12/5  Jen’s notes on Walley 

First of all: talking (and hearing) about female genital operations can be difficult…

Kat:  Every time I hear about fgm, I literally tense up because I am so horrified…Part of me struggles with "First World (see American) guilt" because I don't think it is our business to change the culture of another country or ethnicity. But the part of me that is a woman is enraged. I understand cultures are incredibly revered, especially in Third World countries but when do we hit the point where culture intersects with cruelty and there's no way around it?...

Alex:  while reading the article on female genital modifications, i experienced a mixture of utter horror at the idea of having that done to my body and confusion as to why so many women in the third world go along with it. i like what the author says that using tradition as an excuse for such procedures is illegitimate, because the weight of this tradition wipes out any chance women may have to make their own decisions about whether or not to be "modified." i think i agree with this- at first i considered cultural relativism to be a defense for fgm, in my attempts to be worldly and to think outside of what my socialization process has told me is appropriate. but when i get right down to it, i think fgm is real messed up and i pity women who think it's ok because it's part of their "culture" and they need to maintain that. culture is not static …

So let’s tease out Walley’s argument about cultural relativism and its limits.

Walley is speaking mainly to anthropologists about “culture,” but let’s also think about this as a more general reminder to feminists about the possibility of coalition-building.

In fact, we could probably change the word “culture” here to “identity” and this article might speak pretty directly to some of our recent conversations…so how does Walley help us think further about “categories?”

Patricia:  Hmmm...I did not know that taking this class would cause me to not place too much trust in words--but that is what I've been feeling! Most definitely in this article. I think that, like Wolff and her desire to be rid fo the word "feminism", perhaps the word "culture" is extremely problematic for feminists all over the world today…

Samantha:  At first, I thought this essay would be difficult to read because of the nature of the topic, female genital mutilation, or as Walley writes, “female genital operations.” Because I can imagine the pain this practice might inflict, it had been difficult to imagine how I could “validate” this practice in cultures outside of my own. However, in thinking about this and in reading Walley’s essay, I realize the assumptions I make with little to go on other than accounts by Westerners that have been clearly biased by American values. Walley has added another layer of consideration in thinking about how we categorize and how it can be problematic when making assumptions about practices outside of our culture…I take her to be pushing to move away from either/or scenarios because they only serve to propagate divisions between “us” and “them” rather than focusing on the issue at hand. She uses FGM/FGO as an example to begin to phrase the kinds of questions that might help elucidate the practice(Walley, 429)
Jen’s summary:

Walley’s critique of “hardened” notions of culture suggests that we can neither use culture as an excuse for practices with which we personally disagree (or as an excuse not to get involved), nor can we ignore cultural specificities in the name of universal human rights.

Rather, we need to examine cultural context while being attentive to sources of change and conflict.  Cultures (like any categories) are not internally homogeneous.  Thus instead of trying to get the “authentic” cultural perspective on an issue like female genital operations, we can pay attention to how women within any given group are speaking in favor of and against them; we can attend to the conflicts already underway and start making decisions about how (and if) we want to position ourselves and our resources within those struggles.  

(As Woolf would put it, to whom would we give our three guineas???)

Walley is working on some territory that has been covered by others in anthropology…

For example, Lila Abu-Lughod’s [a “halfie” anthropologist’s] call to “write against culture:” 

[again, let’s think about this for our purposes as “writing against categories”]

“I will argue that ‘culture’ operates in anthropological discourse to enforce separations that inevitably carry a sense of hierarchy. Therefore, anthropologists should now pursue, without exaggerated hopes for the power of their texts to change the world, a variety of strategies for writing against culture.”

“Most American anthropologists believe or act as if ‘culture,’ notoriously resistant to definition and ambiguous of referent, is nevertheless the true object of anthropological inquiry. Yet it could also be argued that culture is important to anthropology b/c the anthropological distinction between self and other rests on it. Culture is the essential tool for making other…Anthropological discourse gives cultural difference…the air of the self-evident.”  

“The erasure of time and conflict make what is inside the boundary set up by homogenization something essential and fixed. These effects are of special moment to anthropologists b/c they contribute to the fiction of essentially different and discrete others who can be separated from some sort of equally essential self.  Insofar as difference is…hierarchical, and assertions of separation a way of denying responsibility, generalization itself must be treated with suspicion.”

