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I. Introduction 

In this chapter, I focus on three Latina feminist approaches that utilize distinct strands of Anglo-

American pragmatism and neopragmatism to interpret the normative dynamics of social identities. 

Toward this end, I examine how each author positions their view of social identities through 

debates about pragmatist approaches to practices of inquiry and questions of realism and 

representationalism. Similar to other transcultural variations of non-Anglo-American 

philosophical research, the three Latina feminist theorists I discuss analyze whether we can 

repurpose tools from U.S. Anglo-American philosophical trajectories to address the concerns of 

women of color. The three approaches that I examine are: Jacqueline M. Martinez’ Peircean-

inspired account of semiotic phenomenology; Paula M.L. Moya’s conception of postpositivist 

realism; and Linda Martín Alcoff’s critique of Rortyian anti-representationalism.i Each theorist, I 

propose, employs arguments that effectively emphasize the historically contingent and 

contestatory nature of social identities while also seeking to preserve political forms of stability 

and a normative significance for identity. In addition, each approach responds to debates regarding 

whether or how to privilege first-person forms of epistemic and political authority for persons from 

historically marginalized groups. In this vein, the conceptual thematic of selfhood and identity 

within Latina feminism remains a core concern. As such, the main goals of this paper are: (1) to 

examine how Latina feminist interventions within debates regarding the epistemic and political 

authority of marginalized social identity categories either augment or critique existing U.S. 



pragmatist and neopragmatist frameworks, and (2) how each approach thereby responds to an 

existing series of questions within Latina feminism through pragmatist and neopragmatist 

philosophical insights. 

 Over the past several decades, a relatively small but significant number of feminist authors 

have developed distinct theoretical veins of research that draw from their own experiences as 

Latina scholars. Many such authors have described growing up amidst mixtures of cultural, racial, 

and gender norms that clash with dominant Anglo-American lifeways, including the languages 

they speak or hear in the household, the foods they eat, and the embodied relationalities that some 

Latinas/os feel toward one another. A number of Latina feminist theorists also write about their 

experiences in academia, including about how they were able to navigate Anglo-dominant spaces, 

and about finding out particularly how hostile and alienating professional philosophy can be for 

people of color. While a great deal of the Latina theorists who have contributed to philosophical 

discussions of identity were trained primarily in Anglo-American and European canons in the 

humanities, some have been able to find resources within those traditions that create opportunities 

to address the existential concerns that impacted them, including racial, gendered, and cultural 

norms that have shaped their experiences as Latinas. However, as some theorists have noted, some 

extensions of such theoretical resources into their own concerns regarding issues of race, culture 

and gender were, at times, met with disappointment. For example, Linda Martín Alcoff discusses 

her encounter in graduate school with W.V.O. Quine and her profound disappointment with his 

political views. In a 2012 interview with John Protevi, she states: 

I idolized Quine, yet when he came [to Brown], I discovered him to be completely inept at 

answering questions in public, which assured me that one could succeed in philosophy 

even as an introvert. I also discovered him to be the most thoughtless political reactionary 



one could imagine. His politics brought home for me, again, the disjuncture between 

philosophical success and true philosophical wisdom. I was never again naïve enough to 

believe that philosophers are likely to be smarter than cab drivers, or the general voting 

public (Alcoff 2012). 

Noting both her profound intellectual interest in Quine’s work and her sincere dissatisfaction with 

his political views and interpersonal communicative skills, Alcoff’s commentary points to a 

somewhat common experience among people of color in professional philosophy. For many 

scholars who seek the discipline of philosophy to unpack the complicated terms by which 

persistent forms of marginalization, exploitation, and violence occur, discovering that these 

questions are deemed irrelevant, unimportant, or obscure can be quite disheartening.  

Kristie Dotson’s important work in metaphilosophy expands this point. Dotson describes 

several patterns of exclusion within professional philosophy that tend to push diverse practitioners 

of philosophy out of the profession. One such pattern is exclusion via a sense of incongruence 

(Dotson 2012, 13). This practice involves “unequally accepting” specific justificatory norms for 

the profession of philosophy (including which methodologies, values, and interests are deemed 

philosophically acceptable or legitimate areas of study) (Ibid.). In this sense, Alcoff was surprised 

that Quine lacked philosophical acuity in areas of social and political philosophy, and her 

expectation was that these two areas of philosophical inquiry could be justifiably studied together. 

