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from which this paper derives," referring to the 1986 AFS meetings and the 
1987 JAFspecial issue {1993, 183). 

Nicole Kousaleos, in her essay "Feminist Theory and Folklore," declares, 
"In order to discuss the various relationships folklore has had with feminist 
theory it seems necessary to first explore two fundamental questions-what 
is feminism? And is there a feminism?" (1999, 19). Kousaleos states that 
basically all feminists posit gender as a significant structuring category for 
individuals, groups, and societies. She concedes the complexity of feminist 
theory in a brief overview of some of its main trajectories, saying that from 
their emergence, "feminist theories have developed, spread, and become 
increasingly more complex until today it is difficult to identify one system 
of thought that could be called feminist theory" (20). Most important for 
the coherence of feminist theory, however, is recognizing that "the different 
branches of feminist theory construct, argue, and analyze gender as a significant 
category in a variety of ways" (20). It is this preoccupation with gender that 
seems to have captured the fancies of most folklorists who employ the terms 
feminism andfeminist theory in their writing. Kousaleos's bibliography is 
quite extensive, as she cites early feminists Simone de Beauvoir (author of 
the groundbreaking The Second Sex [ 1949]) and Betty Friedan (author of The 
Feminine Mystique [1963)), as well as more recent feminists Eliz.abeth Grosz, 
Sandra Harding, Tori! Moi, and Elaine Showalter. She also includes a list of 
suggested readings, containing twenty-one important feminist works. 

Rhetorical Links between Folklore and Feminism 

Many folklorists undertaking self-identified feminist projects, not limited 
to those that attempt definitions of feminism, emphasize the compatibility 
between feminism and folkloristics. While these parallels sometimes elide 
any attempt to define feminism, this legitimating strategy precludes that task 
by claiming that folkloristics and feminism are already kindred endeavors. 
Feminist folklorists make this claim in two ways: comparing the methods and 
aims of folkloristics and feminism, or asserting that folkloristics can make 
important contributions to feminism (the reverse claim, that feminism can 
make important contributions to folkloristics, being assumed or implied). 

Two of the essays in Feminist Theory and the Study of Folklore articulate 
the connection of folklore and feminism, one in a positive light and the other 
in a critical light. M. Jane Young and Kay Turner claim that "both folklore 
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and feminism COllJOJn in their mutual validation of the regenerative and 
regenerating aspects of social and cultural life" (1993, 20), and Kay Turner 
and Suzanne Seriff state that "folklore and feminism conjoin in the critical 
attention to forms of women's symbolic expression that are hidden from, 
or considered unimportant to, the majority culture" (1993, 88). The former 
statement links folklore and feminism in their affirmation of the creative and 
expressive aspects of life, while the second statement focuses on folklore 
and feminism's attention to neglected and marginalized forms of culture. 
These assertions of disciplinary kinship can take on a symbiotic flavor, such 
as when Turner and Seriff describe how the combined efforts of feminism 
and folkl ore contribute to "our understanding of the way in which women 
create or use symbolic modes within the dominant culture of the patriarchy. 
Folklore provides a unique database of the traditional artistic means women 
have employed to express their own views of the world, and feminism offers 
a theoretical handle on that expression" (88). In this view, folklore functions 
as information and feminism as theory-a proclamation that renders folklore 
atheoretical and feminist theory divorced from a single discipline. 

Other statements of the similarities between feminism and folklore do not 
set up as neat a division between material and theory. Carol l'vlitchell's section 
introduction "Feminist Lenses and Female Folklore" in Feminist Theory and 
the Study of Folklore does not differentiate between feminism and women's 
studies, stating, "Women's studies in general, and this book in particular, are 
concerned with eliminating distortions in our cultural lenses, with reviewing 
our culture from new angles, and in taking off our cultural blinders in the study 
of women's folk culture that forms such an important part of human culture" 
(1993, 278). Similarly, Joyce Ice claims that the " aims and goals of feminist 
scholarship share a number of characteristics and perspectives with folklore 
studies," including interactive research processes, an emphasis on holistic 
and interdisciplinary approaches, reflexive scholarship, and a recognition of 
diversity and women as subjects (1989, 134). These two l inking statements, 
rather than claiming folklore as the subject and feminism as the theoretical 
approach, make women and women's folklore the subjects, giving folklore 
and feminism equal methodological status. 

The other claim to compatibility between feminist theory and folklore is 
established by declaring that folklore can enhance feminist studies. Radner 
states in her introduction to Feminist Messages that folklore has much to offer 
other disciplines because ofits attention to the "broad range of traditional artistic 
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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 folk:lore, 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 
in many 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 Stoeltje demonstrates a desire for two-way 
dialogue between disciplines, introducing the femini st 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, wc 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 folk.lore 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 inconsistently 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 f eminism andf eminist 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 1985, 2). The intellectual and social branches of 
feminism connote varying degrees of theoretical involvement. The author 
of "What ls Feminism?" states, "There are those who claim that feminism 
does have a complex of ideas about women, specific to or emanating from 
feminists. 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 viewpoint. 

Rather than labeling folkloristic work that deals with women in 
different ways- " feminist" and "nonfeminist," or "feminist" and "just about 
women"- 1 propose the terms theoretical and political f eminism. These two 


