TOWARD AN AFROCENTRIC FEMINIST EPISTEMOLOGY

PATRICIA HILL COLLINS

Patricia Hill Collins (b. 1948) is the most important advocate within sociology proper of what she terms
in this essay, from her book Black Feminist Thought (1990), “an Afrocentric feminist epistemology.” The
essay begins with a critique of Furocentric and masculinist thought, which, particularly in its positivist
articulation (she contends), seeks to divorce the researcher from the object of investigation, enforce a
notion of objectivity by preventing emotions from entering in, and promote a value-free research
process. The remainder of the essay is devoted to sketching a black feminist epistemology as
an alternative. Key to this approach is recognizing and appreciating the concrete experiences of daily
life as the basis for meaning construction and the notion of understanding, not as an individual
accomplishment, but as the result of the collective efforts resulting from sisterhood.

A small girl and her mother passed a statue
depicting a European man who had
barehandedly subdued a ferocious lion. The little
girl stopped, looked puzzled and asked, *“Mama,
something’s wrong with that statue. Everybody
knows that a man can’t whip a lion.” "But
darling” her mother replied, ‘you must
remember that the man made the statue.”

—As told by Katie G. Cannon

?L y lack feminist thought, like all specialized thought,
Lo reflects the interests and standpoint of its creators.
Tracing the origin and diffusion of any body of specia-
lized thought reveals its affinity to the power of the
group that created it (Mannheim 1936). Because elite
white men and their representatives control structures
of knowledge validation, white male interests pervade
the thematic content of traditional scholarship. As a
result, Black women's experiences with work, family,
motherhood, political activism, and sexual politics
have been routinely distorted in or excluded from tra-
ditional academic discourse.

Black feminist thought as specialized thought
reflects the thematic content of African-American
women’s experiences. But because Black women have
had to struggle against white male interpretations of the
world in order to express a self-defined standpoint,
Black feminist thought can best be viewed as subju-
gated knowledge. The suppression of Black women’s
efforts for self-definition in traditional sites of knowl-
edge production has led African-American women to
use alternative sites such as music, literature, daily con-
versations, and everyday behavior as important loca-
tions for articulating the core themes of a Black feminist
consciousness.

Investigating the subjugated knowledge of subordi-
nate groups—in this case a Black women’s standpoint
and Black feminist thought—requires more ingenuity
than that needed to examine the standpoints and
thought of dominant groups. I found my training as a
social scientist inadequate to the task of studying the
subjugated knowledge of a Black women’s standpoint.
This is because subordinate groups have long
had to use alternative ways to create independent




self-definitions and self-valuations and to rearticulate
them through our own spedalists. Like other subordi-
nate groups, African-American women have not only
developed a distinctive Black women's standpoint, but
have done so by using alternative ways of producing
and validating knowledge.

Epistemology is the study of the philosophical
pfoblems in concepts of knowledge and truth. The
techniques I use in this volume to rearticulate a
Black women’s standpoint and to further Black fem-
inist thought may appear to violate some of the basic
epistemological assumptions of my training as a
social scientist. In choosing the core themes in Black
feminist thought that merited investigation, I con-
sulted established bodies of academic research. But I
also searched my own experiences and those of
African-American women I know for themes we
thought were important. My use of language signals
a different relationship to my material than that
which currently prevails in social science literature.
For example, I often use the pronoun “our” instead
of “their” when referring to African-American women,
a choice that embeds me in-the group I am studying
instead of distancing me from it. In addition, I occa-
sionally place my own concrete experiences in the
text. To support my analysis, I cite few statistics and
instead rely on the voices of Black women from all
walks of life. These conscious epistemological choices
signal my attempts not only to explore the thematic
content of Black feminist thought but to do so in a
way that does not violate its basic epistemological
framework.

One key epistemological concern facing Black
women intellectuals is the question of what consti-
tutes adequate justifications that a given knowledge
claim, such as a fact or theory, is true. In producing the
specialized knowledge of Black feminist thought,
Black women intellectuals often encounter two dis-
tinct epistemologies: one representing elite white
male interests and the other expressing Afrocentric
feminist concerns. Epistemological choices about
who to trust, what to believe, and why something is
true are not benign academic issues. Instead, these
concerns tap the fundamental question of which ver-
sions of truth will prevail and shape thought and
action.