While she was confronted with a seeming incongruence in her graduate studies, fortunately for her 

readers, Alcoff’s body of work and a number of post-Quinean feminist scholars thereafter have 

demonstrated that normatively-laden concerns about sexism, racism, and social identities can be 

studied alongside classic questions within metaphysics and epistemology.ii 



 Martinez also shares an interesting dimension of her graduate education that guided her to 

the task of studying aspects of identity as a Chicana lesbian. She notes that her training in semiotics 

and phenomenology led her to analyze the manner in which she was raised to abide by Anglo-

dominant and heterosexual cultural norms. She writes: 

Growing up, I was taught to be white and heterosexual. Born into a typical suburban-

comfortable middle-class U.S. American family in southern California, I was raised to 

believe that my racial and ethnic heritage was not significant to who I was or would 

become. I was raised to believe that male-female sexual intimacy was the only kind of adult 

sexual intimacy that I could aspire to. I was raised to believe that although some people 

were “better off” or “worse off” than others, economic success was related entirely to 

education, hard work and perseverance. The fact that I was raised with these attitudes 

toward myself and my future is certainly related to choices that my parents made and the 

particular priorities they set in their own lives. But, it also has to do with a lot more than 

just the choices my parents made. It has to do with the specifics of a cultural time and place, 

the history that preceded that time and place, and the ideas about a possible future that 

filled that time and place. It has to do with a field of cultural norms generating a certain 

momentum that typifies any given time and place (Martinez 2003, 109). 

Martinez highlights here a theme that will develop in significant ways in her research. The 

methodological principles of “semiotic phenomenology” that Martinez develops for qualitative 

research in the social sciences is an attempt to engage in practices of self-understanding for her as 

a Chicana lesbian (Martinez 2000; 2003; 2006). 

In similar ways, the Latina feminist theorists examined in this chapter each have sought 

resources within Anglo-American canons of philosophy to extend questions regarding social 



identity categories that are intimately related to their lives. As I demonstrate below, U.S. 

pragmatist and neopragmatist theorists like Peirce, Putnam, and Rorty have extended and 

challenged Latina philosophers to develop key themes within feminist theory regarding the 

existence of the self, articulations of structural oppressions such as racism and sexism, and 

possibilities for resistance. In the next section, I outline each author’s engagement with U.S. 

pragmatism, and show how this work has added or augmented discussions in the field. 

 

II. Latina Feminist Engagement with U.S. Pragmatism 

First, turning to the work of Martinez, we can trace the influence of C.S. Peirce in her articulation 

of semiotic phenomenology. In a 2006 article, Martinez argues that Peirce’s categories of 

“Firstness,” “Secondness,” and “Thirdness” provide an important model for developing a 

methodology to interpret the “complexities of racial, ethnic, and cross-cultural difference” 

(Martinez 2006, 293). Peircean semiotics carefully explores the relationship between the 

interpretive practices of inquirers and the practice of inquiry itself. Martinez explains: 

The researcher or scientist is always in situ—never outside of the context of her or his 

experiencing, which, of course, is never separate from the practice of ‘‘scientific 

intelligence’’ or human research of any sort … The result of abandoning the typical 

dichotomy between ‘‘empirical’’ and ‘‘nonempirical’’ in the social scientific sense is that 

we now have, prior to any assertions of intelligence, knowledge or understanding, a focus 

on the actual conduct (thinking and experiencing) of researchers and scientists in the very 

formation of their practice” (Ibid., 299-300). 

Martinez’ emphasis here is on the processes by which scientific inquiry takes place, including how 

the researcher is situated within the practices of her/his/their discipline. Accordingly, she asks 



How can semiotic phenomenology generally, and Peirce’s categories specifically, take up 

critical issues that aim to expose the balance of power whereby the ‘‘mainstream’’ of 

Western cultures set the terms and conditions in which cultural and racialized Others are 

understood? (Ibid., 300). 

Martinez expands these categories of analysis to engage how the situatedness of the researcher, as 

Chicana, white, heterosexual, queer, etc. plays a role in inquiry. She uses Peirce’s model for 

communication and the action of signs to explain how firstness, secondness, and thirdness relate 

to social scientific inquiry.iii According to Peirce, firstness is a “quality” of the experience of 

immediate consciousness (Peirce CP 1.342). Secondness is the relation of difference, contrast, 

dependence, independence, or negation that is experienced as distinct from firstness (Peirce CP 

1.358. Thirdness, then, becomes the meaning ascribed to the tendencies or predictions of Firstness 

and Secondness (Peirce CP 1.339). The processes of ascribing meaning to a sign arise only through 

the relation between Secondness and Thirdness. If a sensation remains at the level of firstness, in 

which the sensation is without opposition to other signs, then it cannot become meaningful 

according to this framework (Ibid., 301). Martinez reminds us: 

The most important point to recognize from this discussion is that almost all of our research 

efforts begin and remain at the level of Thirdness, where we argue over correct 

interpretations and avoid examining inquiry as it occurs pragmatically in the concrete 

actions performed within the scientist’s thinking and experiencing. This is especially true 

for social scientific research produced in the United States on topics concerning race and 

ethnicity (Ibid., 302).  



With respect to research, then, this means that inquiry within the social sciences that aims at 

“objective” replicability that would reproduce the same results regardless of the inquirer seems to 

disregard these facets of the process of inquiry that Peirce is describing (Ibid., 302).  

Martinez’s suggestion is that we take seriously Peirce’s emphasis on the process of inquiry, 

including the relationship between interpretation and experience to rethink our research methods 

with respect to race, ethnicity, and cultural difference. Namely, given the relationship between 

Secondness and Thirdness, inquirers will have very different orientations to the creation of 

meaning and the awareness of differential means to interpret experience with respect to issues of 

race, ethnicity, and culture. Peirce’s semiotics become a springboard for examining how differing 

contexts and the positionality of the inquirer plays a significant role in social science research.  

