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The request that one reconsider feminist philosophy makes at least two 
presuppositions: it presupposes that we know what feminist philosophy is 
and that feminist philosophy is in a position to be reconsidered. I believe, 
however, that both of these presuppositions are unwarranted. So rather 
than reconsider feminist philosophy, I propose first to investigate these two 
matters. What might 'feminist philosophy' be? The name 'feminist philos- 
ophy' suggests that a place for feminism within philosophy has been 
made-offered by philosophy and/or forged by feminism. Thus, it suggests 
the accommodation of philosophy to feminism. 'Feminist philosophy' in this 
sense would be like political philosophy, moral philosophy, or all the 'phi- 
losophies o f  (philosophy of science, history, religion, etc.). Here philosophy 
is the master discipline that analyzes, criticizes, and thereby improves the 
practices of politics, ethics, science, history, religion, and feminism. 

The name 'feminist philosophy' also implies that the proper place for 
feminism in academic practices and instit.utions is in the company of, per- 
haps even under the protection of, one of the traditional disciplines. Thus, 
'feminist philosophy' also suggests the domestication of feminism by philo- 
sophy. In this respect 'feminist philosophy' would be like feminist literary 
criticism, women's history, sociology of gender, psychology of women-the 
feminine and the feminist may appear on the academic scene only when 
properly escorted by one of the established disciplines. Feminism in this 
way becomes the helpmate of the established disciplines by supplying what 
they have somehow been missing, by allowing them to do better what they 
have always done. Such a relationship between feminism and the estab- 
lished disciplines is also implied by the proliferation of 'feminist perspec- 
tives' in or on the established disciplines. Feminism thus becomes another 
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way of looking at what those disciplines have always looked at and another 
way of doing what they have always done; but always only one of at least 
several 'perspectives' that the discipline acknowledges and at least tolerates, 
if not embraces. 

My concern with 'feminist philosophy' in these senses is not an 
empirical concern about whether philosophy really has accommodated and/ 
or domesticated feminism. My concern is rather that to adopt the name 
'feminist philosophy' is to assume that some combination of-accommoda- 
tion and domestication is and ought to be the relationship of feminism and 
philosophy. I want to argue instead that, at this moment, the relationship 
of feminism and philosophy is much less settled and stable than the name 
'feminist philosophy' suggests. Feminism has tried to be both a counter- 
practice in resistance to established disciplines such as philosophy and an 
approach accepted on an equal footing with other approaches they ac- 
knowledge. This is in part a function off the ways in which, at this moment 
in the American context, feminism is neither a discipline, as these are tradi- 
tionally understood in academic settings, nor a traditional political move- 
ment in the sense of a distinct, coherent view of the social and political 
field that motivates collective action on the part of a significant number of 
people. 'Feminist philosophy' therefore seems to me to name a position 
that is accommodated and domesticated by philosophy as well as a position 
that is resisted by philosophy, a position from which to resist philosophy 
and a position from which to demand inclusion in philosophy. 

The request to reconsider 'feminist philosophy' also presupposes that 
the matter of 'feminist philosophy' has been considered and settled at least 
once, and implies that decisions reached previously about 'feminist philo- 
sophy' now need to be altered or modified. But 'feminist philosophy' can- 
not be reconsidered, precisely because the relationship of feminism and phi- 
losophy has never attained anything like the stability presupposed by the 
notion of 'reconsideration'. In addition, the request to reconsider 'feminist 
philosophy' makes certain presuppositions about the epistemological stand- 
point of its addressee. But an analysis sf these presuppositions indicates 
that this addressee is not in a position to engage in reconsideration. Con- 
sider the circumstances from which this particular request for reconsider- 
ation was issued and the circumstances of those to whom it was addressed. 
This request was first articulated under the auspices of the American Asso- 
ciation for the Philosophic Study of Society (AAPSS) and the Social 
Philosophy and Policy Center at Bowling Green State University, who pro- 
posed a panel on this topic at the American Philosophical Association's 
Eastern Division annual meeting, thus determining that this instance of 
reconsideration would have an audience composed primarily of professional 
philos-ophers. That the papers from this session were to be published in a 
journal sponsored by the AAPSS has a similar effect with respect to 
audience. In addition, the panelists are. all Ph.D.s in philosophy who cur- 