THE EUROCENTRIC, MASCULINIST
KNOWLEDGE VALIDATION PROCESS

Institutions, paradigms, and other elements of the
knowledge validation procedure controlled by elite
white men constitute the Eurocentric masculinist
knowledge validation process. The purpose of this pro-
cess is to represent a white male standpoint. Although it
reflects powerful white male’s interest, various dimen-
sions of the process are not necessarily managed by -
white men themselves. Scholars, publishers, and other
experts represent specific interests and credentialing
processes, and their knowledge claims must satisfy the
political and epistemological criteria of the contexts in
which they reside (Kuhn 1962; Mulkay 1979).

Two political criteria influence the knowledge vali-
dation process. First, knowledge claims are evaluated
by a community of experts whose members represent
the standpoints of the groups from which they origi-
nate. Within the Eurocentric masculinist process this
means that a scholar making a knowledge claim must
convince a scholarly community controlled by white
men that a given claim is justified. Second, each com-
munity of experts must maintain its credibility as
defined by the larger group in which it is situated and
from which it draws its basic, taken-for-granted knowl-
edge. This means that scholarly communities that chal-
lenge basic beliefs held in the culture at large will be
deemed less credible than those which support popular
perspectives.

When white men control the knowledge validation
process, both political criteria can work to suppress
Black feminist thought. Given that the general culture |
shaping the taken-for-granted knowledge of the com-
munity of experts is permeated by widespread notions
of Black and female inferiority, new knowledge claims
that seem to violate these fundamental assumptions
are likely to be viewed as anomalies (Kuhn 1962).
Moreover, specialized thought challenging notions of
Black and female inferiority is unlikely to be generated
from within a white-male-controlled academic com-
munity because both the kinds of questions that
could be asked and the explanations that would be
found satisfying would necessarily reflect a basic lack
of familiarity with Black women’s reality. The experi-
ences of African-American women scholars illustrate




how individuals who wish to rearticulate a Black
women’s standpoint through Black feminist thought
can be suppressed by a white-male-controlled knowl-
edge validation process. Exclusion from basic literacy,
quality educational experiences, and faculty and
administrative positions has limited Black women’s
access to influential academic positions (Zinn et al.
1986). While Black women can produce knowledge
claims that contest those advanced by the white male
community, this community does not grant that Black
women scholars have competing knowledge claims
based in another knowledge validation process. As a
consequence, any credentials controlled by white male
acadermnicians can be denied to Black women producing
Black feminist thought on the grounds that it is not
credible research.

Black women with academic credentials who seek
ito exert the authority that our status grants us to pro-

" pose new knowledge claims about African-American
women face pressures to use our authority to help
legitimate a system that devalues and excludes the
majority of Black women. When an outsider group—
in this case, African-American women—recognizes that
the insider group—namely, white men—requires spe-
cial privileges from the larger society, a special problem
arises of keeping the outsiders out and at the same time
having them acknowledge the legitimacy of this proce-
dure. Accepting a few “safe” outsiders addresses this
legitimation problem (Berger and Luckmann 1966).
One way of excluding the majority of Black women
from the knowledge validation process is to permit a
few Black women to acquire positions of authority in
institutions that legitimate knowledge, and to encou-
rage us to work within the taken-for-granted assump-
tions of Black female inferiority shared by the scholarly
community and by the culture at large. Those Black
women who accept these assumptions are likely to be
rewarded by their institutions, often at significant per-
sonal cost. Those challenging the assumptions run the
risk of being ostracized.

African-American wormen academicians who persist
in trying to rearticulate a Black women’s standpoint also
face potential rejection of our knowledge claims on
epistemological grounds. Just as the material realities
of the powerful and the dominated produce separate
standpoints, each group may also have distinctive

epistemologies or theories of knowledge. Black women
scholars may know that something is true but be
unwilling or unable to legitimate our claims using
Eurocentric, masculinist criteria for consistency with
substantiated knowledge and citeria for methodolo-
gical adequacy. For any body of knowledge, new knowl-
edge claims must be consistent with an existing body of
knowledge that the group controlling the interpretive
context accepts as true. The methods used to validate
knowledge claims must also be acceptable to the group
controlling the knowledge validation process.