Moreover, as Martinez argues elsewhere, Peircean semiotics also support an understanding 

of interpretation as an ongoing and unlimited process (Martinez 2003, 121). The relationship 

between the interpretant, the linguistic sign, and the object being represented is crucial. Here again, 

Martinez highlights the importance of understanding the role of the experience of the interpreter. 

The interpretant is the meaning that a person creates in response to a sign and which itself becomes 

another sign. In this way, the meanings created for signs remain signs in other processes of 

meaning making. She writes regarding this process: 

From the perspective of semiotic phenomenology, this shift in interpretant that constitutes 

meaning is always specific, situated, contingent, and existential. Our goal in 

phenomenological research, then, is to interrogate the very circumstances in which a 

particular meaning is constituted to the exclusion of other possible meanings that could 

have been constituted. Language, and the semiotic systems of our time and place, envelop 

the person. Any moment of conscious awareness is never just my own, but always 



reflexively interconnected to the dynamic and ongoing semiosis in which I am inextricably 

bound (Ibid., 122).  

Accordingly, she reads the process of conducting research on identity and one’s own experiences 

as part of a process of ongoing semiosis.  

There are important normative implications of this insight. Namely, no claim can stand 

without connection to others. Even claims that purport to be solely about oneself or one’s 

experiences are also implicated in other processes of inquiry. This expands our senses of 

accountability to others through the production of our research (Ibid., 123). In this sense, 

Martinez’s utilization of Peirce’s semiotics opens space for researchers to reinterpret their own 

positionalities and the broader layers of meaning and influence that their research might have on 

others. This requires a form of epistemic humility about one’s work and one’s framing of issues 

that they analyze and circulate through their research, including crucial existential areas of inquiry 

such as selfhood, embodiment, and sociality. U.S. pragmatism thus becomes a means to expand 

the sphere of responsibility for researchers, and to view the task of academic analysis as an ongoing 

and dynamic process, rather than an attempt to master or control a given sphere of interpretation.  

 Turning to the work of Paula M.L. Moya, we can similarly see the influence of U.S. 

pragmatism. However, rather than drawing from pragmatic semiotics, Moya analyzes what she 

describes as a “postpositivist” conception of objectivity from U.S. pragmatism. In particular, she 

cites the work of Anglo-American authors such as Peirce, Quine, Donald Davidson, and Hilary 

Putnam as formative influences on the conception of objectivity that she develops in Learning 

from Experience (2002, 12). Identities, she argues, “have a referential relationship to the world” 

and “refer outward—albeit in partial and occasionally inaccurate ways—to the social world within 

which they emerge” (Moya 2012, 13). Moya states that she endorses a “causal theory of reference 



in which linguistic terms (and identities) both shape our perceptions of and refer (in more or less 

partial and accurate ways) to causal features of a real world” (Ibid., 15). Among the references she 

cites in support of this theory of reference are Putnam’s “The Meaning of Meaning” (1975), 

“Explanation and Reference” (1975) and Reason, Truth, and History (1981) (Ibid. 15n21).iv Moya 

also develops a discussion of linguistic reference in Learning from Experience, and mentions in 

the same note about Putnam that she elaborates this conception of reference in her final chapter of 

the book through a reading of Chicana author, Helena María Viramontes’s Under the Feet of Jesus 

(1995).  

Moya is among a group of theorists to extend some of Putnam’s insights about natural kind 

externalism to social kinds.v Moya, for example, suggests that the form of realism that she defends 

is in dialogue with Putnam’s semantic externalism (Moya 2002, 16n23). Putnam, however, is 

notorious for shifting views regarding realism that he held throughout various points in his career. 

Early work by the author could be characterized by a form of realism whereby the things our words 

pick out in the world bear causal relationships to the words we use to refer to them. This form of 

realism in Putnam’s work is found in collected works in his Mind, Language, and Reality of 1975, 

which contains two of the essays that Moya cites that were influential for her thinking about her 

own causal theory of reference (Moya 2002, 15n21). However, as Mario De Caro has argued, 

Putnam’s work shifted from roughly 1976 to 1990 toward a somewhat antirealist position. This 

shift, De Caro notes, can be seen most forcefully in his 1981 articulation of what Putnam called 

“internal realism” in Reason, Truth, and History (De Caro 2016, 1). Moreover, Putnam appears to 

have changed his views again following 1990, claiming that his own version of internal realism 

was too idealistic (Ibid., 2). Accordingly, there is significant debate in Putnam’s work and about 

Putnam regarding questions of realism. To complicate matters, Moya also cites Reason, Truth, and 



History as formative for her work about linguistic reference and realism. Following her citations, 

then, we have her citation of early Putnam’s work wherein a form of physicalism within his theory 

of reference was supporting his realist commitments, and also a reference to Putnam’s internal 

realist work, in which Putnam himself stated that he worried about the incipient relativism within 

his own account (Ibid., 2-3). Given these tensions in Putnam regarding realism, it might be helpful 

to unpack briefly some of the terms on which Putnam shifted his philosophical views regarding 

realism, naturalism, and reference.  