FEMINIST THEORY RECONFIGURED 19 

rently hold university teaching positions and have previously spoken and 
written about feminism and philosophy. Consider the history of my rela- 
tionship to the profession of philosophy as evidenced by a set of creden- 
tials-Ph.D. in philosophy, job as an assistant professor of philosophy, posi- 
tion as executive secretary of an organization for women in philosophy. 
These circumstances and this history would seem to have the effect of sta- 
bilizing the position of feminist philosopher by institutionalizing it and in 
this way making me a feminist philosopher. 

This particular request for reconsideration, however, also includes a 
demand for objectivity as this is traditionally understood by the epistemo- 
logical paradigms of modern philosophy. This is suggested by the selection 
of two panelists well known for their criticisms of 'feminist philosophy'. It 
is also implied in the notion of reconsideration, which imputes epistemolo- 
gical agency to the knower who does the reconsidering, and leaves the 
object of reconsideration subject to the knower, who is unaffected by that 
which she reconsiders and who is in a position to validate, reconstruct, or 
entirely reject it. Thus, the request for rmnsideration assumes the possibi- 
lity and desirability of an epistemological standpoint entirely outside of 
feminism (if the request is addressed to philosophy or a philosopher as a 
demand that philosophy justify its accommodation of feminism) and entirely 
outside of philosophy (if the request is addressed to feminism or a feminist 
as a demand that feminism justify its desire for inclusion by philosophy). 
But, regardless of whether such standpoints are possible or desirable (and I 
think they are neither), a position outside of feminism and of philosophy 
surely cannot be the position of a feminist philosopher. 

So not only is 'feminist philosophy' in no position to be reconsidered, 
but the position from which one could reconsider it seems to be indeter- 
minable. Finding the request to 'reconsider feminist philosophy' addressed 
to me, I find myself contradictorily constrained. I am supposed to represent 
'feminist philosophy' in some way, to discuss it knowledgeably, examine it 
critically, perhaps defend it; at least to make some sense of it. But I am 
also expected to 'reconsider feminist philosophy' from a position outside of 
both feminism and philosophy. Thus the request that I 'reconsider feminist 
philosophy' requires both that I be a feminist philosopher and that I be 
neither a feminist nor a philosopher. 

For all these reasons, then, I am not going to discuss 'feminist philos- 
ophy' and I am not going to reconsider anything. Instead, I will discuss 
'feminist theory' and suggest in place of reconsideration the concept of 
tracing reconfigurations in feminist theory. I prefer the term 'feminist 
theory' because it neither claims feminism's ownership by any of the estab- 
lished disciplines, nor dismembers feminism and parcels it out among them. 
By 'feminist theory' I mean a set of questions about woman, women, and 
femininity; man, men, and masculinity; about sex, gender, and bodies; about 
sex, gender, and other categories of identity, about sex, gender, knowledge, 
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power, and agency; sex, gender, language, culture, and history. 
I intend the concept of tracing feminist theory's reconfigurations to 

represent the way in which I find myself both positioned within feminism 
and philosophy and called on to stand outside of both of them. From this 
perspective, feminist theory is not so much something that I do as it is 
something that moves me about, positioning and repositioning me in its 
shifting currents. In thinking of the development of feminist theory as a 
series of reconfigurations, I also hope to point to the instability of the 
position of feminism vis-a-vis philosophy, and the other established dis- 
ciplines, that I have described. I argue that feminist theory's questions, the 
conflicting quality of its answers so far, and its insistence that the meanings 
and effects of these fundamental questions be continually reexamined are 
partly a function of the instability of this relationship. Finally, this notion 
of reconfiguration is meant to suggest that the instability of feminist theory 
is one reason why it has continued to generate debate about the issues it 
addresses and thereby to surface additional, more complex questions. 
Rather than reconsidering 'feminist philosophy' from the perspective of its 
failure to sol id3 itself in the same ways as philosophy and its sub-special- 
ties have become solidified in academic settings, I want to argue that the 
instability of feminism's relationship to philosophy and the other estab- 
lished disciplines is a virtue. 