The criteria for the methodological adequacy of
positivism  illustrate the epistemological standards
that Black women scholars would have to satisfy
in legitimating Black feminist thought using a
Eurocentric masculinist epistemology. While I describe
Eurocentric masculinist approaches as a single process,
many schools of thought or paradigms are subsumed
under this one process. Moreover, my focus on positi-
vism should be interpreted neither to mean that all
dimensions of positivism are inherently problematic
for Black women nor that nonpositivist frameworks
are better. For example, most traditional frameworks
that women of color internationally regard as oppres-
sive to women are not positivist, and Eurocentric fem-
inist critiques of positivism may have less political
importance for women of color, especially those in
traditional societies than they have for white feminists
(Narayan 1989).

Positivist approaches aim to create scientific
descriptions of reality by producing objective general-
izations. Because researchers have widely differing
values, experiences, and emotions, genuine science is
thought to be unattainable unless all human character-
istics except rationality are eliminated from the research
process. By following strict methodological rules, scien-
tists aim to distance themselves from the values, vested
interests, and emotions generated by their class, race;
sex, or unique situation. By decontextualizing them-
selves, they allegedly become detached observers and
manipulators of nature (Jaggar 1983; Harding 1986).
Moreover, this researcher decontextualization is paral-
leled by comparable efforts to remove the objects of
study from their contexts. The result of this entire pro-
cess is often the separation of information from
meaning (Fausto-Sterling 1989).




Several requirements typify positivist methodolo-
gical approaches. First, research methods generally
require a distancing of the researcher from her or his
“object” of study by defining the researcher as a “sub-
ject” with full human subjectivity and by objectifying
the “object” of study (Keller 1985; Asante 1987; Hooks
1989). A second requirement is the absence of emo-
tions from the research process (Hochschild 1975;
Jaggar 1983). Third, ethics and values are deemed inap-
propriate in the research process, either as the reason
for scientific inquiry or as part of the research process
itself (Richards 1980; Haan et al. 1983). Finally, adver-
sarial debates, whether written or oral, become the
preferred method of ascertaining truth: the arguments
that can withstand the greatest assault and survive
intact become the strongest truths (Moulton 1983).

Such criteria ask African-American women to objec-
tify ourselves, devalue our emotional life, displace our
motivations for furthering knowledge about Black
women, and confront in an adversarial relationship
those with more social, economic and professional
power. It therefore seems unlikely that Black women
would use a positivist epistemological stance in rear-
ticulating a Black women’s standpoint. Black women
are more likely to choose an alternative epistemology
for assessing knowledge claims, one using different
standards that are consistent with Black women’s cri-
teria for substantiated knowledge and with our criteria
for methodological adequacy. If such an epistemology
exists, what are its contours? Moreover, what is its role
in the production of Black feminist thought?

THE CONTOURS OF AN AFROCENTRIC
FEMINIST EPISTEMOLOGY

Africanist analyses of the Black experience generally
agree on the fundamental elements of an Afrocentric
standpoint (Okanlawon 1972). Despite varying his-
tories, Black societies reflect elements of a core African
value system that existed prior to and independently of
racial oppression (Jahn 1961; Mbiti 1969; Diop 1974;
Zahan 1979; Sobel 1979; Richards 1980, 1990; Asante
1987; Myers 1988). Moreover, as a result of coloni-
alism, imperialism, slavery, apartheid, and other sys-
tems of racial domination, Black people share a
common experience of oppression. These two factors

foster shared Afrocentric values that permeate the
family structure, religious institutions, culture, and
community life of Blacks in varying parts of Affica, the
Caribbean, South America, and North America
(Walton 1971; Gayle 1971; Smitherman 1977;
Shimkin et al. 1978; Walker 1980; Sudarkasa 1981;
Thompson 1983; Mitchell and Lewter 1986; Asante
1987; Brown 1989). This Afrocentric consciousness
permeates the shared history of people of African des-

cent through the framework of a distinctive Afrocentric’

epistemology (Turner 1984).

