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  How do feminist theorists practice their theory in their writing? Why and how is 

style important? How does how something is said impact what is said and how it is understood by 

others? These questions point to an important insight within feminist theory: feminist theory is 

not a simple (or innocent) description or analysis of facts or ideas. Theory and how it is presented 

through writing by a theorist is a practice—a practice that is implicated in the power structures 

that are being critiqued and a practice that has the potential, depending on how it is presented, to 

further the values and goals of the feminist theorist and her community/ies. This essay will 

examine how three different theorists practice their theory within their own critical writing, 

exploring the ways in which their writings and writing styles are (or are not) connected to the 

values they are promoting, the goals they are wishing to achieve, and the audiences they are 

hoping to reach. 

I. Patricia Hill Collins and Fighting Words 

  In Fighting Words, Collins emphasizes the importance of engaging in a critical 

social theory that links knowledge with institutional practices in specific historical, social, and 

political locations (xii). In contrast to the idea of theory as separate from practice and as 

“circulating exclusively… among privileged individuals,” Collins understands theory to be 

explicitly linked to practice and to “emerge from, [be] legitimated by, and reflect the concerns of 

actual groups of people in particular institutional settings” (xii). To clarify this notion of critical 

social theory, Collins draws upon a model of theoretical practice that was important for her as she 

was growing up—the visionary pragmatism of the Black women on her block. This visionary 

pragmatism, which “emphasized the necessity of linking caring, theoretical vision with informed, 

practical struggle” (188), fostered a creative tension between theory (as vision) and practice 

(pragmatic action), holding both accountable to each other—theoretical visions had to stay 

connected to the lived practices of everyday people and pragmatic actions had to maintain a 

hopeful vision of the future. 

  With its linkage to the practical struggles of everyday social groups and its 

distancing from the elite world of theory inhabited by “selected luminaries” (xii), critical social 
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theory’s (with visionary pragmatism as a prime example) primary commitment is not to gaining 

knowledge for knowledge’s sake or to being critical for the sake of critique. Instead, “[w]hat 

makes critical social theory ‘critical’ is its commitment to justice, for one’s own group and/or for 

other groups” (xiv). In addition to placing her work in solidarity with the everyday people she is 

trying to reach, this move is a self-conscious distancing from those social theorists who keep 

things “at play” forever. For Collins, critical social theory requires that a theorist “take a stand,” 

by making explicit her desire for justice (194) and by taking responsibility for the outcomes of 

her theories.  

  This responsibility involves maintaining the creative tension between vision and 

practice through a perpetual process of “self-reflexivity via self-criticism” (197) in which a 

critical social theorist is aware of the limitations of her own participation in the production of 

theory (that is, her own complicity in the systems of power that determine what counts as theory 

and the potential for her visions to not fit with the practices of social groups) and remains flexible 

and open to the ongoing journey and struggle for social justice.  

  This process of “self-reflexivity via self-criticism” includes two important 

practices. First, a critical social theorist must constantly assess her theoretical visions/practices in 

terms of three key sets of questions: (1) How does this social theory speak the truth to people 

about the reality of their lives?, (2) Does this social theory equip people to resist oppression? Is 

this social theory functional as a tool for social change?, and (3) Does this critical social theory 

move people to struggle (198-199)? Second, a critical social theorists must make her own practice 

of theory production, that is the language she chooses, the position from which she is theorizing, 

and the audiences to whom she is addressing, explicit within her own writing. This second 

practice leads us directly to a discussion of Collins and the practicing of her own theory through 

her critical writing in Fighting Words.

  Collins’ commitment to critical social theory is clearly illustrated in her own 

writing style, particularly in the “Introduction” to Fighting Words. Throughout the introduction, 

Collins makes her own positionality within the text explicit through a discussion of her struggles 
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with issues of language. Additionally, through her repeated references to social justice and the 

guidelines for how it can be achieved, Collins outlines her own position, enabling readers to 

easily identify exactly where she stands. 

  As mentioned earlier in this essay, Collins finds it extremely important to clearly 

position herself as a theorist (her location, her status, her experiences) within the text because 

theory is not simply a search for knowledge; theory is implicated in power. For Collins, in 

examining critical social theory, we need to focus not only on what we know (epistemology) but 

who creates and legitimates that knowledge as theory (power). And, as a producer of critical 

theory, Collins feels compelled to focus some of her writing on her own positionality.  She does 

this through adiscussion of her struggles with language within this text and her desire to balance 

her authority as an academic with her credibility as a theorist for and of the people. 