In the following discussion, I focus on conflicts and tensions that 
criss-cross feminist theory itself. To do this, I map over the field of feminist 
theory a distinction of approaches. The first is a focus on the question of 
women's situation-what is it, how did it come to be what it is, how should 
it be changed, how can such changes be brought about? The second is a 
focus on the question of women's identity-what does it mean to be a 
woman, how is this best explained, how does one become a woman? I want 
to emphasize here the ways in which the positioning together of these 
approaches is disruptive within feminist theory. The responses proposed to 
each of these questions raise problems for those proposed in response to 
the other. While this may seem to be a disruption that entirely undoes the 
possibility of feminist theory, it is an instance of what I mean by a 
reconfiguration. And this particular reconfiguration is an extremely impor- 
tant moment in feminist theory, for it has generated a reappraisal of what 
feminist theory so far has accomplished, as well as what it has provoked, 
intentionally or  unintentionally. There is no recent development in Ameri- 
can academic practice that has been led, by sympathetic as well as un- 
friendly critique, to interrogate itself-its foundations, its implications, its 
results--as thoroughly as feminist theory. 

So, in tracing these reconfigurations of feminist theory, I give in to 
conflicting impulses that are a function of the contradictory position I find 
myself occupying here. On the one hand, I give an account of feminist 
theory, explicating the meaning of its questions to show how the issues cur- 
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rently debated within feminist theory came to be so. But I also emphasize 
the points at which feminist theory's attempts to answer its questions break 
down, the points at which its answers encounter objections from within 
feminist theory. To the extent that I function as a philosopher here, I want 
to show that the reconfigurations of feminist theory have had the effect of 
surfacing better questions. To the extent that I function as a feminist here, 
I want to contribute in some way to the self-interrogation that I see ongo- 
ing in feminist theory. While I want to avoid as much as possible forcing 
any closure on these reconfigurations, I recognize that to give an account 
of feminist theory is to establish a framework for understanding it that in 
some ways forecloses possibilities for further questioning. 

1. The Question of Women's Situation 

In considering the question of women's situation, I want to trace one 
reconfiguration of feminist theory. This is the move away from the appeal 
to established political theories and traditions as sources for explanations of 
women's situation and toward the development of accounts of women's 
experience as foundations for theories to explain women's situation. A brief 
survey of feminist work on women's situation shows that explanations 
attempted so far have generated more resistance than consensus within 
feminist theory. This resistance has raised questions about both the project 
of appropriating established traditions in political theory for feminist theory 
and the project of explaining women's situation by appealing to some 
account of women's experience. By questioning what an account of women's 
experience assumes about experience and identity (about being a woman 
and having women's experiences), the project of explaining women's situa- 
tion collides with the question of women's identity. 

Appeals to most of the established traditions in political theory mark 
feminist theory's attempts to explain women's situation and develop argu- 
ments for changing social and political arrangements to improve it. And the 
presuppositions typical of political theory are at work here: for instance, 
that the defense of a particular set of political arrangements is best 
accomplished by appealing to a convincing theory of human nature and 
showing that these political arrangements are best suited to human persons 
so understood. In feminist theory, this approach has yielded a number of 
hybrid positions, such as liberal feminism, Marxist leminism, and socialist 
feminism.' 