Regarding realism, we can look more carefully at Putnam’s views regarding conceptual 

schemas. Putnam subscribes to what he calls a kind of “conceptual relativity,” that he states does 

not bottom out in a denial of scientific or metaphysical realism. Putnam endorses the view that 

differing statements will have different truth conditions depending on the context and the speaker 

of the utterance (Ibid., 84), that “[t]alk of criteria of existence and perdurance is metalinguistic talk 

on the face of it” (Ibid.), and that “we renegotiate— and “we are forced to renegotiate— our notion 

of reality as our language and our life develop” (Ibid., 88). Putnam’s views regarding the natural 

sciences, as a discourse that makes claims regarding existence in nature is what De Caro, a scholar 

and compiler of Putnam’s work, calls a “liberal naturalism.” This view is “liberal” in that, unlike 

“strict” or “scientific” versions of naturalism in which everything that cannot be explained via a 

scientific worldview ought to be rejected, this conception of naturalism retains a pluralist stance 

toward commonsense views about existence (Ibid., 11). According to De Caro: 

In [Putnam’s] view, not all the real features of the world can be reduced to the scientifically 

describable features, and the natural sciences are not the only genuine source of knowledge 

to which all the other apparent sources should hand over their epistemic pretensions (Ibid.). 



In this sense, Putnam leaves space for realism about social kinds, as well as meaningful claims 

regarding non-natural objects. In this latter regard, De Caro writes as one of the principles of 

Putnam’s liberal naturalism: 

Liberal naturalism, like all other forms of naturalism, should not make any supernatural 

assumptions. However, contrary to another very common opinion and in the spirit of the 

pragmatist tradition, according to Putnam this does not mean that all religious experience 

should be condemned as irrational or futile (Ibid., 12).vi 

Additionally, regarding claims within metaphilosophy that include questions regarding how 

philosophy will adjudicate epistemological matters, such as which beliefs are more justified or 

worthy of analysis, Putnam’s pluralist approach to truth claims demonstrates a commitment to 

moral inquiry that cannot be subsumed under a scientific naturalist framework. On this point, De 

Caro notes: 

As to the epistemological status of philosophy, it should be noted that philosophy has a 

double face: one is the scientific face (which interacts with the natural and social sciences), 

and the other is the moral face (which “interrogates our lives and our cultures as they have 

been up to now, and that challenges us to reform both”).vii Both are essential. Pluralism 

plays a role also in metaphilosophy, then (Ibid., 13).  

Putnam’s commitments to pluralism preserve important normative space for analyzing social 

conditions, including social kinds that involve identity claims. Moya’s use of Putnam’s work for 

her study of realism within analyses of social identity seem quite apt.  

 We can turn now to Moya’s discussions of realism, reference, and causality to examine 

how Putnam’s insights may play a role in her work. Moya argues that her conception of 

postpositivist realism defends a conception of identity that assumes that social identities are both 



constructed and real (Moya 2002, 86). Against essentialist, transcendental, and supernatural 

conceptions of selfhood and identity, Moya wants to examine the ways in which identities are 

constructed through our social practices. However, against what she views as relativistic 

postmodernist tendencies to view identities as wholly arbitrary or fictional, she defends a realist 

commitment to the shared features of a social and natural world that people inhabit. Such features 

of the world, then, constrain what we can say about each other and ourselves (Ibid., 10-12). 

Moreover, she argues that such commitments to the seemingly arbitrary and “extreme linguistic 

constructivism” of such approaches (her main interlocutor here is Judith Butler) “impedes rather 

than enables the achievement of the liberatory political goals [postmodernist theorists] claim as 

their own” (Ibid., 12).  

 While we do not have space here to analyse Moya’s treatment of “postmodernist” 

conceptions of identity, we can detect throughout her work a concerted critique of relativism. This 

concern was shared by Putnam as well, and surfaced throughout his career and in his defense of 

internal realism. Moya’s direct critiques of postmodernist theory appear to be leveled as some of 

the same criticisms that Putnam proposed against other philosophers of language regarding the 

potential truth value of any and all claims. If taken seriously, this implies an ontological 

expansionism that endorses a realist commitment to anything and everything. Additionally, both 

Moya and Putnam are committed to versions of fallibilism and pluralism, another initial feature 

that both views share regarding the status of truth claims.  

 To enrich Moya’s view, we can look to how she understands identities as both constructed 

and real. She writes: 

[I]dentities are constructed because they are based on interpreted experience and on 

theories that explain the social and natural world, but they are also real because they refer 



outwardly to causally significant features of the world. Identities are thus context-specific 

ideological constructs, even though they may refer in non-arbitrary ways to verifiable 

aspects of the world such as skin color, physiognomy, anatomical sex, and socioeconomic 

status. Because identities refer -- sometimes in partial and inaccurate ways -- to the 

changing but relatively stable contexts from which they emerge, they are neither self-

evident, immutable, and essential not radically unstable or arbitrary (Ibid., 86).  

