
for all that is Israel’s recognition of Palestinians as 
equal humans entitled to equal rights.

Omar Barghouti 
Jerusalem

Once and Future Feminism

To the Editor:
The October 2006 PMLA Theories and Meth-

odologies section focusing on feminism(s) testifies 
to the importance of the topic and the vitality of 
our professional journal (121 [2006]: 1678–741). All 
the essays it contains demand an attentive reading.

There is no doubt that feminism—like all his-
torical phenomena—has undergone great changes 
through the years. Any social and political move-
ment must change. However, I find very prob-
lematic the dismissive tone of some of the quoted 
statements about the so-called second wave of 
feminism. To simplify, downplay, or disparage past 
efforts is a disservice to truth, our understanding 
of our past, and the interests of all human beings 
who are working toward a changed world.

The ones among us who were alive and active 
forty years ago know that even then we sensed that 
we were embarking on a long and complex journey. 
Nothing was simple, there were no paths already 
open. History books had erased our past as well 
as that of many other people. We had to reinvent 
feminism and ourselves. The relationship between 
what has become customary to view as an undif-
ferentiated middle class of “white women”—in it-
self a fallacious abstraction—and women of color 
and other until-then-ignored female human beings 
was even then much more nuanced than the meta-
phors of first, second, and third wave suggest.

As to the new perspectives in feminist theory, 
I fear that scholars have become too nervous about 
focusing on the universe of femaleness. Its explo-
ration must be somehow justified by being sub-
sumed under more general and worthier topics of 
research, even though that universe cannot but in-
tersect with all forms of otherness. Naming women 
continues to carry the stigma of limiting oneself to 
the study of something exclusive, “secondary,” less 
important, and to be somewhat disguised.

More problematic still is the tendency of in-
tellectual discourse to adopt new abstractions. 

Race, class, ethnicity, yes; but those categories, 
whose listing has become almost an obligatory 
mantra, have meaning only if refracted by the di-
versity of individual human beings. Each of those 
elements of identity, like gender, is lived differ-
ently by different people.

On the other hand, to deny the existence of 
people’s common experiences is absurd and dam-
aging to those who are now living them. The almost 
universal coercion to which women and girls are 
subjected in matters of sexuality is indeed a com-
mon experience, no matter how mild or horren-
dous a form that coercion may take. Even the rape 
of men is predicated on their being “lowered” to 
the level of women, as Abu Ghraib and many other 
of the world’s hellholes have taught us. Women’s 
long exclusion from the universe of learning is yet 
another common experience, which today’s schol-
ars would do well to remember. Although we do 
not belong to the so-called underdeveloped world, 
our full participation in public life is a recent ac-
quisition and by no means eternally assured.

As Toril Moi so aptly says, “If feminism is to 
have a future, feminist theory—feminist thought, 
feminist writing—must be able to show that femi-
nism has wise and useful things to say to women who 
struggle to cope with everyday problems” (1739).

A�ngela M. Jeannet 
Franklin and Marshall College

Shakespeare at Oxford?

To the Editor:
The point of Robert F. Fleissner’s recent Forum 

letter (121 [2006]: 1743–44) is that Shakespeare may 
have spent some time at Oxford, and the principal 
argument is that “[t]he dramatist’s works were too 
learned not to have been inspired by such academic 
influence.” It is a familiar argument that is usually 
employed by the anti-Stratfordians, who insist 
that the “Shake-speare” plays were too learned to 
be written by a mere commoner and so must come 
from an aristocrat, the most popular claimant 
now being Edward de Vere, the seventeenth earl of 
Oxford. His partisans might be called the old Ox-
fordians (although Oxford himself was educated 
at Cambridge), while Fleissner, as a new Oxford-
ian, claims not that the playwright was Oxford but 
merely that he studied there.
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