The attempt to appropriate established political theories and turn 
them to this task of feminist theory, however, has shown that such theories 
usually cannot account adequately for women's situation without having to 
be so reconstructed as to be almost unrecognbble. Many feminist theorists 
have concluded that this is a function of gender bias in theory construction, 
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that is, that the &human nature9 or "human sitwtion9 to which such thmries 
appa l  is actually a masculine subject, or the situation of the subject of 
masculine eqerience. For insezance, some have argued that an analpis of 
human nature in t e r n  of rational autonomow agency, such as that on 
which liberalism relies, Is a conacing account of human nature only if one 
overlooks human embodinnent and mategial nee& and the n& for emo- 
tional and psychological mnnededrless, asp%& of human existence which 
are central to women's eqkeriences as ai result sf a gender division of labor. 
Thus, liberalism" s e o q  of humarl nature cannot account for much of 
women's experience and offers Ettle basis for t h e o ~ n g  these asp- of 
human existence.2 

Others have made similar arguments about Marxism. Man% view of 
labor as a paradigmaticaldy human lpractie undefstands labor as the trans- 
fornation of the natural (the nonhuman) world in terms of human mate~a l  
neebs. On this view, labor is alwap to some extent objectified in the prod- 
uct of labor, and the social organization of labor deternines all other social 
relations. Such an undeastanding of the paradigmatically human, however, 
does not accouslt weld far women's experiences of pregnancy, birth, and 
child-rearing, of meeting the psychological and emotional nee& of others 
and sustaining eomecgedness with others, or of sexual objectification and 
exploihtion. These experiences camlot be adqu te ly  theorize8 as instances 
of labor as M a ~ m  understands it.3 

Thus, the appropriation and reworking of established positions in 
political theory for fe p u ~ l s e s  reveals gaps isl these theories, and 
shows that these gaps nly barc:ly conceal& by the theories' avoidance 
of questions about women's situtialn. %his a m u n t  of gender bias in tradi- 
tional political theony remnfigures feniinist theory toward the development 
of explanations of women's sitmtion that evlidtly appeal to a fe 
subjat, or the sitmtion of the snbj~ect sf feminine experience. Various 
f o m  of radical', or cultural felminism: more recently called 'difference 
feminism'? make this sort of argument. Analyses of women's sexual objecti- 
fication and exploihtion have been developed to show that patriarchy, the 
domination of women by men, is the hndamental social relation that deter- 
mina the nature and quallPy of ald oaers, and that the liberation of 
women, as weld as of all oppregsed persons, rquires dismantling patriarchy. 
Araalyses of an ethic of care focus on experiences that women are more 
likely to have as a result of a gender d ia ion  of labor, such as the 
evr iences  of mothekg, s f  meeting the material, emotional, and psycho- 
logical needs sf othen, or of sustabing relationships among persons. They 
also look to patterns of women's ~)sychological and moral development or 
women's traditional subculturm wil.hin patriarchy for more adequate 
bheosim of human natllre or human experience.7 Analysa of these 
experiences a e n  proide grounds for a defeme of social and political 
amangemen& better suit& than patriiarchy to the human so understood. 
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Such arrangemen& would be based on traditionally feminine values or vir- 
tues such as empathy with and csoncem for others, attentiveness to the 
specificity of different contexts of hiunaan existence, and the priority of sus- 
taining connmtiom over maintaining boundaria among persons. 

