sive political debates, opposed. There is a link between
the silencing we experience, tl%censormg, the anti-
intellectualism in predominantly black settings that
are supposedly supportive (like all-black woman space),
and that silencing that takes place in institutions

wherein black women and women of color are told that
we cannot be fully heard or listened to because onr
work 1s not theoretical enough In “Travelling Theory:
Cultural Politics of Race and Representation,” cultural
critic Kobena Mercer reminds us that blackness is
complex and multifaceted and that black people can be
interpolated into reactionary and antidemocratic poli-
tics. Just as some elite academics who construct theo-
ries of “blackness” in ways that make it a critical terrain
which only the chosen few can enter—using theoreti-
cal work on race to assert their authority over black
experience, denying democratic access to the pracess of
theory making—threaten collective black liberation
struggle, so do those among us who react to this by

Scanned with CamScanner



hY

g

i

l\

o

4

2 * poING FEMINIST THEORY

Promoting anti-intellectualism by declaring all ctheory

as worthless. Wﬁ
Splt between theory and practice of by creating such s
ﬂmm@.m@mg&
tion for crit i erpetuating

conditions thar reinforce our collective exploitation
and repression. 2 cctive_exploitat pression. . .

attention to the importance of creatin that
is

» W€ necessarily celebrate an, value theory that can

h-——_.—-—\‘ =

me, this theo emerges from the concrete, from my
efforts to make sense of everyday life experiences, from
mz efforts 1o 1atervene critically in my [ife and the

I'iles of others. This to me is what makes feminist
transtormation- possible. Personal testimony, personal
experience, is such fertile ground for the production of
liberarory feminist theory because it usually forms the

base of our theory making. While we work to resolve
ing i Hy life (our

those issues that ar
need for literacy, an end to violence against women and

children, women’s health and reproductive rights, and

&sexual freedom, to name a few), we engage in a crirical

integrate fe j
life? What femi
toward assisting wor
in their efforts to bri

process of theorizing that enables and empovers.
I continue to be amazed that there is so much feminist
writing produced and yet so little feminist theory t:hm
hildren about
i women, men and ¢
strives to speak to : : :
ways we might transform our lives via a conversion to

feminist practice. Where can we find a body of femi-

ing individuals
ist theory that is directed toward helplr'lg 'f‘d i
e o inist thinking and practice 1nto g
m . .
nist theory, for example, is dlrﬁc;zs
women who live in sexist househo

A ?
: ange:
ng about feminist chang

We know that many individuals jn o, ¢ Uniteg
have used feminist thinking to educate themge, ta.
ways that allow them to transform their Jiye, VIES in
often critical of a life-style-based feminism, b;a_im
I fear that any feminist transformationg Proces; t‘;ze
seeks to change society is easily Co-opm t
rooted in a political commitment to mass.baseq] jt
nist movement. Within white supremacist ¢, it&‘lis;
patriarchy, we have already witnessed the commodie,
tion of feminist thinking (just as we eXperience th,
commodification of blackness) in ways thg make j,
seem as though one can partake of the “good” thy, these
movements produce without any commitment to trans.

formative politics and practice. In this capitalist cy].

ture, feminism and feminist theory are fast becoming 5
commodity that only the mvileg:d_can_@_ This

process of commodification is disrupted and subverted
o - . - . ——
when as feminist activists we affirm our commitment

to a politicized revolutionary feminise movement thar
has as its central agenda the transformation of society.
\

@mm such a starting point, we automatically think of

creatng theory that speaks to the widest audience of

people. I have written elsewhere, and shared in numer-

. . " Inist wriring - :
settings in . 1ng in g

8S In which we 4 continya|] g 1n academic

Y evaluated kpow

that work «
deemed not Scholag],,» g
fot ﬂleoretical"

can result in one no Teceiving desery,
reward. ed fecognition and

Now, in my life these Negatjye

Sigrfi.ﬁcam When compareq to ¢ :_.ESPOHSCS seem jp-
positive responses to my work both ; Overwh elmingj
academy. Recencly, I have Teceiveq 20d ourgjge the
from incarcerated black men whe e ate of lereess
wanted to share that they . Wodisi Y Work gnq
sexism. In one letter, the wrjce, affece; (l)n

that he has made my name 5 "h"“Seho]dna e
that prison.” These men talk aboy, sohitarW
flection, about using this femin s, work ¢,

-

undersran d

o
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491 mpliCi‘in_“S _of patr;"archy as a force shaping their
dentities, t'h.Cll' ideas of manhood. After receiving a
owerful crmcal_ response by one of these black men to
my book Yearning: Ra_re, G.'mder and Cultural Politics,
I closed my €yes and stualfzed that work being read,
seudied, calked about in prison settings. Since the lo-
cation that has most spoken back to me critically
Jbout the study of my work is usually an academic
one, I share this with you nor to brag or be immodest,
but to testify, o let you know from firsthand experience
thac all our feminist theory directed at transforming
Consciousness, that truly wants to speak with diverse
udiences, does work: this is not a naive fantasy.