  Within the introduction, Collins offers personal testimony on her own struggles 

to maintain the contradiction between claiming solidarity with those who have been silenced by 

speaking to and writing for them in personal, easily accessible language and acknowledging her 

complicity in the dominant system by using the impersonal, frequently inaccessible language of 

the academy to establish her own authority and credibility (xx-xxi). In reflecting on this 

contradiction, Collins laments, “writing Fighting Words in language that demonstrates my grasp 

of the specialized language of much contemporary academic discourses…needlessly excludes 

larger numbers of people. The content of my ideas might be profoundly compromised by the 

process I use in sharing them” (xxi-xxii). However, on the other side of this contradiction, Collins 

also realizes that using language that is too simple and ideas that are too easily popularized leaves 

her open to claims that her work is not critical (read complex) enough or could result in the 

commodification of her work as “a new theoretical candy bar with which to fight the boredom of 

the recycled academic theories currently clogging far too many scholarly publications” (xxi). 

Collins chooses not to resolve this contradiction between personal (accessible/popular) and 

impersonal (inaccessible, academic jargon) language, but instead to use both in her chapters by 
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weaving together personal anecdotes and reflections with the specialized languages of academic 

discourses. 

  The maintaining of this tension concerning language choice offers an effective 

example of Collins’ practice of her own theory of visionary pragmatism and the creative tensions 

that it fosters: both/and, theory/practice, academic/activist, and vision/action. However, because 

Collins is ultimately committed to a theory of justice that speaks to people and their experiences, 

that provides them with tools to fight injustice and that moves and inspires them in that fight, her 

writing style leans toward the side of more accessible language. Ultimately, Collins is willing to 

risk the accusation that her personal language is too uncritical in order to clearly outline her own 

alliances and her own criteria for critical social theory in the hopes of speaking to and inspiring 

her various audiences. 

  The next theorist that I will be examining, Judith Butler, approaches the issues of 

practicing theory in a very different way. Her goal is not to inspire, but to incite, to make trouble 

and to force her audiences to think more critically about the ideas/theories that they are reading. 

Although not entirely incompatible with Collins, Butler’s emphasis on provocation results in a 

different interpretation of how a theorist should position herself within her text and how she 

should choose and use language to communicate her visions and goals to her audiences. 

II. Judith Butler and Gender Trouble

  Like Collins, Butler understands knowledge to be explicitly linked with power. 

But, whereas Collins emphasizes her own theoretical positioning as involving a tension between 

being both an outsider (a Black woman) and an insider (an academic) to that power, Butler 

positions herself as a theorist squarely inside that power. In fact, drawing upon Michel Foucault 

and his notion of power in The History of Sexuality, Vol I, Butler argues that there is no outside to 

power and that she has been produced (subjectivated) by the very power that she is wishing to 

resist. Butler’s understanding of feminist theory is predicated on this notion that all theorists are 

implicated (and complicit to some extent) in the practices and discourses that they are wishing to 

challenge, critique or transform.  
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In Gender Trouble, Butler discusses how this complicity can be seen within feminist 

theory and its struggles for recognition within dominant liberal discourse. She argues that the 

subject on whose behalf feminist theorists are working (woman) “is produced and restrained by 

the very structures of power through which emancipation is sought” (2). Therefore, all attempts to 

seek recognition before the law for women have the potential to reinforce the very damaging 

notions of woman that women are fighting against. 

 This recognition of complicity in the system challenges the traditional notion of the 

theorist who exists outside the dominant system at a critical (or objective) distance, confidentially 

and definitively declaring what is wrong with the world and how it can be transformed. In its 

place, Butler promotes a feminist theorist whose only choice is to subvert practices from within, 

exposing the limitations of these practices to fully (or effectively) account for our situations 

(particularly in terms of gender) within the world. Butler understands this practice of subversion 

to be “in the tradition of [an] immanent critique that seeks to provoke critical examination of the 

basic vocabulary of the movement of thought to which it belongs” (vii). 