A great deal of this approach seems compatible with Putnam’s views. However, to clarify the 

relationship between Moya and Putnam, we would need to know more about how Moya conceives 

of reference, in particular, to determine the extent to which references to social kinds like “skin 

color, physiognomy, anatomical sex, and socioeconomic status” bear ontological claims regarding 

their relative social stability.  

 Putnam’s work from 1976 onwards appears to offer a somewhat more pluralist approach 

than Moya. Namely, Putnam’s conceptual relativism appears to actually be more ontologically 

liberal than Moya’s approach to realism. In her analysis of Viramontes’s novel, Moya makes a 

central claim regarding meaninglessness that appears to situate her perspective against Putnam’s. 

She writes: 

Embedded within Viramontes’s expanded notion of literacy is a thesis about the nature of 

language. Under the Feet of Jesus figures words as more or less powerful to the extent that 

they refer outward, beyond language as such, to actions or objects in the world. Where 

words lack a more or less determinate referent they are figured simply as noise (Moya 

2002, 180).  

While much of this appears to be consistent with Putnam, the last sentence regarding a potential 

‘lack of determinate referent’ appears to be in tension with Putnam’s views. Her examples of 



meaningless language include unfulfilled promises made by a character in the novel (Ibid.). She 

states: “His promises are meaningless; his words fail to correspond to lived behavior” (Ibid.). 

Additionally, another character is a gossip, and “uses words carelessly” (Ibid., 181). Moya states 

that her words are meaningless until they begin to refer to actions in the world. She states: “My 

point is that when Maxine’s [the gossiping character’s] words start to refer, they cease to be noise 

and become words that can wound” (Ibid., 181).  Lastly, she writes: 

In Under the Feet of Jesus, the power of language resides in the contextually determined 

meaning that becomes actualized in the process of human communication. Words in this 

novel are figured as noise until they serve the function of transmitting some (more or less 

determinate) meaning from one human consciousness to another (Ibid., 183).  

However, against this view, Putnam’s version of conceptual relativism and internal realism does 

not defend the view that words are meaningless unless they refer to objects/actions within one 

given conceptual framework. In fact, Putnam is careful to argue that the conceptual worldviews 

entailed by physics or other natural sciences do not often answer the questions we are asking. Thus, 

no conception of the empirical world would be able to supervene on another in order to dismiss as 

meaningless or “noise” utterances that do not appear to satisfy some set of conditions within one 

conceptual framework.   

To further clarify, let us consider Moya’s and Putnam’s respective views regarding 

verificationism. Moya, in defense of her theory of reference, relies on a conception of verification 

(e.g. Moya 2002, 13, 41; 61; 86). She states, as in the statements above regarding meaningless 

utterances that utterances have meaning when they “refer to something verifiable” the world (Ibid., 

182). Turning to Putnam, verificationism was another aspect of his work that shifted over time. 



Whether something is verifiable, according to Putnam, depends not simply on whether something 

can be reduced to a given empirical state of affairs. In fact, he writes on this point:  

When we speak of ‘states of affairs’ what we normally think of are empirical states of 

affairs, ways the universe can be. And correspondence to such a state of affairs--one that 

actually obtains--is the standard of correctness for empirical statements …. [Yet, this 

statement] is misleading because said just like that it could be read as implying that there 

is one and the same kind of correspondence at stake no matter what the empirical statement 

is, and no matter what the occasion of its utterance may be. But that is not the case  

(De Caro 2016, 94-95).  

In this sense, verificationism, for Putnam does not reduce to whether one state of affairs obtains. 

Moreover, Putnam’s liberal naturalism also implies a pluralism with respect to truth claims within 

differing conceptual schemes, which Moya does not analyze directly in her work.  

As such, we see a deep engagement with pragmatic theory in Moya’s work, but also some 

notable differences between her work and that of theorists like Putnam who, by 1990, had 

dispensed with notions of verifiability, and instead began relying on a kind of pluralism regarding 

truth claims. Accordingly, having more detailed elaborations from Moya regarding her views on 

realism, reference, and verification would be crucial for interpreting her stance on a number of 

these epistemological and ontological questions. However, from her engagement with pragmatist 

theory, we can see that although she extends Putnam’s work in directions that attend to the 

specificities of gendered and racialized existence, in her defense of realism, may actually defend 

a more narrow version of realism than Putnam did in his own writings on the pluralism of states 

of affairs and practices of verification.  



 Lastly, we will briefly examine Linda Martín Alcoff’s engagement with U.S. pragmatism. 

Notably, Alcoff’s oeuvre includes numerous engagements with pragmatist philosophy. Her first 

book, Real Knowing (1996), for example, offered chapter-length treatments of Davidson’s and 

Putnam’s work, respectively. However, rather than examine those various points of engagement, 

we will turn here to Alcoff’s critique of Rorty’s antirepresentationalism as an important site of 

engagement with pragmatist insights.   