Feminist scholars advance a similar argument by
asserting that women share a history of gender op-
pression, primarily through sex/gender hierarchies
(Eisenstein 1983; Hartsock 1983b; Andersen 1988).
These experiences transcend divisions among women
created by race, social class, religion, sexual orientation,
and ethnicity and form the basis of a women’s stand-
point with a corresponding feminist consciousness and
epistemology (Rosaldo 1974; D. Smith 1987; Hartsock
1983a; Jaggar 1983).

Because Black women have access to both the
Afrocentric and the feminist standpoints, an alternative
epistemology used to rearticulate a Black women’s
standpoint should reflect elements of both traditions.
The search for the distinguishing features of an alter-
native epistemology used by African-American women
reveals that values and ideas Africanist scholars identify
as characteristically “Black” often bear remarkable
resemblance to similar ideas claimed by feminist scho-
lars as characteristically “female.” This similarity sug-
gests that the material conditions of race, class, and
gender oppression can vary dramatically and yet gen-
erate some uniformity in the epistemologies of subor-
dinate groups. Thus the significance of an Afrocentric
feminist epistemology may lie in how such an episte-
mology enriches our understanding of how subordi-
nate groups create knowledge that fosters resistance.

The parallels between the two conceptual schemes
raise a question: Is the worldview of women of African
descent more intensely infused with the overlapping
feminine/Afrocentric standpoints than is the case for
either African-American men or white women? While
an Afrocentric feminist epistemology reflects elements of
epistemologies used by African-Americans and women
as groups, it also paradoxically demonstrates features




that may be unique to Black women. On certain dimen-
sions Black women may more closely resemble Black
men; on others, white women; and on still others
Black women may stand apart from both groups. Black
women’s both/and conceptual orientation, the act of
being simultaneously a member of a group and yet
standing apart from it, forms an integral part of Black
women’s consciousness. Black women negotiate these
contradictions, a situation Bonnie Thomton Dill (1979)
labels the “dialectics of Black womanhood,” by using
this both/and conceptual orientation.

Rather than emphasizing how a Black women’s
standpoint and its accompanying epistemology are dif-
ferent from those in Afrocentric and feminist analyses, I

use Black women’s experiences to examine points of

contact between the two. Viewing an Afrocentric feminist
epistemology in this way challenges additive analyses of
oppression claiming that Black women have a more
accurate view of oppression than do other groups. Such
approaches suggest that oppression can be quantified
and compared and that adding layers of oppression pro-
duces a potentially clearer standpoint (Spelman 1982).
One implication of standpoint approaches is that the
more subordinated the group, the purer the vision of
the oppressed group. This is an outcome of the origins
of standpoint approaches in Marxist social theory, itself
an analysis of social structure rooted in Western either/or
dichotomous thinking, Ironically, by quantifying and
ranking human oppressions, standpoint - theorists
invoke criteria for methodological adequacy character-
istic of positivism. Although it is tempting to claim that
Blackwomen are more oppressed than everyone else and
therefore have the best standpoint from which to under-
stand the mechanisms, processes, and effects of oppres-
sion, this simply may not be the case.

Like a Black women’s standpoint, an Afrocentric
ferninist epistemology is rooted in the everyday experi-
ences of African-American women. In spite of diversity
that exists among women, what are the dimensions of
an Afrocentric feminist epistemology?

CONCRETE EXPERIENCE AS ACRITERION
OF MEANING

“My aunt used to say, ‘A heap see, but a few know,”
remembers Carolyn Chase, a 31-year-old inner-city

Black woman {Gwaltney 1980, 83). This saying depicts
two types of knowing—knowledge and wisdom—and
taps the first dimension of an Afrocentric feminist epis-
temology. Living life as Black women requires wisdom
because knowledge about the dynamics of race, gender,
and class oppression has been essential to Black
women’s survival, African-American women give such
wisdom high credence in assessing knowledge.