Kelsey:  The defining of “authentic cultural practices” is a phenomenon that persists to be a practical tool for defining ownership over a particular historical custom or form of property…The reason as to why one’s “authentic cultural identity” is so hard to define and label is because it simply does not exist. Authenticity, culture, and identity are all synthetic terms that are used to locate and describe a certain type of people or society for practical purposes; and it is within this practicality that the actual people and their societies become over-simplified and stereotyped…People and their societies can not be placed into a neat structural box where they are made to be static artifacts of modern interpretation. This constraining tactic holds fixed an imagined illustration that only serves to simplify categories of people for those who seek to assume ownership over them…

[Abu-Lughod’s suggestions for writing against culture:

-focusing on ideas about discourse (e.g. Foucault) and practice (Bourdieu) 147-8

-looking at connections – historical, transnational.  Those who study connections of people, cultural forms, media, commodities, etc. “expose the inadequacies of the concept of culture and the elusiveness of the entities designated by the term cultures…ideally there would be attention to the shifting groupings, identities, and interactions within and across such borders as well.”  149

-ethnographies of the particular 149-157.  Avoiding some kinds of generalizations.

-“tactical humanism”]

Walley doesn’t (at least explicitly) argue for giving up on “culture,” but she does argue for determined attention to conflict and change. For her, generalizations – that is, categories – seem to be permissible as long as they are open to further examination/dissection; and (I infer) they may be most useful when they are based on affiliations or action groups women themselves would claim.

So…did you agree with Walley’s conclusions about the uses and abuses of “culture” in political struggles?

Perhaps more to the point, does she successfully walk a line between “cultural imperialism” and apathy?

Alex:  i am conflicted…because i hate the idea of the modern american 1st world trying to tell "the rest" of humanity what is and what is not acceptable. part of me wants to say that everyone should keep to his/her own business and allow the matters of others (other people, villages, cultures, countries, whatever) to remain within the realm of those others. but that isnt really practical on a larger scale. so does it actually help to have american feminist screaming from rooftops about the horrors of fgm? are the women of the third world going to see that they have been brainwashed into thinking that they could not say no to a clitoridectomy? or are these women willing to sacrifice their genitals to maintain their culture's unique identity?
Anna:  …it's nauseating. the truth is though, it's not really the US's job to monitor the rest of the world. as a woman i feel outraged that something so horrible is happening to other women, but i often feel as though my hands are tied because no one elected us the world supervisor!

Samantha: I am not sure if she walks a line between “cultural imperialism” and “apathy” because I don’t think she advocates a dichotomy (either/or).

Orah: it seems a nice sentiment for Dawit and Mekuria to write, "Neither Alice Walker nor any of us here can speak for them; but if we have the power and resources, we can create the room for them to speak, and to speak with us as well" (Walley, 428). I learned in my last post about the danger of being spoken for; i wonder, however, about the danger of speaking in a space created by another. … there seems not to be much of a power re-distribution in the shift from speaking for another and creating a space for another.

Kelsey: … we too are unconscious of our mergence with potentially dangerous alliances in today’s feminist dialogue, which is think Woody articulates beautifully:
“… as the young women in Kikhorne might have strategically merged their “voices” with more powerful others such as Church and State, so too can we ask how those of us participating in these international controversies are strategically merging our “voices” with one or more of the powerful discourses of feminism, cultural nationalism, relativism, humanism, and to be blunt, racism?” (Walley, 430)  Walley’s call to be skeptic of complete alignment with those groups who are more powerful is reminiscent of Virginia Woolf’s critique of maintaining, what Dr. Patico defines as “critical distance”…and her argument has helped me appreciate Woolf much more than I had when first reading The Three Guineas. Perhaps, I also can go to bed with her.
Thinking about your politics projects, I like the reminders in this piece that:

--we’re already “involved” in issues that might seem far away from us

--we should try to be very circumspect about other people’s positions before we consider our next moves

--having done so, we need to choose where our voices and resources will best serve and jump in (knowing it might be messy!)

Where have you all “jumped in” in your political papers?  

For whom are you speaking (or what kind of space for speech are you trying to create)?

What were the categories you needed to disassemble?  To keep? 