In more recent talks, I have spoken about how
“plessed” I feel to have my work affirmed in this way,
to be among those feminist theorists creating work
that acts as a catalyst for social change across false
boundaries. There were many times eatly on when my
work was subjected to forms of dismissal and devalua-
tion that created within me a profound despair. I think
such despair has been felt by every black woman or
woman-of-color thinker/theorist whose work is opposi-
tional and moves against the grain. Certainly Michele
Wallace has written poignantly in her introduction to
the re-issue of Black Macho and the Myth of the Super-
woman that she was devastated and for a time silenced
by the negative critical responses to her early work.

I am grateful that I can stand here and testify that
if we hold fast to our beliefs that feminist thinking
must be shared with everyone, whether through talk-
ing or writing, and create theory with this agenda in
mind we can advance feminist movement that folks
will long—yes, yearn—to be a part of. I share feminist
thinking and practice wherever I am. When asked to
talk in university settings, I search out other settings
or respond to those who search me out so that I can
give the riches of feminist thinking to anyone. Some-
times settings emerge spontaneously. Ata black-owned
festaurant in the South, for instance, I sat for hours
with a diverse group of black women and men from
Yatious clags backgrounds discussing issues of race,
8nder and class. Some of us were college-educated,
Others were o We had a heated discussion of abor-
tion, diSCUSsing whether black women should have the
fight ¢4 choose, S [ of the Afrocentric black men
SNt we o et hould have as
Mch e fe arguing that the male sfou. lpsig
¥omen py, C¢ as the female. One of the' eminis

esent, a director of a health clinic for women,
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spoke eloquently and convincingly about a woman’s
right to choose.

During this heated discussion one of the black
women present who had been silent for a long time,
who hesitated before she entered the conversation be-
cause she was unsure about whether or not she could
convey the complexity of her thought in black vernacu-
lar speech (in such a way that we, the listeners, would
hear and understand and not make fun of her words),
came to voice. As I was leaving, this sister came up to
me and grasped both my hands tightly, firmly, and
thanked me for the discussion. She prefaced her words
of gratitude by sharing that the conversation had not
only enabled her to give voice to feelings and ideas she
had always “kept” to herself, but that by saying it she
had created a space for her and her partner to change
thought and action. She stated this to me directly,
intently, as we stood facing one another, holding my
hands and saying again and again, “there’s been so
much hurt in me.” She gave thanks that our meeting,
our theorizing of race, gender, and sexuality that after-
noon had eased her pain, testifying that she could feel
the hurt going away, that she could feel a healing taking
place within. Holding my hands, standing body to
body, eye to eye, she allowed me to share empathically
the warmth of that healing. She wanted me to bear wit-
ness, to hear again both the naming of her pain and the

_power that emerged when she felt the hurt go away. . . .

... It is not easy to name our pain, to theorize
from that location. :

I am grateful to the many women and men who
dare to create theory from the location of pain and
struggle, who courageously expose wounds to give us
their experience to teach and guide, as a means to chart
new theoretical journeys. Their work is liberatory. It
not only enables us to remember and recover ourselves,
it charges and challenges us to renew our commitment
to an active, inclusive feminist struggle. We have still
to collecti feminist revolution. I am grateful
that we are collectively searching as feminist thinkers/
theorists for ways to make this movement happen. Our
search leads us back to where it all began, to that
moment when an individual woman or child, who may
have thought she was all alone, began a feminist upris-

ing, began to name her practice, indeed begar} o fg. -
mulate theory from lived experience. Let us imagine
that this woman or child was suffering the pain of
sexism and sexist oppression, that she wanted to make
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the hurt go away. [ am grateful that I can be a witness,
testifying that we can create a feminist theory, a femi-
nist practice, a revolutionary feminist movement that
can speak directly to the pain that is within folks, and
offer them healing words, healing strategies, healing
theory. There is no one among us who has not felt the
pain of sexism and sexist oppression, the anguish that
male domination can create in daily life, the profound
and unrelenting misery and sorrow.
Mari Matsuda has told us that “we are fed a lie that
there is no pain in war,” and that patriarchy makes
this pain possible. Catharine MacKinnon reminds us

that “we know things with our lives and we live that
knowledge, beyond what any theory has yet theo-
rized.” Making this theory is the challenge before us.

For in its production lies the hope of our liberation, in

its production lies the possibility of nan;:fng all our
Egin,—of making all our hurt go away. If we Cre;lfe
feminist theory, feminist movements .that address this
pain, we will have no difficulty bLIIldI-rlg a mass-based
ferninist resistance struggle. There will b'e no gap be-
tween feminist theory and feminist practice.

(1994)
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