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Virtue of Feeling
the Feeling of Virtue

,IZ!~BE:TH V. SPELMAN

mother who taught me what I know of tenderness and love and
bmpassion taught me also the bleak rituals of keeping Negroes in their
lace. -Lillian Smith 1

ecannot be said to have taken women seriously until we explore
i9~women have treated each other. But that means, too, how we
. vemistreated each other. The history of women, including the
story of feminism and feminists, is hardly free of some women
ing violence to others, of some women miserably failing other
omen in need.
Most feminists would insist that the history of women cannot be
11 told unless its tellers are not embarrassed to investigate and

"scribewomen's emotional lives: our joys, our griefs, our hopes, our
.~llIs, our loves, our hates. But such insistence on the importance of
.eling amotmts simply to a ringing, one-sided celebration of worn­
'svirtues-in having emotions and recounting them-unless we
ewilling, as Lillian Smith was, to look at the expression of emo­
nsamong women that reveal the less glorious side of our lives

gether,
"AB is well documented, nineteenth-century white, middle-class

agists were ready and willing to use racist arguments in the name
advancing what they called "women's interests."> Some white

omen routinely beat black women who were their slaves? Nazi
610engave their all in the effort to eliminate the Jewish population
fEurope-which included, of course, Jewish women." At an interna­
onal conference on women's history not long ago in Amsterdam,
eorganizers were asked why what in the conference brochure was



214 I ELIZABETH V. SPELMAN

referred to as "women's history" still really amounted to "white
women's history." One of the white women responded: "We have
enough of a burden trying to get a feminist viewpoint across, why d9
we have to take on this extra burden?"5 At a recentfeminist gathering
in Minnesota, an able-bodied woman expressed her deep disappoint­
ment at the complaints by women in wheelchairs that all the papers
presumed that women are able-bodied: in effect she said, "Here w9
finally have some time and space to talk about just 'us,' and you insist
that we talk about something else." Canwe be confident that wome
who demand the strictest scrutiny of the conditions under which
they work and of the fairness of their salaries show the same concern
for the working conditions of the women who take care of the'
children or clean their condos?

I do not wish to suggest here that white, middle-class, able-bodied,
heterosexual Christian women have a monopoly on the mistreat,
ment of other women. And by using these examples rather than.,
others, I run the risk of making the sins of some women
important than those of others and thereby simply reasserting the
privileged position of certain women in Western feminism. But iti
startling that something as basic as some women's inhumanityt
other women has not been a central concern for the variety of .
quiries included under the rubric "feminist ethics." We give lots 0

attention to men's oppression of women but far too few sustaine
examinations of women's oppression or exploitation of other worn
en." As Berenice Fisher put it, when commenting on the growin
use of "guilt" at feminist conferences: "Although we frequentl
employed the language of "guilt," virtually no one paid attention
guilt as a moral issue, that is, to the realities of wrongdoing and
responsibilities and consequences entailed by it."? I want to
few reasons in brief for this virtual silence and then suggest a way.we
might explore the moral dimensions of women's treatment and Inis;
treatment of one another as at least a necessary part of whatever w
include under the rubric "feminist ethics."

Why has the question of women's treatment of each other not been.
burning issue for much of feminism? First of all, one of the bad ra
about themselves that many women"have had to battle is the ima
that they are catty and callous toward each other, really intereste
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onlyin men and their money or their prestige or their bodies or in
some cases all of those. So perhaps it has seemed hard to make a
publicly understandable feminist case about the oppression of wom­
en without simultaneously remaining mute on the topic of some

omen's oppression of or plain meanness toward other women.
According to this way of thinking, it is, to begin with, too difficult
psychologically to talk about oneself or other women as both victim
and victimizer. For example, perhaps it is not easy to feel sympathy
Iorthe abused wives of white slave-owners and at the same time be
ritical of some of their actions toward their female land male) slaves.
oreover, under such circumstances it is awfully inviting to lay the

lame for our own or others' shortcomings at the feet of those who
'ave victimized us or them. But however we might explain the
Iuctance or caution about discussing women's bad treatment of
ther women, taking thoee groups of women seriously requires that
edo so..
There aren't only psychological motives for shying away from
"mining women's mistreatment of one another. Many of the tools

