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52 THE FOLKLORE HISTORIAN

creation including even the most domestic, private, and ephemeral cultural
expressions of women” and because of its “rooted aversion to essentialism”
(1993, viii). This statement mainly focuses on folklore, the material, rather
than the body of theory associated with folkloristics, excepting its penchant for
cultural relativism. One of the concerns Hollis, Pershing, and Young articulate
in their preface to Feminist Theory and the Study of Folklore is “how folklorists
can contribute to the growing body of feminist scholarship that is developing
inmany disciplines” (1993, ix—x). This contention also emphasizes folklorists’
disciplinary ties, which feminist theory transcends by its very nature.

Other folklorists call attention to the specific contributions folklorists -

can make to feminist studies due to the very nature of their disciplinary
knowledge. In Margaret Yocom’s section introduction to Feminist Theory
and the Study of Folklore, *Waking Up the Dead; Old Texts and New Critical
Directions,” she states, “Another contribution that folklorists make to
feminist scholarship lies in their continual refinement of fieldwork strategies
as they work with women who are alive today” (1993, 127). In addition
to fieldwork strategies, folklorists can add an appreciation for tradition to
feminist thought. Beverley Stocltje demonstrates a desire for two-way
dialogue between disciplines, introducing the feminist revisions Journal of
Folklore Research essays

in the hope that the revelations and processes, the analyses and conclusions
contained in them will contribute significantly to the recognition of
women’s folklore and feminist perspectives as a productive and legitimate
topic of folklore inquiry. Equally important, we hope that these feminist
revisions of folklore topics will constitute a contribution to the larger
body of feminist scholarship, demonstrating the importance of the study
of tradition, in all of its guises, to the growing body of theory concerning
women. (1988, 152)

Whether feminism is defined or conceived of as having the theory that
folklore lacks, the aspiration to link folklore and feminism as twin projects
permeates work by feminist folklorists, This yearning for connection could
be linked to the general anxiety about theory in folkloristics, but more
plausibly, it is linked to the general confusion surrounding the meaning(s)
of feminism. Hence, we need a model for distinguishing between the two
main ways of understanding the uses of feminism in folkloristics.
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The Proposed Terms: Political and Theoretical Feminisms

Because feminist folklorists so incomsistently define feminism, yet
frequently refer to the term and at least some associated ideas, folklorists
ought to have a method for differentiating between the distinct intentions
with which the terms feminism and feminist are used. To this end, I propose
a distinction between political and theoretical feminisms, a distinction that
has its roots in various expressions of feminist theory and is manifested in
feminist folklore scholarship.

Feminist scholars have acknowledged political and theoretical
expressions of feminism as a fundamental dichotomy that characterizes
feminism. The authors of Feminist Scholarship concede that “the essential
duality of feminist scholarship . . . is rooted simultaneously in the
disciplinary structures of contemporary intellectual inquiry and in a social
movement” (DuBois et al 1983, 2). The intellectual and social branches of
ferninism commote varying degrees of theoretical involvement. The author
of “What Is Feminism?” states, “There are those who claim that feminism
does have a complex of ideas about women, specific to or emanating from
ferninists. This means that it should be possible to separate out feminism
and feminists from the multiplicity of those concerned with women’s
issues” (Delmar 1986, 13). This description distinguishes between a
theoretical body of ideas particular to feminists or rigorous thinking about
women’s issues, and a general concern with women’s issues. Thus, it is not
unreasonable to posit a division between ways of thinking about women
and women’s issues, sometimes characterized as a feminist orientation
versus a women’s studies orientation. This leads, however, to problems
with implied hierarchy. One way of conceiving the issue broadens the
meaning of feminism: “The problems with feminist versus nonfeminist as a
typology for contemporary scholarship led us to reconceptualize feminism
less as a subcategory of research on women than as the context within which
virtually all scholarship on women is currently being developed” (DuBois
et al 1985, 8). This paradigm expands feminism to include scholarship that
might be “just about women,” albeit that is not discernibly feminist from a
theoretical viewpeoint.

Rather than labeling folkloristic work that deals with women in
different ways—"feminist” and “nonfeminist,” or “feminist” and “just about
women”—I propose the terms theoretical and political feminism. These two



