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Description / Abstract

Over the last two decades, women have organized against the almost routine violence that shapes
their lives. Drawing from the strength of shared experience, women have recognized that the political
demands of millions speak more powerfully than the pleas of a few isolated voices.

This politicization in turn has transformed the way we understand violence against women. For
example, battering and rape, once seen as private (family matters) and aberrational (errant sexual
aggression), are now largely recognized as part of a broad-scale system of domination that affects
women as a class. This process of recognizing as social and systemic what was formerly perceived as
isolated and individual has also characterized the identity politics of people of color and gays and
lesbians, among others.

For all these groups, identity-based politics has been a source of strength, community, and
intellectual development. The embrace of identity politics, however, has been in tension with
dominant conceptions of social justice. Race, gender, and other identity categories are most often
treated in mainstream liberal discourse as vestiges of bias or domination-that is, as intrinsically
negative frameworks in which social power works to exclude or marginalize those who are different.
According to this understanding, our liberatory objective should be to empty such categories of any
social significance. Yet implicit in certain strands of feminist and racial liberation movements, for
example, is the view that the social power in delineating difference need not be the power of
domination; it can instead be the source of political empowerment and social reconstruction.

The problem with identity politics is not that it fails to transcend difference, as some critics charge,
but rather the opposite- that it frequently conflates or ignores intra group differences. In the context
of violence against women, this elision of difference is problematic, fundamentally because the
violence that many women experience is often shaped by other dimensions of their identities, such as
race and class. Moreover, ignoring differences within groups frequently contributes to tension among
groups, another problem of identity politics that frustrates efforts to politicize violence against
women. Feminist efforts to politicize experiences of women and antiracist efforts to politicize
experiences of people of color' have frequently proceeded as though the issues and experiences they
each detail occur on mutually exclusive terrains.
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