Heminist thinking work against the possibility of our taking to be of
rich theoretical or practical concern the absence of care or the

resence of hostility, hatred, and contempt among women.
First of all, many of us feminists have done little to shake a habit we

hare with many of our fellow citizens: talking loosely about "men
andwomen" as if these men and women had no racial, class, or
cultural identity, talking about "women and blacks" or "women and
minorities" as if there were no black women or no women in the
groups called "minorities", comparing relations between "men and
"Women" to those between "whites and blacks" or "rich and poor" or
('colonizer and colonized," which precludes us from talking about
differences among women-between white and black, or Anglo and
Latina, or rich and poor, or colonizer and colonized. In addition, much
eminist theory and history is filled with incessant comparisons
etween "women" on the one handand "blacks, II the Ifpoor,lI l1Jews,"

and so on, on the other. Think for example of talk about "women"
.being treated Iike "slaves." Whenever we talk that way we are not
only making clear that the "women" we're referring to aren't them­
selves slaves; we're making it impossible to talk about how the

omen who weren't slaves treated those who were.
we aren't encouraged to talk about differences among women,
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other behavior, then what it finds troubling is not the behavior itself
but the exposure of the behavior. If there is anything wrong with the
institution, it is that it does not know how to prevent adverse public­
ity or deal well with it once public notice is taken. When an institu­
tion is embarrassed, and only embarrassed, it puts its public relations
department to work; it works not on changing the institution but on
changing the perception of the institution. Admitting to embarrass­
ment is usually not a good way of dealing with embarrassment, for it
simply brings attention to the situation that the embarrassed party
does not want others to see.

You can feel embarrassed without thinking that you have done
anything wrong or anything you shouldn't dorbut in general"? you
can't feel gilllty without believing that you have failed to live up to
some kind of standard or that you have done something that is
forbidden according to an accepted authority [including your con­
science). (Of course you can be guilty without feeling guilty, but here
we are talking only about feeling guilty). There is something I have
done or failed to do. According to Gabriele Taylor, in feeling guilt I
certainly am judging myself adversely, but my situation is not
hopeless-I am not less of a person than I thought I was. I simply did
something I think I shouldn't have done or failed to do something I
think I ought to have done. There is a blot on my record-but then
blots only are blots against the background of an otherwise still
morally intact person. That is connected to the fact that there are
things I can do to repair the damage I've done. Indeed, the action I take
is geared to restoring the blot-free picture of myself-so, Gabriele
Taylor insists, if I feel guilty about harming someone else, the
thought is not so much that "I have harmed her" but rather" I have
harmed her"'o and hence disfigured myself to some extent. 10 re­
sponse, I may want to do something about the harm I did to her
but-to the extent that my concern is more about myself than about
her-as a means of restoring my status in my own eyes.

Gabriele Taylor's analysis, then, implies that the man who beats
his wife and feels guilty about it, unlike the man who merely feels
embarrassed, does believe that he has done something he ought not to
do, and feeling this way he is inclined to take action to alleviate the
feeling of guilt. But his concern is not directly for his wife but for
himself. If her pain is the occasion for his thinking he has violated
something he stands for, his ceasing to beat her or his otherwise
atoning for what he has done is the means to his self-rehabilitation.
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Could Ivylawn College feel guilty about the racism on its campus?
Of course this sounds odd-in a way that ascribing regret to the
institution does not. This seems related to the fact that feeling guilty
involves a sense of direct responsibility for the deed, so that to ascribe
feelings of guilt to an institution really amounts to ascribing it to
particular individuals within the institution. Iostitutions can have
regret precisely because regrets don't entail responsibility and where
there is responsibility we look for particular agents. The president of
Ivylawn; for example, could talk about the college's having regrets
without implying that she herself has them, but it would take a lot of
work for her to say that the college feels guilty about something
without giving the impression that she was talking about herself or
other highly placed officials. It certainly is possible that there might
be reports of various officials feeling "very bad" about what went
on-not simply embarrassed, much more than regretful. Iosofar as
this means something like "feeling guilty," then if Gabriele Taylor is
right such officials believe that while nothing is basicallywrong with
the institution or with them, they or the institution bear responsibil­
ity for the racist events. The emphasis in any action will be on
redeeming the good name of the institution and attending to the hurt
done the injured parties as the means to redeeming the good name of
the institution.