With this particular rmnfiguration, however, feminist theoagr has 
b m m e  more conflicted over the question of how to explain and argue for 
changes in women's situation. Gorlsider, for instance, the proliferation of 
feminist thmries addressed to this question. In 1978, when Alison Jaggar 
and Paula Rothenberg h t  pubhished Fernhist Framaoorks,g they dis- 
tinguish& liberal, Marxist, radical, and socialist feminism, and Jaggar 
argues for this same taxonomy in Feminist Politics and Human Nature? 
The 1984 edition of Frameworks adlds, with some hesitation, the perspective 
of women of color, w u e  the 1 9 3  edition talks about overlapping lenses 
through which to see women's subordiaation, and pairs lenses and theories 
as follows: the lens of gender with Liberalism; the lens of class e t h  classical 
Marxism; the lens of sex, gender, and sexuality with radical f e b i s m ;  the 
Iens of gender and class with sodialist feminism; the lens of race, gender, 
class, and sexuality with multicultural feminism; and the same di t ion  iden- 
tifies as 'global feminism" perspgcrive on "omen's subordination world- 
wide."In Public Man, Pn'vate U h a n ,  Jean Elshtain specifies radical, 
liberal, Marxist, and psychoanalytic fe ms before arguing for her own 
version of a f e b i s t  theory," which she elsewhere calls 'social feminism'.ll 
Josephine Donovan's fiminist Thesiy: The Intellectual Traditions of 
American Fenlinim 12 offers accoamts of 
cultural m, m and M.arxism, 
inism a ten radical feminism, 
vision." Rosemarie Tong" Feminist mought: A Comprehensive Innoduc- 
tion13 distinguishes seven f o m  of feaninism-liberal, Marxist, radical, psy- 
choanalytic, socialist, e&,tentialist, and postmodern. Ehinat ing  the over- 
lapping categoriz;itions, this repraiena eleven feminist theories develop4 
in fifteen years? 

This promeration of fe it theories suggests both that feminist 
theoagr so far has failed to articulate an adquate position on women's 
situation and women's experience, and that the project of developing femi- 
nist theories itself should Be calltxl into question. For instance, each of 
these theories has generated objections on the pan of or on khalf  of spe- 
cific groups of women, who argue that i m p m n t  aspects of their identities 
(race, class, sexual oplentation, etc.) are not adquately articulated in these 
aeGoun& of women's situation or eqerience.14 On this view, the 
established political theories no m~ore admit mnsideration of these 
of identity than they do of g and the accounts of women's experience 
offered as foundational far it thmry emphasize gender in such a way 
as to exelude consideration of otheir ategories of identity. 

But this recsnfiguration of f ' e m ~ t  theory has also surfaced several 
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important questions. It questions the relationship of feminist theory to 
established traditions in political theory, for instance, asking whether and 
how bringing different questions to the reading of these political theories 
enables them to be read differently. It also raises questions about the pro- 
ject of taxonomy itself, To what extent should feminist theory involve the 
neat and orderly categorization of itself? Is feminist theory mired in such 
work because it has taken up a stance of submission vis-a-vis the history of 
political theory? Or is such categorization the inevitable result of femin- 
ism's becoming a kind of theorizing? Finally, this reconfiguration in femin- 
ist theory raises questions about what is implied in the move toward think- 
ing experience in terms of identity. Is specifying certain experiences as 
women's experiences, that is, breaking philosophy's traditional silence about 
such experiences by naming them and claiming them for women, a liberat- 
ing gesture? Or is this to reconsolidate the traditional images of women 
that have historically been deployed with results oppressive of women? In 
this way, the question of women's situation encounters the question of 
women's identity. 

2. The Question of Women's Identity 

Ever since Simone de Beauvoir's argument that women are not born, but 
made25 a central concern of feminist tlheo~y has been to explicate the pro- 
cesses through which women are made, to give an account of femininity. 
There are two points of departure here. The first is the view that feminin- 
ity is not adequately explained by appeal to female anatomy and physiology, 
although feminist theorists disagree about whether-and if so, how--biology 
should be a factor in an account of gender identity.16 The second is the 
view that, at least in modem Western thought, theories of human identity 
formation, despite their claims to universality, tend to focus on masculinity 
or men's experience, to argue that some quality of masculinity or some 
aspect of men's experience is definitively human, and thus to yield accounts 
of women's identity as a deviation from that norm. 

Here feminist theory intends to avoid both the deterministic accounts 
of gender identity that follow from equating gender and the body, and the 
flawed accounts of femininity as the deviation from a norm that follow 
from theories of identity formation that assume the masculinity of the sub- 
ject of identity. Feminist theories of gender identity are intended to explain 
the persistence of the different and unequal significance of masculinity and 
femininity in social relations in the modem era, while also enabling a 
reconstruction of gender identities so as to end the devaluation of feminin- 
ity and the exclusion of women from those activities and practices most 
valorized in modem social relations. A brief survey of recent work on this 
question shows that explanations of women's identity have proliferated, that 
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there has been considerable resistance to these explanations within feminist 
theory, including resistance to the very project of theorizing identity, and 
that this resistance further problematks the appeal to women's experience 
as the foundation for an account of women's situation. 