 Alcoff’s main critical insight against Rorty is that his deflationary approach to truth and 

the proposal to eliminate forms of representationalism leave his view unable to account for the 

important veridical terms involved in cases of sexual assault and abuse. She begins by canvassing 

some of the major criticisms that Rorty has leveled against the representational paradigm in 

philosophy. Beginning in Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979), Rorty eschewed the task 

of providing a theory of truth or a theory of reference. With respect to feminism, Rorty endorsed 

the goals of feminist philosophers such as Marilyn Frye and Catherine MacKinnon, and interpreted 

them as creating new semantic authority for women. Also, he argued that their goals seemed more 

aimed at an attempt to achieve social progress, and less an attempt to merely change truth claims 

regarding women. In this way, Rorty interpreted feminist philosophy as pragmatist in its efforts to 

improve the ways in which we live together. He writes in his 1990 Tanner Lecture: 

To be a pragmatist rather than a realist in one’s description of the acquisition of full 

personhood requires thinking of its acquisition by blacks, gays, and women in the same 

terms as we think of its acquisition by Galilean scientist and Romantic poets. We say that 

the latter groups invented new moral identities for themselves by getting semantic authority 

over themselves. As time went by, they succeeded in having the language they had 

developed become part of the language everybody spoke. Similarly, we have to think of 



gays, blacks, and women inventing themselves rather than discovering themselves, and 

thus of the larger society as coming to terms with something new. (Rorty 2010 [1990], 37).  

Rorty’s concern here is that feminists need not make strong ontological claims regarding the truth 

value of women’s agency or the ahistorical existence of the full personhood of women. Rather, the 

concerns are explicitly normative, and thereby seek semantic shifts in the forms of meaning 

making that women create.viii Rorty also argued that feminism would do well to leave universal 

claims and defenses of realism behind. Rorty offers pragmatism’s critiques of universalistic claims 

and the abandonment of desires for absolutes as an approach for feminist theory (Ibid., 25). In this 

way, he presents his views as more in line with the postmodernist critics that a number of feminist 

theorists, including Martinez, Alcoff, and Moya critique.  

 For Alcoff, this emphasis in Rorty’s writings, including his writings about feminism, were 

misdirected primarily because there are ways of offering “modest and minimal versions of realism 

in which mirroring [has] no place” (Alcoff 2010, 137). Citing the work of Putnam, Roy Bhaskar, 

and Michael Williams, Alcoff argues that Rorty overlooks an entire thread of philosophical 

discourse that seeks to avoid correspondence and “mirror talk” and that seeks to maintain 

commitments to realism, i.e. “that the universe is causally independent of us but not 

representationally independent of us” (Ibid.). Alcoff clarifies this point: 

However, [such modest and minimalist realists] also tried to make sense of the 

commonsense idea that what we call true claims have a better relationship to that causally 

independent universe than do false claims, albeit relations that are oblique rather than 

isomorphic, connections without simple correspondences. This is why true claims build 

secure levees and false claims lead to global warming--not because the complete 



descriptions and concepts within true claims are carving nature at its joints but because in 

some sense, they are capturing some things about the world in some way (Ibid.) 

Alcoff’s extended concern is whether these omissions in Rorty’s critical approach to representation 

actually create a false dichotomy for feminist theory.  

Given the plausibility of modified versions of realism, Alcoff analyses whether Rorty’s 

antirepresentational shift would work for feminist commitments to the pain and harms that 

oppressed peoples experience. In particular, Alcoff focuses on the nature of cruelty as something 

to be avoided within Rorty’s progressive and optimistic picture for an expanded conception of the 

good life. Specifically, Alcoff argues that without some reference to a better, more accurate 

characterization of pain, a great deal of forms of assault and cruelty against women would be 

minimized and dismissed. On this point, Alcoff writes: 

Imagine a scenario in which there is one discourse in which Rosie’s pain from a sexual 

assault is invisible or unintelligible, or a second one in which it is considered justifiable or 

inevitable, and a third discourse in which it is visible as well as considered wrong and cruel. 

Rosie is inclined to prefer the third option as a more descriptively accurate characterization 

of the situation, since it articulates in a more accurate way what she has experienced … 

Nonetheless, Rorty urges Rosie not to say that her preferred description is superior in its 

representational adequacy to a description in which the harm is either invisible or 

inconsequential (Ibid., 142).  

The concern expressed here by Alcoff is that Rorty’s prescriptive move away from representational 

language rather than truth talk does not permit victims of sexual assault to claim that some forms 

of description are more accurate descriptions of the pain they have endured or the cruelty that 

others have inflicted on them.  



 Thus, Alcoff’s proposal, contra Rorty, is that language such as “sexual violence,” “date 

rape,” and “marital rape,” rather than terms like “seduction” or “deflower” are significantly 

different vis-à-vis their representational content (Ibid., 145). Importantly, Alcoff argues that the 

need to refute claims about the inevitability of sexual assault or the naturalization of rape (e.g. 

claims that cisgender men are evolutionarily disposed to sexual violence) require representational 

responses. However, such uses of representational discourses need not refer to ahistorical, 

unchanging, infallible claims that appeal to “Nature,” “Reason,” “History,” or “The Moral Law” 

(with absolutist and deterministic connotations). Or put another way, feminists can rely on realist 

commitments to claims about the pain and cruelty of sexual assault and abuse without falling to 

naive realist commitments about the way the world is regardless of our historical and interpretive 

practices (Ibid., 147).  As we can see in Alcoff’s trajectory of research, her work does attempt to 

provide such a realist approach (e.g. Alcoff 2006; 2018).  