Let us go on to shame. Suppose the man who beats his wife feels
shame for doing so. How is that different from his feeling embarrassed
or guilty? According to Gabriele Taylor,21 the identificatory belief in
shame is that I am not the person I thought I was or hoped I might be. It
is not simply, as in embarrassment, that Iwish I hadn't been seen doing
something [even though I don't think I've done anything wrong] or, as
inguilt, simply that Ihave failed to live up to a standard I adhere to. IfI
thought the latter, I could still entertain the possibility that I can set
the record straight, for in such a case what troubles me about what
I've done is quite local: I've done something I don't approve of, but
I'm not someone I don't approve of. As Gabriele Taylor puts it:
"When feeling guilty ... the view I take of myself is entirely different
from the view I take of myself when feeling shame: in the latter case I
see myself as being all of a piece, what I have just done, I now see, fits
only too wellwhat I really am. But when feeling guilty I think ofmyself
as having brought about a forbidden state of affairs and thereby in this
respect disfigured a selfwhich otherwise remains the same."22 Soif MY.
Husband feels shame about beating his wife, he must think that his
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action is revelatory of the person he in fact is even though he had
thought or hoped that he was someone else, someone better than he

turns out to be.
And thus if Ivylawn College should feel shame about the racism

existing on its campus." it would indicate that the college or the
people identified as its representatives thought it wasn't the institu­
tion ithoped itwas. The racism on the campus is revelatory ofwhat the
institution really is and not simply asigo that the college can't always
live up to what it says it stands for.

Perhaps that is why an institution is unlikely to feel or admit to
shame: It may be unable to countenance the possibility that at root it is
not what it purports, even to itself, to be.

So, then, our emotions, or at least some of them, can be highly
revelatory of who and what we care or don't care about. They provide
powerful clues to the ways in which we take ourselves to be impli­
cated in the lives of others and they in ours. And their absence
provides such clues as much as their presence does. For example, the
conference organizers referred to at the beginning of this chapter who
were asked why no women of color were included in a gathering on
"women's history" seemed to have no regrets about their decision, let
alone embarrassment, guilt, or shame. From their vantage point,
there was nothing undesirable about the focus of the conference, and
though not in any way disclaiming responsibility for that focus, they
made no room for the implication that they had done anything wrong
or that the conference or they weren't what they understood it or
themselves to be. Indeed, from the remarks quoted earlier, it appears
that they began to argue that the complaints and demands of the
women of color were groundless: The conference was about "wom­
en," not about race. And if anything, there is a strong note of an­
noyance in the remarks of the woman who insisted that talking about
race was an "extra burden" for feminism and that the women of
were both missing the point and adding to the load already carrieu

the conveners.
Let us suppose that as a convener I come to feel regret as a result

listening to the comments of the women of color. What would
show about what I care about and how I take myself to be rmpncareu

in the lives of others and others in mine? Well, that depends of course
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on what I regret. Do I regret having hurt the women of color? Having
been made uncomfortable myself? That my theory turns out not to be
adequate? In this connection Maria Lugones recently noted that in
her experience many feminists, when asked to explain how their
accounts of "women's experiences" apply to women of color, express
considerable concern about the inadequacy of their theories-but the
focus of concern, Maria Lugones reluctantly concludes, is not how
they have hurt women of color but rather that they need to tidy up
their theories.>