  The key phrase in this description is the “provok[ing] of a critical examination of 

the basic vocabulary.” Unlike Collins who wishes to empower and inspire her audiences to 

transform the world, Butler wishes to confuse and incite her audiences to practice critical 

thinking. For Butler, one of the most dangerous aspects of dominant discourse is its ability to 

conceal its regulatory practices under the guise of common sense (ex. It is just common sense that 

girls become women who desire men. It is natural and obvious). As common sensical and natural, 

people willing and uncritically accept ideas that are far from innocent descriptions of how the 

world is. Butler’s goal is to challenge people’s notions of common sense (challenge how they 

“read” gender for example by looking to drag), thereby provoking them into thinking carefully 

about assumptions that they make. Through this provocation, Butler does not wish to tell her 

audiences what to think; she just wants to get them to think thereby enabling them to critically 

assess what it is that they believe and why.
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  Butler links the danger of common sense directly to language (the vocabulary she 

mentions in the key phrase) and its promotion as purely a medium of communication. For her, the 

choice of which language to use and how to use it is never politically neutral (xviii). This claim is 

echoed in Collins’ discussion of language within her own work. However, in contrast to Collins 

who promotes accessible, personal language, Butler cautions against such use, arguing that 

requests for “plain speaking” (xix) can have dangerous political implications. Butler writes:

The demand for lucidity forgets the ruses that motor the ostensibly “clear” view. Avital Ronell 
recalls the moment in which Nixon looked into the eyes of the nation and said, “let me make one 
thing perfectly clear” and then proceeded to lie. What travels under the sign of “clarity,” and what 
would be the price of failing to deploy a certain critical suspicion when the arrival of lucidity is 
announced? Who devises the protocols of “clarity” and whose interests do they serve (xix)?

Butler’s commitment to provoking her readers and her suspicion of common sense and 

“plain speaking” is reflected in her writing style. Within Gender Trouble she uses difficult 

language, arguing that such language is the “best vehicle for expressing radical views, given the 

constraints that grammar imposes upon thought, indeed upon the thinkable itself” (xviii-xix). 

Following in the tradition of psychoanalysts such as Luce Irigaray and her emphasis on the 

ultimate limits of phallogocentric language and its grammar of sex, Butler twists grammar (for 

example, within Gender Trouble, she sometimes deliberately fails to make her subject agree with 

her verbs) in order to subvert any easy reading or acceptance of it. Part of this twisting involves 

her own reluctance to put herself, as an autobiographical “I,” within the text. This is not, I 

believe, a claim for the impossibility of autobiography, but a caution against its uncritical use and 

the assumptions that it makes about a unitary subject who exists outside of and before power—a 

subject who can unproblematically use language as a simple tool.

  Butler’s subversive style is not limited to her twisting of grammar.  Additionally, 

she uses decidedly impersonal (what Nancy Fraser has called antihumanist) language to distance 

herself and her own position from her readers. As opposed to Collins who clearly outlines her 

plan of action and her idea of what constitutes effective critical social theory, Butler is hesitant to 

make her position explicitly known for fear that her statements will be taken up uncritically as the 

way to do things, a move that would foreclose future thinking on the subject and would fix her in 
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a certain position (like the queen of drag?).  She refuses to offer many examples or personal 

anecdotes and it is only in rare moments, as in the 1999 Preface, that she positions herself within 

her work. Reflecting on her own role within the production of Gender Trouble, Butler writes: 

At the same time I was ensconced in the academy, I was also living a life outside those walls, and 
though Gender Trouble is an academic book, it began, for me, with a crossing over, sitting on 
Rehoboth Beach, wondering whether I could link the different sides of my life. That I can write in 
an autobiographical mode does not, I think, relocate this subject that I am, but perhaps it gives the 
reader a sense of solace that there is someone here… (xvi-xvii). 

So far in this essay, I have discussed a theorist (Collins) who negotiates a difficult balance 

between personal and impersonal language, explicitly positions herself within her text, and works 

to empower and inspire people. I have also discussed a theorist (Butler) who is wary of all 

uncritical uses of language, is cautious about positioning (or should I say fixing) herself within 

her text, and works to incite and provoke individuals. For my final text, I will explore a writer/

theorist who uses her personal experience as the source of her theory, deliberately manipulates 

language for maximum effect and works to communicate the truth of her life in order to allow 

people to feel some of the fear and uncertainty that she experienced growing up as “the poor and 

the queer” in South Carolina.   

III. Dorothy Allison and “A Question of Class”

  From the beginning, it is clear that Allison’s essay could not be considered theory 

nor could Allison herself be considered a theorist in the traditional understanding of the word. Her 

theory is heavily overshadowed by the narrative of her own life, from her origins as white trash in 

South Carolina, to the sexual abuse she suffered at the hands of her stepfather, to her struggles to 

fit into a lesbian-feminist collective, and to her discovery of her own power to tell-truth as a 

writer. I have included Allison in my essay because I think she offers an interesting limit-case for 

how much personal experience can be included within feminist theoretical writing and for how 

explicitly a theorist can position herself within her own text. Many feminist theorists (such as 

Collins, bell hooks and Barbara Christian) have argued that feminist theory, particularly among 

women of color, does not always follow a traditional linear (read logical) form and can include 
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various other forms, such as poetry, music, or narrative. With that in mind, I offer a reading of 

Allison’s essay “A Question of Class” as autobiography as theory.