 Additionally, for Alcoff, using the language of “rape,” and “sexual assault” rather than 

“seduction” or “deflower” provides a more accurate depiction of the horrible events in question. 

The reason for this, she argues, in many cases, “the rapist’s point of view is probably riddled by 

self-delusion, ideological mystification, and self-justifying maneuvers that obscure perception” 

(Ibid., 149). Without an appeal to representationalism and realism, she argues, feminist accounts 

lose the ability to name such flawed beliefs and habits of thinking that perpetrators of violence 

hold.  

Alcoff’s work demonstrates some potential critical oversights in Rorty’s critique of 

epistemology. Namely, she argues that feminism is well supported by realist commitments to 

conceptions of how the world is. Like Moya, Alcoff is influenced by Putnam’s style of internal 

realism. However, she distinguishes her approach to Putnam’s by shifting the emphasis of 



conceptual schemes to contexts. Context-dependence, she claims, is different from Putnam’s 

approach. She writes: 

Version-dependence involves being incapable of description outside of a theoretical 

version of reality with its own ontological categories; thus Putnam’s realism is internal, or 

on this side of the man/world Kantian schema. Context-dependence involves a relationship 

not just to theoretical description but to a more inclusive context, which is also defined as 

including not only theory, version, and language game, but also historical, spatio-temporal, 

and social location. There are no properties of things that are context-independent, just as 

mass and extension change according to the nearest planet and the current velocity (Alcoff 

1996, 218).  

Thus, for Alcoff, her version of realism is best captured through the term “immanent realism.” 

Against notions of transcendence or an external/internal ontological divide (which characterizes 

Putnam’s internal realism), Alcoff proposes that truth and falsity are derived from “the 

constellation of epistemic ingredients” about “the material world, the profane, the human real,, 

without a God or an absolute knowledge” (Ibid.) Appearing to draw from a well-known pragmatist 

(and Peircean) methodology of eschewing debates about metaphysical realism, she describes 

veridical features of immanent realism as “an emergent property of all the elements involved in 

the context, including but not limited to theory” (Ibid., 219).ix As such, Alcoff’s defense of 

representationalism draws from Putnam’s realist commitments and critique of relativism to defend 

a conception of context-specific conditions regarding our epistemic claims.  

 

III. Latina Feminist Decolonial Theorizing 



 Given this brief overview of several engagements with U.S. pragmatism by Latina feminist 

theorists, we can see a number of important overlapping concerns, as well as some points of 

divergence. Specifically, Martinez, Moya, and Alcoff share concerns with pragmatists regarding 

the impact of relativist frameworks on our understandings of meaning and truth. However, their 

critiques of relativism are often in the service of explicit normative commitments to the epistemic 

value of marginalized perspectives, rather than stemming from philosophical debates about 

scientific realism or the value of truth.  

Additionally, Martinez traces the relationship between postmodernism and postcolonial 

critiques of Eurocentrism in her work, arguing that although the two threads of theoretical 

discourse are contemporaries, postmodernism does not engage with the same concerns as 

postcolonial theory (Martinez 2003, 118). In particular, Martinez argues that postmodernist 

theorists do not challenge individualism and liberalism directly, and, therefore, do not defend 

practical commitments regarding theorization as a process. In this way, postcolonial theorists have 

the advantage of being in a position to enact better research practices across cultural and political 

divides, whereas postmodern theorists, on her reading, are less able to do so. Also, all three 

theorists defend versions of realism that seek to preserve intimate contact with the materially 

shared social worlds that they inhabit rather than abstract philosophical problems or debates within 

the academy. Martinez draws from Peirce and phenomenology, but also the works of Chicana and 

Latina lesbians such as Gloría Anzaldúa, Cherríe Moraga, Juanita Ramos, and Carla Trujillo to 

situate the cultural, gendered, and sexual stakes of her analysis (Martinez 2000; 2003; 2014). 

Alcoff and Moya both engage the writings of Putnam and Davidson, however, their works also 

engage explicitly with Anzaldúa and Moraga as well (Moya 2002; Alcoff 2006).  



Martinez, Moya, and Alcoff also each develop trajectories of decolonial critique in their 

respective writings, which outline geopolitical problems that we do not find in the Anglo-

American theorists they engage. Martinez’ writings sustain an emphasis on analyses of U.S. liberal 

individualism and the obstacles that commitments to liberalism create within a postcolonial 

context. Her 2003 article directly examines the creation and growth of individualism as a tenet of 

Eurocentric modernity. In particular, she argues that examinations of experience and identity by 

women of color feminisms can often be dismissed as “essentialist” by postmodern critics (Martinez 

2003, 119). However, such critics also end up perpetuating narrow framings of modernity, which 

leave the racist exclusions and practices of modernity unexamined. As such, critiques of rationality 

and representationalism, even from neopragmatist theorists like Rorty and Putnam, often ignore 

and thereby perpetuate patterns of exclusion within modernity (Ibid.). Martinez’s turn to semiotic 

phenomenology, which includes analysis of the inquirer’s situated social locations and process of 

semiosis becomes a way to navigate these efforts to critique global modernity and to retain a vested 

commitment to the lived experiences from people of color and peoples of the Global South (Ibid., 

112).  