It is not news that white feminist conferences and conversations
have been peppered, sometimes even smothered, with expressions of
guilt-sometimes in reaction to the very lack of regret lor perhaps
some otheremotion) for the exclusionary practices and policies Ihave
described.w Indeed, a great deal has been made of white women's
feelings of guilt in the face of charges by black women, Latinas,
Japanese-American women, and others that our theories have been
heavily tilted in the direction and to the exclusive benefit of white,
rniddle-class women. Reflection on Gabriele Taylor's work leads me
to make three comments about the discussions about this guilt. First,
if Gabriele Taylor is right about the point of action taken to get rid of
the feeling of guilt, then guilt is not an emotion that makes us attend
well to the situation of those whose treatment at our hands we feel
guilty about. We're too anxious trying to keep our moral slate clean.
Second, I think it worth asking whether in any given case people are
feeling guilt or simply embarrassment. If the latter, then there is no
sense that one has failed in any way to act in accordance with what
one stands for. There are no amends to make, only appearances to
create.

Third, I think that there is a very neat fit between feeling guilty and
a particular way of conceiving the relation between one's gender and
one's racial identity. This friendly cohabitation throws some very
interesting light on the concept of "white guilt." According to Gab­
riele Taylor, in feeling guilt rather than shame, it is possible for me to
think of a part of myself as not living up to what the rest of me stands
for. Insofar as Isee myself as a "doer of a wicked deed,"I see the hint of
an alien self; in order to make sure such a self does not emerge, I need
to dowhateverit takes to "purge" myself of this alien self.> If I have a
metaphysical position according to which my gender identity is thor­
oughly distinct from my racial identity (what I elsewhere call a form
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of "Tootsie Roll metaphysics'T'" I very handily can rely on a neat
distioction between myself as woman and myself as white person.
The woman part of me is perfectly okay; it's beiog white that is the
source of my wrongdoiog. I assert my privilege over women of color
not iosofar as I am a woman but iosofar as I am white. Note then that
unless I am prepared to think of my womanness and my whiteness as
folded ioextricably ioto the person I am, I can thiok of myself and my
responsibility for my acts io the followiog way: What really counts
about me is that I am a woman, and my deeds do not show that I am
not any less of a woman thao I thought I was; it's only iosofar as I am
white which isn't nearly as important a part of me, that I have failed
other women. It's not the woman io me that failed the woman io you;
it's the white io me that failed (for example) the black io you. I,
woman, feel nothiog io particular; but I, white person, do feel guilt. If
feminism focuses on the "woman/ part of me andthe "woman" part
of you, conceived of as thoroughly distinct from my white part and
your black part, femioism doesn't have to pay attention to our rela­
tions as white and black. We never have to confront each other
woman to woman, then, only white to black or Anglo to Latioa.

Femioist ethics, I have been iosisting, must at least address the
history of woman's inhumanity to woman. This part of the history of
women is shameful. However, I am not proposiog a daily regimen of
shame-ioduciog exercises. Nor do I think that the deep self-doubt
that is part of shame can serve as the immediate ground of a vibrant
femioist politics, a politics that expresses and promotes real care and
concern for all women's lives. But I do not see how women who enjoy
privileged status over other women (whether it be based on race,
class, religion, age, sexual orientation, or physical mobility) can come
to thiok it desirable to lose that privilege (by force or consent) unless
they see it not only as produciog harm to other women but also as
beiog deeply disfiguring to themselves. It is not simply, as itwo~dbe
io the case of guilt, that the poiot of ceasiog to harm others 1S to
remove a disquietiog blot from one's picture of oneself. The deeper
privilege goes, the less self-conscious people are of the ext~nt to
which their beiog who they are, io their own eyes as well as m the
eyes of others, is dependent upon the exploitation or degradation or
disadvantage of others. Seeiogmyself as deeply disfigured by privilege
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and desiring to do somethiog about it may be impossible without my
feeling shame. The degree to which I am moved to undermioe sys­
tems of privilege is closely tied to the degree to which I feel shame at
the sort of person such privilege makes me or allows me to be.