  Just like Collins and Butler, Allison has some specific views on the values she 

wishes to promote and the goals she wishes to achieve within her essay. Allison is interested in 

deconstructing (better yet, demythologizing) the notion of the “good poor” and reclaiming for 

herself and her family the notion of the “bad poor” (18).  For Allison, this reclaiming does not 

involve turning these bad poor into noble heroes but instead making the truth of their experiences 

known and exposing the powerful hatred that forced Allison, and other “trash” like her, to erase 

their own existence, to hide in shame, and to understand themselves as “valueless [and] better off 

abandoned” (18). In place of this self-hatred and shame, Allison envisions the ultimate goal of her 

work as seeing herself, and others like her, as “humans, flawed and extraordinary. All of us—

extraordinary” (36). 

  Within her own life, Allison has struggled to achieve this goal through her 

practice of writing. Indeed, within “A Question of Class,” she spends a considerable amount of 

time reflecting on the value of writing for her project of reclaiming herself and her family as 

human. Allison’s ability to tell a story, in particular her story, in a way that “so draws the reader in 

that she imagines herself like [Allison’s] characters, feels their sense of fear and uncertainty, their 

hopes and terrors” (14) enables Allison to write herself and her experiences back into existence 

and allows her to “come closer to knowing [herself] as real, important as the very people [she 

has] always watched with awe” (14).   

  What makes her storytelling theory as autobiography is the fact that Allison is not 

merely describing her experiences (not just telling a story), but is telling them in a intentional 

way, filtering those experiences through her critical understandings of the world and its “politics 

of they” (35), linking them to particular theoretical understandings of oppression, heterosexism 

and classism, and employing deliberate language to communicate the truths (not Truth) of her life 

to her audiences. Allison’s essay is not purely personal and devoid of theoretical analysis, instead, 

it is privileging experience over traditional theory. Whereas Collins sprinkles her text with 
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personal anecdotes that illustrate (and support) her various theoretical understandings, Allison 

sprinkles her text with theoretical concepts that analyze (and support) her various personal 

anecdotes.  

  In concluding this brief essay, I do not wish to offer any one of these three textual 

examples as the best method for practicing theory or the most appropriate way of linking writing 

to one’s goals, values or audiences. Instead, I would like to quickly examine how these three 

different practices of theory, through their pushing of the limits of language (Butler) or personal 

experience (Allison) or their negotiation of the delicate balance between authority and credibility 

(Collins) raise very important questions for the future of feminist theoretical/critical writing. 

  First, how important is clarity of language/ideas for the effectiveness and 

accessibility of theory? In her essay, Collins argues that clarity is essential to reaching diverse 

audiences who may or may not exist inside the academy. But Butler, who deliberately uses 

challenging language, discusses in the Preface to Gender Trouble the surprising popularity of her 

work, both inside and outside the academy, and how it has been taken up by members of Queer 

Nation, Act Up, the American Psychoanalytic Association and the Otis School for the Arts (xvi). 

If clarity is so important, how can Butler’s incredible popularity (she even has, or had, a fanzine!) 

and her apparent usefulness for gay and lesbian political groups be explained? Moreover, taking 

up Butler’s argument in her work, what types of power plays are obscured through the easy (and 

uncritical) use of language? How does language that is too clear lead to the mere acceptance (or 

digesting—like Collin’s candy bar?) of theory without critically thinking about its implications 

for one’s own theoretical practice?  In taking up Collin’s argument, Why is more clarity of writing 

automatically linked to less complexity of theory? Must a theory be complex just for the sake of 

complexity? 

  Second, what role should personal experience play within a text and how explicit 

must a theorist be in positioning herself within her text? In terms of Collins, this question 

becomes: how fundamental is personal language/experience to one’s theory and where does (or 

should) academic/impersonal language fit into this theory? How does one negotiate the desire for 

                                                                                                                                          Sara Puotinen
Theory Question #1  



10

credibility (among one’s political groups) with the need for authority (among one’s academic 

peers)? In terms of Allison, this question becomes: is it possible to privilege experience over 

theory? How fundamental of a role can experience play in a theoretical text? Finally, how does 

that experience get articulated in critical ways?
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