Alcoff also sustains a focus on critiques of Eurocentrism and the afterlives of colonialism. 

In Visible Identities (2006), she engages theorists such as Enrique Dussel, Walter Mignolo, and 

Ofelia Schutte, whose respective works challenge U.S. imperialism and the dominance of 

Eurocentric modes of analysis within philosophy. Alcoff’s development of a theory of Latina/o 

identity, as well as her framings of mixed-racial identities, and anti-Latina/o racism are directly 

engaged in debates regarding the historical dominance of Anglo-American cultural norms, the 

political erasure of lifeways, languages, and epistemes of the Global South, and her work attempts 



to develop methodological commitments to overturning the conditions of coloniality (e.g. Alcoff 

2006; 2007; 2011).  

Likewise, Moya’s corpus sustains critical work against efforts to erase, neglect, or 

minimize the contributions of people of color. She argues that her commitments to a realist 

approach to identities is a critical stance against the Anglo- and Eurocentric belief that racial, 

ethnic, and gender identities are fictionalized obstacles to political solidarity. She argues that 

proposals to do away with identities of identity-based politics assume that people who argue from 

their situated social locations are merely “playing the victim” or making overgeneralizations about 

the intentions of the people around them (Moya 2007, 82-83). Against such approaches, Moya 

reads identities as importantly linked to crucial sites of knowledge production., and articulations 

of experience from non-dominant identity positions are necessary for developing critiques of our 

social world (Ibid., 83).  

Furthermore, if we take the critical insights of Mariana Ortega (2017) and Elena Ruíz 

(2011) seriously (as I believe we should), Anzaldúa, Moraga, and other Chicana and Latina 

theorists, including Martinez, Moya, and Alcoff are important participants in varied and plural 

decolonial movements within the academy. Given that these scholars developed critical tools from 

their training and experiences to examine the patterns of marginalization, stigmatization, and 

violence within their own lives and the lives of people of color, including those beyond the Global 

North, Latina feminist theory has been pivotal in the articulation of decolonial methodologies in 

the social sciences, literary theory, and philosophy.  

As such, each theorist explored in this chapter has engaged with the critical insights of U.S. 

pragmatism, however, they did not assume an epistemic primacy or sufficiency of the Anglo-

American theoretical frameworks that they engaged. For example, Alcoff, in a 1995 piece, 



explicitly takes up the “radical implications” of Putnam’s writings in an effort to examine a way 

to negotiate tensions between “cultural imperialism and cultural relativism” (Alcoff 1995, 225; 

230). Specifically, Alcoff argues that Putnam did not extend the implications of his own thinking 

far enough to combat the dominance of cultural imperialism. While Putnam’s work attempted to 

democratize processes of inquiry, including within the natural sciences, his writings on moral 

objectivity did not examine how desire and power influence what delimits the terms of rational 

deliberation. She writes on this matter in Putnam’s work: 

I see a tension between these two tendencies in Putnam's work: the tendency to expand and 

complicate our understanding of what is involved in inquiry (to insist on what he calls its 

'messiness') and the tendency to contain the forces of power and desire and to segregate 

these outside the domain of rational deliberation (Ibid., 231) 

Alcoff’s approach to this tension is to examine how the desire and power to dominate others 

(including desires for epistemic mastery or finality in the academy) can shape our processes of 

inquiry. One concerted area of study in which she sees this possibility arising is in liberatory efforts 

to address global injustices, including structural oppressions and the forms of cultural imperialism 

that have long ravaged the resources, livelihoods, and epistemic resources of Black and indigenous 

communities. Even in these early writings by Alcoff, we see direct criticisms of the elitist or 

progressivist narratives that frame the Global North’s relationship to the Global South. 

Additionally, in another concise framing of this problem, Moya names this problem specifically 

and points to global capitalism and the destruction (and I would add appropriation and 

exploitation) of indigenous knowledge systems as a function of the transnational flows of goods 

and resources between the Global North and South (Moya 2011, 82-83). 



 Read in this light, we see important points of engagement with U.S. pragmatism, including, 

at times, critique and extension of pragmatist thinkers and questions. Beyond this, however, we 

see a sustained body of literature from women of color theorists who remain committed to 

critiquing the academic institutions in which they themselves remain within as participants. 

Through these lenses, we see Martinez, Moya, and Alcoff’s engagements with U.S. pragmatism 

not so much as projects aimed at reevaluating or “saving” Anglo-American theory, but rather as 

efforts to draw from their own forms of meaning-making and processes of inquiry to develop a 

liberatory project aimed at the preservation and thriving of people of color and the tools that are 

available to us to continue to engage in decolonial praxis.   
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