In S11m, then, I have been urging these considerations to keep those of
us who are femioists from hasteniog to quickly to feel virtuous about
attending to the virtues of feeling, the marvel of care. Whatever we
mean by "feminist ethics," it ought not to make it difficult for us to
examine and evaluate how women treat or mistreat each other.
However, there are elements io femioism that make such exarnioa­
non difficult. For example, there is a tendency to focus on the con­
trast between an "ethics of care" and ethical systems that seem not to
take care seriously. So far the contrast tells us nothiog about who
cares or does not care for whom. Moreover, sioce it has been clairoed
that an ethics of care is associated strongly though not exclusively
with the way "women" think and act io the moral domaio, it makes
it very hard even to suggest that some women have failed to care for
others, let alone that they have done violence to others. There is also a
reliance on an understanding of care that obscures the fact that some
forms of care are not only compatible with but crucial to the maiote­
nance of systematic ioequalities among women. In this connection,
Judith Rollins's book about relations between white female em­
ployers and their black domestic employees is very insightful.>"
Among other thiogs, Judith Rollins describes ways io which the
employers iosist on the privilege of "caring" for their employees io
'ways that reflect and sustaio their power over them. Fioally, there is a
rampant terminology of contrasts between "women" on the one hand
and "slaves" or "minorities" or "the poor" or I'JewsJ1 or whatever on
the other. Such contrasts land for that matter similarities) obscure
differences between free women and slave women, gentile women
and Jewish wom~llj and so on, making it hard to talk about how one
group of women treated others. This is reioforced by theories withio
femioism accordiog to which women ate the same as women and are
oppressed the same as women and so if white women mistreat, say,
black women, it is seen as how whites treat blacks, not how some
women treat other women.

I have proposed one way of looking at some of the moral dimen-
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sions ofwomen's treatment of one another. Some emotions are called
"moral emotions" because having them involves or can involve
moral assessment of oneself and others. In Gabriele Taylor's words, a
moral emotion "requires a sense of value on the part of the agent, an
awareness, more or less developed, of moral distinctions, of what is
right or wrong, honorable or disgraceful. "29 Our having such emo­
tions toward others can reveal whether, how, and to what extent we
have treated them or think we have treated them well or poorly-so
does our not having them. Moreover, our political and metaphysical
theories give shape and structure to our emotional lives. For example,
our assumptions about what feminism is about will influence our
beliefs about what is appropriate and inappropriate to bring up at
feminist conferences, which will in tum influence the possibility of
our feeling anger, regret, remorse, embarrassment, guilt, or shame.
[As Arnold Isenberg says: "When you lack what you do not want,
there is no shame."30) And as I stated earlier, assuroptions about
the relation between our gender identity and other aspects of our
identity such as our race, class, and religion can influence how we
describe our responsibility for the way we treat other women.
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14/ Whom Can Women Trust!

ANNETTE C. BAIER

"But though the males, when united, have in all countries bodily
force sufficient to maintain this severe tyranny, yet such are the
insinuation, address and charms of their fair companions that women
are commonly able to break the confederacy, and share with the other
sex in all the rights and privileges of society." For years, decades
even, I referred to this claim of Hume's as a claim about women's
power to break male confederacies. It took a male reader of the
passage, Chris Williams, to point out to me that Hume does not say
that the confederacy to be broken is one of males only. Males are
those accused of tyranny over women in many societies, but the
confederacy that supports the tyranny that needs to be broken may
not be an exclusively male one, indeed has not been an exclusively
male one. Women must distrust not only the men who have the
bodily force to maintain severe tyrannies but also the women whose
insinuation, address, and charms are used to keep in favor with the
tyrants, to help maintain rather than to break the confederacy that, in
the extreme case, reduces women to slavery "incapable of all prop­
erty, in opposition to their lordly masters."

Not only is this a pretty obvious truth once it is pointed out, but it
IS indeed one that Hume explicitly draws attention to in the essays
that he addressed particularly to the women of his time and culture.
In "OJ Love and Marriage," for example, he gently chides them for
taking satires on the institution of matrimony to be satires on them­
selves, "Do they mean that theyare the parties principally concerned,
and that if a backwardness to enter into that state should prevail in
the world, they would be the greatest sufferers? "2 Then there is his
(fpretty remarkable instance of a philosophic spirit," the young
woman who, "observing the many unhappy marriages among her