Allusions to these two types of knowing pervade
the words of a range of African-American women,
Zilpha Elaw, a preacher of the mid-1800s, explains
the tenacity of racism:

The pride of a white skin is a bauble of great value
with many in some parts of the United States, who
readily sacrifice their intelligence to their
prejudices, and possess more knowledge than
wisdom. {Andrews 1986, 85)

In describing differences separating African-American
and white women, Nancy White invokes a similar rule:
“When you come right down to it, white women just
think they are free. Black women know they ain’t free”
(Gwaltney 1980, 147). Geneva Smitherman, a college
professor specializing in African-American linguistics,
suggests that )

from a black perspective, written documents are
limited in what they can teach about life and -
survival in the world. Blacks are quick to ridicule
“educated fools,”. .. they have “book leaming” but
no ‘mother wit,” knowledge, but not wisdom.
(Smitherman 1977, 76}

Mabel Lincoln eloquently summarizes the distinction
between knowledge and wisdom:

To black people like me, a fool is funny—you
know, people who love to break bad, people you
can’t tell anything to, folks that would take a
shotgun to a roach. (Gwaltney 1980, 68)

African-American women need wisdom to know
how to deal with the “educated fools” who would
“take a shotgun to a roach.” As members of a subordi-
nate group, Black women cannot afford to be fools of
any type, for our objectification as the Other denies us
the protections that white skin, maleness, and wealth
confer. This distinction between knowledge and




wisdom, and the use of experience as the cutting edge
dividing them, has been key to Black women’s survival.
In the context of race, gender, and class oppression, the
distinction is essential. Knowledge without wisdom is
adequate for the powerful, but wisdom is essential to
the survival of the subordinate.

For most African-American women those indivi-
duals who have lived through the experiences about
which they claim to be experts are more believable and
credible than those who have merely read or thought
about such experiences. Thus concrete experience as a
criterion for credibility frequently is invoked by Black
women when making knowledge claims. For instance,
Hannah Nelson describes the importance personal
experience has for her:

Our speech is most directly personal, and every
black person assumes that every other black
person has a right to a personal opinion. In
speaking of grave matters, your personal
experience is considered very good evidence.
With us, distant statistics are certainly not as
important as the actual experience of a sober
person. (Gwaltney 1980, 7).

Similarly, Ruth Shays uses her concrete experiences to
challenge the idea that formal education is the only
route to knowledge:

I am the kind of person who doesn’t have a lot of
education, but both my mother and my father had
good common sense. Now, I think that’s all you
need. I might not know how to use thirty-four
words where three would do, but that does not
mean that I dont know what I'm talking
about. ... I know what I'm talking about because
I'm talking about myself. I"'m talking about what
have lived. (Gwaltney 1980, 27, 33)

Implicit in Ms. Shays’s self-assessment is a critique of
the type of knowledge that obscures the truth, the
“thirty-four words” that cover up a truth that can be
expressed in three.

Even after substantial mastery of white masculinist
epistemologies, many Black women scholars invoke
our own concrete experiences and those of other
African-American women in selecting topics for inves-
tigation and methodologies used. For example, Elsa

Barkley Brown (1986) subtitles her essay on Black
women’s history, “how my mother taught me to be
an historian in spite of my academic training.”
Similarly, Joyce Ladner (1972) maintains that growing
up as a Black woman in the South gave her special
insights in conducting her study of Black adolescent
women. Lorraine Hansberry alludes to the potential
epistemological significance of valuing the concrete:

In certain peculiar ways, we have been conditioned
to think not small—but tiny. And the thing, I think,
which has strangled us most is the tendency to turn
away from the world in search of the universe. That
is chaos in science—can it be anything else in art?
(1969, 134).

Experience as a criterion of meaning with practical
images as its symbolic vehicles is a fundamental epis-
temological tenet in African-American thought systems
(Mitchell and Lewter 1986). “Look at my arm!”
Sojourner Truth proclaimed: “I have ploughed, and
planted, and gathered into barns, and no man could
head me! And aint I a woman?” (Loewenberg and
Bogin 1976, 235). By invoking concrete practical
images from her own life to symbolize new meanings,
Truth deconstructed the prevailing notions of woman.
Stories, narratives, and Bible principles are selected for
their applicability to the lived experiences of African-
Americans and become symbolic representations of a
whole wealth of experience. Bible tales are often told
for the wisdom they express about everyday life, so
their interpretation involves no need for scientific his-
torical verification. The narrative method requires that
the story be told, not torn apart in analysis, and trusted
as core belief, not “admired as sdence” (Mitchell and
Lewter 1986, 8).