Feminist theory has looked to already established theories of identity 
formation, such as the sociology of roles, stage theories of psychological 
development, and psychoanalysis, as sources for explanations of women's 
identity. Here, too, feminist theory has become embroiled in debates about 
whether such theories adequately explain gender identity, or whether they 
can be reworked so as to address this question adequately. Feminist 
theory's ongoing engagement with psychoanalysis is perhaps its most 
thorough instance of such involvement. Feminist theory's relationships to 
psychoanalysis range from an insistence that it is irredeemably misogynist17 
to a view that its adoption of the development of masculinity as its para- 
digm for human development is a serious but correctable problem for its 
use for feminist purposes.18 Thus, feminist theory has also included various 
attempts to rework psychoanalysis-foe instance, by focusing on the pre- 
Oedipal period,l9 or on the ways in which the question of femininity is 
disruptive of psychoanalytic texts, especially Freud's,a or by turning to 
other reworking, such as Lacanian psychoanalysis.21 And feminist theory's 
preoccupation with psychoanalysis has also elicited resistance within femi- 
nist theory on the grounds that psychoanalysis provides little or no basis 
for theorizing other aspects of identity22 

The question of women's identity has proliferated explanatory con- 
cepts in a way analogous to the proliferation of feminist theories addressed 
to the question of women's situation. Rejecting the view that gender is 
reducible to the body, but finding already established theories of identity 
formation inadequate to account for gender identity, feminist theory articu- 
lates the distinction of sex and gender. 'Sex' refers to the anatomical and 
physiological differences that characterize human males and females, and 
'gender' refers to the psychological, social, and political meanings these dif- 
ferences come to have in social contexts.z Gender is thus the social and 
cultural encoding of the meaning of sex. On the assumption that bodily 
manifestations of sex are invariant, the sedgender distinction points to the 
need for an explanation of how gender is constructed and how the social 
construction of gender is related to the different and unequal position of 
women in society. 

The sedgender distinction itself, however, raises difficult questions 
about gender and embodiment.% If gender is the social construction of the 
meaning of sex, then what is the sexed body? What are we knowing about 
bodies, in knowing that bodies have a sex, if sex is distinct from gender? 
And how do we know it? Here the body and its sex seem to be some sort 
of inert, raw material out of which gender is made or onto which gender is 
grafted. And knowledge of how sex becomes gender presupposes some 
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experience of the sexed body apart from gender, or at least some access to 
the un- or pre-gendered, but sexed, body. This is also implied by the view 
that an understanding of the social processes that construct gender will 
allow the reconstruction of gender identities, so that, while there will still 
be males and females, there might no longer be masculinity and femininity, 
or masculinity and femininity might have different meanings. 

On the other hand, if gender is the social construction of the mean- 
ing of the body, then what is sex to the body? If the social construction of 
gender identity operates on the body in some way, what exactly is sexed 
embodiment? The argument that gender is the social construction of the 
meaning of the body raises the possibility that there is no necessary con- 
nection between sexual dimorphism and gender dimorphism, that is, that 
the body is susceptible to a multiplicity of socially constructed gender 
meanings. And the sedgender distinction similarly problematizes the ques- 
tion of sexual desire. If sexual desire is socially constructed in a way similar 
to the social construction of gender, then there is also no necessary connec- 
tion between sexual dimorphism and any dimorphism of sexual desire; 
sexual desire is also susceptible to a multiplicity of socially ~ n s t ~ c t e d  
meanings. 