June Jordan’s essay about her mother’s suicide
illustrates the multiple levels of meaning that can
occur when concrete experiences are used as a criterion
of meaning. Jordan describes her mother, a woman
who literally died trying to stand up, and the effect
her mother’s death had on her own work:

1 think all of this is really about women and work.
Certainly this is all about me as a woman and my
life work. I mean I am not sure my mother’s
suicide was something extraordinary. Perhaps




most women must deal with a similar inheritance,
the legacy of a woman whose death you cannot
possibly pinpoint because she died so many,
many times and because, even before she
becarrie your mother, the life of that woman was
taken. ... I came too late to help my mother to her
feet. By way of everlasting thanks to all of the
women who have helped me to stay alive I am
working never to be late again. (Jordan 1985, 26)

While Jordan has knowledge about the concrete act of
her mother’s death, she also strives for wisdom con-
cerning the meaning of that death.

Some feminist scholars offer a similar claim that
women as a group are more likely than men to use
concrete knowledge in assessing knowledge claims.
For example, a substantial number of the 135 women
in a study of women’s cognitive development were
“connected knowers” and were drawn to the sort of
knowledge that emerges from first-hand observation
(Belenky et al. 1986). Such women felt that because
knowledge comes from experience, the best way of
understanding another person’s ideas was to develop
empathy and share the experiences that led the person
to form those ideas. ’

In valuing the concrete, African-American women
invoke not only an Afrocentric tradition but a women’s
tradition as well. Some feminist theorists suggest that
women are socialized in complex relational nexuses
where contextual rules versus abstract principles
govern behavior (Chodorow 1978; Gilligan 1982).
This socialization process is thought to stimulate char-
acteristicways of knowing (Hartsock 1983a; Belenky etal.
1986). These theorists suggest that women are more
likely to experience two modes of knowing: one located
in the body and the space it occupies and the other
passing beyond it. Through their child-rearing and nur-
turing activities, women mediate these two modes and
use the concrete experiences of their daily lives to assess
more abstract knowledge claims (D. Smith 1987).

Although valuing the concrete may be more repre-
sentative of women than men, social class differences
among women may generate differential expression of
this women’s value. One study of working-class
women’s ways of knowing found that both white and
African-American women rely on common sense and

‘intuition (Luttrell 1989). These forms of knowledge

allow for subjectivity between the knower and the
known, rest in the women themselves (not in higher
authorities), and are experienced directly in the world
(not through abstractions).

Amanda King, a young African-American mother,
describes how she used the concrete to assess the
abstract and points out how difficult mediating these
two modes of knowing can be:

The leaders of the ROC [a labor union] lost their
jobs too, but it just seemed like they were used to
losing their jobs. ... This was like a lifelong thing
for them, to get out there and protest. They were
like, what do you call them—intellectuals. . . . You
got the ones that go to the university that are
supposed to make all the speeches, they're the
ones that are supposed to lead, you know, put
this little revolution together, and then you got
the little ones . .. that go to the factory everyday,
they be the ones that have to fight. I had a child
and [ thought I don't have the time to be running
around with these people. . . . I mean I understand
some of that stuff they were talking about, like the
bourgeoisie, the rich and the poor and all that, but
I had surviving on my mind for me and my kid.
(Byerly 1986, 198)

For Ms. King abstract ideals of class solidarity were
mediated by the concrete experience of motherhood
and the connectedness it involved.

In traditional African-American communities
Black women find considerable institutional support
for valuing concrete experience. Black women’s cen-
trality in families, churches, and other community
organizations allows us to share our concrete knowl-
edge of what it takes to be self-defined Black women
with younger, less experienced sisters. “Sisteriood is
not new to Black women,” asserts Bonnie Thornton
Dill, but “while Black women have fostered and
encouraged sisterhood, we have not used it as the
anvil to forge our political identities” (1983, 134).
Though not expressed in explicitly political terms,
this relationship of sisterhood among Black women
can be seen as a model for a whole series of relation-
ships African-American women have with one another
(Gilkes 1985; Giddings 1988).




Given that Black churches and families are both
woman-centered, Afrocentric institutions, African-
American women traditionally have found consider-
able institutional support for this dimension of an
Afrocentric feminist epistemology. While white
women may value the concrete, it is questionable
whether white families—particularly middle-class
nuclear ones—and white community institutions
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