Thus, whether gender is the social construction of the meaning of sex 
(the sex of the body) or of the meaning of the (sexed) body, the question 
of sex remains intact. The sex/gender distinction, then, looks more like an 
explanatory triad-the body/sex/gender-with 'sex' as a pivotally unstable 
term. In feminist theory's attempts to articulate the relationship of the 
body, sex, and gender, the category 'sex' is always poised on the verge of 
collapsing back into either the body or gender. Despite feminist theory's 
intentions, then, the sedgender distinction, or the body/sex/gender triad, 
seems to undo the possibility of accounting for that which it was developed 
to explain. 

Feminist theory developed the sedgender distinction to explain mas- 
culinity and femininity, to account for the persistent significance of gender 
identity in social relations, and to enable the reconstruction of gender iden- 
tities. But it seems instead to have dispersed masculinity and femininity 
among a multiplicity of genders and sexual desires. This reconfiguration 
might do more than an explanation of the social construction of mascu- 
linity and femininity to enable the reconstruction of gender identities. But 
it problematizes any explanation of the significance of masculinity and fem- 
ininity typical of social relations in the modem era. 

In response to this reconfiguration, feminist theory has tumed to the 
questi~n of difference itself, especially as this is posed by various forms of 
post-structuralism, for some way of thinking the relationship of the body, 
sex, gender, and sexual desire without relying on the category 'sex' to func- 
tion as it does in the sedgender distinction. But with this move, feminist 
theory finds itself confronting a variety of challenges to the very project of 
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theorizing identity. Jacques Lacan's argument that the self's relationship to 
the desire of the other means that subjectivity is not only constructed 
within discourse but also fundamentally divided,* deconstruction's critique 
of the metaphysics of presence that grounds theories of identity,26 and 
Michel Foucault's analyses of the ways in which being a subject is always 
also a subjection to normalizing discursive practices and regimes of 
power,n all throw into question the concept of identity on which feminist 
theory's project of theorizing women's identity depends. And, while some 
feminist theorists see these difficulties for theorizing identity as a challenge 
that feminist theory must engage, others have serious misgivings about sur- 
rendering the concept of identity, because feminism, if it is to be about 
anything, ought to be about women articulating and reconstructing what it 
means to be a w0man.B 

At this point, the two approaches in feminist theory that I have dis- 
tinguished-that which focuses on women's situation and that which focuses 
on women's identitydnd considered separately, must be brought together. 
From the perspective of the present moment in feminist theory, it seems 
that these two sets of questions have been on a collision course. The 
attempt to explain women's situation, and to develop arguments for how to 
change it, has made explicit in established political theories and traditions a 
gender bias resulting from the failure to consider women's experience in its 
specificity. For this reason, feminist theoretical accounts of women's situa- 
tion have come to rely on a more explicit appeal to women's experience, 
which presupposes some account of women's identity. But the attempt to 
explain women's identity has provoked difficult questions about the very 
concept of identity, thus undermining the appeal to women's experience 
that has become foundational to the project of explaining and changing 
women's situation. In short, this reconfiguration leaves feminist theory in 
the difficult position of wondering what can be said for, by, and about 
women when what it means to be a woman has become less rather than 
more certain. In other words, feminist theory faces a set of questions about 
what questions it might now ask. What other ways of thinking identity, 
experience, and situation might emerge here? How else might we theorize 
agency, action, and change? How else might we conceptualize the body, sex, 
and gender; or gender and other aspects of identity? What other sorts of 
critical encounters with what other established (or establishing) disciplines 
and theoretical perspectives can we anticipate? I do not know the answers 
to these questions. But I do recognize them as the sort of difficult yet com- 
pelling questions that philosophy is also thought to raise and address. Phi- 
losophy, I believe, would be a more difficult and yet more compelling aca- 
demic practice if it were as thoroughly selfquestioning and self-critical as 
feminist theory. Thus, the instability of feminist theory suggests to me, not 
that feminist theory ought to be reconsidered, but rather that feminist 
theory's very instability is one reason why it surfaces so many difficult yet 
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compelling questions. In this respect, feminist theory can serve as a model 
for philosophical practice, or a position from which to reconsider philoso- 
phy- 
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